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WASHINGTON>> Settling unhap-
pily into his Super Bowl seat,
Himalayan high behind the end
zone, Joe spots an empty seat
low and on the 50-yard line. He
descends to it and asks the man

seated next to him
why the wonder-
ful seat is unoc-
cupied. The man
says, “Its mine.
I was supposed
to come with my
wife, but she died.
This is the first
Super Bowl since
1967 we have not

attended together.” Joe says:
“But couldn’t you find a friend
or relative to come with you to-
day?” The man replies: “No,
they’re all at the funeral.”

This story (from “Heidegger
and a Hippo Walk Through
Those Pearly Gates: Using Phi-
losophy (and Jokes!) to Ex-
plore Life, Death, the Afterlife,
and Everything in Between,” by
Thomas Cathcart and Daniel
Klein) prepares you for gather-
ing around the national camp-
fire that is the annual Super
Bowl telecast. Super Bowls are
so august they are usually de-
noted with Roman numerals.
This year’s, however, is desig-
nated Super Bowl 50 because
Super Bowl L looks weird. It
should be called the 50th (or
Lth) Chronic Traumatic En-
cephalopathy Bowl.

Last week, The New York
Times reported that after Ken
Stabler died of colon cancer in
July at 69, his brain was sent,
as he had directed, to scien-
tists in Massachusetts. His
mind, according to his daugh-
ter, “was definitely in a pretty
quick downward spiral.” The
scientists determined that Sta-
bler, the Oakland Raiders quar-
terback in Super Bowl XI (1977),
who played 15 seasons in the
NFL, had, on a scale of 1 to 4,
“high Stage 3” CTE, a degen-
erative brain disease associ-
ated with repeated blows to the
head, including blows not se-
vere enough to produce imme-
diate symptoms of concussion.
Stabler probably will be voted
into the Pro Football Hall of
Fame, making him the eighth
member among the more than
100 former players known to
have had CTE.

Quarterbacks are some-
what protected, by their of-
fensive line and by NFL rules,
from football’s worst violence.
But the Times also reported
that Earl Morrall, the quarter-
back who helped the Miami
Dolphins get to Super Bowl VII
(1973), had Stage 4 CTE when
he died in 2014 at 79. And last

month, Jim McMahon, 56, an-
other 15-season NFL quarter-
back, said he considers medic-
inal marijuana a “godsend” as
he copes with headaches and
difficulties associated with his
diagnosis of early onset demen-
tia. He played for the victorious
Chicago Bears in Super Bowl
XX (1986).

How many deceased play-
ers had, and how many former
players have, or how many cur-
rent players will have, CTE is
unknown because it can only be
confirmed by autopsy. Its symp-
toms, however, are similar to
those of dementia.

Football’s kinetic energy is
increasing as the players be-
come bigger and even the big-
gest become faster. In 1980,
only three NFL players weighed
300 or more pounds. This sea-
son, 354 did, including seven
350-pounders.

Sunday’s game will be 60
minutes of football -- an adren-
aline-and-testosterone bath
stretched by commercial breaks
(two of them called “two min-
ute warnings”), replay chal-
lenges and other delays to about
200 minutes -- embedded in an
all-day broadcast of manufac-
tured frenzy. It would be nice,
but probably fanciful, to think
that even 1 percent of tonight’s
expected television audience of
more than 110 million will have
qualms about the ethics of their
enjoyment.

The NFL’s fondness for Ro-
man numerals is appropri-
ate because the game is gladi-
atorial, as Romans enjoyed en-

tertainment featuring people
maiming and being maimed for
the entertainment of spectators.
But things change.

Capital punishment was not
considered among the “cruel
and unusual punishments” in
1791 when the Eighth Amend-
ment was ratified; every state
used the death penalty and
the Fifth Amendment assumes
its existence. In 1958, the Su-
preme Court held that the
Eighth Amendment “must draw
its meaning from the evolving
standards of decency that mark
the progress of a maturing soci-
ety.” Our society would emphat-
ically say the Eighth Amend-
ment forbids ear-cropping,
branding and the pillory, pun-
ishments used in 1791.

Standards evolve concern-
ing amusements, too. Some-
day, boxing might seem as re-
pugnant as bearbaiting and
cockfighting now do. Or maybe
not, given the growing popu-
larity of “mixed martial arts”
cage fighting, which is degener-
ative prizefighting. The phrase
“evolving standards” is synon-
ymous with “improving stan-
dards.”

Are today’s parents, who put
crash helmets on tykes before
they put the tykes on tricycles,
going to allow these children to
play football? Not likely. This
game will be different, or much
less popular -- or perhaps both
-- when in 2066 the national
campfire is lit for Super Bowl C.

George Will’s email address is
georgewill@washpost.com.
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The Super Bowl’s 60
minutes of damage

Flint’s crisis with lead in the
water has captured headlines
nationwide.

It’s also made us all wonder
what the situation is like in
our own cities.

