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ABSTRACT 

Sanctuary, Social Power, & Silence:  

Understanding Baseball as a Site of Contested Ethnic and Racial Terrain 

Jen McGovern 

Temple University, 2013 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Sherri Grasmuck 

 

This research examines the connections between race, ethnicity, and professional 

baseball. The importance of this project rests on the connection between the global 

presence of new immigrants on baseball rosters and changes in the ethnic and racial 

landscape of the U.S since 1965 immigration reforms. The growing number of migrants 

and their children in the U.S. is pushing the boundaries of the color-line and is forcing 

Americans to think differently about race and ethnicity. While the field of immigration 

scholarship has dramatically increased in response to these changes, research has not 

focused on cultural practices, sports, or recreation. In a parallel way, few scholars in the 

sociology of sport have looked at the implications of these “in-between” minorities. This 

research fills that void by examining race, ethnicity, and baseball at three levels of 

analysis: the structural context, the symbolic dimension, and the level of interaction.  This 

multi-layered investigation uses a mixed methods approach.  In examining the structural  

level, I use secondary source data on leadership positions within Major League Baseball. 

I analyze the symbolic and interactive dimensions at a local level within two major U.S. 

cities: Los Angeles, California and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  For both of these sites, I 

observed local media content and studied fan interactions in face-to-face focus groups 

and in chat rooms connected to local baseball blogs.  
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Overall, the structural data reveal that minorities are well represented in 

leadership positions but that those positions are not distributed evenly by skin color, 

ethnicity, and nationality.   The proportion of minorities in leadership positions has 

increased over time.  Minority leadership presence is large when compared to other 

institutions within society, but is small relative to the diverse player pool. While 

European whites and light-skinned Hispanics are well represented in leadership roles, 

African Americans and darker skinned Hispanics are underrepresented in top positions.  

Furthermore, darker skinned players in top leadership positions are subject to stricter 

criteria than their light-skinned peers.  

At the symbolic level, I examined both media and fan narratives about race and 

ethnicity. Within both sets of narratives, the most prominent theme was absence. On the 

rare occasion that race and ethnicity were mentioned, discussion centered on overcoming 

ethno-racial barriers and on ethno-racial harmony. While most media dialogue was 

neutral or positive, more subtle patterns affected how ethno-racial players were 

introduced to the audience.   Media content focused on pitchers and catchers—positions 

commonly associated with intelligence and mental preparedness, which are most often 

occupied by whites and Latinos. Greater exposure to players in these specific roles gives 

fan more opportunities to link those character traits to white and Latino and players. In 

addition, broadcaster evaluations of white players highlight dimensions of character 

make-up like work ethic and decision making while broadcaster evaluations of dark 

skinned players emphasize athleticism and physicality. In this way, both the structure and 

the content of the media reinforce the mind/body dualism that frequently characterizes 

white/black differences in other spheres of society.  Fan descriptions of leadership echoed 
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these implicit differences. They described players from all ethno-racial backgrounds in 

positive terms; however, they discussed white players largely in terms of character 

makeup and depicted black leaders as charismatic and athletic. Descriptions of Asian and 

Latino leaders were symbolically closer to whites than to blacks.  

At the interactive level, I analyzed fan conversations in face-to-face and in online 

settings. The findings underscore the importance of the social context on ethno-racial 

dialogue.    While avoidance of race talk is the norm, there seems to be a heightened 

sensitivity to introducing this topic into a leisure space in which the very presence of race 

talk has the power to disrupt group solidarity. The group mode and group level solidarity 

also have an impact on when and how race can be discussed.  In widely accessed blog 

sites, the entrance of non-baseball fans, a lack of solidarity and few shared expectations 

create an environment of open, hostile race talk. In contrast, the face-to-face nature of 

focus groups increases the pressure to follow social norms and thus eliminates the hostile 

race talk observed on some blogs. However, the setting also suppresses nearly all 

productive ethno-racial discourse.  As fan groups build up transient solidarity through 

focused interactions and shared emotional energy, they increase their investment in 

having productive ethno-racial dialogue. When fans establish enduring levels of 

solidarity, they increase the risk of threatening the positive mood of the group and 

altering the leisure setting by introducing ethno-racial topics.  

Taken together, the data demonstrate that leadership opportunities and symbolic 

representations of baseball players are structured by race and ethnicity. Despite this 

structural evidence, fans either avoid talking about race or depict baseball as a place of 

racial equality. These narratives were closely connected to fans’ desires to maintain 
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positive emotions within the leisure context of sport and to prioritize their sports 

identities over other competing ones in these leisure spaces.  The findings emphasize 

baseball as a site of “contested racial terrain.”  On the one hand, the discourse of baseball 

as a leisure space creates opportunities for social actors to build mutual trust and 

appreciation of other ethno-racial groups and allows them the chance to imagine racial 

equality as possible and achievable, even if uneven. On the other hand, the same 

discourse discourages fans from acknowledging and discussing ethnic and racial 

inequalities. The result is that baseball serves as a site of racial progress and change but 

does so within a narrow cultural context. Baseball therefore alters symbolic meanings of 

race while it simultaneously misses important opportunities to create more profound 

social change at the material level. 
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CHAPTER 1  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Major League Baseball (MLB) has gone through many changes from the league’s 

founding in 1876 up through the present. One major change has been the composition of 

the players on the team rosters.  In baseball’s early years, MLB prohibited players with 

dark complexions from participating
1
 but opened its doors to African Americans 

following Jackie Robinson’s 1947 debut and eventually included other non-white groups, 

including dark skinned Hispanics and Asians.  By 2010, twenty seven percent of all 

Major League players were foreign born, mainly hailing from Latin American and Asian 

nations. The presence of these players alongside American born players from numerous 

racial and ethnic groups has transformed baseball from a local game to a multinational 

and multicultural one. 

Robinson’s breaking of the “color barrier” ushered in an era of integration but did 

not indicate an end to racial inequality in sports. Similarly, the growing diversity of 

baseball rosters does not mean race is no longer an issue within professional baseball.  

One the one hand, there are more opportunities for players of color to participate in 

professional sports and racial differences in players’ salaries have disappeared 

(Christiano 1986, 1988; Leonard II 1988). On the other hand, segregation by playing 

position still exists (Margolis and Piliavin 1999) and is closely connected to a lack of 

racial and ethnic minorities working as officials, coaches, managers, top executives, and 

                                                           
1
 Before 1947, most Major League baseball players were of white, European ancestry.  This includes 55 

men who were born in Latin American countries or to parents who hailed from these countries.  While 

historical accounts do not give full information on how all of these men identified themselves, it is clear 

that they could be racially classified as white and that their acceptance to the big leagues hinged on this fact 

as well as on their ability to prove that they were of European stock   Of these 55 players, 73 percent were 

from Cuba and the remainder were Mexican, Mexican American, Colombian, Puerto Rican, Spanish 

American, and Venezuelan.  Today, these players would probably be classified as ‘Latino’ For an excellent 

account of these players’ roles in blurring baseball’s ‘Color Line’ while simultaneously upholding  

whiteness and maintaining a sense of difference, see Playing America’s Game (Burgos 2007). 
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in other key leadership positions (R. E. Lapchick 2001).  Non-white and foreign born 

players are featured more frequently than ever before in the media, but are represented 

differently than white North American baseball players (Eagleman 2008; Juffer 2002; 

Willis 2007).   

Sports sociologists have a long tradition of studying race and sport (Edwards 

1973; Eitzen and Sage 1978), but have been slow to examine how racial inequalities and 

symbolic meanings about race may have shifted as sports like baseball become more 

multiethnic.   Few have pushed the scholarship beyond black and white comparisons, 

ignoring the intersections of race, ethnicity, and nationality. Existing academic 

scholarship of Latinos and Asians in baseball are mainly ethnographic or historical works 

(Jamail 2000; A. M. Klein 1993; Reaves 2004; Ruck 1999; Whiting 1989) that simply 

recount one group’s experience within the sport.   Research on media and sport has 

examined representations of blacks and whites in traditional media such as newspapers, 

magazines, and television (L. R. Davis and Harris 1998) but has not examined the 

representation of multiple ethnic and racial groups in the media or the ways that sports 

fans understand and interpret media representations. 

Taken as a whole, the existing scholarship lacks an understanding of the structural 

opportunities and limitations of multiple ethnic and racial groups in U.S. professional 

leagues, the ways that the media portrays these groups, or how these multiracial 

participants might alter or reinforce American fans’ ideas of race and ethnicity. This 

project extends thinking beyond the black-white dichotomy by studying the opportunities 

and representations of baseball players within the U.S. and by looking closely at how 
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baseball fans interpret these images as they interact with each other.   The research 

explores the answers to three guiding research questions:  

a) Does ethnic and racial inequality persist in baseball?  Does it manifest 

itself in different spheres and among different ethnic and racial groups? 

b)  What messages do baseball media communicate about race and 

ethnicity? How do fans’ understandings of racial and ethnic groups reflect 

and resist these media representations?  

c) How are fan interpretations of race and ethnicity communicated through 

online and offline interactions?  

An important backdrop to this discussion is the shift in the racial and ethnic 

landscape of the United States. The 1965 Hart Celler Immigration Act repealed the quota 

system restricting U.S. immigration to European countries and opened up migrant flows 

from Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East.  The growing 

number of migrants from these regions along with their children has led to an 

increasingly diverse America.  According to the Census, the percent of the population 

identified as Hispanic or Latino grew from 12.5 percent in 2000 to 16.4 percent in 2010 

while the percent identifying as white fell slightly from 75.2 percent to 74.2 percent in 

the same time span
2
. This rapidly changing population is pushing the boundaries of the 

color-line and is forcing Americans to think differently about race and ethnicity (Alba 

and Nee 2005; Bean and Stevens 2005; Waters and Ueda 2007). While the field of 

immigration scholarship has exploded in response, the focus has been mainly on 

economic and linguistic incorporation, education, identity, and intermarriage and less on 

                                                           
2 The census question about race is separate from the question about ethnicity; therefore it is possible that 

some people who identified as ‘white’ could also identify as ‘Hispanic or Latino’. 
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sports or recreation. In a parallel way, few scholars in the sociology of sport have looked 

at the implications of these “in-between” minorities for sport. This research fills that void 

by exploring the ways that race and ethnicity function within one particular sport. 

In this project I used a mixed methods approach to explore the intersection of race, 

ethnicity, and sport.  Through analyzing data related to baseball institutions, observing 

baseball media, conducting focus group interviews with fans, and examining  baseball 

blogs, I uncover the  ways that race and ethnicity function within the structure of 

baseball, are represented by the media, and are discussed and understood by fans in 

different social settings. 

 

Research Framework 

 The majority of scholars claim that sport reproduces racial inequalities, but some 

point out that sport can also contribute to racial justice (Eitzen 2009; Hartmann 2000) or 

create new understandings of racial meanings (Grasmuck 2005). Hartmann (2000) calls 

for an analysis of sport as a “‘contested racial terrain’…a place whereby racial formations 

are constantly—and very publicly—struggled on and over (241).”   The sport of baseball 

is an ideal location to study this contested terrain because the demographics of the players 

in the ‘National Pastime’ are shifting rapidly along the same lines as the demographics of 

the nation. 

Recognizing sport as a ‘contested racial terrain’ calls for an analysis that 

addresses multiple levels within the institution.  Taking the Field by Michael Messner 

(2002) is an excellent example of such a multi-layered investigation.  He utilizes three 

specific levels of analysis for interpreting his observations about the meanings of gender 
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within sport- the structural context, the symbolic dimension, and the level of interaction.  

While each of these levels is unique, all three operate simultaneously and influence one 

another.    Social actors are both enabled and constrained by the structural context and 

cultural symbolism of sport as they negotiate symbolic meanings of race through their 

interactions.     Each of these levels operates within the context of place which also may 

influence the ways in which racial categories are created and interpreted.  

I adopt a similar multi-level framework for understanding baseball as a contested 

racial and ethnic terrain. First, I study the structural context.  This macro analysis consists 

of the ways in which the organization of Major League Baseball might constrain or 

facilitate experiences of players and administrators. Players of various ethnic and racial 

groups occupy a variety of leadership positions within the organizational structure of 

professional baseball. The ways that ethnic and racial groups are distributed in these 

positions can provide some cues about if and how inequality exists within this 

organizational structure. The number of ethnic and racial minorities who are represented 

in the coaching ranks is an example of the structural context, as are the duties and 

responsibilities to which those coaches are assigned. The structural context is important 

because it exposes how institutional hierarchies embedded within the sport reinforce or 

disrupt ideas about racial and ethnic categories.  

Next, I move to the cultural symbolism level. Here I am concerned with two 

interrelated aspects, how racial and ethnic groups are portrayed in sports media and how 

fans understand these messages. First, I am interested in dominant discourses about race 

and ethnicity that are found in the mass media such as the ways that broadcasters describe 

players from different ethnic and racial groups and how much attention these groups are 
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given.  Secondly, I am interested in the ways that baseball fans draw on these symbols as 

they construct narrative interpretations of race and ethnicity. 

Fans may draw on cultural symbols to form ideas about race and ethnicity; 

however, these symbolic meanings are generated, contested, and maintained through 

social interactions.  These interactions represent the final level of Messner’s analysis. 

While his work uses this interactionist theoretical framework to examine day-to-day 

interactions among players and other baseball professionals, I argue that these frames are 

also useful in examining how fans interact with each other to reinforce and/or disrupt 

ideas about race and ethnicity.  

Before examining the intersections between race, ethnicity, and baseball at these 

three levels of organization, I outline some general principles about race and sport in the 

United States.    Contextualizing both race and sport provides the basis for the subsequent 

overview of structures, symbols, and interactions operating within professional baseball. 

 

Race and Ethnicity in the United States 

Defining Race and Ethnicity 

 Race and ethnicity can be defined in many different ways. Racial categories refer 

to specific physical features in groups of people like skin color, hair texture, and facial 

features.  Initial theories about race focused on these biological differences as 

foundational for constructing categories of racial groups.  While variations of biologically 

deterministic theories still exist, most social scientists consider race a social construction.  

This means that racial categories are not determined by genetics; rather they are social 

categories which are used to refer to groups of people with certain sets of biological 
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characteristics.  These categories are created by actors within specific social and 

historical circumstances (Wade 2004). Because they are rooted in social forces, racial 

categories are not fixed; however, they have tangible consequences (Omi and Winant 

1994).  Like racial categories, ethnic categories are unstable, have real consequences, and 

are socially constructed; however these categories refer to people who share a common 

ancestry, homeland, language,  or culture rather than people who share similar 

phenotypes (Bean and Stevens 2005; Cornell and Hartmann 2004).  

Race and ethnicity are closely linked because they are both social categories, but 

distinct because race focuses on somatics while ethnicity focuses on descent, homeland, 

culture, and kinship. Because both are focused on some type of “origin,” both essentialize 

the categories while obfuscating social constructionism (Cornell and Hartmann 2004).   

Race and ethnicity in the United States are tightly bound historically.  Bean and Stevens 

(2005)  and Cornell and Hartmann (2004) all note that a large body of scholarly 

knowledge ignores this intersection and treats race and ethnicity as two distinctive 

phenomena.  They argue that mutually reinforcing American conceptions about race and 

ethnicity warrant that the two concepts be studied together. More importantly to my 

research, they note that the changing racial and ethnic composition of the United States 

has implications for racial and ethnic meanings and for the “color line” - the division in 

the U.S. social hierarchy whereby people socially defined as white have more rights, 

privileges, resources, and opportunities than those categorized as black.  My work 

examines both race and ethnicity to capture how this dynamic operates within the shifting 
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global landscape of baseball. Throughout this research, I use the term ethno-racial (Foner 

and Fredrickson 2004)  to describe this connection between race and ethnicity
3
.   

Ethno-racial categories are closely connected to racial ideology and to racism. A 

racial ideology assigns meanings to racial markers and assumes these meanings are 

innately linked to personal characteristics which cannot be changed. Ethnic markers are 

also assigned meanings; however, because ethnicity signals culture (and not biology), 

ethnic meanings can be changed. Ethno-racial meanings can refer to desirable 

characteristics like intelligence or beauty, as well as undesirable characteristics.  This set 

of ideas that combines to form racial ideology is just one facet of racism—a system 

where the political, economic, and social opportunity structures of people are limited by 

the racial and ethnic categories to which they have been assigned.  For example, Latinos 

may have skin that appears as phenotypically white but if they display certain cultural 

markers, they may be socially categorized as non-white. In the U.S., those racially coded 

as black or non-white have been socially assigned to the inferior group and limited in 

their opportunities while those racially coded as white have faced fewer limitations (Omi 

and Winant 1994).  

 

Changing Ideas About Race and Ethnicity 

The power of race lies in its ability to rearticulate itself (Cox 2000; Fanon 2008). 

Categories about race initially held meaning in their connection to struggles over 

                                                           
3 
An excellent application of the use of ‘ethno-racial’ can be found in Candelario’s (2007) work on 

Dominican identity in the United States.  Candelario feels that the term powerfully captures the experience 

of Dominicans because they are “racialized minorities operating in the context of histories and structures 

beyond their control, but they do so with a degree of agency and self-determination (2007:10).”    I feel that 

this description also successfully captures the experiences of the diverse group of baseball players who 

have agency within the structure of the sport.
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resources but have changed over time to reflect new social arrangements (Feagin 2006; 

Lewis 2004). Explanations of race in the early history of the United States focused on 

genetics. People believed that blacks inherited mental inferiority along with their skin 

color and facial features. They were also deemed as culturally inferior (Feagin 2006).  

Explanations of inequality as a result of closely connected biological, mental, and cultural 

inferiorities of blacks were the major modes of talking about race in the U.S. for 

centuries.   For example, prior to integration, administrators and journalists attributed 

MLB’s white racial homogeneity to blacks’ “lack of talent, intelligence, and desire” 

(Tygiel 1997:32). 

The Civil Rights’ movement had a profound impact on the rearticulation of race 

in the United States. Legislation inspired by the movement claimed to offer equal 

opportunities regardless of skin color.  Ensuing affirmative action programs opened new 

pathways and expanded the black middle class.  The combination of new laws protecting 

equality and a new group of successful black individuals made it more difficult to claim 

that blacks were inherently inferior and created a climate where openly discriminating 

against blacks and other minority groups became socially unacceptable (Omi and Winant 

1994).   

Following the Civil Rights movement, racism remained in the U.S. but has been 

rearticulated into a new form.   While racism has always manifested itself in a multitude 

of ways, the ‘new racism’ refers to diminished levels of blatant and direct Jim Crow 

racism and increasing levels of covert, subtle, and indirect forms of racism. Two key 

facets of  the ‘new’ articulation are that racist policies and practices are difficult to detect 

because they are embedded within institutional structures and that the content and the 
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normative patterns of ethnic and racial discourses have changed (Bonilla-Silva 2006; 

Tuen A. Van Dijk 2000; Pettigrew 1979; Sniderman et al. 1991; M. Thomas 2000).   The 

addition of large numbers of immigrants to the population adds an additional layer of 

complexity to understanding the current implications of race and ethnicity. 

 

Ethno-racial Structures 

 Both individuals and institutions practiced discrimination from the inception of 

the young American nation.  When discriminatory actions were legal, people and 

organizations openly engaged in racism. Civil Rights legislation advanced democracy by 

restricting many forms of discrimination but racism still persists in American society.  

Today, most individuals refrain from openly discriminating and organizations have 

revised their operations to be more inclusive. 

  Despite these changes, many institutions retain policies and practices that sustain 

ethnic and racial divisions.  Carmichael and Hamilton (2001) coined the term 

“institutional racism” to distinguish these types of systematic acts of racism from 

interpersonal racism
4
.  While the policies are not always racist in their intent, they result 

in the denial of opportunities and rights to individuals belonging to certain ethno-racial 

groups.  For example, denying ex-convicts the right to vote disproportionately affects 

blacks.    Institutional racism is difficult to detect because the discrimination occurs under 

the surface as part of normal operations. 

 A key fact of institutional racism is that it is embedded within a political and 

economic system controlled largely by whites. Policies and practices within the system 

                                                           
4
 Though early scholarship by black sociologists like DuBois and Cox presented similar concepts much 

earlier, their viewpoints were marginalized by the dominant discourse (Steinberg 2007).   
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organize and distribute resources along ethnic and racial lines while simultaneously  

generating symbolic meanings about race.  These material and symbolic inequalities are 

mutually reinforcing space (Omi and Winant 1994).  For example, whites who controlled 

MLB prevented blacks and whites from competing with each other because blacks were 

perceived as inferior.  The policy was players of color and limited their opportunities, 

thereby reinforcing black inferiority (Tygiel 2008).  

 

Ethno-racial Discourses 

Symbolic meanings about race and ethnicity are also generated through discourse 

(Winant 1998). Racial discourses are the "collective text and talk of society with respect 

to issues of race (Doane 2006:256).”  Both talk and text construct, maintain, transform, 

and destroy racial categories (Reisigl and Wodak 2000) while shaping beliefs about race 

and ethnicity (Doane 2006; Myers and Williamson 2001; Reisigl and Wodak 2000).  

Discourses about race and social norms regulating these discourses have both changed 

over time. 

Old discourses of biological inferiority as the basis for structural inequality have 

given way to discourses of social class, culture, and morality as the underlying causes of 

social stratification. These discourses simultaneously emphasize a society where rewards 

and sanctions are based on individual merit and deemphasize racial explanations for 

societal differences (Bonilla-Silva 2006; M. Thomas 2000).   

