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The Name of the Game:
Spectator Sports in Institution Building

t Football U., spectator sports are central in institutional life, pro-

viding the campus with a distinctive identity and popular appeal.

'When enough people are paying attention such that football really
matters at a university, teams and games contribute in important ways to
the culture of the institution and how outsiders connect with it. College
football exemplifies the collegiate life that is of paramount importance to
universities and that gives institutional culture much of its form and
substance. Spectator sports contribute to making what can be otherwise
indistinguishable large universities distinctive. Football also makes oth-
erwise distant institutions accessible. Football provides a meaningful
point of connection for the local constituents who provide financial sup-
port to universities. It is what they know and like about the university.
Accordingly, football facilitates identification by individuals with insti-
tutions and fosters effective external relations, whether in the form of
alumni relations, fund-raising, admissions, government relations, or
public relations. And effective external relations is what enables the
aspirations of essentially local institutions to national standing.

In American higher education, it is not enough for leading institu-
tions simply to sustain adequate or even exemplary programs. There
must be the widespread perception of continued improvement and
increasing status. Accordingly, these institutions focus on pursuits that
can be framed as academic accomplishments. These include noteworthy
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faculty hires, accomplished and diverse students, and growing endow-
ments, as well as research funding and graduate programs at universities
that claim a research mission. Most of these research institutions are
public, and the leading ones are state flagships.! These institutions rely
on state subsidies and other support from mostly local sources to
advance their ambitions. The name of the game here is to make a suc-
cessful appeal to acquire the resources needed to fund the initiatives and
programs that raise their overall profile. This appeal involves spectator
sports at most flagship state universities, as well as at a few larger private
institutions that generally resemble flagships, such as Syracuse Univer-
sity and the University of Southern California. These institutions are
“Football U.”—large universities where football, the quintessential spec-
tator sport on American campuses, receives considerable attention. The
focus of this book is to understand better the cultural significance of
football at these institutions, as well as the place of spectator sports in
serving the ambitions of individual universities.

There are certainly important American universities where specta-
tor sports does not matter or barely matters in institutional vitality and
ambitions. The American Association of Universities (AAU) includes
the sixty-one most prominent American universities—and thirty-eight
of these institutions play football at the highest level. Spectator sports
are essentially a historical relic at eleven others, including seven mem-
bers of the Ivy League (excluding only Dartmouth) that once competed
in college football quite famously. A listing of the college football pow-
ers circa 1900—and well into the twentieth century—would have
included Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Penn, along with current leaders
such as Georgia Tech, Louisiana State, Michigan, and Penn State. Of the
twenty-two teams to be named national champion in one of several polls
between 1900 and 1915 (there are commonly multiple champions in a
given year), fourteen were members of the Ivy League.? The Yale Bowl
and Franklin Field at Penn, both seating over sixty thousand spectators,
date to the late 1910s and early 1920s, respectively, and are a lasting tes-
tament to the importance of college football on Ivy League campuses
during this era. Other AAU institutions, most prominently the Univer-
sity of Chicago, would have certainly been on the list of football powers,
and Carnegie Mellon, Case Western Reserve, and Catholic also once
fielded leading football teams.

Football is now a footnote in the Ivy League. With the exception of
“The Game” between Harvard and Yale each year, the great old stadiums
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in Cambridge and New Haven are considerably more empty than full on
game days. Chicago eliminated football in the 1930s, only recently
reviving it at the Division III level, where competition is student activity,
not spectator sport. (There are no athletics scholarships in Division III,
for instance, as there are in Division I, which is where Football U. com-
petes.) There are also a few prominent institutions, such as the newer
University of California campuses, Caltech, MIT, and Emory, where
football has never been prominent, and is participatory in nature, if its
exists at all. The State University of New York flagships—Albany, Bing-
hamton, Buffalo, Stony Brook—traditionally avoided spectator sports,
but all have moved toward them in recent years, with Buffalo returning
to Division I football and the others establishing Division I basketball
programs. vy League games still serve a institutional purpose, providing
an excuse for alumni to return to campus and reminding those on cam-
pus of the symbols and other cultural forms that contribute to making
their university distinctive. (Where else is “10,000 Men of Harvard”
likely to be sung?) However, the event has little of the scope of football
Saturday at Football U.—and thus little of its impact. In their day, these
universities used football to amplify campus community and enhance
external relations much as does Football U. today. The popularity of
their football teams around the turn of the twentieth century certainly
contributed to building these institutions, enhancing collegiate life, and
establishing places like Harvard and Yale in the popular culture. Foot-
ball made these universities accessible and appealing to those beyond
campus, as it does for Football U. today.

