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Football in America: A Study
in Culture Ditfusion

ON QOctober 9, 1951, Assistant Attorney General Graham Morrison
instituted an anti-trust action against a number of universities on
account of their efforts to limit TV broadcasts of their games—eflorts
dictated by the terrible burdens of what we might speak of as "in-
dustrialized football.,” This action occurred only a few weeks after the
scandal of the West Point student firings, which, along with the William
and Mary palace revolution, indicated that football was indeed reach-
ing anather crisis in its adaptation te the ever-changing American
environment. Small colleges such as Milligan—a church-supported
school in the mountains of Eastern Tennessee—were discovering that
football was now so mechanized that they could no longer afford the
necessary entry fee for machinery and personnel. Last year, Milligan
spent $17,000, or twe-thirds of its whole athletic budget—and did
not get it all back in the box-office net. Football had come to resemble
other industries or mechanized farms, into which a new firm could
not move by relying on an institutional [ifetime of patient saving and
plowing back of profits, but only by large corparate investment. The
production of a team involves the heavy overhead and staff personnel
characteristic of high-capital, functionally rationalized industries, as
the result of successive changes in the game since its post-Civil-War
diffusion from England.!

It would be wrong, however, to assert that football has become an

IThe growing scale of college football is indicated by its dollar place in the American
leisure economy. In 1929, out of $4.3 billion in recreation expenditures by Americans,
the college foothall gate accounted for $22 million. In 1950, out of $11.2 billion in such
expenditures, it accounted for $103 million. While something less than 19 of the total
United States recreation account, college football had ten times the gross income of
professional football, The 1950 pate of $103 million suppests that a total capital of at
least $2 billion is invested in the college football industry. The revenue figures, abaove,

of course, da not include the invisible subsidization of foothall, nor do they hint the
place that football pools occupy in the American betting economy.
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impersonal market phenomenon. Rather, its rationalization as a sport
and as a spectacle has served to bring out more apenly the part it plays
in the ethnic, class, and characterological struggles of our time—
meaning, by ‘‘characterological struggle,” the conflict between different
styles of life. The ethnic significance of football is immediately sug-
gested by the shift in the typical origins of player-names on the All-
American Football Teams since 1889. In 1889, all but one of the names
{Heffelfinger) suggested Anglo-Saxon origins. The first name after
that of Heffelfinger to suggest nen-Anglo-Saxon recruitment was that
of Murphy, at Yale, in 1895. After 18935, it was a rare All-American
team that did not include at least one Irishman (Daly, Hogan, Rafferty,
Shevlin}; and the years before the turn of the century saw entrance
of the Jew. On the 1904 team appeared Pierkarski of Pennsylvania. By
1927, names like Casey, Kipke, Qosterbaan, Koppisch, Garbisch, and
Friedman were appearing on the All-American list with as much fre-
quency as names like Channing, Adams, and Ames in the 1890's.

While such a tally does little more than document a shift that most
observers have already recognized in American football, it raises
questions that are probably not answerable merely in terms of ethnic
origins of players. There is an element of class identification running
through American football since its earliest days, and the ethnic origins
of players contain ample invitations to the making of theory about the
class dimensions of football. Mast observers would be inclined to agree
that the arrival of names like Kelley and Kipke on the annual All-
American list was taken by the Flanagans and the Webers as the
achievement of a lower-class aspiration to be among the best at an
upper-class sport. The question remains: what did the achievement
mean? What did it mean at different stages in the development of the
game? Hasn't the meaning worn off in the fifty-odd years, the roughly
two generations since Heffelfinger and Murphy made the grade?

There are many ways to begin an answer to such questions, and
here we can open only a few lines of investigation. Qur method is to
study the interrelations between changes in the rules of the game
(since the first intercollegiate contest: Rutgers, 6 goals—Princeton,
4 goals, in 1869) and to analyze the parallel changes in football strategy
and ethos. All these developments are to be seen as part of a con-
figuration that includes changes in coaching, in the training of players,
and in the no less essential training of the mass audience.

Since feotball is a cultural inheritance from England, such an analysis
may be made in the perspective of other studies in cultural diffusion
and variatien. Just as the French have transformed American tele-
phone etiquette while retaining some of its recognizable physical
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features, so Americans have transformed the games of Eurepe even
when, as in track or tennis, the formalities appear to be unaltered.
Even within the Western industrial culture, there are great varieties,
on a class and national basis, in the games, rules, strategy, etiquette,
and audience structures of sport. In the case of college football—we
shall leave aside the symbolically less important professional game-—
the documentation of sportswriters (themselves a potent factor in
change) allows us to trace the stages of development.