The nature of racism and racial discourses has changed but popular discourse 

continues to define racism as individual acts of hatred.  While individual acts of prejudice 

may have been tolerated before the Civil Rights movement, current social norms strongly 
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discourage such attitudes and behaviors. The strong norms against individual racism 

create a social climate where people avoid discussions about race or ethnicity because 

they fear the negative connotation of being labeled as racist. People prefer not to talk 

about race, but the topic is unavoidable because race is so deeply embedded within 

American society. This requires individuals to use a number of strategies to discuss race 

without seeming personally racist, allowing them to maintain a positive impression while 

avoiding negative sanctions. Some individuals minimize or downplay racial explanations 

of social life. Others claim that racism is an artifact of the past,  argue that ‘playing the 

race card’ is acting overly sensitive, contend that their words or actions were not intended 

as racist, or employ a variety of other ‘denial’ strategies (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Teun A. van 

Dijk 1992; Doane 2006).    

Managing impressions with regards to race talk can take different forms in 

different social contexts.  Through participant observation with two civic organizations in 

California, Eliasoph (1999) learned that people made distinctions about when and where 

race could be talked about. One group avoided talking about race because they defined it 

as a serious topic, along with politics and religions.  The members felt that discussing 

serious topics ran counter to the organization’s fun, social atmosphere. If forced to 

discuss serious issues, participants reacted by teasing and joking to keep the mood light.  

In the second group, volunteers at a local school avoided race, ethnicity, and other serious 

topics because these issues were constructed as emotionally draining and impossible to 

solve.  Eliasoph concludes that calling these individuals racist “misses an important point, 

that [they] considered even mentioning race a sign of trouble, a signal of defeat and 

discouragement, whether or not they themselves clung to racist ideals” (12).   
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These findings demonstrate the complexity of racial discourse and show that 

talking about (or avoiding) race are not used to mask ‘inner racism’ but are intricate 

strategies that take a much broader context into account, such as organizational goals and 

personal emotions. The emotional facets of race talk are rarely discussed in the literature 

about racial discourse; however, they have large implications on public discussions of 

race and ethnicity.  For example,  Bell and Hartmann (2007) collected interview data on 

perceptions of diversity. When defining and praising diversity, respondents spoke broadly 

about exposure to people from different racial and ethnic groups and experiences with a 

wide variety of popular culture such as food, music, and art.  They portrayed diversity 

with positive emotions; few respondents gave narratives about the uncomfortable aspects 

of diversity such as power, privilege, or inequality. Bell and Hartmann acknowledge that 

this data support Margaret Anderson’s 1999 Presidential Address at the Eastern 

Sociological Society, in which she warned sociologists about studying and celebrating 

differences while ignoring issues of inequality. They argue that this optimistic view of 

diversity which focuses on cultural differences “allows Americans to engage race on the 

surface but disavow and disguise its deeper structural roots and consequences” (910).   In 

the same vein, Slavoj Zizek (1997, 2002) argues that embracing “benign” differences 

between racial groups, such as cultural traditions and food, permits individuals to respect 

others while still keeping racism at a distance . These celebrations also allow people view 

the United States as multicultural nation despite persistent social inequality. 

 

 

 



14 

The Complexity of Immigration 

Post -1965 immigration adds complexity to racial discourses and to social 

inequality in the post Civil Rights era.  The addition of new ethno-racial groups has 

altered perceptions of racialized “others” and challenged existing racial categories; 

however, shifts in articulation have not occurred evenly for all ethno-racial groups.  

While scholars concur that conceptions of race and ethnicity are changing, they disagree 

about how social goods will be distributed in an increasingly multiethnic landscape.  

Some believe that divisions will form between whites and non-whites, others foresee that 

boundary being drawn between blacks and non-blacks, and others predict a triracial 

hierarchy. 

Those who foresee a white/non-white divide predict that the dominant white 

groups will racialize  blacks, Asians, Latinos, and Middle Easterners as “other”  and that 

groups such as Hispanics will demonstrate more social distance from whites and less 

social distance from blacks (Marrow 2010). Theorists who believe that social divisions 

will form between blacks and non-blacks call attention to the enduring presence of blacks 

at the bottom of the social hierarchy and the contrasting upward mobility of many other 

groups (G. A. Yancey 2003). These theories, contending that Latinos and Asians will 

become symbolically closer to whites, are supported by research showing that the 

identities of Latino and Asian biracials are less constrained than those of black biracials 

and that intermarriage rates for whites with Latino or Asian partners outpace those of 

African Americans (Bean and Stevens 2005) .  A final theory is that America will 

resemble the tri-racial system found in Latin American countries. Those that support this 

believe that skin color and class will organize social hierarchies more than race will 
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where a group of “honorary whites” will serve as a buffer between whites and a 

“collective black (Bonilla-Silva 2006).” 

In all three theories, whites remain in a dominant position, but boundaries loosen 

between them and select other ethnic and racial groups. For example, some predict that 

the boundary of whiteness may expand to encompass Latinos, but it may only expand 

enough to include light skinned Latinos, leaving darker skinned Latinos on the bottom 

rungs of the existing racial and ethnic hierarchy (Frank, Akresh and Lu 2010).   

The impact of race, ethnicity, and immigration within institutional structures and 

on racial discourses has been demonstrated in education, politics, and housing, but 

research on how it has played out in sporting institutions is less clear. This research 

explores the intersection of race, ethnicity, and immigration through institutional 

structures, media discourses, and fan interactions within the social and historical context 

of American sport. 

 

The Social and Historical Context of Sport 

 Like race and ethnicity, sports and leisure are also socially constructed. 

Definitions of sports are constantly changing in response to social, cultural, historical, 

political, and economic factors. It is impossible to recount these changes in their entirety, 

but it is important to understand some key aspects of modern sports and the relationship 

between sport, race, and ethnicity. It is also vital to highlight how these concepts are 

demonstrated through the history and culture of baseball. 
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Leisure and Work 

 Prior to the Industrial Revolution, leisure and work were not viewed as separate 

entities. Most individuals worked from home, where their pace was regulated by nature 

and by local consumer demand.  The idea of ‘leisure’ as a discrete phenomenon surfaced 

during the Industrial Revolution.  Men (and some women) began traveling to centralized 

workplaces where their labor was regulated by supervision, controlled by technology, and 

paced by a clock.  As clearer distinctions of labor and leisure emerged, individuals began 

to assign activities to the dichotomous categories of work and play(Cross 1990).  Work 

was a time when “freedom was relinquished…and gradually, people expected less 

intrinsic satisfaction from work(Cross 1990: 62)”. Instead, they sought self fulfillment 

through play. Play was marked off as separate from work, “in principle devoid of 

important repercussions (Caillois 1957:99)”  and defined  as a “respite from an existence 

filled with fatigue, worries, and responsibility (Caillois 1957:101).”  

 Because leisure is a social construction, powerful social actors and groups 

influence how work and play are defined and where the border is between the two. 

Ultimately when society distinguishes something as play it is “cut off from [its] meaning 

in the so called real world of ordinary life (Riezler 1941:511).”   While engaged in play, 

individuals are encouraged to discount anything that might be serious, and those who 

don’t heed this advice are frequently seen as ruining the game or spoiling the fun. 

 

Leisure and Sport 

 In the U.S., sports are defined as a specific form of play.  Like leisure in general, 

this was not always the case.  Pre- industrial sports were connected closely with religion 
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and other folk traditions.  Games were primarily used by communities to symbolize 

religious rituals and to express religious beliefs. During this time, games were played in 

the context of large social gatherings and were defined as neither work nor play. Outside 

of religion, games also prepared individuals for specific roles and functions within 

society (Guttmann 2004). 

 Not all religious groups used games to generate social solidarity. Protestants 

eschewed sports and influenced early American attitudes towards play and games. 

Puritans and Calvinists strongly urged followers against all leisure activities, including 

sports, because they believed that these activities detracted from the work ethic which 

was so important for salvation. Many of the early U.S. settlers were members of these 

religious groups and thus did not engage in sports or games due to the strong religious 

prohibitions  (Coakley 2008; Rader 2008; Zirin 2009).  

 Just as it changed definitions of work and leisure, the Industrial Revolution 

altered the ideas about sports in the U.S.   Many scholars relate this to the rapidly 

expanding functionalist economy and its need for a docile work force. During this time 

rural denizens and immigrants moved to cities in droves to work in factories.  While 

initially worried that sports were both immoral and antithetical to a strong work ethic, 

Puritans and other religious groups began to see sports as valuable tools for teaching 

discipline and cultivating morality among the middle and lower classes, especially among 

immigrant groups. These groups now touted organized sport as a superior alternative to 

drinking, gambling, and other ‘immoral’ leisure pursuits. From the Industrial Revolution 

and the Progressive Era through modern times, sport participation continues to be 
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associated with positive, productive citizenship (R. E. Lapchick 2001; Riess 1999; Zirin 

2009).  

 The YMCA, one of the first major organizations to emphasize the character 

building of sport, believed that “sports could deflect tensions away from an oppressive 

social structure and channel energy into safe activities (Zirin 2009:26).”  This philosophy 

reflects an alternative view of sport as a distraction, a view which had existed in pre-

modern times as well. In medieval times, members of the upper classes “saw peasant 

games and festivities as a safety valve defusing mass social discontent (Coakley 

2008:65).”  These tensions also existed through U.S. history. During World War I and 

World II, U.S. citizens debated whether sports served as an unwelcome interruption from 

the war’s efforts or a desirable respite from its stresses.  Some political groups even  

claimed that sport was an opiate, distracting people from the oppression that they faced 

(Zirin 2009). 

 Another tension that arose within the sporting landscape was the contradiction 

between sports ideals and practices. The most glaring example is that sports advocates 

preached the cultivation of positive values like inclusiveness and teamwork while 

simultaneously disallowing women and racial and ethnic minorities from participating or 

holding them to different standards. The case of African Americans in baseball is an 

example of such a contradiction. 

 

Sport and Exclusion: The Case of Baseball 

 Unlike immigrants’ sporting involvement, participation for blacks was rarely 

linked with acquiring the proper civilizing tools for assimilation.  Plantation owners 



19 

encouraged play and games among slaves in hopes that these activities would discourage 

drinking, fighting, and mischief. Owners trained some black men to box and to race 

horses, but the athletes participated for the entertainment of whites who gambled on the 

event outcomes and not to train their own bodies and minds (Rhoden 2008; G. H. Sage 

1998).  With a few exceptions, blacks who engaged in athletic pursuits were subordinated 

or completely segregated from whites. Following emancipation, sporting practices 

replicated the patterns of racial exclusion that were persistent across many institutions. 

For example, free blacks were unable to compete for certain boxing prizes.  A complete 

history of African American exclusion from all sporting institutions is beyond the scope 

of this research; however, the case of blacks in baseball exemplifies the struggles that 

blacks faced in professional sports. 

Baseball’s exclusionary practices were codified when owners of professional 

baseball teams shook on an unwritten “gentleman’s agreement” in 1888 barring black 

baseball players from competing (Peterson 1992; Tygiel 1997). This ban also applied to 

darker skinned Latino players.  Blacks and dark skinned Latinos who wanted to 

participate had to form separate teams and leagues, which struggled at the start, but 

eventually became spaces for these players to showcase their athletic skills,  thriving sites 

for African-American culture, and a boon for black-owned business (Peterson 1992; 

Tygiel 1997).  

 The growing success of the Negro Leagues led to demands for an integrated 

playing field. These demands were recognized with the Brooklyn Dodgers’ signing of 

Jackie Robinson. His 1947 debut opened the door for integration, but it also signaled the 
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eventual demise of the Negro Leagues
5
.  Other baseball organizations added black and 

Latino players from the U.S. and abroad to their rosters and professional baseball 

flourished , though forms of inequality lingered. For example, in the first few years after 

integration, many teams limited the number of blacks on their rosters and operated 

segregated Spring Training Facilities (Tygiel 2008).  Differences between dark and light 

skinned players have narrowed since these early years but disparities, outlined in detail 

later in this chapter, still exist today, 

The issue of integration was a hot topic from the years leading up to Robinson’s 

debut until just after all sixteen teams had integrated in 1959. Sportswriters in the black 

press worked tirelessly for equality and inspired protests in several American cities.   

Even Robinson took up the cause; however, he was heavily criticized for voicing his 

opinion. When he spoke out against racism in the game, he was accused on being 

ungrateful for his opportunities. Sportswriter Joe Williams opined that Robinson “came 

into the majors as a ballplayer, not a symbol” (Tygiel 2008:325). 

 

Sport and Politics 

Today, Robinson is remembered as a symbol, but his outspokenness is often 

omitted from his legacy. In fact, throughout the history of American sport, athletes who 

called attention to social and political issues were accused of being too political and 

taking the fun out of the game. Like Robinson, many faced serious backlash from 

business owners,  administrators, media professionals, and fans.  Basketball stars Elgin 

                                                           
5
 The departure of Negro League superstars for MLB teams plus the rising demand to watch integrated 

baseball caused the Negro Leagues to fold only ten years after Robinson’s debut.  Without the Negro 

leagues’ attention to the recruitment and  development of young African American and Latino ball players,   

the pipeline of talented black players was greatly reduced (Peterson 1992). 
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Baylor and Bill Russell, tennis players Arthur Ashe, Martina Navratilova, and Billie Jean 

King, and boxer Muhammed Ali all stood up for their beliefs and initially lost fan and 

popular support as a consequence. The most notable instance of popular backlash is 

associated with Tommie Smith’s and John Carlos’ black glove protest on the medal 

podium at the 1968 Mexico City Olympics.  Both runners were banned from the Olympic 

Village after their actions, as the IOC president Avery Brundage insisted that “they 

violated one of the basic principles of the Olympic Games: That politics play no part 

whatsoever in them” (Zirin 2009:160). 

 Brundage’s statements and countless other incidences of public backlash against 

politically minded athletes demonstrate an area of contested sports terrain. When leisure 

became socially distinguished from work, sports became defined as an arena where 

serious social issues, such as politics, religion, and economics, do not belong.  The issues 

are still present within major sporting events; however, fans rarely notice the issues if 

they blend into the dominant ideology. For example, fans expect sports to be severed 

from politics, yet they don’t question singing the National Anthem at most major sporting 

events or displaying nationalism during soccer’s World Cup Tournament. Scholars have 

frequently called attention to this contradiction, but popular narratives of have sport have 

remained unchanged. This contradiction is evident in the stories and symbols of our 

National Pastime.   

 

Baseball as a Cultural Symbol 

 The exact origins of baseball are debated, but most scholars believe that it 

developed in the U.S. colonies as a variation of the British games of cricket and rounders.  
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Baseball was the first professional sports league in the U.S. and like most institutions, 

operated as a segregated space until the middle of the twentieth century. While its 

popularity has ebbed and flowed since its inception, it is still considered to be “America’s 

Pastime” and continues to serve as a source of symbolic meaning. Like most sports, 

baseball is thought of as a way to build character and community as well as a welcome 

contrast to the ‘real world’.   

   Baseball is connected closely to character building, particularly to the values 

associated with the American Dream.  Baseball “allows us to sense that old American 

yearning for pure, unbounded possibility” (Grella 1975:565) and gives us the notion that 

anyone can succeed.   Not only do many people have the opportunity to play, but baseball 

is symbolically constructed in popular culture as a space where all are welcome to be 

fans, thus connecting the sport closely with the ideas of diversity, democracy, 

meritocracy, and community building (Washington and Karen 2010). Baseball is also 

emblematic of other American ideals such as hard work, dedication, respect, and 

cooperation. For this reason, learning the game of baseball has always been seen as a way 

for new immigrants to learn American culture and values (Riess 1999).  Morgan 

Bukleley, a former president of the National League, once said that “there is nothing 

which will help quicker and better amalgamate the foreign born, and those born of 

foreign parents in this country, than to give them a little good bringing up in the good old 

fashioned game of baseball” (Rader 2008:159). 

 In addition to serving as a showcase for individual and community values, 

baseball provides an important contrast from daily life and a way for people to deal with 

life’s meaningful questions.  Specifically, when people struggle to find meaning in an 
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ever-changing, increasingly complex world, they are likely to reach for something that 

they can understand to provide a sense of order. For many people, that is baseball.  It has 

been played by the same set of rules for over a hundred years with only a few minor 

adjustments. During the season, daily games create a sense of steadiness.  When so many 

people struggle with the trials and tribulations of their personal lives, it can be reassuring 

to know that barring a rain delay, there will be a game on in the evening.   In addition, 

when one season ends, there is comfort in knowing that a new one will begin in the 

spring. “Each baseball season offer a new sense of hope for so many in America, who 

have little hope in their own lives” (Ziglar 2004:112).  

 Baseball has been a source of stability through many uncertain times. Even "with 

all of its problems, in a frightening world of rapid change and sudden violence, baseball 

became one of the few traditions that America could hold” (Carino and J. Thomas 2006). 

Both President  Roosevelt’s ‘Green Light letter’, advocating for the continuation of 

baseball through World War II, and the resumption of baseball after the tragedies of 

September 11
th

  demonstrate how baseball can maintain and restore order in the 

American culture (Ziglar 2004).  

 While some see baseball providing stability and order, others portray the sport as 

merely an escape. They argue that it isn’t meant to offer explanations about life or answer 

meaningful questions, but that is merely a respite from the constant stream of demands 

that are placed on people. When asked about the meaning of baseball, Dodgers 

broadcaster Vin Scully said that baseball was about “Dreams and Escape.  Children 

dream about this game. And when we grow older, the game provides our escape from the 

troubles of day to day life” (Posnanski 2011).  The idea of baseball as a release from 
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daily tension can be traced back to a 1913 essay by H. Addingon Bruce (1913) who 

argued that “baseball… is to be regarded as a means of catharsis, or perhaps better, a 

safey-valve. And it performs this service the more readily because of the appeal it makes 

on the basic instincts, with resultant removal of the inhibitions that ordinarily cause 

tenseness and restraint” (104). 

 These narratives about escape might explain why arguments about baseball as 

democratizing force and a purveyor of the American Dream frequently eclipse a 

baseball’s actual track record of inequality.  From historical exclusion of African 

Americans, Latinos, and Asians to continued marginalization of women and 

homosexuals, professional baseball can be interpreted as a space that reflects the 

divisions of society.  Stories about societal inequality rarely enter baseball’s sacred 

spaces, and when they do, these stories praise triumphs over inequality, such as Jackie 

Robinson famous breaking of the color barrier.  Rosen (2011) argues that this is because 

narratives about sport “are more about 'us' and how we see ourselves juxtaposed to the 

world we ourselves have constructed”. In other words, they are “part of the story that we 

tell ourselves” (5). 

 Baseball’s positive steps towards racial integration overshadow its past 

transgressions and current inequalities. Robinsons’ pioneering role was a watershed 

moment in American history and to this day, sports in general and baseball in particular, 

are spaces where people interact regardless of racial differences. Player differences are 

appreciated by most spectators but more importantly, the sport builds community among 

diverse individuals.  By allowing people to communicate across racial lines, baseball 

functions as what Anderson  (2012) calls a  “cosmopolitan canopy” or a space “that 
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offer[s] a respite from the lingering tensions of urban life and an opportunity for diverse 

people to come together” (xiv). 

 Within these canopies, people of different ethnic and racial groups interact for a 

common purpose. They come together in stadiums, bars, and living rooms to watch the 

games. They discuss starting pitching on the subway and banter about the game winning 

rally over beers.  The connections that are forged in these spaces are meaningful, 

however; as Anderson notes, they are one-dimensional and do not tend to progress further 

or deeper once participants leave the canopy.  One of the reasons why relationships fail to 

transcend the cosmopolitan canopy may be because they are defined as leisure spaces – 

places where not much is at stake and the real world is on hold.   These spaces do build 

community and generate positive interracial connections but may also obscure deeper 

structural inequalities.  

 In summary sport and leisure in the U.S., particularly baseball, have been defined 

as spaces of play and sanctuary and demarcated from ideas about work and ‘the real 

world’.   This context has enabled sport spaces to challenge some social ideas while 

simultaneously reflecting and even perpetuating others.  In particular, race and ethnicity 

are social issues that have been wrestled with in the sporting institutions  

 

Race, Ethnicity, and Sport 

 Throughout the history of sport, these alternating moments of resistance to-- and 

reflection of-- dominant social ideas have often centered on race and ethnicity.   

Competing ideas about race and ethnicity remain at various levels within sporting 

institutions. They shape the game of baseball fan knowledge about the sport.  The 
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structure of baseball’s organizational hierarchy, media representations of the sport, and 

fan narratives and interactions are all shaped by race and ethnicity. 

 It is important to understand that interactions and narratives in baseball are 

situated within a historically white sporting space. The first prominent professional teams 

were composed entirely of white men.  The Negro Leagues enjoyed tremendous 

popularity among black communities but didn’t receive much coverage in the mainstream 

media. Even the best players were largely unknown outside of black communities until 

their histories and accomplishments were discovered long after the league had folded 

(Peterson 1992).  

 Today, baseball has become a multicultural sporting space where many ethnic and 

racial groups are represented.  Latinos, Asians, and African Americans are all represented 

on Major League rosters but the majority of players are white.   In contrast, only 31 

percent of pro football players and 17 percent of NBA players are white. In both of those 

leagues, there are very few Hispanics or Asians and the majority of players are black (R. 

