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 This research examines the U.S. media during the 1999 Women’s World Cup 

from a feminist postcolonial standpoint. This research adds to current feminist 

scholarship on women and sports by de-centering the global North in its discourse. It 

reveals the bias of the media through the representation of the United States National 

Team as a universal “woman” athlete and the standard for international women’s 

soccer. It further argues that, as a result, the Nigerian National Team was cast in 

simplistic stereotypes of race, class, ethnicity, and nation, which were often also 

appropriated and commodified. I emphasize that the Nigerian National Team resisted 

this construction and fought to secure their position in the global soccer landscape. I 

conclude that these biased representations, which did not fairly depict or value the 

contributions of diverse competing teams, were primarily employed to promote and 

sell the event to a predominantly white middle-class American audience.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

By the end of the 20th century, largely a result of the globalization process 

seen in many other aspects of society and culture, women’s participation in sport 

worldwide had reached record levels. International competitions, such as the 

Olympics, expanded to include many more sports for women athletes and a version of 

the World Cup was created for women’s soccer players. Closely tied to this emphasis 

on international competition was an unprecedented exposure of female athletes to 

media markets. The representation of the woman athlete made its way onto the 

cultural landscape via newspapers, television, magazines, and the internet. For the first 

time in significant numbers, women athletes from across the globe were competing 

and receiving media attention at high profile international events. 

Much of the existing scholarship and discourse addressing the representation 

of women athletes in international competition has been conducted by scholars from 

the global North on athletes from the United States, England, Australia, and other 

countries. This scholarship tends to reflect an approach that assumes the perspective of 

the global North as neutral. This approach often recapitulates biases that exist both 

within the women’s international sports movement and current media representation. 

Across these venues, athletes and teams from Europe and North America are 

presumed representative of the experiences of all women. This perspective often does 

not consider the role that countries from the global North play in creating the ideology 
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and standards of global women’s sports. It also does not account for its impact on 

women athletes from the global South, especially regarding their representation in 

various media outlets.  

The existing work on women’s international sports competition concentrates 

primarily on gender, emphasizing men’s sports as opposed to women’s sports or 

examining the “feminized” representation of women athletes (Christopherson, 

Janning, & McConnell, 2002; Eastman & Billings, 1999; Heywood & Dworkin, 2003; 

Jones, Murrell, & Jackson, 1999; Vincent, 2003). The scholarship is slowly expanding 

to reflect a growing international identity of the woman athlete, with some attention to 

nation. For example, Stevenson’s (2002) research on the Australian Tennis Open 

covered by the Australian media underscored that in the absence of a local player, the 

media created “Australian” ties to foreign competitors to generate audience interest. 

This scholarship explores the concept of creating identities that reduce the diversity of 

international players to what they have in common with local athletes and local 

cultural values. 

This thesis investigates the 1999 Women’s World Cup soccer tournament 

which was hosted by the United States and remains the largest and most successful 

women’s only sporting event in history. This offers a unique opportunity to analyze 

the cultural hegemony of the global North and its impact on women athletes from the 

global South. It is in this context, that I examine the representations of athletes from 

both the global North and global South from not only a gender perspective, but also 

from the intersection of race, ethnicity, and nation.  
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Soccer is the primary global women’s team sport with its own international 

tournament. As such, it provides an interesting site to examine media representation of 

women athletes from around the world. The 1999 Women’s World Cup was promoted 

as a “breakthrough event for the next generation” of women in sports. This slogan of 

“empowerment” was meant to implicitly link the development of women’s sports to 

women’s overall status in society. This was a calculated choice to market both the 

event and the players to a target audience in the United States that is predominantly 

white, middle class and family oriented (DeVarona, 2003). This constructed image 

and its appropriated language from the Western feminist movement was used to 

promote and sell the event in an effort to guarantee its success amongst a mainstream 

audience. Heywood and Dworkin (2003) argued that the commercialization of sports 

for women, packaged primarily by the consumer market of the United States, was a 

major factor behind the popular success of the women’s sports movement in the late 

1990’s (p. 1). If viewed from this perspective, the bias of not only the American media 

and its consumer driven agendas, must be examined to uncover how this success was 

achieved and what impact it had on the athletes and teams competing. 

Prior studies on the 1999 Women’s World Cup suggest that the tournament 

was packaged by the American media to emphasize very specific definitions of the 

“woman” athlete. Christopherson et. al. (2002) argued that “the fact that the American 

World Cup team was composed overwhelmingly of white, college-educated and most 

likely heterosexual women, promoted acceptance of them as girls next door”, which 

was key to the success of the event (p. 180). Brown (2006) took the analysis one step 

further and argues that the turning point of the success of the event came when the 
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women’s soccer team ceased to be identified by the American media primarily as 

representative of their gender, but more importantly as representative of their nation 

(p. 397). It was briefly noted that over the course of the 1999 Women’s World Cup, 

the concept of the empowerment of women through sport was defined by the growth 

in the status of women athletes in the United States in comparison to the lack of 

development for women in other countries (Christopherson et al., 2002, p.182).  

However, the existing research does not examine, in any depth, the American media’s 

neglect of the teams who are depicted in opposition to the development of the United 

States. Although these studies underscore bias in the narrow definition of identity 

constructed by the American media, there is no investigation of imperialism and how 

it informs the depiction of other athletes whether by race, class, ethnicity, or nation.  

This research is conducted through qualitative content analysis of both 

discourse and images contained within the 1999 Women’s World Cup Official 

Program book, as well as five major American newspapers. My research addresses the 

imperialism of the media as well as the marginalization of women athletes by the 

American media, using the Nigerian National Team as a case study. I selected this 

team because it is the most successful women’s soccer program in Africa. Like the 

United States, the Nigerian National Team was appearing in the Women’s World Cup 

for the third time in 1999, having made prior appearances in 1991 in China and 1995 

in Sweden. Furthermore, this team was also randomly selected to compete in the same 

group as the United States. These conditions provide the backdrop to understand how 

the American media used this opportunity to make direct comparisons of the teams 
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with the intended or unintended effect of privileging the United States team over its 

Nigerian counterpart.  

I believe I am in a unique position to conduct this research, as I, myself, am a 

product of the United States soccer system, as well as the media propaganda and bias. 

I have been socially constructed within this hegemonic ideology.  It has only been 

through my training in Women’s Studies and a commitment to reflexivity throughout 

this process which has helped me to be constantly be aware of my privilege and de-

center my imperialist standards and expectations of women’s soccer.  

To conduct this analysis I utilize two theoretical paradigms. The first, feminist 

postcolonial theory emphasizes that within the process of globalization there is a 

recapitulation of imperialism and/or colonization wherein the dominant group portrays 

their experience and culture as the norm against which others are measured (Ang, 

2003; Mohanty, 2003; Spivak, 2003). This is often informed by “assumptions of 

privilege, ethnocentric universality and inadequate self-consciousness” (Mohanty, 

2003, p. 19) on the part of dominant group. Feminist postcolonial theory further 

argues that this imperialistic approach contributes to and reinforces dichotomous 

thinking that ranks women of the global North over women of the global South and 

categorizes them as “other” (Mohanty, 2003; Spivak, 2003). Mohanty (2003) argued 

“since no connections are made between First and Third world power shifts, the 

assumption is reinforced that the Third World has not evolved to the extent that the 

West has” (p. 40). The use of feminist postcolonial theory also illuminates the lived 
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experiences of women from the global South and their resistance to a disempowered 

categorization.  

The second theory I use is cultural imperialism which emphasizes how the 

meanings of the dominant culture are taken as norms which render other perspectives 

and interpretations invisible or marginalized (Young, 2006, p. 12). Techniques such as 

stereotyping, commodification and appropriation are often used to control and exploit 

subordinate groups and their cultural practices and products. For example, within this 

framework, hooks (1992) asserted that “ethnicity becomes spice that can liven up the 

dull dish that is mainstream white culture (p. 21). Hooks (1992) also argued that 

“Mutual recognition of racism, its impact on both those who are dominated and those 

who dominate, is the only standpoint that makes possible an encounter between races 

that is not based on denial and fantasy (p. 28).   

Through the application of these theories, I demonstrate that the American 

media presented the United States National Team as both the norm for the identity of 

the “woman” athlete and the standard for women’s international soccer.  I reveal how 

the American media took an imperialistic approach by assuming the United States 

National Team as the universal model for both players and teams. I further argue that 

this approach resulted in the marginalization and misrepresentation of the Nigerian 

National Team. For example, I underscore the construction of the Nigerian players as 

tradition bound, under-developed, and “naturally” athletic in opposition to the United 

States as progressive, sophisticated, and tactical.  
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I also argue that when there was attention given to the Nigerian players or use 

of their representation, it was informed by commodification and a voyeuristic desire 

for the athletic African body. The American media, with its particular emphasis on the 

“colorful” Nigerian hairstyles and the “natural” athleticism of members of the 

Nigerian National Team, were able to appear inclusive, but without reflecting accurate 

portrayals of the lived experiences of Nigerian women. This was not a true 

commitment to or respect for diversity, but instead a stereotyped image used for 

“spice” to promote the event.  

I highlight how the Nigerian players challenged their relegation to the margins 

of international women’s soccer. For example, while they were often cornered or led 

by members of the media, they repeatedly asserted the validity of their talent through 

confident testimonies regarding both their overall experience and abilities. Though 

repeatedly cast as inexperienced by the American media, the members of the Nigerian 

National team and the coaching staff continually asserted their confidence in their 

program during the tournament. The Nigerian National Team members also resisted 

the American media’s portrayal of the universal “woman” athlete by expressing their 

individuality through characteristics such as their unique hairstyles and aggressive 

play.  

Ultimately, I aim to bring visibility, not only to these efforts of resistance, but 

also to the contributions of the Nigerian National Team to international women’s 

soccer which were achieved at the 1999 Women’s World Cup. It is my expectation 

that this will result in the creation of new images in the international media. Teams 
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from the global South deserve a space of influence not only within the global sports 

arena, but also within academic discourse. To this end, I hope this research de-centers 

the global North in the women’s international sports movement and the subsequent 

media coverage, as well as in feminist scholarship.  

Organization 

Chapter one is a review of postcolonial feminist literature as well as cultural 

imperialism and its application to the representation of women’s soccer players from 

both the United States and Nigeria by the American media. It also summarizes 

literature on women sports participation and development in a global landscape. I 

highlight scholarship on the media and women in sports and the commercialization 

and commodification of athletes.  

Chapter two discusses the use of qualitative content analysis to examine 

materials and artifacts from the 1999 Women’s World Cup. These include the official 

program book and articles from the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, USA 

Today, Boston Globe, and the Washington Post. I also emphasize the importance of 

reflexivity in conducting my research and interpreting the data, due to my personal 

connections to women’s soccer in the United States as both a player and coach.  

Chapter three provides a context to understand the social, political and 

economic factors affecting the development of women’s soccer in Nigeria. It serves to 

underline the local experiences of Nigerian women in soccer. It also establishes a basis 
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for comparison to the misrepresentation of the Nigerian National Team by the 

American media during the 1999 Women’s World Cup.  

Chapter four provides analysis of the imperialism exhibited by the American 

media that informed the depiction of the United States in the 1999 Women’s World 

Cup official game program. It focuses on themes such as the construction of the 

universal “woman” soccer player and the positioning of the United States National 

Team as the measuring stick for international women’s soccer. I argue that the 

emphasis on these themes was used to package the tournament for audience 

consumption.  

Chapter five analyzes the representation of the Nigerian National Team in the 

official game program as well as reports from American newspapers.  It exposes the 

stereotypes used to depict the Nigerian National Team as a monolithic group of 

simplistic, religious, and underdeveloped women from the global South. This 

construction is often employed in direct comparison to the United States. I argue this 

is intended to delineate the boundaries of the representation of the United States Team 

as empowered, progressive, and successful; an image that was used to appeal to an 

American audience. It also discusses the commodification of the Nigerian players, 

particularly with regard to their “athleticism”, which was also used to promote the 

tournament. It includes emphasis on the efforts of Nigerian players to resist their 

marginalization. 

The conclusion summarizes the evidence that reveals that the United States is 

positioned as the standard of women’s soccer, thus creating a very limiting 
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representation of the “woman” soccer player. It demonstrates how this imperialism 

did, in fact, impact the portrayal of women athletes from the global South during the 

1999 Women’s World Cup.  The Nigerian National team was represented in a 

simplified and stereotypical manner, most often in opposition to the United States 

National Team.  It also highlights areas for future study to continue to explore this 

topic within feminist research on women’s sports and globalization. 
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I. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

 My study is rooted in feminist scholarship on women and sports and this 

chapter reviews research on the development and participation in women’s sports both 

in the global North and the global South. I specifically concentrate on ties between the 

development of women sports and feminist agendas, particularly in relation to their 

production in Europe and North America. Next, I review scholarship on the 

representation of women athletes in the media. I pay close attention to studies on 

gender, race, and nationality. I also examine the relationship between capitalism, 

commercialization, and the representation of women athletes in the media. Finally, I 

look at postcolonial feminist theory and its application to interpret how the 

imperialism of the American media during the 1999 Women’s World Cup affected the 

representation of both the United States and Nigerian National Teams. 

Women’s Sport- Development, Participation and Feminist Agendas 

Access to participation in sport for women has a history of connections with 

feminist agendas. As a social and cultural institution, sport has been identified as a 

bastion of male hegemony and critiqued by feminist scholars. However, as women 

enter sport in greater numbers, scholars also acknowledge that athletics provide 

women the chance to nurture characteristics traditionally deemed masculine and 

stretch the gender order. Sport for women in the global North has most often been 

viewed as a space where women should have access equal to men for the opportunity 
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to pursue qualities such as strength, fitness, self-confidence, teamwork, and leadership 

skills. Similar rhetoric has also been espoused in the global South, especially over the 

last decade. As a result, sport for women has taken on a significant role in 

development projects as well as more elite level training environments. Although 

women athletes from the global North have traditionally dominated international 

competition, sports for women have recently been taken more seriously in many 

countries in the global South. As a result of the connection to both implicit and 

explicit feminist agendas, international competitions are now treated as status symbols 

and interpreted as a reflection of women’s overall standing in a global society. As 

such, research on factors that impact participation, development and feminist agendas 

are crucial in understanding the global playing field that informs representation. 

Sport and the Global North- A Vehicle of Empowerment 

Throughout its early history, the major themes linking women in sport to 

feminist agendas in countries such as the United States, Canada, and England have 

been: critiquing masculine hegemony; exposing sexist discrimination in sport’s 

institutions and organizations, confronting biological and gender ascribed difference 

between men and women, and supporting the physical, social and psychological 

benefits sports provide to women i.e. “women’s empowerment” (Festle, 1996; 

Hargreaves, 1994; Lenskyj, 1986; MacKinnon, 1987; Muller, 1999; Nelson, 1991, 

1998). Feminist research has identified sport as a critical site for the perpetuation of 

patriarchy and masculine hegemony, while at the same time recognizing that women’s 

entrance into sports in such large numbers signifies a broader cultural shift in gender 

roles and notions of femininity. 



13 

The feminist framework has often viewed sports as a space for developing self-

esteem, self-confidence, and self-empowerment for women (Lenskyj, 1986; 

MacKinnon, 1987; Messner, 1988; Nelson, 1991, 1998). It is argued that through sport 

women can develop characteristics formerly considered exclusively masculine such as 

strength, mobility, and independence. Messner (1988) asserted that “women’s 

movement into sports represents a genuine quest by women for equality, control of 

their own bodies, and self-definition and as such represents a challenge to the 

ideological basis of male domination” (p. 197). The entrance of women into sport not 

only challenges that masculine hegemony; it also confronts traditional definitions of 

femininity and assigned roles for women. It affords women the opportunity to take on 

traditional masculine qualities and confront the social construction of gender. 

Much of the scholarship purports sport to be a source of collective 

empowerment for women. It is argued that sport offers women a site to build 

connections that may transcend the sport itself or as Lenskyj (1986) noted “women 

may apply the principles of cooperation and solidarity learned on the playing field to 

other social contexts” (p. 143). Mariah Burton Nelson (1998) explicated the true 

meaning of competition is “to seek together” (p. 9). Women’s sports can become a 

location for collective empowerment and a space for organizing. Sport presents 

women a forum to explore other agendas, particularly feminist agendas, such as 

consciously working to present themselves as role models to young girls and to 

promote change in the culture at large. 

While much of the research highlights the benefits of sports for women, 

scholars from the global North also contend with the problem of women being 
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assimilated into a male sport culture and losing their unique perspectives and power of 

critical observation. Nelson (1994) asserted that women are in a particular position to 

be critical of male dominated ideas of sport as “outsiders”, but they must be careful 

not to compromise this position. This marginalized viewpoint is meant to be inclusive 

of a definition of sport that values “kinesthesis, pleasure in motion, cooperation, 

physical self-respect, self-possession, and fun” (MacKinnon, 1987, p. 121) which is so 

often lost in the sports world dominated by men. Researchers scrutinize sport as a 

social and cultural site where men are schooled in dominance, winning, power, and 

hyper-masculinity (MacKinnon, 1987; Messner, 1988).  Feminists, such as 

MacKinnon, are cautious about women in sport who become too wrapped up in the 

male hegemonic structure and are subsumed by a faulty system that values conquering 

and winning at all costs.  

Feminist researchers also caution that the connection between feminist agendas 

and sport may not always be as progressive as one might like to think it is. Muller 

(1999) noted “Although some believe today that females enjoy limitless opportunities 

to participate in sport, others would argue that women’s physical activity continues to 

be controlled by an ideological system of gender roles and values that dictate what a 

woman can and cannot do with her physicality” (p. 122). An example of this would be 

the labeling of difference between gender appropriate and gender non-appropriate 

sports for women. Gender appropriate sports for women such as gymnastics, 

swimming, and tennis continue to emphasize grace and femininity. Non-appropriate 

sports, which are often team sports, such as soccer, basketball, rugby, and football, or 

individual sports such as boxing, force women to repeatedly defend their femininity in 
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mainstream culture. Due to gender norms women athletes still find that their choice of 

physical expression is not equally encouraged or accepted in the culture at large. 

In both the United States and Europe the women’s sports movement has 

historically sought to fulfill this sports “liberation” through institutional and political 

avenues. Advocates have focused on equalizing opportunities with men in sports and 

uncovering ways men’s power over sports has been institutionalized (Festle, 1996; 

Hargreaves, 1994). This can be seen in the influence of organizations such as the 

Women’s Sports Foundation in both America and England, and in the heretofore most 

effective tool in creating gender equality in sport, the Title IX legislation in the United 

States. For example, Title IX has ensured women athletes in the United States large 

increases in participation, funding, facilities, and quality of training and coaching 

which have directly contributed to success in international competition.  

This institutional approach has proved invaluable to women’s access to sport in 

the global North. Yet, similar to criticisms of feminism in general, it has largely been 

to the benefit of white middle class women and girls. As pointed out in this quote from 

Tina Sloan Green, the Director of the Black Women in Sports Foundation:  

Title IX was for white women. I’m not going to say black women haven’t 
benefited, but they have been left out. When you compare now that years have 
passed, and see who has moved up the ladder, white women have benefited 
more from Title IX than women of color. Sometimes women are fighting for 
individual rights against men, and they tend to forget there are other women in 
the mix. (as cited in Rhoden, 2006, p. 225) 

 
In pursuing gender equality through sport, the women’s sports movement, particularly 

in the United States, has grown at the expense of marginalized women of color. For 

example, Sylwester (2007) cited that “about thirty-six percent of Hispanic sophomore 
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girls played interscholastic sports, compared with fifty-two percent of non-Hispanics 

for the 2001-2002 school year, according to a USA Today analysis” (p. 201). 

Strains of socialist feminism have played a limited role in the research done by 

feminists from the global North to attempt to address the issue of class as it relates to 

women’s participation in sport (Hargreaves, 1994; Talbot, 1997). This research on 

sport concentrates on how the economic spheres of class and work impact women’s 

access and development within sport. Most feminist scholars writing on sport in the 

global North have been criticized for neglecting this aspect of sports participation, but 

Hargreaves (1994) and Margaret Talbot (1997) addressed the issue of leisure time as 

well as social class. Hargreaves (1994) pointed out that class relations must be 

analyzed when conducting research on sport because “women’s access to leisure and 

sport are mediated by social class” (p. 35). Talbot (1997) further commented that 

“time is one of the crucial currencies for women’s out-of-the-home leisure, the other 

being personal money” (p. 143). Though women’s sports are promoted as a route to 

empowerment, it is clearly not available to all women. Women who do not have the 

time nor the extra money to dedicate for many sport outlets are excluded from this 

vehicle of the women’s movement. 

Scholarship on women and sport in North America and Europe draws 

significant attention to issues for women athletes as they challenge masculine 

hegemony, gain access to participation, negotiate gender norms and pursue 

empowerment; however this research simultaneously tends to create an essentialized 

version of the “woman” athlete. Though gender is critically examined, the research 

often does not account for the complex relationship between race, class, ethnicity, 
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nationality, and religion as it impacts women and their desire to participate in sport. 

This has had significant repercussions for women in sports, particularly in the global 

South. As such, researchers began to look at sport in the global South through a more 

inclusive lens to create a comprehensive portrait of women athletes. 

Sport and the Global South- Development Agendas, and “Feminisms” 

The field of feminist scholarship that deals with women’s sports in the global 

South has gradually expanded over the last ten years, especially as a result of 

continued globalization and emphasis on sport in the global cultural landscape. 

Research on women’s sports in the global South serves to fill a gap in not only 

feminist scholarship on women’s sport, but also in scholarship on sport in the global 

South dominated by men. The main addition to such scholarship is a framework that 

accounts for the intersectionality of gender, race, class, religion, nationality. It also 

considers the impact of globalization specifically on women. 

Researchers on women’s sport in the global South analyze the participation of 

women in sport from inter-connected critiques of politics, race, class, economics, and 

religion (Brady, 2005; Chappell, 1999; Chepyator-Thompson, 2005; Hargreaves, 

1997; Pelak, 2005; Saavedra, 2003, 2005). The authors emphasize that attention to 

diversity is the key to studying women’s sports in the global South and stress that 

sports participation and its problems are very different for different groups of women. 

For example, religious affiliation, whether Muslim or Christian can play a significant 

role in whether a woman participates in sports (Chepyator-Thompson, 2005; Saavedra, 

2003). Racism against black women in South Africa hampers their access to sport 

much more than white women (Hargreaves, 1997; Pelak, 2005). Issues of poverty, 



18 

sickness, malnutrition, leisure time and women’s work also influence women’s 

choices, or lack of choices, about participating in sport (Chappell, 1999; Hargreaves, 

1994; Saavedra 2003).  

One factor consistently arises throughout the literature: there is a paucity of 

economic funding and access to resources that is a common barrier for women’s 

athletes throughout the global South. Chappell (1999) explained: 

The availability of physical education and sport in developing countries is 
acknowledged in official texts, but frequently there is considerable difference 
between such statements and what is actually happening in schools, sports 
clubs, and the community. There must be the political will to improve physical 
education and sports programs for women by governments in developing 
countries. Although physical education in schools is often included in 
educational curricula, it is often given the lowest priority in terms of financial 
and human resources. (p. 4) 

 

Whether it is in physical education in schools, sports sponsored by universities, or 

local clubs or leagues, women often suffer from being last on the list in line for 

financial support. Though women in the global North are faced with similar issues 

regarding funding in comparison to men, it is exponentially greater when the initial 

pool of funds is much smaller, relatively speaking, for women in the global South.  