IT

A study of Anatolian peasants now under way at the Bureau of
Applied Social Research indicates that these highly tradition-hound
people cannot grasp the abstractness of modern sports. They lack the
enterprise, in their fatalistic village cultures, to see why people want to
knock themselves out for sportmanship's remote ideals; they cannot
link such rituals, even by remote analogy, with their own. These
peasants are similarly unable to be caught up in modern politics, or to
find anything meaningful in the Voice of America. Nevertheless, foat-
ball itself, like so many other games with balls and goals, originated
in a peasant culture.

Football, in its earliest English form, was called the Dane’'s Head
and it was played in the tenth and eleventh centuries as a contest in
kicking a ball between towns. The legend is that the first ball was a
skall, and only later a cow's bladder. In some cases, the goals were the
towns themselves, so that a team entering a village might have pushed
the ball several miles en route. King Henry II (1154-89) prascribed the
game, on the ground that it interfered with archery practice. Played
in Dublin even after the ban, football did not become respectable or
legal until an edict of James I reinstated it. The reason was perhaps
less 1deological than practical: firearms had obsoleted the art of bow-
manship.

During the following century, football as played by British school-
boys became formalized, but did not change its fundamental pattern
of forceful kicking. In 1823, Ellis of Rughy made the mistake of picking
up the ball and running with it toward the goal. All concerned thought
it a mistake: Ellis was sheepish, his captain apologetic. The mistake
turned into innovation when it was decided that a running rule might
make for an interesting game. The localism, pluralism, and studied
casualness of English sports made it possible to try it out without
securing universal assent—three or four purely local variants of foot-
ball, football-hazing and “‘wall games' are still played in various English
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schools. Rughy adopted “Rugby'' in 1841, several years after Cam-
bridge had helped to popularize it.?

F16. 1. English faathall before Rughy. Rev. J. G. Wood,
The Modern Playmate (London, c.1868).

This establishment of the running or Rugbhy game, as contrasted
with the earlier, kicking game, had several important results. One
was that the old-style players banded themselves together for the de-
fense of their game, and formed the London Football Assaciation
(1863). This name, abbreviated to “Assoc,” appears to have been the
starting point for the neologism, '‘“Soccer,” the name that the kicking
game now goes by in many parts of the English-speaking world. A
second result was that the English, having found a new game, con-

2A cammemorative stone at Rugby reads as follows:

THIS STONE
COMMEMORATES THE EXPLOIT OF
WILLIAM WEBB ELLIS

WHO WITH A FINE DISREGARD FOR THE RULES OF

FOOTBALL, AS PLAYED IN HIS TIME,

FIRST TOOK THE BALL IN HIS ARMS AND RAN WITH IT,
THUS ORIGINATING THE DISTINCTIVE FEATURE OF
THE RUGBY GAME
A. D. 1323
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tinued to play it without tight rules until the Rugby Union of 1871.
As we shall see, this had its effects on the American game. The third
and most important result of Ellis’ “mistake,” of course, was that
he laid the foundations for everything fundamental about the American
game between about 1869 and the introduction of the forward pass.
{The forward pass is still illegal in Rugby and closely related football
games.)

41

In the Calonial period and right down to the Civil War, Americans
played variants on the kicking football game on their town greens and
schoolyards, After the war, Yale and Harvard served as the culturally
receptive importers of the English game. Harvard, meeting McGill in
a game of Rugby football in 1874, brought the sport to the attention
of collegiate circles and the press—two identifications important for
the whole future development of the game. But if Harvard was an
opinion leader, Yale was a technological one. A Yale student who had
studied at Rugby was instrumental in persuading Yale men to play
the Rughy game and was, therefore, responsible for some of Yale's
early leadership in the sport.

It happened in the following way, according to Walter Camp and
Lorin F. Deland.? The faculty in 1860, for reasons unknown, put a
stop to interclass matches of the pre-Rughby variety. “During the
following years, until 1870, football was practically dead at Yale. The
class of '72, however, was very fond of athletic sports, and participated
especially in long hare and hound runs. The revival of football was
due in a large measure to Mr. D. 8. Schaft, formerly of Rugby School,
who entered the class of '73 and succeeded in making the sport popular
among his classmates, and eventually formed an association which
sent challenges to the other classes."