E. Lapchick 2011). 

 In addition, blacks are far less likely than whites to identify baseball as their 

favorite sport.  In 1960, 43 percent of blacks listed baseball as their favorite sport, 

outpacing the national average of 33 percent. Since that time, the percent of baseball fans 

in all racial groups has waned but support for baseball has declined more sharply among 

blacks. Today, fourteen percent of whites list baseball as their favorite sport while less 

than 5 percent of blacks do so (Gallup 2003; Pew Research 2006). 

 Although baseball is linked predominately to whiteness, the story of the game has 

always been interwoven with multiple races and ethnicities. These stories have played out 



27 

in baseball’s organizational structures, in the media, and in the narratives of baseball fans. 

Each of these levels is connected because all three operate simultaneously and influence 

one another; however, each level also operates uniquely. The research will draw broadly 

upon research relating to these interactions, but will also utilize specific detailed research 

relating to each individual level.  Because this project looks at race and ethnicity within 

so many different dimensions of baseball, I will review some of the broad themes here 

while providing more depth and detail subsequent chapters.  Each section contributes 

valuable knowledge to address the research questioned outlined above. 

 

Ethno-Racial Structures 

 Because sporting institutions are situated within a larger racialized context, they 

are not exempt from institutional racism.  Even after the integration of sports, men and 

women of color still face structural barriers to opportunity and sporting resources 

continue to be distributed along ethnic and racial lines. Plentiful academic research 

examines the ways in which race and ethnicity are embedded within the institutional 

structures of sports organizations. 

In baseball, players defined as non-whites (including blacks, Asians, and Latinos 

of all races) are not always offered equal opportunities for equal ability. For example, 

research demonstrates that only very exceptional blacks have the opportunity to 

participate in professional baseball (Phillips 1983) and that they have shorter overall 

careers than white and Latinos with similar performance statistics (Jiobu 1988).  Both 

findings suggest structural barriers to success and illustrate that in sport “mediocrity is a 

white luxury” (Eitzen 2009:21). 
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Another major structural barrier in sport is stacking --segregation by playing position.   

The phenomenon of stacking in sport was first documented by Loy and Elvogue (1970) 

and has spawned a rich research tradition within the sociology of sport (Margolis and 

Piliavin 1999; Sack, Singh, and Thiel 2005; Smith and Leonard II 1997).  This body of 

research shows that black players are less likely to be represented in central positions that 

are most important to the outcome of the game.  Specifically blacks are more likely to be 

overrepresented in the outfield positions and underrepresented in the infield, pitcher, and 

catcher positions. 

   Stacking also has implications off the field  because experience playing the 

central positions is considered a prerequisite for top managerial and leadership 

opportunities available to retired players (Scully 1989). Yet even when considering 

previous playing position, non-whites are underrepresented as managers (Fabianic 1984) 

or assigned the jobs with the least impact on the game (Eitzen 2009; Schmidt and Keh 

2010). 

It is clear that in many ways the structure of opportunities within Major League 

baseball are organized and distributed along ethnic and racial lines.  The effects of a 

diversifying labor market are less clear. A large body of academic research describes 

different layers of the structure at different snapshots in time, but these layers try to fit 

Latino and Asian players into an existing paradigm, or ignore them altogether.  We need 

a more comprehensive picture of the structure that takes these groups into account. We 

also need a picture of how the opportunity structure has played out at a symbolic level. 
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Shared Cultural Symbols in the Mass Media 

The institutional structure of baseball is an important platform for creating symbolic 

meanings about race and ethnicity but the media also play a powerful role by 

communicating these meanings to the public.  Media narratives centered on race are an 

important source for our ideological understanding of the world (Hunt 1999). These 

ideologies can be reinforced by the perpetuation of negative racial stereotypes and more 

subtle racialized images or contested through more positive images.  Both positive and 

negative media images can facilitate and support misunderstandings and stereotypes of 

various ethno-racial groups (Feagin 2006).  One of the few institutions where non-whites 

are well represented and portrayed positively is sport. 

Sports are broadcast on radio, television, and the Internet and written about in 

newspapers, magazines, and blogs. Because sport is closely connected to the mass media, 

these places are key sites for examining racial ideologies. For example, multiple 

researchers studying the media across a number of different sports have found that 

broadcasters are more likely to describe black players using athletic descriptors, like 

speed and strength, while describing white players with intangible character traits, like 

intelligence, leadership, and poise (Andrews 1996; Denham, Billings, and Halone 2002; 

Hughes 2004; Wilson and Sparks 1996; Wonsek 1992) .   Few have studied groups 

outside of the black-white dichotomy but those who have noticed that Asian and Hispanic 

athletes were described with a mixture of positive and negative characteristics (Briley 

2003; Mayeda 1999; Sabo et al. 1996) and that multiracial golfers are systematically 

‘whitened’ (Cole and Andrews 2001; Douglas and Jamieson 2006; Giacobbi and DeSensi 

1999; Houck 2006; Jamieson 1998). 
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Based on this research, we know that media articulations of race vary for different 

groups and in different situations, but we know little about the diversity of ethnic and 

racial groups.  This clearly points to a need to expand research on ethno-racial meanings 

in sport media beyond just black and white, especially in baseball where the rosters are 

currently filled with many international players as well as non-white Americans.  We also 

need to begin to understand how people draw upon those shared representations along 

with the institutional structures mentioned earlier to build their own understanding of 

ethno-racial meanings.  

 

Using Shared Cultural Symbols: Fan Narratives of Baseball, Race, and Ethnicity 

Media discourses about race and ethnicity in the sport of baseball do not 

determine how individual actors interpret and understand ethno-racial meanings, but they 

do provide a foundation from which those meanings can be constructed.  Narrative theory 

is especially useful to understanding how audience members form meaning from the 

various public discourses offered by the media and through their own lived experiences.   

Narratives are useful analytic tools because they can help researchers to understand how 

people connect and relate their personal lived experiences to broader social structures, 

cultural expectations, and dominant media discourses (Chase 2005; Gubrium and 

Holstein 1993; Schiffrin 1996; Sparkes 2002).  

Although fan narratives about sport are logically an important part of the full 

story, research on sport and media has been heavily tilted towards production and 

delivery (Plymire 2005).  Research on audiences in other media genres show that media 

messages are not uniformly received but are influenced by viewers’ social positions and 
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that their interpretations often differ sharply from academic readings of the same media 

texts (Ang 1985; Morley 1980; Radway 1984). This scholarship also reinforces the role 

of the media as an important site for developing ideas about race and ethnicity (Jhally 

1992) while being careful to point out that the genre of the media genre can have an 

influence on audience interpretation. For example, race is interpreted differently when the 

audience is watching a comedy than when they are engaged with a drama or a news 

program (B. Cooper 1998; E. Cooper 2008; Coover 2001; Park 2009).   

There is scant research on audience interpretations of racial and ethnic meanings 

in the genre of sports programming.  Existing research portrays audiences are active and 

critical media users whose personal experiences  affect their interpretations of media 

content(T. Bruce 1998; Buffington and Fraley 2008, 2011; A. Klein 2000; McCarthy, R. 

L. Jones, and Potrac 2003; Sparkes 2002) .  This literature illuminates the need for more 

research within the sociology of sport about how audiences utilize public discourses 

about race and ethnicity and connect those discourses to their personal experiences. 

Narrative sociology is an ideal analytical tool for this endeavor; however, these narratives 

are also developed through interactions with other fans. For this reason, it is important to 

understand the dynamics of group level interactions. 

 

Fan Interactions 

Fan narratives about the intersections of race, baseball, and ethnicity are 

generated in social interactions. In the digital age, these interactions take place in 

traditional face to face settings as well as in online environments.  To understand how 

baseball fans generate narratives about race and ethnicity in both places, it is useful to 

take a micro sociological approach that looks at these interactions as rituals.  
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Randall Collins (2004) combines foundational principles of Durkhiem and Goffman with 

the sociological study of emotions to produce a theoretical understanding of how social 

meanings are enacted and constructed in rituals. Rituals produce a ‘shared reality’ which 

generates social solidarity and meaningful symbols of group membership.  These shared 

meanings are generated in everyday situations when individuals are copresent with each 

other. Collins refers to these situations as Interaction Rituals. 

As people interact, they face pressure to maintain social solidarity and to honor 

what is socially defined as sacred. Breaking these rituals produces negative emotional 

energy, such as uneasiness, and generates negative social sanctions. By participating in 

interaction rituals, individuals gain a sense of group solidarity and feel positive emotional 

energy.  Collins argues that these outcomes are what successfully hold society together.  

When fans connect with each other over baseball, they are engaging in interaction rituals.   

Differences in the structure of fan interactions can generate different levels of social 

solidarity and emotional energy between fans which affect the discussions about race and 

ethnicity. These structural differences and their effects on ethno-racial discourses are 

fully discussed in subsequent chapters on fan interactions, but the uniqueness of online 

interaction necessitates a brief introduction here. 

 

Virtual Interactions 

As the presence of sports, including baseball, moves into new media, sports fans 

increasingly rely on the Internet as a resource and as a forum for communicating with 

other fans. This transition to new media opens up new questions about the ways in which 

sports fans engage with media, with each other, and within the larger social world (Boyle 



33 

and Haynes 2003; McDaniel and C. B. Sullivan 1998)  Some authors claim that these 

new forms of media demand new ways of understanding, but others insist that we should 

adapt what we have learned from traditional media to understanding new technologies 

(Costigan 1999; Murthy 2008; Orgard 2008).   While there is a temptation to separate 

online and offline worlds , social interactions on the internet can never be separated from 

traditional social interactions (Gajjala 2008) because they still take place within a social, 

political, and historical context that is generated offline (Garcia et al. 2009; S. Jones 

1999; Kendall 1999).  For this reason, social constructions like race and ethnicity do not 

disappear in cyberspace (Burkhalter 1999; DiMaggio et al. 2001; Murthy 2008; Tynes, 

Reynolds, and Greenfield 2004) and online discussions about race and ethnicity reflect 

offline social discourse about the topics (Kendall 1999; McKee 2002).  

 Although online and offline discussions about race are situated within the same 

social and historical context, there are important differences between the two forms of 

interaction which might affect the ways in which social actors discuss race and ethnicity.  

Frank discussions of racial attitudes are avoided in face to face settings but not behind the 

cloak of the Internet (Bargh and McKenna 2004).  Specifically, the discussions online 

may be more ‘politically incorrect’ and provide insight into the types of racial and ethnic 

stories that one might censor in a face-to-face setting.  In contrast, virtual environment 

allowed individuals of different racial and ethnic background to express thoughts and 

feelings without some of the hesitations that might occur in a traditional setting (McKee 

2002).   The similarities and differences between online and offline discussions of sport 

can provide valuable knowledge of the ways in which the social context influences the 

ways that narratives are recounted.  
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Research Questions Revisited 

 A solid understanding of sociology race, ethnicity, and sport in the United States 

enabled me to analyze several ethno-racial themes within the sports of baseball.  

Research on institutional racism and the on ethno-racial structures within sport lays the 

groundwork for determining if ethnic and racial inequality persists in baseball. 

Expanding current research to include a broader mix of ethnic groups enables me to 

determine if inequality manifests itself in different spheres and among different ethnic 

and racial groups.  Examining both media and fan discourses explores the messages 

found in media and whether or not fans’ understandings of racial and ethnic groups 

reflect or resist these media representations.   Locating these fan understandings in social 

interactions unveils how fan interpretations of race and ethnicity are communicated 

through online and offline interaction.  
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CHAPTER 2 – METHODS AND CONTEXT 

 Given my concern with the way that race and ethnicity operate at multiple levels 

of analysis, I relied on a mixed-methods approach. My methods addressed the research 

questions at the structural level by examining the organizational hierarchy, at the cultural 

level as evidenced in the media constructions and corresponding fan interpretations, and 

at the interactive level of fan discussions.   At the structural level, I conducted a statistical 

analysis of the playing and leadership opportunities within MLB. At this macro level, I 

focused on the entire national organization to give comprehensive picture of the available 

opportunity structure.  At the symbolic and interactive levels, I observed fan interactions 

through face to face focus groups and in online discussion forums. For the fan analysis, I 

conducted research in two cities, Los Angeles and Philadelphia, in order to examine how 

the fan interpretations differed within the local contexts where baseball is consumed.  

 In presenting the research methods, I begin by identifying the processes that I 

used in the macro level first. I then follow this by providing a brief profile of each city 

before introducing the specific methods that I utilized in each city. 

 

Structural Level 

 To address differences in representation at the structural level, I conducted a 

series of statistical analyses, including descriptive statistics to provide overall context and 

inferential statistics from which I draw conclusions about how race and ethnicity are 

associated with structural opportunities and limitations.  The starting point for this 

analysis comes from The Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport (TIDES). Since 2001, 

TIDES has compiled an annual “Racial and Gender Report Card” (RGRC) which 
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assesses hiring practices in major sport institutions (R. Lapchick n.d.)  The TIDES group 

uses official team media guides to collect demographic data on Major League Baseball.  

The report gives racial and ethnic breakdowns of the number of players and their 

positions. It also provides racial, ethnic, and gender breakdowns of key leadership 

positions including managers, coaches, owners, vice-presidents, medical personnel, and 

broadcasters. The report is a demographic snapshot of the organization of baseball; it 

does not include any information about the characteristics of the people that occupy the 

leadership positions or the roles that they play.  This type of background information is 

vital to understanding whether the structure provides equal opportunity for equal abilities 

and if that provision differs by ethno-racial group. 

 I used this report as a starting point to conduct a more in depth analysis of the 

structures of Major League Baseball with regard to issues of race and ethnicity. In order 

to capture additional complexity that the report does not delve into, I used multiple data 

sources to create a database containing information about players and other leadership 

positions within baseball. This database included statistical records for these individuals.  

To the records, I added information of player race and ethnicity, which I coded for with 

the help of a research assistant. In total, I coded for race and ethnicity and analyzed the 

corresponding records for 1,743 players, 249 managers, 1,076 coaches, 86 umpires, and 

203 broadcasters. The process is fully detailed in Chapter 3. 

 The way that racial and ethnic minorities are distributed within the organizational 

hierarchy provides cues about where inequality exists within the institutional structure. It 

does not provide any information about the way that local fans interpret those structures.  
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To develop an understanding of those local interpretations, the remainder of the research 

was conducted in two different major league cities, Philadelphia and Los Angeles. 

 

The Local Context of Baseball and the Research Sites 

Because race and ethnicity are social categories, symbolic meanings associated 

with these categories are not standard or fixed, but can change over time and vary by 

situation.  They are also locally situated.  The meanings attached to ethno-racial groups 

can shift based on the regional (McDermott 2006) or the national (Lamont 2000) context 

because locally situated social actors draw upon different sets of cultural resources and 

operate under different structural conditions.  Within the U.S., the cultural impact of new 

immigrants is uneven because they are spatially concentrated in certain regions of the 

country (Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  

It follows that research on the symbolic meanings attached to race and ethnicity 

should recognize the role of local context. While the structure of the MLB organization is 

the same for all thirty teams, each team plays in a different city with a unique local 

context.   The history of each city, the people that live there, and the relationship between 

the team and the city are all factors which might affect the ways in which ethno-racial 

narratives are created and contested.   

In Los Angeles and Philadelphia, I selected two current franchises that existed 

prior to racial integration in 1947
6
.  The longevity of the two franchises is one reason 

why Philadelphia and Los Angeles are ideal cities to compare the connections between 

                                                           
6
 The Dodgers moved from Brooklyn to Los Angeles in 1958. 
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baseball and meaning-making in that long histories often live on in the consciousness and 

narratives of fans.  In addition, there is a strong baseball tradition in each place and both 

teams have enthusiastic fan bases as well as competitive teams that have made the 

playoffs multiple times since 2000.   Despite these similarities, the two cities have 

divergent histories which are closely interwoven with migration and the presence of 

ethno-racial groups.  This history is vital to recognizing the current understandings of 

race and ethnicity within each city.  

 

The History of Philadelphia 

 Philadelphia was chosen as the first capital of Pennsylvania upon the state’s 

founding in 1681.   Following the revolutionary war, it became an established center of 

culture, finance and trade for the new nation.  As the new century dawned, education, 

law, and medicine also contributed to a thriving economy in the growing city (Wolf 

1990). By 1820, manufacturing began to replace commerce and finance. Philadelphia 

became one of the top industrial cities and a popular site for immigration, as many 

southern and eastern Europeans migrated there to work in factories and on the railways.  

European Jews, Irish, Germans, Italians, and Polish were the largest groups of 

immigrants in Philadelphia. The rise in immigration fueled the growth of the city through 

the remainder of the century and into the early 1900s (A. F. Davis and Haller 1973; 

Golab 1973; Wolf 1990) but Philly still had a lower proportion of foreign born residents 

than other major metropolises like New York, Chicago, and Boston (Golab 1973).   

 One of the reasons that Philadelphia had a smaller foreign born population was 

because it had the largest free black population outside of the slave south, second only to 
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Baltimore (Hershberg 1973). U.S. cities with large black populations tended to draw 

smaller numbers of immigrants because black Americans held low status jobs, like in 

domestic service, that immigrants would otherwise occupy (Golab 1973).  Blacks in 

Philadelphia were free, but still faced a great deal of prejudice and discrimination. They 

were disenfranchised, segregated, and treated poorly by whites and by immigrants within 

the city. Much of the violence in the city between 1830 and 1850 was directed at blacks 

(Hershberg 1973; Weigley 1973; Wolf 1990).  

              The city population continued to grow through the early 1900’s, stagnated 

through the war years, and then dropped sharply as a consequence of deindustrialization 

and suburbanization (Adams et al. 1993; Kuklick 1993; Wolf 1990).   Population loss 

did not occur evenly across the various ethnic and racial groups who lived in 

Philadelphia.  The white population left the city for the suburbs while poor blacks and 

Latinos remained (Adams et al. 1993). Immigration, while increasing and contributing to 

urban renewal in other U.S cities, remained low in Philadelphia, a “former gateway city” 

(Singer 2004) for immigrants.  In 2011, the city still had a much smaller foreign born 

population than other large cities, but had received a small surge of new foreign-born 

residents who are beginning to diversify a city that was formerly polarized by blacks and 

whites (Takenaka and Osirim 2010). 

 Even with these more recent changes, African Americans are still the largest 

single group in the city of Philadelphia. While they make up a large proportion of 

Philadelphia’s underclass, the city is also home to many upper and middle class African 

Americans. The black community has been more recently joined by Africans (Osirim 

2010) and Haitans (Lundy 2010).  Puerto Ricans are the largest Latino population in 
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Philadelphia but the community has recently diversified as they were joined by a wave of 

Cuban refugees and Dominican migrants in the sixties, Central American and Colombian 

refugees in the seventies and eighties, and Mexican immigrants in the nineties (Atlas 

2010; Vazquez-Hernandez 2010). The Asian community in Philadelphia includes larger 

groups of Vietnamese and Chinese immigrants (Sze 2010), Indians (Chakravarthy and 

Nair 2010), and a smaller Cambodian population (Takenaka and Osirim 2010). Most of 

the members of the various Asian groups are either foreign born migrants or their 

children and thus have fairly short histories within the city; however, they may become 

more prominent as the Asian community continues to grow and diversify. White ethnic 

communities retain a strong presence in the Philadelphia area.  There are still large 

sections of the city that are populated by non-Hispanic whites, who also make up the bulk 

of the population in the surrounding suburban areas.   

Table 2.1 Ethno-Racial Groups in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

 City Of Philadelphia  Philadelphia MSA 

 2000 2010   2000 2010 

Total 

Population 1,517,550 1,528,306  6,188,463 5,971,483 

White 45.0% 41.5%  72.5% 68.8% 

Black 43.2% 43.8%  19.6% 20.9% 

Asian 4.5% 6.4%  3.2% 5.0% 

Other
a
 4.5% 8.3%  2.7% 5.3% 

      

Hispanic/Latino 8.5% 12.3%   5.6% 7.9% 

a: Includes people identifying as Other, Two or More Races, 

American Indian, and Native Hawaiin or Pacific Islander 

 

The History of Los Angeles 

Like in Philadelphia,  migration and industrial transformation have played a major 

role in shaping Los Angeles. When California joined the union in 1850, L.A. was a small 



41 

agricultural village with 1,610 people but it rapidly grew into one of the largest 

settlements on the Pacific Coast. Migrants are responsible for L.A.’s ascent into the 

nation’s second largest city, but the composition of those migrant streams has changed 

over time.   

Los Angeles was founded in the late 18
th

 century by Spanish missionaries and was 

inhabited mainly by California natives and Spanish colonists.  Mexico declared its 

independence from Spain in 1821 but ceded California to the United States following the 

Mexican-American War in 1846.  Once part of the U.S., capitalists from Los Angeles and 

San Francisco bought much of the land and divided it up into smaller holdings, forming 

the basis for L.A.’s early urban economy (Fogelson 1993).  

The population of L.A. rose steadily in the middle part of the 19
th

 century until the 

arrival of a transcontinental railroad in 1883 lowered costs, eased travel, and paved the 

way for the “Great Migration” into the City of Angels.    Three quarters of all migrants 

were native-born and relocated from other parts of the United States while a small 

proportion of migrants came from Japan and Mexico (Fogelson 1993; Waldinger and 

Bozorgmehr 1996). These foreign born migrants along with increased numbers of 

African American and Mexican American residents made a up a small but growing 

population of people of color in the Los Angeles area (M. Davis 2006; Laslett 1996).   

