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Abstract

Lionel Messi's performance in the 2022 FIFA World Cup stands as a monu-
mental moment in football history, signifying a rebirth in his career. This re-
search article explores Messi's transformative journey in the tournament, ana-
lyzing the factors contributing to his resurgence, both on the field and within the
broader cultural and sports landscape. Messi’s triumph in the 2022 World Cup
represents the culmination of years of hard work, perseverance, and strategic
play, leading to his crowning moment as one of football's greatest players. This
paper examines Messi's leadership, technical evolution, and legacy, providing
an in-depth analysis of his role in Argentina's World Cup victory. By combin-
ing performance statistics, interviews, and expert opinions, this article offers an
insightful reflection on Messi’s 2022 World Cup "rebirth" and its significance to
his legacy.

Keywords: Phoenix, Choker, FIFA World Cup, football legacy, sports psycholo-
gy, resilience, rebirth.

Introduction

Lionel Messi, often regarded as one of the greatest footballers of all time, en-
tered the 2022 FIFA World Cup with an air of both expectation and uncertainty.
As the reigning captain of Argentina, Messi faced the challenge of securing his
first World Cup title after numerous near-misses and a storied career filled with
individual and collective achievements. His performance in the tournament, cul-
minating in a dramatic final against France, marked what many consider a career
rebirth, solidifying his place among the footballing immortals. Messi's success
in the 2022 World Cup was not merely a result of his technical prowess, but also
a reflection of his psychological resilience, strategic evolution, and the broader



context of Argentina's football culture. This paper aims to explore how Messi’s
contributions during the tournament not only redefined his legacy but also con-
tributed to the narrative of sports resilience and the power of leadership. Through
an analysis of his key performances, statistics, and the cultural implications of his
World Cup triumph, this research assesses how Messi's 2022 World Cup "rebirth"
influenced his status as a global icon in football.

Methodology

This research is primarily qualitative and exploratory. It employs a combina-
tion of performance analysis, expert interviews, and secondary sources includ-
ing news articles, football analyses, and previous studies on Messi's career. Key
performance metrics from the 2022 World Cup (goals, assists, key passes, dribbles
completed) will be analyzed to evaluate Messi’s technical contributions. Inter-
views with sports psychologists and football experts will provide insights into
Messi's psychological development and resilience. Additionally, secondary sourc-
es focusing on Messi’s leadership will be reviewed to better understand his role in
Argentina’s triumph.
Literature Review

The concept of an athlete’s "rebirth" or career resurgence is a multifaceted one,
often encompassing both psychological and physical aspects. In Messi's case, the
2022 FIFA World Cup represents a combination of these dimensions. Studies on
athletes' psychological resilience indicate that resilience is crucial for overcoming
setbacks, which in Messi’s case includes earlier disappointments in major inter-
national tournaments (Gould and Udry; Blanchfield et al.). Messi’s prior World
Cup experiences were marked by near-misses. He led Argentina to the final in
2014, where they were defeated by Germany in extra time. Additionally, Messi’s
early international career was marred by criticism from some Argentine fans who
questioned his leadership and commitment to the national team (Klein). These set-
backs have been central to discussions around Messi’s perceived "failure" in the
international arena, despite his extraordinary success at club level with Barcelona.

One of the most significant themes in the literature regarding Messi's 2022
World Cup campaign is the development of psychological resilience. Scholars
like Jones et al. and Weiner argue that athletes who demonstrate resilience are
better able to handle pressure and setbacks, which was evident in Messi’s behav-
ior throughout the tournament. Messi’s ability to overcome the mental barriers of
previous disappointments is indicative of his maturation as both a leader and an
athlete.
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Moreover, leadership is crucial in understanding Messi's impact on the field
during the 2022 World Cup. Leadership in sports has been studied extensively,
with research by Goff and Goff suggesting that a player's ability to inspire and
guide teammates is integral to a team’s success. Messi’s leadership style during
the 2022 World Cup was characterized by both his on-field brilliance and his abil-
ity to galvanize his team during critical moments.

