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Foreword

Philosophy takes time. So does baseball.

Philosophy is sometimes strictly logical, sometimes mystical. Likewise baseball. Ted Williams made such a thorough study of the act of hitting a baseball that most witnesses regard his achievement as science. He argued (loudly and without doubt) that he had come to understand (if not invent) the only proper angle for a bat to describe as it crossed the plate. He maintained that by “getting my pitch,” that is, by never giving in to the pitcher who works just off the corners or beyond the upper and lower edges of the strike zone, he could essentially beat the logic of the game, which, of course, has it that good pitching will beat good hitting. On the other hand, Nomar Garciaparra, whom Ted Williams admired immoderately, is apparently convinced that he cannot hit at all if he doesn’t adjust his batting gloves with precisely the same sequence of irritating, spastic, tugs before every pitch, which is as logical as not changing your socks when you’re on a hitting streak.

These observations would seem to suggest that a book entitled Baseball and Philosophy describes a better coupling than, say, Pole Vaulting and Philosophy. Moreover, baseball has spawned remarkable philosophers over the decades. Consider Satchel Paige (“Don’t look back; something may be gaining on you”); Yogi Berra (“It ain’t over ’til it’s over”), and Casey Stengel (“The Mets is a very good thing. They give everybody a job. Just like the WPA”). But the best argument for this book is that up and down the lineup, the philosophers involved herein are having such a good time. The achievement of this volume is like the accomplishment of a game in the perfect ballyard on City Island Park in the middle of the Susquehanna River in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania on a night with no mosquitoes. The essays in this book remind the reader that philosophy is fun, and that creatively building unlikely connections between such concerns as  faith in the Cubs and faith in God can help us learn how to think. Similarly, the AA game in Harrisburg of a mild summer night reminds us that baseball is a happy invention. The game before us there is, like a simple proposition, the thing itself. Nobody in City Island Park is angry about what the players are making or how much the beer costs, let alone whether the next Major League work stoppage should be called a strike or a lockout.

This book appears at an especially appropriate time in baseball’s long history. Fans can witness these days an entertaining conflict between two schools of baseball thought. In one camp sit the managers who play hunches and the old scouts, who swear they can spot the sole prospect on a high school team just by watching the players get off the team bus. In the opposing dugout are Bill James and his disciples, who have come to understand the game in terms of statistical measures far more complicated than batting average. These mathematicians rate the value of a hitter strictly in terms of the likelihood that he will somehow do something other than make an out. Unlike traditional baseball men, they do not say things like, “He looks like a ball player.”

Of course the lovely thing about baseball is that it resists mastery, no matter the tools employed by the player, the manager, the general manager, the owner, the mathematician . . . or the thinker. In that respect, too, the game is the right bailiwick for philosophers, who can argue forever about the definition of “the real fan” or “the wonder of the rules,” secure in the knowledge that the pastime will endure their needling and thrive. It is deep and easy at once, this old game. Or as the great baseball philosopher Johnny Pesky has been known to say from the end of the bench, “It’s such a simple game, and so hard to play.”

 

BILL LITTLEFIELD

 

 

 

Bill Littlefield hosts National Public Radio’s “Only A Game.” He is co-editor of Fall Classics: The Best Writing about the World Series’ First 100 Years and author of the baseball novel Prospect.






Acknowledgments

Writing a book, like playing baseball, is only enjoyable if one’s teammates are good, or at least likeable.

I am very thankful to the baseball gods that the authors in this book are true professionals who love what they do. For all their hard work and cheery dispositions, especially in the off season, I can do no more than tip my cap.

A special thank you goes out to Bill Irwin who gave us the green light and waved us home. Like all good coaches, he makes us play our best, and like a true friend, his faith and trust never waver. And thanks to Greg Bassham for his vast generosity, his consistent, kind words, and his genuine cigars. With Bill and Greg on the field, it’s always an honor to wear their uniform.

Two first ballot Hall of Famers who deserve special credit are Tim Wiles and W.C. Burdick. For their great work in Cooperstown, they should be enshrined.

To David Ramsay Steele in the front office, whose sharp vision helped us hit the curve balls, before we ever saw them coming, and to Carolyn Madia Gray, whose wit and wisdom see us through, I give a hearty high-five.

Of course, baseball is a family game, and no one can capture its spirit without a loving and supporting cast. To my parents who always stood at the dugout steps for every strikeout and every hit, the game ball is always yours. Thanks also to Team Prescott who withstood all the broken bats and errant throws with grace and love.

Standing ovations also go to Evelyn Bronson, Michael J. McGrath, William N. Irwin, John Loyd, Robert Guldner, Steve Libenson, Ray Doswell, Abigail Myers, Jimmy Murphy, Jason Klein, and of course, Betty Morris.

At Berkeley College, where I play my home games, Arthur Blumenthal and Phil Krebs help make the game fun. And finally, thanks to William Moya and my students who never lose faith, through the long practices, and all the rainy days.






Pre-Game Warm-up :

Who’s on First?

Baseball has always been a thinking person’s game. Just ask the wise philosophers, Abbot and Costello.

Their baseball dream team featured “Who” at first base, “What” at second base, and “Why” out in left field. That’s a formidable lineup when you stop and think about it. If any of us could keep track of the Whos, Whats, and Whys in our lives, our daily grind would be a whole lot easier to bear. Poor Costello, though, never could seem to get it right, and most of the time, we can’t either. “Who” are we? “What” should we do? “Why” are we here? Throw in “I Don’t Know” at third base and you have the foundation for some of the most perplexing philosophical discussions throughout the ages, all on the field at the same time. Can you blame Costello for not getting it straight?

Played without time limits, baseball encourages its participants to pause and think. There is time enough for infield shifts, meetings at the mound, phone calls to the bullpen, and time in between for armchair managing. It’s not unusual for St. Louis Cardinals manager Tony LaRussa to don his reading glasses during the game, as he pours over the latest statistics. Or, think of cerebral Atlanta Braves pitcher Greg Maddux (a.k.a. “the Professor”), shaking off sign after sign, as he paints the corners with off-speed pitches.

There is also something about baseball that appeals to men and women of letters. Off the field, intellectuals like Bart Giamatti (Yale University President and later Baseball Commissioner), scientist Stephen Jay Gould, and political commentator George Will spent years seeking to understand baseball’s place in American popular culture. When Giamatti wrote his now famous article for Harper’s Magazine, he noted how baseball happily takes you through the summer and early fall, but “just when the days are all twilight, when you need it most, it stops.”