Prior to World War II, LA’s economy was based mainly on commerce, real estate, and a 

small but growing manufacturing sector.  After World War II, growth and jobs were 

fueled mainly by the arrival of the defense and aerospace industries to Southern 

California as well as by growth in high technology, entertainment, and tourism (Sides 

2006a).  The growth in the economy and numerous jobs still continued to attract domestic 
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migrants in large numbers, but it wasn’t until the 1965 immigration reforms that more 

foreign born immigrants moved into L.A. in large numbers. The foreign born population 

rose dramatically as migrants to Los Angeles came mostly from Mexico and Central 

America, Asia, and the Middle East (M. Davis 2006; Laslett 1996; Schiesl and Dodge 

2006; Sides 2006a; Waldinger and Bozorgmehr 1996).  The non white population of L.A. 

has continued to expand since 1965 through a steady stream of new migrants and through 

the growth of the second and third generation.  L.A. is the second largest city in the 

country, with  53.1 percent of the residents identifying as non-white and 46.5 percent 

identifying as Latino. 

The transition to a diverse community has not always been easy. Highly 

publicized race rioting in 1965 and 1992 still cast a shadow on the city’s reputation 

(Sides 2006b) and  legislation targeting undocumented immigrants has caused a rift 

between Latinos and other Angelinos (Schiesl and Dodge 2006).  Regardless of this 

tension, Los Angeles continues to hold a reputation where numerous ethno-racial groups 

live in harmony. 

White Anglo groups still make up a large proportion of the city of Los Angeles 

and the metropolitan area; however, distinctions between white ethnic groups are not 

prominent as they are in East coast cities like Philadelphia. Outside of Jewish residents, 

few white groups in L.A. maintain a sense of ethnicity (Waldinger and Lichter 1996). 

Today L.A’s black population is divided between the poor black communities in South 

Los Angeles and an upwardly mobile black middle class whose members inhabit black or 

mixed middle class neighborhoods within the city (Grant, Oliver, and A. D. James 1996; 

Sides 2006a).  
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The largest ethnic population in Los Angeles is of Mexican descent
7
, including 

both a large Mexican American population as well as a numerous foreign born Mexicans.  

While some of the older generations are moving into the middle class and out to the 

suburbs, migrants who recently came from Mexico remain in the working and lower 

classes and remain segregated in barrios (Miranda 2006; Ortiz 1996).  They are joined by 

recent wave of migrants from Central America, mainly El Salvador and Guatemala, who 

have either formed their communities, or have integrated into existing Spanish-speaking 

Mexican communities (Lopez, Popkin, and Telles 1996).   

Chinese and Japanese migrants had been in Southern California since the end of 

the Gold Rush (D. Hata and N. Hata 2006a).  These communities remained small until 

1965 immigration reforms opened up Los Angeles as a gateway for Asian immigrants, 

including both high skilled laborers and poor refugees. Some Asian groups have 

experience a great deal of upward mobility and success while other continue to struggle 

in poverty. Sizeable Asian and Asian-American groups in Los Angeles include Chinese, 

Japanese, Filipinos, Koreans, Indians, Southeast Asians, and Pacific Islanders (D. Hata 

and N. Hata 2006a, 2006b). 

  It is clear that ethnic and racial groups had a major impact on the development of 

Philadelphia and Los Angeles and continue to affect the cities as they grow and change.  

The contrasting reputations of Philadelphia as a racially hostile city and of Los Angeles 

as a racially friendly metropolis were reinforced on the baseball field 

                                                           
7
 Migration from Mexico is not a post-World War II phenomena; Mexicans lived in L.A. prior to the 

population boom and labor from south of the border has long been present as basis of industrial growth for 

L.A. In early Los Angeles, Mexicans lived in a segregated space near the plaza section of downtown but 

population increases resulted in a shift to the barrios to the east. The number of Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans fluctuated in response to the both countries’ economies and to the political climate in Mexico 

but retained a presence in and around the downtown area, where there is still a large Mexican population 

(Romo 1983). 
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Table 2.2 Ethno-Racial Groups in Los Angeles California 

 City Of Los Angeles  Los Angeles MSA 

 2000 2010   2000 2010 

Total 

Population 3,694,820 3,797,144  16,373,645 12,849,383 

White 46.9% 52.2%  55.1% 54.7% 

Black 11.2% 9.5%  7.6% 6.9% 

Asian 10.0% 11.3%  10.4% 14.8% 

Other
a
 31.9% 27.0%  26.9% 23.6% 

      

Hispanic/Latino 46.5% 48.8%   40.3% 44.5% 

a: Includes people identifying as Other, Two or More Races, 

American Indian, and Native Hawaiin or Pacific Islander 

Source: 2000 Census, 2010 Census 

 

Baseball in the City of Brotherly Love 

 

Philadelphia has been a home for Major League baseball teams for over a century.  

The Philadelphia Phillies were formed in 1883 and remain in Philadelphia today as a 

member of the National League. The Phillies had a reputation for hostility towards 

integration. In 1947, Jackie’s Robinson’s first year with the Dodgers, the Phillies’ general 

manager threatened to cancel the series with Brooklyn if Robinson made the trip. While 

league rules prevented him from following through with this request, he was successful at 

convincing the Benjamin Franklin Hotel to turn the team away from their previously 

scheduled accommodations. During this same series, Phillies manager Ben Chapman and 

several Phillies players notoriously harassed Robinson with racial taunts and remarks.   

This is not to say that the entire organization was racist; the team’s third baseman, Lee 

Handley, apologized to Robinson for his teammates’ behavior (Kahn 2005), but small 

gestures like Handley’s didn’t trickle up very far as the Phillies were one of the last three 

teams to integrate.   
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In 1951, the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania prepared a report 

on conditions affecting baseball attendance. The report, produced in conjunction with the 

Phillies, advised the organization to encourage support among the city’s large black 

community in the city and advised them that hiring black players would help with this 

goal.   At this time, some black Philadelphians attended games but only to root for 

Brooklyn Dodgers and other integrated teams (Kashatus 2005). Despite their financial 

struggles, the organization ignored the advice. The black press, leaders of the black 

community, and the local NAACP all pressured the Phillies to integrate but owner Bob 

Carpenter was known to resist the presence of blacks on Major League rosters.  When 

criticized for the organization’s lack of opportunities for blacks, he said, “I’m not 

opposed to Negro players. But I’m not going to hire a player of any color or nationality 

just to have him on the team” (Kuklick 1993:148).  

Ten years after the Robinson broke in with the Dodgers, the Phillies became the 

last National League team to integrate their roster leaving only the American League’s 

Detroit Tigers and Boston Red Sox with all-white rosters (Kuklick 1993). Five years later 

in 1962, the organization finally ended segregation in Spring Training facilities, one of 

the last teams to do so. During this time, the Phillies did not have any key African 

American players. Instead, they employed several marginal black players from Latin 

America because they were viewed as less threatening than African Americans (Kashatus 

2005; Kuklick 1993).  

The team’s first prominent African American player, slugger Dick Allen, debuted 

in 1964. Allen was a superstar on the field but generated much controversy off the field 

during a time of city change stemming from the Civil Rights Movement.  The white 
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media described him as arrogant, malcontented, and radical while the black media 

portrayed him as misunderstood. He was revered by fans for his power at the plate but 

was also mercilessly booed and blamed for the teams’ failures and controversies. Kuklick 

1993) notes that “white rooters seemed to come to the stadium to witness in Allen’s 

behavior the attraction and the revulsion of this time of shifting race relations. The park 

was the place where many white people expressed puzzlement, rage, and a modicum of 

grudging respect” (163). 

Fifty years have passed since integration and the Philadelphia Phillies, like most 

Major League teams, have a diverse roster.  In 2011, they had two African American all-

stars, Jimmy Rollins and Ryan Howard, and three other African American players. Of the 

42 players who appeared for the Phillies in 2011, their roster listed ten Latino players 

from six places: Cuba, Dominican Republic, Panama, Puerto Rico, Venezuela and the 

United States.  Two Hawaiian players and one player of mixed Chinese/European 

ancestry appeared for the Phils in 2011 and helped the diverse squad reach their fifth 

straight National League East title. 

 

Baseball in the City of Angels 

 Unlike Philadelphia, the city of Los Angeles has only been home to Major League 

Baseball for a little over fifty years; however, California has a rich baseball tradition 

(Nelson 2004) and the Dodgers franchise has an important history before their move to 

Los Angeles. The Dodgers joined the National League in 1890 and were the pride of 

Brooklyn until 1957 when the ownership moved the team west, but the team retained the 

name, the uniforms, and the storied franchise history.   
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The Philadelphia Phillies’ reluctance to integrate stands in sharp contrast to the 

Dodgers’ willingness to open new frontiers.  The Dodgers became the first team to 

integrate baseball when they signed Jackie Robinson, but also were one of the first teams 

to have multiple black players on their roster.  Once relocated to Los Angeles, the 

Dodgers became one of the first teams to establish a major presence in Latin America, to 

build a full time training academy in the Dominican Republic, and to make local 

connections in the region (A. M. Klein 1993). The organization also established ties in 

Asia where they worked to develop the game at the grass roots level and played 

exhibitions from time to time.   The first Korean player in the Major Leagues (Chan-Ho 

Park) and the first Taiwanese player (Chin-Feng Chan) both debuted as Dodgers (A. M. 

Klein 2006). The Dodgers didn’t blaze trails by simply hiring a diverse squad; they 

aggressively marketed these players. The buzz over Robinson from the Brooklyn days 

was a precursor to Angelino’s appetite for ethno-racial superstars.  Jewish pitcher Sandy 

Koufax, Mexican hurler Fernando Valenzuela
8
, and Japanese pitcher Hideo Nomo all 

were popular stars for Los Angeles (A. M. Klein 2006).  

The Dodgers organization is not free from ethnic or racial controversy.  The battle 

for the land in Chavez Ravine, site of Dodger stadium in Los Angeles, was well 

publicized and controversial because the stadium construction displaced many residents, 

who were mostly poor and black or Hispanic
9
 (N. Sullivan 1989).  Following this dispute, 

                                                           
8
 The Valenzuela case is especially notable; the “Fernandomania” that swept the nation in the early eighties 

represented a breakthrough for Latino players. Prior to this time, there were many Latino players who faced 

a “glass ceiling” when it came to marketing, but Fernando took the city and the nation by storm. He was 

popular on both sides of the border and was an ambassador to the large Mexican American fan base living 

in the city, who are still avid Dodgers fans today (Dewey 2004). 
9
 The space had been cleared for a proposed public housing project that never got off the ground because it 

was voted against in an earlier referendum.  A long legal dispute ultimately turned the land over the 

Dodgers, but some of the residents of the ravine refused to move and were eventually evicted by county 

deputies.  Media broadcasts and reports of the eviction cast the Dodgers as unsympathetic to the residents. 
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the Dodgers and the city “became villains…and the displaced community was recalled as 

an ethnic paradise of lush gardens and frequent fiestas. Many who followed the team 

believed that this conflated version of events led Mexican-Americans to resent the 

Dodgers and stay away from games” (D’Antonio 2010:301). 

Even with the Chavez Ravine controversy, the Dodgers served “As a symbol of 

integration… [and] seemed to get a pass during the race riots of 1965, when movie 

theaters and museums closed and other events were cancelled. While gun dealers 

reported a run on weapons in both black and white neighborhoods, the games went on as 

usual and without incident in Dodger Stadium (D’Antonio 2010:330).”  This is still 

reflected today as just about fifty percent of the players who appeared for the Dodgers in 

2011 were non-Hispanic whites –a lower number than the league average.  The roster had 

players from eleven different countries, including 11 from Latin America (Dominican 

Republic (5), Venezuela (3), Mexico, Nicaragua, and Puerto Rico), one from Japan, and 

one from Taiwan. The Dodgers also had multiple non-white U.S. born players including 

five African Americans and three Mexican Americans. 

 

Comparing Philadelphia and Los Angeles 

 Within the national pastime, the Dodgers have served as trailblazers for racial and 

ethnic groups while the Phillies lagged behind. Beyond baseball, Philadelphia served as a 

gateway for United States immigration prior to 1965, whereas Los Angeles has emerged 

as a new gateway city for the post-1965 wave of immigration.  Philadelphia is the sixth 

largest U.S. city (Population: 1,448,911) while Los Angeles is considerably larger and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Despite the fact that numerous other projects had failed in this space and although it was later revealed that 

many of the evicted residents had not been paying rent or taxes, the Dodgers reputation in the city was 

sullied. 
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ranked second (Population: 3,749,058).   The ethno-racial compositions of the cities are 

also very different as revealed in Table 2.3.  The city of Los Angeles is only 9 percent 

black while the city of Philadelphia is 43 percent black. Los Angles has an Asian 

population (10.4 percent) almost double that of Philadelphia’s (5.5 percent) and also has 

a much larger Latino population (44 percent) than Philadelphia (11 percent).   The largest 

minority group within each city is distinct (black in Philadelphia, Latino in L.A.) but 

similar in relative proportion. The demographics within the cities are very similar to the 

demographics of the cities’ respective metropolitan areas (MSA) which are more 

representative of the overall fan base. Both MSA’s have a larger white population than 

the city, but the distribution of the other groups does not change. The Los Angeles MSA 

has a large Latino population (44%), a sizable Asian population (13.7%), and a smaller 

black population (7.2%) while the Philadelphia MSA is populated largely by whites 

(70.6%) and blacks (20.2%) with a small but growing population of Asians (4.3%) and 

Hispanics (6.7%). 

Table 2.3 Demographic Comparison of Philadelphia and Los 

Angeles, 2010 Census 

 City  MSA 

 Philadelphia 

Los 

Angeles   Philadelphia 

Los 

Angeles 

Total 

Population 1,528,306 3,797,144  5,971,483 12,849,383 

White 41.5% 52.2%  68.8% 54.7% 

Black 43.8% 9.5%  20.9% 6.9% 

Asian 6.4% 11.3%  5.0% 14.8% 

Other
a
 8.3% 27.0%  5.3% 23.6% 

      

Hispanic/Latino 12.3% 48.8%   7.9% 44.5% 

a: Includes people identifying as Other, Two or More Races, American 

Indian, and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

Source: 2010 Census 
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These demographic differences are advantageous for making a comparison 

between the two cities. The greatest numbers of foreign ball players are Latino and Asian. 

L.A. has sizable Latino and Asian populations while the same groups have a much 

smaller presence in Philadelphia.  Another major demographic difference is the black 

population. Race means something different in Philadelphia where almost half of the 

population is black than in Los Angeles where only less than ten percent of the 

population is black.  For all ethno-racial groups, including whites, ethno-racial meanings 

are also being formed in the city outside of the baseball diamond. The large numbers of 

Asians and Latinos in L.A. and of blacks in Philadelphia have different histories and 

create very different contexts for constructing ethno-racial narratives.  For example, 

whites in Los Angeles might feel more threatened by Latino players because of the public 

narratives about immigrants and economic security or they might embrace the 

multicultural diversity of their home team.     Likewise, as a city with low levels of 

immigration, Philadelphians may be relatively more hostile to foreign athletes. 

It is important that the percentage and the make-up of the Latino population are 

very different in the two cities. In Philadelphia, more than two thirds of all Latinos are 

Puerto Rican while in L.A., about two thirds of the Latinos are Mexicans.  About ten 

percent of the foreign born major league players are Puerto Rican while another 5.5 

percent are Mexican born; however, the top nations that supply Major League Baseball 

with Latino players are the Dominican Republic (35 %) and Venezuela (24%).    The 

2011 Phillies and Dodgers had about the same number of Latino players, but those 

Latinos have different origins.  The Los Angeles team has primarily Venezuelan and 
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Dominican players, but the Philadelphia team has a much more diverse mix of Latino 

players.    

This represents a potential disadvantage of these study sites.  While L.A. has a 

diverse Latino population, it is not the same as the Latino population in the major 

leagues. I do not assume that all people of Latino ancestry share the identity attached to 

the ethnic category; many Mexicans in Los Angeles are likely to see Dominicans and 

Venezuelans as very different from themselves though others may share a pan-ethnic 

solidarity.  Likewise, other ethno-racial groups may view the Dominicans and Mexicans 

very differently.   Despite this disadvantage, I still believe the cities present a useful 

comparison and that there is still a benefit to working with diverse Latino populations.  

This might even present the opportunity to observe moments of pan-Latino ethnicity 

whereby Mexicans in L.A. and Puerto Ricans in Philadelphia identify strongly with all 

Spanish speaking players or commentators impose pan-ethnic categories by lumping 

Spanish speakers together despite their mixed backgrounds. 

 In addition to the advantages presented by the demographic differences, there are 

several other benefits to comparing these two cities.  While the teams’ approaches to the 

game will differ slightly, both are in the National League which is an important natural 

control as both must employ similar baseball strategies which place emphasis on the 

same skill sets.  On a personal note, I have lived in both in Philadelphia and Los Angeles 

and so I am familiar with the ways in which race is popularly discussed in many contexts. 

I also have several contacts within the Phillies organization and diverse, personal contacts 

in both cities that had helped me to locate participants and navigate through this project.  

All of these advantages combine to make Los Angeles and Philadelphia worthy sites for 
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exploring the ways that race and ethnicity are presented in the media and interpreted and 

discussed by local fans.  I took these local contexts in mind when carrying out my 

research at the cultural symbolism level and at the interactive level. 

 

The Symbolic and Interactive Levels 

 Because dominant ethno-racial narratives are produced in sports media but are 

interpreted by fans, I conducted a media content analysis, organized fan focus groups, 

and followed fan interactions on the internet to study cultural symbolism in baseball. 

Because these media are key sites for baseball narratives, it was important for me to 

observe them throughout the course of one baseball season given the possibility of 

“saturated events” occurring that could influence the way fans responded for the rest of 

the season.  Therefore my media content analysis, the fan focus groups, and the 

observation of online interactions all took place over the course of the 2011 baseball 

season. 

 

Content Analyses 

Many baseball aficionados follow the sport on television, radio, and the Internet.  

Additional narratives are provided by newspapers and sports programs that preview, 

report on, and analyze the games.   Because media narratives can influence viewer 

perceptions of race and ethnicity, it was important to include a description of media 

narratives in this research. While it was not possible to undertake a systematic content 

analysis across all of these media forms and throughout the entire season, it was 

important to capture what these dominant messages were during the 2011 season.  I used 
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the methods below to provide a brief overview of the dominant media discourses. A more 

nuanced description of these methods is included with the results, which are presented in 

Chapter Four. 

Throughout the 2011 baseball season, I made observations about how the local 

media portrayed the Dodgers and the Phillies by watching television broadcasts and by 

listening to games on the radio. In addition, I followed the teams in the major 

metropolitan area newspapers and through their official websites.  I also selected six 

games from each team to investigate in more depth. During these twelve games, I kept 

detailed notes of the broadcast and read the game summary on the team’s official website 

as well as the post game coverage from the major newspapers.   While observing these 

games, I paid attention to the structure of the broadcasts and the content of the 

broadcaster commentary.  In Chapter Four, I explain how both the structure and the 

content of the broadcast influence the type of ethno-racial narratives found in the media. 

 

Fan Focus Groups 

To tap into the ways that fans make sense of ethno-racial narratives in baseball, I 

conducted fan focus groups in each city.  The focus groups enabled me to reach a greater 

number of fans than I would have reached through individual interviews and added an 

important social dimension to the interview process (Freeman 2006).  Conducting 

interviews in a group setting was important because individual interviews “strip away the 

critical interactional dynamics that constitute much of the social practice and collective 

meaning making  (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis 2005).”  In focus groups, the social 

interactions of the groups’ responses and the ways that people in groups influence each 
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other and construct meanings together are all important components of understanding the 

meaning making process (Frey and Fontana 1993; Krueger and Casey 2000; Morgan and 

Krueger 1993).   

Group interviews are most successful when participants feel comfortable 

interacting and expressing their views (Knodel 1993; Krueger and Casey 2000).  In this 

research, I chose to stimulate thoughts and encourage interaction in focus groups by using 

photographs.   Photographs can reduce initial awkwardness, ease tension, evoke 

collective memory, and generate ideas about the research topic (Banks 2001; Clark-

Ibánez 2004; Collier 1967; Curry 1986; Vila 1997).  In addition, photos are polysemic  

(Harper 2002; Vila 1997) and so the way in which a person invests photos with meaning 

is a window to his or her own narrative (Pink 2007).   Harper’s (2002) warning that many 

cultural studies are “criticized for assuming how the audience defines hegemonic or 

ideological messages (2002:19)”, serves as a reminder that not all fans interpret media 

messages in the exact same way and encourages the use of polysemic photographs to 

show how people accept, contest, or reject dominant or hegemonic ethno-racial sport 

narratives. 

The use of photo elicitation served as an important starting point in my focus 

group interviews.   The photographs used in the process were a combination of action 

shots and profile shots downloaded with permission from Internet websites. In order to 

select the photos, I initially performed an Internet search for photos of each player on the 

expanded roster and then compiled the pictures into a slide show. I sent a portion of the 

slideshow to several fans for review. These fans, who identified with several different 
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ethnic and racial groups
10

, were all colleagues and acquaintances who offered to assist 

with my research, but would not be able to participate in the focus groups due to our 

standing personal relationship.  I asked the volunteers to comment on whether or not the 

photos were representative of the featured players and if they could suggest other photos 

which would better represent the players and the teams. Based on the volunteers’ 

comments, I removed some photos and added others.  I also inquired as to whether any of 

the photos seemed to perpetuate exaggerated racial and or ethnic stereotypes of players 

and removed any photos that they deemed to be of this type.   