Messi's 2022 World Cup victory holds profound cultural and national signif-
icance for Argentina. As a country with a deep passion for football, the success
of the national team is tied to national identity (Guttmann). Messi’s victory is not
only a personal achievement but also a moment of national pride and unity. The
literature on sports nationalism highlights how athletes like Messi become sym-
bols of cultural identity, representing both the hopes and struggles of the nation
(Green). Messi's World Cup win serves as a unifying moment for Argentina,
transcending the sport itself and embedding Messi further in the cultural fabric of
the country.

Discussion
Bitter Criticism After Argentina's Defeat to Saudi Arabia

The most immediate criticism Messi faced came after Argentina’s shocking
2-1 loss to Saudi Arabia in their opening match. Messi, as captain, was expected
to lead by example, and Argentina’s early defeat was a heavy blow to the team’s
ambitions. Many commentators and fans were quick to point out that Messi was
unable to inspire his teammates to avoid this upset. Some of the criticism centered
around Messi’s performance during the match, which, although he scored a penal-
ty, was considered insufficient in terms of leadership on the pitch. Sports analysts
were also quick to discuss Messi's diminishing influence as he aged, citing that
his movements seemed less dynamic than before. Critics argued that despite his
ability to deliver moments of brilliance, Messi’s impact was inconsistent, espe-
cially when Argentina needed him most in the first match. Media outlets, such as
Marca and El Pais, scrutinized Messi for his apparent inability to drag the team
through a difficult match, considering it a reflection of his leadership capabilities
in high-pressure situations.

The “Choker” Narrative

The loss to Saudi Arabia reignited the longstanding “choker” narrative that
had haunted Messi in international football. Despite his extraordinary success
at Barcelona, Messi's performance in previous World Cups and Copa Américas
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(where Argentina had suffered painful losses, including in the finals) led to criti-
cisms of his inability to deliver on the world stage. Messi had often been labeled
as an individual who could not win a major international trophy, a perception that
was amplified by the media. Critics, particularly from rival footballing nations,
continued to question whether Messi could truly compare to Argentina’s previ-
ous icons like Diego Maradona if he failed to win the World Cup. Some pundits
argued that despite his brilliance, Messi had consistently underperformed in major
tournaments. This narrative was pervasive even after the team recovered in later
matches, casting a shadow over Messi’s every move. He was often seen as a play-
er who might crumble under pressure, despite the fact that his performance in the
tournament showed immense resilience in the end.

Criticism of Messi's Leadership

One recurring criticism Messi faced in the 2022 World Cup was related to his
leadership style. Throughout his career, Messi has been often compared to other
legendary captains like Maradona or Brazil’s Dunga, who were more vocal and
demonstrative on the pitch. Messi, however, is known for his more reserved,
quieter approach to leadership. This contrast led some critics to question whether
Messi's style was truly effective in motivating his team during crucial moments.
Particularly in the wake of Argentina’s early defeat to Saudi Arabia, some com-
mentators argued that Messi did not show enough passion or fire in the face of
adversity. They suggested that he needed to be more vocal, more demonstrative
in encouraging his teammates, similar to other captains who led with more overt
emotion. Messi’s calm demeanor was sometimes perceived as a lack of urgency
or drive, especially in high-stakes moments, which led to criticism regarding his
leadership capabilities.
Doubts About His Declining Physical Ability

Another critical aspect of the debate surrounding Messi in the 2022 World Cup
was his physical condition. While Messi had adapted his playing style over the
years, his critics often pointed to his age and the physical toll that years of elite
football had taken on him. Messi was 35 years old during the tournament, and
many questioned whether he could maintain the intensity required to perform
consistently at the highest level. This was particularly evident in matches where
Messi appeared slower or more fatigued than in his prime. Analysts and fans
noted that Messi’s dribbling and sprinting ability had diminished compared to
previous tournaments. While his technical skills and playmaking remained excep-
tional, critics argued that Messi’s reduced mobility made him less of a "threat" on

76



the ball and that he struggled to dominate matches in the way he once did. Some
pundits questioned if his diminished physicality would hold Argentina back from
winning the World Cup.
Criticism of Messi's Penalty Tactics in the Final