Soon after the period described by Camp, it became clear that
American players, having tasted the ‘‘running'’ game, were willing to
give up the soccer form. It became equally clear that they either did
not want to, or could net, play Rugby according to the British rules.
“The American players found in this code [English Rughy Rules]
many uncertain and knotty points which caused much trouble in their
game, especially as they had no traditions, or older and more experi-
enced players, to whom they could turn for the necessary explana-
tions,” says Camp. An example of such a problem was English rule
number nine:

“A touchdown is when a player, putting his hand on the ball in

"Walter Camp and Lorin F. Deland, Foothail (Boston: Houghton Miflin Co., 1896).
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F16. 2. The Rughy Union game, waiting for the heel-out. Montague Shearman, Athletics
and Football, The Badminion Library, 11 (London: Longmans Green and Co., 1887).

totch or in goal, stops it so that it remains dead, or fairly so."

The ambiguity of the phrase 'fairly so'' was increased by the state-
ment in rule number eight that the ball is dead ‘‘when it rests abso-
lutely motionless on the ground.”

Camp's description of these early difficulties is intensely interesting
to the student of cultural diffusion not only because of what Camp
observed about the situation, but also because of what he neglected to
observe. Consider the fact that the development of Rugby rules in
England was accomplished by admitting into the rules something
that we would call a legal fiction. While an offensive runner was per-
mitted to carry the ball, the condition of his doing so was that he
should kapper to be standing behind the swaying “scrum” (the tangled
players) at the moment the ball popped back out to him. An intentional
“heel out" of the ball was not permitted; and the British rules of the
mid-nineteenth century appear to take it for granted that the difference
between an intentional and an unintentional heel-out would be clear
to everyone. Ellis' mistake became institutionalized—but still as a
mistake. This aspect of Rugby rule-making had important implications
for the American game.

British players, according to tradition as well as according to rules,
could be expected to tolerate such ambiguity as that of the heel-out
rule just as they tolerated the ambiguity of the '‘dead" ball. They
could be expected to tolerate it not anly because of their personal part
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in developing new rules but also (a point we shall return to) because
they had an audience with specific knowledge of the traditions to
assist them. In America it was quite another matter ta solve such
prablems. No Muzafer Sherif was present® to solidify the perceptions
of “nearly so,” and the emotional tone far resolving such question
without recurrent dispute could not be improvised. Rather, however,
than dropping the Rugby game at that point, because of intolerance
for the ambiguities involved, an effort was undertaken, at once sys-
tematic and gradual, to fill in by formal procedures the vacuum of
etiquette and, in general, to adapt the game to its new cultural home.

The upshot of American procedure was to assign players to the
legalized task of picking up and tossing the ball back out of scrimmage.
This in turn created the réle of the center, and the centering operation.
This in turn led to a variety of problems in defining the situation as
one of “scrimmage” or “non-scrimmage,’” and the whale question of
the legality of passing the ball back to intended runners. American
football never really solved these problems until it turned its attention,
in 1880, to a definition of the scrimmage itself. The unpredictable
English “scrum’ or scramble for a free ball was abandoned, and a
crude line of scrimmage was constructed across the field. Play was set
in motion by snapping the ball. Meanwhile Americans became im-
patient with long retention of the ball by one side. It was possible for
a team that was ahead in score to adopt tactics that would insure its
retention of the balil until the end of the period. By the introduction
of a minimum yardage-gain rule in 1882, the rulemakers assured the
frequent interchange of the ball between sides.

The effect of this change was to dramatize the offensive-defensive
symmetry of the scrimmage line, to locate it sharply in time (*‘downs"),

F1G6. 3. American foatball, the center-rush passing the ball to the quarterbdck ta start
the scrimmage. Century Magasine, NS X11 (Octaber 1887).

315



AMERICAN QUARTERLY

and to focus attention not onfy on the snapping of the ball, but also
on the problem of “offside’” players. In the English game, with no
spatially and temporally delimited “line of scrimmage,” the offside
player was penalized only by making him neutral in action until he
could move to a position back of the position of the ball. In the Amer-
ican game, the new focus on centering, on a scrimmage line, and on
yvardage and downs, created the need for a better offside rule. From
that need developed offside rules that even in the early years resembled
the rules of today. American rulemakers were logically extending a
native development when they decided to draw an imaginary line
through the ball before it had been centered, to call this the "line of
scrimmage,” and to make this line, rather than the moving ball itself,
the offside limit in the goatward motion of offensive players. At first,
lined-up players of the two sides were allowed to stand and wrestle
with each other while waiting for the ball to be centered; only later
was a neutral zone intraduced between the opposing lines.