I recruited participants to the focus groups by advertising on the Internet and on 

social networking sites.  I also encouraged friends, acquaintances, and previous 

participants to invite others to participate.
11

  In the recruitment materials, I asked guests 

to identify their gender, race/ethnicity, and age group and to answer several questions that 

described their level of engagement as fans.  My intent was to select people who 

identified as serious fans of the hometown team; however, I found that individuals 

reported high levels of fan association to ensure that they were selected for the research. 

This resulted in a mix of casual fans and ‘hard core fans’ in most of the groups.  I also 

chose to include numerous individuals who identified as fans of other teams, but resided 

in the city or the metropolitan area and followed the hometown team. I wanted to only 

interview people over the age of twenty five, but limitations on my time and the subject 

pool made me lower the minimum age to 19.   Participants who completed the research 

                                                           
10

 In Philadelphia, the photos were reviewed by two white males, two white females, one Asian female, two 

African American males, and one Latino male. In Los Angeles, the photos were reviewed by two white 

males, one Latino male, two Latina females,  and two Asian males 
11

 In Philadelphia, my first site, I created flyers and handed them out at team games and events as well as in 

local coffee shops and bars. This method only yielded two potential participants during three months of 

recruiting, and therefore I chose not to rely on this type of marketing in Los Angeles, the second site. 
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were given a cash stipend ($15 in Philadelphia and $20 in Los Angeles
12

) and entrance 

into a raffle for premium seats at an upcoming home game of their choice. 

I had difficulty recruiting members of traditionally underrepresented groups in 

each city, and thus I paid special attention to recruiting individuals who identified from 

those groups. In Philadelphia, I had difficulty reaching Latinos, Asians, and African 

American females. In Los Angeles, I struggled to find Asians, African Americans, and 

white females.   To reach these groups, I contacted point people for organizations in the 

city that were identified with those groups and asked them if they could share the 

information on a list serve, blog, or other electronic resources. Additionally, a small 

market research firm in Los Angeles sent a targeted request to these underepresented 

groups.  This mixture of recruitment methods resulted in a convenience sample and 

should be in no way considered a representative sample of fans in the two cities.   

Once I recruited individual participants, I needed to assign them to groups. 

Knodel  (1993) advises researchers that  “when there is interest in comparing views of 

people with different backgrounds or attitudes towards the topic of discussion, the usual 

approach is to hold discussions with separate groups, each homogenous within itself but 

different in terms of particular characteristics (67).” Race is a particularly sensitive topic 

and one in which people from different backgrounds have very different viewpoints and 

therefore they may not feel comfortable expressing those views in a heterogeneous ethno-

racial group. However, a homogenous focus group has the tendency to increase the 

salience of the group’s shared characteristic during the discussion.    

                                                           
12

 The difference in amounts was due to the differences in costs of living in both cities. In particular, Los 

Angeles had much higher gas prices in the summer months. In addition, I was only in Los Angeles for a 

brief time period and needed to finish the focus groups within a short time frame. The addition of $5 to the 

stipend assured both adequate compensation for the participants and a timely completion of the project.  
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I wanted each participant to feel that he or see could safely and freely express his or her 

viewpoint, but I did not want to systematically drive the conversation to race and 

ethnicity.  Therefore I used a combination of groups. In each city, I conducted some 

groups where the participants all identified from the same racial or ethnic groups and 

some where the group identifications were mixed.   I realize these are broad ethnic and 

racial categories and that the people within the categories may not identify ethnically or 

racially with all other participants; however, it would be logistically difficult to conduct a 

focus group with each distinct ethnic and racial group within each city.   While I made  

this sacrifice for practicality, I did not sacrifice my attentiveness to the ways in which 

groups members identified themselves ethnically and racially and how those groups’ 

members interact with others. 

    Just as participants should feel comfortable discussing race and ethnicity with 

other group members, they should also feel comfortable talking about these topics with 

the moderator. I am a white European-American woman and some participants of 

different races and ethnicities may have had trouble relating to me. I did not want my 

ethno-racial characteristics to inhibit the discussion and therefore I recruited and trained 

co-moderators to assist with the interviews with the black, Asian, and Latinos group in 

order to provide an authority figure other than myself who participants who may identify 

with from an ethnic or a racial standpoint.   Due to time and scheduling conflicts, I was 

only able to use ‘like’ co-moderators in fifty percent of the minority identified groups but 

I did not notice any major differences between groups with co-moderators and groups 

without co-moderators. 



58 

 In Philadelphia, there were eight groups total: two white groups, two black 

groups, one Asian group, and one Latino group, and two mixed groups. In Los Angeles, 

there were ten total groups:  two white, two black, two Latino, two Asian and two mixed.  

In total, there were forty participants in Philadelphia and fifty participants in Los 

Angeles.   The group size ranged from three to eight participants. Table 2.4, at the end of 

the chapter, contains demographic data for the 90 participants. 

 

Internet Methods 

Finally, I gathered fan input through team specific blogs. In order to select the 

blogs, I compiled a list of all available blogs that were devoted specifically to the Phillies 

and the Dodgers and that allowed for interaction between fans.  Both lists began with 

about twenty blogs. I paged through their archives and noted the number of weekly posts 

as well as the number of average comments per post.  From the initial list, I chose blogs 

where new posts were added either daily or several times per week and where users 

seemed to be actively engaged with comment boards.  In addition to these local blogs, I 

chose one national level blog with similar criteria so that I could compare and contrast 

the national conversation about baseball in general to the localized conversations about 

the teams of interest. 

In total, I chose to follow seven blog sites for the full 2011 season.  Three sites 

were local blogs devoted to the Phillies, three were focused on the Dodgers, and the final 

blog covered MLB in general.  In each city, I chose one blog that was linked to a regional 

news source, one that was linked to a larger sports blogging community, and a third blog 

which was independent.  The national baseball blog was linked with a large web portal 
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and featured a team of professional journalists.  I provide a more detailed overview of the 

seven sites in Appendix A.   Judging by user names, profiles pictures, and commentary, 

the majority of the writers and commentators were white men. 

For each of the seven blogs, I logged every post by the blog authors from 

November 1, 2010 to October 31, 2011.  I then used computer software to randomly 

generate a list of twelve days throughout the baseball season and for each of the 12 dates, 

I analyzed all of the authors’ posts that were published on that date along with the 

comments linked to those posts. This results in my analyzing of 332 posts and 43,973 

user comments.  Additional details about the selection, observation, and analysis of the 

blog posts are located with the results in Chapter 5, 6, and 7. 
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Table 2.4 Focus Group Demographics 
 

 Philadelphia 

Los 

Angeles   Total 

Percent of 

Total 

Participants 

      

Number of Groups 8 10  18 -- 

Number of 

Individuals 40 50  90 -- 

      

Median Age 35.5 32  33 -- 

      

Gender      

Female 10 16  26 28.9% 

Male 30 34  64 71.1% 

      

Education      

High School 

Diploma 1 3  4 4.4% 

Some College 6 9  15 16.7% 

College Degree 33 38  71 78.9% 

      

Respondent Self Identification of 

Race/Ethnicity    

African American 2 5  7 7.8% 

Afro-Latino 1 0  1 1.1% 

Asian 8 6  14 15.6% 

Asian-American 0 2  2 2.2% 

Black 6 2  8 8.9% 

Caucasian 7 7  14 15.6% 

Chinese 0 3  3 3.3% 

Chinese-American 0 1  1 1.1% 

Filipino 0 2  2 2.2% 

Hispanic 2 7  9 10.0% 

Irish American 1 0  1 1.1% 

Japanese American 0 1  1 1.1% 

Jewish 1 0  1 1.1% 

Latino/a 1 2  3 3.3% 

Latino - Puerto Rican 1 0  1 1.1% 

Mexican American 0 1  1 1.1% 

Mexican/White 0 1  1 1.1% 

White 6 10  16 17.8% 

White/Black 0 1  1 1.1% 

White/Irish 0 1  1 1.1% 

Sources: 2011 Focus Group Data                                              
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CHAPTER 3 

ETHNO-RACIAL GROUP REPRESENTATION WITHIN MAJOR LEAGUE 

BASEBALL 

 

 An exploration of race and ethnicity within baseball begins at the structural level 

and addresses the first research question: Does ethnic and racial inequality persist in 

baseball?  Does it manifest itself in different spheres and among different ethnic and 

racial groups? 

Prior to integration, inequality in sports existed in the form of separate teams and 

leagues for blacks and whites. While they were permitted to participate in some games, 

this arrangement seriously limited opportunities for blacks including lucrative 

professional contracts and access to the best fields and equipment (Tygiel 2008).  

Integration in professional sports league increased minority access to sports but men and 

women of color still face structural barriers to opportunity and sporting resources 

continue to be distributed along ethnic and racial lines. 

In baseball, players defined as minorities (including blacks, Asians, and Latinos 

of all races) are permitted to play but are not consistently offered equal opportunities for 

equal ability (Eitzen 2009).  On average blacks’ offensive statistics are superior to those 

of whites, indicating that only exceptional blacks play professional baseball (Phillips 

1983).  Even those outstanding black players have shorter overall careers than white and 

Latinos with similar performance statistics (Jiobu 1988).  Both findings suggest structural 

barriers to success and illustrate that in sport “mediocrity is a white luxury” (Eitzen 

2009:21). 
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Another major structural barrier in sport is stacking, or segregation by playing 

position. According to Smith and Harrison (1996), stacking as applied to African 

Americans is:  

…the placement of African American baseball players at specific playing positions, 

and not others. Stacking is to mean that African American baseball players are 

relegated to playing positions based on race/ethnicity and not on the basis of their 

playing abilities. Furthermore, African American baseball players are positioned on 

the field in such a way so that they, more so than white players, have less of a chance 

to play a leading, determining role in the outcome of the contest. (Smith and Harrison 

1996:118) 

 

 The phenomenon of stacking in sport was first documented by Loy and Elvogue 

(1970) and has spawned a rich research tradition within the sociology of sport (Margolis 

and Piliavin 1999; Sack et al. 2005; Smith and Leonard II 1997).  This body of research 

shows that black players are less likely to be represented in central positions that are most 

important to the outcome of the game.  Specifically blacks are more likely to be 

overrepresented in the outfield positions and underrepresented in the infield, pitcher, and 

catcher positions.   

 The majority of stacking research examined only black and white players and 

concluded that blacks are underrepresented in leadership positions.  The results inspired 

research focused on Latino players and showed that they were overrepresented in the 

central infielder positions (Gonzalez 1996), despite previous researcher’s claim that 

minorities were not likely to play in the infield.   This work calls attention to the fact that 

the traditional black-white model for stacking may not be appropriate for describing the 

experiences of all players, especially of Latino players, because they have leadership 

roles on the field, but are still underrepresented in off-field leadership positions.  

Different groups may experience different types of discrimination based on both race and 

ethnicity. We need a better understanding of how the baseball organizational structure 
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affects Latino players but also how if affects Asian players, who have typically been 

ignored because of small sample sizes.  

Stacking of all ethno-racial groups is important because it has implications for the 

opportunity structure on and off the playing field. First, a lack of minority players in 

central positions decreases their chances to be in positions as team leaders who can 

influence the outcomes of the game on the field. Second and more importantly, 

experience playing the central positions is considered a prerequisite for top managerial 

and leadership opportunities available to retired players (Scully 1989).  

Some of the earliest research on this subject argued that players who perform 

tasks which are important to the team as a whole and who frequently interact with their 

teammates are more likely to be chosen for leadership positions.  In baseball, the 

description best fits catchers and infielders who are much more likely to become 

managers than outfielders (Grusky 1963; Leonard II, Ostrosky, and Huchendorf 1990; 

Loy et al. 1979). If non-white players do not occupy central positions during their playing 

careers, they are very unlikely to move into management later on.   Later research 

showed that playing position interacts with race and ethnicity. Even when considering 

previous playing position, non-whites are underrepresented as managers (Fabianic 1984). 

For example, Latinos, despite their overrepresentation in infielder positions, are still 

underrepresented as managers (Gonzalez 1996). When non whites are given managerial 

and coaching jobs, they are often assigned the jobs with the least impact on the game 

(Eitzen 2009; Schmidt and Keh 2010). 

  One of the reasons that blacks and Latinos are underrepresented in important 

coaching and managerial positions may be because they are held to higher standards.  
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The standards seem so high that only the most exceptional black and Latino players have 

the opportunity for management positions.  Many whites who have managed in the Major 

Leagues have never played at that high level while the majority of the black and Latino 

managers have excelled as MLB stars and have enjoyed longer and more productive 

playing careers than white managers (Rimer 1996).  

It is clear that in many ways the structure of opportunities within Major League 

baseball are organized and distributed along ethnic and racial lines, with some exceptions 

such as Latino infielders.  The effects of a diversifying labor market are less clear. There 

is a large body of academic research that describes different layers of the structure at 

different snapshots in time, but these layers try to fit Latino and Asian players into an 

existing paradigm, or ignore them all together.  This chapter paints a more 

comprehensive picture of the structure that takes these groups into account. I begin my 

analysis with a broad overview of the organizational structure using existing data and 

follow by expanding on that data to provide a more in-depth picture of the organizational 

structures and the role that race and ethnicity play in these structures. 

 

A Longitudinal Overview of MLB’s Institutional Structure 

  A major source of valuable past research has been conducted by The Institute for 

Diversity and Ethics in Sport (TIDES). TIDES is an organization that is devoted to 

studying racial and gender equality within professional and amateur sporting 

organizations.  One of their main research projects is an evaluation of leadership and 

hiring practices within sports organizations. This report, known as the “Racial and 

Gender Report Card” (RGRC), is conducted annually for all major U.S. Sports Leagues, 
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including Major League Baseball.   The MLB Report Card gives player demographics 

and presents a snapshot of management and leadership opportunities within the 

organization with respect to race, ethnicity, and gender.  The TIDES organization collects 

this information by looking at player photos from media guides. When the report authors 

cannot determine a players’ race from a photograph, they inquire with the specific 

organization. After recording all players’ race and ethnicity, TIDES forwards the report 

to the MLB offices, where the data are checked for accuracy before being published 

online. Full MLB report cards are publicly available through the TIDES websites for 

2001, 2003, 2004-2006 and 2008-2010
13

.    

While the RGRC’s focus is on the current state of the organization, it also 

provides some historical information in each report. In addition to the information 

provided for the years indicated above, the reports also contain some information about 

structures between 1990 and 2000. Some categories do not contain data for certain years; 

the report does not provide an explanation for the missing data.  I combined the data from 

multiple report cards in order to present a longitudinal analysis of the MLB structure.    

When TIDES organizes the data, they classify individuals as white, African American, 

Latino, Asian, or Other. All groups except whites are categorized as minorities in the 

RCRG. To keep consistent with their research, I also refer to those groups as minority 

groups throughout this chapter.  Table 3.1, summarizes the RGRC findings between 1990 

and 2012 by identifying the percentage of individuals in each leadership position who are 

classified as minorities.  

 

                                                           
13

  In 2001 and 2003, the organization published one report for all major sport organizations. Information 

on MLB was published within this report. After 2004, TIDES published separate reports for each sports 

organization. They do not indicate why a 2007 report card was not published. 
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Table 3.1  Ethno-racial Group Representation in Major League Baseball 

 On Field  Front Office 
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1990 30     21              

1991 32 11    --              

1992 31 11    --              

1993 33 21 20  --              

1994 36 17 23  22    4          

1995 38 14 28  28    4          

1996 38 14 26  --    3          

1997 42 14 25  22    3          

1998 41 103 26  --    0 8        

1999 40 10 29  --  0 0 9        

2000 40 16 30  30  0 0 10 16 --     

2001 40 23 --  --  0 3 -- 14 --     

2002 40 32 28  32  0 6 11 -- 13 4   17 

2003 -- -- --  -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

2004 37 23 26  28 -- 3 6 11 17 15 2 0 19 

2005 41 23 30  26 3 0 6 12 16 10 7 15 21 

2006 41 17 30  27 3 0 6 13 16 15 5 13 21 

2007 40 20 31  27 3 0 6 10 18 11 11 15 20 

2008 40 26 34  31 3 0 13 10 17 14 13 16 22 

2009 38 33 32  31 3 0 17 18 16 14 14 16 22 

2010 40 27 29  -- 3 0 17 10 15 13 13 16 22 

2011 39 20 31  -- 3 0 14 12 17 12 17 20 -- 

2012 39 17 --  32 4 0 10 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Source:  2001-2010 Racial and Gender Report Card. The Institute for Diversity 

and Ethics in Sports 

 

Table 3.1 shows that in general the diversity on the field has increased between 

1990 and 2010. Non-white and Latino players made up thirty percent of all players in 

1990 but have consistently remained at or near forty percent from the late nineties until 

2010.  During the twenty year span that the report covers, the number minority managers 
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has also risen from one tenth of all managers to one third of all managers and the number 

of coaches grew from twenty to thirty percent. 

Minority groups have matched those gains in some other leadership positions as 

well. For example, they have an increased presence in the MLB Central Office, in 

professional administration positions, and as Vice Presidents.   The numbers of doctors, 

trainers, and broadcasters from minority groups has also risen.  The largest jump has been 

in the General Manager position where a record number of five minorities (two Latinos 

and three African-Americans) held the respected post in 2010.  Despite these gains, 

majority owners and CEO’s continue to be mostly non-Hispanic whites.  These data show 

that while opportunities in some positions have opened, others have remained closed to 

minorities. 

While the ethno-racial breakdown of the players has changed, these changes have 

occurred unevenly for all groups or for all fielding roles according to position level data 

published by TIDES since 2002
14

.  Table 3.2 demonstrates that the stacking phenomenon 

continues to operate within the league.   Comparing the overall percentage of players 

within one ethno-racial group to the percentage of players from that group who play a 

particular position is a measure of whether or not a group is represented fairly within that 

position. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14

 The RGRC does not include position data prior to 2002, but independent research on stacking shows 

similar patterns.  
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Table 3.2  Ethno-racial Group Representation Among Players in MLB 2002-2011  

(In Percents) 

  Overall  Pitchers  Catchers  
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2002 60 10 28 2  72 3 22 3  61 1 37 1  

2004 63 9 26 2  72 3 22 3  65 2 33 0  

2005 60 9 29 3  69 3 26 3  62 1 36 1  

2006 60 8 29 2  67 3 28 3  61 0 37 2  

2007 60 8 29 3  66 3 28 3  58 0 41 1  

2008 60 10 27 2  66 5 26 2  62 0 35 2  

2009 62 9 27 2  68 4 26 2  64 1 33 2  

2010 60 9 28 3  64 5 29 2  63 0 36 1  

2011 62 9 27 3  66 3 30 2  58 0 10 2  

  

    Infielders  Outfielders 
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  2002       41 31 25 2 

  2004       46 26 25 3 

  2005  48 11 39 2  48 26 22 3 

  2006  50 9 39 2  51 28 18 3 

  2007  51 7 41 2  52 28 17 3 

  2008  53 9 35 2  50 32 16 3 

  2009  53 9 35 3  53 28 16 3 

  2010  54 11 33 2  51 29 18 2 

  2011  55 8 35 2  51 27 19 3 

             

  Source:  2001-2012 Racial and Gender Report Card. The Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sports       

 

Despite African American players having comprised nearly ten percent of all 

players between 2002 and 2009, they made up less than five percent of all pitchers and 

catchers.  In contrast, non-Hispanic blacks were overrepresented in the outfield where 

they encompassed nearly one third of all players in those positions. White players are 
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highly overrepresented as pitchers and slightly overrepresented as catchers.  Latinos 

make up just under one third of all players in the league, but are highly overrepresented at 

the infield positions. The proportion of most groups in each position has remained steady 

in the reported years with two small exceptions. The proportion of Latino pitchers has 

risen slightly since 2002 while the proportion of Latino outfielders has waned. 

Like the longitudinal leadership data, the player position data show that while blacks and 

Latino have made some advances into leadership roles, they still face occupational 

segregation within the sport.  The increase in the overall amount of minorities is positive; 

however the continued divergent nature of those opportunities points to the need to go 

beyond surface numbers to look more intently at the institutional structure. 

 

Expanding Knowledge of MLB’s Institutional Structure 

The data provided by the RGRC are very useful in painting a broad picture of the 

MLB, but in doing so they are unable to give more specific details about each leadership 

position within MLB.  To gain a deeper understanding of the structure, I have expanded 

their work in several ways.  

 

Methodology 

First, I expanded the time range of data for managers and coaches.  I analyzed all 

managing and coaching records from 1947 to 2010 in order to capture the changes that 

have occurred after Jackie Robinson’s historic rookie season. Next, I used slightly 

different categories to describe players. The RGRC uses the categories of white, African 

American, Latino, and Asian/Other, mixing all Latinos into one category regardless of 
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skin color.  I coded race and ethnicity separately and thus have three Latino categories, 

which account for skin color.  Finally, I give more information about the people 

represented in each position in order to paint a more nuanced picture.  For example, in 

addition to showing the frequency of each group in each position, I examine the playing 

careers of managers, the responsibilities of coaches, and the roles of broadcasters. 

I obtained baseball records from multiple sources in order to compile a database 

encompassing this depth and scope.  Managerial records and player data were 

downloaded from Sean Lahmans’ Baseball DataBase (http://baseball1.com/statistics/). 