The research also underlines the impact of colonization, which emphasized 

certain types of organized Western sports often targeted at men and boys that led to 

restrictions against women’s participation (Chappell, 1999; Chepyator-Thompson, 

2005; Mazrui, 1986; Saavedra, 2003). For example, soccer which is recognized as the 

male hegemonic sport in Europe, was used by the British as a tool of colonization to 

teach values, rules and sensibilities to African boys and men. The British enforced a 

ban on women participating, which directly impacted the development in parts of 
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Africa (Darby, 2002; Saavedra, 2003). Due to British colonial influence, African 

women were prohibited from competing in any official capacity on soccer teams or in 

leagues. As a result of both colonization and globalization, researchers also note the 

lack of attention paid to indigenous sports that women participate in the global South 

(Chappell, 1999; Chepyator-Thompson, 2005). In a globalized sports culture 

controlled by the North, indigenous games are not valued. Both the colonial and 

current capitalist globalization agendas dominated by Europe and North America have 

led to organized elite sports as the standard interpretation of the athletic experience, 

while local games and traditions have been relegated to marginal status. 

Feminist researchers also criticize the role capitalism plays in the development 

and participation of women in sports in a global setting (Hargreaves, 1994; Muller, 

1999). Arguments suggest that “in sports people internalize meanings and rules, so 

that culture is automatically reproduced in a way which serves capitalist interests” 

(Muller, 1999, p. 139). This argument is specifically referring to the gender hierarchy 

within sports that serves a capitalist patriarchy. However, it can also be connected to 

postcolonial theories that demonstrate that sport was used as a tool during the process 

of colonization to indoctrinate ideas of the colonizer into the newly colonized (Darby, 

2002; Mazrui, 1986). Muller (1999) asserted “sports are seen not as an area of free 

expression, opposition or complexity, but chiefly as an area of conformity” (p. 139).  

Women’s sports in the global North, particularly the United States, have 

dominated interpretations of sport for women worldwide through globalization. An 

imperialist agenda has subsequently been recapitulated within sports for women just as 

women were attempting to escape male hegemonic constraints. The standard of sports 



20 

for women dominated by the United States, which is steeped in capitalism and white 

middle class feminist agendas, has strongly influenced how sports for women are 

interpreted in countries such as Nigeria, Kenya, and Brazil. 

While citing the various obstacles to participation, research also suggests some 

degree of women’s activism within sport in countries from the global South. This 

closely resembles the feminist agendas and the women’s sport movement in the 

United States. Chepyator-Thompson (2005) outlined three major actions taken by 

women in Africa to pursue participation in sport. Though she is specifically using the 

example of track and field, it can be translated across all sports. 

First, women had to reshape and rearticulate familial roles to expand their 
commitment and functions. Second, Islamic practices were re-constructed to 
include avenues for women’s involvement in track and field. Third, 
educational institutions’ sports structures were expanded to include women’s 
interests and their strong venture into the sports arena, and track and field in 
particular. (p. 244)   
 

Through this activism women athletes in Africa were able to open doors for women to 

participate in sport in greater numbers and gain access to arenas once controlled by 

men. Researchers on the global South echo that this entrance into sports for women 

has offered space for women to challenge gender roles and cultural assumptions and 

explore avenues of empowerment (Brady, 2005; Chepyator-Thompson, 2005; 

Saavedra, 2005).  

Over the last decade, researchers such as Saavedra (2005) and Brady (2005) 

have specifically explored the connection between sport and women’s development in 

Africa. Saavedra proposes that benefits emphasized by feminists from the global 

North for women who play sports such as healthier sexual practices, lower rates of 
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teen pregnancy, and resistance to domestic violence could alleviate the devastating 

health crisis in Africa. For example, Saavedra (2005) argued that “in combating the 

HIV/AIDS pandemic, this may be a valuable intervention”. The underlying belief is 

that women who participate in sports would have the opportunity to develop their 

strength, self-confidence and control over their bodies. This would, in turn, lead them 

to make healthier relationship and sexual choices and consequently prevent the spread 

of HIV/AIDS in Africa.  

Scholarship has also begun to investigate the addition of sports organizations 

to development agendas.  Brady (2002) provided a case study of the Mathare Youth 

Sports Association in Nairobi, Kenya, one of the few sports organizations in Africa 

that not only encourages participation but also directly links a well outlined agenda for 

girl’s sports and development. She underscores the potential for such programs to 

transform community gender norms, raise girl’s self-confidence, and build life skills. 

In this light it can be seen that the global South is supporting a similar feminist agenda 

of empowerment through sport evidenced in the global North.  

Research regarding women and sport participation in the global South has 

made important strides in expanding scholarship. It has challenged the idea of a 

representative experience in women’s sport and has shed light on issues such as race, 

class, religion and ethnicity and their impact on participation and development. It has 

also explored similar themes such as the potential of girls and women’s empowerment 

through sport both individually and collectively. In particular, it has proven the 

importance of creating a more comprehensive picture of the experience of women 

athletes to shed light on the fact that though there have been great strides in access to 
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participation, there remains an unlevel playing field for women. Scholars have 

uncovered the role colonialism, neo-colonialism and globalization have played in 

creating and maintaining a hierarchy within women’s sports. Researchers suggest that 

success in elite international sport competition is a way to bring attention and 

recognition to countries in the global South (Chappell, 1999; Chepyator-Thompson, 

2005). Yet, if they are not starting from a similar position or if they are competing in 

an environment subject to hegemony of the global North, it is often difficult to achieve 

such recognition or be taken seriously. 

The Role of International Governing Bodies 

As the globalization of women’s sports continues to revolutionize the face of 

sports for women, feminist research has acknowledged the importance of examining 

global governing bodies and organizations such as the Women’s International Sports 

Coalition, the International Olympic Committee (IOC), and Fédération Internationale 

de Football Association (FIFA). Many of these governing bodies are responsible for 

promoting global participation, distributing funds, and setting agendas that impact 

women athletes. Feminist scholarship points out where these organizations continue to 

fail women from the global South with their hegemonic structures and limited 

perspectives. Administration boards are often dominated by members from the global 

North who support agendas that are not inclusive of the needs or experiences of 

women athletes from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Arab countries (Hargreaves, 

1999, 2000; Saavedra, 2003).  

FIFA is also historically focused on the men’s game, which permits the 

women’s game to suffer due to lack of representation and serious consideration within 
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the organization. Although this does impact women from both the global North and 

global South, it has more power over federations from countries such as in Africa who 

have less access to funding overall. Saavedra does note there may be some indication 

of change within FIFA to positively impact women, especially in Africa. The 

committee which distributes development funds to Africa decided in 2003 that 

participating countries would have to earmark at least four percent of monies for the 

women’s side, which amounts to $10,000. Though it may not seem like much, 

Saavedra (2003) argued it could go a long way for African women soccer players (p. 

229).  

Governing bodies such as the IOC are also responsible for disseminating an 

ideology of sport that is considered very “Western” (Hargreaves, 1999). This ideology 

includes emphasis on elite level competition, “Western” sports, and models from the 

global North that are accepted as standard. Hargreaves (1999) argued: 

Although in some ways the women’s international sports movement has 
provided a channel of empowerment for women working for female sport in 
countries with a wide geographic spread, and it claims to embody a sensitivity 
to difference and an understanding of the lives and problems of women in the 
developing world, it has strong links with state apparatuses and stands the risk 
of remaining subject to overt or subtle forms of neo-colonial domination. (p. 
461) 

 

A further example of this is that “Western” style physical education was promoted as 

the standard by the International Association of Physical Education and Sport for 

Women and Girls to be copied by schools throughout the global South, at the expense 

of indigenous games or local practices (Hargreaves, 1999). Hargreaves (1999) noted 

that the only way the global women’s sports movement will truly grow in strength is if 
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it “transforms the existing sets of power relations and reaches out and pulls in women 

from underprivileged backgrounds and involves them in a process of reconstruction” 

(p. 470). 

 This reconstruction would serve to redefine global sports for women inclusive 

of all women’s experiences and without the hegemony that dominates current agendas 

and interpretations. It would involve valuing indigenous sports and styles of sport 

supported by the global South. In her research on women’s soccer in Africa, Saavedra 

(2003) illustrated the inadequacy of the standard promoted by governing bodies such 

as FIFA who emphasize international competitions and global rankings when studying 

women’s experience in sport in the global South. 

Another concern is the goal of this assessment. Is it to judge the ‘success’ of 
women’s football, and if so on what basis? Is it the appearance of a national 
team at a FIFA-sanctioned international competition? Is it the development of 
a professional league? A regular export of players to leagues in Europe or the 
United States? Or is it the development of opportunities to play at multiple 
levels that might include elite and international level, but also considering 
recreational and competitive opportunities for women of different ages, 
different skill levels, different income levels, and different locations (for 
example, rural, urban)? (p. 228) 

 
This argument of competition as compared to activity or simple participation has 

appeared in scholarship in the United States, but not to the same extent as it impacts 

sport definitions in Africa. Women athletes in the global South often find themselves 

in a conundrum of not being represented in the global sport standard and questioning 

its validity, while simultaneously acknowledging the visibility of the global sport 

system and conceding to seek an equal part in it. The real difficulty lies in vying for 

inclusion under a standard that they do not contribute to creating. 
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The increase in events for women sponsored by governing bodies such as the 

addition of events at the Olympic games in the late 1990’s as well as the advent of the 

Women’s World Cup in soccer in 1991 have been viewed as progress for women’s 

sports in relation to men. However, the globalization of women’s sports and its weight 

on elite competition defined by global North hegemony has often left women athletes 

from the global South voiceless, marginalized, and questioning whether or how to 

conform and compete with standards not their own. 

Women’s Soccer- Status Symbol in a Global Landscape 

 Since the birth of international competition in the early 1990’s, women’s 

soccer has taken a central position in the global landscape of women’s sports. Much as 

men’s soccer has come to be regarded as the “global” game, the women’s side has 

progressively catapulted itself onto the cultural landscape. Women’s soccer is the 

primary women’s team sport that sponsors its own international competition; by 1999 

the Women’s World Cup tournament included teams from 16 different countries with 

qualifying tournaments ranging from Toronto, Canada to Auckland, New Zealand. As 

a result of its scope and presence, women’s soccer has come to be regarded as a 

measuring stick for women’s progress in both sport and society. 

The following quote summarizes the unlikely degree to which the game of 

soccer is purported to both impact and reflect the global status of women. 

It is not exactly the kind of context you would expect for a movement 
for gender equality, but by a strange turn of events, soccer (association 
football), the traditional bastion of masculinity and the symbol of men’s 
prestige and privilege, has become something of a significant talisman 
for women’s egalitarian progress in sport…Women’s soccer, a game 
that now embraces nations, cultures, ethnicities and classes, has 
become a world sport for women. It represents modern feminism: 
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unapologetic, individualistic, empowered and assertive. (Hong, 2003, p. 
268) 
 

This notion that women’s soccer is a reflection of athletic and social status of women 

throughout the globe has prompted researchers to examine the topic more closely.   

Markovits and Hellerman (2003) studying the position of the United States 

within international women’s soccer have called the dominance of the United States 

National Team an “American Sports Exceptionalism”. They use this phrase to refer to 

the rapid development and ascendency of women from the United States in a sport that 

has always lagged behind for the United States in the international men’s game.  They 

further explained this by stating that soccer in the United States was not completely 

“occupied by men” (Markovits & Hellerman, 2003, p. 14), which left space for 

women to pursue the sport at a greater advantage than for women where “football” 

represents traditional male dominance. The United States is the primary exception 

when it comes to masculine hegemony and soccer. Women in the rest of the world 

frequently find themselves faced with much more resistance based on gender as 

exemplified in this quote from research conducted on women’s soccer in India: 

Always keen to relegate his woman to the household, the average Indian male 
has hardly ever encouraged their women to play soccer. Looked upon as a 
sport unsuited to women, given their physical build, women’s soccer is still 
taboo in many Indian middle-class homes. Daughters or wives playing football 
are considered a disgrace to the family, with ostracism from society the 
outcome of such forays. Under such circumstances, women are often forcibly 
stopped from playing football, while in many other cases women hardly ever 
attempt to play, having grown up to understand that football is something alien 
to them and reserved for men only. (Majumdar, 2003, p. 81) 
 

While women have faced strident opposition around the world due to 

masculine hegemony within soccer, American players have seized the opportunity to 
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participate in a team sport that has not been cornered by the men’s game. Markovitz 

and Hellerman (2003) reiterated the connection between sport and feminist agendas by 

underscoring that “soccer has furnished a unique venue in which women could affirm 

their respected arrival in America’s public space” (p. 27). In summary, through 

participation in soccer, women athletes in the United States have opened gender roles 

and taken a visible role in public spaces, as opposed to Indian women (and by 

association all women who are subjected to masculine hegemony in soccer) who 

continue to be confined to the private space of the household. 

Over the last decade research has expanded to identify a combination of factors 

beyond masculine hegemony that impact the development of women’s soccer in 

countries in the global South, particularly in Africa. Researchers do acknowledge the 

existence of the masculine cultural sport hegemony related to football, but cite much 

progress is being made by women’s athletes to overcome this issue (Pelak, 2005; 

Saavedra, 2003).  For example Ann Chiejine of the Nigerian National Team has 

confronted gender norms by competing for Nigeria’s top squad after marrying and 

having three children (Saavedra, 2003, p. 239).  

Despite this progress, teams from the global South still fall short in global 

competition. Researchers argue that much of the remaining stratification is attributed 

to “economic troubles and lack of resources overall” dedicated to women’s soccer 

(Saavedra, 2003, p. 246). Ultimately, the conclusion is that two main factors 

contribute to the level of success of competitive women’s soccer in African countries: 

size of the population that provides a talent pool and access to overall wealth 

(Saavedra, 2003). This formula has seen Nigeria present the most successful team in 
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Africa for over a decade (Saavedra, 2003, p. 247). However, in comparison, access to 

the amount of financial and political resources gives women athletes in the United 

States a continued advantage in international women’s soccer competition.  

To summarize, research on women’s soccer in Africa stresses it is this 

disparity in resources between the teams from the global North and the global South 

that primarily maintains an uneven international playing field (Pelak, 2005; Saavedra, 

2003). They dispute the assumption that women in Europe and North America are 

more socially or culturally “advanced” when it comes to access to sport and assert that 

the pronounced attention to masculine hegemony women face in African soccer is 

“just variants of the patriarchy and sexism that women face elsewhere” (Saavedra, 

2003, p. 231).  

The increasing impact of capitalism and commercialization of the United 

States is also noted in the scholarship on women’s soccer. Pelak (2005) highlighted 

this practice in the following observation, “by the late 1990s, corporations such as 

Reebok and Nike started to recognize the potential of South African women’s soccer 

and began sponsoring the sport” (p. 63). As American based corporations sought 

expanding markets they turned to the boom in women’s soccer across the globe. This 

can be also seen in the professional league in Nigeria whose lead sponsor and 

namesake is Pepsi (Saavedra, 2003). Though this corporate funding can be viewed as 

much needed and appreciated, it’s not without its repercussions. While already 

subjected to hegemony of the global North within FIFA, and stratification in 

international tournaments, this further American corporatization invades the very 

fabric of teams and leagues within Africa. The capitalist hegemony of the United 
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States is reproduced through the marketing and distribution of products. The 

development of women’s soccer in Africa is then closely tied to dependency on 

funding from American corporations packaging and selling not only products, but also 

women’s sports ideology and norms. 

Thwarting “Feminist” Agendas- The Media, Identity, and Representation  

The massive growth in women sports at the end of the twentieth century was 

accompanied by the desire to define the identity of the emerging woman athlete. This 

new cultural phenomenon, athletic women, challenged gender norms and sought 

acceptance in public spaces heretofore reserved for men. The hegemonic masculine 

culture of sports and sport media struggled to represent and make space for this newly 

independent, mobile, self-confident, and strong woman in popular culture.  

Feminist scholars examining women athletes and the media initially identified 

a few common themes pertaining to the treatment of women in sports such as: 

symbolic annihilation, trivialization, and sexualization (Duncan & Hasbrook, 1988; 

Kane, 1996; Messner, Duncan, & Jensen 1993; Muller, 1999). These techniques 

respectively serve to deny the existence of women athletes, infantilize women and 

reduce their accomplishments, and contain within femininity, attention to appearance, 

and connection to traditional roles such as wife and mother. Through use of these 

techniques the media effectively ignores, marginalizes, and re-constructs women 

athletes who transgress gender roles and masculine hegemony that dominate culture 

and society. 
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In the course of the last ten years women have seen increases in the amount of 

coverage by the media, though this still does not accurately reflect the presence of 

women athletes in society. As Messner, Duncan, and Willms (2007) argued: 

The mass media’s continued marginalization of women’s sports serves to 
maintain the myth that sports are exclusively by, about, and for men. Women’s 
athletics is booming as never before, however if it is not covered in the mass 
media we can conclude that in a very real way to simply did not happen. (p. 
158) 
 

Feminist scholars expose the invisibility of women athletes as a deliberate attempt to 

maintain masculine hegemony and ignore women who do not concede to its 

established rules. 

 While researchers argue women are under-represented, feminist scholars do 

acknowledge that women athletes have made some strides within media representation 

at the turn of the century. Heywood and Dworkin (2003), primarily based on their 

research on the 1996 Olympics and 1999 Women’s World Cup, asserted that women 

athletes have reached iconic status in American culture and represent “women as 

active agents in the world where people are cheering them (p. 24). From a third wave 

postmodern stance they contend that women athletes break down binary definitions of 

gender and can simultaneously be competitive and beautiful and powerful and sexy. 

Yet, this third wave interpretation is not without its complications. Feminists contend 

that it is a particular version of the new woman athlete who has reached iconic status 

which still emphasizes the more traditional aspects of her identity. For example, Burris 

(2006) claimed that “Much of soccer player Mia Hamm’s popularity can be attributed 

to her sex appeal” (p. 95). Mawson (2006) also emphasized that women athletes who 
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“value fairness and adherence to rules and courtesy even during fierce competition 

will be socially accepted and esteemed in American society (p. 28).  

The intersection of race with gender is cause for even further complication in 

the current American media. For example, Bissel’s (2006) investigation of women’s 

tennis uncovered descriptions of the Williams sisters often characterized by the media 

as “volatile, aggressive, and raw” (p. 181). This description sits outside the feminine 

ideal of courtesy during competition primarily attributed to white middle class women 

athletes. Researchers further caution approaches to representation of black female 

athletes which are cheered for their “equal opportunity” appeal to beauty and 

athleticism, such as the representation of track star Marion Jones (Heywood & 

Dworkin, 2003, p. 153). This inclusion of images of black female athletes, such as 

Jones, creates a false sense of diversity that does not exist in sports participation or 

funding for women in the United States. Heywood and Dworkin (2003) continued that 

“the mass media present a world in which systematic inequalities don’t 

exist…whatever race, gender, all can play and reap the benefits” (p. 35). This 

portrayal of inclusiveness by the American media does not reflect the true unlevel 

playing field that continues to exist in women’s sports.  

In summary, the media has been slow and outright resistant to reflect the 

changes in the masculine hegemony of sport, though women athletes continue to fight 

for their place in sports culture as role models for girls and women. Through lack of 

coverage as well as biased representation of gender and race, the media in America 

has sought to maintain traditional white middle class patriarchal norms of gender 

roles.  
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Marketing Women’s Sports- Capitalism, Commercialization and Consumption 

Since the late 1990’s feminist scholarship on women’s sports in the United 

States turned a critical eye toward the role capitalism and commercialization have 

played in the production and representation of the identity of women athletes. 

Researchers assert that corporate America had the most influential role in raising the 

visibility of women athletes in the cultural imagination. “Corporations like Nike had 

begun to capitalize on discourses of individual choice, determination, upward mobility 

if one works hard enough, and the largely unheard arguments made by physical 

educators, coaches, and athletes themselves for years about the benefits of sports for 

women” (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003, p. 30). Through the rhetoric of empowerment, 

which was successfully appropriated by the media and corporations, athletic and 

business companies alike began to tap into the huge women’s sports market to sell 

products. They simultaneously launched some of the most visible images of strong, 

capable women athletes onto the cultural landscape. 

Television outlets took note of the emergence of women’s sports in corporate 

America. When developing a plan to market the 1996 Olympic Games they made the 

decision to attract more female viewers (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003). This decision 

resulted in the appearance of more women’s sports events and news attention than 

seen before. However, the focus remained within the appropriate gender stereotypes 

with the most attention to “swimming, gymnastics, tennis, and diving (Vincent, 2003). 

Though the increase in attention is worth noting, the limits of the coverage continue to 

hamper the serious acceptance of all women athletes. Scholars continue to be wary of 
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the role of capitalism and consumerism and the relationship between the two in 

women’s sports. 

To gain popularity a sport must be visible, which in our society means gaining 
television and print media attention. But for networks to assume the cost of 
televising a sport, they must be confident that advertisers will pay to promote 
their products during telecasts. Marketers base their decisions on the perceived 
popularity of the particular sport or league as they try to gauge market size and 
potential profits and losses. (O-Reilly & Kahn, 2007, p. 263) 

 
Feminist scholars need to continue to question the price promoters of women’s sports 

are willing to pay to achieve visibility. A slippery relationship exists between 

television, newspapers and advertisers from corporate America and women’s sports, 

which often adheres to capitalist patriarchal norms. 

 Stevenson (2002) is one of the first researchers to examine the representation 

and commercialization of women’s sports in a global media market. Through research 

conducted on the Australian Open, Stevenson concludes that in the absence of an 

Australian player, the media constructed “Australian” ties to several competitors in 

order to generate audience interest. She also argues this led to the creation of a 

category of “other” against which the “home” athlete is defined.  

The establishment of this hometown connection between Hingis and 
Melbourne (Australia) automatically placed her in symbolic opposition to her 
high-profile opponents. They were always at a disadvantage because Hingis 
had the hometown/home-court advantage. Thus, whoever she played in the 
final was going to be, symbolically, the outsider. Although when it emerged 
that Hingis would play Frenchwoman Mauresmo, another set of oppositions 
were grafted onto the hometown-outsider dualism. Now, the hometown, 
heterosexual, hyperfeminine “princess of grace” was to be opposed by an 
outsider who was not only foreign but also lesbian, overly muscular, and 
wearing masculine clothing. (Stevenson, 2002, p. 217) 
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Stevenson’s research begins to explore the role of nation in women’s sports marketing 

in a global context, though she admittedly focuses on gender representation, sexuality, 

and nation.  

Representation of Athletes from the Global South 

 While little research has considered the representation of women athletes from 

the global South in global North media outlets, scholarship has addressed the issue as 

it concerns male athletes. Researchers criticize the European media and its soccer 

audiences for surveying the “other” and reinforcing racialized stereotypes of athletes 

from Africa (Giulianotti, 1999; Bale, 2004). Scholarship points to the fact that the 

dominant discourse from Europe and North America mediates the identities of athletes 

from both the North and the South which leads to hegemony that devalues and 

discredits men’s soccer players from the global South.  Giulianotti (1999) argued this 

phenomenon is not only present in popular media but also in academic scholarship 

“neither popular nor sociological discourses are fully equipped to formulate a neutral, 

yet celebratory, cross-cultural but non-racial discussion of football styles and social 

identities” (p. 139). As men’s soccer has come under continuous scrutiny as the 

“global” game, Giulianotti emphasizes that studies largely conducted in the global 

North evaluate both style of play and identity through a hegemonic lens. 

Bale (2004) used postcolonial theory to examine the European media outlets 

looking specifically at players from Africa competing professionally in Europe. He 

affirmed the media’s use of techniques such as surveillance, appropriation, 

idealization and negation to portray the athletes from Africa. For example he 

demonstrated how appropriation is used such as “the Cameroon player Oman Biyik 
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was referred to as a black van Basten [well-known Dutch player] (Bale, 2004, p. 244). 

Bale (2004) also noted that through negation the men’s soccer players from Africa are 

frequently marked with racist and colonialist descriptions such as “harmless wild 

men”, “irrational”, “less intellectual”, and possessing “natural talent” (p. 245). This is 

in direct opposition to players from the Europe who are represented as rational, 

reliable, and tactical.  