Even with such a brief summary of the rule changes, we are in a
position te see the operation of certain recurrent modes or patterns of
adaptation. The adaptation begins with the acceptance of a single
pivotal innovation (running with the ball). The problems of adaptation
begin with the realization that this single innovation has been uprooted
from a rich context of meaningful rules and traditions, and does not
work well in their absence. Still more complex problems of adaption
develop when it is realized that the incompleteness of the adaptation
will not be solved by a reference to the pristine rules. In the first place,
the rules are not pristine {the English rules were in the process of
development themselves). In the second place, the tradition of in-
terpreting them is not present in experienced players. In the third
place, even if it were, it might not be adaptable to the social character
and mood of the adapters.

Let us put it this way. The Americans, in order to solve the heel-out
problem, set in motion a redesign of the game that led ultimately to
timed centering from a temporarily fixed line of scrimmage. Emphasis
completely shifted from the kicking game; it also shifted away from
the combined kicking and running possible uader Rugby rules; it
shifted almost entirely in the directior of an emphasis on ball-carrying,
Meanwhile, to achieve this emphasis, the game made itself vulnerable
to slowdowns caused by one team'’s retention of the ball. It not only
lost the fluidity of the original game, but ran up against a pronounced

iCf., his dn Oubline of Social Psychology (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948),
pp. 93-182.
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American taste for action in sports, visible action. There is evidence
that even if players had not objected to such slowdowns, the spectators
would have raised a shout. The yardage rule was the way this crisis
was met. This, in turn, led to an emphasis on mass play, and helped
to create the early twentieth-century problems of football. But befare
we consider this step in the game's development we must turn to
examine certain factors in the sport's audience reception.

v

A problem posed for the student of cultural diffusion at this point
can be stated as follows: What factor or factors appear to have been
most influential in creating an American game possessing not only
nationally distinct rules, but also rules having a specific flavor of
intense legality about many a point of procedure left more or less up
in the air by the British game?

We can now go beyond the rule-making aspect of the game and assert
that the chief factor was the importance of the need to standardize
rules to supply an ever-widening collegiate field of competition, along
with the audience this implied. The English rule-makers, it appears,
dealt with a situation in which amateur play was restricted to a fairly
limited number of collegians and institutions. The power of localism
was such that many an informality was tolerated, and intended to be
tolerated, in the rules and their interpretation. American football ap-
peared on the American campus at the beginning of a long period in
which intercollegiate and interclass sportsmanship was a problem of
ever-widening social participation and concern. Football etiquette
itself was in the making. Thus, it appears that when early American
teams met, differences of opinion could not be resolved between cap-
tains in rapid-fire agreement or penny-tossing as was the case in
Britain. American teams did not delegate to their captains the réle of
powerful comrade-in-antagonism with opposing captains, or, if they
did, they felt that such responsibilities were too grave.’

Into just such situations football players thrust all of the force of
their democratic social ideologies, all their prejudice in favor of equali-
tarian and codified inter-player attitudes. Undoubtedly, similar con-
siderations also influenced the audience. Mark Benney, a British
sociologist who is familiar with the games played on both sides of the

£'Fifty years ago arguments followed almost every decision the referee made. The
whole team took part, so that half the time the officials scarcely knew who was captain.
The player who was a good linguist was always a priceless asset.” John W. Heisman,
who played for both Brown and Penn in the 189('s, quoted in Frank G. Menke, En-
evclapedia of Sparts (New York: A. S. Barnes and Co., 1944}, p. 293.
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Atlantic, points out that, whereas the American game was developed
in and for a student group, the English game was played before quite
large crowds who, from a class standpoint, were less homogeneous
than the players themselves, though they were as well informed as the
latter in the “law’’ of the game. Rugby football was seldom played by
the proletariat; it was simply enjoyed as a spectacle.

Held by the critical fascination the British upper strata had for
the lower strata, the audience was often hardly more interested in the
result of the game than in judging the players as “gentlemen in action."
“The players," Mr. Benney writes, “had to demonstrate that they were
sportsmen, that they could ‘take it'; and above all they had to inculcate
the (politically important) ideology that legality was more important
than power.” The audience was, then, analogous to the skilled English
jury at law, ready to be impressed by obedience to traditional legal
ritual and form, and intolerant of “bad form' in their “betters.” The
early Yale games, played before a tiny, nonpaying audience, lacked
any equivalent incentive to agree on a class-based ritual of “good
form,” and when the audiences came later on, their attitude towards
upper-class sportsmanship was much more ambivalent—they had
played the game too, and they were unwilling to subordinate them-
selves to a collegiate aristocracy who would thereby have been held
to norms of correctness. The apparent legalism of many American
arguments over the rules would strike British observers as simply
a verbal power-play.