Even in the World Cup final against France, where Messi's brilliance led
Argentina to victory, there were critics who scrutinized his role in the penalty
shootout. Messi was calm and composed throughout the tournament, but during
the shootout, some observers criticized his choice of penalty-taking technique,
arguing that his first shot in the final was “too predictable.” His critics argued that
the world’s best player should have displayed even more variety in his approach,
although his penalty ultimately contributed to Argentina’s win. Some questioned
if Messi's penalty-taking technique was effective enough to inspire confidence
in others. Despite this, many experts applauded his composure and consistency,
suggesting that the criticism was overstated. However, Messi’s response to this
criticism—through resilience, leadership, and a series of pivotal performances—
was a testament to his evolution both as a player and as a leader. By the end of the
tournament, he had silenced the critics, delivering a World Cup performance for
the ages. His victory in Qatar not only solidified his legacy as one of the great-
est footballers of all time but also silenced the many voices that had questioned
his ability to perform on the biggest stage. Despite the criticism, Messi’s 2022
World Cup journey is a reminder of the immense pressure faced by athletes at the
highest levels and the importance of mental strength, leadership, and adaptability.
Through his perseverance, Messi demonstrated that true greatness is not just about
overcoming obstacles but also about silencing doubts and rising to meet challeng-
es when they matter most.
Messi as Captain: Strengths and Weaknesses

Lionel Messi, as the captain of the Argentina national football team, has long
been a subject of both admiration and scrutiny. His leadership style and qualities
have been widely discussed, especially following his role in Argentina’s victory at
the 2022 FIFA World Cup. As with any great leader, Messi has both strengths and
weaknesses in his role as team captain. Let’s explore the good and bad qualities of
Messi as a leader.
Lionel Messi and the Mythological Phoenix

In Greek mythology, the phoenix is a legendary immortal bird that regenerates
or is otherwise born again. Associated with the sun, it obtains new life by rising
from the ashes of its predecessor. This symbolism has been interpreted to repre-
sent renewal, immortality, and the cyclical nature of life and death.

77



Messi's Performance in the 2022 World Cup: The Real Phoenix of Our Time

Messi’s statistical performance in the 2022 FIFA World Cup was nothing short
of extraordinary. He scored seven goals, including two in the final, and provided
crucial assists. His playmaking abilities were showcased through his key pass-
es, which were integral in Argentina’s attacking play. Messi's vision on the field
allowed him to dictate the tempo and flow of the game, a role that was vital to
Argentina’s success. Messi demonstrated remarkable psychological resilience
during the World Cup. Despite early setbacks in the tournament, including Ar-
gentina's shock loss to Saudi Arabia, Messi’s composure and leadership kept the
team focused. As Goft and Goff suggest, resilience in leadership is often tested in
moments of adversity, and Messi’s ability to steer Argentina to victory in the face
of challenges demonstrated his psychological fortitude. Messi’s 2022 World Cup
performance is a testament to his growth, both as a footballer and as an individual.

His “rebirth” can be understood through multiple lenses: psychological resil-
ience, tactical evolution, and leadership. The victory in Qatar not only secured his
legacy but also reflected the culmination of years of hard work, perseverance, and
adaptation. Messi’s ability to lead Argentina to victory, while adapting his playing
style to the demands of the tournament, shows the evolution of both his on-field
presence and his mentality. Furthermore, the significance of Messi’s World Cup
win extends beyond football, as it has cultural implications for Argentina. The
2022 World Cup represents a moment of national pride and collective achieve-
ment, which will resonate within Argentina for generations to come. Messi’s vic-
tory, therefore, serves as both a personal triumph and a symbol of resilience and
hope for millions of fans worldwide.

While Lionel Messi's remarkable performance in the 2022 FIFA World Cup
ultimately cemented his legacy as one of the greatest footballers of all time, it was
not without its share of criticism, especially in the early stages of the tournament.
These critiques stemmed from a combination of his perceived underperformance
in prior international tournaments and a high level of expectation that accompa-
nied him throughout his career. Despite his undeniable success in club football,
many believed Messi's international record was not on par with his legacy at
Barcelona, and the 2022 World Cup offered him another chance to silence these
doubters. However, Messi's journey in Qatar faced a range of criticisms, particu-
larly during Argentina’s rocky start.