Postcolonial theory has effectively exposed the bias within the media outlets 

dominated by North America and Europe in men’s sports. A critical eye needs to 

examine increased coverage of women’s sports. Current feminist scholarship on the 

identity and representation of women athletes fails to account for the trend of 

increased participation of women athletes from around the world, especially in 

international competition. It largely ignores or marginalizes athletes from Africa, Asia 

and Central and South America. As there is no quintessential identity or representation 

of the “woman athlete”, more attention needs to be paid to the discourse and images 

employed to define and represent a diverse group of women athletes, especially in an 

international context. 

The Media and the 1999 Women’s World Cup 

 Prior scholarship on the 1999 Women’s World Cup has argued that “perhaps 

soccer is so successfully marketed [in the US] because of the way in which it 

incorporates the paradox of  feminine images that do not challenge the status quo” 

(Christopherson et al., 2002, p. 172). Women’s soccer is a team sport, which could 

potentially be deemed gender inappropriate by the media. However, researchers argue 

that during the 1999 Women’s World Cup the media frequently used feminization and 
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sexualization to depict the players. The media celebrated the members of the United 

States National Team not only for their successful athletic performances, but also by 

emphasizing their appearance, traditional gender roles and “girl next door” appeal 

(Christopherson et al., 2002; Shugart, 2003).  

Women’s soccer in the United States is also known to be a largely white, 

middle class sport (Markovits & Hellerman, 2003). As such, the game itself, the 

women who play it, and the target audience who watches can be packaged quite easily 

to fit previously discussed acceptable and marketable stereotypes for women’s sports. 

The following quote illustrates this in the strategy used to promote the event: 

Our mission statement was essentially, ‘To make the 1999 Women’s World 
Cup a breakthrough event before the turn of the century to inspire the next 
generation’. This assertion emanated from the success of the 1996 Olympics 
when women’s soccer as an event within a larger event broke all attendance 
records for the women’s game. Our target markets included the grassroots 
soccer community, that is, soccer dads and mums, young girls and boys, and 
teenage girls and women. We also decided that the Women’s World Cup, 
unlike the 1994 Men’s World Cup, basically should cater to America’s 
grassroots soccer community. (DeVarona, 2003, pp. 10-11) 

 
In other words, the event was selling the connection between the women’s 

empowerment through sport rhetoric, which has been proven to mostly be available to 

white middle class athletes, to an audience of white middle-class moms and dads and 

their children. This packaging also led to messages such as “It’s [women’ soccer] 

about running around, it’s not too violent, its team oriented, and it’s something girls 

can play with their friends (Christopherson et al., 2002, p. 179). This fits the formula 

of the fair and courteous female athlete acceptable in American culture because she 

carefully treads the boundaries of her assigned gender role.  
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Shugart (2003) argued that this white-middle class image of the players, 

particularly one that was feminized and sexualized, directly led to the popularity and 

unprecedented coverage of the members of the Unites States Women’s National 

Team. Yet, not all of the players were included in this formula. She contended that 

goalkeeper, Briana Scurry, who was the only African-American player on the starting 

roster, was rendered invisible throughout the tournament. She attributed this to 

traditional racist stereotypes of African-American women as “nonfeminine” and 

asexual. Shugart (2003) points out that Scurry’s notable absence from sexualized 

coverage serves as a foil to reinforce the appeal of white femininity so highly regarded 

by the media during the 1999 Women’s World Cup. 

Researchers also note the success of the event was tied to nationalism since the 

United States Women’s National Team became representative of the “All-American 

girl” who could make her country proud through athletic success (Brown 2006; 

Markovits & Hellerman, 2003). Christopherson et al. (2002) concluded that the United 

States National Team was depicted by the American media as leading the way in the 

empowerment through sports rhetoric in comparison to women’s soccer in other 

countries. The members of the United States National Team were presented as 

“winners” for their country, in comparison to women athletes from less progressive 

and developed nations. 

 Although scholars point out these nationalist overtones of the event, what 

researchers have yet to consider is how the specific packaging and representation of 

the women’s soccer players prior to and throughout the Women’s World Cup 

expressed hegemony of the United States.  This is particularly important considering it 
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was an international competition hosted in the United States. Researchers neglect the 

impact this hegemonic construction along the lines of race, class, and nation impacted 

athletes from countries such as Nigeria, Ghana, Brazil and Mexico.  These athletes, 

almost without exception, do not fit the narrow definitions afforded to acceptable 

women athletes celebrated by the American media. 

Feminist Conceptual Frameworks 

Feminist postcolonial theory permits the researcher to investigate the 1999 

Women’s World Cup and examine the role of the American media in the production 

of the identities of women athletes in a global sports landscape. It allows for 

illumination of the United States National Team and its members as the universal 

representative of the “woman” athlete as well as the standard for women’s 

international soccer. It also provides the framework to analyze the consequent 

depiction of the Nigerian National Team as a monolithic “other” from the global South 

against which the identity of the United States National Team’s identity is built. 

Employing the theory of cultural imperialism, as well as techniques of 

commodification and appropriation, permits the researcher to demonstrate the specific 

ways in which the Nigerian National Team and its players are used to present a false 

sense of diversity that feigns inclusion. This is done within a system which has already 

been structured to render the women as outsiders.  

Feminist Postcolonial Theory 

Feminist postcolonial theory argues that processes of modern “colonization” 

continues to inform the experiences of women across economic, political, cultural and 
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societal systems and ideologies. (Ang, 2003; Mohanty, 2003; Spivak, 2003)  Feminist 

theorists argue that this colonization is exhibited in an imperialism which posits the 

global North as the invisible standard that assumes all women under an overarching 

definition. This ideology conveyed through texts, images, and even feminist discourse 

of the global North often represents a universal experience of gender without attention 

to local experiences and agency of women from the global South. Mohanty (2003) 

argued this ideology marginalizes women of the global South as women of the global 

North presume their experiences are translatable across lines such as race, ethnicity, 

and nation.   

Through her analysis of feminist texts produced by women in the global North, 

Mohanty concluded that their imperialist perspective inevitably constructs a 

“monolithic” woman from the global South. She asserted this is “based on 

assumptions of privilege and ethnocentric universality…and an inadequate self-

consciousness about the effect of Western scholarship on the Third World in the 

context of a world system dominated by the West (Mohanty, 2003, p. 19). Due to the 

hegemonic ideology, this establishes what Mohanty terms the “Third World 

difference”.  

This average Third World woman leads an essentially truncated life base on 
her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being “Third World” 
(read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, 
victimized, etc.). This, I suggest, is in contrast to the (implicit) self-
representation of Western women as educated, as modern, as having control 
over their own bodies and sexualities and the freedom to make their own 
decisions. (Mohanty, 2003, p. 22) 
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This representation as “other” is used to both define women of the global South, as 

well as mark the limits of women of the global North. In Mohanty’s (2003) words 

“without the Third World Woman, the particular self-presentation of Western women 

mentioned above would be problematical. I am suggesting, then, that the one enables 

and sustains the other” (p. 42).  

 Postcolonial feminist scholars conducting textual analysis further criticize the 

global North as not only categorizing women from the global South as “other”, but 

often symbolically sacrificing women of the global South in pursuit of gender 

equality. For example, in her research on the novel, Jane Eyre, Gayatri Spivak (1985) 

exposed the roots of this imperialist “feminism” reproduced in British culture. Spivak 

(1985) asserted that the symbolic movement in the novel of Jane, representative of the 

British woman, and her process of achieving independence, comes at the expense of 

the life of the “other”, Bertha Mason, a woman of Jamaican Creole descent. Spivak 

(1985) argued “as the female individualist, not quite/not male, articulates herself in 

shifting relationship to what is at stake, the ‘native’ female as such (within discourse, 

as a signifier) is excluded from any share in the emerging norm (p. 244). In this 

reading of Jane Eyre, Spivak points to the use of the novel to create, as well as 

reinforce, a hierarchical cultural order that empowers women from the global North 

while eluding and erasing women from the global South. 

 Postcolonial feminist theorists have argued that not only are women from the 

global South excluded and marginalized, but also their identities, voice, 

representation, rights, concerns, etc…are often forfeited in pursuit of the agendas of 
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the global North. However, as the current system exists Ang (2003) argued that 

women from the global South are not offered much choice other than to participate in 

it. For example, “The nature of the global capitalist modernity is such that these 

“other” peoples are left with two options: either enter the game or be excluded...at the 

international level either “Westernize” or be ostracized from the ‘world community’, 

the ‘family of nations’ (Ang, 2003, p. 199). In other words, women of the global South 

are left to choose to be included in systems informed by hegemony of the global North 

which forces them to try to carve out space within an environment not their own, or be 

completely excluded. 

By using feminist postcolonial theory to investigate the 1999 Women’s World 

Cup the researcher is able to highlight the repeated positioning of the global North, 

particularly the United States, as representative of the empowered “woman” athlete as 

well as the standard for women’s international soccer. For as Mohanty (2003) stated 

“my argument holds for any discourse that sets up its own authorial subjects as the 

implicit referent, that is, the yardstick by which to encode and represent cultural 

others” (p. 21). Postcolonial feminist theory also provides the researcher the 

opportunity to uncover the representation of athletes from the global South, 

specifically Nigeria, as conforming to Mohanty’s (2003) description of the “average 

Third World woman”. In this framework, the Nigerian National Team and its players 

are characterized as poor, tradition bound, backward, unorganized, and unsuccessful, 

while descriptions of the United States National Team are constructed as as developed, 

independent, progressive, tactical and successful, both in soccer and in society.  
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Using Spivak’s (1985) analysis, the discourse in the American media 

surrounding the 1999 Women’s World Cup can be interpreted as sacrificing the 

Nigerian National Team to promote the United States National Team. The Nigerian 

National Team and its players are portrayed as the “native other”- natural, aggressive, 

physical, angry, and reckless. This stands completely outside the constructed 

boundaries of the acceptable “woman” athlete and style of soccer supported by the 

American media. 

Through Ang’s (2003) assertion that women of the global South are faced with 

a most difficult choice to either to conform or be excluded, The Nigerian National 

Team’s participation can be read as seeking achievement and recognition in a global 

sports system that inherently marginalizes them. This, however, is the only choice 

offered to them. The resistance of the Nigerian players to the marginalization and 

“othering” by the American media is the best attempt to make a mark in a global 

sports system where they are outsiders. Postcolonial feminist theory then supplies the 

opportunity to highlight the lived experiences of the women’s soccer players from 

Nigeria in their efforts to resist the hegemony of the global North within the global 

sports system in shaping their own identity and making “space” their own brand of 

soccer.  

Cultural Imperialism, Commodification, Appropriation  

According to Iris Marion Young, “Cultural imperialism involves the 

universalization of a dominant group’s experiences and culture, and its establishment 

as the norm” (2006, p. 12). The imperialistic approach results in the invisibility and 
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marginalization of expressions of other cultures that have been deemed subordinate. 

As a consequence,  “Cultural products also express the dominant group’s perspective 

on and interpretation of events and elements in the society, including other groups in 

the society, insofar as they attain cultural status at all” (Young, 2006, p. 12). Applying 

this theory to the 1999 Women’s World Cup highlights the imperialistic lens used by 

the United States media to interpret the Nigerian players’ identity, style of play, and 

cultural practices. It can be employed to examine judgments passed on the Nigerian 

National Team by the US media, on things such as their unique local beliefs, customs 

and religious practices. 

Furthermore Young (2006) stated, “The culturally imperialized are stamped 

with an essence. The stereotypes confine them to a nature which is often attached in 

some way to their bodies, and which thus cannot easily be denied” (p. 12). This 

approach can be combined with Hill Collins’ work on stereotypes and controlling 

images of African-American women, such as the mammie figure. Hill Collins 

(2000)asserted that “controlling images are designed to make racism, sexism, poverty, 

and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of 

everyday life” (p. 69). These theories can be used to dissect the stereotypes that appear 

of the Nigerian National Team players which, whether consciously chosen or not, 

limit the identity of the African female athlete. 

In the production of meaning and artifacts, commodification and appropriation 

are techniques employed by the dominant culture which feign inclusiveness that is 

merely disguised exploitation. bell hooks (1992) argued, “within commodity culture, 

ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull dish of mainstream white 
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culture” (p. 21). In this context attributes such as the “naturally” athletic black body of 

the Nigerian women’s soccer players can be shown as envied and consumed in 

American culture. For example, it can be argued the American media portrays the 

Nigerian woman as possessing the “ultimate” athletic body. Though included in the 

cultural iconography, this body is not connected to the lived experiences of the 

Nigerian players, but a representation of projected desires of the dominant culture. 

Summary 

Feminist scholarship has explored the development and participation of women 

athletes in both the global North and global South. This scholarship has emphasized 

the connection between women’s participation in sport to feminist agendas such as 

challenging gender norms and creating new roles for women in society. Research on 

women’s sport in the global South has acknowledged the continued stratification 

within international competition and argued that this is primarily attributed to 

inequality of wealth and resources due in part to the history of colonialism and current 

influences of capitalist imperialism and globalization.  

Feminist scholarship on sport has also extensively studied the impact of the 

media on the production of discourse and images which impact the culture at large, but 

primarily from a global North standard that focuses on gender. With the continued 

exposure of international competition for women, it is critical to expand this body of 

research to include studies on the representation of women athletes from the global 

South. Research, as of yet, has little explored how the hegemony of the Europe and 

North America, “colonization”, or modern imperialism within women’s sports impacts 
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the production of representations of women athletes. This study seeks to diversify the 

literature on media representation and women athletes to include the intersection of 

factors such as gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and nation. In examining the 1999 

Women’s World Cup through a feminist postcolonial framework, I intend to prove the 

American media employed imperialism to present the United States National Team as 

the standard and to create the Nigerian National Team as “other”. I will also 

demonstrate how the Nigerian National Team fought to resist stereotypes and define 

their own identity. 
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II. METHODOLOGY AND DATA 
 

In this study I focus on how the American media promoted and portrayed 

athletes and national teams, specifically the United States and Nigeria, during the 1999 

Women’s World Cup. Through a feminist postcolonial theoretical framework I 

interpret themes within the discourse and images of the American media prior to and 

during the tournament.  To undertake this research I utilized feminist qualitative 

content analysis to study cultural artifacts such as the official game program and 

American newspaper articles. To develop my argument I concentrate on the United 

States National Team as representative of the global North and the Nigerian National 

Team as representative of the global South. Throughout the research I employ 

statistics that were simultaneous with the 1999 Women’s World Cup to create a 

picture that is more reflective of women’s lives at the turn of the century. 

Qualitative Research 

Hesse-Beiber and Leavy (2004) explained that “qualitative research allows us 

to ask and answer a wide range of socially relevant questions and develop theories 

with both descriptive and explanatory power” (p. 13). In using a qualitative approach I 

seek to answer two basic questions. First, did the American media operate from the 

assumption of the United States National Team as the measuring stick of progress in 

women’s sports and the global standard of women’s soccer?  Second, how did the 

portrayal of the United States National Team as the “norm” impact the representation 
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of the Nigerian National Team?  It is my hypothesis that the American media did, in 

fact, depict the United States National team and it members as the representative of the 

quintessential “woman” athlete as well as the standard of women’s soccer.  This 

limited definition of the “woman” athlete consequently led to the marginalization of 

women athletes from the Nigerian National Team. This resulted in the Nigerian 

National Team often stereotyped and represented as “other” as well as commodified in 

a false sense of diversity. It is my contention that this construction was created to 

promote and sell the 1999 Women’s World Cup. Ultimately, grounded in feminist 

postcolonial theory, I am to prove that the American media exhibited cultural 

imperialism which was not only steeped in, but also reinforced the hegemony of the 

North in a global women’s sports context. 

Content Analysis 

According to Shulamit Reinharz (1992), “content analysis is the study of 

objects (cultural artifacts) or events systematically by counting them or interpreting 

the themes contained in them” (p. 146). For three weeks from June 29th to July 10th 

teams representing sixteen countries competed in venues across major American cities 

which included: NY/NJ, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Portland, San Francisco, San 

Jose, and Washington, D.C.  Over six hundred thousand tickets were sold throughout 

the tournament, every game was televised and newspapers were saturated with 

coverage across the country.  In order to scrutinize cultural artifacts I chose to narrow 

my data from this time period to the 1999 Women’s World Cup official program sold 

at all venues throughout the tournament. This book was available to all 600,000 fans 

and continues to be sold on eBay. I also selected twelve newspaper articles from the 
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New York Times, Los Angeles Times, Boston Globe, Washington Post, and USA 

Today. These articles were chosen based on national circulation and because they are 

published in multiple locations across the United States. The articles are from a 

specific time frame which ranges from three days prior (June 21st, 1999) to the United 

States versus Nigeria match to one day after (June 25th, 1999) the match. Although 

both teams were covered throughout the tournament, these specific dates were selected 

to highlight comparisons between the United States National Team and the Nigerian 

National Team. 

One of the benefits of using content analysis is that texts can be explored for 

expressing, producing, and perpetuating norms of dominant groups and cultures 

(Reinharz, 1992, p. 150). In this research, I categorize themes associated with the 

representation of the United States National team as normative within international 

women’s soccer. I specifically identify the repetition of assumptions of a universal 

women’s soccer player who is white, from the global North, and middle class with 

access to wealth. This universal woman athlete is closely tied to rhetoric of women’s 

sports empowerment in the United States. I examine themes such as the woman athlete 

who is strong, accomplished, and competitive yet modest and fair. I also identify 

recurring themes of the United States National team as the standard for international 

women’s soccer in the use of descriptors such as dominant, progressive, tactical, and 

sophisticated.  

I categorize themes concerning the representation of the Nigerian National 

Team as occupying a subordinate position within women’s international soccer. I 

examine the repetition of descriptors that label the Nigerian players as non-white, from 
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the global South (specifically Africa) and poor.  I highlight the repeated 

characterization of the Nigerian women as outside of the rhetoric of empowerment and 

the acceptable characteristics permitted to female athletes in American popular 

culture. This includes themes such as tradition bound, religious, too brash, reckless, 

and attention-seeking. I identify themes that present the position of the Nigerian 

National team in international soccer as under-developed, unsuccessful, lacking 

tactical knowledge, and naturally athletic. 

Reflexivity 

A noted advantage of using content analysis to study cultural artifacts to 

examine social and cultural phenomenon is that they “are not affected by the process 

of studying them as people typically are” (Reinharz, 1992, p. 147). However, the use 

of content analysis does not remove the role of the researcher in the process of 

analysis. As a result, feminist scholars advocate using reflexivity to situate the role of 

the researcher in the production of scholarship. Hesse-Biber and Yiser (2004) 

explained, “Reflexivity is the process through which a researcher recognizes, 

examines, and understands how her social background, positionality, and assumptions 

affect the practice of research” (p. 115). In conducting research on women’s sports, 

women’s soccer in particular, as well as the American media, it is important for me to 

acknowledge the links of my background with this study.  

I have garnered the benefits of Title IX, having participated in soccer in the 

United States throughout my youth in clubs as well as school and eventually at a 

Division 1 college program. I also have ten years experience coaching Division 1 

college soccer, combined with years of coaching in the United States Soccer 
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Federation state and regional programs that are direct feeders into the United States 

National Team system. During the 1999 Women’s World Cup I not only watched as 

many games as I could manage on television, I also attended six live matches. I 

admittedly was caught up in the fervor of the event from the opening ceremonies, 

which I attended at Giants stadium, where I saw the United States National Team in 

their first game. I also saw the United States National team compete again in the 

quarterfinals in Washington D.C. followed by the opportunity to watch Nigeria play 

against Brazil on that same night. The Nigeria versus Brazil match was one of the 

most exciting of the entire tournament, not only in my opinion, but as evident in the 4-

3 overtime result. It was then that I first began to question how teams other than the 

United States arrived at that event and how they were being represented in an 

international environment that I had always been subjected to understand through the 

dominant lens of the United States National Team program. 

Through my training in Women’s Studies and my exposure to postcolonial 

theory I have come to work on de-colonizing my own experience within culture and 

society at large. This has led me to the process of examining my experience within 

athletics as well. I can now identify how I was influenced by the rhetoric of women’s 

empowerment through sport to buy into the idea that sports offers women a space for 

self definition, strength, confidence, etc…As both a player and coach I continue to 

believe in that message, but I now recognize that it is an ideology that is distributed 

unequally across race, class, and nationality. I have also come to understand that my 

experience in sport was influenced by role models, who arguably offered many 
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benefits to my development, yet who lacked diversity and were only representative of 

a limited definition of a “woman” athlete. 

I seek to constantly remind myself and remain aware of my privileges as a 

member of the dominant culture in many aspects, including race, class, and athletic 

experience (Frankenburg, 1993; McIntosh, 1986). It is my intention through this 

research to not only contribute to postcolonial feminist scholarship or scholarship on 

women’s sport, but also to raise awareness among women athletes in the global North, 

specifically the United States, of the privileges we have access to as well as at whose 

expense we gain them. It is my expectation that this study can incite more women to 

reflect on their participation in sport, unpack inherently biased representations of both 

women athletes from the global North and global South, and contribute to creating 

new ones. Hopefully this can lead to changes in assumptions and practices influenced 

by the hegemony of the United States within a global women’s sports landscape.  

Difficulties and Limitations 

 One of the most significant challenges I encountered in this study was the 

commitment to reflexivity. My personal experience is entrenched in the ideology of 

women’s empowerment through sport as well as the cultural imperialism of women’s 

soccer in the United States. I had to frequently step back and examine my position as 

well as the data I was collecting and analyzing. Creating a context for the Nigerian 

National Team also proved difficult as there is sparse scholarship about women’s 

sports and women’s soccer, in particular, in Nigeria.  

 I believe my choice of data does encapsulate and provide a fair and 

comprehensive picture of both the United States and Nigerian National Teams in the 
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American media during the 1999 World Cup. However, in narrowing the scope of the 

study to the official game program and a limited amount of newspaper articles, the 

research does omit a considerable amount of media representation of both the United 

States and Nigerian National Teams during the tournament in newspapers, magazines, 

websites, etc... It also does not address the presentation and handling of either team 

during television coverage of the matches. Media announcers are products of their 

culture and their bias undoubtedly reveals itself in live game commentary. Nigerian 

matches that were televised in America, especially the game against the United States, 

should also be examined for cultural imperialism.  



53 

 
 
 
 
 

III. THE NIGERIAN SOCCER PLAYER: A LOCAL CONTEXT 
 

This chapter highlights the factors that shape the identity of Nigerian women 

who play soccer based on their unique social location. It explores the colonial 

background of Nigeria combined with the political, economic, social, and cultural 

environments that inform the lives of Nigerian women. This setting also provides a 

glimpse into women’s soccer in Nigeria and the development of the Nigerian 

Women’s National Team program. The information seeks to underline the influences 

on the lived experiences of women in Nigeria who participate in sports. In so doing, it 

creates a context with which to compare the essentialized depiction of the Nigerian 

women’s soccer player by the American media during the 1999 Women’s World Cup. 

This context employs statistics relative to the 1999 Women’s World Cup to create a 

more reflective picture of the country and Nigerian women with respect to the time of 

the tournament.  

Overview 

Nigeria is the most populated nation in Africa and the largest country in West 

Africa, with a population of over 100 million and an area of 356,669 square miles 

(Falola, 2001, p. 1). According to the United Nations Trends and Statistics on the 

World’s Women there were 59,496,000 women living in Nigeria (2002) that averages 

98 women per every 100 men. Nigeria is a multi-ethnic nation with over 250 ethnic 

groups and languages, the major groups are the Hausa and Fulani in the north, the 
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Yoruba in the southwest and the Igbo in the southeast (Falola, 2001, p. 4). The country 

is commonly divided into two general regions referred to as the North and South. 

Nigeria is further divided into 36 states, with the capital city of Abuja in the north and 

the former capitol, the port city of Lagos, remaining as the center of commerce and 

finance in the southwest (Falola, 2001, p. 1). Nigeria’s major export is oil, which 

accounted for 96% of total exports (Falola, 2001, p. 9). Despite this product export, 

Nigeria remains primarily an agrarian society, with farming as the most common 

occupation (Falola, 2001, p. 25).  