Such differences in the relation of the game to the audience, on this
side of the Atlantic, undoubtedly speeded the development of the
specifically American variant. Native, too, are the visual and temporal
properties of the game as it developed even before 1900: its choreog-
raphy could be enjoyed, if not always understood, by nonexperts, and
its atomistic pattern in time and space could seem natural to audiences
accustomed to such patterns in other foci of the national life. The mid-
field dramatization of line against line, the recurrent starting and
stopping of field action around the timed snapping of a ball, the trend
to a formalized division of labor between backfield and line, above
all, perhaps, the increasingly precise synchronization of men in motion
—these developments make it seem plausible to suggest that the whole
procedural rationalization of the game which we have described was
not unwelcome to Americans, and that it fitted in with other aspects
of their industrial folkways.

Spurred by interest in the analysis of the athletic motions of men
and animals, Eadweard Muybridge was setting out his movie-like action
shorts of the body motion (more preoccupied even than Vesalius or
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da Vinci with the detailed anatomy of movement)® at about the same
time that Coach Woodruff at Pennsylvania {1894} was exploring the
possibilities for momentum play: linemen swinging into motien before
the ball is snapped, with the offensive team, forming a wedge, charging
toward an opposition held waiting by the offside rule. In Philadelphia,
the painter Eakins, self-consciously following the tenets of Naturalism
and his own literal American tradition, was painting the oarsmen of
the Schuylkill. Nearby, at the Midvale plant of the American Steel
Company, efficiency expert Frederick Winslow Taylor was experi-
menting with motion study and incentive pay geared to small measur-
able changes in ogutput—pay that would spur but never soften the
workman.?

Since we do not believe in historical inevitability, nor in the neces-
sary homogeneity of a culture, we da not suggest that the American
game of football developed as it did out of cultural compulsion and
could not have gone off in quite different directions. Indeed, the very
effectiveness of momentum play, as a mode of bulldozing the defense,
led eventually to the rule that the line must refrain from motion before
the ball is snapped. For the bulldozing led, or was thought to lead, to
a great increase in injuries. And while these were first coped with by
Walter Camp's training table (his men had their choice of beefsteak
aor mutton for dinner, to be washed down with milk, ale, or sherry),
the public outcry soon forced further rule changes, designed to soften
the game. After a particularly bloody battle between Pennsylvania
and Swarthmore in 19035, President Roosevelt himself took a hand
and insisted on reform.®

¢Sigiried Giedion, Mechanization Takes Command (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1948), pp. 21-27

7In view of the prejudice against '"“Taylorism'! today, shared by men and manage-
ment as well as intellectuals, let us record our admiration for Tayler's achievement, our
belief that he was less insensitive to psychological factors than is often claimed, and
more “humane” in many ways than his no less manipuvlative, self-consciously psy-
chological successors.

¢Tn a 1905 game between Pennsylvania and Swarthmore, the Pennsy slogan was
‘Stop Bob Maxwell,’ one of the greatest linesmen of all time. He was a mighty man,
with amazing ability te roll back enemy plunges. The Penn players, realizing that Maxwell
wla.s a menace to their chances for victory, took ‘dead aim' at him throughout the furious
play.

“Maxwell stuck it aut, but when he tottered off the field, his face was a bloody wreck.
Some photographer snapped him, and the photo of the mangled Maxwell, appearing
in a newspaper, caught the attenticn of the then President Roosevelt. It so angered
him, that he issued an ultimatum that if rough play in football was not immediately
rSuled out, he would abolish it by executive edict.” Frank G. Menke, Encyclopedia of

ords.

pNOthE here the influence of two historical factors on football development: one, the
accupancy of the White House in 1905 by the first President of the United States 'who
was 2 self-conscious patron of youth, sport, and the arts; two, the relative newness in
1905 of photographic sports coverage. Widespread increased photographic coverage
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Camp’s colleague at Yale, William Grahara Sumner, may welil have
smiled wryly at this. Sumner was exhorting his students to ‘“‘get
capital,’ and cautioning them against the vices of sympathy and
reformism—a theme which has given innumerable American academes
a good living since—while Camp was exhorting his to harden them-
selves, to be stern and unafraid. In spite of them both, the reformers
won out; but the end of momentum play was not the end of momentum.
Rather, with an ingenuity that still dazzles, the game was gentled and
at the same time speeded by a new rule favoring the forward pass,
But before going on to see what changes this introduced, let us note
the differences between the subjects of Sumner's and Camp’s exhorta-
tions on the one hand, and Taylor’s on the other.