Every year, scores of new baseball books are published to help us make it through the twilight. Such stories cover  unforgettable childhood memories, heartbreaking World Series losses, and improbable last inning victories. But up until now, no one has asked the philosophical questions that lie at the heart of the baseball diamond—the “Whos,” “Whats,” and “Whys.”

Why do we root for teams against all odds? Who are we as Americans, and why is baseball our national pastime? What do batting averages have to do with a hitter’s ability? Who makes the rules? Why is the hidden ball trick legal, while hidden profits on your tax returns is not?

To help us through such philosophical puzzles, we’ve asked All-Star philosophers and academics in North America (with assists from Europe and the Middle East) to join the team. For many of our contributors, this book is the culmination of many years of extensive writing and teaching in the philosophy of sport. Others have coached or played the game before being called to the Big Leagues of academia. Filling out the roster are wide-eyed rookies who lead seemingly intellectual lives, assiduously checking box scores and eating ballpark franks on the sly. Give any one of them a dusty old book or a broken-in glove and “they won’t care if they ever get back . . .”

The Ancient Greeks believed that true philosophers should have sound minds and sound bodies. They understood that loving wisdom means sharpening your analytic tools along with your hand-eye coordination. Baseball, like philosophy, is a complicated process of ideas and achievements, set-backs and stars. These chapters, then, promise a rational investigation into the sometimes serious, sometimes hilarious inner workings of baseball.

After reading this book, we hope you’ll have a deeper appreciation for philosophical reasoning and a more informed respect for the greatest game on earth. Who’s on first? What’s on second ? Everybody seems to have an opinion. Agree with us faithfully or disagree angrily. Or, just scratch your head like Costello, and say, “I don’t give a darn.” We know what you mean.

“That’s our shortstop.”






First Inning:

Hometown Heroes

[image: 002]

We all have fond memories of root, 
root, rooting for the home team, 
and we’ve all dreamed about hitting 
that game-winning home run in 
front of our home crowd. Joe Kraus 
argues that baseball’s strong 
attachment to home is good turf for 
many rich philosophical issues. 
Paul Horan and Jason Solomon 
explain how legal precedent takes a 
back seat to ethics when the home 
team is on trial. If Major League 
Baseball still hopes to contract the 
Minnesota Twins, it had better prepare 
for a long, expensive fight with 
Minnesota’s family and friends.







1

“There’s No Place Like Home!”

JOE KRAUS

 

 

 

 

When my three-year-old son hits a wiffle ball, we shout together, “run,” and he takes off. Never mind that he usually heads toward what would be third base if we’d bother to lay out bases; he runs in a straight line until I call out “first base.” Then, he veers to the right, runs until I shout, “second base,” and then turns and goes again until I yell, “third base.” When he makes his final turn and heads back in the general direction where he started, he’s on his own. At some random point toward what would be the plate, he slows almost completely, goes to his knees, and performs a slow-motion headfirst slide. When he stops, it’s my job to wave my hands and declare, umpire-style, “sa-a-afe.”

Put more simply, under his rules, he gets to invent home. The sequence is always the same—a hit, a run with three turns, and a slide—but the particular spot where he stops is always different. If he’s fresh and the ball made a particularly satisfying thump when he hit it, he might make it almost all of the way back to where he’s discarded his bat. If it’s getting late and the field we’ve chosen isn’t all that open, he might stop just past the invisible third base. Either way, home is where he says it is. He stops and rests when he decides he’s ready.

The more I watch him, the more I get the sense that real baseball isn’t all that different. Home is always wherever the plate is—it’s always the same spot where you hit—but there is something arbitrary about even that. We take a spot and decide  that it is different from all of the other places on the field. Other sports require you to get a ball or puck into some goal or end zone, but only baseball assigns a special value to one particular spot. You score when you reach that spot yourself, without the ball, without ramming through the opposition. You score when you return to where you started, when you manage to get home safely.

If you’ve played or watched baseball for a long time, you probably take the rules for granted. They make sense once you’ve lived with them for a while, and I know that I have a hard time imagining how they could be fundamentally different. (That’s one reason that so many of us Americans look at cricket and shake our heads; how can something so baseball-like seem so weird?) When you come to it fresh, though, when you experience it again through the eyes of a three-year-old, it starts to raise some intriguing questions. Why is it that home “counts” only after you leave it and return? Why do we call it “home” at all? And how is baseball in the broader sense a “home” for the team that has home field advantage and for the fans that embrace it? We shout “home, home!” when someone on our team rounds third base trying to beat the throw from right field, and we “root, root, root for the home team,” but what exactly do we mean when we say those things? French philosopher Gaston Bachelard may have some answers for us.




Bachelard’s Philosophy of Home 

“Home,” whether we’re talking about baseball, the house where you grew up, or your town or city of residence, is surprisingly difficult to define on its own terms. In order to say what it is, you almost always have to explain what it is not. That is, you have to refer to the threat from which your home shields you, the threat that your home is supposed to render invisible. In baseball, that means that home is the place where you are not “out,” and it’s distinct from the other three bases because once you’re safe at home, you’re safe permanently; you no longer have to run farther or risk anything else. With your own house, it’s the place where other people cannot bother you, the place where you get to apply your own rules or, at least, know the rules that your parents, landlord, or mortgage-lender have made for you. Nobody can interfere with you or even criticize you if  you want to walk around naked, let the dog kiss you on the lips, or pour orange juice instead of milk on your cereal.

The power of the home is real. In prehistoric times it was the place in which you could rest and sleep, the place where you were most free from the prowling beasts that might otherwise catch you. Today too, in loving homes, children frequently associate their security with their quiet rooms. (In abusive or shattered homes, kids often find their “home” somewhere outside the house.) In the American legal system, you have rights within your house that you do not have outside it. Even if the police suspect you of certain crimes, they cannot enter your home without specific approval from a judge; that is, they cannot question you as fully, cannot arrest you as easily, and cannot impose all of the laws of the land on you. If you are nineteen years old and drinking beer on a park bench, you’re subject to arrest. Do it in your own home without making noise that disturbs the neighbors, and nobody (except your parents) can touch you. Even in the twenty-first century, your own front door really does protect you from much of what goes on outside of it.