Parallels Between Messi and the Phoenix
Just as the phoenix rises from its ashes, Messi has continually reinvented him-
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self, adapting to new teams and challenges while maintaining his excellence. The
phoenix's ability to regenerate symbolizes resilience, a trait Messi has embodied
throughout his career, overcoming personal and professional obstacles. Both Mes-
si and the phoenix transcend their origins, achieving greatness that elevates them
beyond their beginnings, symbolizing the potential for growth and transformation.
Messi's Initial Retirement: The Aftermath of the 2016 Copa América Final

Lionel Messi's first public retirement from international football came in June
2016, after Argentina lost to Chile in the final of the Copa América Centenario.
This decision was taken in the heat of the moment, following a series of high-pro-
file defeats with Argentina in major international tournaments. Despite Messi’s
individual brilliance, his team fell short, leading to a sense of frustration and a
feeling of personal failure. The Copa América final loss was particularly painful
for Messi, as it was his fourth consecutive major international final loss with Ar-
gentina, following defeats in the 2007 Copa América, 2014 FIFA World Cup, and
the 2015 Copa América. Messi’s tears and emotional outburst after the penalty
shootout loss to Chile reflected the weight of the disappointment he felt.

The pressure to deliver a major trophy for his country had become unbearable,
especially given his legacy at Barcelona, where he had won nearly everything.
Messi felt a sense of personal responsibility for Argentina’s losses, despite the fact
that football is a collective effort. In his announcement of retirement, Messi stat-
ed: “I think this is it. I’ve tried my best, and it wasn’t meant to be.” This decision
sent shockwaves through the footballing world, as it was seen as a premature end
to a golden era for Argentina, and raised questions about Messi’s mental state and
whether the burden of national expectations had become too much for him.

Messi’s decision to retire was largely seen as an emotional response to a series
of heart-wrenching losses. Critics argued that his retirement highlighted the men-
tal and emotional strain elite athletes experience, especially when they carry the
hopes of an entire nation. Messi’s vulnerability in this moment humanized him,
making it clear that even the greatest players struggle with the pressures of expec-
tation. The reaction to Messi’s retirement was mixed. While many fans and former
players respected his decision, others viewed it as a sign of weakness or an inabil-
ity to cope with pressure. Some critics even suggested that Messi’s failure to win
an international trophy tarnished his legacy, despite his incredible success at the
club level. The media were quick to speculate whether Messi’s early retirement
would affect his career.
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The Return to International Football and Rebirth of a Great

After a short-lived retirement, Messi announced his return to the Argentina
national team in August 2016, just a couple of months after his initial retirement.
In a heartfelt statement, he explained that he had come to realize that his decision
to quit had been too hasty. Messi expressed his desire to continue playing for Ar-
gentina, emphasizing that he still wanted to win a major international title with his
country and that the “team needed him.” Messi’s return to international football
was met with a mix of relief and excitement from Argentina’s fans. His decision
to come back demonstrated not only his love for the game but also his sense of
duty to his country. However, his return was also under intense scrutiny, as expec-
tations for him to lead Argentina to glory remained high.

Messi’s return was indicative of a shift in his mentality. The player who had
been emotionally drained by repeated failures in finals returned with a renewed
sense of purpose and determination. While he still faced immense pressure, his
comeback signaled that he was ready to overcome the setbacks and focus on
the bigger picture: the collective success of the national team. Messi's approach
after his return was more balanced. Instead of placing all the responsibility on
his shoulders, he focused on working with his teammates to achieve victory. This
shift in mindset also saw him play a more unselfish and team-oriented role, em-
phasizing his leadership in a more collective sense, rather than as the sole individ-
ual who needed to carry the team.

Catalyst for Argentina’s 2021 Copa América Win

Messi’s return to international football proved to be a turning point for Argen-
tina. In 2021, Messi played an instrumental role in leading the team to victory in
the Copa América, ending Argentina's 28-year trophy drought. This victory was
particularly meaningful for Messi, who had been criticized for his inability to win
with Argentina in major tournaments. His performance throughout the competi-
tion, including scoring and assisting in key matches, demonstrated his resilience
and his desire to win for his country. Messi’s success in the 2021 Copa América
cemented his place as a national hero. His leadership throughout the tournament
was key to Argentina’s triumph, and it marked a moment of redemption for Messi,
finally achieving the international glory that had eluded him for so long.
Influence of Teammates and Coach

Messi's return also saw a shift in how Argentina functioned as a team. The
emergence of younger players such as Lautaro Martinez, Rodrigo De Paul, and
Emiliano Martinez, as well as the tactical acumen of coach Lionel Scaloni, helped
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create a more balanced team around Messi. This allowed him to play a more
influential role on the pitch without the burden of carrying the entire team on his
shoulders. The chemistry between Messi and his teammates was palpable, and the
team’s solidarity was crucial in their success. While Messi was undoubtedly the
standout player, the collective effort of the team was essential in bringing home
the trophy.

