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Peter Smagorinsky

Contributiig to football’s macho aura is the
violent nature of the game. Fieice physical
contact is /inherent in a situation where the
defense’s object is to tackle the person with the
ball, and the offense attempts te knock down as
many defenders as possible to advance its posi-
tion. A good hit is appreciated by the football
fan; not only is it a catharsis for his aggressions,
it demonstrates to him a traditional American
value: success through tough, aggressive action.
Americans arg competitive peo;é}e, and have must
often achieved success through power, rather
than finesse." !

Recently, though, people have become quite
concerned about the ameount of violence in
football; ironically, what is one of the sport’s
greatest attractions might eventually lead tosits
downfall. The last few years have seen a dramatic
rise in the number of injuries, and the seriousness
thereof, incurred at all levels of foetball, from
Peewee Leagues'? up through the professional
ranks. Injuries are to be expected in a contact
sport like football, but when deaths and pagaly-
zation occur, the violence has gotten out of
harié.i,,"‘\

The intense pressure on coaches to win is one
of the main reasons that the irjury rate has gone
up.. When a man’s job is on the line'* he is
occasionally tempted to compromise his prin-
ciples in order to survive; when this happens in
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Violenece in football
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football, and the athletes are taught to gain an
edge over their opponents through unethical
tactics, then the game becomes very dangerous.
Spearing, for example, is a maneuver in which a
blocker drives his helmet into his opponent’s
chest to knock him down. This is hazardous for
both blocker and blockee: the blocker runs the
risk of injuring his neck upon the impact, which
is terrific; the recipient of the blow is struck by a
potent weapon, the helmet, which is thrust with
great force. The spear is just one of several tactics
that make life perilous for the participants.
Another frightening factor responsible for
injuries, especially at the collegiate and profes-
sional levels, is the heavy use of amphetamines
by players to maintain a high level of energy
during a game. Sixty minutes of sprinting,
blocking and tackling weary even a well-
conditioned athlete, and many compensate for
the resultant ineffectiveness by taking drugs.
Often this distorts their perspective and they are
needlessly violent in carrying out their duties.
Coaches tend not to mind, though, if they
succeed in performing better. The great pressure
on both coaches and players to win, then, is
largely responsible for the increased amount of

violence in the sport.

While hard hitting is appreciated by fans,
many are turned off' 5 when it is needless, and
detrimental to the game; some fans are already
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beginning to drift away from football and
towards equally tough, but less dangerous sports.
A similar pattern can be detected in hockey:
several years ago it peaked in popularity when
there was just enough violence, and resultant
fights, to produce excitement; a lot of fans
became disgusted, though, and abandoned the
sport when it began to appear as though the
game were merely a forum'® which the players
used to display their pugilistic talents. Football
has not yet reached this ugly stage, but is
showing dangerous signs of moving in that
direction.

One backlash of the increase of violence in
football has been a correlative rise in the nation’s
interest in soccer. Until recently this game has
never been able to establish itself on the
American sporting scene, having been played
only at private schools and by obscure clubs;
now, helped by the boost that Brazil’s great
Pele! 7 has given to American professional soccer,
it is standard fare'® at most colleges and public
high schools. It is cutting into!® football most,
however, at the young teen level. Where parents
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used to automatically enroll their youngsters in
Peewee football programs, many are now recon-
sidering, and insisting that their children play the
less dangerous game. They are concerned about
their children’s safety; given the choice between
a sport in which they might become permanently
disabled and one where there is less contact, but
an equal amount of exercise, competition and
fun, many are turning away from football and to
soccer.

Violence in football has reached a critical
point. Unless it is curbed, the sport may even-
tually be destroyed through lessened fan in-
terest?® and decreased participation. Though
football is still the favorite American sport, there
is great concern over the number of injuries
suffered by its participants; if changes are not
made, soccer, a sport that has always been loved
everywhere except America, may replace it as the
nation’s foremost fall sport.
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