Defining the home, then, calls for the difficult trick of explaining simultaneously what it is and what it protects you from. Bachelard describes that seeming contradiction as “the most interminable of dialectics.”1 In his view, we need a sense of home in order to understand who we are because our home is “our first universe.”2 It is the secure, comfortable place from which we experience the world, either by looking out the window or through our reflections and daydreams on our outside experiences. At the same time, Bachelard argues, we need to feel a sense of potential threat in order to recognize how our house makes us feel at home. We need to maintain a kernel of fear, even if we repress it, in order to appreciate what the home does for us. As he puts it, “Without it, man would be a dispersed being... Before he is ‘cast into the world’, as claimed by certain hasty metaphysics, man is laid in the cradle of his house.”3 We experience home as a place of ease and shelter, but we can do so only by retaining some sense of its opposite.

When it comes to baseball, this idea plays out from the very start. The goal is to get “home,” and yet, every batter starts off at home. As soon as you walk up to face the pitcher, you’re already standing at the place you’re eventually trying to reach. It’s not hard to imagine Jerry Seinfeld asking the question, “So, why leave? Why not just stay at home in the first place and forget about first, second, and third bases?” The answer, of course, is that “home” in baseball doesn’t count until you’ve left it, until you’ve gone for a “run” and returned. That’s in the same vein as Joseph Campbell’s famous discussion of the journey that literary and mythological heroes often take. Known as the “monomyth,” it says that the hero must leave his comfortable known world, strike out on his own to find adventure, and then return home a changed man.4 Think of Ulysses wearing a Giants cap as he ventures to Hades and back and you’ll have the idea.

Put differently, home doesn’t become meaningful until you have experienced the risk that lies in front of it. You can’t score until after you have confronted the pitcher and those fielders who are trying to stop you. It’s Bachelard’s dialectic: you need to know both the idea of home and the real threat of getting out in order to experience the satisfaction of truly making it home. The original Homer told us that when he wrote The Odyssey 3,000 years ago: home is all the sweeter when you’ve braved adventures to get back to it.




‘Canny’ Get a Hit at Last? 

Stepping up to the plate, though, is about more than just remembering the fear that you might get struck out, thrown out, tagged out, caught stealing, or forced out. In fact, good hitters usually talk about having so much confidence that they forget about the chance of failing even though the very best manage to score only slightly more than 100 runs a season in roughly 650 plate appearances. Hitting is supposed to be thrilling. It’s supposed to give you the sense that you can accomplish something significant, that you can take the bat in your hands and make its power your own. As fans, we share in that same excitement, actually amplifying it. Before Mighty Casey stepped up to   the plate, all Mudville rose and cheered. Whenever Sammy Sosa steps into the on-deck circle, spreads his legs, puts his hands at opposite ends of the bat, and stretches upward, we Cubs fans get the sense that a century of futility might really end in our lifetime.

Many hitters have characteristic rituals for batting, rituals that seem designed to show just how at home they feel at the plate. Joe Morgan used to stare intently at the pitcher, his body completely still but his back elbow flapping up and down like a chicken wing. Kirby Puckett would rock from one hip to another, shaking his backside at anyone sitting along the third base line. One of my old favorites, Ruppert Jones, used to stretch his mouth so wide that I was certain he could fit a baseball all the way in. And, according to my mother—my mother!—Mark Grace adjusts his jock strap between every pitch and then takes two quick tugs on his jersey above his heart as if he is puffing out his chest. Think about it, where else but home can a grown man act like a chicken, shake his butt, contort his face into all manner of bizarre expressions, or adjust his crotch? In that respect, such batters treat home plate as their real home, as a private place where they can apply their own rules even if they happen to be standing in front of 30,000 fans and who knows how many more watching on television.

The comfort that hitters demonstrate is a direct response to the anxious excitement that they feel. The two competing emotions are in tension with each other; the plate is both a familiar place and one that promises them some new challenge. The best hitters can be comfortable, or at least assert that they are comfortable, only after they know and then deny that they know how difficult their job is. Anyone who has ever held a bat knows that it is almost impossible to hit a Pedro Martinez fastball, and that would be true even without the difficulty of accounting for the possibility that he might throw a knee-buckling curveball instead. Most major leaguers who have successfully hit such a fastball, however, will also tell you that they did so because they were able to block out just how difficult it is. You can do what you know to be almost impossible only by forgetting that it is impossible.

Bachelard’s dialectic relates to that necessary tension because it, too, relies on a sense of repression. We know the security of home only because we know and manage to forget what it is  that home protects us from. In that light, such an attitude toward home, whether of the house or plate variety, reflects Sigmund Freud’s sense of the uncanny, the sensation that a thing is both foreign and familiar at the same time. As Freud defines it, the uncanny is “that class of the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familiar.”5 That is, the uncanny is something that frightens us because it almost, but not quite, brings to mind some fact that we have repressed. For most instances of the uncanny, that means some aspect of sexuality or death with which we have not come to grips. In baseball, uncanny describes the thrill you feel stepping up to the plate, the hope that you can hit a home run despite what statistics and personal history tell you: that you are far more likely to get out.

For Freud, the haunted house—the haunted home—is one of the most common species of the uncanny. The German word for “uncanny” is unheimlich, literally un-home-like. As Freud argues, we are drawn to such a place because it brings unusual clarity to the dynamic that Bachelard later explores. We see what looks like a regular home, the kind of place within which we have known comfort and security. Yet, within it, we also know fear and discomfort. According to Freud, we feel a kind of terrifying relief in seeing our repressed fears made manifest: there really were monsters in the closet all along; those knocks and pings were ghosts after all. Freudian psycho-therapy works on that principle. The more you talk with a psychologist, the clearer your fears become; once you name and confront them, you can move on.

All of that is not to say that home plate is haunted in quite the same way. It isn’t, unless you happen to be a Brooklyn Dodgers fan. Instead, the baseball home is uncanny because, while it invites hitters to make themselves at home on it, it also promises to get them out. “Step up to me,” it says. “Make yourself at home; then, give me a moment, and I’ll send you back to your dugout.” It is simultaneously solid and insubstantial, simultaneously encouraging and demoralizing. And that tension is another reason that it is so satisfying to score a run. Once you’ve rounded third and slid back into home, it’s no longer the same place. You’ve exorcised it. You’ve confronted the ghost that whispers, “out, out—you’re going to make an out,” and you’ve beaten it.   You’re home, and there is no more tension. You’re home, and you’re safe . . . at least until your team bats around again.