Nigeria has ancient roots with archaeological discoveries dating traces of 

indigenous groups to 12,000 b.c. Different groups, such as the Hausa and Igbo, 

emerged as populations shifted, civilizations changed, and kingdoms were built in 

various regions. Contact with other continents did not begin until well into the 15th 

century, but these contacts forever changed the peoples of this region. Most infamous 

was the influence of colonization by Europeans and the impact of the slave trade.  

In 1861 the British established a consulate in Lagos, beginning a process that 

led to the conquest of Nigeria (Falola, 2001, p.xv). Over the next 40 years the British 

would establish protectorates in both the North and the South and combine their 

“colonies” in 1914 to create what is known as modern Nigeria. The British remained 

in control of Nigeria for the 50 years that followed, overseeing politics, economics, 

social practices and education.  

Ultimately, Nigeria gained independence in 1960 and has been fighting since 

that time to devise a stable government capable of leading their country. Nigerian 
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governments have been a wavering mix of democracy and military rule highlighted by 

civil war, coup attempts, assassinations, corruption, and overall political and economic 

instability. Nigeria saw an economic boom in the 1970’s due to the export of oil, but 

since that time their currency and economic growth rate have severely declined. In 

spite of the corruption and mismanagement, Nigeria’s economy is the second largest 

in Africa, behind only South Africa (Falola, 2001, p. 13). Democracy succeeded in the 

country and a president has led Nigeria since 1999. 

Colonialism 

Prior to colonial invasion, in most indigenous Nigerian cultures women made 

integral contributions that were acknowledged as keys to all facets of the functioning 

of their society. Whether it be in food gathering and preparation, economic trade of 

simple manufactured goods, child-rearing, or herbal medicine and mid-wifery, women 

were important to the overall survival of their communities. Some women were even 

regarded with the respect of offering wisdom and advice in a “political” role. Uchendu 

(1993) argued, “In precolonial Nigerian society, both male and female performed 

essential political functions” (p. x).  

However, this is not to say that women were regarded as total equals with men 

prior to British rule.  It is meant only to point out that women did hold positions of 

value and respect in their society and garnered certain rights and freedoms in 

relationship to their roles. As Okeke (2001) highlighted: 

Although women’s social status in many of pre-colonial societies was largely 
mediated by their relationship with men, other factors such as age, status in natal 
family, royal ancestry, and religious affiliation easily assigned them to different 
ranks. While these factors may have conferred some power on certain women, 
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they did not necessarily grant them an equal status with men of comparable social 
character. (p. 238)    
  

Cukukere echoes sentiments of the status of Nigerian women. She stated, “revised 

historical records reveal Nigerian precolonial women as competent warriors, rulers, 

and co-administrators with their menfolk” (Chukukere, 1998, p. 19).  

While women held various responsibilities in traditional African communities, 

the infiltration of British gender stereotypes through colonization had a negative and 

lasting effect on Nigerian society (Chukukere 1998; Ogundipe-Leslie 1994; Okeke 

2001; Uchendu 1993). Evidence of British impact is revealed in the fact that Nigerian 

women were often subordinated to male authorities representing colonial government, 

discouraged or completely excluded from colonial formal education systems, and had 

their traditional labor and economic policies undermined (Chukukere 1998; Cooper 

1998; Okeke 2001; Uchendu 1993). For example, Chukukere (1998) drew attention to 

the fact that “Europeans promoted cash cropping and the idea of cultivation as a man’s 

job; consequently, Nigerian men were taught new and improved methods of 

agriculture and given necessary farming equipment while women, who do most of the 

subsistence farming, were relegated to the background” (p. 141).  

 Nigerian women did not meet their loss of status and freedoms with passive 

acceptance. The most significant example of the battle against colonization to 

maintain economic and political rights was the 1929 Aba women’s war. The uprising 

was led by women in the South Eastern region of Nigeria who were opposed to a 

census being conducted in conjunction with the British government in order to impose 
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a tax on personal property and trade items. Uchendu (1993) highlighted the 

importance of the events that unfolded in the following quote.  

The riot reached its climax at Aba where is assumed a new dimension. It 
became centered on all the organs of the government and on all the colonial 
business centers in the city. The riot became a defying of the colonial 
government and all its institutions. The women converged at Aba from 
different parts of the region because it was a government center, where the 
colonial government had made its largest investments. The women selected 
Aba as the center of their demonstration because they wanted to inflict damage 
on the colonial administration. (p. 41).  

 
Although the women of Nigeria were unable to escape the rule of the British, they 

continued to fight for their place within Nigerian society both during and after the 

colonial period.  

Colonization had far-reaching effects on Nigerians’ interpretation of gender 

roles which directly impacted the position women currently occupy in Nigerian 

society. Ironically, at times, Nigerian women are fighting for privileges that they once 

owned but were lost and forgotten. Colonialism served to re-create the role of women 

in Nigerian society to mirror the ideal domestic role of women in Britain and virtually 

erased much of the history that did not fit the British mold. However, researchers and 

activists continue to create shifts in the roles for women as well as bring attention to 

lost histories. 

Politics 

The ramifications of colonization are certainly evidenced in the continued 

struggle of women in Nigeria to enter realms of respect and power. Ogundipe- Leslie 

(1994) stated, “contrary to women’s contributions to production such as farming, 

fishing, pastoralism, construction work and commerce, and despite their proven 
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mental abilities in school, women are still generally considered weak, irrational, 

passive, and inferior, therefore they are not to be trusted in positions of authority” (p. 

173). As a result of this commonly held belief, women find themselves nearly absent 

from prestigious positions in politics, education, and business. Without such positions, 

it remains very difficult for women to negotiate the rights and freedoms they deserve. 

As indicated by a United Nations survey in 1998, Nigerian women occupied 

only 6% of decision-making positions in government. With such a small number of 

women taking an active role in governing Nigeria, it is no question why women might 

find an exhausting battle in securing their rights and privileges as equal citizens. The 

following quote reveals how this power imbalance is interpreted. 

Women are not in themselves conceived of as subjects in political discourse and 
action or direct recipients of the benefits of both. In general, women are seen to 
exist as instruments to be used for the political purposes of men. The woman in 
herself is not thought of as a citizen to be mobilized to attain political rights, 
benefits, and advantages for herself. This reductive attitude toward women is to be 
found, strangely enough, even among the most verbally progressive of menfolk. 
(Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994, p. 247) 
 

Feminist research expands on this point with a similar observation that Nigerian 

women have made more strides as consorts to men in power than as political figures in 

their own right, for example, as first ladies (Okeke, 2001, p. 236).  

 A specific instance of the use of this power conferred through a relationship 

with a man in authority is evidenced in the development of women’s soccer in Nigeria. 

In the late 1980’s, the first lady, Mrs. Maryam Babangida, spearheaded the Better Life 

for Rural Women Program recognized as visionary for empowering women in Nigeria 

by creating awareness, raising the consciousness of rural women, and improving the 
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socio-economic standard of their lives (Chukukere, 1998). In the early 1990’s the first 

lady also had a direct impact on the founding of the Nigerian Women’s National Team 

program. When the Nigerian Football Association was called on to create the first ever 

Women’s National Team prior to the inaugural women’s World Cup in 1991 in China, 

the Nigerian Football Association’s (NFA) efforts were lackluster, at best. Mrs. 

Babangida came forward to make a financial contribution, amongst others, and put her 

authority behind the establishment of a Women’s National Team (Saavedra, 2003). 

Marriage and Family Life 

Nowhere is it more evident that men dictate women’s positions in society than 

in the cultural assumptions about the Nigerian family. As Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) 

stated traditionally “she is primarily a man’s daughter, sister, wife, and mother, not a 

person herself, with individual fundamental rights, claimable by herself and without 

reference to anybody else” (p. 140). Often a woman in Nigeria is known as first a 

daughter, then a wife, defined by her ties to men and constructed by society to nurture 

and maintain those ties. This type of social climate leads women to value marriage as 

a critical means of securing their adult livelihood. Women understand that although 

they may even be well educated or have their own careers; it is still customary to have 

a male partner.  

Children are a very important part of Nigerian marriages. According to Falola 

(2001), “reproduction is so important that many consider it to be the primary function 

of marriage” (p. 119). Children confirm a husband’s masculinity and confer status on 

him. The average family size in Nigeria was 5.4 (94 UN Trends and Statistics), more 

than double that of the United States. Research draws attention to the gendered belief 
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that “childless marriages are blamed on women, as men are never admitted to be 

sterile or infertile…a childless woman is considered a monstrosity, as is an unmarried 

woman, spinster, or divorcee” (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994, p. 77). 

Saavedra’s (2003) work underscored the impact of these beliefs about the 

importance of marriage and child-bearing on Nigerian women who seek to participate 

in sport, as well as their agency in confronting the traditional assumptions. Ann 

Chiejine, the goalkeeper for the Nigerian National Team for a decade, was subjected 

to pressures by her parents who felt that “football would make me so muscular that no 

man would want to marry me and I would end up being unable to bear children” 

(Saaverda, 2003, p. 239). As it turns out, Chiejine is married, has three children and 

even played when she was five months pregnant. Chiejine represents women through 

sport challenging the roles of gender in Nigerian culture and society and creating new 

definitions of marriage and mothering. 

Economics and Labor 

Women in Nigeria are expected to care for the domestic needs of their 

families, while also tending to both formal and/or informal labor. Women are 

responsible for child rearing, maintaining the house, preparing meals, and in most 

instances, earning an income either through an occupation or through the buying and 

selling of crafted goods or products from farming. Most of these women do not work 

as a means of procuring “extra” money; but view this as necessary to the economics of 

the family. Scholarship emphasizes that “generally, men do not do housework of any 

sort or intimate childcare, so the woman struggles on 2 fronts- in the home and the 
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working place” (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994, p. 76), which is especially true for working 

class women.  

Most women in Nigeria participate in the informal labor sector, with 60% of 

women considered self-employed and only 33% viewed as wage laborers (UN Trends 

and Statistics 2000). Falola (2001) further explains, “The informal sector is diverse 

and strong. The majority of Nigerians are self-employed, organized into many small 

businesses that provide a variety of services, for example, hairdressing, singing, 

equipment repair, and the production of a wide range of household objects (p. 11). 

Although this work may keep women extremely busy, it does provide them with a 

certain measure of economic freedom. Many of these Nigerian women are able to 

keep or spend the money they make independently of their husbands. Most of the 

money is designated to be spent on the family, especially the children, but the woman 

is able to make her own decisions about how it will be used. The formal labor sector 

presents many more obstacles for Nigerian women. Until recently, women were not 

provided with the background education or training to enable them to enter the formal 

labor sector.  

 Women’s soccer made an interesting cross-over in Nigerian society during the 

1990’s in relationship to women’s work and economic status. A league was 

established for women through both private and corporate funds. This enabled women 

to approach soccer not just as a leisure activity, but as a source of income.  

Many of the women’s teams can offer professional contracts and some are 
even signing players from other African countries. Several of the women on 
the national team have received endorsements from Pepsi. Many of them have 
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also been able to invest in successful businesses and are the breadwinners for 
their families… Clearly, women’s football in Nigeria can be lucrative. In a 
country with serious economic problems and high unemployment just as in 
Senegal, this can certainly attract female players. (Saavedra, 2003, p. 240) 

 
This is a significant development as there are very few women’s soccer leagues in the 

world where players can earn money. Though women in Nigeria continue to have to 

balance their activities outside the home with domestic responsibilities, the emergence 

of soccer as a potential site for income, makes the situation more viable and attractive. 

Education 

 The Nigerian educational system is steeped in colonial influences. After the 

British claimed Nigeria as a colony, they began to use schooling as a way to cultivate 

certain desired characteristics in its people (Falola, 2001; Uchendu, 1993). They 

developed Westernized systems of education, complete with their own stereotypes 

regarding gender, intellectual capabilities and proper “spheres”. As a result, women 

found themselves limited or even excluded from formal schooling. Uchendu (1993) 

explained, “the spread of Western education in most of the regions adversely affected 

the status of women as most of them had no place in such program  The colonial 

government did not allow co-education…they neglected the establishment of girls’ 

schools” (p. 32). According to British standards, girls were to remain occupied with 

the duties of the home and family and not pursue formal education arenas meant for 

boys.  

 Although these beliefs have yet to be completely eradicated, women have seen 

advances in education since Nigerian independence. Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) further 

emphasized this point in the following quote: 
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The greatest gain made in recent years, particularly since independence in 1960, 
has been the widening of formal educational opportunities for women, resulting in 
chances in public life and a gradual change in men’s attitudes that women can do 
as well as men, if not better, when given a chance. As a result, men are more 
willingly educating their daughters in the Western tradition today. (p. 77) 
 

 Much of this change with girls and education is directly related to the oil boom 

of the 1970’s which “boosted female enrollment, attracting girls from the lower 

classes whose parents in the past selected their sons first to attend school (Okeke, 

2001, p. 240). Not only did the oil boom affect individual families, but it also 

increased the spending of the Nigerian government which is responsible for funding 

education on the local, state and federal levels (Falola, 2001, p. 7). This increase in 

funding led to the expansion of schools and programs creating more opportunities for 

women. Fears remain regarding education due to the instability of the Nigerian 

economy. Researchers view any economic downturn as having a negative effect on 

girls and women in Nigeria (Falola, 2001; Okeke, 2001). It is argued that an unstable 

economy puts women at risk for having programs cut and lost opportunities.  

With the introduction of British style school systems through colonization, 

sports were also emphasized as a component of educational experiences. Although 

limited, girls were permitted to play certain sports, such as handball, they were 

discouraged from playing others deemed to be for boys, such as soccer. Since Nigerian 

independence, girls and women have been pursuing greater opportunities in athletics 

particularly in track and field and soccer, the nation’s most popular sport. 
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Religion 

Religion plays such an integral role for Nigerians that it has influence over 

how they interpret all other facets of their lives. “Religious ideas and worldviews 

affect the ways millions of Nigerians explain reality, understand how the country 

works, relate to other members of society, react to events and changes, reflect on and 

even predict their future and that of their country” (Falola, 2001, p. 29). Nigerians 

attribute their successes and also their failures relative to their faith in “god”. Falola 

(2001) pointed out that “religious ceremonies are the events that attract the largest 

number of people. In Nigeria, these ceremonies are frequent and far more important 

even than soccer, the most popular sport” (p. 29). 

 Although Nigeria may be a country with citizens strongly influenced by their 

religious beliefs, there is hardly a sense of religious unity. Nigeria is harshly divided 

by its religious convictions with a deep fissure between its Muslim and Christian 

populations. Islam and Christianity are the two principle religions…with Muslims 

numbering close to 50% concentrated in the North and Southwest and Christians 

accounting for about 40% in the South and Middle Belt (Falola, 2001, p. 6). Besides 

these major religions, there are also many Nigerians who continue to follow and 

practice ancestral spiritual traditions. The beliefs of each religion have unique 

elements that shape the lives of their members.  

Religion has a direct impact on the social, political and economic experiences 

of Nigerians, especially women. It alters how women participate in Nigerian society, 

though it is important to note there is much diversity and women’s experiences are not 
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universal. Researchers argue that the more fundamental sects of Islam have the most 

significant effect on the lives of women (Cooper, 1998; Mazrui, 1986). Some of these 

more strict Muslim beliefs are enforced through Shari’a laws that go as far as to 

restrict women’s movements outside the home and their ability to work. 

Research on women’s participation in sport in Africa emphasizes the effects 

fundamental religious beliefs have; “the Islamic rules of dress are also so stringent that 

the development of athletics has been hampered in much of the Muslim world as a 

result…the code governing female attire is even more stringent making the training of 

female athletes exceptionally difficult in much of the Muslim world” (Mazrui, 1986, p. 

117). Mazrui (1986) further discussed the impact on women and sport of certain 

Muslim sects that believe women should not intermingle with male strangers which 

prohibits women from interacting with male coaches, reporters, spectators, rivals and 

fans (p.125). 

The impact of religion on the lives of women in Nigeria is reflected in both 

their participation and success in soccer. Research notes that as a result of instituting 

Islamic Shari’a law in the Northern Nigerian states of Zamfara in 2000 and Niger in 

2003, women’s soccer consequently was banned for women and girls (Saavedra, 2003, 

p. 238). Saavedra (2003) stated that “for many northern Nigerian girls, a governmental 

ban is moot since their parents already prevent them from playing football…as of 

2001 none had made the national team” (p. 238).  
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Health 

 According to the UN Trends and Statistics (2000) the average life expectancy 

for a woman in Nigeria was 52 years of age, while for women in the United States it 

was 80 years. Much of this drastic difference is due to the lifestyle and lack of proper 

healthcare that confronts Nigerian women. As Mazrui (1986) points out there is a 

further discrepancy even amongst women within Nigeria, “Traditional rural women 

are probably more fit in terms of daily exercise than are their urban sisters but rural 

folk are less informed about hygiene and have less access to modern medicine than do 

the Westernized sophisticates” (p. 128). Rural to urban lifestyle seems to be a trade off 

between the physically demanding and therefore fit work of farming women as 

opposed to the more sedentary, but healthcare accessible lives for women from the 

city. 

 One of the most serious matters affecting the health of Nigerian women is the 

AIDS epidemic ravaging through African countries. It is estimated that there were 

3,500,000 people suffering from AIDS in Nigeria and that 53% were women (UN 

Trends and Statistics 2001). Much of the problem stems from lack of proper 

healthcare, limited access to contraceptives, and poor sex education. Due to Nigerian 

ideas about sex and procreation, most women are denied access to contraceptives as it 

is seen as a threat to a single woman’s chastity or a hindrance to a married woman’s 

procreative abilities (Okeke, 2001, p. 244).  

 With strict beliefs surrounding sex in Nigeria, such as the denial of sex 

education in schools, limited access to family planning services, and the illegality of 



67 

abortion, Nigerian women often put themselves in high-risk situations either 

unknowingly or without other options. Location has some influence on the availability 

of contraceptives, with city dwellers having slightly more access to information and 

services, but even that is sparse. Religion also plays a part in the effect AIDS has on a 

population, with the Muslim community suffering less from the AIDS epidemic 

because of their very stringent and threatening ideas about women and sexuality. 

 A recent trend in Africa has been to use sport for girls and women as a site to 

promote more informed, healthier, and responsible approaches to health and sexuality 

(Brady, 2005; Saavedra, 2005). Rhetoric and research employed by women’s sports 

organizations in the United States regarding the social, physical, and psychological 

benefits of sports for girls has made its way, in its own local versions, into 

development and community projects throughout Africa. There are a continually 

growing number of girls and women playing soccer in Nigeria. Messages about health 

and sexual practices, in conjunction with development projects, now have the 

opportunity to reach larger populations of young girls and women through sport. 

Beauty 

When discussing the concept of beauty relative to Nigerian women it is 

important to address Nigerian opinions about being physically fit. Researchers assert 

that in Nigeria a woman’s beauty is predominantly measured by her “fatness” (Mazrui, 

1986; Okeke, 2001). A woman is supposed to have large hips and “behind”. It gives 

her a certain amount of beauty and sexual power referred to as “bottom power” 

(Okeke, 2001, p. 235). Research acknowledges that Western influence over images of 
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beauty and exercise has changed some Nigerian’s perceptions (Mazrui, 1986). 

Westernized Nigerian women are becoming more conscious about their weight 

persuaded by the idea of being “slim”. It should be mentioned that most of these 

women are from the Nigerian upper class with the resources and the means to be 

occupied by such ideas.  

The diet of Nigerians is most often dictated by the circumstances of their life. 

Falola (2001) indicated that “Many Nigerians are vegetarians, not by choice but by 

necessity, since they cannot afford to buy meat or fish” (p. 101). It is the reality of life 

for many Nigerian women that diet is a daily struggle and there is often a battle with 

malnutrition that contributes to their low life expectancy. 

Another quality that is highly regarded when speaking of the beauty of 

Nigerian women is their hair. Hairstyling is considered to be an art form unto itself. 

“Hairstyling is a major industry and there is no limit to the ingenuity displayed in this 

craft” (Falola, 2001, p. 83). Women take great time and effort to create their hairstyles 

to enhance their beauty.  Hairstyling is central to cultural standards of beauty, as well 

as a site for women to interact with one another in Nigerian society. 

Indigenous Sports 

 Sport is a key component of the leisure activities favored by Nigerian society. 

It is available in various forms, from individual sports such as wrestling to organized 

sports like soccer. Sports can be played on many levels ranging from recreation, to 

school sponsored, and ultimately to the professional ranks. There exist a number of 

factors that influence which sports Nigerians play and which individuals are 
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encouraged to participate in them. As the following quote from Mazrui (1986) 

illustrates: 

It is, of course, widely recognized that sport is linked to broader cultural and 
sociological forces. In Africa the links are to indigenous culture, on the one hand, 
and to imported culture, on the other. Race, class, and religion have all had a 
bearing. So indeed has gender…Indigenous traditions, Islamic ways, and Western 
tendencies have exerted their influence upon the history of sports in Africa. (p. 
115) 
 

 The indigenous sports of Africa, two of the most popular being wrestling and 

boxing, were created to celebrate the warrior culture of tribal life. Sporting 

competition was viewed as a way to showcase strength and ingenuity and expose 

individuals to the challenge of conquering an “enemy”. In this environment, a link was 

forged between play and warfare that was used to initiate boys into manhood and 

foster their growth in “masculinity” (Mazrui, 1986, p. 115). Due to the emphasis on 

characteristics believed to be associated with men, certain indigenous sports excluded 

women.  

The practice of prohibiting women from sport hinged on the belief that “the 

taxing physical exercises of war were supposed to be partially reproduced in the 

physical exertion of sporting combat” and was therefore too demanding for women 

(Mazrui, 1986, p. 129).  Women were denied the mentality of the warrior culture, and 

they were also thought to be lacking the physical capabilities of competing. But 

Mazrui (1986) made an important observation related to women in African societies 

that discredits this apparently selective belief. 

There may be an assumption that the chivalry, which protects women from heavy 
physical labour also, prevents them from developing sporting physical skills. But 
in much of black Africa this is simply not true. Black African women often do 
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more physical work than their men. In at least some African societies women often 
walk longer distances, carry heavier loads, and have to learn a greater variety of 
balancing skills than their men. (p. 125)   
 

If women were believed to be physical and strong enough to perform numerous 

domestic related tasks, they should be equally as capable of performing similar 

activities through sport. This invalidates a commonly overused gender stereotyped 

argument about women’s physical capacity to compete in sport activites. 

Soccer 

 In current Nigerian society, soccer dominates the sporting culture. It is a source 

of national pride and camaraderie. The following quote summarizes the pervasive 

quality of soccer in Nigerian society. 

Soccer is the most popular sport in the country. During a major soccer event, 
people forget politics and problems to support the national team. Soccer’s 
popularity brings all segments of the population together in the stadium or in the 
living rooms where they are glued to television sets. At all levels, one can always 
see youth playing soccer and engaging in competitions. Nigerians may disobey 
traffic laws, but not the rules of soccer…Talented Nigerian players make fortunes 
in Europe but they are quick to respond to the call to play for the Green Eagles, the 
National Team. (Falola, 2001, p. 147) 
 

This observation specifically relates to Nigerian male players who have 

dominated soccer in Nigeria. The wild popularity and cultural significance of soccer as 

the “masculine” sport has historically proven a challenge for women seeking to 

entrance into the game. Those from the global North are quick to blame this on 

indigenous cultural and social beliefs about women in Nigerian society, but the does 

not paint a complete picture. Researchers argue that the British colonial influence had 

a significant impact on the perception of women in soccer in Nigeria (Boer 2004; 

Saavedra 2003). Boer (2004) stated that “In 1950 following a declaration from the 
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English Football Association, the NFA declared that women’s football should not be 

encouraged, and that NFA grounds and referees should not be used for women’s 

games” (p. 72). Although there are cultural reservations about women playing soccer 

based on indigenous ideas about the warrior ideology, misconceptions about women’s 

fertility, or limits on women’s activities outside the home, actual legal prohibition is 

clearly tied to British law. 