The troubling fact is state-
wide and nationwide, there
are cities with problems just
as bad, if not worse. What has
made Flint’s situation unique
is that the city switched its
water supply from Lake Hu-
ron (purchased through an
agreement with Detroit) to
the Flint River, a fateful deci-
sion that led to the current cri-
sis, as the water wasn’t treated
properly, was corrosive, and
lead leached from pipes into
the water.

All around us, however, cit-
ies are faced with problems
with lead in the water. Older
homes and other buildings,
which have old pipes, are at
particular risk.

In Flint, five percent of the
children who were tested were
found to have elevated lev-
els of lead in their blood, al-
though some parts of the city
had higher averages. Bridge
magazine reports that in De-
troit, five ZIP codes had more
than 700 children test positive
in 2013, or nearly 15 percent;
in Grand Rapids, nearly one
in 10 children of those tested
in five ZIP codes tested posi-
tive; and in Ludington, nearly
13 percent of the 229 children
tested in 2013 registered ele-
vated lead levels.

You can go to http://
bridgemi.com/2015/12/far-
from-flint-lead-remains-an-ir-
reversible-scourge/ for an in-
teractive map on the Bridge
magazine site, and check the
results for any ZIP code in
Michigan.

The Morning Sun reported
this week that in St. Louis,
test results showed two of 20
homes tested in 2014 had lead
levels in their water above the
EPA’s action level. The city
plans to test more homes this
spring, but believes the issue
is related to older pipes in the
buildings and not a problem
with the water supply per se.

This all points to impor-

tance of our infrastructure. As
residents of a community, we
always want the best. As tax-
payers, we sometimes balk at
the cost.

It is naïve to think there are
quick answers or cheap an-
swers to this problem, regard-
less of where you live.

But that doesn’t mean that
everyone is at risk.

Talk to your doctor about
having your blood tested, es-
pecially if you have young chil-
dren.

Home-test kits for your wa-
ter also are available and
might be an affordable, good
first step to determine if you
need to take further action.
Amazon.com offers a Water-
Safe Water Test Kit for Lead
for $16.19, which says you do
not need lab results. Wal-mart
offers a similar First Alert wa-
ter testing kit, also for $16 (the
website says it is currently
out of stock). Home Depot of-
fer a Pro Lab Lead in the Wa-
ter Test Kit for $8.95, but the
instructions on the box say a
$40 lab fee is also required.

Lead-based paint also can
be a problem. You can buy
simple test kits at home im-
provement stores to test the
paint on your walls.

If nothing else, these tests
will provide peace of mind.
In the worst case scenario,
they will alert you to a serious
problem.

It also should be noted that
statewide, the problem had
been getting better. Bridge
magazine also reported that in
2012, 4.5 percent of children
tested in Michigan showed ele-
vated lead levels. A decade ear-
lier, the rate was 25.6 percent.

That puts it in perspec-
tive. Yet that figure still means
thousands of children were af-
fected.

Again, there is no easy, in-
expensive solution to a prob-
lem that is facing cities ev-
erywhere. What has changed
is that Flint has made us all
aware of it.

A problem can’t be fixed if
we’re ignoring it. We hope this
new attitude of concern trans-
lates into long-term action.
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Flint isn’t the
only city with
lead in water

Cartoonist’s take

It’s awfully good news that
the number of vaccination
waivers in the state of Mich-
igan have dropped nearly 40
percent in the year since the
state began requiring that
people who don’t want their
kids to get disease-preventing
shots hear from health depart-
ment officials about the dan-
gers.

For starters, it shows how
education about an issue mat-
ters and can work. Presum-
ably, a number of families
changed their minds after sit-
ting through health depart-
ment explanations about the
dangers of sitting out vaccina-
tions.

And even for those the rule
dissuaded from even thinking
about not having their kids
vaccinated, the drop shows the
strength of government in pro-
tecting public health — a les-
son not remotely lost in the
wake of the Flint water crisis.

But lawmakers need to

stand strong. A bill introduced
last month would rescind the
new rule and allow parents
to waive vaccinations without
much effort. It is a problem-
atic reach backward at a time
when vaccinations are a criti-
cal public health issue.

Michigan, for reasons that
cross the political, social and
economic spectrum, was the
sixth-highest state for vaccina-
tion waivers in 2014. For some
parents, this is about fear of
the vaccination itself — that
the risk of side effects is not
worth the disease prevention.
For others, it’s about disbe-
lief of the vaccinations them-
selves: that shots won’t keep
their kids safe. And there are
religious objections, social ob-
jections — all manner of rea-
sons that parents choose not
to engage in standard disease
prevention.

— The Detroit Free Press (Jan.
28)
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Hold firm on
state’s vaccination
requirements

George
Will
Columnist

Howmany deceased players
had, and howmany former
players have, or howmany
current playerswill have,
CTE is unknownbecause
it can only be confirmed
by autopsy. Its symptoms,
however, are similar to those
of dementia. Football’s
kinetic energy is increasing
as the players becomebigger
and even the biggest become
faster. In 1980, only three
NFL playersweighed 300 or
more pounds. This season,
354 did, including seven
350-pounders.
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