A Little Elbow Room, or Making Yourself at Home with 30,000+ Pals 

What’s true for the people who play baseball is true in different ways for those of us who mostly just watch it. On the one hand, a baseball stadium becomes a kind of home for many of us who go often. Whether it’s a big league stadium where you can leave your peanut shells scattered beneath your seat or a high school field where you know the person who chalks the base paths every Thursday, it’s a personal space. You can keep score with your private notation system, sound off authoritatively on what Bud Selig is doing wrong, or tell an ump that he’s missed a call even when you are 140 feet and a bad angle away from the plate. The first few minutes in your seat are all about settling in, finding a place to hang your jacket or purse, balancing your scorecard and any food or drinks you have, and re-familiarizing yourself with the field, scoreboard, and likeliest vendor routes. After that, it’s your space, you belong there, and, if it’s a sunny day, it really can make you sing, “I don’t care if I ever get back.” That’s also why it’s annoying to have someone next to you get up every inning; it’s as if someone keeps walking through your living room.

On the other hand, we often talk about our stadiums in ways that reflect Bachelard’s sense of the danger from which such a home protects us. For every seeming positive feature of a field, there’s a negative-sounding one. Some territory is “fair” and some is “foul.” There is an “in-” field, and then there is the much larger expanse of the “out-” field. Wrigley Field is simultaneously “the friendly confines” and, according to singer and life-long Cubs fan Steve Goodman, an “ivy-covered burial ground.” 6 And,   Fenway Park, a beloved landmark in Boston, has as its most famous architectural feature “the Green Monster.” There are elements that seem comforting, such as the three bases lined up around the infield, and there are elements that sound threatening, such as the warning track, the bullpen, or the mound. Be comfortable, the ballpark seems to say, but stay alert for trouble. The front of your ticket promises a section, a row, and a seat reserved for you; the back of it reminds you in fine print that you run the risk of getting clocked by a foul ball at any time.

In many cases, that sense of a stadium as home comes to define an area outside it as well. In Baltimore, Camden Yards has transformed from an old industrial area into a neighborhood that has a national identity. In Chicago, the area known as Lakeview for over a century has evolved in the last fifteen to twenty years into Wrigleyville, a place as famous for the bars and restaurants around it as it is for the baseball itself. Anaheim, a city that once blurred into the greater Los Angeles area even though it was home to Disneyland, has become a more concrete place courtesy of the Disney Corporation’s renaming the Angels to reflect their home. And the Field of Dreams movie site in Dyersville, Iowa is a national tourist site, proving that, once they built it, people really did come.

Those places, at least those places in the sense that they are “homes” to many people, exist because baseball is there. Without it they are not just nondescript neighborhoods, but, in some important ways, they cease to exist. Gertrude Stein once famously said of her home town, Oakland, “there’s no there there,”7 meaning that, once her childhood home was torn down, there was nothing to identify it as a place, nothing to characterize it. That was before the West-Coast expansion of major league baseball, of course, and now Oakland has a “there” again, a franchise anchored in 2003 by the best starting rotation in baseball.

The most famous example of a baseball team giving a sense of home to a community was Brooklyn, where the Dodgers, “dem bums,” were the heart of the community from the turn of the century until 1958. When owner Walter O’Malley moved the   team away, he took his place for many people among the most hated men in history. As Dodger fan Bill Reddy said, “He did a terrible thing to the people of Brooklyn, because he took away part of the cohesiveness that held the borough together.”8 Bobby McCarthy put it more dramatically. “This was like seceding from the union.” 9 Or as Peter Golenbock summed it up, “The heart had gone out of Brooklyn. The soul had fled. It’s a place to live now, that’s all.”10 For those fans and for countless others, Brooklyn stopped being Brooklyn the day the Dodgers left. It simply was not their home any longer.

For Bachelard, their sadness reflects his observation that “well-determined centers of revery [sic] are means of communication between men who dream.”11 That is, while we reflect on ourselves and on our world, we do so in a way that parallels other peoples’ reflections. We will dream no matter what, because humans are dreaming animals, but when we do so within our individual homes and when we are conscious of others doing so within theirs, we come together as a community. A baseball stadium is one such “well-determined center” for dreaming. It is a place where 30,000 of us can come together wondering whether the manager should call a hit-and-run, whether Grady Little should have pulled Pedro Martinez in the 2003 A.L.C.S., whether the guy in the Bratwurst costume will beat the guys in the other three sausage outfits, or whether the traffic will be lousy getting out of the parking lot. It doesn’t especially matter that we dream different daydreams. What matters is that we do it together, in a place that we have made our own, in a place that we share.

It’s in that light that so many fans complain about the recent trend of teams selling off the naming rights to stadiums. For many people, accepting money from a large corporation to name a stadium or advertise behind home plate feels like putting a billboard in their living room. U.S. Cellular, First Union Bank, Qualcomm Communications, Safeco Insurance, and, most notoriously, the Enron Corporation have nothing in particular   to do with the teams whose stadiums they “bought.” Unlike Wrigley Field, owned for years by the Wrigley chewing gum family, or even the newer Coors Field in Denver and Miller Park in Milwaukee, named for long-established local breweries, such corporations’ involvement makes baseball feel purely like a business, less comfortable. It is a business, of course, but it’s one made possible by the illusion that each of us has a personal connection to the team and its place. The moment someone puts a price tag on that place, it ceases to be quite so personal: it ceases to be quite so much a home.




Safe at Home 

When we use the word “home,” we tend to mean more than simply our house, however. That particular house may be the heart of what we consider home, but our home generally extends to our neighborhood, city, and sometimes even our state or nation. We can draw concentric circles outward from wherever it is we consider ourselves most centrally at home to include larger and larger areas. For example, we can live at 1060 West Addison and be North-siders, Chicagoans, Midwesterners, and Americans all at the same time, with each area functioning in some ways as a kind of home within which we feel security by virtue of our shared experience with so many others. In a baseball stadium, there is only one home plate—the various bullpen plates don’t count—but the entire stadium becomes home field for one of the two teams playing.