 Organized soccer for women in Nigeria began in 1978 with the founding of a 

club team who competed against boys, since there was not yet a women’s league 

(Abisuga & Awurumibe, 1991). The team eventually disbanded due to lack of support, 

economically and culturally as well as having no other women’s teams to compete 

against. A league for women was not founded until the late 1980’s, but by this time 

there were about thirty teams competing who were overseen by a separate governing 

body known as the Nigerian Female Football Organizers Association (Saavedra, 2003, 

p. 239). It was during this time period that women’s soccer saw a significant shift in 

Nigerian society. Sanctioned by the Nigerian Sports Ministry Department, women’s 

soccer was added to the National Sports Festival held in Lagos in 1989 (Abisuga & 

Awurumibe, 1991). A successful showing resulted in the president of the Nigerian 

Football Association (NFA) creating a national tournament for women in 1990 

(Saavedra, 2003, p. 240). This tournament led to the selection of the first ever 

Nigerian Women’s National Team. Both the tournament and the National Team 

received generous support from individual donors, namely women, such as Princess 

Bola Jegede, Gina Yeseibo, and Mrs. Maryam Babangida, the first lady (Saavedra, 

2003, p. 240). The commitment of the NFA was severely lacking and without the 
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outside contributions of these generous women, elite level women’s soccer in Nigeria 

would have struggled to get off the ground. 

 Despite cultural and economic obstacles, the Nigerian Women’s National 

Team quickly rose to popularity within Nigerian society. Games during the first ever 

African Nations Cup in 1990, which was set as qualification for the first ever FIFA 

Women’s World Cup drew crowds of over 40,000 spectators (Abisuga & Awurumibe, 

1991). Nigeria struggled through the 1990’s in international competition at the World 

Cup, finishing winless in China in 1991 and with only 1 tie in Sweden in 1995. This 

was largely the result of lack of support for the women’s national program which went 

through periods of being disbanded, having minimal training opportunities, and 

suffered from lack of funding for competition within Africa and internationally 

(fifa.com; Saavedra, 2003). 

However, throughout the 1990’s players continued to compete in the women’s 

league, which has been known to secure crowds of up to 3,000 fans per game. During 

the qualification tournament to represent Africa in the 1999 Women’s World Cup in 

the United States, the Nigerian Women’s National team game against Ghana drew a 

capacity crowd of 30,000 in Abeokuta (Boer, 2004, p. 72). The official website for the 

1999 Women’s World Cup sponsored by FIFA cited that “fans packed the stadiums 

whenever Nigeria played as the team scored 28 goals and allowed none” on their way 

to securing their third straight appearance in the Women’s World Cup 

(wwc99.fifa.com). Prior to the 1999 Women’s World Cup, the NFA sponsored 

international friendly matches which contributed to the Nigerians preparation. The 
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coach, Ismail Mabo, was quoted “In our first two appearances [World Cup] our girls 

were not exposed to top competition. This time around we will not be caught unaware. 

The girls will be exposed to many test matches in Europe and America so as to surpass 

previous records” (wwc99.fifa.com). 

Though the path was riddled with various obstacles, women’s soccer in 

Nigeria increased in participation, acceptance and achievement through the 1990’s. At 

the turn of the century the Nigerian National Team program was at its highest level 

and confident about their performance in the 1999 Women’s World Cup, as 

exemplified by the remarks of the head coach. Research further highlights the overall 

progress women’s soccer made in Nigeria, “except in those few states where it has 

been banned, women’s football continues to experience success and growth in 

popularity” (Saavedra, 2003, p. 239). 

Feminism 

African “feminists” draw attention to the unique experiences of women on the 

continent as well as the obstacles they face and the agency they exhibit in their lives. It 

is important to note that most African “feminists” are critical of being subsumed under 

a global North definition of feminism that has often not represented their concerns and 

even marginalized or excluded their voices. They often use the term feminism loosely 

or with reservation (Aidoo, 1998; Chukukere, 1998; Iweriebor, 1998; Nnaemeka, 

1998; Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). Nnaemeka (1998) argued that “African feminism 

should be defined on its own terms, not by Western feminist terms” (p. 6).  

Women from Africa are cautious about being subsumed under a definition of 

feminism that has marginalized both their identity and their concerns, as well as 
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created a picture of the African woman who is often disenfranchised and victimized at 

the expense of women from the global North. Nnaemeka (1998) underscored the 

caution with which the women in Africa often approach “modern” feminism when she 

asked “If strong, powerful, activist, independent, and socially relevant women 

populate African history and traditional cultures, how does one explain the 

contemporary pathetic, despondent, hungry, helpless and dependent women enshrined 

in photojournalism?  Whose creations are they?” (p. 13). Aidoo (1998) tackles the 

same issue of the misperception of women in Africa that denies their agency by 

arguing that “the position of the African woman has not only not been that bad but in 

some African societies…she had been far better off than the others----- and this would 

include the self-congratulatory West” (1998, p. 48).  

In order to combat this stereotype, Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) argued that “It needs to 

be stressed that there were indigenous “feminisms” prior to our contact with Europe” 

(1994, p. 126). Nigerian women throughout history have responded both individually 

and collectively to the issues they face in an effort to negotiate their lives within 

difficult circumstances. There are many ways throughout history in which Nigerian 

women have exhibited their autonomy. As previously noted, women spearheaded one 

of the most notable anti-colonial uprisings in Nigerian history, known as the 1929 Aba 

women’s war.  For example, pioneers such as female authors Flora Nwapa, Adaora 

Lily Ulasi and Buchi Emecheta also forged the way for highlighting and bringing 

visibility to the experiences of women in Nigeria through their writing (Falola, 2001, 

p. 66).  
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The strained relationship between women in Africa and feminism has led not only 

to misrepresentation of African women, but has also contributed to the rejection of so 

called “feminist” ideology amongst African women. Chukukere (1998) expanded on 

this point with her discussion of feminism in Nigeria. She stated, “given the concerted 

efforts by Nigerian society to dismantle the socio-political structures that impede the 

woman’s full integration in nation-building, it is a paradox of sorts that the same 

society is simultaneously rejecting, in theory, what it champions in practice” 

(Chukukere, 1998, p. 135). Women, and men, in Nigeria are indeed acting “feminist” 

though they reject the framework and disconnected theory of the global North which 

they argue is driven by individualism and elitism.  

Chukukere (1998) proceeded to provide a definition of Nigerian feminism as such: 

For Nigerian women, ours is an anti-colonial, non-separatist movement. 
Women’s problems cannot be neatly divorced from other related issues which 
plague society at large, because the liberation of women is an index of a 
liberated society. Furthermore, Western feminists are inevitably part of the 
continued colonial and neocolonial exploitation of Africa, and would need to 
address the issues of their complicity in the history of oppression of the black 
race before a meeting of minds is possible. (p. 137) 

Iweriebor (1998) continued this sentiment stating that “I have come to understand and 

recognize that a basic tenet of Nigerian and perhaps African feminism is that it is 

integrationist rather than separatist. In terms of tactics and style it has utilized 

negotiation, confrontation, compromise, building on steady gains, advocating the twin 

paths of merit and quotas” (p. 303). Nigerian feminists recognize that working to 

address social issues such as disease, poverty, taxation, labor and education and their 

impact on both women and men are crucial to “feminism” on their own terms. 
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It is important to discuss the fact that Nigerian women “feminists” and activists 

should not be regarded as a homogenous group. Nigerian feminists stress that the 

issues women find important have direct connections to their social and economic 

status, geographic location, ethnicity, and religious affiliation. Formal organizations 

exist to address issues within the country such as the National Commission for 

Women, the National Council for Women’s Societies, the Movement for Muslim 

Women, Women’s Improvement Society, Women in Nigeria (WIN) and Nigerian 

Association of University Women (Chukukere, 1998; Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994).  

However, Ogundipe- Leslie (1994) pointed out that some Nigerian women find it 

challenging to be part of or feel connected to such formal organizations or overarching 

theories because they are overworked and do not have time to spare (p. 128). 

Nnaemake 1998) summarized this sentiment re-iterated by women across Africa. 

The feminist spirit that pervades the African continent is so complex and diffused 
that it is intractable. Not too long ago, a colleague asked me to provide a 
framework for African feminism as articulated by African feminists. My off-the-
cuff response was: “the majority of African women are not hung up on 
‘articulating their feminism;’ they just do it”. In my view, it is what they do and 
how they do it that provides the “framework”; the “framework” is not carried to 
the theater of action as a definitional tool. (p. 5) 

In this context, women in Nigeria evidence their “feminism” in their everyday lives 

and actions. They do not have to be part of a women’s movement to be considered 

female activists, but their contributions must be acknowledged as equally as important 

as any academic research or organized political movement.  

Women who participate in sport are also being recognized as both benefiting 

from and as providing examples of everyday activism in Nigeria. Saavedra (2003) 

noted: 
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Despite the bans [religious], women’s football in Nigeria is certainly vibrant. 
Women are active not only as players, but as referees (four each international 
and international assistant referees), financiers, administrators, officials and 
advocates. This may reflect a history of activism among Nigerian women, 
especially in the South, but not unknown in the North. (p. 240) 

The women’s soccer players challenge gender roles, expose the lack of validity 

regarding beliefs about women’s physical capabilities as well as fears of infertility, 

have a visible space in the public sphere, and secure their own economic resources. 

With the continued rise in popularity of the women’s game through both the women’s 

league and the National Team program “the women themselves have become role 

models for younger girls” (Saavedra, 2003, p. 241).     

Conclusion 

Women have fought hard battles to secure a position within soccer in Nigeria. 

Their experience is influenced by various factors ranging from colonialism, politics, 

health, education, marriage and family, religion, and economics. These aspects create 

an environment marked by diversity and depth that is filled with both obstacles as well 

as activism. As such, women’s soccer players in Nigeria have emerged as role models 

for other girls and women and as agents who have stretched traditional notions of 

masculinity in sport and expanded the definition of femininity and roles for women. It 

is this identity, formed within a local context, that must be compared to the 

stereotyped and marginalized representations of the Nigerian players at the 1999 

Women’s World Cup constructed by the American media.  



78 

 
 
 
 
 

IV. IMPERIALISM AND REPRESENTATION OF THE 
 

U.S. NATIONAL TEAM 
 

 In this chapter, I investigate how the American media constructed the 

representation of the United States National Team during the 1999 Women’s World 

Cup. I take a feminist postcolonial theoretical approach to illuminate the imperialism 

expressed by the American media, specifically in the official program book distributed 

as the guide for the 1999 Women’s World Cup. First, I uncover the ways in which the 

American media depicted the United States National team and its brand of soccer as 

both the standard and the measuring stick within an international sports environment. 

Second, I demonstrate how the American media presented the members of the United 

States National team as a universal example of the “woman” athlete and her 

experiences in sport.  

There were sixteen different countries competing at the 1999 Women’s World 

Cup in the United States, all with unique sporting experiences in their personal 

histories as well as their national team’s endeavors. I argue the media coverage in the 

United States failed to reflect this diversity and instead offered the United States 

National team as both the explicit and implicit “norm” for the tournament. The 

assumption of the United States as the dominant force in both women’s soccer and 

gender empowerment in society is a recurring theme. It is explored within the 

messages produced by the president of the international women’s soccer governing 
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body, the organizers for the tournament in the United States, and the media. The 

identity of the United States National team players is critiqued as repeatedly cast as a 

role model for women in sports. I argue this construction reflects a narrow portrait 

created to ensure the success and marketability of the tournament. As a result it 

emphasizes a white, middle class, and “progressive” stereotype. It also walks a tight 

gender appropriate line that highlights an independent, yet team oriented, successful, 

yet modest, and competitive, yet fair “woman” athlete. 

1999 Women’s World Cup- Messages from the Organizers 

 The slogan of the 1999 Women’s World Cup that appeared throughout the 

tournament was “This is my Game. This is my future. Watch me play.”  Women’s 

participation in sports, particularly in the United States, has often been tied to ideology 

of feminist agendas and women’s empowerment (Hargreaves, 1994; Heywood and 

Dworkin, 2003; Nelson, 1991, 1998). Grounded in this ideology, the choice of this 

slogan emphasizes the emergence of women onto the international soccer scene and 

highlights claims of possession over a sport that has historically been dominated by 

men in a global landscape (Markovitz & Hellerman, 2003). It assertively establishes 

the premise of gender equality through soccer, as well as invites the audience to 

“watch” the games as the evidence of attained equity. It also supposes that this 

particular event at the turn of the century is laying the foundations for the future of 

women in soccer. Yet, focusing solely on gender in comparison to men has its 

limitations.  

This message and the overall success of the 1999 Women’s World Cup may 

provide a strong argument for gender equality and the entrance of women onto the 
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international soccer scene. However, upon further examination, the scope of this 

message is revealed to be quite limited. On the first page of the official program book 

Sepp Blatter, the president of FIFA, is quoted: “The future of football is feminine” (as 

cited in Guise, 1999, p. 1) in reference to FIFA’s support of the growth of women’s 

participation and visibility within soccer, with regard to men. Yet, in Blatter’s address 

to World Cup fans just five pages later he makes it clear who is the past and “future” 

of women’s soccer, as the following quote demonstrates: 

The United States has played a leading role in the development of women’s 
football, boasting both quality and quantity among its female players. The first 
Women’s World Cup winners in 1991 and the first Olympic winners in 1996, 
the U.S. women’s teams have been pioneers on and off the field. Several 
players have become well-known personalities, raising the profile of women’s 
football in sociological as well as sporting terms. It is therefore appropriate that 
the United States should host the third Women’s World Cup… The Olympic 
tournament [Atlanta 96] saw the games played in a positive and fair spirit that 
characterizes women’s football. (Blatter, 1999, p. 1) 

 
FIFA has often been criticized within the men’s game for espousing a very 

European imperialistic agenda, especially at the expense of African nations (Darby, 

2002). Blatter, while not taking an explicitly European standpoint, is still endorsing a 

global North framework for the women’s game in underscoring a hierarchy both in 

soccer as well as in society, with the United States at the top. Along with this message, 

he also endorses a particular style of women’s soccer that is “positive” and “fair,” 

neatly fitting into the stereotypical categories for acceptable women’s sports (Mawson, 

2006). Blatter thus invites the reader in his welcome address to interpret women’s 

soccer through a United States and gender appropriate lens. 

Besides FIFA’s opening message to the Women’s World Cup fan, the chair of 

the event and former United States Olympic swimmer and Women’s Sports 
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Foundation President, Donna DeVarona (1999), shared similar imperialistic 

sentiments in her message.  

In the United States soccer has led the way in promoting gender equity in 
sports. What Pele’ calls “The Beautiful Game” has now become woven into 
the American fabric as soccer moms and dads juggle their schedules to get 
their children to practices and games. As sixteen teams compete over the next 
three weeks in search of the third world championship, we expect to send a 
message around the globe that will inspire the next generation of young 
women. (p. 10)   
 

De Varona asserts that women’s soccer in the United States has developed into the 

leader in gender equity, as well as an inseparable part of American culture. While 

DeVarona makes the connection between women’s soccer and gender equity, it goes 

unacknowledged that this equity in sport in the Unites States is not distributed equally 

across race, class, or ethnicity (Markovitz & Hellerman, 2003; Rhoden, 2006). The 

example of equity through women’s soccer in the United States repeatedly emerges as 

a predominantly white and middle class phenomenon. Any assertions about soccer 

being woven into the fabric of “American” culture, must be exposed as representative 

of only a small portion of the culture that often has race and class privilege. As a 

result, this small group then speaks for the norms of the culture at large. 

These messages from both FIFA and the Women’s World Cup organizing 

committee published on the first pages of the program book, not only set the tone for 

the event but also force the researcher to ask a few questions. Whose game and future 

is it?  Who is the audience supposed to be watching?  What message is being sent 

around the globe?  Who is that message meant to inspire?  In the context of its usage 

in American media outlets, the slogan and possessive “my” quickly becomes less 

about a commitment to gender equity and more about a particular version of gender 
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equity dominated by white middle class girls and women in the United States. The 

1999 World Cup slogan then is not about a diverse group of women athletes who have 

vastly different experiences in soccer and each have an equal claim on “my” game. It 

is primarily about a universal “woman” soccer player represented by the United States, 

specifically white and middle class, who supposedly leads the way for all women.  

The US National Team and Subplots of the 1999 Women’s World Cup 

 In order to further expose the imperialism that marked the portrayal of the 

United States National Team by the American media it is critical to analyze the 

underlying messages contained within the text. This analysis will provide more 

specific examples as to who the audience is meant to be watching and what messages 

they are supposed to ingest.  

The official program of the 1999 Women’s World Cup was structured with a 

Broadway theme, which directly connects the event to its entertainment value. The 

most notable section for this analysis is entitled “Subplots”, containing three sections 

“I Need a Hero, “Hamm I Am” and “The Fantasticks!” (Guise, 1999, p. 5). The stories 

within this “subplot” clearly establish the United States National Team members as 

quintessential women’s soccer players and position the United States National Team 

as the measuring stick for soccer around the globe. There is irony in the choice to term 

the section “subplot”. Drawing attention to this makes it clear to the reader what is to 

read between the lines at the event. It is actually so obvious, that it becomes 

unremarkable and could go unnoticed to a “colonized” reader.  

Measuring Stick for Women’s Soccer 



83 

 There is no need to read between the lines about who is presented as setting the 

tone for women’s soccer around the globe, the message is openly stated over and over. 

The list of descriptors for the Unites States National Team include: “power”, “rule”, 

“ahead of the field”, “mecca for women’s soccer” (French, 1999, pp. 39-40), and 

“aura of invincibility” (Caparaz, 1999, pp. 48). It is even stated that, “their [US] 

sustained success had provided a measuring stick for other countries” (French, 1999, 

pp. 40). Some of the hype is not without warrant, as the United States National team, 

since the 1991 World Cup in China, has consistently been one of the top competitors 

in international women’ soccer. However, it is the tone of the media that illuminates 

the imperialistic nature of the representation. For example, the arrogance of the 

American media portrayal can be seen in the following quote: 

Lofty talk for what is, at its core a game of kickball, but it should come as no 
surprise that the rapid rise of women’s soccer in the U.S. coincided with 
advance in the status of women. Teams from many of the soccer strongholds in 
Europe and South America, places where gender equity is scoffed at, just 
couldn’t keep pace with the Americans. And that enabled to U.S. to become 
the standard-bearer during the sport’s formative years. (French, 1999, p. 39) 

 
The stratification in competition amongst women’s soccer nations is reduced to 

ideology of gender equity where other countries and lumped together as societies who 

“scoff” at such “progress”. Though two countries from Africa competed at the 1999 

Women’s World Cup, they don’t even receive a mention in this European and South 

American “monolithic” other. Though not dumped into a negative category, by its 

marked absence, Africa actually remains completely invisible.  

Not only are other countries portrayed as backward or lagging behind, but the 

United States National Team is also situated in an exaggerated definition of gender 
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equity through sport used by the media. However, this assertion of equity is not yet 

truly reflected in society, as has previously been mentioned, specifically for African-

American and Latina girls and women (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003). A reason that the 

United States has come to “rule” women’s soccer is given: “chief of which is the 

acceptance in this country [US] that men and women are equal. That goes for sports, 

too.” (French, 1999, p. 40). This statement is such a simplified, and at its core, false 

explanation for the success of women’s soccer in the United States. Feminist scholars 

on women’s sports have continually argued that the field is not yet equal, either 

between women and men, or amongst women. Though there is mention that 

participation and funding advances are a result of Title IX (French, 1999, p. 40), there 

is no mention of the continued legal battles fought on behalf of women athletes in the 

United States to achieve equality. This reduction, specifically to cultural beliefs about 

gender, does more to make the Americans appear as an advanced group in comparison 

to other countries. It also does not accurately reflect the experience of diverse women 

from the United States in sport.   

Ultimately, it is argued that, “Unlike men’s soccer, in which the U.S. started 

out several generations behind most of its competitors, the American women found 

themselves on an even playing field right from the sport’s beginning in the mid-

1980’s” (French, 1999, p. 40). This statement is completely informed by an imperialist 

view of women’ soccer. Who is competing on an even playing field?  So much text 

has been dedicated to proving that the United States is far ahead both socially and in 

women’s soccer. From whose point of view could it be considered an “even” playing 

field, other than someone with an American hegemonic standpoint?   More likely it is 
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perceived as an even playing field merely because the United States is at the top and 

privilege is going unrecognized. There is little effort made to acknowledge the 

disparity in economic realities amongst teams in a global women’s soccer 

environment.  Feminist researchers on women’s soccer in the Africa argue that the 

impact of colonialism and globalization on wealth and resources directly impact both 

national and international athletic performance (Saavedra, 2003). If viewed from the 

standpoint of women from the global South, it is, in fact, not an “even” playing field in 

women’s international soccer.   

The United States Women’s National team is also positioned as torch bearers 

for women throughout the world by virtue of their achievements in women’s soccer. It 

is presented as their mission to take on lifting up women’s soccer around the globe for 

all of those women who are less fortunate. Lauren Gregg, the assistant coach for the 

United States is quoted: 

There’s a perception [in many countries] that women are an inferior gender, 
that they’re certainly not soccer players, and that comes from the culture. It’s 
definitely an area we would like to find new avenues to try to bring [women’s] 
soccer to these countries. They need to see it’s OK. That’s our bigger battle; 
that’s the ambassadorship we take on” (as cited in French, 1999, p. 40).  
 

The women soccer players in the United States are not only depicted as an advanced 

group that is part of a larger progressive culture in comparison to a monolithic group 

of  struggling women, they are also positioned as sports “missionaries” taking on the 

plight of “other” women who do not have the same opportunities. Yet, as it has been 

presented in the previous chapter, the Nigerian players were making significant 

progress at home, even playing in a league which paid monies and also received 

significant attention from fans and the media. This imperialistic view is no more than a 
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recapitulation of the hegemony and misperceptions of women in Africa that Aidoo 

(1998) criticized Western feminists for when she stated that the “self-congrtualtory 

West” often overlooks African women’s agency and overstates their own social 

position (p. 48). 

Setting the Style  

 Each team competing in the 1999 Women’s World Cup had their own 

signature style of how they approached the games based on their unique personalities, 

talents, coaching staffs, etc…  However, the American media interjected an imperialist 

agenda into their interpretation of the United States team’s abilities. This biased 

perspective is evidenced in the following description: “The U.S. arguably has the most 

talent in the world, with stars such as Mia Hamm and the legendary Michelle Akers. 

Many of its reserves would be dominant forces for any other national team” (Caparaz, 

1999, p. 48). Though the United States team did have some of the top players in the 

international game, it is a bold statement to suppose that players who sit on the US 

National Team bench would be “dominant forces” on other teams or that they would 

even fit the style of play of other programs.  

 This same imperialist perspective can be seen in the media interpretation of the 

United States v. FIFA World All-Stars match that took place in February, prior to the 

1999 Women’s World Cup. The objective of the match was to raise the profile of the 

event and generate publicity for the upcoming World Cup. Competition against a 

selected “World” All-Stars team was intended to simultaneously familiarize American 

audiences with the top stars in international women’s soccer. The following recap of 

the match in the official program makes it clear who the media expected to win: “So 
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when the referee blew the final whistle, the World All Stars hardly could contain 

themselves. They had just done the unthinkable. A 2-1 upset of the U.S. proved, once 

again, that soccer is a universal language…Canada’s Charmaine Hooper unexpectedly 

stole the show, scoring two breathtaking goals” (Graser, 1999, p. 15). It must be 

labeled presumptuous to believe that a team from the United States would be better 

than the top players from the rest of the world combined. Even while considering that 

the world players had only one training session together and did not know each other, 

to describe their victory over the United States as “unthinkable” reveals inherent bias. 

To whom was the “upset” unthinkable?  It is unlikely that is was out of the realm of 

possibility for the World All-Star team. Referring to Charmaine Hooper, from Canada, 

as stealing the show also implies that there was clear expectation someone else, 

meaning a United States player, was meant to be in the spotlight.  