By the formal establishment of the Ivy League in the 1950s, its
members had become sufficiently positioned that they could turn from
football to other sources of connection with supporters. The difference
between the lvy League and Football U. is that the former found that
they could still acquire needed resources without spectator sports. This
is inconceivable at Football U. today. At the universities at which 1
researched this book—Arizona, Brigham Young, Clemson, Louisiana
State, Michigan, Nebraska, UNLV, Northwestern, Notre Dame, Texas
A&M—and those like them, a proposal to de-emphasize football would
simply not be taken seriously. Spectator sports are too great a part of the
fiber of the institution and too important a strategic tool. A plausible dis-
cussion of de-emphasizing football occurs only on campuses where the
sport has struggled both on the field and at the ticket office for years, as
at Rutgers or Temple. And even on these campuses, there is no real dis-
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cussion of downsizing the more successful basketball programs
(women’s at Rutgers and men’s at Temple). There are few prominent
examples of institutions reducing their commitment to spectator sports
absent financial concerns. Even the often-cited maneuver by President
Robert Maynard Hutchins to eliminate football at Chicago occurred over
several years, a decade after the departure of their famous coach, Amos
Alonzo Stagg, and even longer after the Maroons were a national power.
Penn de-emphasized football in the 1950s only under threat from other
Ivy League institutions that they would no longer schedule games with
the Quakers, who were attempting to continue as a football power by
scheduling games with national powers such as Notre Dame, Michigan,
and Army. Penn chose to preserve its Ivy League identity as an institu-
tion—an identity that football gave to Penn.

Given the importance of spectator sports at Football U. as an out-
let for institutional enthusiasm, vehicle for institutional identity, and
tool for fulfilling institutional appetites, it is safe to assume that Arizona,
Clemson, Louisiana State, and Nebraska will not be faced with a choice
similar to that made by Penn. Spectator sports simply matter too much
at Football U., including in the expression of the collegiate ideal that is
at the foundation of how Americans relate to higher education institu-
tions. The collegiate nature of residential colleges and universities,
including Football U., plays a significant role in the game of building
community, enhancing status, and acquiring resources. Even the largest
institutions, although ostensibly focused on the production and dissem-
ination of knowledge, must also have a collegiate look and feel in order
to be perceived in the right ways—and not only by prospective students.
Football U. must incorporate the blend of community and campus cul-
ture originally associated with small colleges—and which universities
continued to embrace as they evolved from colleges at the turn of the
last century. In our uniquely American view of higher education, colle-
giate look and feel is a condition of status and legitimacy. Institutions
that do not have it commonly identify the pressing need to develop a
collegiate atmosphere and aura. Elsewhere in the world, students
“attend university,” emphasizing scholarly pursuits. Americans, on the
other hand, “attend college.” The popular conception of higher educa-
tion, even at the largest universities, is coupled with “collegiate” things
that have very little to do with the scholarly life—campus landscaping,
residence life, student activities . . . and spectator sports.
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This is the collegiate ideal so firmly rooted in American popular
culture: the combination of community and campus culture associated
with the traditional American small college, a form that dates back to
colonial times. Campus life has long been an important marker of the
privilege conferred on those associated with an institution, even when
that institution is a large university. In the American context, higher
education institutions either link their academic missions with colle-
giate life, or explain that they are departing from that standard in order
to focus on student convenience. And institutions that turn away from
collegiate life are perceived, oddly enough, to lack academic rigor.
Indeed, there is no leading American university that has separated itself
from the collegiate ideal. Simply having the markers of collegiate life
adds consequence to institutions—and the most important institutions
are typically the most collegiate in look and feel. The spectator sports,
particularly college football, that are—or once were—a prominent com-
ponent of the collegiate ideal at nearly all of our great universities are
simply part of the equation of enhancing status and acquiring resources.
They are a far more significant part, in fact, than commentators or insti-
tutions themselves readily acknowledge.