Most major league sports develop local followings and come to serve as rallying points for the community, but baseball has an advantage over all the others since it plays so many games. During the season, which runs from early April to early October, it generates news every day. Fans have to check stats in the newspaper or on the Internet each morning, and, in recent years, they’ve had the option of arguing on twenty-four-hour sports stations in most major league markets. Casual fans and even indifferent ones find themselves caught up in the fortunes of the local team; in most markets starting players are significant local celebrities, often endorsing car dealerships, banks, or grocery stores. One way you can recognize yourself and others as part of a shared community is that you have a common touchstone in the success or failure of the local team. “How ’bout  them Royals?” announces you as a Kansas City-ian; it declares that you have a stake in at least some local affairs.

Benedict Anderson, a theorist of nationalism, argues that it takes such a shared sense of news in order to form a sense of nationhood. No community can emerge as a nation conscious of itself until after it regards the goings-on within part of it as news to all of it. For example, Boston is four times closer to Montreal than it is to Atlanta, but, to most Bostonians, news from Atlanta is more significant than news of equal weight from Montreal. That is so because the United States constitutes a community, a “home” in the national sense, and things that take place within it are more significant than things that take place outside it. As Anderson understands it, that community of interest comes before the political community.12 One reason the United States survived as a nation was that the post-Revolutionary War generation already understood itself as part of a new nation; even after the Articles of Confederation fell apart, the people of the United States of America simply created a new government under the Constitution.

You may find yourself in Quincy, Illinois, but you know that you have entered “Cardinal Nation” because you can see pictures of red-and-black birds wearing baseball caps. Pick up the newspaper, The Herald-Whig, and you’re likely to see the Cardinals getting bigger headlines and more photographs than the Cubs or the White Sox. The sports news that most people care about is news that comes out of St. Louis. Being a Cardinals fan announces both a loyalty and a kind of home. It says that even though you live in Illinois, a state with two perfectly good baseball teams, you understand yourself, in part, as connected to St. Louis, Missouri.

For Bachelard, such an understanding of your home changes the very way that you perceive the world. In the context of your entire life, a baseball team may not mean all that much. (In that case, you are clearly not a Red Sox fan, but that’s another matter.) In the context of your sports life, however, it changes what you understand as significant. That Cardinals fan in Quincy may not care at all that the White Sox have signed Bartolo Colon yet   might regard with real anxiety that the Cubs, their division rivals, have a potent young pitching staff. A fan of either Chicago team would probably react to such news differently. He or she draws different boundaries around a different “home,” and understands different news as relevant.

As Bachelard puts it, the philosophers who “know the universe before they know the house”13 have it backwards. First we know the place we call home, for instance Yankee Stadium, and then we understand everything else through a “dialectics of outside and inside.”14 Yankee fans, and Yankee fans alone, cheered when Jason Giambi left the small-market A’s to join what was already the best-funded team in the majors. Because they are fans, because they understand their baseball “home” (the house that Ruth built) as they do, they can look at the disparity in payrolls across baseball and understand it differently than most of the rest of us. They see what happens “outside” through a sensibility formed on the “inside.” Yankee fans view all of baseball differently because they start out with a different sense of home than everyone else. Their home team benefits from the current payroll structure, so they are inclined to support it where, for instance, fans of the Pirates and Brewers, with different baseball homes, are inclined to call for wholesale changes.




Rounding Third and Heading Home 

In the end, though, Bachelard’s central point, and the point most relevant for baseball fans, is that he calls for a new understanding of small and local phenomena. He challenges us to take a new appreciation of the things that happen most intimately both because they inform our understanding of the world at large and because they contribute to who we are more subtly and more powerfully than we often recognize. In Bachelard’s sensibility, the small and the concrete resonate more than the large and the abstract, and nuance is more powerful than bombast. He calls on us to consider what is right in front of us so that we can begin to understand how we understand everything else. He asks us to take a fresh look at the idea of home so that we can   appreciate what is inside that home as well as appreciate what lies outside of it in all the directions of our imagination.

All of that is relevant because few sports turn on subtleties more than baseball does. In a tight game, the size of a runner’s lead, the way the outfield shifts to play one hitter or another, the pitcher’s delivery, and the third-base coach’s pantomime all add to the tension and drama of the moment. It can take years of watching to learn what such tiny signs signify, but that’s a part of what Bachelard is telling us. If you’re someone who has made a home for yourself in a baseball park of America, you already understand that the details of that home matter even more than its overall shape. There is a plate right next to where the batter is standing. It takes an act of inspired imagination to transform it into something that we call home.
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Minnesota’s “Homer Hanky Jurisprudence” : Contraction, Ethics, and the Twins
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Hangovers were still fading in Phoenix on the morning of November 6th, 2001. It was only thirty-six hours after Luis Gonzalez’s blooper had fallen over Derek Jeter’s head in the ninth inning of game seven of the World Series, giving the Arizona Diamondbacks their first-ever world championship. Still fresh in the minds of baseball fans around the country were Barry Bonds’s record-breaking seventy-three home runs, Ichiro Suzuki’s MVP year in Seattle, and Curt Schilling and Randy Johnson’s pitching performances in one of the most exciting post seasons ever.

But 1,500 miles from Phoenix, baseball’s owners were meeting in Chicago, doing what they seemingly do best: putting the game’s purportedly troubled business situation on the front page of every sports section in the country. The owners voted, twenty-eight to two, to eliminate two teams from the major leagues. Commissioner Bud Selig did not identify the teams to be eliminated, but did note, “The teams to be contracted have a long record of failing to generate enough revenues to operate a viable major league franchise.”

It was a matter of hours before word got out on the two teams: the first, the Montreal Expos, an understandable and expected choice given their home in a town where the top three sports are hockey, hockey, and hockey. But the Minnesota Twins was a surprise. After all, in the last fifteen years, only the  New York Yankees had won more championships. And in two World Series victories, the Twins were a combined 8-0, playing in front of their home fans in the Metrodome.

What was going on here? Put simply, baseball was a business trying to eliminate two of its parts, purportedly because of business necessities. But though Selig told the public that twenty-five of the league’s thirty owners lost money in 2001 for a total of more than $500 million, many disputed those figures. Baseball had near-record attendance in 2001—an average of almost 30,000 fans per game—and pulled in $3.5 billion in revenues. 15 Forbes magazine estimated that the Twins turned a $3.6 million profit.16 The Twins had spent much of the season in first place, and their attendance had increased by 78 percent.

