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Violénce in football

7 2 HERE

Peter Smagorinsky

During the last decade, football has sup-
planted baseballas America’s most popular sport.
The reason generally given is that football i§ a
more exciting game. In baseball there is tension,
with“action concentrated during key moments.
There may be long lulls between thrilling events,
though, especially if it is a well-pitched game and
there is little scoring; while this may not effect
the fan at the game, who may entertain himself
with the copious goings-on' at the ballpark, one
who watches the game on television often is
tempted to direct his attention elsewhere if there
is little excitement.

Football, on the other hand, involves twenty
two athletes on each play, and a fan can usually
find something to interest him on each exchange.
Though there is in fact more dead time than live
(the average play takes from four to eight
seconds, and the time between plays is perhaps
twenty to twenty five seconds), the action that
does take place is ample for most fans, and the
break between plays adequate
breather,” during which the previous play can be

provides an

analyzed, and the following one speculated upon.

Foatball’s popularity greatly exceeds that of
sports which involve constant action. The fluid
play in basketball and hockey, for example, is
interrupted rarely, yet they rank well behind
football and baseball in popularity. Several rea-
sons have been suggested for this. First of all,
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football and hockey are performed indoors,
while football and baseball are outdoor sports.
Though most fans lead sedentary lives them-
selves, they get a greater sense of enjoyment
watching a sport that is subject to the elements.’

Another factor is the backgrounds of the
players. Three-fourths of the performers in the
National Basketball Association are black; in-
deed, several teams have only a couple of white
players. Contrarily, most paying customers are
white, and find it difficult to form associations
with, and thus patronize, the sport. Hockey
players are almost exclusively Canadian, and
American fans have difficulty in identifying
with® foreigners, even if they are close neighbors.
On the other hand, most baseball and football
players are white Americans; though a lot of
blacks and Latins are prominent figures, fans
have an easier time getting emotionally involved
with teams stocked with players whose back-
grounds are similar to theirs.

An interesting theory states that football
appeals to the American mind because the action
is compartmentalized; unlike basketball, where
the play is continuous, football can be easily
broken down and examined play by play. Each
individual exchange can be evaluated in terms of
structure and development; there is a definite
beginning and end, and each play as a whole can
be determined a success or failure, depending on
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criteria and outcome. This sort of thinking is
right in line with® the capitalist system, where
transactions are separate, and can be broken
down® and examined in terms of their develop-
ment. Basketball would not appeal as much to
such a mind, for with continuous flow, the
success of a maneuver depends on what has taken
place before: on each transition the players begin
at different spots on the floor. This factor,
because it generally results in one team having an
advantageous position, makes play more difficult
to analyze; in football, both units begin each
series with equal opportunities for success, but in
basketball the number of variables upsets the
basic structure, at least in terms of a convenient
examination. Also, there is no immediate pause,
as in football, for the fan to analyze the action,
and anticipate what will follow. On a subcon-
scious level, then, this could in part account for’
football’s popularity.

Much of football’s allure is due to the macho®
nature of the game. It is a tough sport that,
especially at the professional level, can only be
played by extremely strong, fast men. Generally,
the greater a team is endowed with these
qualities, the more games it will win; though
intelligence is becoming more of a factor due to
the intricacies of the formations, the physically
dominant teams are usually superior.

Basketball players, however, must also be big,
strong, and fast (Nate Archibald, at 6" 1", has
earned the nickname “Tiny”), and they must
make contact without the benefit of protective
equipment. Why is their sport perceived to be
less tough than football? One reason is the lack
of equipment itself. A basketball player is scan-
tily clad in just shoes, socks, shorts, and a brief
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jersey. There is thus no mystery about him: the

fans, situated close to the court, can see him
exactly as he is, can see his expressions, his
sweat, the imperfections of his body. Football
players, though, are walking tanks, covered with
protective gear, and therefore there is an implied
masculinity about them: anything that might
undercut their machismo® is unseen by the
spectators. Indeed, just as the girl who wears
almost nothing is sexier than the nude because of
the fantasies she provokes, the equipment-
covered football player carries a mystique that
enhances his image as a he-man.' °
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