Technology at Issue

Edward Tenner raises some intriguing points about sports' high-tech impact.

by TOM KOUROS

IT WAS onc of those typical chitling
ard avercast midwestern March mem-
ings. 1 had jost taken a heanty pulp of
Folger's finest when (he phone rang,
“Mr. Kouros," said the voice, “my
name: 15 Edward Tenner and I'd like to
talk to you about iechnology as it
relates 1o bowling, if you have a
mnate.” Here we go again, [ thoughs. .
another zealous bowler who wants w0
averape 220 through the black magic of axis weight, et al.

But T soon keamed that Mr. Tenner was quite erudite and 2
genuine scholar. Thoogh he’d served as executive editor ar
Frincetos: University Press, as a former junior fellow at
Harvard and a visiting fellow in the Department of
Geological and Geophysical Sciences at Princejon, what
most captured my high repard for this man was his percep-
tive analysis and well-prounded conclhasions.

Subsequently, Mr. Tenner was kind coongh 1o send me
several essays he'd wninen. Because he is now finishing a
book on the wnintended consequences of technology, an
cssay titled The Technolagicol Imperative caughl my atten-
tivn. I foand it inriguing for the following reasons.

Firsl, it relates so well 10 bowling. Second, it supparts
strong views 1 have held for mamy years. And, fimally, it is
beautifully weitten. Rousscau once argued that “The greatest
failure of the hiiman race was the ability to communicaie,”
If that is the case, then Mr. Tenner is a notable exception.
Iler: are mvme excerps from thar essay. Judge for yoorself.

“It ir truee that coaches kive been onalyzing film since the
days of moving pictures, that video cameras now stars af
only a few huodred dollars, and thar mobile lifts probably
have some value... for the athletic depariment. And ore
would have to be Rip Van Winkle mot 1o know that schools
and colleges are working harder at sport and spending big
money on rew athletic technology.

"It is gften said that the infiliration of big money, especial-
iy in such Rgh-profile intercollegiate spores as foorball and
baskethall, iv killing off the amateuwr ideal. Bur nothing is
doing more to undermine the distinction hetween amateur
and professional competition than the rise of sports techngl-
agy.._ including not only athletic gear, but raining and con-
ditioning techniques and professional management .. and ifs
aqread to all levels of spors.

“Ar Princeion, the bronze statue called 'The Christian
Student,” a memorial 1o a high-minded football captain
named Earl Dodge... kad stood urmadested for decades. By
the 19205, this sratue of a handsome youth in a turileneck
Jeotball uniform... had become a provocation. Undergrads-
ales vandalized and fravestied it so often that it was finally
remaved, [t was not athierics that had declined, but heroism.
I its place there was insiead _ stardom,

“The decline of the heroic ideal is reflected in the history
of protective techrology.

“Athletes tockry do prsh the Lmits of protective technolo-
gles to gain an edpe Helmeied batters crowd the plate,
linchackers and linemen rick paralysis and death by illegal-
fy ‘spearing’ their foes with their helmers.. . Technological
change may not have been direcely responsible for the
decline of the heroic ideol, bat §1 was the driving force
behind the new model of sport that challenged and ultinate-
Iy replaced ir.

“Sparts scientiits have afso produced cnormaoits quaniities
of new equipment over the vears. Sporting poods is a 345
billian industry. The impact of alf this new pear varies from
spart o sport... New ltactmologies have drassically altered
cerfain sports: the fiberglass pole trangformed pole vaulting
during the 1960s; echolocators have given tournament hass
Jishing the quality of @ Wde» game.

“Some critics fear we are taking the play out of play;
some plavers seem hapiier than ever, though, with the lai-
est oversized golf club or tennis racker, Wil this continue,
or will there be o radifionalise counterrevohaion as pors of
a more generalized reaction against professionalism in
sociery?

“Some modern sporiswriters specuiore about the comng
of a new age of cyborg arhletics, pining genstically._manip-
ulated superathletes agoinst one anothes. Their prediciions
may furn ouf i be correct. Bus no technological change is
inevitable. Change is shaped by the law, by politics, by pub-
lic gpinion, and by mercy ocher diffuse infTuences.

“Arx a rule, the biggesr sports stars are stilf those who, like
Michael Jordan, are capable of breathtaking fears that are
prized precisely because they would be impossible withou
some great gift of nature.”

Supported by the pillars of wisdom and fact, Edward
Tenner speaks unrefutably from a strong platform. The
question is, “Who's listening?”
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