The public reaction to the announcement was fierce. The Twins had a long history and a loyal following throughout the Upper Midwest, not just in Minnesota, but also in states like the Dakotas where there are no major league baseball teams. On the airwaves and in the chat rooms, the story quickly morphed into a tale of betrayal, complete with villains like Bud Selig, baseball’s commissioner and owner of the team next-door, the Milwaukee Brewers (a status which left his motives open to question), and Carl Pohlad, a multimillionaire banker who had bought the Twins just a few years earlier, tried and failed to get the taxpayers to pay for a new stadium, forcing him to spend his own millions. The story also featured a potential, if reluctant, hero, Jesse Ventura, a professional wrestler who had improbably become governor of Minnesota, and who had some experience in going to the mat in a fight. A grassroots movement began among Twins fans to “Keep the Twins At Home,” with organized rallies and other media events across the state. But this being America, this morality tale played out in the courts. And so it was that within a few weeks, a lawyer representing the people of Minnesota stepped into a courtroom to advance the somewhat remarkable proposition, based more in ethics than in the law, that a team has an obligation to play baseball.




Baseball’s Special Place in the Law 

Baseball has always had a unique place in the legal system, outside the rules that usually apply to a billion-dollar industry (though it is one). Instead, the game is governed by rules based on its mythic place in American society. Probably the most important example of this special status is baseball’s exemption from the antitrust laws. Those laws are designed to protect consumers by preventing a company from exercising monopoly power, or engaging in unfair practices like collusion that restrict competition. Back in 1922, however, the Supreme Court first decided that the antitrust laws did not apply to baseball because the sport did not affect “interstate commerce.” That notion quickly became silly as the business of baseball grew, of course, but the exemption has largely survived, most likely because of judges’ and legislators’ sentimental feelings about the national pastime and its place in society. Perhaps the exemption reflects the view that society has an obligation to protect baseball, a supposedly precious resource, from the vagaries and uncertainties of the market. Regardless, the exemption has been in place ever since Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 1922 opinion, and it possesses continued legal relevance today. For example, the reason that major league baseball owners can block teams from skipping town, without facing a lawsuit, is the antitrust exemption. And baseball owners were able to order contraction only because the exemption protected them from antitrust liability. In football, for example, the NFL cannot unilaterally order a team to stay in a city against its will, let alone fold up operations. Just ask Al Davis, the legendary Raiders owner who took his team down the West Coast from Oakland to Los Angeles, and then back to Oakland. 17

Contraction lays bare the contrast between the competitive ideal of baseball (closely paralleled by the logic of the markets), and the reality of the legal regime that governs the game. Unlike the theoretical competitive market, the owners decide who can enter, and now, for the first time, who must exit. Given baseball’s “special place” in the legal system, then, it made sense that the lawyers for the people of Minnesota came into court, on the   surface, simply to enforce a commercial contract—the contract between the Metrodome, where the Twins play, and the Twins. But the lawyers’ arguments were based more on broader notions of ethics than strictly on the law. Ultimately, the lawyers opposing contraction would successfully convince the Minnesota courts that they should consider not just traditional legal principles of contract law, but also broader notions of the public good: leading to the conclusion that the courts should, on behalf of the people of Minnesota, require the Twins to play baseball.




Ethics and Law 

Utilitarianism is the philosophical school that emphasizes the public good. First systematized by philosophers Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), utilitarianism teaches that, in making any decision, we should take the course of action that maximizes everyone’s happiness. To measure this outcome, we should identify the happiness to each individual person that would result from a particular course of action, and then “add up” that happiness. We then deduct the total amount of collective misery that the same course of action might cause. Whatever course of action has the highest total accumulated happiness is the best utilitarian option. As the basic principle is often described, actions are right to the degree that they tend to promote “the greatest good for the greatest number.”

This calculus should not be confused with deciding what would make the most people happy. If one potential course of action causes happiness in, say, one million people, and misery to only a half-dozen, it still might be a poor utilitarian option. If the happiness to each of the million people is almost infinitesimally small, and the misery to the half-dozen exceedingly great, then that option is likely have a net result of causing more misery than happiness, and is probably a poor utilitarian option (assuming there were other options that resulted in net human happiness).

It follows, then, that according to utilitarianism, a person should do that which would result in the greatest gain in human happiness: not just what would make her happy, or those around her happy, but rather that which would net the most total happiness. When it comes to fulfilling one’s word, a utilitarian might say that a promise could be broken only if the breach, plus any alternative arrangements or damages (“I’ll make it up to you by . . .”) would result in more net happiness.

Utilitarianism is an ethical principle. And there has always been a connection between ethics and law, going back to the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi and the Ten Commandments. Ethically, we think it wrong to kill and steal, and that is reflected in our laws. If a college student steals a stop sign to hang in his dormitory room, this by itself is a relatively minor offense. However, if there is a car accident at the intersection with the missing sign, and people are hurt, then the punishment becomes much more serious. In other words, the consequences matter in criminal and other areas of law; the more harm that is caused, the more severe the punishment. In such circumstances, law reinforces utilitarian ethics.

But there are also times when law is distinct from the ethical principle of utilitarianism. We see this especially with legal obligations between private parties. If a company agrees to hire a group of employees for a year, it may be obligated to pay that group one year’s salary. But maybe not, and certainly the company isn’t obligated to continue employing them after that. Maybe a company that has operated a plant in a small town for fifty years, employing 200 people, shouldn’t shut the plant down as a matter of utilitarian ethics, but it can do so under the law. Our free-market economy teaches that if it’s cheaper to breach a contract and pay damages than fulfill the contract, you can go ahead and breach it, even if the other party and all affected parties would be less satisfied with the damages than with the performance. The fact that breaching the contract would involve breaking your word does not matter, nor does the fact that fulfilling the contract would mean “the greatest good for the greatest number,” because such ethical concerns are not considered part of a legal obligation.

In a typical lawsuit, therefore, the concerns are pretty straightforward: did a party break a legal obligation it had to another party? And, if so, what damages—that is, what monetary payments—would be required to fully compensate the other party, to give him, as lawyers say, “the benefit of the bargain”? No thought is given to whether the breaching party should be punished for breaking his word, or to the non-economic losses that the other party might suffer. In other words, in the typical  case, the Twins’ community ties to Minnesota, and the heartbreak of Twins’ fans if the team were eliminated, wouldn’t be very relevant to the team’s obligations under their lease.