The style and game plan of the United States National Team for the 1999 

Women’s World Cup was portrayed as the perfect balance between aggressiveness 

and athleticism, which had always characterized the American players, but with the 

addition through experience of organization and tactical knowledge.  

Unlike most teams in the field, the U.S. has the versatility and the depth to 
shift to other formations (3-4-3, 3-5-2 and 4-4-2) almost at will. DiCicco’s 
squad relies much more on ball possession than earlier U.S. teams, but you still 
can expect to see the Americans play a direct go-to-goal style when needed. 
(Caparaz, 1999, p. 48) 

 
The United States is portrayed as the team that has everything at their disposal: 

versatility, depth, organization, possession, and attack. However, on the very next 

page the captain from the Danish National team, who played college soccer in the 

United States for one season, is quoted as openly criticizing this biased view. “The 
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level [of play] wasn’t what it was in Denmark, but you always learn from other 

players, Terp says, The Americans have a different style of soccer, in practices, in 

games. In Denmark it’s more technical. Everybody wants to touch the ball and play it 

around” (cited in Caparaz, 1999, p. 49). Viewing the United States team from an 

“outsiders” perspective underscores that they are not universally accepted as the 

standard of soccer for their level of play or their particular style. 

Role Models for the World 

One of the original members of  United States National Team, Michelle Akers, 

is quoted as saying “little girls all over the U.S. and the world [emphasis mine] put on 

their uniforms and lace up their cleats with the example and opportunity of the U.S. 

National Team to inspire and encourage them” (cited in Heifetz, 1999, p. 16). The 

American media repeatedly sold this ideology of the United States National Team 

members as role models and torch bearers for opportunity and progress in both sport 

and society on a global scale. For example:   

The tournament will have a far reaching effect. People around the world will 
see world-class athletes play the game with skill, power, and passion, inspiring 
those women around the world who haven’t had the opportunity to play and 
opening the eyes of those who have denied them that opportunity (Heifetz, 
1999, p. 16).  
 

Though the neutral descriptor “world class athletes” is used, in the context of the 

Michelle Akers comment at the beginning of the article it is quite clear the United 

States is intended to be the example of advancement. Women in less “progressive” 

societies become a monolithic group who have been denied advancement. This 

implicitly positions them in a role as victim to men who do not allow them to play. 
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 A common theme promoted by the American media in conjunction with the 

1999 Women’s World Cup is summarized: “This event is not really about soccer…It’s 

a refrain you hear often as the Women’s World Cup comes to town: Role models. 

Opportunity. Empowerment” (Brennan, 1999, p. 28). The United States National 

Team members subsequently are constructed as not simply sports heroes, but as 

gender equity “heroes” through women’s soccer. The emphasis here is on the visibility 

of the women athletes throughout the tournament via stadiums, newspapers, 

magazines, and television. This history, which has led to this visibility of women 

athletes, is traced from Title IX through the performances of women from the United 

States at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta to the 1999 Women’s World Cup (Brennan, 

1999, p. 30). This “history” again lacks any attention to the fact that while there has 

been a surge in the visibility of women athletes in American popular culture, the actual 

access and benefits of women’s sports are not distributed equally. The visibility of 

women athletes is also limited to a specific non-inclusive representation that privileges 

white middle class girls and women (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003; Rhoden, 2006).  

The article further asserts that through the 1999 Women’s World Cup “They 

[young girls] will be able to see someone exactly like themselves” (Brennan, 1999, p. 

30). It is accompanied by a larger than life size photo of United States star Mia Hamm 

with silhouettes of young girls brushed across her chest and a crowd shot of young 

girls piled on top of each other hanging over the stadium banister clamoring for 

autographs. The opportunity to see women athletes active and taking up space in a 

public environment as well as in the media has the potential to reap terrific benefits for 

young girls. Yet, who is seeing someone “exactly like themselves”? Every person 
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pictured from Mia Hamm to the young crowd members is white. The statement itself 

has so much potential to be inclusive. In fact, there were sixteen different national 

teams competing from around the world who could offer a diverse portrait of women’s 

soccer “heroes” to the audience and a true opportunity for a vast array of young girls 

in the United States and around the world to see someone like themselves. However, 

the representation is constructed to emphasize both a narrow version of the women’s 

soccer “hero” as well as the audience who has access to the message.  

 A critique of the identity of the “heroes” and role models of the 1999 Women’s 

World Cup by the American media reveals a strategically constructed representation. 

The overall representation can be summarized in the following quote contained about 

young girls who admire and copy their role models. “Mia’s [Hamm] the coolest, says 

Rebecca Thorning-Wine, a pint-sized dribbling wizard. She scores lots of goals, she’s 

pretty, and she’s got her own commercials. But Kristine [Lilly] can do anything she 

wants, says Sarah Sullivan, a pocket rocket with the ferocious will to win” (as cited in 

Hirshey, 1999, pp. 34-35). The stars of the United States National Team, who are 

positioned as the stars of the entire World Cup, are the perfect combination of athletic 

success and empowerment, yet still feminine. It is through this balancing tight rope act 

that they adhere to stereotypical images of female athletes and gain access to visibility 

and the commercial agendas supported by the American media (Heywood & Dworkin 

2003; Kane, 1996, Lenskyj 1986; Mawson 2006).  

This message is repeated in the player profile of Tiffany Milbrett highlighted 

in the section that introduces all sixteen teams to the reader. Millbrett is depicted as “a 

true product of the great Northwest” (Caparaz, 1999, p. 48), which the reader 
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discovers means she is hard working and passionate, college educated and 

accomplished in sports. Milbrett is also “kicking back with and iced double tall latte at 

a coffee house” (Caparaz, 1999, p. 48), implying she has access to a certain level of 

material comfort. Reference is also made to “Niles and Frasier Crane” [characters on 

the television show Frasier] (Caparaz, 1999, p. 48). In popular culture in the US this 

image is synonymous with American “bourgeois” society: wealthy, well-educated, 

sophisticated, worldly, etc... Access to wealth or a particular social class is directly 

tied to the members of the team, as well as the assumption that the reader will identify 

with this description. 

 Another important characteristic that is repeatedly underscored as a norm for 

women’s soccer players as represented by the United States National Team is to be 

modest, humble, fair and always team oriented. The following text that appears under 

a double page spread of photos of six United States National Team members 

highlights this ideology: “Headliners will abound at WWC ’99, and no team is loaded 

with more stars worthy of the lead role than the U.S. But hogging the spotlight never 

has been part of the script with this troupe of six players, who have performed their 

ensemble piece to rave reviews for more than a decade” (Guise, 1999, pp. 70-71). This 

quote is placed as a lead in to a section titled “showstoppers” and is meant to 

familiarize the reader with the top players at the 1999 Women’s World Cup. There are 

profiles of six players from the United States and only one each from China, Norway 

and Nigeria. If, in fact, the United States players are portrayed as modest, and 

shunning the limelight, who then positioned them to “hog the spotlight” by 

outnumbering profiles of women’s soccer players from all other countries combined 
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2:1? Who has made the decision there is “no team loaded with more stars that than the 

U.S.”?  The American media is not exhibiting the modest, fair, or team oriented 

approach to women’s international soccer they are espousing the players represent by 

positioning the Americans to dominate the discourse about the games stars. This does 

not even come close to representing a fair portrait of the top players competing in the 

World Cup or the personalities and characteristics they bring to the event.  

The text itself provides further guidelines for the delicate balance United States 

stars, read women’s soccer stars, must tread in the public eye. The profile for Mia 

Hamm, who was the face of women’s soccer, describes her as “uncomfortable being 

singled out from others and bristles at the notion she is the best in the world. ‘It’s 

obvious that I’m not’, she told Sports Illustrated for Women” (Guise, 1999, p. 73). 

Though a woman athlete could have earned and deserved the attention, the media 

highlights how it is admirable that she deflects this attention, even to the point of 

denying her worthiness of it. 

This theme also appears in a piece on Joy Fawcett and her depiction as a self-

sacrificing “do-it-all” member of the US Women’s National team. The article states: 

“At one point in 1997, Fawcett was serving as the head coach  at UCLA, playing for 

the U.S. national team and running a youth club team all while raising two daughters” 

(Guise, 1999, p. 73). Fawcett is described as a “superwoman” due to her ability to 

juggle so many responsibilities at one time, a phrase often thrown around in American 

white middle class culture in regards to women who undertake a tremendous amount 

of responsibility in both private and public spheres. While Fawcett is portrayed as 

successfully managing all of these tasks at one time she also “never, ever complains. 
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She’s just Joyful” (Guise, 1999, p. 73). Fawcett can do it all, do it well, and doesn’t 

ask to be noticed for it. The examples of both Mia Hamm and Joy Fawcett can be 

interpreted as positive both for the merit of their accomplishments and in comparison 

to male athletes who revel and often exploit their public attention. Yet, their portrayal 

can also be read as enforcing an ideology that supposes women athletes should 

somehow be “showstoppers” that don’t actually actively stop any shows.  

A notable exception to this constructed representation of the United States 

National Team was veteran member Michelle Akers. Akers is described outside the 

characteristics of the typical women’s soccer player. She is referred to by teammate 

Kristine Lilly as “dominant and intimidating” (as cited in Guise, 1999, p. 72). Her 

profile states: “she has had 12 or 13 knee operations to go along with multiple broken 

bones and several concussions” (Guise, 1999, p. 72). Akers, though she was diagnosed 

with Chronic Fatigue Syndrome and had to cut back on her style of play, is still 

quoted: “I need to play with wild abandon every once in a while or it wouldn’t be me. 

My friends call me the Wild Mustang because I live fast and hard (as cited in Guise, 

1999, p. 72). The impact of this identity is underlined in her position as a role model, 

“Caroline, the toughest, most dominant Slicker of all, who likes to ‘clean house’ when 

she goes in for a sliding tackle, played Akers” (Hirschey, 1999, p. 36). Cindy Parlow, 

a reserve member of the United States National Team, even hails Akers as an example 

to her when she was young of demonstrating physical, aggressive and hard play in a 

woman athlete.  

As a 12 year old, Cindy Parlow saw the U.S. team in person. Her youth-league 
team went to a U.S. v. China match in Washington, D.C. Parlow recalls how 
much it upset her when Michelle Akers received a red card early in the game 
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and was ejected. However, the fire Akers played with left a strong impression 
on Parlow. “Where I came from and played, people would make fun of you if 
you were really competitive. Playing with girls, they wanted to be friends, but 
when I watched [the U.S. team] it was different, they could play hard.” (as 
cited in Graser, 1999, pp. 83-84) 

 

Akers’ style treads a dangerously close line between aggressive and within the 

bounds of women’s sports, and too physical and therefore unacceptable behavior. 

Graser (1999) is quick to point out a young Parlow being “upset” by the red card 

issued to Akers. Though Akers was the most experienced and accomplished player on 

the United States team for many years, her persona was often overshadowed in 

popular culture by other members of the team such as Mia Hamm. This can, in part, be 

attributed to her appearance at 5’10 with a “trademark mane” of hair that she does not 

tame (Guise, 1999, p. 72) and her style of play that is too aggressive for the cultural 

sensors within the American media (Mawson 2006; Messner et al., 1993; Muller 1999; 

Vincent 2003). Interestingly enough, Akers was voted the woman’s soccer player of 

the century by FIFA in 2002. However, to anyone in the United States outside the 

immediate soccer community, her name recognition would pale in comparison to Mia 

Hamm, Brandi Chastain, and Joy Fawcett.  

One key member also outside of the image presented of the United States 

players was goalkeeper, Briana Scurry. She was the only starter and one of two 

African-American players on the entire roster. Scurry is notably absent and rendered 

virtually invisible throughout the program book, with only 2 minor photos and no 

significant text. Prior research by Shugart (2003) on the 1999 Women’s World Cup 

attributed this to assumptions of racist stereotypes and representations of African-
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American women as being both asexual and not traditionally “feminine”. The media 

was unable to fit Scurry into their constructed image, so she was simply left out of the 

picture. Shugart (2003) further argued that the lack of coverage of Scurry, particularly 

sexual in nature, was used to reinforce the boundaries of white femininity celebrated 

during the event. 

Summary and Discussion 

The 1999 Women’s World Cup is a tournament sanctioned by FIFA and meant 

to showcase the sixteen best teams in international women’s soccer. The official 

program book is intended to both promote the event and provide a guide to fans. 

Grounded in feminist postcolonial theory, the program book can be read as repeatedly 

informed by the imperialism of the American media. Mohanty’s (2003) argument that 

imperialism is “based on assumptions of privilege and ethnocentric universality” (p. 

19) is useful in critiquing the positioning of the United States National team as the 

standard-bearer for gender equity through sport as well as women’s international 

soccer. The frequent reference to gender equality, especially expressed in terms of 

global North ideology of empowerment, operates under an assumption of privilege 

that lacks the reflexivity to address the absence of race, class, ethnicity, and nation.  

Interpreting the construction of the universal woman’s experience in soccer 

mirrors Mohanty’s( 2003) theory of “Third World Difference” . This ideology 

presented by the American media of equality through sport constructed a universal 

woman’s soccer player from the United States who is purported to have access to 

equality, power, strength, development and “cultural freedom”. This category is 

marked by a “backward” woman from the global South [though reference to Europe is 
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made as well] who is subject to a culture where gender equity and women’s 

participation in soccer is “scoffed” at. Grouping all women’s soccer players outside of 

the United States in a general category serves to reinforce a false notion of the 

universally advanced woman athlete from the United States as well as a monolithic 

tradition bound woman from basically anywhere else.  

The American media does make attempts to acknowledge changes within the 

women’s game as evidenced in the following quote “More daunting perhaps is this: 

The gap among the top teams has become more negligible, and the growing 

acceptance of women’s soccer in Asia, Latin America, and Africa surely will affect 

the landscape. It’s highly unlikely any team will dominate as the Americans have this 

past decade” (French, 1999, p. 42). However, the imperialist point of view is still 

evident in the use of the word “daunting”. The only way progress of nations would be 

interpreted as daunting is if the advancement was perceived as a threat to American 

“dominance”. The inherent hegemonic bias of the journalist is revealed through a 

feminist postcolonial critique of privilege, power, and dominance. 

 The imperialism of the United States both socially and culturally is so 

extensively threaded throughout the text that to the uncritical reader the point of view 

might go unmarked. This is especially true when considering that the demographic of 

the target audience is much the same as the portrait of the woman soccer player the 

media is constructing, which is primarily white and middle class.  Through the 

subplots the reader/fan/audience is repeatedly invited to identify with a portrait of a 

representative “woman” soccer player that conforms to so many cultural norms of 
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white middle class America, such as being progressive, capable, accomplished, and 

having access to wealth, yet still feminine, modest, self-sacrificing and team-oriented.   

In the next chapter direct connections are made as to how this imperialistic 

approach to the 1999 Women’s World Cup and the construction of the United States 

National Team as the norm specifically impacted the representation of the Nigerian 

National Team. Cast as a member of the category of underdeveloped or less 

progressive “other”, there are specific implications regarding how the U.S. media 

portrayed the Nigerian National team and its members. An imperialist point of view, 

with its dominant cultural standards, inevitably influences how the local identity, 

behaviors and values of the Nigerian National Team are interpreted (Young, 2006). 
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V. IMPERIALISM AND REPRESENTATION OF THE 
 

NIGERIAN NATIONAL TEAM 
 

  In this chapter I examine how the representation of the United States National 

team as the universal standard for women’s soccer impacted the depiction of the 

Nigerian National Team during the 1999 Women’s World Cup. I uncover how the 

Nigerian National team was constructed by the American media as a monolithic 

“other” who is uneducated, poor (global South), domestic, religious, “savage”, and 

exotic. This is in direct opposition to the construction of the United States National 

team discussed in the previous chapter as tactical, wealthy (global North), white, 

progressive, modest and “girl next door”. This categorization of the Nigerian National 

Team adheres to and reinforces stereotypes of the marginalized global South “African 

woman” who is reduced to an essential identity. It also helps to define the 

characteristics of the celebrated “woman” athlete in the American media by marking 

the boundaries for the United States National Team. 

  I employ textual analysis to critique the official program book of the 1999 

Women’s World Cup as well as American newspaper articles from the New York 

Times, Washington Post, Boston Globe, USA Today and the Los Angeles Times 

reporting on the United States versus Nigeria match. First, I assert that the Nigerian 

National team is depicted as both lagging behind and not conforming to the standard 

of women’s soccer set by the hegemony of the United States. This is arranged along 
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themes such as inexperience, lack of tactical knowledge, recklessness, disorganization, 

and “natural” athleticism. Second, I argue that the identity of the Nigerian National 

team members were represented as outside of the universal “woman” athlete according 

to themes such as being tradition bound, brash, religious, and exotic. I also provide 

examples of how this “otherness” is commodified by the American media that lacks 

true commitment to diversity. Third, I emphasize attempts of the Nigerian National 

Team members and coaching staff to resist the hegemony of the American media. 

Wait Your Turn 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the United States National team during 

the 1999 Women’s World Cup was promoted as the measuring stick for women’s 

international soccer by the American media. In comparison, The Nigerian National 

team was relegated to a marginal position, labeled as one of the weakest teams 

competing in the 1999 Women’s World Cup by the same media. The introduction to 

the team in the World Cup program book states: 

But unlike Brazil, the Super Falcons are not a title threat. Yet…The third time 
is a charm. Or so Nigeria hopes…Soccer in Africa has improved in recent 
years, and Nigeria certainly was impressive in qualifying, outscoring its five 
victims 28-0. But the competition is much stronger here, and Nigeria will not 
score at will. In fact, the Nigerians will be heavy underdogs against both the 
U.S. and Denmark” (Caparaz, 1999, p. 50).  
 

The Nigerian National Team was appearing in their third World Cup, similar to many 

other teams at the tournament, considering the event only began in 1991. This was 

often given fleeting attention by the American media. The emphasis, instead, was on 

their “underdog” status,  supposed lack of experience, poor quality of soccer in Africa, 

and the rank of the Nigerian team at the bottom of the international women’s game.     
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The marginalized position of Nigeria is further illustrated in the official 

program book in a section summarizing the qualifying tournaments across the world.  

 

 

On the above page there are action photos of players from China, Mexico, and 

Denmark with respective captions that read “Zhao Liong wins the headlining role”, 

Patricia Perez struts her stuff”, and Jeanne Axelsen steals the shows” (p. 90). 

However, the last photo, on the right, is of four members of the Nigerian National 

Team standing with their backs turned on the camera, most likely photographed during 

a line-up prior to a game. The caption with this photo reads “Ann Aguman-Chiejine 

and Nigerian teammates wait their turn [emphasis mine] to shine” (p. 90). The players 

from China, Mexico, and Denmark are depicted with active positions, as well as 

strong and aggressive corresponding text about showcasing abilities and taking 

control. However, the Nigerians are in a very passive stance with their faces turned 

away from the camera, so that the only way to know who the players are is by the 

number on their jersey. The caption below the photo indicates it is not time for the 

Nigerians to “strut their stuff” or “steal the show”, like the other countries. They are to 

Figure 1. Nigerian National Team- Wait Your Turn 
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“wait their turn”. The reader is symbolically reminded that the Super Falcons are not a 

title threat, not yet, at least not according to the American media portrayal. 

While it may have been true that the Nigerian National Team did not have had 

the same level of consistent international experience such as teams like the United 

States, the media made no attempt to acknowledge why such a discrepancy existed. 

The following quote that appeared in the Boston Globe prior to the United States 

versus Nigeria match illustrates this lack of awareness of privilege: “The form sheet 

says that the Americans, who’ve already been to places the Nigerians can only dream 

about, should win” (Powers, 1999, June 24, p. C6). This commentary is made without 

any examination of why the Americans have traveled to places the Nigerians “can 

only dream about”. The reader is meant to celebrate the mobility and experience that 

should bring the United States victory. However, there is no attention given to the 

economic inequities suffered by teams from Africa that create this privilege.  Saavedra 

(2003) argues that in a global sport environment teams from Africa are often hindered 

by lack of funds to travel and compete against other teams, both nationally and 

internationally.  

This commentary also discredits the international experience the Nigerian 

players do possess. The Nigerian women were entering the 1999 World Cup with 

significant experience at that specific international event due to their appearances in 

both China in 1991 and Sweden in 1995. Though they were not nearly as successful as 

the United States, they did gain valuable international exposure in both tournaments. 

The team had also benefited from a pre-1999 World Cup tour sponsored by the 

Nigerian Football Association (NFA) for the first time in their national team’s history. 
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The Nigerian roster for the 1999 Women’s World Cup was also comprised of a core 

group of players with two World Cup experiences such as: Ann-Agumanu-Chiejine, 

Team Captain Florience Omagbemi, Marius Ogun, Nkiru Okosieme, Adaku 

Okoroafor, and Rita Nwadike. Players such as Patience Avre, Maureen Mmadu, 

Mercy Akide, Prisca Emeafu, and Yinka Kudaisi had played during the 1995 

Women’s World Cup.  

To some extent, there was credit given in the media to Nigeria’s development, 

World Cup experience and increased commitment of the NFA as demonstrated by the 

following quote appearing in the New York Times: 

Nigeria is playing in its third Women’s World Cup, so the team is no longer 
green…Nigeria’s Super Falcons are flying high after a recent exhibition 
victory over China, their confidence fuel injected by nationwide expectation 
and Christian conviction. They expect to win Thursday [game v. US]. They 
expect to win the whole tournament. (Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2) 
 

This commentary recognizes the level of experience of the players, as well as a 

significant victory over China just prior to the World Cup.  At the time of the match, 

China was ranked first in the world. It also demonstrates an appreciation for the 

confidence of the Nigerian players entering the tournament with clear goals due, in 

part, to their earned victory and increased support for the team at home. 

However, such acknowledgement was offset by the much more frequent 

positioning of the Nigerian team as not only “underdogs”, but as a team without any 

chance. This quote from USA Today demonstrates such an attitude: “They [Nigerians] 

are in a foreign land playing the favored Americans on Thursday at sold-out Soldier 

Field in Chicago. Shouldn’t they be having Mia Hamm nightmares?” (Brewington, 

1999, June 23, p. C12). The use of the words “foreign” and “favored” clearly 
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establishes the Americans as the norm and the Nigerians as the outsiders. This 

emphasis on the positioning as outsider goes as far as to claim it should instill fear in 

the form of nightmares for the Nigerians. This imperialist approach was used to 

solidify the dominant position of the United States. Reflecting the confidence 

expressed by the Nigerian players, who held high expectations for their performance, 

was not nearly as important to the American media as maintaining the hierarchy 

between the two teams.  

 In the articles following the match, the media was anxious to remind the reader 

about of the dominance of the United States and the stratification of international 

women’s soccer. Though the Nigerians got off to a successful start, the United States 

ended up winning the match by a decisive 7-1 margin. Common were comments like 

the following from the Los Angeles Times: “Thus a valuable lesson was gained by the 

Nigerians, still newcomers to the world of international women’s soccer. Whenever 

possible, try not to get the Americans mad” (Penner, 1999, Jun 25, p. 1). This quote is 

specifically referring to the fact that the Nigerians scored first in the game and took the 

lead early on in the match. In the above recap, the Nigerians were, once again, labeled 

as the less experienced team, one who had not learned the lesson to defer to the 

dominance of the Americans. The United States team is constructed in a powerful role 

with the ability to teach the Nigerians a lesson about staying in their place. In fact, in a 

perfectly acceptable manner, the Americans are illustrated as the angry “bully”. The 

Americans are depicted as punishing the Nigerians and reminding them what happens 

when you try to overturn or do not respect the established hierarchy.  
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   Within this power dynamic constructed by the media, the Nigerian team is 

also denied credit for their successes. United States defender, Kate Sobrero, is quoted 

in the Los Angeles Times after the game regarding Nigeria’s early goal as saying “I 

think it was just luck on their part, but maybe we weren’t awake enough quick 

enough” (as cited in Jones, 1995, June 25, p.1). The implication is that the Nigerians 

simply got lucky or that the United States was negligent; there is no recognition that 

the Nigerians earned their goal. This article goes even further to cast the Nigerians as 

somehow responsible for their own demise.  

