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Social & Political Philosophy: Paper Three

“Um, I don’t think so…graciously”:

Gracious Professionalism as the New Social Contract

The term “gracious professionalism” is a term that is familiar to anyone within the FIRST Robotics Competition. It is a term constantly used to justify new ventures between teams, as well as actions on and off the field. It is what separates FIRST from the other competitive robotics organizations around the nation; this philosophy forces the organization to look beyond the competition and to see FIRST’s true purpose: changing the culture to one that is excited about science and technology. But does it have any relevance on the past? After reading the works of many philosophers focused on societal mindsets, I feel that gracious professionalism has many pulls from these theorists. 

To describe the FIRST Robotics Competition at a glance, FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technology) is a non-profit organization started by inventor Dean Kamen in 1989. High school students team up with local company sponsors to participate in an annual competition to design, build and test a fully functional robot at the end of a six week period. The game changes every year, and teams compete at any of the twenty-seven regional competitions and at the Championship event, held this year at the Georgia Dome. With over 20,000 students involved and about 900 teams from across the USA, Canada, Brazil and the UK (usfirst.org, 1) actively participating, the competition has heavily impacted the lives of many students, mentors, and sponsors alike.

The term “gracious professionalism” was adopted early in the competition’s creation, though none of the members of the most widely used FIRST web forums, Chief Delphi, could place a time on its official integration. Nor has it been defined anywhere except in speeches and conversation until this season, in the handbook:
"... Gracious professionals make a valued contribution in a manner pleasing to others and to themselves. In FIRST, one of the most straightforward interpretations of gracious professionalism is that we learn and compete like crazy, but treat one another with respect and kindness in the process. We try to avoid leaving anyone feeling like they are losers. No chest thumping barbarian tough talk, but no sticky sweet platitudes either. Knowledge, pride and empathy comfortably blended.... In the long run, gracious professionalism is part of pursuing a meaningful life." (usfirst.org, 1)

Gracious professionalism applies both on and off the field. Al Skierkiewicz of Team 111 describes it this way:  
“The first time I was involved in GP (gracious professionalism) occurred during the MMR (Motorola Midwest Regional) in 1997. We were next to a rookie team in the pits and they were feeling really depressed. Several of our mentors and students went over and told them not to worry, they had all the help they needed right there at the regional. I thought, ‘Wow! We’re supposed to help out!’ Then in the finals, teams were helping other teams (sometimes the opposition teams) by lending parts and tools right on the playing field. Finally, when one team's timeout had finished, one of the other teams called a timeout and the additional time allowed the robot to be repaired and play” (Skierkiewicz, 1).
Concerning the similarities, there is a heavy focus on the founders and leadership. The reason why leaders are lumped into this point is that comparing the length of time that FIRST has existed compared to the Roman Empire, FIRST is considered to be in its infant stages, and because of that anyone with a visible leadership role at this point in time will most likely be remembered decades down the road as people influential to the foundation of FIRST. Straight from the FIRST website: “A decade ago Dean founded FIRST, and ever since has remained its driving force, its guiding spirit, and, in the eyes of thousands of students across the country, its personal embodiment.” (usfirst.org) This reminds me of Hobbes, Locke and Machiavelli and they way they made sure to point out the importance of the founder and leader.
Within this lies the main difference between gracious professionalism and the social contract philosophers: FIRST’s view into the past. Gracious professionalism here embodies in this sense knowing as much information as possible and sharing it. But it does not apply the same in all aspects. During and before the build period, the past is important because of the resources available from other teams that allow teams to search for a new way to design a drivetrain, or for fundraising ideas that were successful. These research resources run rampant due to their ability to help teams win awards at the next competition they attend, since by sharing information they are adding to the pool of information available to the entire FIRST community, which is considered quite gracious and professional. But because the game changes every year, during the competition itself it is more beneficial to know about teams this season than at any other time in the past – while historical information on their old robots takes a backseat.