The Legal Obligation of the Twins 

As a legal matter, then, the people of Minnesota were arguably on shaky ground. The Twins’ landlord, joined by the state’s Attorney General representing the people of Minnesota, had sued the team and Major League Baseball seeking a court order that would force them to fulfill their lease at the Metrodome—not by making payments to compensate for damages, but by actually playing their 2002 home schedule. In contract law, this kind of relief, called specific performance, is unusual. In fact, courts will rarely order specific performance even where it is explicitly provided for in an agreement, as it was in the use agreement between the Twins and the Metrodome.

The case was initially heard by Minnesota Superior Court Judge Harry Seymour Crump, who takes his place among baseball’s long tradition of great names. On November 16th, Judge Crump issued an injunction ordering the Twins to stay put for 2002. Importantly, Judge Crump said that one reason why he could force the Twins to play was the harm that would be suffered by the fans-not just the folks that run the Metrodome-if they didn’t play. Judge Crump said:Baseball is as American as turkey and apple pie. Baseball is a tradition that passes from generation to generation. Baseball crosses social barriers, creates community spirit, and is much more than a private enterprise. Baseball is a national pastime. Locally, the Twins have been part of Minnesota history and tradition for forty years. The Twins have given Minnesota two World Series Championships, one in 1987, and one in 1991. the Twins have also given Minnesota legends such as Rod Carew, Tony Oliva, Harmon Killebrew, Kent Hrbek, and Kirby Puckett; some of which streets are named.after. These legends have bettered the community. Most memorably, these legends, volunteered their time to encourage and motivate children to succeed in all challenges of life. Clearly, more than money is at stake. The welfare, recreation, prestige, prosperity, trade and commerce of the people of the community are at stake. The Twins brought the community together with Homer Hankies and bobblehead dolls. The Twins are one of the few professional sports teams  in town where a family can afford to take their children to enjoy a hot dog and peanuts at a stadium. The vital public interest, or trust, of the Twins substantially outweighs any private interest. Private businesses were condemned to build the Metrodome. In condemnation proceedings, the building of the Metrodome was deemed to be in the interest of the public. The Commission, the State, citizenry and fans will suffer irreparable harm if the Twins do not play the 2002 baseball games at the Metrodome.18





The Twins and baseball quickly appealed, but found themselves in an ironic position. Having taken advantage for many years of the notion that baseball is somehow different or unique, they were now forced to argue that, in fact, baseball was just like any other business. Why? Because their argument boiled down to this: even if there was a lease between the Metrodome facility and the Twins, and the Twins were to breach the lease, the Metrodome would simply be entitled to money damages. Just like any storefront business that closed shop, the Twins might be responsible for making payments to fulfill their lease obligations, but no court should force them to stay in the Metrodome and play games any more than it would force the local business to stay open and service customers. Why? Because those obligations can be covered by cash payments to cover damages. Despite its apparent foundation in the law, at least one of the appeals judges seemed skeptical of this argument, asking the Twins’ attorney: “Is there no difference between the Minnesota Twins and any other commercial entity as you described?”

The Attorney General, on the other hand, argued that a cash payment would not be enough because the Twins meant more to Minnesota than the mere revenue they produce through rent payments. He argued that the Twins were a “community asset” that provided substantial non-monetary benefits, such as “civic pride, economic stimulus, and social cohesion.” By creating the Metrodome and setting up the lease agreement with the Twins, the state legislature made clear that it expected more from the Twins than money, giving the team very favorable terms. Indeed, the Twins pay no rent for use of the Metrodome, and   the stadium itself was heavily subsidized by public funds. As the Metrodome’s attorney noted, the use agreement for the Metrodome was drafted to reflect the idea that the Twins were obligated to play baseball there. “The public enters into these use agreements and spends a lot of time and resources and, in fact, even subsidizes the use agreement, in return for an enforceable obligation to play games.”19

In other words, the opponents of contraction used the very arguments that baseball had long invoked to benefit itself—that because of the sport’s place in society, it could legitimately be held to rules that might not apply to other businesses.

When the Court of Appeals issued its ruling about a month later, on January 22nd, 2002, it was clear that it had bought the argument of the fans’ representatives that the utilitarian “public interest” served by the Twins was a legitimate reason to force the team to play games in the Metrodome in 2002. The court specifically said that the public interest could be considered, and in a rather delicious moment turned Bud Selig’s words against him: Selig had once testified that if Congress ended baseball’s antitrust exemption it “could irreparably injure fans by leading to the removal of live professional baseball from communities that have hosted major league and minor league teams for decades.” In other words, the court seemed to be saying, what’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. If baseball was going to argue that it should benefit from special rules, then those rules would apply to baseball’s owners as well.

When the Minnesota Supreme Court refused to hear baseball’s appeal of the case, the game was effectively up. The Twins would have to play in 2002. On February 5th, Major League Baseball announced that it was giving up its contraction plans—at least for 2002. And by October, local fans were cheering All-Star center fielder Torii Hunter and the Twins in the post-season.




Judge Crump’s Utilitarianism 

Judge Crump’s decision, as upheld on appeal, seems to be based in large part on the idea that the Twins had an obligation   to the community in which they played. But where does this obligation come from, ethics or law?

In large part, the judge’s decision seems to rest on the idea of obligation to community—the obligation of the Twins to continue to provide certain intangible assets to a community that had given its support over several decades. For Crump, the team and its players are not merely an entertainment company and its employees, they are a part of the community and some players are among the community’s role models. In upholding Judge Crump’s ruling, the Court of Appeals cited intangible community benefits as one of the reasons why money damages could not fully compensate the Metrodome facility in the event of a breach by the Twins.

It’s not so clear, however, that all this is true, that these supposed benefits are real. Economists have said that the benefits provided to a community by sports teams are often overstated.20 In this situation and many others, it’s about getting big public subsidies for stadiums, money that probably could be put to better use. While well publicized, the charitable efforts of athletes are really just a drop in the bucket, and the athletes are not the role models they might appear to be. Perhaps at the end of the day baseball is just another form of entertainment, with no more obligations than a band playing a concert or a theater group performing a play. If Dave Matthews cancels a show, people get their money back, but even the most rabid fans aren’t going to get a court order requiring him to play in their hometown. Minnesota business leaders claimed that businesses considering moving to a city consider its sports and arts scene, for example, but many economists reject such arguments, saying the money spent on the Twins would be diverted to other forms of entertainment or other businesses.