At Football U., local communities provide the revenue from
tuition, appropriations, and gifts that comprises the majority of the bud-
get. They also provide the margin of additional resources that can be
applied to strategic goals. Despite this crucial local support, the acade-
mic measures of a great research university—the status to which Foot-
ball U. generally aspires—are often of little relevance and limited appeal
to statewide communities. In other words, the academic goals that mat-
ter to faculty and administrators (and perhaps even boards of trustees)
are commonly misunderstood and even unpopular among those who
provide the resources needed for institution building at Football U.
While external constituents may appreciate some academic pursuits,
such as undergraduate teaching and applied research, they are usually
more interested in things collegiate—and many are passionate about
that cardinal element of collegiate identity, spectator sports on football
Saturday. Football is what many outsiders know and like about an insti-
tution. It is what sells. Spectator sports make insiders out of local com-
munities, who become passionate advocates for, and supporters of,
“their” university on the basis of identification with “their” teams. Foot-
ball U. naturally focuses in external relations on what local communities
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understand and relate to. The collegiate ideal, particularly as celebrated
on football Saturdays, provides Football U. with an invaluable means to
reach external constituents for fund-raising and other objectives.

Local communities—and alumni and friends, in particular—can
be willing and generous supporters when they identify so closely with
the institutions they adopt. Much the same can be said of the legislators
who appropriate state revenue on behalf of their constituents. Accord-
ingly, these key constituents, who have so much invested in “their”
institution, both financially and emotionally, demand that the object of
their support be broadly recognized as worthy of it. In this way, univer-
sities bestow honor—or at least bragging rights—on the places and the
people who support them. Football U., the flagship campus or campuses
in a state, serves as a cultural touchstone for supporters. These institu-
tions provide a locus for expression of the pride of place that is so cen-
tral in the American psyche. Institutions must therefore contend that
they are distinctive and noteworthy, and therefore able to confer that
status on those who associate with them. Only then can they charge the
tuition, attract the state appropriations, and secure the increasingly sig-
nificant private donations that take institutions beyond mere mainte-
nance toward greatness. Spectator sports provide a widely understood,
public forum in which institutions—even otherwise unremarkable uni-
versities—can claim status. Indeed, football is the most distinctive and
most noteworthy aspect of the majority of flagship universities (or their
states, for that matter).

Academic accomplishments certainly contribute here. Without a
meaningful academic program, the collegiate ideal is an empty concept.
Without question, people support universities because of the worthy
ends of their academic ventures: the teaching, research, and service that
improve the lot of individuals and the collective life of society. However,
most people understand these in only a vague sense—and may misun-
derstand and even oppose the more arcane academic ends of their state
flagship university or universities. They may appreciate the most tangi-
ble and practical roles of institutions, such as preparing students for
careers in professional fields or furthering economic development
through applied research. But they are likely to see little value in the
pure research in the humanities, for instance, that is at the center of
what faculty and administrators value. This is where football comes in at
Football U.—as a distraction from unpopular activities and a readily
accessible opportunity to engage members of the community. Universi-
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ties can—and do—use spectator sports in deliberate ways to connect
with their external constituents.

Nearly all of our great universities are—or once were—prominent
in football. The connections that supporters make through collegiate life
and spectator sports have provided the goodwill and capital that institu-
tions needed to become great universities in the first place. It is no acci-
dent that “regional” or “compass point” state institutions that aspire to
emulate flagships by expanding their research and graduate education
missions often couple this with building a greater presence in spectator
sports. Understanding the American university thus requires more than
an appreciation of the academic life at its core. It demands an apprecia-
tion of the overall higher education marketplace that requires certain
institutions—and essentially all leading institutions—to be concerned
about matters that have little if anything to do with classrooms or labo-
ratories. American institutions have never lived by academics alone. Just
as the campus would be an empty shell without a vibrant academic life,
the typical large American university would be incomplete—even
unrecognizable—without the look and feel that make it collegiate. The
same is true of the pride and involvement that collegiate life engenders
for local constituents—and that prompt them to support institutions in
attempts to raise their status and standing. At Football U., this quest is
inexorably linked with spectator sports. The name of the game at Amer-
ican higher education institutions, particularly the most prominent
campuses, is institution building. And the name of the game in institu-
tion building includes—perhaps even centers upon—the collegiate
character and nonacademic pursuits that connect academic institutions
with the key constituents who support them. The flagship American
university is, by definition, Football U.

