July 29, 2011

SCMP Article

Japan’s soccer women score a winner against adversity
The final of the women’s World Cup soccer tournament this month was not only a memorable event for the sport’s fans. It was also a big moment for the wider world for what it showed us about women and about the Japanese.
It wasn’t long ago that people dismissed the idea that soccer played by women could be worth watching. I remember thinking so myself. Some sports fans – female as well as male – might still think that way.
However, standards must have risen, because this women’s World Cup helped me appreciate a different but very watchable type of game.
Put briefly, women’s soccer has less hard contact and a lot less faking of injuries than the men’s version. That means the game is smoother and doesn’t stop so often. The women’s game may not be quite as fast-paced as the men’s, but the slower version is in some ways easier to watch.
That does not mean the players are weaklings. I used to be captain of the all-male Legislative Council team, which plays the government every year, and I would not have minded having some of the World Cup women on our side. They could kick a ball far harder and more accurately than many of us.
The days of children of both sexes being brought up to believe that girls can’t kick a ball are over.
The women’s game has taken time to get to this stage. It has been very successful in the United States, where soccer is now a popular women’s pastime at high school and college, and professional teams now exist.
It is catching on elsewhere, including in Muslim countries, where women do not traditionally take part much in sport.
The World Cup in Germany had sold-out games and attracted live international TV coverage. Women have taken what used to be a men-only sport and turned it into something that is different, but highly enjoyable.
It can also be exciting. Most of us who tend to support the underdog at times like this might have hoped that Japan would do well in this tournament. But their chances of coming out on top among such teams as Germany, the United States and Brazil seemed slim.
Their quarter-final win against hosts Germany was very close – the game went into extra time.
Their victory in the final against the United States came only after they bounced back from behind twice, partly because of the Americans’ own mistakes. And it relied on penalty shoot-outs, which, while exciting, are to some extent down to chance. Yet the narrowness of these wins was a tribute to amazing team spirit and sheer determination.
The Japanese were physically at something of a disadvantage against the bigger players on the other teams, and it would be true to say that they were probably less skilled. The fact is that they shouldn’t really have been able to win, but they gave everything they could, and then squeezed more out of themselves.
And they managed to do that because they knew that their country – still mourning the deaths and destruction of the earthquake and tsunami in March – was watching. The final victory was a powerful and emotional moment that had crowds dancing in the streets back home in Japan.
The earthquake and tsunami highlighted the ability of the Japanese people to work together against adversity. The world was inspired by the way people quietly, calmly and without complaint faced up to the disaster, and the subsequent inadequate government response, and worked together to pick through the ruins and set up shelters and kitchens.
It was one of those events (like the Chilean miners trapped for weeks last year) that set an example of what humans can do at their best.
Some people might think soccer games are trivial. Yet ask any fan and they’ll say the World Cup was not just about running, kicking and scoring goals; it was about new achievements by women and victory against the odds by courageous and determined people.
