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For most of my life, I have been completely uninterested in the world of sports.   Having been raised by British parents, I also have never developed the love for baseball every American seems to hold so dear.  I have no clue what the infield fly rule is.  However, I remain a proud and patriotic citizen of the United States of America, so when I see that something that should be as nostalgic as baseball is now a perversion of its former “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” self, I begin to worry.  What has happened to Major League Baseball?  Why does this matter?  Perhaps more importantly, what insight could I, a clueless outsider, possibly offer?


I’m not just a hopping mad daughter of two academics.  Mike Lupica agrees with me that something has gone wrong in baseball.  In the introduction to his book, Mad as Hell: How Sports Got Away From the Fans And How We Get It Back, he explains:


“…I like Miller, but he sounded like another modern athlete who didn’t get it.  The way baseball players who showed up for union meetings in limousines during their strike didn’t get it.  The way the Dallas Cowboys during the week before Super Bowl XXX didn’t understand why people had a problem with them showing up for practice in white stretch limousines.”

What has gone wrong?  Maybe I can’t explain it in terms simpler than these: baseball players have too much money.  The problem isn’t primarily the lack of salary caps or revenue sharing; rather, it’s just too much money.  I am also not alone in this opinion.  Shashi Tharoor, in his article, “Charity: Answer to Equality” in the Hindu, states the following:

“Of the total gain in "real income" in the U.S. between 1983 and 1986, 47 per cent went to the richest one percent of Americans, while the bottom 80 per cent of the population got just 12 per cent of the extra cash. And high tech alone can't explain this: after all, the television comedian Jerry Seinfeld earned $22 million in 1998, and baseball and basketball stars routinely sign contracts for comparable salaries.” 

In other words, to an outsider, there is something very very wrong here.  To quote the band Chumbawamba, in their song “Celebration, Florida, from their album WYSIWYG, “There’s nation fighting nation, and there’s kids with malnutrition, but not in Celebration, Florida.”  While the song refers specifically to a gated community in Florida, it can be seen as a metaphor for the direction of the American economy.  However, exactly, we choose to solve the problem, the integral point here is that there is a problem when a single baseball player makes more than a whole university English department combined.  The problem widens in scope when one considers that the amount of money that baseball players make could make a significant difference, either in decreasing poverty in the United States, or even worldwide.  I believe in capitalism, but I also believe in justice.  These baseball players make more than the president of the United States.  Beyond the simple unfairness of the vast gap, people who are highly paid should be highly paid because they work hard and regularly, not play a sport for one season a year.  


But at the very least, something needs to be done within the baseball system.  Here I would like to defer to Suman Badrapalli, a reporter for the Christian Science Monitor, who recommends the following:

“One topic to be addressed is competitive imbalance. According to a blue-ribbon panel report released last year, the revenue gap between baseball's richest and poorest teams is widening at an astonishing clip. In 1995, it was $74 million. In 1999, it grew to $129 million. To level the playing field, the report by Richard Levin, president of Yale University; Paul Volcker, former chairman of the Federal Reserve; George Mitchell, former US senator; and George Will, political commentator, suggested: 

• Teams should pool up to 50 percent of their profits and then distribute them evenly among all the ballclubs.

• Set maximum annual player payrolls of $84 million per team. Teams above the limit would pay a 50 percent "tax."

• Encourage minimum annual player payrolls of $40 million.

• Give financially strapped teams the option of relocating.

• Give each of the bottom eight teams the opportunity to select a nonroster player from one of the top eight clubs. (CSM)

 In addition to increased revenue sharing, the owners are seeking a 50 percent "luxury tax" on payrolls exceeding $98 million, a worldwide draft and the elimination of salary arbitration for a small number of players with less than three years of major league service time.”

The most appealing idea here is that of the “luxury tax.”  I am not entirely sure how such a policy would be implemented, but, as is the case with morality, the privileged would do well to recognize his privilege, and should be under a greater obligation to give.  I think Badrapalli misses the point entirely when he calls certain teams financially strapped—let’s face it, no major league baseball team is even close to financially strapped.  However, I think if harsher penalties, such as a governmental luxury tax, teams would be more inclined to lower salaries, and the baseball industry would eventually decrease in net economic worth, though not in cultural importance.  Culture makes reference to a collective state of mind, and if the nation’s love for baseball is true, then it should remain true without the white limousines.

While I don’t know that solutions such as these would solve the problem, and I am fully aware they will not bring about world peace with arousing chorus of “We are the World,” it seems that they are a step in the right direction.  I would like to end with a thought from Bob Costas in his book, Fair Ball: A Fan’s Case for Baseball:

“…Players and owners alike need to be less willing to sacrifice the game’s essence on the altar of commercialism. If they come to this realization, they will have our gratitude, our respect, and our continued support.  And I promise you that those involved will be richer in the long run.”
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