Just as Football U. is a discrete institution type, it is crucial to keep
in mind that spectator sports there are distinct from intercollegiate ath-
letics more generally. Only a relatively few sports on a relatively few
campuses are spectator sports, attracting sufficient notice so that the
teams and games transcend their participants. At Football U., spectator
sports are not merely an activity, but a phenomenon with an important
place in both institutional culture and the broader American culture. 1
use college football as the primary illustration of these campus-based,
spectator-focused sporting events at most state flagships and other large
institutions. A few other sports—mainly men’s basketball, but also
sports like hockey or women'’s basketball at a few institutions—also gar-
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ner enough recognition to be relevant beyond those participating on the
field or court (and their friends and families) to influence the strategic
ends of sponsoring institutions. By contrast, volleyball, golf, and gym-
nastics at these institutions, and even football at smaller institutions, are
essentially about the athletes competing—they are a student activity.
Football as a spectator extravaganza goes well beyond those immediately
participating to contribute to the construction and expression of com-
munity and culture at Football U., as well as shaping policy, planning,
and practice at these institutions.

I argue that football underscores the collegiate ideal—the broad
norms, values, and beliefs identified with things collegiate—as well as
things distinctive and things noteworthy, at Football U. Football high-
lights the unique culture through which particular institutions express
the collegiate ideal. In both substance and form, institutional culture
helps make institutions understandable and accessible to those associ-
ated with them by highlighting the appealing qualities, such as commu-
nity, that are at the core of the collegiate ideal. Furthermore, spectator
sports also provide institutions that are essentially local in their reach
with a national brand, adding distinctiveness and importance to other-
wise commonplace campuses. Teams and games provide a convenient
vehicle through which external constituents, in particular, relate to
institutions and thus identify with them—coming to think of the insti-
tutions as their own. In connecting key constituents to the institutions
they come to want to support—institutions that are thought to be dis-
tinctive, central, and enduring—football is a critical tool in external rela-
tions at Football U., serving those in alumni relations, development,
governmental relations, public affairs, and admissions. These events
make institutions accessible and desirable—and thus worthy of support.
Spectator sports are thus central in the strategic approach to the acquisi-
tion of resources necessary for institution building at Football U.

Within this framework, I examine the strategic importance of col-
lege football from a variety of perspectives on institution building,
beginning with institutional culture. Any organization, higher education
institutions included, requires the repeated expression of shared sym-
bols, language, narratives, and practices to give form to the norms, val-
ues, and beliefs that define its unique culture. Smaller communities, as
at a liberal arts college, can express culture in intimate ways, particularly
in the practices—the rituals, taboos, rites, and ceremonials—that are the
most complex and thus most meaningful declarations of culture. Insti-
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tutions develop and then underscore their unique cultures with a pur-
pose: to build community and identification. Indeed, the collegiate look
and feel that people associate with campuses both large and small
evolved from the characteristics of places much smaller and more inti-
mate than the contemporary large university. Enhancing campus com-
munity and institutional identification at larger universities requires the
same expression of culture as occurs at smaller institutions. At Football
U., spectator sports provide a prominent and powerful forum for the
expression of what is distinctive about the institution. In and around the
stadium on football Saturdays, the university community displays its
culture in tangible and unique forms—its colors, logos, and mascots
(symbols); songs and slogans (language); stories, legends, and myths
(narratives); and rituals and ceremonials (practices).

These events embody the norms, values, and beliefs that American
institutions generally share. It is only in their tangible expression that
institutions differ from one another. The ideal in American higher edu-
cation remains that of college—and the hallmark of the collegiate ideal
is a distinctive culture and intimate community. Spectator sports articu-
late and express in tangible form the institutional culture associated
with collegiate aura, atmosphere, and activity. They also manifest the
campus community that is so central in the popular perception of “col-
lege.” The “big game” involves extraordinarily diverse groups in a single
activity that many perceive to be significant, even when simply watched
on television or followed in the newspaper. Since small-scale practices
are impractical on large campuses, large-scale events must serve as sur-
rogates. This is where football contributes, providing collegiate look and
feel to the large campus. Certainly, small-scale community and identifi-
cation exist at large institutions outside of football: in classrooms, stu-
dent organizations, and residence halls, for instance. And large institu-
tions can make themselves look like the idealized American campus
with tree-lined paths and red brick buildings. Nevertheless, although
not everyone takes part, spectator sports provide the broadest opportu-
nity for extended communities to share in a complex cultural experience
that embodies the collegiate look and feel that people expect of even the
largest institutions.

These events are truly significant in community building with the
extended university community. Those on campus generally have mul-
tiple connections to the institution, so football is only part of their bond.
Spectator sports allow the extended, off-campus university commu-



