Socratic Seminar:  Culture of Bullying in the NFL
Student Name:  ______________________

For tomorrow, you need to have read and INTERACTED WITH the following text.  By INTERACTING WITH the text, I mean that you have to have personalized it by marking your questions and reactions in the margin next to the text.  Some people think of this as having a dialogue or conversation with the actual words on the page.  Things you should consider doing include:

1. Circling and then looking up any vocabulary words that you do not know.

2. Underlining key phrases.

3. Keeping track of the events as they unfold.

4. Noting word patterns and repetitions or anything that strikes you as confusing or important.

5. Writing down questions that you can use to in our dialogue.







Why Richie Incognito Should Never Play Another NFL Down


By Ty Schalter


http://bit.ly/incognitoseminar


Richie Incognito is an awful human being.  This fact was in evidence long before he � HYPERLINK "http://bleacherreport.com/articles/1836169-richie-incognito-suspended-indefinitely-as-nfl-investigates-jonathan-martin-case" \t "_blank" �harassed and terrorized Jonathan Martin�, his � HYPERLINK "http://bleacherreport.com/miami-dolphins" �Miami Dolphins� teammate, to the point that Martin stopped showing up for work.


Incognito has been known as vicious and cruel, petty and dirty, dangerous and proud of it, from high school up through two different college programs and two � HYPERLINK "http://bleacherreport.com/nfl" �NFL� teams. Time and again, Incognito has done things no regular member of society would be allowed to get away with. Sometimes, he got a slap on the wrist. More often, he got a pat on the back.


None of that is why Incognito should be banned from the NFL.


It shouldn't come as a surprise that a league comprised of thousands of the biggest, baddest, toughest gym rats around contains a few testosterone-fueled meatheads. Nor should it come as a surprise that guys who physically compete head-to-head for one of the most exclusive jobs on Earth don't always like each other.


In the heat of battle, intense bonds are forged between some—and intense friction occurs between others.  What happens in NFL locker rooms and training grounds often goes beyond what would be acceptable in polite society. But what Incognito did—according to ESPN's Adam Schefter and others, by � HYPERLINK "https://twitter.com/AdamSchefter/statuses/397413175571664896" \t "_blank" �personally terrorizing Martin� throughout Martin's two seasons in the NFL—crosses a line that should never be crossed.


Though � HYPERLINK "https://twitter.com/MikeGarafolo/statuses/397221068223819776" \t "_blank" �the Dolphins have suspended Incognito� for "conduct detrimental to the team," per Mike Garafolo of Fox Sports 1, it's still an open question as to whether even this behavior is enough to keep him off a football field for good.


The Culture Perpetuates the Cycle


Today's NFL is a bizarre mix of cultures. The owners, nearly all exquisitely educated and nearly all blessed to receive and hand down generational money, are giants of American industry and part of its upper-crust elite. The executives they employ to run their teams are often similarly blessed.





These men (and a few women) sell NFL fans a polished, family-friendly product. Their players work in the community, become local (and national) pitchmen, and, as described by ESPN's Jemele Hill, � HYPERLINK "http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/page2/story?page=hill/081201&sportCat=nfl&lpos=spotlight&lid=tab3pos1" \t "_blank" �take etiquette lessons� to more comfortably rub elbows with the white-tie set.  The real culture of football, though, doesn't know spats from spitting.


Football culture is passed down from generations of coaches who were once players to players who will someday be coaches. It's beaten into dusty junior high practice fields and lingers in the air of musty high school weight rooms. In thousands of high schools from coast to coast, hundreds of thousands of boys (and a few girls) get weakness beaten out of them and toughness drilled into them…


As Bruce Feldman, then at ESPN, wrote when � HYPERLINK "http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/magazine/archives/news/story?page=magazine-20030901-article36&src=mobile" \t "_blank" �Incognito was playing at the University of Nebraska,� a kid with burning desire to hit and hurt others isn't a liability on the field of battle—he's an asset. And the bullying Incognito suffered as a child at the hands of fellow children fueled the fire in the offensive lineman's belly:


It didn't help Richie's disposition any that he was tormented by the other kids. Every day it was "fatass," "lardass" or "whale." When teachers told his folks that Richie never stuck up for himself, Richie Sr., a mason and old-school tough guy, told his son, "you can't let them keep doing it." So one day, on the playground in third grade, Richard Dominick Incognito decided that Joey, the local loudmouth, had called him "lardass" for the last time. Richie answered with a one-two combo that sent Joey home with two black eyes. The whuppin' didn't give Richie any satisfaction. "We were both scared," he says. "He ran one way, and I ran the other." But from that day on, Richie never backed down. "I think fighting was distasteful for Richie," Bendian says. "But he realized that if you want a kid off your back, you have to beat the crap out of him."