The utilitarian idea that an organization has obligations to the community in which it operates is more radical than it might appear. Under the law, for example, businesses rarely have any obligations to the community, let alone their workers. In the movie Roger and Me, film-maker Michael Moore decried the fact that General Motors, at the time one of the largest employers in   the world, had not done more for its (and his) hometown of Flint, Michigan. But GM was not the exception; it was the rule. When it’s time to move the factory to Mexico or China, just give the workers a little notice, and the business is fine, under the law. Legally, most employment in America is known as “at will.” This means that the employee works at the will of the employer, and that the employer can choose to terminate the employment when it wants to and at its discretion. Most employers can fire their employees when they want to and for whatever reasons they want to, be they good reasons, bad reasons, or no reason at all.

For most businesses, utilitarian obligations to the community are rarely recognized. In fact, they’re discouraged. During the boom economic years of the 1990s, “flexibility” and “free agency” were the watchwords of high-flying American businesses, particularly in the technology sector. Magazine covers trumpeted the latest whiz kid who started his own dot.com and struck it rich. Loyalty to the company that trained him? That’s the old-school economy. And the lack of obligation goes both ways. Employees should act like “free agents”—like Alex Rodriguez—because businesses certainly do. When a big company moves a factory to China to cut labor costs, its stockholders jump for joy, even if thousands of American families dependent on the jobs are less enthused. If companies can look for countries with the cheapest labor, why can’t the Twins look for cities that will give them the biggest public subsidy for the most luxury boxes? Utilitarianism is not part of the legal calculus; employees are expected to just move on, even if moving on means taking a huge pay cut to work at Wal-Mart. So were Twins fans expected to move on and root for the minor league St. Paul Saints?

Why, then, did Judge Crump order the Twins to play baseball, if traditional legal principles allow a typical business to close up shop with no problem? Perhaps because, throughout its history, baseball’s relationship with the law has been uniquely tied to utilitarian notions of the public good. As far as the law is concerned, baseball has never been just another business. As Justice Holmes told us in 1922, and as Judge Crump confirmed in 2001, the law has always kept in mind broader questions of the public good when dealing with baseball. Such utilitarian concerns, frequently excluded from conventional legal consideration, are very much part of baseball’s legal tradition.




The Obligation to Play Baseball 

Maybe it does make sense, then, that there’s an ethical and legal obligation to play baseball, if not other sports. Imagine someone in the very same community bringing a lawsuit to enforce the Minnesota Timberwolves’ obligation to play the basketball season. The idea is absurd. Is it a part of the fabric of the community ? An intangible community asset? Not quite. And it’s not just about the Timberwolves versus the Twins; it’s about baseball itself. As a game of mass appeal, basketball is young, on the move, the game of the hip-hop generation, where the most exciting plays take place, literally, in the air. A good basketball team, by definition, can’t be tied down. In baseball, as Joe Kraus argued in the previous chapter, sense of place still matters: the ivy at Wrigley Field, the Green Monster at Fenway Park. Socks are still worn high, and for the most part, the manager, not the star player, is still in charge of the team.

Like the utilitarian mandate to consider “the greatest good for the greatest number,” baseball is rather retro, even without throwback uniforms to take us back in the day. Basketball, football, hockey are part of the new economy, playing by the rules of the market, subject to the antitrust laws that promote competition, operating like the businesses that they are. Under those rules, obligations to others are for suckers. The self-interest by each leads to the best results for all, or so the theory goes. But baseball succeeded in setting itself outside those rules, and now has to live with the consequences.

Before the appellate court, the Twins’ attorneys had argued that treating a baseball team differently than your typical business was enforcing the law based on emotion, not reason—that it was “Homer Hanky jurisprudence.” “The fans are cheering and the Homer Hankies are waving, but there has to be some institution that applies the law,” they argued. “It’s like the umpires on the field. They’ve got to tune out the politics, the pragmatists and have got to call balls and strikes according to fixed rules. And we look to you—the men in blue—to establish the rule of law.”

But these attorneys were in an odd position to complain, having successfully argued for many years, based on nostalgia and emotion, that baseball had a special place in society not subject to the usual rules governing market competition and creating a different set of obligations. When Justice Holmes was creating the antitrust exemption, baseball was more than happy to reap the benefits of the ruling that the game was more than just a business, and that its legitimate concerns were more than just economics. In 1972, when the antitrust exemption was challenged again before the Supreme Court, Justice Harry Blackmun, in an opinion upholding the exemption as an “established aberration,” praised “the many names, celebrated for one reason or another, that have sparked the diamond and its environs and that have provided tinder for recaptured thrills, for reminiscence and comparisons, and for conversation and anticipation in-season and off-season: Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, Tris Speaker, Walter Johnson . . .” This list, as Blackmun admitted, “seem[ed] endless.” 21 Again, no objection was heard from baseball that utilitarian ethics was ruling the day, and not legal precedent.

So, even if “Homer Hanky Jurisprudence” did carry the day to some extent, it was an understandable result. The fans had attended the games, bought the merchandise, eaten the overpriced hot dogs, drunk the expensive beer, provided the team with the land to build their stadium, and offered favorable lease terms. In short, the people of Minnesota had provided the Twins with innumerable benefits. On top of that, Minnesota had made the Twins a part of its community life. In the normal course of events, if we were talking not about a baseball team but, say, a car manufacturer, all of these points might not have mattered. The state could have given the manufacturer tax breaks, land to build a new factory, and other forms of support, but no court would have required the company to keep making cars if it wanted to close. The Twins were treated differently because utilitarian consideration of the “public good” is a firmly rooted part of baseball’s legal history. For many years, baseball took advantage of the courts’ willingness to take utilitarian concerns into account; in 2001, baseball lost when the sport tried to act against the “public good.”

Baseball once placed an asterisk next to Roger Maris’s home run record because he had a longer season to pass Babe Ruth. Much like Maris’s record, the Minnesota courts’ contraction   decisions belong to a long line of baseball cases that deserve an asterisk in the case books. These legal opinions are unique because of their utilitarian consideration of the public good. For Minnesota fans scoring at home, Judge Crump and utilitarian ethics combined for the save.
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