Frederick Taylor, as his writings show, was already coming up
against a work force increasingly drawn from non-Protestant lands,
and seeking to engender in them a YMCA-morality, whereas Camp
was inculcating the same morality into young men of undiluted Anglo-
Saxon stock and middle- to upper-class origins. Not for another fifty
years would the sons of Midvale prove harder, though fed on kale or
spaghetti, and only intermittently, than the sons of Yale. Meanwhile,
the sons of Yale had learned to spend summers as tracklayers or wheat
harvesters in an effort to enlarge their stamina, moral toughness, and
cross-class adventures.

Nevertheless, certain basic resemblances between the purposes of
Taylor and those of Sumner and Camp are clearly present. By contrast
with the British, the Americans demonstrated a high degree of interest
in winning games and winning one’s way to high production goals. The
Americans, as in so many other matters, were clearly concerned with the
competitive spirit that new rules might provoke and control. (British
sports, like British industry, seemed to take it more for granted that
competition will exist even if one does not set up an ideology for it.}
Much of this seems to rest in the paradaxical belief of Americans that
competition is natural—but only if it is constantly recreated by arti-
ficial systems of social rules that direct energies into it.

Back of the attitudes expressed in Taylor, Sumner, and Camp we
can feel the pressure not only of a theory of competition, but also a
theory of the emotional tones that ought to go along with competition.
It is apparent from the brutality scandals of 1905 that President
Roosevelt reacted against roughhouse not so much because it was
physical violence, but for two related reasons. The first and openly

of popular culture was the direct result of the newspaper policies of William Randolph
Hearst, beginning about 1895,
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implied reason was that it was connected with an unsportsmanlike
attitude. The second, unacknowledged, reason was that Americans
fear and enjoy their aggression at the same time, and thus have diffi-
culty in pinning down the inner meanings of external violence. The
game of Rugbhy as now played in England is probably as physically
injurious as American football was at the turn of the ceantury. By
contrast, American attitudes toward football demonstrate a forceful
need to define, limit, and conventionalize the symbolism of violence
in sports.

If we look back now at England, we see a game in which shouted
signals and silent counting of timed movements are unknown—a game
that seems to Americans to wander in an amorphous and disorderly
roughhouse. Rughy, in the very home of the industrial revelution, seems
pre-industrial, seems like one of the many feudal survivals that urbani-
zation and industrialization have altered but not destroyed. The
English game, moreover, seems not to have developed anyone like
Camp, the Judge Gary of football (as Rockne was to be its Henry
Ford): Camp was a sparkplug in efforts to codify inter-collegiate rules;
he was often the head of the important committees. His training table,
furthermore, was one of the signs of the slow rise in ‘‘overhead'' ex-
pense—a rise which, rather like the water in United States Steel Stock,
assumed that abundance was forthcoming and bailing out probable,
as against the British need for parsimony. But at the same time the
rise In costs undoubtedly made American foothall more vulnerable
than ever to public-relations considerations: the “gate” could not be

damned.
v

This public relations issue in the game first appears in the actions
of the rules committee of 1906—the introduction of the legalized
forward pass in order to open up the game and reduce brutal power
play. Between 1906 and 1913 the issue was generally treated as a
probiem centered about players and their coaches, and thus took the
form of an appeal to principles rather than to audiences. However, the
development of the high audience appeal that we shall show unfolding
after 1913 was not autonomous and unheralded. If public relations
became a dominant factor by 1915, when the University of Pittsburgh
introduced numbers for players in order to spur the sale of programs,
it had its roots in the 1905-13 period. The rules committee of 1906, by
its defensive action on roughhouse rules, had already implicitly ac-
knowledged a broad public vested interest in the ethos of the game. Let
us turn to look at the speed with which foothall was saon permeated
by broad social meanings unanticipated by the founders of the sport.
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By 1913, the eve of the First World War, innovatien in American
industry had ceased to be the prerogative of Baptist, Calvinist, and
North of Ireland tycoons. Giannini was starting his Bank of America;
the Jews were entering the movies and the garment hegemonies. Yet
these were exceptions, and the second generation of immigrants, taught
in America to be dissatisfied with the manual work their fathers did,
were seldom finding the easy paths of ascent promised in success
literature. Where, for one thing, were they to go ta college? If they
sought to enter the older eastern institutions, would they face a social
struggle? Such anxieties probably contributed to the fact that the
game of boyish and spirited brawn played at the eastern centers of
intellect and cultivation was to be averthrown by the new game of
craft and field maneuver that got its first rehearsal at the hands of two
second-generation poor boys attending little-known Notre Dame.