Data on major league coaches were made available to me through Retrosheet 

(http://www.retrosheet.org/about.htm). These data included game statistics along with 

personal information such as birthplace and birth date. Data about broadcasters came 

from MLB’s official website and its affiliated team sites. Unfortunately none of these 

data sources included specific information on race or ethnicity and so I created and 

implemented a coding system to record this information for all people in the dataset. 

To code the players’ race and ethnicity, I used a variety of methods and sources.  

First, I followed many past researchers by looking at player photographs.  I conducted 

web based image searches of the players and viewed multiple media guide photos, 

baseball cards, and other photos in order to observe phenotype.   Next, I located player 

biographies using several baseball reference resources on the Internet including baseball-

reference.com, SABR baseball biography project, individual team web sites, and general 

Internet search engines. I read the biographies looking for details about player race or 

ethnicity, such as birthplace or self-identification, which could supplement the evaluation 

made from the photograph.  From this information, I created one category for the race of 
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the player and a second category for player’s ethnicity. These assessments of the players’ 

ethnic and racial categories are not indications of how the players would identify 

themselves because ethnic and racial "identity operates...as a form of accommodation to 

the American Racial symbolic hierarchy, a reaction to racial labeling processes in 

American society (Itzigsohn and Cabral 2000: 243)”.  My categorization scheme is 

influenced by these same racial labeling processes and the historical workings of the 

color line, which emphasize skin color over other traits.  The categories indicate how the 

players are likely to be ascribed on the basis of dominant racialization processes in the 

U.S.  

For the race category, I coded players as white, black, Asian, or ‘other race’.  In 

the ‘other race’ category, I included individuals who were identified in their biographies 

as multiracial as well as all American Indians, Native Hawaiians, or Pacific Islanders.  I 

also included medium skinned Latinos who did not appear white or black. Darker skinned 

Latino players were coded as racially black.  For the ethnicity category, I chose to 

highlight the differences between Latino groups and all others by creating two codes: 

Latino and non-Latino. Any player born in a Latin American country to one or more 

Latino parents was included in this category along with any American player who 

possessed Hispanic heritage.   A research assistant independently coded a randomly 

selected sample of the records using the same coding system to ensure reliability.  The 

codes that we assigned to the player’s race matched in 91.1 percent of the sample and the 

ethnicity codes matched 93.5 percent of the time
15

.  

                                                           
15

 I reviewed all of the cases where the coders did not match and made my best determination as to which 

code to assign these players. 
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I used the multiple indicators from the race, ethnicity, and biographical 

information to create six ethno-racial categories; three for Hispanic players and three for 

non-Hispanic players.   All of the categories contain both American players and foreign 

players.  Hispanic players, grouped by skin tone, are sorted into white Hispanics, brown 

Hispanics, and black Hispanics.  Despite the limitation, sometimes I had to combine the 

Hispanic groups to achieve ample statistical power. Non-Hispanic players are organized 

into three categories: white, black, and “other”.   The white non-Hispanic category 

contains individuals who are phenotypically white and do not have Hispanic or Latino 

heritage.  The black non-Hispanic category is composed mainly of African American 

players but also includes black players from nations outside of Latin America.  Finally, 

the “other” category includes all Asians as well as multiracial players, American Indians, 

Native Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders. My original intentions were to look closely at 

Asians but extremely small sample sizes prevented me from doing so.  Therefore,  I only 

include this group in the discussion when there is a large enough sample size to warrant 

inspection.  

Once I coded for race and ethnicity, I combined this information with records on 

players, major league managers, coaches, umpires, and broadcasters. I chose to examine 

these positions because they contain a large number of cases, information about them is 

publicly available, and individual photographs are easy to locate.  In total, I coded for 

race and ethnicity and analyzed the corresponding records for 309 managers, 975 

coaches, 1,743 players, and 203 broadcasters, and 86 umpires
16

. In the following section, 

I present the findings that are critical to understanding baseball’s leadership hierarchy. 

                                                           
16

 Not all coded records were analyzed in subsequent analysis due to missing data. In addition, I only 

include the “other” category in the tables when the group sample size was larger than five. Finally, I only 
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Players 

As previously stated, the stacking of players in certain fielding positions
17

 is 

critical because players demonstrate leadership through their roles on the field and 

because catchers, pitchers, and infielders are more likely to become managers and 

coaches after their playing careers have ended. Catchers and pitchers are considered the 

two most important players to the outcome of the game, followed by infielders and then 

outfielders.  

I investigated stacking by coding the race and ethnicity of all players who 

appeared in at least one major league game during the 2010 season.  Out of 1,768 players, 

I successfully coded the race and ethnicity of 1,743. The subsequent analysis only 

includes players who had a minimum of 20 at bats and pitchers with more than five 

innings pitched during the season. This filter limits the presence of short term substitutes 

and minor league call ups
18

 in the analysis and reduces the total sample size to 1,129. The 

proportions of ethno-racial groups in the focused subsample were not statistically 

significant from those of the larger sample of players. 

Table 3.3 shows the breakdown of 2010 players by ethno-racial group.  My 

analysis is very consistent with the patterns observable in the RGRC with minor 

deviations. The RGRC and I both coded 60 percent of players as white. My records show 

slighter lower percentages of blacks and slightly higher percentage of “others.”  Like the 

RGRC, I classified twenty seven percent of the players as Hispanic.  When splitting this 

                                                                                                                                                                             
included players who had a minimum of 20 at bats and pitchers with more than five inning pitched during 

the season.  
17

 Fielding positions have been associated with off-field leadership roles more so than batting positions or 

batting statistics.  For this reason, I only analyze positional data.  
18

 In September, teams are allowed to expand their roster to 40 players. Team typically “call up” minor 

league players and give them some practice in the major leagues.   
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percentage into racial groups, the largest group consists of players with brown skin (14.5 

percent), followed by black (7.5) and white skinned Hispanics (5.7). Table 3.4 shows the 

breakdown of these players by playing position, excluding designated hitters that did not 

play in fielding positions. 

Table 3.3 Distribution of 2010 Roster 

Players by Ethno-Racial Group  
 

    

 

2010 

Sample 

Frequency 

2010 

Sample 

Percent 

2010 

RGRC 

Percent 

White Non Hispanic 688 60.9 60.0 

White Hispanic 64 5.7 -- 

Brown Hispanic 164 14.5 -- 

Black Hispanic 85 7.5 -- 

            Total Hispanic  27.7 28.0 

Black Non Hispanic 85 7.5 9.0 

Other 43 3.8 3.0 

Total 1,129 100.0  

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 

Project Data                                          
 

 

Table 3.4: 2010 Major League Baseball Player Position
a
 by Ethno-Racial Group, in 

Percentages 

 White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black Non 

Hispanic 
Other 

All 

Groups 

Pitcher 55.6 50.8 49.4 45.1 16.7 50.0 50.5 

Catcher 7.6 11.1 12.2 1.2 0.0 7.1 7.4 

Corner Infield 8.5 15.9 7.3 11.0 4.8 2.4 8.4 

Middle Infield 6.4 9.5 11.0 24.4 9.5 16.7 9.2 

Outfield 13.6 7.9 11.0 8.5 64.7 14.0 16.3 

Utility
b
 8.2 4.8 9.2 9.8 3.6 9.5 8.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(n) (683) (63) (164) (82) (84) (42) (1118) 

a: All players were included with a minimum of  5 Innings Pitched or 20 At-Bats  

b: Played in multiple positions in 2010 and appeared in the same position less than 75 % of the time 

Pearson chi
2
: 215.96                      p<.000 

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 Project Data                                          

 



75 

The percentage of non-Hispanic whites in each position resembles the overall 

player distribution, signifying equal representation. The most glaring difference in this 

table is the lack of non-Hispanic blacks in the key leadership positions:  there are only 14 

pitchers and no catchers.  Almost two thirds of all non-Hispanic blacks play in the 

outfield.  Dark skinned Hispanics are well represented as pitchers, catchers, and infielders 

but are slightly less likely than other Hispanics or whites to pitch and far less likely than 

those groups to catch. They are also the only other group who appear to be clustered with 

one “occupational niche”, middle infield positions, though it should be noted that middle 

infielders are often thought of as on-field leaders. 

While the pitcher is a key leader and a central figure on the team, not all pitchers 

are equal. Starting pitchers and relief pitchers are both important to the team’s 

performance but starters open the game, pitch more innings, and tend to receive the most 

media attention (other than “closers”
 19

). Starters usually appear once a week and hope to 

last more than six innings of a nine inning game. They use a variety of pitches to keep 

batters guessing, and so they are also frequently described by the media in terms of their 

intelligence and game smarts.  Relief pitchers play in more games, but throw fewer 

innings each game. The media are more likely to describe relief pitchers as hard throwers 

who overpower batters with one or two great pitches.     

The following table shows the breakdown of pitcher type by ethno-racial group. 

Half of all pitchers did not start a single game- these players were all classified as 

relievers.  One third of the hurlers started 90 to100 percent of all the games they appeared 

                                                           
19

 A closer is typically considered the team’s strongest relief pitcher; he only enters the game in the late 

innings in very close situations. 
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in and were classified as starters.  The remaining pitchers form a small third category of 

those who split duties between the two roles.  

Table 3.5 shows that pitching roles are not evenly distributed among ethno-racial 

groups.   Players with lighter skin are more likely to be starting pitchers than those with 

darker skin.  This finding is particularly striking if you look at the differences between 

Hispanic groups. 33.3 percent of white Hispanic pitchers are starters, but only 22 percent 

of brown Hispanics and 14.3 percent of black Hispanics fill the same role. 

Table 3.5 Distribution of 2010 Roster Pitchers by Ethno-Racial Group  and Pitcher 

Type 
  White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic Other 

All 

Groups 

        

Starter
a
 33.9 33.3 22.0 14.3 28.6 60.0 31.0 

Starter/Reliever
b
 12.7 16.7 12.1 11.9 14.3 0.0 12.6 

Reliever
c
 53.4 50.0 65.9 73.8 57.1 40.0 56.3 

        

(n) (416) (36) (91) (42) (14) (10) (609) 

a: 90 percent or more of appearances were as a starter 

b: Less than 90 percent of appearances as a starter       c: Zero Appearances as a Starter 

Pearson chi
2
: 17.03                     p=.074 

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 Project Data                                          

 

    Non-Hispanic blacks are well represented in the starting pitcher role as 

compared to Hispanics with darker skin. This could be an artifact of the small sample size 

but could also be due to the interaction of race and nationality. Thirteen of the fourteen 

non-Hispanic blacks are African Americans who speak English as a first language. 

Because communication with both the coaches and the catcher is so essential to a 

pitchers’ role, the large percentage of non-Hispanic blacks who are starting pitchers may 

be due to English fluency.   
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  Table 3.6 shows how a pitcher’s role may be influenced by his ethno-racial group 

and his nationality.  Although the small sample size limits the generaliziblity of the data, 

a clear trend is evident. For players born in the U.S. and Canada, skin color does not 

appear to matter as players are distributed evenly among the three pitching types.   

However, for foreign born players, those with lighter skin are more likely to work as 

starting pitchers and those with darker skin are more likely to be relief pitchers.   

Table 3.6 Distribution of 2010 Pitchers by Ethno-Racial 

Group,  Pitcher Type, and Nationality 
  

White 

Latino 

Brown 

Latino Black^   All Groups   

       

North American        

Starter
a
 29.4 26.7 25.0  27.3  

Starter/Reliever
b
 23.5 13.3 16.7  18.2  

Reliever
b
 47.1 60.0 58.3  54.6  

(n) (17) (15) (13)  (45)  

       

Latin American       

Starter
a
 36.8 21.1 14.3  21.2  

Starter/Reliever 10.5 11.8 11.9  11.7  

Reliever 52.3 67.1 73.8  67.2  

(n) (19) (76) (42)   (137)   
^:  North American blacks are African American, Latin American blacks are black 

Hispanics  

a: 90 percent or more of appearances were as a starter 

b: Less than 90 percent of appearances as a starter       c: Zero Appearances as a 

Starter 

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 Project Data                                            

 

 Skeptics might argue that this finding was connected with education. During an 

invited presentation at MLB, a prominent executive mentioned that he thought the small 

proportion of Latin American starting pitchers was directly related to low levels of 

education that they received in their home countries. This executive seemed unaware that 
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while many players grow up in Latin American countries with subpar schooling, others 

receive a solid educational background.  If the executive’s argument was correct (despite 

his ignorance), we would expect that American born players with more education were 

more likely to work as starting pitchers.  I do not have data on the educational level of 

each player, but I can tell which players attended a college or a university. In this sample, 

only one third of the players attended college. 31.5 percent of college educated pitchers 

were starters as compared to 34.5 percent of non-college educated pitchers.  This is a 

good indicator that education levels have minimal influence on which players are selected 

to be starting pitchers. Instead, skin color interacts with nationality to influence the 

opportunities of dark skinned foreign born players. 

Looking at all of the data on professional baseball players, it is clear that lighter 

skinned groups are much more likely to play centralized positions. Darker skinned 

players, especially foreign born ones, are less likely to occupy these leadership positions. 

These differences persist in other leadership roles, including managing and coaching.  

 

Managers 

 As noted by the RGRC, the number of minority managers increased steadily since 

1990.  When that time frame is extended in Figure 4.1, the upward trajectory extends 

back to  1975 - the year that Frank Robinson became the league’s first African American 

manager.   The definition of minority in the RGRC and in my data sources includes all 

Hispanics as well as non-Hispanics who were identified as either black or other
20

. 

                                                           
20

 According to this definition, there had been four other minority managers prior to Frank Robinson. All 

four had Latino ancestry and were phenotypically white: Mike Gonzalez, Al Lopez, Preston Gomez, and 

Ted Williams. Williams’s father was an American with Welsh and Irish heritage; his mother was Mexican-

American. 
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   Each manager brings his own career experience as a player into his role as field 

captain. While the number of minority managers has risen, the minorities who are chosen 

for the position face high standards when it comes to experience.  Table 3.7 shows the 

playing experience of Major League Managers by ethno-racial group. I include all 

managers who debuted after 1947 in order to obtain a large sample size.   I also grouped 

brown and black Hispanics together as non-white Hispanics due to the historically small 

number of black Hispanic managers. Although the results are not statistically significant, 

a clear pattern emerges from the small sample. White managers are much more likely to 

obtain major league jobs without significant playing experience.   This pattern applies 

both to non-Hispanic whites (17.3 percent lacked experience) and Hispanic whites (33.3 

percent). In contrast, all of the non-white managers were major league players.  

  

Source: Project Data 2011, compiled from Sean Lehman’s Baseball Database 

Figure 3.1 Major League Managers, 1947-2010 
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  Table 3.7 Experience of Major League Managers by Ethno-racial Group 

 

White 

Non-

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Non 

White 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic 

Total 

      

No Major League Experience 17.3 33.3 0.0 0.0 16.6 

Major League Experience 82.7 66.7 100.0 100.0 83.4 

 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(n) 271 12 10 14 307 

Includes all managers who debuted after 1947 Pearson Chi
2
 =7.01 p=.120   

Source: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 Project Data 

 

Further differences emerged when I closely examined the careers of the managers 

who did play in the Major Leagues.  Table 3.8 shows the career medians of each group of 

players.  The length of a player’s career, the number of games he played in, and the 

number of games he played per season are all indications of his status as a player
21

. 

Players who played in more games over longer career years are more likely to have been 

starters while players with less experience and shorter careers are more likely to have 

been marginal players. 

Table 3.8:  Career Statistics for Managers Who Were Former Major 

League Players By Ethno-Racial Groups, Medians 

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Non 

White 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic   

All 

Managers 

       

Career Years 10 17 17 14.5  10 

Games Played 736.5 1398 1854 1480.5  778 

Games Per Season 75.3 79.4 97.6 96.4  76.8 

n, total players 224 8 10 14  256 

n, non pitchers 206 8 10 14   238 

Career years are for all players; Games Played and Games Per Season are for position 

players only | Includes all managers who appeared in majors after 1947 

Source: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 Project Data 

                                                           
21

 Pitchers play in fewer games than position players there the tables list the career years for both pitchers 

and position players, but only list the game data for position players. In addition, the only pitchers who 

eventually became managers were all non-Hispanic whites. 
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 The position of white Hispanic managers is not quite clear but overall, this table 

shows that lighter skin color is associated with less playing time.  Non-Hispanic white 

managers averaged playing 736.6 career games over a span of ten years, smaller figures 

than for the other three groups.  Both white groups averaged less than 80 games per 

season, but both dark skinned groups averaged over 95 games per season.  These 

differences indicate that non-white athletes who became managers were more prominent 

players than the whites who became managers. The fact that darker skinned players have 

had to play more games at higher levels of play than their light skinned peers 

demonstrates that darker skinned players who are elevated to leadership roles face stricter 

criteria than whites. 

 While the differences may be random occurrences appearing in a small sample 

size, they are still instructive and show that the standards for non-white managers might 

be different than the standards for managers who are defined as white.  In order to further 

explore the different standards for baseball’s leaders on the field, I examined major 

league coaches.   

Coaches 

 As indicated by the longitudinal RGRC data presented in Table 4.1, the number of 

minority coaches has risen since 1990.   Using my dataset to expand the time frame, 

Figure 4.2 shows a steady upward trend in the number of minority coaches since 1951. In 

2009, almost two thirds of all coaches were white and one third were classified as 

minorities. Thus, the current proportion of minority coaches parallels that of the players.  
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Figure 3.2 Non Minorities and Minorities as a Percent of All MLB Coaches, 1947-

2009 

The growth in the number of minority coaches is not the same among ethnic and 

racial groups. When non-whites first moved into the coaching ranks, they were 

represented mostly by non-Hispanic blacks.  Their numbers continued to rise through the 

eighties and nineties but leveled off as the number of Hispanic coaches has continued to 

rise.  By the end of the period under study, the percent of Hispanic coaches had surpassed 

African American coaches, mirroring the rise of Hispanic players about ten years earlier.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3  Percent of All MLB Coaches Who Are Minorities by Ethnic and Racial 

Grouping , 1947-2009 
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  In addition to studying the number of minorities within the coaching ranks, it is 

also important to study their roles. Coaching positions involve an internal hierarchy 

which merits exploration. According to the New York Times, “the third-base coaching 

position carries greater prestige, the pay is better and the position is often a steppingstone 

to a managerial job (Schmidt and Keh 2010)” while the first base position carries less 

responsibility and garners less respect than third base positions.  Both are less prestigious 

roles than pitching coaches, who are featured prominently on media broadcasts and play a 

key role in decision making and game strategy.  The New York Times researchers used 

data from 1990 to 2010 to show that while minorities are being selected more often to 

serve as coaches, they are not being placed equally into all coaching positions.  

My analysis, which includes two Hispanic groups, buttresses that finding. Even 

with the small sample size, I find that darker skinned players, both Hispanics and African 

Americans, were significantly more likely to coach first base than whites were. In fact, 

nearly one third of all dark skinned coaches were first bases coaches but only about one 

out of ten white coaches worked the first base line. Of the twenty non-white Hispanics 

who coached in 2009, only two were black and they were both first base coaches.  Dark 

skinned players were tabbed as bench coaches, bullpen coaches, and hitting coaches but 

were not hired as pitching coaches. Bill Castro, a brown skinned Latino, was the only 

dark skinned pitching coach in 2009. Historically, there have been five other Latino 

pitching coaches, all white, and only three other dark skinned pitching coaches, all 

African Americans. Two of those three are former Cy Young winners and current Hall of 

Famers (Ferguson Jenkins and Bob Gibson) and the third, Dave Stewart outstanding 

pitcher who narrowly missed winning the Cy Young twice.  This indicates that while 
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light skinned pitchers with mediocre careers may one day become a pitching coach, only 

the most exceptional black pitchers might ascend to this prestigious position. 

Table 3.9 Coaching Position by Race/Ethnicity, 2009  

 

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Non 

White 

Hispanic Black   

All 

Groups  

        

1st Base Coach 8.9 10.0 30.0 37.9  15.9  

3rd Base Coach 15.3 30.0 10.0 17.2  15.9  

Bench Coach 18.6 10.0 30.0 6.9  17.5  

Hitting Coach 18.6 20.0 0.0 24.1  17.5  

Pitching Coach 24.2 20.0 5.0 0.0  18.0  

Bullpen 14.5 10.0 25.0 13.8  15.3  

        

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0  100.0  

n (124) (10) (20) (29)  (183)  

Pearson chi
2
: 36.87                     p=.001 

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 2011 Project Data                                          

 

One of the reasons for this trend could be because pitching coaches tend to have 

been pitchers themselves; ninety-six percent of pitching coaches in the sample were 

former pitchers.  However, if coaching positions were distributed proportionately to all 

former players, there should be more minority pitching coaches.  Some critics attribute 

this disparity to a cohort effect, arguing that the number of minority players has grown 

over the past twenty years, but that these players have not yet retired and acquired enough 

experience to be hired back on as coaches.  The data disconfirm this hypothesis.  