Nkiru Okosieme had a key role to play at a sold-out Soldier Field on Thursday 
night when the United States and Nigeria squared off in Women’s World Cup 
play. She was the one who lit the fuse. Okosieme stunned the U.S. with a goal 
after only 76 seconds, but the explosion came 17 minutes later when the U.S. 
started a scoring spree that shattered any illusions the Nigerians might have 
had about earning an upset. (Jones, 1999, June 25, p. 1) 

 
Instead of being given credit for scoring Nigeria’s early goal against the United States, 

Okosieme is described as the cause of the “explosion” of the United States offense. As 

if to say how could Okosieme dare score against the United States. She must then not 

only be put back in her place for her behavior, but she must also be labeled as the 

cause for the consequences. It is made clear to the reader that the only chance the 

Nigerians ever had of defeating the Americans was an “illusion” in their own minds. 

Not only was it not Nigeria’s “turn to shine”, but the United States National Team was 

constructed by the media as the vehicle to enforce this message.  

Playing Outside the Style Boundaries 

 In the previous chapter, I argued that the United States National Team was 

constructed by the American media as the most talented team and universal standard at 
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the 1999 Women’s World Cup. They were repeatedly labeled as possessing a blend of 

experience, superior coaching, and tactical knowledge. This imperialist point of view 

resulted in Nigeria’s marginalization to a subordinate position in relationship to 

American superiority. This is made clear to the reader in sentiments such as the 

following that appeared in the Boston Globe prior to their match: “[Nigerians] rarely 

face rivals who have the experience, depth, and tactical sophistication that the US 

does” (Powers, 1999, June 24, C6). This statement neglects the international 

experience the Nigerians do have and reinforces the notion that the United States is the 

measuring stick for women’s soccer. It also implies the Nigerians, themselves, are not 

experienced or sophisticated. 

It is also interesting to note that while rarely appearing in other media outlets 

during the tournament, one of the two African-American players on the United States 

team, Brianna Scurry, is quoted in the Washington Post referring to the Nigerians as 

“long on the athletic part, but not so long on the skill part” (Shipley, 1999, June24, p. 

D4). As a black woman, she is put in a position to judge her Nigerian counterparts as 

supposedly not possessing the same level of soccer “education” that she has garnered. 

Though the norm for women’s soccer players in the United States was repeatedly 

established as white, Scurry is set apart as conforming to the standards of the United 

States National Team and distanced from any possible connection through race to the 

Nigerian players. There is no acknowledgement of her access to privilege via the 

established soccer system in the United States, which, in fact, primarily differentiates 

her training and development from the Nigerian players. 
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In contrast to the skilled Americans, the Nigerian National Team was ad 

nauseam characterized by their supposed reliance on “natural” athletics abilities with a 

complete lack of tactical knowledge. These descriptions are common stereotypes used 

to trivialize athletes of African descent. The following quotes highlight the prevalence 

of such depictions: 

The team [Nigeria] boasted great individual talent without much tactical 
sense. (Caparaz, 1999, p. 50)  
 
Teammates are more likely to dazzle individually than with precision passing 
and ball movement. (Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. D4)   
 
 [Nigerians are] long on inspiration and short on blackboard instruction. 
(Brewington, 1999, June 23, p. C12).  
 
Attack is the only style for a team that plays with joyous assertion and 
individual brilliance, one that needs a pit crew more than a coaching staff. 
(Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2) 
 
Below the ears the fanciful Falcons of Nigeria are basically 10 green blurs, 10 
frenetic, kinetic whirling dervishes. (Penner, 1999, June 21, p. 1).  
 

While the Americans were constructed as developed and sophisticated with versatility, 

the Nigerians are presented as tactically deficient, uneducated, and reliant on 

individual physical talents. Instead of an organized, tactical team, the Nigerians are 

portrayed as a blur of activity with no pattern in some sort of “religious” fervor.  

Their individual “brilliance”, ability to “dazzle”, and inspired play are certainly 

strengths, which taken alone can be viewed as positives  However, combined with the 

characterization as lacking the talent to play as a team and possessing very little 

tactical knowledge, this depiction can be interpreted as adhering to stereotypes that 

have consistently plagued black athletes. These stereotypes serve to stress inherent 

“natural” physical ability and discredit intelligence and leadership skills (Bale, 2004). 
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In this light, as the last comment suggests, the Nigerians might as well not even have a 

coaching staff, but be supplied with a “pit crew” simply for refueling.  

 The Nigerian players are regarded almost entirely on the basis of their physical 

characteristics by the media. Endless reference is made to the speed and physicality of 

the Nigerian players. This categorization is visible in quotes such as:  

Lean, swift, aggressive and brave. They are Nigeria’s team” (Brewington, 
1999, June 23, p. C12).  
 
Physical aggressive play is the hallmark [of Nigeria]. (Brewington, 1999, June 
23, p. C12).  
 
They’re tremendous athletes. They look like they can run all day. (Penner, 
1999, June 21, p. 1) 
 

This emphasis on so called natural talent detracts from the hard work and effort of the 

players who succeed. From this, the reader can infer that their success is due more to 

the fact that they are somehow “gifted” and less because they have earned their status. 

This sentiment is underscored even to the extent of highlighting concern on the part of 

the United States. Head Coach, Toni DiCicco, is quoted in the Boston Globe prior to 

the match: “They [Nigerians] look very good, better than I’d hoped they 

would…They’re very athletic, they play physical, and they’ve got a lot of speed all 

over the place. So we’ve got our work cut out for us” (as cited in Powers, 1999, June 

24, p. C6). DiCicco’s statement summarizes the categorization of the Nigerian 

National Team throughout the tournament. The focus on the speed and athletic ability 

of the Nigerians can be read as deserved attention to their strengths. Yet, in the context 

of complete denial of tactical knowledge and lack of concentration to any other 

characteristics, it can also be viewed as an imperialist gaze that reduced the Nigerian 
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players to African bodies valued for their physicality, devoid of intellect and 

sophistication. 

With all the emphasis on the speed, physicality and the attacking style of the 

Nigerians, it is important to note that the United States National Team is often 

characterized by those very same descriptors. This is evident in attitudes appearing in 

various articles such as: 

The three pronged attack allows the team [US] to maintain its aggressive 
philosophy. (Caparaz, 1999, p. 48)  
 
The team [US] will continue to play an attacking style. (Shipley, 1999, June 
24, p. D4).  
 
Throughout U.S. history, DiCicco [Head Coach] explains, The United States 
has been an active forceful nation. American players, a product of their 
environment, are thus well-acquainted with an active forceful style. We are 
viewed by the world in many ways as an aggressive country. When I’ve tried 
to hold this team back, it doesn’t work. For sure this team plays to win, and 
nothing else. They are Americans. A product of their society and that’s the way 
they go out there. (Shipley, 1999, June 24, p. D4). 

 
From an imperialistic viewpoint it is presented as perfectly acceptable for the United 

States team to emphasize their attack, aggression and desire to win, even to the extent 

of labeling it forceful. Yet, when the Nigerians play a similar style they are lambasted 

for it by the same media. There are two distinct differences constructed by the media 

that make this contradiction possible.  

 First, both the American press and the United States team make a clear 

distinction that they do not solely rely on attack, physicality, and athleticism. For 

example United States head coach, DiCicco, is quoted in the Washington Post on the 

American style in contrast to Nigeria: “What we will strive to do to combat Nigeria’s 

speed and aggressiveness, is maintain control of its attack, making possession a 
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priority” (as cited in Shipley, 1999, June 24, p. D4). Team leader, Julie Foudy, further 

comments on the development of the United States squad: “[DiCicco has] done a good 

job of combining aggressiveness with sensibility” (as cited in Shipley, 1999, June 24, 

p. D4).  The Americans are depicted as advancing or developing beyond a style that 

relies on athleticism to one that emphasizes tactics, organized defense, possession, and 

sensibility.  

This imperialist approach is echoed in the official program book: “Their [US] 

style was uniquely athletic, physical, and mobile, with pressure defense and almost an 

impatience to attack…It forced a philosophical shift to a more skillful, possession-

oriented, build-from-the-back kind of game” (French, 1999, p. 42). This reinforces the 

construction of the United States National Team in 1999 as a more mature squad than 

the Nigerian National Team. The Americans are presented as moving beyond 

dependence on simple athletic qualities, whereas the Nigerians remain defined by 

them.  

After the match, the media was anxious to confirm its portrait of Nigeria’s lack 

of organization and tactical knowledge in contrast to the United States. The following 

quote from the New York Times demonstrates this attitude: 

Nigeria’s early assertiveness was sabotaged by a disorganized and indifferent 
defense…Some cattle drives do not require as much open space as the 
Nigerian defense left for the relentless American attack…Nigeria was so 
deficient in the rudiments of defense. (Longman, 1999, June 25, p. D1).  
 

Though there may have been some similarities between the teams in the way they 

aggressively attacked, the press made it clear to the reader that there are substantial 

distinctions. In spite of comparable athletic ability, the lack of knowledge and 
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sophistication attributed to the Nigerians was presented as evidence of a clear 

separation between the two teams.  

 Second, the Nigerians are portrayed as aggressive beyond the limits of what is 

acceptable behavior for women athletes, according to the standard set by the United 

States. Before the match the Nigerian team is described as playing an overly 

aggressive and borderline dangerous style which is portrayed by the American media 

as causing the United States team concern about the game. This appears in numerous 

articles: 

Nigeria’s aggressive and occasionally reckless style… (Caparaz, 1999, p. 50).  

The USA is worried about Nigeria’s unpredictability and physical element. 
(Brewington, 1999, June 23, p. C12) 
 
The Nigerian’s brashness and unpredictability worry U.S. coach Tony 
DiCicco. (Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. D4).  
 

The mention of descriptors such as “unpredictable” and “reckless” cautions the reader 

about the potential of the Nigerian team to step outside the boundaries of the 

acceptable standard for women athletes. This standard, upheld by the media, was 

characterized as competitive and tough, while at the same time being fair and 

respectful of the competition. 

The criticisms of the aggressive approach of the Nigerians ran wild in the 

American press post-match. The media was quick to not only describe the Nigerian 

style and players as outside of the behaviors for a “woman” athlete, but they were also 

constructed as displaying poor conduct and ultimately, violent. After the game, it was 

reported that: 

 The game degenerated into cheap fouls. (Longman, 1999, June 25, p. D1) 
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They [Nigeria] had been whacking, flattening, and chopping her [Hamm] 
down from behind the moment play began. (Powers, 1999, June 25, p. C1).  
 

In opposition to the aggression and pursuit of winning that was deemed acceptable for 

the United States team, the media reverted to characterizing the Nigerian team as 

stereotypical African “savages”. The commentary in the Los Angeles Times is 

particularly scathing of Nigeria’s style, for example: “hacked here, whacked there”, 

“bodies started falling”, “crumpling to the turf, taken down by a vicious tackle from 

behind”, “scythed down again”, “Nigerians were running amok and they were running 

into and over the Americans” (Penner, 1999, June 25, p.1). In this manner, the 

Nigerians were used to define the limits of physicality and aggression permitted to 

women athletes in the United States, allowing the Americans to be viewed as strong 

and tough, but not too “masculine” or violent. 

The official for the game was also blasted by both the American press and the 

United States head coach for not putting a stop to the behavior of the Nigerian team. 

The American media and staff characterized the Nigerian team and players as 

“running amok” without the reprimand of the officials. She was criticized as both a 

“remarkably passive Swiss referee” and judged that “more yellow cards should’ve 

been handed out in the first half to stop [the Nigerian’s fouling] and take care of it” 

(Penner, 1999, June 25, p. 1). From the American’s perspective, the Nigerian players 

should have been forced to conform to the standard of play defined on their terms.  

 From the point of view of the Nigerians, they were competing within the 

boundaries of the game. Typically, physicality is a mark of their style as well as not 

conforming to the imposed standard set by the imperialism of the United States. This 
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difference in style of performance is clearly captured in a report citing a statement 

from the Nigerian head coach just before the 2003 World Cup. 

Sam Okpodu, Nigeria's coach, said that women's soccer in Africa has come to 
emulate the men's game there, meaning it is a game of physical strength and 
skill. Women were once considered -- and still are by many -- too weak to play 
soccer and, thus, are loath to show signs of fragility, he suggested…Now that 
women are playing, they are playing the same style as men -- not backing 
down for battle. (Longman,  2003, Sept 24, p.1) 
 

In this context the Nigerian approach to the game is reflective of the manner in which 

soccer is played in their society. Being a male dominated game and the main form of 

sports played in Nigeria, emulating that style of soccer is perfectly acceptable to them. 

It is only when a hegemonic approach is used to analyze the game, such as the applied 

by the United States, that the Nigerian game is seen as outside the limits of women’s 

soccer. The construction of the Nigerian players as violent savages who don’t respect 

the opposition or the “rules” of the game is one such tool used by the American media 

to marginalize the Nigerian players. Its function is to undoubtedly mark for the reader 

a binary opposition whereby the United States National team is depicted as fair, 

respectful, and “lady-like”, all of the characteristics established by the United States as 

defining the “woman” athlete. 

The “African Woman” Athlete 

The members of the Nigerian National team are frequently constructed in 

opposition to the themes of the progressive “woman” athlete, the independent yet 

modest role model, and the white middle-class norm, so highly regarded at the 1999 

Women’s World Cup. Instead they are depicted as monolithic poor, tradition bound, 

religious, and attention seeking/overconfident women from Africa. A prime example 
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is the depiction of the Nigerian National Team’s representative “star” in the 

introduction to the sixteen teams section of the official program book. The previously 

discussed profile of United States member Tiffany Milbrett portrayed her sipping 

lattes at a coffee shop thus making a direct connection to a sense of wealth, leisure and 

mobility.  

In stark opposition Nigerian goalkeeper, Ann Agumanu-Chiejine, is depicted 

as standing and holding one of her daughters in her arms in the only non-action photo 

accompanying the sixteen team profiles.  

 

 

Her role is described in the following quote. 

Ann Agumanu-Chiejine juggles much more than a soccer ball. With a husband 
and two daughters at home, the 25-year-old goalkeeper’s life can get pretty 
hectic. It’s no wonder the sight of opposing strikers bearing down doesn’t faze 
her. Fear is not knowing whether you have prepared enough fried rice for two 
hungry children to last them while you’re away at a tournament. (Caparaz, 
1999, p. 50) 

 
Unlike Milbrett, Chiejine is constructed as a poor black woman from the global South 

whose primary role is in the private sphere. She is portrayed as suffering through 

domestic struggles to have enough rice to feed her children, never mind about drinking 

Figure 2. Representation of the “African Woman”- Ann Chiejine 
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lattes. This image adheres to a much overused racist portrait in the global North, as 

Aidoo (1998) argued “the image of the African woman as breeding too many children 

she cannot take care of…she is hungry and so are her children” (p. 48). This 

stereotyped domestic role is also in contrast to the previously discussed American 

player and mother, Joy Fawcett, who can balance all of her roles and do it well. Yet, 

Chiejine’s abilities are called into question for not doing her “job” well enough and, in 

her absence, leaving her family to fend for food. The profile continues: 

Each time my husband and children are in the stadium I put in extra efforts 
because I would not want to let my sweethearts down, she told Female Soccer 
News in a 1997 interview. I always hold the belief that whenever my husband 
comes to watch me play, he wants to know how well I justify my involvement 
in the game that takes me out of the house often times. (Caparaz, 1999, p. 50). 
 
This particular quote is repeated in the New York Times prior to the match 

against the United States (Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2). Using this quote, 

Chijiene’s participation in soccer is viewed through a tradition bound social system 

where her husband has input and/or authority in the household over her mobility in the 

public sphere. The players on the United States team who are married or have children 

do not receive a similar mention of their responsibilities in the home limiting their 

participation in sport or negatively impacting their attention to family responsibilities 

because of demands on their time. Negotiating roles with their husbands also does not 

receive mention. 

The American media attempts to construct Chiejine as tradition bound, 

particularly in comparison to the American players. However, from the perspective of 

other Nigerian women she is viewed as a powerful example of women’s agency. In the 

New York Times, Chiejine’s teammates assert that her example “is a powerful rebuttal 
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to those who believe that sports sabotage motherhood” (as cited in Longman, 1999, 

June 23, p. D2). Indeed, Chiejine herself argues “Some feel that when you get married 

it is the end of your career, and that if you play football, you won’t be able to have 

children. I am showing that you can still play and it will not disturb you” (as cited in 

Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2). While United States sports journalists situate the 

Nigerian woman athlete as a victim of traditional cultural beliefs about gender, the 

Nigerian players do not necessarily view this as a true picture of the agency of 

women’s soccer players in Nigeria, particularly given the ways they have engendered 

change for themselves and other women.  

As discussed in the context chapter, religion plays a central role in Nigerian 

society. Yet, the religious beliefs of the Nigerian players are trivialized by the 

American media and portrayed as simplistic, even superstitious, as compared to the 

more secular and rational United States players. For example, it is noted that the 

Nigerian team infuses training with religious practices. 

This afternoon’s practice began as it ended, only rather than reciting a prayer, 
the players sang a rousing worship song, “Prayer, the Master Key”. (Shipley, 
1999, June 23, p. D4)  
   
Moments after the Nigerian Women’s World Cup team finished training, its 
players joined hands in a large circle and draped jerseys over their heads for 
their customary post-practice prayer. (Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. D4)   

 
If these were the only sentiments emphasized by the American media as it is presented 

as part of a daily routine and cultural worldview, they would not be worth mentioning. 

However, the media takes the portrayal one step further by casting the 

Nigerians in a light that overemphasizes their religious beliefs and detracts from their 



116 

abilities and preparedness. The Nigerian players are repeatedly quoted making 

reference to their religious beliefs: 

[Chiejine] We are committed to God. I am sure that is why God is answering 
us. That is how God is going to do it for us against the U.S. We are like David, 
and the U.S. is Goliath. Mia Hamm, anybody, let them come. If I cannot catch 
[the ball], God will catch it for me. (Shipley 1999, June 23, p. D4) 

 
[Akide] We asked God to give us the trophy and surprise the world. (Longman, 
1999, June 23, p. D2)  
 
[Akide] By the grace of God we are going to be victorious [against the 
Americans]. (Penner, 1999, June 21, p. 1).  
 
She [Akide] remembers the first time someone told her women were playing 
pro soccer…so in ’94 they called me into the camp. I prayed, I fasted, I told 
my God I wanted to be known in the world” (Graser, 1999, p. 76).  

  
The attention to the Nigerian player’s religious beliefs, particularly when it creates an 

impression resembling superstition from a Western perspective, serves to oversimplify 

the players’ approach to their performance. Giulianotti and Armstrong (2004) argue 

that in a local context, the connection between African football players and religion is 

not very different from Western athletes’ reliance on sports psychology. They state: 

“In the West, sports psychologists are recruited to instill self-belief among players. In 

Africa, it is the divination of the spirits rather than the discovery of the athletes “inner 

child”, that places players in a mental state of equilibrium” (Giulianotti & Armstrong 

2004, p. 16). 

In an American culture that values rationality based on scientific knowledge 

and technology, the importance of religion to the Nigerian women athletes is viewed 

as backward and less progressive. However, free from an imperialistic perspective, the 

Nigerian player’s “faith” can be viewed as performing a similar function to “modern” 
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sports psychology in that it secures self-confidence and helps maintains focus. Yet, the 

tone taken by the media paints a superstitious use of religion by the Nigerians and 

simultaneously credits the United States team for employing their own sports 

psychologist. This biased approach, combined with the previously discussed supposed 

lack of credibility and sophistication of the Nigerians, serves to further undermine the 

real efforts and hard won successes of the players. 

 Another characteristic used to contrast the Nigerian athletes with their United 

States counterparts was their depiction as over-confident and attention seeking. Such 

as portrayal was quite unlike the acceptable behavior of the universal “woman” athlete 

who is modest and team-oriented. For example:  

That self-assurance shows up when players [Nigerian] assess their own play. 
“A brilliant and intelligent defender with remarkable vision,” wrote Prisca 
Emeafu—the blue haired player—in the biography she filled out before the 
tournament. The silver haired Chiejine called herself “the best goalkeeper in 
Africa.”  Rita Nwadike (red hair) described herself as “a prolific striker 
nicknamed ‘Tormentor.’ (Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. D4) 

 
It has been argued in the previous chapter that the modesty of the United States 

players, such as that exhibited by Mia Hamm, is rewarded by the American media. On 

the other hand, the self-proclamation and self-confidence the Nigerian players 

expressed in their biographies is portrayed as presumptuous and borderlining on 

arrogance.  

Nigerian goalkeeper, Ann Chiejine, is also repeatedly criticized by the 

American press for “showing off”, including comments such as: 

They have a goalie named Ann Chiejine who hides her locks under a neon-
orange bandana and has a Campos-like [Mexican GK on the men’s side know 
for his acrobatics and flashy style] tendency to turn routine aerial lobs by the 
opposition into highlight-ready sprawling save. Wholly unnecessary, but as 
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they say back in Lagos, it makes for good television. (Penner, 1999, June 21, p. 
1) 
 
When Chiejine makes a save, she does a version of the twist, rocking the ball 
back and forth…her dance is intended to excite fans. “I do it after a hard shot 
to show it did not bother me”. (Brewington, 1999, June 23, p. C12) 
 
Chiejine is as much of a diva as a goalkeeper. (Longman, 1999, June 23, p. 
D2).  
 

 While “stars” on the United States team such as Hamm and Fawcett are 

applauded for shunning the spotlight, the Nigerians are positioned as intentionally 

seeking it out, with clear negative connotations. Yet, Chiejine explains that her 

behavior is meant to excite fans as well as show confidence in her own abilities. 

American male athletes have made an art of celebrating touchdowns and promoting 

their personas. However, an assertion of confidence from the Nigerian players is 

viewed as stepping out of the gender role expectations of a successful “woman” 

athlete in American culture. Women athletes in this context are permitted to be 

independent, strong, and empowered, but not to show off or celebrate this quality. 

Accompanying this portrait of the “bold” and “extroverted” African woman 

athlete is the American media’s fascination with the hairstyles of the Nigerian players. 

They are repeatedly portrayed as the colorful “spice” of the 1999 Women’s World 

Cup (hooks, 1992). The Nigerians are frequently called “flamboyant”, “flashy”, and 

“fanciful”. These sentiments are present throughout the coverage of the team:  

Colorful Nigeria presents Do-or-Dye Situation for U.S. (Penner, 1999, June 21, 
p. 1)  
 
For Nigerian’s It’s Do and Dye; Flamboyant Soccer Team Set to Face Favored 
Americans” (Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. D4).  
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Ann Chiejine’s silver hair makes quite a statement” (Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. 
D4).  
 

The incessant reference to the “showy” hairstyles of the Nigerian players in the media 

implies a connection to their overall style and personality. For example, in the last 

quote there is no elaboration on what statement Chiejine’s silver hair makes, but the  

reader can assume it is indicative of her attention-seeking personality and style of 

play.  

While hairstyling was shown in the context chapter to play a significant role in 

the cultural fabric for Nigerian women, it seems the Nigerian players took this 

expression to a new level for the 1999 Women’s World Cup, particularly with the use 

of color. Ann Chiejine, the “bold” goalkeeper, owns her own hair salon in Lagos and 

was responsible for the design of team’s hair styles. 

Her [Chiejine] sense of style is as ostentatious as her goalkeeping. She has 
dyed her hair white and wears a brightly decorated head scarf during game. For 
the World Cup she has dyed Akide’s hair green and white, the colors of the 
Nigerian flag, and for the captain, Florence Omagbemi, Chiejine has applied a 
shade of flamethrower orange. (Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2)   

 
For the Nigerian women, this presentation of unique style can be viewed as an 

assertion of position in a landscape where they have suffered marginalization. In the 

context of Patricia Hill Collins’(2000) work on African-American women and self-

valuation, the style of the Nigerian women can be interpreted as an effort to positively 

assert their definition of beauty and culture in an environment where they are often 

ignored, ridiculed, and misrepresented. Similarly, Carolyn Copper (2004) argues the 

self-decoration of the Jamaican Dance Hall Queen is a working class woman’s 

exercise in asserting her power to attract the gaze of an audience without any feminist 
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anxieties about objectification. As such, it offers women who have little social 

visibility or power the opportunity to access the “center stage”, so to speak. If the 

intention of the Nigerian players was to make their presence known at the Women’s 

World Cup, judging by the amount of press given to the hairstyling, they were 

successful. The use of the self-decoration captured the attention of both the media and 

audiences, attracting a gaze that consequently led to focus on their athletic 

performance. 