The more significant of the two boys, Knute Rockne, was, to be sure,
of Danish Protestant descent and only later became a Catholic.?
During their summer vacation jobs as lifeguards on Lake Michigan,
Rockne and Gus Dorais decided to work as a passing team. Playing
West Point early in the season of 1913, they put on the first demon-
stration of the spiral pass that makes scientific use of the difference
in shape between the round ball used in the kicking game and the oval
that gradually replaced it when ball-carrying began. As the first players
to exploit the legal pass, they rolled up a surprise victory over Army.,
One of the effects of the national change in rules was to bring the
second-generation boys of the early twentieth century to the front,
with a craft innovation that added new elements of surprise, “‘system”
and skull-session to a game that had once revolved about an ethos of
brawn plus character-building.

With the ethnic shift, appears to have come a shift in type of hero.
The work-minded glamor of an all-'round craftsman like Jim Thorpe
gave way to the people-minded glamor of backfeld generals organizing
deceptive forays into enemy territory—of course, the older martial
virtues are not so much ruled out as partially incorporated in the new
image. In saying this, it must not be forgotten, as sports columnist
Red Smith has pointed out, that the fictional Yale hero, Dick Merriwell,
is openly and shamelessly represented as a dirty player in the first
chapters of his career. But the difference is that his deviation from
standard sportsmanship consisted largely of slugging, not of pre-
meditated wiliness. In fact, the Yale Era, even into Camp's reign, was
characterized by a game played youthfully, with little attention to

#'After the church, foatball ia the best thing we have,”’ Rockne.
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the players' prestige outside college circles. Again, the second-genera-
tioners mark a change. A variety of sources, including letters to the
sports page, indicate that a Notre Dame victory became representa-
tional in a way a Yale or Harvard victory never was, and no Irish or
Polish boy on the team could escape the symbolism. And by the self-
confirming pracess, the Yale or Harvard showing became symbolic
in turn, and the game could never be returned, short of intramuraliza-
tion, to the players themselves and their earlier age of innocent dirti-
ness.!® The heterogeneity of America which had made it impossible to
play the Rughby game at Yale had finally had its effect in transforming
the meaning of the game to a point where Arnold of Rugby might have
difficulty in drawing the right moral or any moral from it. its “ideal
types’ had undergone a deep and widespread characterological change.

For the second-generation boy, with his father's muscles but not his
father's motives, football soon became a means to career ascent. So was
racketeering, but football gave acceptance, too—acceptance into the
democratic fraternity of the entertainment world where performance
counts and ethnic origin is hardly a handicap. Moreover, Americans
as onlookers welcomed the anti-traditional innovations of a Rockne,
and admired the trick that worked, whatever the opposing team and
alumni may have thought about the effort involved. One wonders
whether Rockne and Dorais may not have gotten a particular pleasure
from their craftiness by thinking of it as a counter-image to the stereo-
type of muscle-men applied to their fathers.

It was in 19135, at about the same time that the newcomers perfected
their passing game, that the recruitment of players began in earnest.
Without such recruitment, the game could not have served as a career
rotute for many of the second generation who would not have had the
cash or impetus to make the class jump that college involved.!

The development of the open and rationalized game has led step by
step not only to the T formation, but also to the two-platoon system.

"0ne of us, while 2 Harvard undergraduate, sought with several friends ta hezl the
breach between Harvard and Princeton--a breach whose bitterness could hardly be
credited today. The Harvards believed Princeton played dirty—it certainly won handily
in thase years of the 20's—while Princetonians believed themselves snubbed by Har-
vards as crude parvenus trying to make a trio out of the Harvard-Yale duo. The diplo-
matic problems involved in seeking to repair these status slights and scars were a mi-
crocosm of the Congress of Westphalia or Vienna—whether the Harvard or Princeton
athletic directors should enter the room frst was an issue. A leal to the Hearst press
destroyed our efforts, as alumni pressure forced denials of any attempt to resume rela-
tions, but the compromise formulas worked out were eventually accepted, about the
time that the University of Chicago “solved' the problem of the intellectual schoo! by
withdrawing from the game altogether.