Incognito told Feldman that he explicitly turned that fire against his classmates, his teammates, the ones who tormented him:


"Football gave me confidence," Richie says, "and something to put my energy into." And in football, Incognito found a game for which all of his faults were virtues. Bernard marveled at Richie's mean streak and how he was able to summon that hostility on every down. He'd never been around a guy so rough. "When he put the pads on, he became such a [jerk]," the coach says. "He'd yell, 'I'm not so fat now, am I?' It was a job keeping him from hurting our other guys."


More of the Same


Incognito was no different in the NFL than he was in college—and his coaches were just as slow to recognize his inhumanity to opponents, teammates and fans alike.


"Rams Won't Discipline Incognito for Taunting Fans," � HYPERLINK "http://content.usatoday.com/communities/thehuddle/post/2008/11/784983/1" \l ".UngS6_k_v7I" \t "_blank" �reads this 2008 headline� from USA Today, after three seasons of his behavior being no better than in his college days. In 2009, a Sporting News survey of 99 NFL players named � HYPERLINK "http://www.nfl.com/incognito" \t "_blank" �Incognito the league's dirtiest player�, per NFL.com.


It wasn't until that year, when then-new Rams head coach Steve Spagnuolo took over, that his act wore thin. When Incognito racked up two personal fouls in the first half of the Rams' game against the � HYPERLINK "http://bleacherreport.com/tennessee-titans" �Tennessee Titans�, � HYPERLINK "http://sports.espn.go.com/nfl/news/story?id=4745760" \t "_blank" �Spagnuolo cut Incognito loose�.


Note, though, that it wasn't Incognito's years of dirty play or training camp fights or verbal harassment of anyone within earshot that finally cost him his job; he ended up getting the axe for drawing on-field penalties.


Professional Football and the Workplace


In a way, the NFL is no different from any other workplace. You may be assigned to a project where you have to work closely with someone you don't like or respect, and it can make your job endlessly frustrating.











What if your job was to physically battle that person all day long?  It's no wonder that fights and flare-ups occur. It's no wonder that things get heated, get personal, get violent. It's no wonder things get said that can't be taken back.


Part of the football culture is the code of the locker room, the code of silence that keeps these things between teammates. It's this code that allows ferocious grown men to tap into their darkest thoughts and primal fears and channel that energy into action.


Former Detroit Lions All-Pro linebacker � HYPERLINK "http://mitchalbom.com/d/journalism/3145/if-looks-could-uh-hurt-spielman-elite-circle" \t "_blank" �Chris Spielman once told� the Detroit Free Press' Mitch Albom:  “Before a game, I get so worked up, it's like burning a fire, I want more fuel, more fuel. I hate to say it, but now that I have a little girl, I think of the other team as like, kidnappers, they're trying to hurt her, I got to stop them.”


Think about the incredible, primal emotions these men tap into 60, 70, 80 times a game, playing on the edge of insanity. We can't see these dark, almost demented states of mind from the stands.  Would we be there, if we could? Probably not—hence, the code.


Breaking the Code


How are people around the league handling the news of Martin's absence? A lot more like spittle-flecked high school gym teachers than professionals.


Sports Illustrated's Jim Trotter did a quick survey of reactions around the league and found a disturbing prevailing attitude:


“Said one personnel man (who's not alone): "Instead of being a man and confronting him, (Martin) acted like a coward and told like a kid."


“Interesting that of the half dozen personnel people/players i've spoken with, all feel martin should've handled this man to man.”


These archaic "man up" attitudes toward Incognito's actions aren't just eye roll-inducing; they're doing real harm to the fabric of at least one NFL franchise.


What Incognito did goes beyond simple bullying. It goes beyond rookie hazing. It goes beyond forcing Martin, a well-paid second-round draft pick, to pick up the tab for some veterans' steak and lobster.


