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Most Americans believe that sport promotes what we may call “human
value development.” This conviction, however, has recently been
questioned with increasing frequency, and at times refuted outright.
Although sport, here defined as “competition to win,”! offers the promise of
human values, in fact many if not most sports in America diminish rather
than enlarge such values. Human values are herein understood to mean
“attitudes and behaviors which emphasize and enhance the dignity and
worth of man and his capacity for self-realization.””2

One may safely conclude that Americans believe generally that
competition “made this country great,” and that sport epitomizes the drive
to succeed.? For many, our national motto “In God We Trust” is rapidly
being replaced by “We’re No. 1,4 even as the United States must wonder
about its long-declared pre-eminence in the world, witness the teams and
athletes claiming that distinction, more or less convincingly, in the world of
American sport. Unfortunately competition to win does not insure human
values. On the contrary,itmay and in fact tends to diminish them. For what
an aspiring athlete learns early in our culture is that winning is more
important than anything else. The catchy saying “everybody loves a
winner” is challenged only by “winning is everything and the only thing.”
The value of playing has been replaced by the imperative of winning.
Parents, coaches and teammates reinforce a strenuous commitment to this
imperative. For more and more athletes and at young ages, we arelearning,
it absorbs the fun of playing and leaves little time for anything else.

Sport has become big business. Little leaguers imitate the pros with
their uniforms, manicured fields and communities that seek to sponsor the
best teams. Despite tight budgets, schools field several teams to try to
publicize themselves. Prominently placed trophy cases filled with symbols
of athletic victories represent the importance accorded athletes. Multi-
million dollar college programs rely on television appearances, alumni
donations and successful teams to operate in the black. While professional
teams may show deficits, players in various sports receive an average of
$40,000-$100,000 in salaries.

Sports reflect and reinforce the bureaucratic ethic demanding an
acceptance of social stasis.5 Research shows that athletes are conservative.
They are encouraged to accept coaches’ authority, sublimate personal
aspirations to team goals, and dedicate themselves to sport, all at the
expense of other aspects of life. Increasingly this has meant that athletes
must concentrate on a single sport and train for it the year round. Coaches
and administrators believe that without these expectations and demands,
winning will be less likely. Worse, writers such as Shaw, Hoch, Scott and
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Edwards tell us that sport’s appetite for victories dehumanizes athletes. For
example, drills are designed to break down a player physically and
mentally so that he will voluntarily give up his scholarship, and black
athletes are recruited for their skill, without regard for their education and
social needs.

Athletes must practice long and hard to achieve the machine-like
precision acceptable to a coach. They endure verbal and physical abuse,
and accept treatment as puppets who must dress, eat and behave as their
coaches want them to. Success in sport derives from hard work and deferred
personal gratification for the benefit of the team and the institution it
represents. All this is called for in the name of winning, which—especially
in college sports—keeps athletics financially solvent. In truth, directors of
athletics are more businessmen than sportsmen.

Inherent in this perspective is continual pressure on the athlete. He is
expected to improve constantly. He is repeatedly exhorted to win, win, win.
We expect this demand at the professional level, but it is rampant in
intercollegiate athletics and even scholastic competition and worst of all
increasingly evident among children. Motivated in part by the dream of
lucrative financial reward, athletes relinquish control of their lives to
coaches. Championships are the goals, and drugs, cheating, recruiting
payoffs and brutality combine to conquer opponents in order to achieve it.
Those who win the glory in school and college and are rewarded financially
as professionals are few. Those who fail are labeled losers and forced out of
athletics. While little research is available about the emotional trauma such
athletes experience, scars do develop from the stigma attached to losing.
Too many of the unsuccessful ones become bitter and drop out of sports,
sometimes very young:

Elimination is a long term process. Although it may occur at an early age, it can
last a lifetime. By eight or nine years of age, many children have already turned off
sports. In one study, many young children who opted out of sportsindicated that they
never wanted to go out again.6

There is here a sad irony. Studies have shown that children would
rather play on alosing team than sit on the bench of a winning team. They
want to be active; unpressured by competition to win, they would choose
sports actively, even if it did not result in winning. But when the value of
playing is replaced by the urgency of winning, not to win can prompt one
not to play. Even the successful professional knows he has but a short
playing career before a younger player overtakes him, if injury does not
displace him first.

It is hardly necessary to point out that unrestrained pressure to win
makes it impossible to play for fun and enjoy the game. But that is not all.
The pressure to win becomes so intense that athletes frequently resort to
cheating.

Craftiness has been valued along with physical skill. The athlete who
finds ways to beat the game, while continuing torespect atleast theillusion
of its rules, is often accorded a special kind of admiration.?

Scholastic and collegiate athletics, nevertheless, manifest positive as
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well as negative aspects of sport. School and community unity are
promoted. Publicizing teams brings recognition, funding and college
admissions. Sport provides entertainment and social control.
Unfortunately it creates problems. Sport can become irrelevant to the
academic mission of schools, and where a competitive athletic program is
emphasized, most students become spectators. The game becomes
commercialized entertainment, and educational values suffer in
comparison to the institution’s reputation as a winner. Especially at the
college level, the school makes money from its successful athletes as
spectators flock to the arenas. Increased revenue leads to pressure to win
from administrators and spectators, which in turn results in scorning
human values and exploiting athletes even more egregiously. For the sake
of winning, the coach sells his school and its program in the tough high
school recruiting wars, regardless of which rules are violated and who is
deceived. A report in 1929 stated that

The recruiting of American college athletics, be it active or passive, professional
or nonprofessional, has reached the proportions of nationwide commerce. In spite of
the efforts of not a few teachers and principals who have comprehended its dangers,
its effect upon the character of the schoolboy has been profoundly deleterious. Its
influence upon the nature and quality of American higher education has been noless
noxious. The element that demoralizes is the subsidy, the monetary or material
advantage that is used to attract the schoolboy athlete.?

A similar analysis would be equally applicable today.

Let us now analyze several human values ascribed to sport, such as fair
play, cooperation, discipine, teamwork, emotional control and self-esteem,
to determine ‘“not what the boy is doing to the ball, but what the ball is doing
to the boy.”® McIntosh has suggested four basic sport values that should
result from participation:

1. Respect for an opponent both on and off the field.

2. Acceptance of the official’s decision without question or dispute.

3. Playing the game to the limits of human skill, endurance and strength without
resorting to physical intimidation and brutality.

4. Honesty and openness in all things pertaining to the game on and off the field.!®

Ideally, an opponent is respected as a skilled athlete who challenges and
brings out the bestin others. His performances are praised, and heis treated
courteously at all times. These values are major stated goals of little
leagues, scholastic teams and collegiate athletics. However, in the quest for
victory, skill, technique and teamwork give way to intimidation and
wanton aggression. Ruthless play leads to injuries while rule-maneuvering
becomes a way of life. In such instances the athlete ceases to respect his
oppoenent’s expectation and right of fair play. Cheating to win deprives the
defeated player of a chance to be victorious and cheapens the victory. When
an opponent’s integrity is questioned, mutual respect is lost.

Mclntosh’s second value applies to players, coaches and spectators
alike. When the fans yell “Kill the ref,” or the coaches verbally abuse the
officials, or players argue about calls, not much acceptance exists. Rather






