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In the 1987 movie The Untouchables Sean Connery’s character supplies the following 

advice to the special squad handpicked to deal with the mobsters ruling Chicago. “He pulls 

a knife, you pull a gun.” Years later President Obama uttered much the same guidance. “If 

they bring a knife to the fight, we bring a gun.” This is the Chicago Way. 

For decades the Chicago Way was practiced with great success by the Chicago Bears led by 

a defense featuring guys like Ed Sprinkle, Bill George, Joe Fortunato, Dick Butkus, Gary 

Fencik, Mike Singletary, Brian Urlacher, with help from a cast of swarming defenders, and 

refined in recent years by Charles Tillman who perfected the technique of forcing fumbles 

by stripping the ball from running backs and receivers. All of these guys had one thing in 

common. They instilled fear in their gridiron opponents.  

No more. The Chicago Way has been replaced by a defensive scheme that instills fear in no 

one.  Not even opposing quarterbacks. Notice how Green Bay quarterback Aaron Rodgers 

last Sunday night was seen smiling and laughing on the sidelines as he and his teammates 

were mauling the Bears defense.  

Afterwards the best the Bears could say in their own defense was “we’re not a good team.” 

President Obama said something similar after the stunning success of his political 

opponents four days earlier on Election Day. “The Republicans had a good night.” 

Both the Obama administration, which has been shaped and formed by the Chicago 

Democratic machine and perfected the Chicago Way in politics, and the Bears have 

something vitally important to learn from one another. The Bears need to re-discover the 

Chicago Way and the White House needs to find a different way.  

Pundits across the country are telling Obama to sit down, listen to and show respect for his 

political adversaries, and find a way to reach agreement on those issues such as 

immigration, regulation, and taxes that require action at the federal level. In other words, 

put away the gun. Your opponents are not all knife-wielding rival gang members trying to 

seize control of your territory. In business, success depends not on the Chicago Way but on 
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finding a way where all of the parties involved get something to take home. It’s the win-win 

way.  

This will require Obama to stop acting as if he alone knows what is best for America, stop 

insisting on what he will not accept, and start articulating the ideas he will accept.  As any 

clever wife knows from experience the way to do that is to plant the idea and re-assure her 

husband that it was his idea all along.  

Obama has one clear advantage over the Bears. Acting essentially alone he can pull off this 

change and avoid lame-duck status for the last two years of his presidency. This was the 

Bill Clinton way. 

The Bears, on the other hand, labor under the onus of costly long-term contracts that tie 

the team to certain players and coaches who may not be able to accept the demands of 

returning to the Chicago Way. It’s a punishing regime that requires both tough leadership 

and a willingness to pay the price to follow that leadership. Most fundamentally, that 

leadership has to have the smarts to find and motivate the kinds of players that are right 

for the Chicago Way. Coaches have known for a very long time that football starts with 

blocking and tackling. A strong arm and leaping ability are not enough. 

For the Bears re-discovering the Chicago Way will take time. Obama will be long gone 

from the White House even if the Bears were to set the change in motion today.  

In the meantime, here’s a suggestion for the Bears that adds a new kind of toughness to the 

Chicago Way that says in effect that pay is tied to performance. Everyone – players, 

coaches, management -- involved in the performance nightmare in Green Bay donates the 

equivalent of one-game’s pay to a charity not directly connected to the organization itself 

or to any current player. For instance, St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital in Memphis 

or Misericordia Home in Chicago. In that way at least some good comes from the team’s 

nationally televised thrashing. Anyone who refuses has to sit for the rest of season, whether 

player, coach, or management. Call that donation a down payment on re-discovering the 

Chicago Way.   
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