Incognito, � HYPERLINK "http://bleacherreport.com/articles/1836169-richie-incognito-suspended-indefinitely-as-nfl-investigates-jonathan-martin-case" \t "_blank" �according to multiple reports�, left threatening voice mails using racial and sexual slurs. He called Martin names, threatened Martin and his family with violent acts, and even said he'd kill Martin. These threats, whether "joke"' or not, are absolutely unacceptable.


This goes beyond "bullying," or workplace friction, or even just plain hating somebody. These threats, combined with the systematic belittling, exclusion and hazing, created a culture so toxic Martin had to remove himself from it—and did so � HYPERLINK "http://espn.go.com/nfl/story/_/id/9921634/jonathan-martin-miami-dolphins-not-filed-formal-complaint-due-fear-retribution-teammates" \t "_blank" �fearing retribution from Incognito�, per ESPN's Chris Mortensen and Adam Schefter.


Bullying happens everywhere, to everyone, at some time in their lives. It's a social ritual that forces conformity. People who don't fit in are bullied until they submit to accepted norms.


I recall a sixth-grade locker room where two dozen kids trapped me in a semicircle around my locker, then pushed, hit and bounced me around off of the lockers, over and over. One hit me with a right hook, driving my glasses into my face, breaking the glasses and drawing a crescent of blood around my left eye. I ran to the gym teacher in tears.


"I'm sick of your crying," he said. "Go cry to your mama."














Years of bullying built up a fire in me, but I didn't have a physical outlet. I alternated between acting out and withdrawing, getting into trouble and escaping into books. Slowly, I dealt with it internally, gaining wisdom and maturity with age and experience.


In high school, I decided try out for the football team. I walked into the room, though, and froze: plenty of my elementary and middle-school bullies were in there.  Instead of seeing an opportunity to hurt those who hurt me, like Incognito, I felt a powerful sense that I didn't belong, that football was no place for someone like me.


Maybe Jonathan Martin feels the same way.


A young man with the passion and talent to play professional football for a living has stepped away from the game, and it's all because of Richie Incognito's personal harassment and the toxic football culture which supports it.


If the NFL wants to be the premier American sport for the 21st century, it must evolve past its wartime roots. It needs to have a place for a player like Jonathan Martin—and none for Richie Incognito.





Samples of comments left by readers on the article:





“At what point was Martin supposed to recognize the very blurry line between "run-of-the-mill due-paying" and outright abuse? My guess is that it was extremely difficult to tell. I'm sure that, even if he had felt that some of the hazing was out of line, he was in almost no position to speak up about it. As this article states, such an admission, especially as a rookie, would have been perceived as "weak." For over a year, Martin apparently just rolled with the punches in silence. That is, until the dam broke and he had nowhere else to go but away.”





“Is it possible thatMartin never told Incognito that he didn't like the joking around? If u don't know where the line is, how do u know how far you can go? Maybe Martin lead Richie to believe that kind of talk was OK. After all these men get paid lots of money to be bullies. How do you just turn it off off the field.”





“A lot of you have the wrong idea of being a "man" and that's what's wrong with this world. Everyone thinks being a man is stooping to the other guys level and handling a situation physically. That's immaturity and no where near a man. A man is mature enough to handle the situation the right way and not stooping to someone else's level.”





“Attention football fans: We are now witnessing the wussification of football. What the heck do you think is said on the line each play? Think they are passing recipes? They're trash talking. Mama jokes, manhood jokes. And you don't think black athletes call white people names? That being said, how did Martin put up with it each down and game? Did he run to mama? No he played the down. The dolphins are better off getting rid of MARTIN because if he ever comes back, defenses will be on that like white on race.”





“If Martin can't be a man and stand up for himself then that's on him. He didn't have to take the abuse or give up his money but he did. That's completely on him and he has no one to blame but himself. This country is turning into a place full of cowards.”





“I been both bullied and a bullier in school.  I regret some things I said and done but standin' up for myself won me my respect, and most importantly my self-respect to teach a kid to go cry to mama or the teachers is a mighty dangerous lesson to learn for mama and the government will NOT ALWAYS BE THERE.”





“Being a pussy and running away from a bully is an act of a coward. Man up fight to death if you have too. Earn your respect. No shame in getting beat down only running away.”





“The atmosphere around a football workplace is different than a regular workplace. You'll always have hazing and some form of bullying, probably not to the extent that Incognito took it but some form of it. I think that if Martin had stood up for himself, Incognito would have ended his antics earlier on. If you don't stand up to the bully, you're simply giving him the go ahead to continue doing what he's doing.”








