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“Is a double-laced football useful?”

BY LAUREL BURK, DUKE
DESIGN BY ALLIE BARNES, UNC-CH

LAUREL BURK is a 
sophomore English 
major from Duke. 
She is also a 
member of Duke’s 
student athletics 
club, The Inferno.

This question was posed a few weeks 
ago in my Computer Science lecture. The 
conversation surrounding it led to some 
surprising insights into the Duke student 
body’s relationship to our much-maligned 
football team. My professor arrived at this 
question in a discussion of patents, which 
he eventually directed toward software 
patents. In order for a patent to be issued, 
the inventor must demonstrate, among 
other things, that the item to be patented 
is useful.

To get us thinking about this 
requirement, he brought up the example 
of a patent for a football with laces on both 
sides. This is a real patent, so he asked 
the class to think of ways in which this 
innovation might be useful. The professor 
felt it necessary to consult experts on the 
topic, so he solicited an answer from a 
group of Duke football players seated near 
the front of the lecture hall.

This lecture was at the beginning of the 
season, before the recent winning streak, 
when the team had played two games and 
picked up two losses. One of the players 
explained to the class that the double-laced 
football could reduce the time it takes the 
quarterback to get his hands in position 
after a snap. Our professor’s response?

“So, if Duke had one of these, you 
might’ve won a game?”

A smattering of laughs came from a 
few students in the lecture hall, but for the 

most part only stunned silence followed 
this rhetorical question. And a surprising 
amount of blushing. Several people in 
my row stared uncomfortably at their 
desks. All kinds of Duke students with no 
apparent connection to these players were 
so embarrassed either for or of our football 
team that they were actually blushing beet-
red at the professor’s off-hand comment.

This reaction sheds some light on Duke’s 
bizarre relationship to its football team. 
The prospect of a mediocre football team 
is apparently so mortifying that there is 
never-ending speculation—especially 
in the pages of Duke’s daily newspaper, 
The Chronicle—about how best to throw 
money or facilities or student support 
at this program in order to make it 
consistently competitive. The message 
underlying this discussion is that Duke 
students are somehow obligated to be 
invested in their football team.

Here at Duke, we ring in the start of 
football season with what seems like a 
form letter to The Chronicle. It shows up 
each year with a different name attached to 
it, but it goes something like this:

“I am a Duke alumnus, Class of 
whatever-whatever, and this weekend I 
went to see our/your/the-most-exciting-
ever football team play. It was the season/
conference/nonconference opener 
against Fearsome Other Team. There 
were -15 Duke students there. I counted. 
NEGATIVE FIFTEEN students. By 
halftime there were -17. In the second 
half, the Blue Devils accomplished the 
most thrilling comeback that has ever 
been recorded in any level of any sport. 
You all missed it and should feel ashamed 
of yourselves. You are violating the basic 
human rights of each and every Duke 
football player by studying/sleeping/
drinking/going out to eat on a Saturday 

afternoon. Our football players are like 
Tinkerbell; if you don’t clap for them, they 
die. It is your duty as an American citizen 
to attend these home football games. 
Other people have to pay TWELVE dollars 
on StubHub for the privilege of sitting 
on those horrendously uncomfortable 
bleachers for four hours, while you 
ingrates get in for free. How can you live 
with yourselves? If Duke loses next week 
and you are not there, it is YOUR fault.”

While I admit that version may be 
a tad hyperbolic, it doesn’t change the 
fact that attempts to guilt, shame, or lure 
students into attending football games are 
commonplace on this campus. There is 
always free something at a home football 
game: clothing, accessories, sunburns. 
Concessions are even on food points so 
our dining plans can go towards frozen 
lemonade and funnel cakes instead of a 
balanced breakfast during the week.

I want to explain why all of these 
strategies—guilt, shame, coercion, 
bribery, even winning—will not work to 
consistently increase football attendance 
any time soon. Schools with top-tier 
football programs and strong student 
support tend to be public universities 
with many more students. From what 
I’ve observed, UNC-CH football games 
seem to have reasonably good student 
attendance. UNC-CH also has nearly 
three times as many undergraduates as 
Duke. Part of our problem is that strong 
proportional student attendance at Duke 
would still appear numerically and visually 
weak compared to that of many other ACC 
schools.

The heart of the matter, though, is that 
football has not been part of the Duke 
brand for years. The Blue Devils have not 
been to a bowl game since 1994, so for 
more than a decade prospective students 
have submitted their applications to 
Duke without any expectation of football 
success. No one applies to Duke thinking 
it’s a football school. If you want your 
college Saturdays to revolve around quality 
competition on the gridiron, Duke is not a 
traditional choice.

 Even if the team continues to win this 
season, Duke still has four classes’ worth 
of football-apathetic undergrads. It will 
take several winning seasons to attract a 
critical mass of students who look forward 
to football Saturdays. In the meantime, 
current students shouldn’t be blamed for 
their lack of football enthusiasm. Maybe 
Duke Football should follow the lead of 
Duke Volleyball and use The Chronicle to 
thank students when they do lend their 
support, rather than to berate them when 
they don’t.
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