But, would Machiavelli agree? Although Machiavelli is most known in The Prince for suggesting that a ruler should know history in general, there is another point in this text that I feel is more relevant to this argument: 

“A ruler should also show himself to be an admirer of skill and should honor those who are excellent in any type of work. He should encourage his citizens by making it possible for them to pursue their occupations peacefully…making sure they do not hesitate to improve what they own for fear it may be confiscated from them, and they are not discouraged from investing in business for fear of losing their profits in taxes; instead, he should ensure that those who improve and invest are rewarded, as should be anyone whose actions will benefit his city or his government…[He should be] showing himself to be generous and understanding in his dealings with them, but at the same time always retaining his authority and dignity, for this he should never let slip in any circumstances. ” (Wooton, 51).

Although I feel that Machiavelli’s insight mirrors what Mr. Kamen is trying to do with FIRST in the first half of this passage by showing the importance of doing everything possible so as to not smother innovation, the latter half concerning the leader’s dealings with the people, though, is less aligned than the former. It seems that Machiavelli is assuming the leader only wants to appear virtuous, since the leader is not ruling the country for the people, but rather ruling the country for the sake of being a ruler, and thus will use Machiavelli’s teachings to prolong the stability of the country, no matter what country it is. Rather, FIRST is being run so that students now will be excited about subjects that will lead to jobs in whichever country the student hails from, which will eventually bring the economy around to the point where it is breeding innovation. So, rather than this latter part of the passage being about ruling anywhere you can for the sake of ruling and not having actual interest in the things going on in the country, I feel that the incentive to keep FIRST maintained is paired directly with Mr. Kamen’s business and the country’s economy as a whole. 

Secondly, there is a heavy focus on being cooperative and competitive at the same time. FIRST demands a cooperation mindset among its teams – an excellent example of this is the inclusion of alliances in 1999. Partly to answer the issue of two teams ganging up on one (usually better ranked) team during the 1998 game, and also to add a new aspect to the game challenge that reflects how industry works, teams in the 1999 games to the present have been randomly paired in “alliances” to play a two-versus-two match. There have been variations on the idea since then: in 2001 the game was based on a premise of four-versus-zero game that forced teams to multiply their score by finishing before time ran out, and teams only recently found out who they were paired with long before two minutes before the match started. Because teams have no idea who they will be paired with or up against until they get to the competition, there has resulted a heavy increase in team interaction as well as a decrease in negativity towards other teams.
But at the same time, there is a competitive aspect, not only with teams within the competition, but more relevantly to this paper, against modern student society as a whole. The point of FIRST is not to have teams compete every year, but to inspire students to change the underlying opinion that high school students should play sports to gain scholarships to go to college. This reminds me of Rousseau’s writings on how the groupings of humans in areas soon turned to nationalism, with his argument later moving towards the creation of property and later, the inequality of the division of property: “men slowly came together and united into different bands, eventually forming in each country a particular nation, united by mores and characteristic features, not by regulations and laws, but by the same kinds of like and foods and by the common influence of the climate” (Wooton, 434). Instead of countries fighting over the valuable resource of land, gracious professionalism is fighting over the valuable resource of the mind. FIRSTers band together not by regulations and laws but by the love for the same competition, and use it to compete for minds, which have been previously owned by other thoughts.
“Um, I don’t think so…graciously” was quoted from a member on Team 217 at the 2004 Midwest Regional, who, according to another member on his team, was told to decline a team that wanted to choose them to be part of their alliance at the very last minute (as opposed to elimination matches, where alliances are made of randomly paired teams, the top eight seeded teams after the elimination matches are allowed to invite teams to play in their alliance for the finals). This team member goes on to finish the story: “This confused our student rep and he was unsure if he should decline. That is where the ‘Ummm .... I don't think so????’ came from. He got horribly booed so, thinking quick on his feet, he stepped in and said, ‘graciously’ (and) everyone laughed” (Copioli, 1). This example shows how in one word, a team member can convey an idea that has taken hold in every person’s mind not only at that competition, but among everyone involved in the program. Through this paper, it has been shown that gracious professionalism has a lot of similar viewpoints as that of social contract theory, with both having a focus on their founders, and their cooperative yet competitive aspects. Thus, this shows that to be a part of FIRST, just like being a part of a community, you have to give up something (in this case, the desire to be selfish in information) to get something out of it (such as, being open to all sorts of resources that would have taken you years to compile). Like Locke’s works inspired the conduct of the people that took part in the early stirrings of the American Revolution, gracious professionalism inspires the conduct of the students of today to take part in the early stirrings of what will hopefully be a culture change for America’s future.
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