USee George Saxon, 'Immigrant Culture in a Stratified Society," Modern Review,
II, No. 2, February 1948.
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These innovations call for a very different relationship among the
players than was the case under the older star system. For the game
is now a codiperative enterprise in which mistakes are too costly—to
the head coach, the budget, even the college itself—to be left to in-
dividual initiative. At least at one institution, an anthropologist has
been called in to study the morale problems of the home team, and to
help in the scouting of opposing teams. To the learning of Taylor, there
has been added that of Mayo, and coaches are conscious of the need
to be group-dynamics leaders rather than old-line straw bosses.

Today, the semi-professionalized player, fully conscious of how many
peoples’ living depends on him, cannot be exhorted by Frank Merriwell
appeals, but needs to be “handled.” And the signals are no langer the
barks of the first Camp-trained quarterback—hardly more differen-
tiated than a folkdance caller—but are cues of great subtlety and
mathematical precision for situations planned in advance with camera
shots and character fill-ins of the opposing team. James Worthy and
other advocates of a span of control beyond the usual half-dozen of
the older military and executive manuals might find support for their
views in the way an eleven is managed. Industrial, military, and
football teamwork have all a common cultural frame.

Yet it would be too simple to say that football has ceased to be a
game for its players, and has become an industry, or a training for
industry. In the American culture as a whole, no sharp line exists be-
tween work and play, and in some respects the more work-like an
activity becomes, the more it can successfully conceal elements of
playfulness.?? Just because the sophisticated “amateur' of today does
not have his manhood at stake in the antique do-or-die fashion {though
his manhood may be involved, in very ambivalent ways, in his more
generalized rfle as athlete and teammate), there can be a relaxation
of certain older demands and a more detached enjoyment of perfection
of play irrespective of partisanship.

The réle of football tutor to the audience has been pushed heavily
onto radio and TV announcers (some of whom will doubtless be mobile
into the higher-status réle of commentators on politics or symphony
broadcasts). The managerial coalescence of local betting pools into
several big oceans has also contributed to the audience stake in the
game. Yet all that has so far been said does not wholly explain alumnus
and subway-alumnus loyalties. It may be that we have to read into
this interest of the older age groups a much more general aspect of
American behavior: the pious and near-compulsory devotion of the

5ee David Riesman (with the collaboration of Reuel Denney and Nathan Glazer),
The Lonely Crowd (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950), chapters 15, 17.
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older folks to whatever the younger folks are alleged to find important.
The tension between the generations doubtless contributes to the
hysterical note of solemnity in the efforts of some older age groups to
control the ethics of the game, partly perhaps as a displacement of
their Kinsey-helabored efforts to control youthful sexualty.

And this problem in turn leads to questions about the high percentage
of women in the American football audience, compared with that of
any other country, and the high salience of wamen in football as com-
pared with baseball imagery (in recent American football films, girls
have been singled out as the most influential section of the spectators).
The presence of these women heightens the sexual impact of everything
in and around the game, from shoulderpads to the star system, as the
popular folklore of the game recognizes. Although women are not
expected to attend baseball games, when they do attend they are ex-
pected to understand them and to acquire, if not a “male” attitude,
at least something approaching companionship on a basis of equality
with their male escorts.’?

For all its involvement with such elemental themes in American life,
it may be that football has reached the apex of its audience appeal.
With bigness comes vulnerability: “inter-industry" competition is in-
vited, and so are rising costs—the players, though not yet unionized,
learn early in high school of their market value and, like Jim in Huckle-
berry Finn, take pride in it.!* The educators’ counter-reformation can-
not be laughed off. With the lack of ethnic worlds to conquer, we may
soon find the now-decorous Irish of the Midwest embarrassed by
Noatre Dame's unbroken victories. Perhaps the period of innovation
which began in 1823 at Rugby has about come to an end in the United
States, with large changes likely to result only if the game is used as a
device for acculturation to America, not by the vanishing stream of
immigrants to that country, but by the rest of the world that will seek
the secret of American victories on the playing fields of South Bend.

“Anthropologist Ray Birdwhistell convincingly argues that foathall players play
with an eye to their prestige among teammates, other faotball players, and other men.

WTheir pride varies to same extent with their place on the team. Linemen, with the
exception of ends, have lower status than hackfield men. Many players believe that
?ackﬁelds are cansciously and unconsciously recruited from higher social strata than
inemen.
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