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It's not just that the crowd is overwhelmingly white. Actually, I could live with that
given the way that attendance at baseball has changed over the years, in part a
reflection of the gentrification of US cities. What is striking is how race plays itself out in
the stadium in this period where race is no longer supposed to matter.

At a recent game of the Washington Nationals against the Atlanta Braves (which, by the
way, the Nationals won, a remarkable occurrence given their recent record), what
struck me was a comment by my wife: “Why,” she asked, “did the fans worship third
baseman Ryan Zimmerman, yet react so differently to short stop Cristian Guzman?”
She smiled after asking the rhetorical question.

Guzman, at the time of the game (July 4th) had the best batting average on the
Nationals, with a .333 entering the game compared with a .293 for Zimmerman. Yet,
when Zimmerman’s name is announced, the crowd inevitably goes wild (and not just at
the July 4th game). Zimmerman, who has been known for pulling a rabbit out of the
hat in important games (and I actually like him) gets far more attention, even to the
point of a semi-cult, compared with Guzman. Yes, the announcers love to introduce
Guzman as “...Guuuz-man...” and Cristian has a wonderful soundtrack that
accompanies his appearance, but it is simply not the same. When Guzman comes up to
the plate, it is normally not treated as an event of significance.

The problem does not end there. Inevitably the “fan of the day” event focuses on white
people. For those unfamiliar with this, several fans are focused upon by the camera and
then the crowd must cheer the loudest for whomever they believe should win the prize.
Along with this, the cameras tend to focus on white fans generally. I have not kept
track of who sings the National Anthem or Go Bless America, but it generally seems like
it is white folks.

The impact of the totality of this phenomenon is to create a situation where Black folks,
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as well as other people of color, simply do not seem to exist. In such a situation, the
comfort level plummets. Yes, one does see African Americans and Latinos (not many
Asians) at the game, but in very specific roles: certain players (though as has been
noted, the percentage of African American players nationally dropped since the 1970s
from around 26% to around 10%); sales (concession stands where one finds larger
number of African Americans, at least at the Nationals game); and janitorial services
(which is where one sees an overwhelmingly Latino workforce that waits patiently for
the game to end before they enter the stadium, largely ignored by the departing fans).

The experience at the Nationals game is not exclusive to the Nationals. One can go to
any number of Major League (and many Minor League) games across the USA and
experience the same sensation. The game is not oriented, to any significant degree,
towards us. This subtle exclusion is certainly different from the rabid hostility that many
people of color experienced in earlier years where attending a game meant taking your
life into your hands, e.g. attending Fenway Park in Boston to see the Red Sox in the
1970s and 1980s. This exclusion is more subtle and serves as an analogue to the
notion of disparate discriminatory impact compared with intentional racist
discrimination, a notion that the Supreme Court conservative majority seems to want
to obliterate. Today’s Major League Baseball does not exclude those of us of color. We
can play, in certain numbers. Fans can attend. And some stadiums will actually reduce
the price of admission for many tickets in order to encourage broader attendance
(which, by the way, is important give the overall price of tickets). Yet the bottom line,
and one which you can feel as much as you can feel a fence, is that we are invisible; we
are irrelevant to the sport-as-commercial industry.

For this situation to change, and change it must, there must be a challenge to the
system of baseball. Such a challenge will necessitate a different role for the Major
League Baseball Players Association (which is the union representing the players); local
governments; and community-based organizations and institutions. Major League
Baseball cannot be given a pass when it comes to everything from outreach to daily
performance. The Player’s Association needs to speak up about the reduction in African
American players, but also the steps that need to be taken in the USA to increase the
numbers of young African Americans entering the sport. If the Major League Baseball
owners want and accept the concessions that they demand from local government,
then local governments should place demands on them. There needs to be far more
diversity in all fields including producers, announcers, and camera personnel. And, if
baseball is to be the alleged national pastime, then it must reflect, in all of its features,
the national entity known as the USA.

I love baseball and I am a fan of both Zimmerman and Guzman. I am just tired of
another part of US society where I am not simply taken for granted, but where my
presence is treated as irrelevant.
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