Messi’s Mental Resilience

Messi’s return to international football is also a reflection of his mental resil-
ience. While many players would have found it difficult to come back after such
a heart-wrenching defeat, Messi used the setbacks as fuel to drive him toward
success. His ability to bounce back from disappointment is one of his most admi-
rable qualities, and his return to the national team helped establish him not only as
a football genius but also as a player who could overcome adversity.

Messi as a Team Leader

One of Messi's most notable leadership qualities is his unparalleled technical
skill on the field. As captain, Messi doesn’t just lead vocally or through inspi-
ration, but through his actions on the pitch. His dribbling, vision, and ability to
make decisive plays have often been crucial in guiding Argentina during import-
ant matches. His technical brilliance gives him the ability to influence games di-
rectly, and when he performs at his best, his teammates naturally follow his lead.
Messi's leadership is not based solely on speeches or motivation but on his ability
to execute at the highest level, demonstrating a standard of excellence that others
strive to match.

Messi’s ability to remain calm and composed under pressure is another of his
key qualities as a leader. Throughout his career, particularly in high-stakes inter-
national tournaments, he has often maintained his focus in the face of enormous
expectation. In the 2022 FIFA World Cup, despite facing immense pressure from
Argentina’s fans and the media, Messi kept his emotions in check, especially
in crucial moments such as the penalty shootout against the Netherlands in the
quarterfinals and the dramatic final against France. This emotional composure
enables Messi to set an example for his teammates, ensuring that they too can stay
level-headed in intense situations.

One of Messi’s greatest strengths as a captain is his humility. Unlike other
star players, Messi rarely seeks the spotlight and often deflects praise towards his
teammates. His willingness to share the glory with others is a reflection of his
focus on team success rather than personal achievement. For example, during the
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2022 World Cup, Messi consistently credited his team for their collective effort,
highlighting that winning was a shared responsibility. This team-first mentality
fosters unity and solidarity among players. His lack of ego and desire to uplift
others makes him a more approachable and respected figure in the dressing room.

Messi’s adaptability on the pitch has been one of the hallmarks of his career,
and this extends to his role as a leader. Over the years, Messi has evolved from a
player who relied heavily on dribbling and pace to one who now orchestrates play,
creating opportunities for his teammates while still contributing key goals and
assists. This tactical evolution, particularly in the 2022 World Cup, showcased his
ability to adjust his playing style to meet the demands of the team and the tactical
needs of his coach. Messi’s intelligence in understanding the flow of the game,
his decision-making under pressure, and his ability to execute complex strategies
have been vital in guiding Argentina to victory.

Messi has faced significant challenges throughout his career, particularly with
the national team, where early losses in major tournaments fueled harsh criticism.
Despite the setbacks, Messi has shown remarkable resilience, especially in the
2022 World Cup, where he faced doubts about his ability to win an international
trophy. His perseverance and determination to succeed, despite previous failures
(e.g., the 2014 World Cup final loss), have made him an inspirational figure for his
teammates. Messi's ability to bounce back from failures, particularly after tough
losses, is a testament to his mental toughness and a key quality of leadership. De-
spite these criticisms, Messi's leadership continues to evolve, and his performance
in the 2022 World Cup is a testament to how far he has come as both a player and
a captain. His blend of humility, tactical intelligence, and ability to rise to the oc-
casion when it matters most makes him a highly effective leader, even if his style
differs from the more conventional, vocal captains.

Iconic Moments: The Matches Against the Netherlands and France

Lionel Messi's contributions in the 2022 FIFA World Cup matches against the
Netherlands and France were absolutely pivotal, marking some of the most iconic
moments of his illustrious career. In both matches, Messi’s leadership, vision,
and exceptional skill were on full display. Below is a detailed look at his unique
contributions in each of these crucial encounters.