Within my database, the median number of years between retirement as a player 

and debut as a coach was seven years. Table 3.10 relies on information about minority 

pitchers from the  RCRG and data on minority coaches from my dataset. It shows that 

changes in the composition of pitchers have yet to translate into opportunities for 

minority pitching coaches.  
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Table 3.10 Percent of Ethnic and Racial Group Representation 

Among Pitchers and Pitching Coaches, 2002 & 2009 

      

 Pitchers  Pitching Coaches 

 2002 2009  2002 2009 

White 72 68  86 91 

Minority 28 32  14 9 

Total 100 100  100 100 

      

African American 3 4  4 0 

Latino 22 26  11 9 

Other 3 2  0 0 

Total Minority 28 32  14 9 

  

Sources: 2010 Race and Gender Report Card, Sean Lehman Baseball Database, 

2011 Project Data                                          

 

In 2002, twenty-eight percent of all pitchers were minorities. Eight years later, 

only nine percent of all pitching coaches were minorities, a decrease of five percent since 

2002. Non-Hispanic whites remain overrepresented as pitching coaches despite increases 

in the number of minority pitchers in the player pool.  Unequal representation in the 

coaching ranks is affected by stacking as well as by player performance. 

Like minority managers, all minority coaches must meet stricter criteria in order to take 

on leadership roles.  The sufficient sample size of coaches enabled me to look at player 

experience for all three groups of Hispanics. The results are displayed in Table 3.11 
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Table 3.11: Playing Experience of MLB Coaches who Debuted between 1947-

2010  

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic   
All 

Managers 

        

No Major League Experience 19.0 47.2 11.9 12.5 5.0  18.1 

Major League Experience 81.0 52.8 88.1 87.5 95.0  77.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0  100 

n (956) (36) (42) (16) (119)   (1169) 

Pearson Chi
2
 =36.2     p<.000        

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, Retrosheet, 2011 Project Data    

        
Major league coaches who were white were more likely than whites to have 

played in the big leagues.  In fact, just over twenty percent of white coaches had never 

played in the Major Leagues; they had only ever played in the minors.  Among darker 

skinned groups, African Americans were more likely than Latinos to have played in the 

major leagues. This statistically significant result seems to suggest three levels of scrutiny 

with whites facing the least strict criteria, followed by darker skinned Hispanics, and then 

finally by African Americans.  

Like the managers, I further analyzed those coaches who did appear in the major 

leagues and present the results in Table 3.12.   As with the previous tables, non-Hispanic 

whites and Hispanic whites have nearly identical statistics while non-Hispanic blacks and 

Hispanic blacks look more similar.    Both tables on coaches’ experiences show that the 

job criteria for those coaches with light to moderately colored skin clearly differs from 

the criteria for dark skinned coaches.     
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Table 3.12: Career Statistics for Coaches Who Were Former Major 

League Players by Ethno-Racial Groups, Medians 

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic 

All 

Groups 

       

Career Years 11 9 12 17.5 14 11 

Games Played 799 795.5 848 1715 1286.5 864 

Games Per Season 72.2 69.4 67.9 99 90.5 76.7 

n, total players 767 19 37 14 112 949 

n, non pitchers 553 12 35 14 102 727 

              

Games Per Season and Games are for position players only, Includes all coaches 

who debuted after 1947   

Sources: Sean Lehman Baseball Database, Retrosheet, 2011 Project 

Data   

 

 Overall, the data describing MLB coaches and managers shows that while the 

numbers of minority coaches are increasing, there are persistent barriers to participation 

in these leadership positions, such that the experiential skill set required for entry appears 

to be higher.    

 

Umpires 

 The data presented above tell a story of expanding but limited opportunities for 

managers, coaches, and players of color yet these actors only make up a small portion of 

the personnel who work within the MLB institution. Another important group of actors 

are the umpires – the individuals who officiate the game and interpret the rules. Umpires 

regulate action during games but they also play a more symbolic role as arbiters of the 

national pastime. Prior to African American Emmett Ashford’s 1966 debut as a major 

league umpire, these important decisions were only made by white men. Ashford’s first 
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major league game came almost twenty years after racial integration.  The first Hispanic 

umpire joined the major league staff in 1974.   

 Unlike player data, historical and biographical data on umpires is much more 

difficult to locate. For this reason, I only performed an analysis on the current umpire 

roster, which I located on mlb.com. The roster included photographs and biographical 

information; any missing photos or biographical information were gathered through web 

searches. The roster listed a total of 88 umpires, but I was able to identify race and 

ethnicity of 86 of those umpires using my coding system.  Table 3.13, which displays the 

ethnic and racial breakdown of the umpires, shows that the majority of the MLB umpires 

are white non-Hispanics. There are only ten minority umpires working in the major 

league, 11.6 percent of the umpire labor force; none of whom are black and Hispanic. 

Table 3.13 

Distribution of Umpires by Ethno-Racial Groups 

 

 Frequency Percent 

White, Non-Hispanic 76 88.4 % 

White, Hispanic 1 1.20% 

Brown, Hispanic 3 3.50% 

Black, Hispanic 0 0.00% 

Black, Non-Hispanic 4 4.70% 

Other 2 2.30% 

  86 100.00% 

Source: MLB Umpire Roster, 

2011   

 

 One of the reasons for this disparity is because professional umpires have a very 

low turnover rate.  Aspiring umps must work years in the minor league system at a very 

low pay rate before being promoted to the major leagues and promotions do not occur 

often . The best way to determine if the ethnic and racial breakdown for the major league 
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umpires is shifting would be to examine data for minor league umpires, but biographical 

data on these professional is difficult to find.  Another way to determine this is to look at 

the umpires’ tenure. Some of the umpires work full time in the major league and others 

are “fill-in” umpires who work full time in the minor leagues but are eligible to take the 

place of full time umpires who are ill or vacationing.  These “fill-ins” work both major 

and minor league games for many years and are usually the first in line when there is a 

vacancy in the Major League umpire roster.  There are twenty fill-in umpires on the 2011 

roster and four of those umpires are minorities. The proportion of fill-in umps who are 

minorities is almost double the percentage of minority full time-umps. The small sample 

size makes generalizing from the sample difficult but the large percentage of fill-in umps 

who are minorities is a promising sign that additional opportunities may be opening up 

for blacks and Hispanics to work in these high profile leadership positions. 

Table 3.14  Umpire Type  

for Whites, Non-

Hispanics and Minorities 

   

 

Full 

Time 

Umpires 

Fill In 

Umpires 

White 90.9 80.0 

Minority 9.1 20.0 

Total 100 100 

(n) (66) (20) 

Source: MLB Umpire Roster, 

2011 

 

Broadcasters 

 Shifting the focus off of the playing field, we turn to the “translators” of baseball, 

sports broadcasters. The RGRC notes that minorities are well represented in Radio and 

TV broadcasting positions. TIDES has measured this position from 2002 to 2009 and 



90 

over that time period, minorities grew from having seventeen percent of all positions to 

having twenty-two percent of all positions.   I used information on current broadcasters to 

examine the distribution of baseball broadcasters.  I chose to examine current 

broadcasting data because photos and biographical information on current announcers 

and commentators are more accessible than historical information. 

I collected data on broadcasters from each Major League Team’s official website 

during the fall of 2010.  Because the RGRC counts official team broadcasters,   I also 

only included individuals who were listed by the team as an official broadcaster.  The 

sample includes television and radio personalities for the team’s official affiliate stations 

but excludes local news reporters, bloggers, sports talk show hosts,  and similar media 

personalities.   I used Internet search engines to locate additional pictures and 

biographical details on the broadcasters and coded them using the same strategy that I 

used for the previous positions. Additionally, I classified the broadcasters by language 

and noted which broadcasters were former MLB players. 

 The findings, reported in table 3.15 and 3.16, emphasize the differences between 

blacks and non blacks in media leadership positions. Minorities represent twenty-two 

percent of all broadcast personnel.  Most of those individuals work in Spanish Language 

broadcasting.  In fact, if you removed Spanish broadcasters from the list of observations, 

the percent of minorities represented drops from 22 to 5.8.  This includes 10 African 

Americans, 4 Latinos, and one Hawaiian.  American born blacks are underrepresented in 

the broadcast booth, but actually seem to have a slight advantage over darker skinned 

Latinos, one that is likely due to language proficiency.    

 



91 

Table 3.15: Percent of 2010 MLB Broadcasters by Ethno-

Racial Group and Broadcast Type 

  All Broadcasts   

English Language 

Broadcasts Only  

     

White Non Hispanic 77.8  91.3  

White Hispanic 12.8  2.3  
Brown Hispanic 3.9  0.0  
Black Hispanic 0.0  0.0  

Black Non Hispanic 4.9  5.8  

Other 0.5  0.6  
     

Total 100  100  

(n) (203)   (173)  

Source: Official Broadcasters Data from Individual MLB team websites   

 

Language is a major line of demarcation in broadcasting. Of the 34 Hispanic 

broadcasters, only four worked in English language media while the remainder worked 

for Spanish language stations. Despite the fact that Latinos are limited in the type of 

media that they work in, when opportunities do present themselves, they are most often 

given to white Latinos.   There were no dark skinned Hispanics working for English 

language baseball media, and no black Hispanics announced in either language. 

 It is obviously important to have native Spanish speakers working in Spanish language 

media, but it should be noted that out of the 30 current Spanish language broadcasters, 

five are American born Latinos and four others were born abroad but raised in the United 

States, indicating a high degree of English proficiency. While the voices and stories of 

these Latinos are being delivered to important audiences, their perspectives are absent 

from mainstream English language media.  These perspectives are important because 

Latino broadcasters are more likely to empathize with and have insights about Latino 

players than non-Hispanic individuals.  
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Command of the language is an important qualification for broadcasting, as is 

knowledge of the game. Half of all 2010 broadcasters gained experience as former MLB 

players while the other half made broadcasting their career choice.  This distribution does 

not occur evenly for all groups. Table 3.16 shows that minority broadcasters are much 

more likely to be former players than white broadcasters are. The findings show a 

statistically significant difference and reinforce the notion that leadership criteria differ 

based on skin color. The lack of black career media professionals also underscores the 

cultural image of black expertise drawn from athleticism and the body and a contrasting 

white expertise which stems from intellectual understanding of the game.   

Table 3.16: 2010 MLB Broadcasters by Player Status and Ethno-Racial 

Group 

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic Total 

       

Career Broadcaster 59.9 79.2 50.0 0.0 20.0 59.5 

Former Player 40.1 20.8 50.0 0.0 80.0 40.5 

Total 100 100 100 0 100 100 

(n) (157) (24) (8) (0) (10) (200) 

       

Pearson Chi
2
=10.65 p=.014           

Sources: Official Broadcasters Data from Individual mlb team websites,  2011 Project 

Data  

 

Overall the data about broadcasters reinforces earlier findings from other 

leadership positions in that minorities have many opportunities for careers within 

baseball but those career options are influenced by race, ethnicity, and nationality.  
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Discussing Ethno-Racial Structures 

These findings call attention to structural differences within the baseball 

leadership hierarchy, particularly to how the distribution of opportunities is influenced by 

a combination of skin color, ethnicity, and nationality. The most prominent finding is that 

regardless of ethnicity, those with the lightest skin are afforded the most advantages and 

those with darker skin are limited to fewer opportunities.  However; integration has 

proceeded unevenly in different contexts. While skin color remains influential in all 

situations the effect of ethnicity and nationality vary by context. Ethnicity serves as a 

boundary when language and culture are salient and is compounded by the influence of 

skin color. 

Overall, non-Hispanic whites have more advantages and opportunities than all 

other groups but white Hispanics are well represented in most leadership categories 

despite their small numbers. In some cases, light skinned Latinos appear to outpace non-

Hispanic whites. The growth in the number of Hispanic players and fans partially 

explains this finding; however, it is notable that when pressed to hire more Hispanics to 

fill these roles, positions went to light skinned and white Latinos over darker skinned 

ones. For example, the Spanish language media is almost entirely composed of 

phenotypical whites. One explanation for this could be that resources are not equally 

distributed by skin color in that many Latin American nations where baseball is played.  

Lighter skinned Latinos from these countries may have had more privileges and 

opportunities growing up, thus positioning them better to acquire broadcasting jobs.  

White Latinos have made many advances but ethnicity still serves as a barrier in certain 

contexts. For example, Hispanics have not made their way into English language 
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broadcasting as much as non-Hispanic blacks, who share a culture and a language with 

the audience.  African Americans are still underrepresented in broadcasting positions, but 

they occupy a greater percentage of English language broadcasting positions than all 

Latino groups combined. 

Ethnicity is a salient boundary for aspiring broadcasters but across all contexts, 

race was a more prominent boundary. The bottom position of the hierarchy is always 

occupied by one of the groups with dark skin, either Black Hispanics or African 

Americans. Both black groups are less likely to play the leadership positions of pitcher 

and catcher and are heavily clustered in certain fielding positions while the other groups 

are more equally distributed among positions.  In contrast, both Hispanic and non-

Hispanic whites are more likely to be in management positions than darker skinned 

individuals. Whites are also more likely to obtain those positions without playing 

experience than non whites are.   In fact all of the non-white managers had at least some 

big league experience under their belts while only 83.5 percent of whites had a similar 

experience.    

 The criteria do not seem to be as strict in coaching positions because coaches 

have less responsibility for making critical game decisions and are not as prominent with 

the media and the fan base as managers are.  There is a still a preference for whites in 

coaching jobs, but there are more dark skinned Hispanics and African Americans in the 

coaching ranks than in the management ranks. These darker skinned groups still face 

stricter criteria than whites and are often give the positions with the least prominence.  

Both race and ethnicity interact to further limit the opportunities of black Hispanics, a 

barrier that has historically plagued this group (Burgos 2009) and has received attention 
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from notable stars like including Roberto Clemente and Felipe Alou  (Ruck 2011). Black 

Hispanics lagged behind both white groups in all cases and behind brown Hispanics in 

most others but occasionally fared better than American born blacks.  Black Hispanics 

were well represented in pitching positions when compared to other blacks. In addition, 

12.5 percent of black Hispanic coaches were able to serve in their positions without 

having played in the major league themselves. This is lower than the figure for non-

Hispanic whites (24.0) but more comparable to brown Hispanics (11.9) than to other 

blacks (5.2). On the contrary, black Hispanics are the most underrepresented among the 

six groups that I studied. There are very few black Hispanic managers and coaches and 

that group is made up of men who had playing careers that were far superior to those of 

any other group.  In addition, there are no broadcasters or umpires who were identified as 

black and Hispanic.   

The differences between white, brown, and black Latinos uncovered here suggest 

that ethnicity does not function alone but interacts with race. The position of Latinos 

relative to blacks and whites depends largely on their skin color.  This data underscores 

the problematic way that most sports scholars, including the RGRC,   have categorized all 

Latinos together and minimized the extent to which race separates this group in terms of 

avenues of advancement.  It also shows that when thinking about minority representation 

in sport we must think about how the context of the situation matters. There are times 

when race is the most salient dividing factor and other times when ethnicity and 

nationality trump race.  This combination of factors affects the distribution of leaders 

within the baseball hierarchy. In the following chapters, I will show how those same 

factors also affect fan perceptions of baseball players. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MEDIA NARRATIVES 

 

The previous chapter showed that skin color and cultural affiliation can influence 

opportunities for leadership roles for ethno-racial groups within Major League Baseball. 

Fan perceptions are based on the placement of actors within the hierarchy but are also 

heavily influenced by media narratives of baseball personnel.  This chapter sets the stage 

for the second research question, “What messages do baseball media communicate about 

race and ethnicity? How do fans’ understandings of racial and ethnic groups reflect and 

resist these media representations?” by describing media dominant portrayals of ethno-

racial groups within baseball. 

The mass media has always been an important part of delivering information to 

baseball fans through a variety of channels.  The first major vehicles for disseminating 

information about the sport were newspapers. The initial radio broadcast was aired in 

1921 and was followed closely by baseball’s television debut in 1939.   By the turn of the 

21
st
 century, baseball stories had spread to niche cable networks and moved online to 

local and national news media outlets, official team websites, and fan-driven web pages 

(Drucker and Gumpert 2002). 

The variety of media forms that exist today give fans ample opportunity to learn 

about their local teams and the players representing those teams.   While the ultimate goal 

of the media is to entertain, sports media is also an important source of ideological 

representations of race and ethnicity (Hunt 1999),  making it a key site for examining 

narratives about race and ethnicity.   These ideologies can be reinforced by the 
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perpetuation of negative racial stereotypes and more subtle racialized images or contested 

through more positive images.  Both positive and negative media images can facilitate 

and support misunderstandings and stereotypes of various ethno-racial groups (Feagin 

2006).  One of the few institutions where non-whites are well represented and portrayed 

positively is sport.   

By studying the media, we can gain a sense of if and how stories about race and 

ethnicity in the sport are translated to the public. There is extensive research on sporting 

media’s role in representing gender (Margaret Calisle Duncan and M. Messner 1998; 

Margaret Carlisle Duncan 2006; Kane and Lenskyj 1998; Sabo and Sue Curry Jansen 

1998) but studies of ethno-racial meanings created by sports media are far less abundant. 

The research that does exist focuses almost exclusively on the dichotomous black/white 

racial categories.  

Early research focused on the extent of press coverage for racial minorities.  

African Americans were less likely to be featured on the covers (Condor and D. F. 

Anderson 1984) and in the feature articles (Lumpkin and Williams 1991) of Sports 

Illustrated, the leading sports magazines in the U.S.  Subsequent scholarship shifted focus 

to the content of the coverage where researchers discovered that commentators were 

more likely to describe African Americans using athletic characteristics like speed and 

strength, while describing white players with intangible character traits like intelligence, 

leadership, and poise  ((Andrews 1996; Denham et al. 2002; Hughes 2004; Wilson and 

Sparks 1996; Wonsek 1992). 

 While there is very limited research focusing on racial and ethnic meanings 

outside of the black-white dichotomy, scholarship that does exist is instructive. The 



98 

media systematically whitened Mexican-American golfer Nancy Lopez in order to 

increase her popularity (Douglas and Jamieson 2006; Jamieson 1998) .  A similar 

whitening effect occurred over the course of multiracial golfer Tiger Woods’s career as 

he gradually distanced himself from a proponent of racial change to an apolitical, non-

raced golfer (Houck 2006). Even when the media did racialize Tiger, they did so in safe 

ways that celebrated his achievements as markers of a post-racial society and glazed over 

challenges to the existing racial hierarchy (Cole and Andrews 2001; Giacobbi and 

DeSensi 1999). To further complicate the Woods picture, Billings (2003) shows that golf 

television commentators tend to evaluate his successes similar to other white athletes and 

described his failures similar to other black athletes
22

. Research on Lopez and Woods 

demonstrates the complexities of representing athletes who fall within the extremes of the 

color line.  

 Outside of golf, common stereotypes of Asian-Americans as ‘model minorities’ 

and ‘economic threats’ are reified through media depictions of baseball players (Briley 

2003; Mayeda 1999). Negative Asian stereotypes also occur during international sporting 

events where they were the ethno-racial group most likely to be evaluated negatively by 

broadcasters.  Asians were often described as ‘mechanical’ and ‘robotic’ while blacks 

and whites were both evaluated with positive commentary. The researchers speculated 

that some of these differences could be attributed to nationalistic sentiments; the black 

and white athletes were Americans while the majority of the Asian athletes were foreign 

born(Sabo et al. 1996).  

                                                           
22

 All three analyses were completed prior to Tiger’s marital infidelities becoming well publicized in 2009.  

An analysis in the shifts in Tiger’s racialization since his slip-up  are beyond the scope of this study. 
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 The intersection of nationalism and race is also evident in research on baseball 

players who are defined as non-white.   In Dominican Sammy Sosa and American Mark 

McGwire’s 1998 home run chase
23

, the media frequently used the narrative of immigrant 

hard work and upward mobility in depictions of Sosa(Juffer 2002). The immigrant 

narrative is a recurring theme in baseball, evident in depictions of Italian-American Joe 

DiMaggio (Altimore 1999) and also prominent among fictional non-white characters in 

baseball films (Willis 2007) . The importance of nationalism also appears in Eagleman’s 

(2008) content analysis of Sports Illustrated and ESPN magazines.  She notes that both 

race and nationality were important to the magazines’ baseball coverage; the success of 

U.S. born players of Latino descent, like white players of European descent, was likely to 

be discussed as a result of hard work while the success of foreign born Latino players, 

like African American players, was attributed to physicality and natural ability.   

 This research emphasizes the importance of studying how ethno-racial meanings 

are linked to race, ethnicity, and nationality. This is especially true in baseball as rosters 

become filled with more international players and more non-white Americans.  We need 

to understand the ways in which the media represents these non-whites and how they are 

positioned in relationship to blacks and whites. 

 

Research Methods 

Today’s media give fans ample opportunity to learn about the players representing their 

favorite teams.  Local media play an important role in integrating stories of their players 

with narratives of place to create a unique experience for the hometown fans.  There is an 

                                                           
23

 In 1998, both McGwire and Sosa were attempting to break Roger Maris’ long standing record of 61 

home runs in one season. McGwire finished with 70 homeruns and Sosa finished with 66, but McGwire 

was the first to pass 61. 
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extensive body of literature of the ways that the media represent racial and ethnic groups 

within sports but it is narrowly focuses on blacks and whites and on dominant media 

representation at the national level. My research focuses on locally situated narratives of 

multiple ethno-racial groups with ultimate intent of understanding how fans draw on 

media narratives to create their own interpretation of race and ethnicity. To reach this 

goal, it is important to characterize the dominant media messages and racially saturated 

events that are shared with the fans.  The goal of this section is to contextualize the 2011 

baseball season in terms of the types of narratives that local fans were exposed to as well 

as the tone of those narratives.  In doing so, I recognize that these findings, produced 

through systematic observation and analysis, are results of my own interpretation of these 

dominant messages.  