Though the style of the Nigerian players did raise their visibility, the media 

was quick to point out that the “flashy” appearance of the Nigerian women was 

completely opposite of the “unmarked” players from the United States.  

Star forward Mercy Akide has green and white hair, another has blue braids, 
another is gold. It’s stark contrast to the U.S. players, all in ponytails except for 
the curly-maned Akers” (Brewington, 1999, June 23, p. C12).   
 

The celebrated “girl next door” persona of the Americans is defined in opposition to 

the exotic appearance of the Nigerians, with the exception of Akers, who has already 

been described as outside the playing style boundaries. United States goalkeeper, 

Briana Scurry, is even used again as a Black woman commenting on the difference 

between the appearance of the American and Nigerian players. Scurry remarks, 

“We’re plain Janes” (as cited in Powers, 1999, June 24, p. C6). As the primary visible 

African-American player on the United States National team, Scurry is positioned by 

the media with affinity for the girl next door “plain Janes” of the US team.  She is 

distanced from her “flamboyant” and colorful African counterparts. 

In an interesting development, for the game against the Nigerians, the United 

States players tried their own brand of hairstyling adopted from the Nigerian women. 
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This can be seen in the following photo which appeared in the Philadelphia Inquirer of 

US team member Saskia Weber. 

 

 

 The following commentary appeared in the Washington Post regarding the US 

appropriation of the Nigerian hairstyles: 

They [US] responded to the multicolored hairdos of the showy Nigerian team 
with a few red, white, and blue dos of their own…For the United States Kate 
Sobrero, Shannon MacMillan and Saskia Webber sported red white and blue 
streaks. Lorrie Fair dyed her hair red, and Christie Pearce painted her ponytail 
red, white, and blue” (Shipley, 1999, June 25, p. D1).  

 
The American players not only appropriated the “colorful” look of the Nigerian 

players, they specifically adhered to a nationalistic red, white and blue color scheme in 

its reproduction. In shedding their “plain Jane” style, the Americans used a 

particularly patriotic display to capture the attention of their audience.  

Commodification of the Athletic African Body 

 The Nigerian National Team is constructed by the American media as mere 

role players at the 1999 Women’s World Cup. They are presented as having no viable 

chance at the title because their program is underdeveloped and sub-standard in 

comparison to the level of international soccer. The Nigerian players are frequently 

Figure 3. US National Team Appropriation- Saskia Weber 
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depicted as tradition bound by their less progressive culture, unsophisticated, and 

inexperienced. However, the image of Nigerian team member, Mercy Akide, is used 

multiple times in the official program book, including on the front cover, which was 

the primary media piece used to promote the event. What does the repetitive use of 

this player’s image mean when it was established by the American media that the 

Nigerians were outside the boundaries of the acceptable “woman” athlete? What does 

the frequent appearance of her representation convey when the Nigerians were 

depicted as having little influence on the development of international women’s 

soccer?   

The American players were celebrated as role models due to their social and 

cultural progress and leadership qualities, as well as their athletic skills. In contrast, 

the Nigerian players were cast in racial stereotypes of black athletes having superior 

physiology but lacking in intellect (Davis & Harris, 1998). Akide received attention 

solely based on her size, speed, and physicality. This characterization adheres to the 

stereotype of the “natural” African athlete. Akide is never described as sophisticated, 

tactical, or well-coached. Due to the repetitive appearance of her image, the reader can 

infer that Akide’s value is based on her “naturally” athletic black body. Her body is 

presented by the media as possessing desirable characteristics for women athletes, 

such as power and physical dominance. The following description of Akide provides 

evidence of the exaggerated emphasis on her body.  

At 5-foot-11, with dark hair separated into hundreds of curly braids, Akide is 
hard to miss…a dominant showing at the All-Star game launched her to the big 
time…”The attacking player on Nigeria, Mercy Akide, made [5-foot-11] 
Danielle Fotopoulos look small,” U.S. Head Coach Toni DiCicco said after the 
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game. “She had great speed, so she’s obviously someone who’s a very 
dangerous player.” (Graser, 1999, p. 76) 

 
If the reader is taking note, one can notice that Akide is described as being 5’11”. Yet, 

four sentences later, she is described as making a United States player who is also 

5’11” look small. This emphasis highlights a distorted view of the “naturally gifted” 

African body.  It stands as an example of the misrepresentation of the Nigerian 

players, based on a biased expectation of African athletes as being inherently strong, 

fast, physical, etc…at the expense of both reality and any other talents they may 

possess. 

Akide’s image also appears as the headliner on the front cover of the official 

program book.  

 

 

She is sprawled across the page kicking a soccer ball in mid air, with her braids flying 

in the wind. The choice to use her representation is curious, considering the level of 

visibility so many of the American players enjoyed in popular culture at the time. The 

decision to put an unknown player from Nigeria on the cover of the program book as 

the “face” of the 1999 Women’s World Cup must be examined.  

Figure 4. Commodification and the WWC 99 Program 
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On the cover, Akide’s stature dominates the page while the slogan of the 

World Cup appears just above her head which reads, “This is my game. This is my 

future. Watch me play”. The reader is meant to assume that this player has possession 

over the game and is inviting the audience to watch her play. Yet, the rest of the 

program book makes it clear that women’s soccer is dominated by the Americans and 

that the audience is meant to be watching them. From this perspective, Akide does not, 

in fact, have any ownership over the game of women’s soccer, since her team has been 

relegated to the margins of the landscape. Dyson (1993) has argued that the icon status 

of Michael Jordan is, in part, related to a desire on the part of some white audiences 

for his black body. Similarly, Akide’s representation fits this construct as the desirable 

athletic black woman’s body on display used to promote the event.  

Akide never appears in any of the images in the program book in her country’s 

green and white uniform. Instead, she is depicted in the neutral blue uniform the 

players wore for the FIFA All-Star game. Her representation is commodified as the 

symbolic image of the ultimate athletic woman’s body, without any indication of her 

national affiliation. What may be overlooked or unnoticed by the uncritical reader is 

the commercialization of Akide’s image to promote the event. Viewed from this 

perspective, the frequent use of Akide’s image reveals an obsession with the 

athleticism and strength of her “naturally” athletic black body, as opposed to equal 

inclusion or respect for diversity. Her frequent appearance does not indicate the 

importance of her or her national team program, but is used as a vehicle to attract 

attention and to fulfill voyeuristic desires of a predominantly white audience.  
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Fighting for Position- Voices of Resistance 

 Throughout the 1999 Women’s World Cup the Nigerian players and their 

coaching staff confronted the imperialistic style of reporting adopted by United States 

media. For example, in the program book Mercy Akide’s image appears on the first 

page of the section that contains the profiles for the four teams in Group A: Denmark, 

Korea DPR, Nigeria, and the United States.  

 

 

She is depicted in an active challenging stance, arms stretched out to the sides, almost 

inviting the viewer to confront her. The accompanying text reads: “We are not afraid 

of the United States. They are ladies just like us” (Guise, 1999, p. 47). Akide, 

symbolically and textually stands in direct opposition to the marginalized position the 

American media has assigned to the Nigerians. She expresses confidence in her 

program and asserts her belief that the American players are more similar to her and 

her teammates than different. The image could also be perceived as intimidating or 

scary by the reader, which adheres to the American perception of the Nigerians’ 

physical, reckless play. 

Figure 5. Nigerian Voices of Resistance- Mercy Akide 
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In their attempts to solidify the dominance of the United States, the media 

repeatedly structured questions that sought to position Nigeria as the less advanced 

and less successful competitors. However, the Nigerians repeatedly challenged this 

biased construction. When questioned about Nigeria’s appearance at the 1999 

Women’s World Cup, the head of the women’s division of Nigerian Soccer 

Federation, Lizzy Onyewuhwa, stated: “Just like the Americans come to the World 

Cup to win, we have come to the World Cup to win. Definitely we are going to win” 

(as cited in Shipley, 1999, June 23, p. D4). Akide also expresses optimism in her 

outlook on the tournament: “In ’91 and’95 we were young and not experienced. But I 

think we will do better in the World Cup. We are going to play very well and get 

through the first round and second round too, I think” (as cited in Caparaz, 1999, p. 

50). Both the players and the NFA expressed confidence in their program, despite the 

hegemony of the American media that forced them to be on the defensive.  

These sentiments are similarly echoed by Nigerian Head Coach, Ismail Mabo. 

He is quoted throughout the tournament expressing confidence in his team. For 

example, prior to the game against the Americans, Mabo was questioned about his 

plan for the game. He responded:  

Football is a game of taking risks. We will rattle the Americans. We will not be 
intimidated. (as cited in Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2)  
  
I know they [US] are one of the favorites to win the championship, but we are 
still in the race. I will not be intimidated by their record. It is going to be a 
fight to the finish. Nigeria will play its game. Nigeria will play to win. (as cited 
in Powers 1999, June 24, p. C6)  

 
Though put in a position to defend himself against the favored Americans, Mabo is 

clear about his objectives and expectations for his team. He conveys a commitment to 
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the Nigerian style of play and a belief that his team will fight just as hard to be 

successful. 

 
There are some reports which give a more realistic portrayal of the successful 

experiences and popularity of the Nigerian women’s soccer players. This attention to 

success serves to underscore for the reader why Nigerians have confidence about their 

program and performance.  

There is a weekly television show [in Nigeria] put on by Pepsie Ogechi 
Adiukwu, a television personality who filmed much of today’s training, many 
newspapers employ full-time Women’s Soccer correspondents. At least seven 
journalists accompanied the team to the United States (Shipley, 1999 June 23, 
p. D4).  
 
Two weekly half hour television programs are now devoted to women’s soccer 
in Africa’s most populous country, and at least five newspapers and magazines 
give the Super Falcons coverage. They [Nigerian players] are household 
names. (Longman, 1999, June 23, p. D2).  
 

The extent of television, newspaper and magazine coverage for the women’s soccer 

players in Nigeria can even be viewed as significantly more comprehensive than the 

attention women athletes receive in the United States. 

The Nigerian players were often constructed by the American media as 

tradition bound, inexperienced, backward, and unsuccessful. Yet, the prevalence of 

media attention in their home country and the presence of multiple Nigerian 

journalists at the 1999 Women’s World Cup attests to the growing popularity of the 

women’s game in Nigeria. Adiukwu’s mention of the name recognition of players 

emphasizes the visibility and successes garnered by the top women’s soccer players in 

Nigeria.  
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The resistance of the Nigerian players and coaching staff to the imperialistic 

style of the American journalists directly challenges their marginalization in 

international women’s soccer. Combined with the minor attention to the actual 

popularity of women’s soccer in Nigeria, this reveals the limits of the simplistic 

portrayal of the Nigerian National Team as bound by traditional gender roles which 

prevent them from playing soccer and hinder their development.  

Summary and Discussion 

The imperialistic perspective of the American media during the 1999 Women’s 

World Cup assumed the United States National team as both the standard for women’s 

soccer and the norm for the identity of the “woman” athlete. This had clear 

implications for the construction of the identity of teams from the global South, in 

particular for the Nigerian National Team. Using feminist postcolonial theory it can be 

argued that the representation of the Nigerian National team conforms to Mohanty’s 

(2003) category of the monolithic “Third World Woman”. In relationship to the 

standard of women’s soccer supposedly set by the United States, the Nigerian players 

are repeatedly depicted as uneducated, under-developed, and unsuccessful. The 

identity of the Nigerian players, themselves, is constructed according to themes such 

as poor, religious, and victims of traditional gender norms.  Mohanty (2003) reveals 

the bias in such construction as she argues “only from the vantage point of the West is 

it possible to describe the Third World as underdeveloped” (p. 42). It is clear an 

imperialistic American media generated such descriptions (Mohanty, 2003; Young, 

2006). 
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In a feminist postcolonial context, the members of the Nigerian National Team 

are constructed by the media similarly to Spivak’s (1985) analysis of Bertha Mason as 

the “native” other who is sacrificed for the “feminist individualism” defined by an 

inherently imperialistic feminist agenda (p. 244). The gendered rhetoric of 

empowerment through sport was not distributed equally amongst the teams at the 1999 

Women’s World Cup. The representation of the Nigerian National Team suffered as a 

result. The Nigerian players were characterized as “naturally” athletic, overly 

aggressive, bold, brash, and unsophisticated. Overall this categorization adhered to a 

stereotyped version of a woman from Africa that is both over-simplified and negative.  

This stereotype was used to define the image of the United States players as 

empowered and progressive. Players from the United States were continually 

presented by the media as the unmarked norm of the empowered “woman” athlete, 

one who is strong and independent, yet modest and fair. In contrast, the Nigerian 

players were constructed as the binary opposite. They were cast as an “other” who was 

denied access to the rhetoric of “empowerment”. The negative identity of the Nigerian 

National Team was used by the media to delineate the boundaries of the United States 

standard and promote the “progress” and superiority of the United States team and its 

members.  

Ultimately, the Nigerian players did make efforts to create their own space at 

the 1999 Women’s World Cup, even though they were forced to start from a 

marginalized position (Ang 2003). For example, they used both their aggressive style 

of play and unique hairstyles. They expressed self-confidence, even when pressed to 

defer to the experience and sophistication of the United States by the media. The 
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players and coaching staff also resisted simplistic and negative constructions of their 

identity by asserting their own experience within women’s soccer and attesting to their 

agency in Nigeria.  For example, it was highlighted that the team was appearing in 

their third World Cup, similar to many of the other teams competing in 1999.  

However, the attempts of the Nigerians to confront the imperialistic 

perspective remained influenced by a hierarchy that marginalized them, in both 

international women’s soccer and the U.S. media. Ang (2003) made a similar 

observation in her analysis of “Western” feminism. She argues:  

Feminism must stop conceiving of itself as a nation, a “natural” political 
designation for all women, no matter how multicultural. Rather than adopting a 
politics of inclusion (which is always ultimately based on a notion of 
commonality and community), it will have to develop a self-conscious politics 
of partiality, and imagine itself as a limited political home, which does not 
absorb difference within a pre-given and predefined space but leaves room for 
ambivalence and ambiguity. (p. 58) 

 

The Nigerian voices of resistance and attempts to draw attention to their unique 

experiences are overshadowed by imperialistic assumptions that the United States 

players are more empowered and progressive. The Nigerian players are forced to 

participate in an event meant to celebrate women’s advancement from a devalued 

position. Rather, if women’s international soccer and the 1999 Women’s World Cup 

were viewed from a position that de-centered the United States, more recognition and 

space would be given to the “successes” of all participating teams. The Nigerians 

sought inclusion, as it was their only option to participate in international competition. 

However, the existing hegemony prevented the Nigerians from the possibility of 

achieving true equal footing. 
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Furthermore, efforts by the media that may appear inclusive, particularly the 

repeated use of the representation of Mercy Akide, were not a true commitment to 

diversity. Through a lens which was dominated by the norms and standards of the 

United States, which minimized the importance of the Nigerian team and influenced 

the interpretation of their identity and values, any inclusion must be challenged for its 

biased reflection of Nigerian women athletes.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

In this study I have examined the role the American media played during the 

1999 Women’s World Cup hosted by the United States. I have suggested that the 

media operated from an imperialistic standpoint that represented the United States 

National team as the norm for women’s international soccer and as the universal 

example of the “woman” athlete. I have demonstrated how the image of this “woman” 

athlete was closely tied to a global North rhetoric of women’s empowerment through 

sport. This theme was carefully selected to both promote and sell the event to a 

specific women’s soccer audience in the United States that is predominantly white and 

middle class. This target audience both identifies with the messages and has access to 

the means of empowerment through sport. 

The rhetoric espoused prior to and during the 1999 Women’s World Cup 

promoted the event as both a marker of advances in gender equity and an indicator of 

future changes for women, in both soccer and society. I have argued that the 

construction of this message was influenced by ethnocentric assumptions and inherent 

biases which universalized the experiences of white middle-class women from the 

United States. This ideology did not account for differences between women from the 

global North and global South, specifically related to issues of economic disparity, 

race, and nation. Though hosting an international event with the opportunity to 

recognize the unique experiences and advances made by all sixteen teams, the media 
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repeatedly put the United States National Team at the center of the event and its 

related discourse. This consequently led to comparisons with other teams to mark the 

boundaries of the United States as the dominant group. It also resulted in biased 

interpretations of Nigerian beliefs, styles, and culture based on viewing such practices 

through a dominant cultural lens. 

I make the argument that this resulted in the Nigerian National team being 

portrayed as lagging behind the standard of women’s soccer in both achievement and 

style, as well as outside of the constructed identity of the “woman” athlete celebrated 

at the 1999 Women’s World Cup. In order to define the limits of the empowered 

“woman” athlete (read United States), the Nigerian players were marked as tradition 

bound, uneducated, religious, brash and bold. The Nigerian National team was 

depicted as less sophisticated, tactical, and under-developed. In the context of 

postcolonial theory, Mohanty (2003) argued:   

A comparison between Western feminist self-presentation and Western 
feminist representation of women in the Third World yields significant results. 
Universal images of the Third World Woman (the veiled woman, chaste virgin, 
etc.), images constructed from  adding the “Third World difference” to “sexual 
difference”, are predicated upon (and hence obviously bring into sharper focus) 
assumptions about Western women as secular, liberated, and having control 
over their own lives. (p. 42) 

 

It is my contention that constructing the Nigerian National Team as tradition bound, 

backward, etc…solidified the image of the liberated, successful, athletic woman from 

the United States.  The use of this opposition promoted and ensured the popularity and 

success of the event. The organizers and the media seized the opportunity to raise the 

visibility of women’s soccer in American culture. They pitted the independence, 
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freedom, and “progress” of the United States players against the “less fortunate” 

women athletes from the rest of the world in order to capture the attention of an 

American public who traditionally paid little attention to both soccer and women 

athletes. 

Yet, when it was beneficial to attract attention to the tournament, the 

representations of the Nigerian players were used to add “spice” for the audience. The 

“color” the Nigerians brought with their exotic hairstyles and “attention-seeking” 

behavior excited curious fans. The media emphasis on the African players’ “natural” 

athleticism was referred to as a complicated mix of dangerous, desirable, and enviable 

ability. Such representations of the Nigerian players added to the marketability of the 

1999 Women’s World Cup, by highlighting difference. However, it is my contention 

that the attention the players received was not genuine appreciation for diversity, but 

commodification and appropriation used to showcase the “flamboyance” of the 

African woman. 

Ultimately, the 1999 Women’s World Cup was the most successful women 

only sporting event in history. However, attention to differences between race, class, 

ethnicity, religion, and nation were completely overlooked in pursuit of visibility for 

women athletes in the American media. Whether a result of unexamined privilege, 

reliance on biased stereotyping or conscious categorizing, most likely a combination 

of all three, the tremendous success of the tournament is tainted by the cost teams 

from the global South paid for the accomplishment.  

The performance of the Nigerian National Team at the 1999 Women’s World 

Cup remains their greatest accomplishment to date. The team went on to the 
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quarterfinals and finished fifth in the tournament (well beyond the expectation of the 

organizers and the American media). The Nigerians also qualified for their first 

appearance in the Olympics in 2000, as a result of their fifth place ranking. Several 

players, including Mercy Akide and Florence Omagbemi, were the first players from 

the Nigerian National Team to receive athletic scholarships to attend American 

universities. The extent of the impact the 1999 Women’s World Cup had on soccer in 

Nigeria for girls and women is exemplified in the following commentary: 

Upon reaching the quarterfinals of the 1999 Women's World Cup, the Super 
Falcons, as the team is known, gained a measure of celebrity in Nigeria. The 
number of teams in the domestic league increased. Young girls began giving 
teddy bears to their heroes on the national team and impersonating them in 
pickup games. ''I think there was a level of empowerment,'' Okpodu [Head 
Coach] said of the national team. ''Young ladies who had not been able to 
express themselves openly were now playing football, one of the few to do 
something the whole world embraced.'' (Longman, 2003, p. D1) 

 

It is in this light that the achievements and impact of the 1999 Nigerian National Team 

and its members deserve to be viewed. In removing the lens of imperialistic agendas, 

it is possible to recognize and value the contributions of the 1999 Nigerian National 

Team to both international women’s soccer and society. It is also possible to value the 

contributions and examples of the Nigerian players to both African and worldwide 

“feminisms”, defined on their own terms. 

 In conclusion, I believe this research adds to the current literature on women 

athletes and the media and also urges feminist scholarship to continue to examine 

global North bias by being more conscious of ethno-centric assumptions. In order for a 

more comprehensive and inclusive portrait of the “woman” athlete to be developed, 

imperialist tendencies need to be removed from both media representation, itself, and 
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feminist discourse. This would effectively de-center the global North within women’s 

sports on many levels, from accepted “norms”, to media representation, to academic 

scholarship. I also hope that in conducting this research I can raise awareness of the 

privileges women athletes in the global North enjoy and draw attention to the fact that 

sometimes they are gained, knowingly and unknowingly at the expense of others.  

Limitations of the Study 

In researching the impact of imperialism of the American media on the 

representation of women athletes from the global North and global South, I made a 

choice to concentrate on the United States and Nigeria as representative examples. 

This choice was based upon the fact that the United States was the host country and 

Nigeria was both the top team from Africa and scheduled to directly compete against 

the United States. As a result, this study does not consider the impact of imperialism 

on any of the other fourteen teams competing at the tournament, specifically other 

teams from the global South, such as Ghana. 

My analysis of the construction of the identity of the “woman” athlete during 

the 1999 Women’s World Cup thoroughly addresses the intersection of gender with 

race, class, ethnicity, and nation. However, it admittedly does not specifically examine 

sexuality and its impact on the representation of the universal “woman” athlete. 

Although sexualization of women athletes is a prevalent technique used by the 

American media, it was not present in the content of the specific data that I chose to 

analyze for my research.  
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I believe the analysis of the official program book and selected newspaper 

articles from across the United States provides valuable and comprehensive insight 

into the imperialism of the American media. Yet, I do exclude other newspaper, 

magazine, and web articles, such as those that followed the United States over the 

course of the three weeks of competition. This study also excludes other limited 

coverage of the Nigerian National Team before and after other matches such as against 

North Korea, Denmark, and Brazil. My analysis does not consider the representation 

of the Nigerian National Team during television coverage of the games and the impact 

of potential bias within the commentary of the American media personalities who 

interpreted the event to viewers. 

Suggestions for Future Study 

Women athletes from around the world continue to participate in the 

international sport’s arena through events such as the Olympics and Women’s World 

Cup. They consequently are receiving coverage in global media outlets in record 

numbers. In order to reflect this diversity, future studies on women athletes and the 

media should pay more careful attention to issues of race, class, ethnicity, and nation 

at international competitions. Privilege and assumptions of universality are often 

overlooked within women’s sports participation and rhetoric, as well as in scholarship 

produced in the global North on women athletes and the media.  Feminist and sports 

media scholarship need to tackle tough issues such as imperialistic agendas and the 

constituencies likely to be marginalized in the sporting environment as a consequence 

of this process.   
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More feminist research should be conducted that reflects the lived experiences 

of women athletes from the global South to account for the complexity and diversity 

of all women athletes. Such research would both acknowledge and respect the unique 

identity and efforts of women athletes from the global South. It would also serve to 

de-center the global North as the standard for athletics and the production of the 

ideology connected to women’s sports. It would contribute to more accurate 

representations of women athletes from the global South and their contributions and 

accomplishments to women’s athletics worldwide. 
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