Rebirth in the Match Against the Netherlands (Quarterfinals)

The quarterfinal match against the Netherlands was a dramatic and highly
charged affair, known for its intense emotions and controversy. Argentina held a
2-0 lead for much of the game, but the Netherlands made a dramatic comeback
in the final moments, equalizing with two free kicks in the dying minutes of
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regular time. This match was a test of mental fortitude, and Messi’s leadership
was critical in maintaining Argentina’s composure during this turbulent period.
Messi played a key role in keeping his teammates focused amidst the mounting
pressure. When the Netherlands’ physical and aggressive style seemed to disrupt
Argentina's rhythm, Messi’s calm presence on the pitch helped steady the team.
His ability to remain collected, even as tempers flared, stood in stark contrast to
some of the more heated exchanges on the field, especially with the referees and
opposing players.

Messi’s playmaking ability was at its best during this match. His assist for
Nahuel Molina’s opening goal was a prime example of his vision and creativity.
Messi delivered a perfect through-ball between defenders, threading it through a
tight space that Molina capitalized on to score. The assist was a product of Mes-
si’s innate ability to see movements ahead of time, anticipating spaces and passing
with pinpoint accuracy. Throughout the match, Messi continued to orchestrate
Argentina’s attack, providing key passes and linking up with his teammates to
create scoring opportunities. His ability to read the game and dictate the tempo
allowed Argentina to maintain control for long stretches of the match, even as the
Netherlands mounted pressure.

Becoming the Real Phoenix in the Match Against France (Final)

The 2022 World Cup final between Argentina and France was one of the great-
est World Cup finals ever played, and Messi’s performance was nothing short of
legendary. In this thrilling encounter, Messi not only delivered when it mattered
most but also showed his maturity as a player and leader. Messi’s first contribu-
tion in the final came early in the game, when he scored a penalty to give Argen-
tina a 1-0 lead. The penalty was awarded after Angel Di Maria was fouled in the
box, and Messi made no mistake, calmly placing the ball past French goalkeeper
Hugo Lloris. His composure in such a high-pressure situation was a testament to
his mental strength and leadership. Later in the match, with the score tied 2-2 and
heading into extra time, Messi again showed his quality. After a scramble in the
French penalty box, Messi was quick to react, pouncing on a rebound and scoring
his second goal of the match. This goal was a crucial moment, as it gave Argenti-
na a 3-2 lead and seemed to edge them closer to victory.

The match was far from over. Kylian Mbappé’s stunning brace (two goals
in two minutes) in the second half of extra time forced the match into a penalty
shootout, sending the game into a chaotic state. Messi’s leadership in this period
was invaluable. Despite the sudden loss of the lead, Messi kept the team focused,
urging his teammates to stay composed and maintain belief in their ability to win

83



the game. Messi’s influence on the pitch during this period was felt not just in his
own performances but in his communication with the team. He remained a calm
figure, helping his teammates remain focused on the task at hand during the final
moments, even as the match became a rollercoaster of emotions.

When the final came down to penalties, Messi again played a pivotal role.
Argentina won 4-2 in the penalty shootout after a 3-3 draw in extra time. Messi
had already scored twice during the match, but his presence in the shootout was
a morale booster for his teammates. Messi converted his penalty with his usual
calm and clinical execution, setting the tone for Argentina's successful penalty
run. As the captain, Messi’s determination to finally win the World Cup and the
way he carried his teammates through both the ups and downs of the final match
were instrumental in Argentina’s victory. His leadership not only guided them to
the title but also provided the emotional backbone necessary to overcome France’s
remarkable comeback.

Conclusion

Lionel Messi’s performance in the 2022 FIFA World Cup represents a pro-
found "rebirth" in his career. Through his leadership, technical evolution, and psy-
chological resilience, Messi not only reaffirmed his status as one of the greatest
footballers of all time but also secured his place in history as a symbol of perse-
verance and triumph. As Argentina’s captain, Messi’s journey in the tournament
showcased the power of resilience and the importance of adaptability in achieving
greatness. His World Cup victory is a culmination of personal and national sig-
nificance, marking the final chapter in a career that will be remembered as one of
football’s most legendary stories.
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