To learn more about media representations of diverse ethno-racial groups and 

how they are locally delivered to fans, I followed media coverage of the Los Angeles 

Dodgers and the Philadelphia Phillies during the 2011 season.  During this time I made 

observations about the media by watching television broadcasts and listening to games on 

the radio. I also followed the teams in the major metropolitan are newspapers and through 

official team websites. My findings are broadly based these observations and more 

specifically on more in depth observations of six selected television broadcasts per team. 

I randomly selected five dates using computer software and deliberately selected a sixth 

date, April 15
th

, because I knew it was likely to contain ethnic and racially saturated 

commentary.    Because this date is the anniversary of Jackie Robinson’s debut in Major 

League Baseball, teams across baseball celebrate by hosting various tributes to the Hall 

of Famer.   
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For each of these six dates, I watched the local television broadcast for each team 

and kept detailed notes. On one of the six dates, I conducted a more thorough analysis by 

transcribing the entire broadcast. I chose to follow only television broadcasts so that I 

could conduct on more in depth analysis of one media type. In doing so, I sacrificed 

breadth and was not able to make comparisons across a variety of media platforms or 

broadcast languages.  The analysis lacks perspective from the radio booth and from 

Spanish speaking media, but the participant data strongly backed my decision to 

concentrate on television narratives.  I asked the participants to report on the frequency of 

their following the team in the media. In my sample, 98.9 percent of participants watched 

at least a few games on television each season while 83.5 percent reported listening to 

games on the radio.  In addition, out of those who watched games on television, 80.2 

percent of them watched one game per week or more. Only 50.9 percent of those who 

reported listening to the radio turned in once a week or more often.  This evidence 

indicates that television broadcasts are a more dominant source for fan narratives than 

radio broadcasts are. 

The fans also reported tracking the team’s progress through newspapers and 

online reports.  86.9 percent of participants read about the team in newspaper and 74 

percent of those people did so on a regular basis (once a week or more).  Reading about 

game result online was even more popular, as 93.1 percent of all participants reported 

doing so a few times per season and 80.2 percent reported doing so regularly. In fact, just 

over one quarter of all participants reported checking the team website for news on a 

daily basis.    Because reading about the team was another source of narratives about the 

sports, I also observed media records published in these sources. For each of the twelve 
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selected games, I read the game summary on the team’s official website as well as the 

post game coverage from the major newspapers.   

Finally, I followed seven blogs throughout the course of the season.  To observe 

the blogs, I collected information on the content that was produced by the blog authors as 

well as the fan conversations associated with those blog posts. Blog posts provided the 

most recent information about the team and typically served as a starting point and set the 

tone for the fan discussion. Because sports blogs are becoming important sources of 

information for fans and because they allow for some anonymous engagement with 

others, I feel it is important to include this author content along with the information that 

is found in other, more traditional forms of media.  In addition, 85 percent sports bloggers 

believe that their work is a form of sports journalism and 70 percent would accept a 

professional sports journalism opportunity if offered one (Hardin and Zhong 1999). 

Overall across my observations, race and ethnicity were not salient themes in media 

broadcasts and stories. These topics were largely ignored in favor of game summaries and 

player descriptions. Nonetheless, there were some subtle but interesting differences in the 

ways in which different ethno-racial groups were represented.    I found small differences 

in which position players were more likely to be featured on television and in 

newspapers. Because of ethno-racial ‘stacking’ by position, these distinctions had 

implications for the representation of ethno-racial groups. In addition, there were 

differences in the ways in which broadcasters evaluated different ethno-racial groups. 

Each of those findings is described in detail below. 
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The Structure of Media Stories: Who’s Pitching Today? 

 Individual baseball broadcasts are as unique as the games themselves.  Each 

television station has a slightly different style of communicating the games to the fans.  

Much of this variety is courtesy of the individuality of the career media professionals and 

former players who explain and discuss the game for the audience.  Despite these 

differences, broadcasts have many similarities and follow a pattern for delivering the 

game day information to the fans. 

 One important similarity is the way that the game is presented visually. Multiple 

cameras placed at different locations around the field offer fans the opportunities to view 

the game from a number of different angles.  Typical broadcasts have one camera 

positioned near centerfield and facing home plate that is focused on the matchup between 

the batter and the pitcher. This main camera is supplemented by additional cameras 

placed around the field. These extra cameras view the batter and the pitcher from 

different angles and also capture the fielders, the dugouts, and the stands. 

 As the game progresses, the camera angle changes to capture any ensuing action. 

It is critical to understand that in baseball the ball is only in play a small percentage of the 

time.  There are no official statistics on the exact amount of time but several sportswriters 

have estimated that the ball is only in play for eight to twelve minutes of a three hour 

game, or between four and six percent of the time (Reilly 2000).  This means that for the 

majority of the time, the ball is not in play.  For most of these moments, the pitcher has 

control of the ball and is working with the catcher in a cooperative effort to retire the 

batter. During these time periods, viewers are most likely to view a camera shot of the 

battle between the pitcher and the batter. Occasionally, the cameras pan to the fielders or 
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to the dugouts when the ball is not in play, but these shots are quick and fleeting and the 

focus returns back to the mound when the pitcher begins his delivery.  Since the real 

action is defined visually as the pitcher versus the batter, these players get most of the 

screen time. The starting pitchers, who work multiple innings, are on camera the longest. 

Relief pitchers are also shown a lot when they are on the mound, but they typically are 

only in the game for one or two innings.  Both groups of players appear on screen for 

much longer than most of the position players. The only exception to this is the catcher, 

who is shown nearly as often as the pitcher. The other position players are shown only 

briefly when they come to bat or make a play in the field.   When the fielders are shown, 

it is more likely that the camera shows the infielders than the outfielders.   

 These visuals are accompanied by broadcaster commentary. Like the cameras, the 

broadcasters have a tendency to concentrate on the duel between the pitcher and the 

batter.   Broadcasters will tell stories about the fielders only when they come up to bat or 

when they make a play but tend to give the fans information on the pitchers during the 

entirety of the inning. I also observed the fact that broadcasters are much more likely to 

tell stories at the beginning of the game than at the end.   There is a great deal of chatter 

in the early innings, as the announcers set the tone for the game and tell you some 

information about each player. As the game winds on, they remain quieter for longer 

stretches of time, likely due to fatigue.  Taking into account the fact that commentators 

are more likely to discuss pitchers and are more likely to hold lengthy discussions 

towards the beginning of the game, this means that starting pitchers for each team were 

the most prominent players in the broadcast, followed by the catchers. 
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 A textual analysis of the Phillies-Rockies broadcast from August 1, 2011 provides 

ample evidence of this.   Cole Hamels, Philadelphia’s starting pitcher who threw six 

innings of a ten inning game, was named 53 times during the game. Ryan Howard, the 

Phillies’ slugging first baseman played all ten innings and was only named 38 times.  The 

relief pitchers, Stutes, Bastardo, and Madson threw a combined 4 innings and were 

mentioned 27 times collectively.      

  Newspaper and Internet coverage was more inclusive because reporters were not 

forced to follow the play by play action of the ball, freeing them up to write about the 

most compelling storylines.   The headlines following each game drew attention to the 

team’s top performer(s) (“Mayberry's pinch-hit blast, Victorino's jack earn fourth straight 

win”) or to overall team performance (“Dodgers Continue Fast Fade”).   Because the 

headlines focused on the top performers, I did not find a disproportionate focus on 

pitching here but I did find an imbalance in the body of the article.  There was always a 

brief paragraph detailing the starting pitcher’s performance, whether good or bad, but 

other players were only mentioned when they contributed to game’s outcome.  A player 

was mentioned if he made a great catch, committed a crucial error, or drove in several 

runs but not if he played his role without doing anything extraordinary.  Relief pitchers 

were only discussed when their entrance into the game significantly altered the game 

decision.  Overall news articles paid more attention to position players who performed 

well and to starting pitchers, regardless of their performance. 

 The reason that the media structures are important to a discussion about race is 

because players from different ethno-racial groups are not distributed equally among 

playing positions. As mentioned in the previous chapter, white non-Hispanic players are 
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much more likely to work as starting pitchers and catchers than any other group. White 

and medium skinned Latinos are distributed in positions at about the same rate as whites.  

Black players are the most underrepresented in the pitching positions and they are also 

overrepresented in the outfield positions, making them the players who are shown and 

talked about the least often.  Due to the way that the game and the broadcast are 

structured and to positional stacking, white and Latino players are more likely to be 

featured prominently in baseball broadcasts and in news articles than black players.  The 

audience is more exposed to pitchers and catchers than to other players, therefore they 

have the opportunity to both see and learn about these players more often than they do the 

position players. The frontloading of whites and Latinos players into the most prominent 

positions translates into a greater marginalization of darker Latinos and blacks in media 

representation. Given that media marginalization relates to player distribution, it appears 

as natural and neutral.  

 

Media Commentary: Brains Versus Brawn 

 When observing media, it is not only important to pay attention to who the media 

are talking about but also to what they say about the players.  The following analysis 

shifts the focus to the content of the coverage.  As noted above, researchers have found 

that broadcasters evaluate blacks using athleticism but use intangible character traits 

when evaluating whites.  Little research extends outside of the black/white binary and 

there are no formal journal articles written on their representation in baseball broadcasts.  

This research addresses both shortcomings. 
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 Before delving deeper into media evaluations of players, it is important to 

understand that evaluative comments are not common during baseball games. When 

watching the games in my sample, I noticed that the announcers spent a large amount of 

time talking about the game itself. In order to quantify this, I used the textual analysis 

from the two transcribed broadcasts to categorize broadcaster statements into one of four 

broad topical areas. The first type of comments were summaries of the game itself.  

These are statements where the broadcaster tells what is occurring or has already 

transpired in the game, such as “That’s an RBI for Loney. Rivera comes home [to score] 

and we have a 1-1 tie in the second inning,” or “The Phils have not had a hit tonight with 

runners in scoring position.”  The second type of comments are descriptive statements 

where the broadcasters describe the team or the players but not in relation to the current 

game. “Leadoff hitters are batting .172 against him[the opposing pitcher Luebke] this 

season” is exemplar of a descriptive statement. The third type of statements were 

evaluative statements, where the announcers made a judgment about a player or a team.   

Examples of this type of statement include “he has great power,” “heads up play by 

Ibanaez,” “he’s going to keep improving as he plays this game,” and “that was a great 

example of what NOT to do.”  The fourth and final type of statements were not related to 

the teams or the players. Broadcasters talked about the weather, the venues, the fans, 

coaches, and the umpires. They also gave updates on other teams and players in the 

league. The table below summarizes the frequency of each type of comment. 
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Table 4.1  Categorization of Broadcaster Commentary by Statement Type  

         

 Dodgers  Phillies  TOTAL 

 

Frequenc

y Percent  

Frequenc

y Percent  

Frequenc

y Percent 

Game Statements 294 51.80%  413 45.90%  707 48.20% 

Descriptive Statements 149 26.20%  197 21.90%  346 23.60% 

Evaluative Statements 82 14.40%  158 17.60%  240 16.40% 

Other 43 7.60%  131 14.60%  174 11.90% 

TOTAL 568 100.00%  899 100.00%  1467 100.00% 

 

 The findings show that for about half of the game, the broadcasters are discussing 

the events directly related to the sporting contest.   Combining these game statements 

with descriptive statements, nearly three quarters of the commentary are statements about 

the game and the players’ performances while only about one quarter are devoted to 

evaluating players and talking about other subjects
24

.  This number is slightly higher on 

the Phillies broadcast, likely due to the fact that these games are narrated by two people 

during every inning while Vin Scully was the lone voice in the booth for the Dodgers. 

 Many content analyses have demonstrated differences in media evaluations, but 

few have pointed out the frequency at which evaluations occur. I found that the majority 

of broadcast commentary consists of information about the game, while less than twenty 

percent of the coverage is used to make judgments about player performance.   

Evaluative statements were even rarer within newspaper and online articles, where I only 

encountered 13 evaluative statements in twenty four articles. Seven of those thirteen 

                                                           
24

 Descriptive statements and game comments were not used to explicitly evaluate players, but they did 

contain both positive and negative connotations.   I analyzed the description of comments from the two 

game transcripts and found that there was no statistically significant difference or discernible pattern 

between players of different ethnic or racial groups. Differences in the content of the game commentary 

were associated with the positions and teams. Announcers were more likely to mention a positive 

contributions of pitchers and more likely to give a combination of reports for fielders and hitters. 

Broadcasters were also more likely mention positive contributions of the home team and elaborate on 

negative performance of the visitors. These patterns are consistent with the game results: both games 

featured outstanding pitching by the home team and a struggling offense for the visiting team.   My data set 

does not show any evidence that connotations of the game descriptions vary by ethnic or racial group. 
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statements were evaluations made by players and managers about other players. For 

example, when Phillies pitcher Cliff Lee was asked by a reporter about his catcher, 

Carlos Ruiz, Lee responded, “He's clutch. He knows how to call a game, keep the 

running game in check, and he's a clutch hitter. What more can you ask for from your 

catcher? He's a special player."   The majority of the news articles featured very limited 

evaluative commentary, favoring reports which contained the facts of the game and 

included numerous players’ and managers’ quotes about the game details. 

 Although the frequency of the evaluative comments was low compared to general 

commentary about the game, I closely examined broadcaster utterances to determine if 

there was a pattern to how various ethno-racial groups were described.  After all, these 

are the spotlighted moments when the fans hear assessment of individual players by 

sports authorities. These evaluative comments by media narrators serve as scripts that 

fans must take into account as they form their opinions about players and can help to 

congeal players’ reputations among fans. My analysis proceeded in the following 

manner. 

 I went through my field notes on the broadcasts and news articles associated with 

all twelve games and compiled a list of 264 evaluative comments, spoken or written 

about both the home and visiting team. I coded each statement for two separate 

dimensions. First, because most evaluations either praised or criticized the players’ 

abilities of performance, I coded each statement as either positive or negative. Second, I 

coded each statement as a “athletic” or a “character makeup” descriptor.  Athletic 

descriptors include strength, power, and speed along with emphases on players’ physical 

abilities, such as throwing (“what an arm on Rollins”), fielding (“he is a very slick 
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fielder”), and hitting (“what a pretty swing”).    Leadership, discipline, work ethic, focus, 

and hustle are examples of character makeup.  After coding each statement, I matched it 

to the player’s ethno-racial group.   

 The first important finding is that most evaluations were positive. Table 4.2 shows 

that out of the 264 coded comments only 14.4 percent were negative.   These 38 

comments were typically attached to a specific play or set of plays in the game such as 

“he thought the ball was out of the ballpark and he just quit on it,” “he has had some bad 

at-bats lately,” and “I don’t think he was running as fast as he could have been.”     

Table 4.2 Positive and Negative Evaluation by Ethno-racial Group 

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic Other Total 

        

Negative Comments 12.2 6.3 16.7 30.0 10.8 27.8 13.7 

Positive Comments 87.8 93.8 83.3 70.0 89.2 72.2 86.3 

Total 100 100 100 0 100 100 100 

(n) (115) (16) (30) (10) (74) (18) (263) 

        

Pearson Chi
2
=6.99 p=.221             

Sources: 2011 Project Data   

   

 In this small sample, negative evaluations occurred most often for dark skinned 

Hispanic players.    Some of this could be a function of small sample size; there were not 

many black Hispanic players in the games that I watched and there were ten total 

comments on this group.  Yet further investigation of the evaluations revealed that each 

of the three negative comments about black Hispanics were downbeat evaluations of their 

leadership and discipline, as demonstrated below. 
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  “He’s a notorious first ball hitter. Everyone knows he can’t wait.” 

  “He’s had some bad at bats recently. He really chases pitches.” 

  “He talked about being a leader but you can’t just talk about it. You can’t do that” 

 The only group comparable to the black Hispanics was the other black players 

where five out of the eight negative evaluations expressed reservation about leadership 

qualities.    When commenting on an error by Ryan Howard, the Phillies announcers 

criticized his decision making by claiming that the error was an outcome of Howard’s 

approach to the ball.  

 In contrast, the negative evaluations about other players seemed to be about their 

lack of athleticism (“He is not as athletic as Furcal”) or about a poor performance (“He 

seemed to really get confused there and lost the chance for the double play”; “He has 

really struggled this inning.”). In fact, for white non-Hispanics only 3 of 15 negative 

comments were poor evaluations of leadership. The lighter skinned Hispanic groups did 

not receive any negative evaluations of leadership-comments were entirely about game 

performance.  There was one instance when the Phillies announcers had the opportunity 

to criticize leadership but focused on the specific play sequences instead.  The play by 

play announcer had called Raul Ibanez “indecisive” when going for a fly ball but then 

indicated that bad footing caused him to miss the ball.   It was Ibanez’s indecision that 

caused his foot to get twisted in the grass which ultimately resulted in the ball going over 

his head. When evaluating this play, the announcers spoke more about how his foot 

position prevented him from making the catch and did not say anything further about the 

mental mistake that directly affected the foot positioning. 
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Table 4.3 Negative Evaluation Type by Ethno-racial Group 

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic Other Total 

        

Negative Mental Comments 20.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 62.5 40.0 34.2 

Negative Physical Comments 80.0 100.0 100.0 0.0 37.5 60.0 65.8 

Total 100 100 100 0 100 100 100 

(n) (15) (1) (6) (3) (8) (5) (38) 

        

Pearson Chi
2
=13.67 p=..018             

Sources: 2011 Project Data   

 

 Overall, the data show that black Latinos were more likely to receive negative 

evaluations than other groups of players. It also showed that darker skinned players were 

more likely to receive criticism about their character makeup than lighter skinned players, 

who were negatively evaluated based on a particular performance.   

 The second important finding was that within the positive evaluations, white non-

Hispanic players were more likely than all other groups to be attributed with positive 

character traits. For the sample as a whole, 43.1 percent of all positive player comments 

were about physical traits while 57 percent discussed mental qualities. This distribution 

was not the same across each ethno-racial group.  For white non-Hispanic players, 52 

percent of the positive comments were about mental characteristics, a greater frequency 

than all of the other groups. 
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Table 4.4 Positive Evaluation Type by Ethno-racial Group 

  

White 

Non 

Hispanic 

White 

Hispanic 

Brown 

Hispanic 

Black 

Hispanic 

Black 

Non 

Hispanic Other Total 

        

Positive Mental Comments 52.0 40.0 41.7 14.3 36.4 30.8 43.1 

PositivePhysical Comments 48.0 60.0 58.3 85.7 63.6 69.2 56.9 

Total 100 100 100 0 100 100 100 

(n) (100) (15) (24) (7) (66) (13) (225) 

        

Pearson Chi
2
=7.7 p=.173             

Sources: 2011 Project Data   

 

 For example, Dodgers broadcasters described white pitcher Clayton Kershaw as 

good on and off the field, great in the clubhouse, and as the leader of the pitching staff 

They also noted how white pitcher Ted Lilly was “very knowledgeable, but still checks in 

with the coach.”  Stories of leadership and intelligence were mixed in with stories about 

hustle and work ethic. Some times, broadcasters made sure to emphasize how much 

physicality didn’t matter, particularly in the case of 5’9” infielder Jamey Carroll. On one 

occasion, a pair of national broadcasters declared “That is the beauty of this game. Every 

physical type has the opportunity to make it somewhere in this game but you have to 

work. No matter what size, shape, whatever. You have to work.” 

 For the other groups, the proportion of positive evaluations that focused on 

character makeup was about the same, between thirty and forty-two percent. Again, the 

exception to this was black Hispanics, for whom only one in seven positive evaluations 

praised something character makeup.  This comment spoke mostly to charisma and 

leadership as  Dodgers broadcaster called opponent Johnny Cueto  a “star in the making.” 

 Table 4.5 summarizes my findings on media professionals’ evaluative 

commentary. Television announcers and news reports are more likely to describe the 
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game and the players’ records than they are to make judgments about the players.   When 

broadcasters and writers do use evaluative statements, they are very likely to describe 

players in positive terms and notably less likely to use mental characterizations of non-

white Hispanics. They use both athletics and character descriptors of all ethno-racial 

groups but they are slightly more likely to describe white non-Hispanic players with 

character makeup.  The differences in media portrayals were minimal but still important 

for understanding how fans come to lean about different ethno-racial groups. 

Table 4.5 Positive and Negative Evaluation by Ethno-racial Group  

        

 Negative Evals   Positive Evals  

 Phys Mental (n)   Phys Mental (n) 

White Non-Hispanic 80% 20% 15  48% 52% 100 

White Hispanic 100% 0% 1  60% 40% 15 

Brown Hispanic 100% 0% 6  61% 39% 23 

Black Hispanic 0% 100% 3  86% 14% 7 

Black Non-Hispanic 38% 63% 8  64% 36% 66 

Other 60% 40% 5  67% 33% 15 

        

TOTAL 66% 34% 38  57% 43% 226 

        
        

Stories About Race and Ethnicity: Chosen With Care 

 In addition to taking notice of which players were depicted and how they were 

talked about, I also noted any instances of explicit commentary about race and ethnicity, 

including any references to the physical and cultural markers of the different ethno-racial 

groups within the game of baseball.  Discussions of this type were not very common, 

though they did occur on a few occasions during the duration of the twelve games that I 

closely observed. 

 The most common reference to cultural markers were the biographical details 

given for each player.   For both native and foreign born players, announcers in both 



115 

cities would give a player’s birthplace and some information about his path to the major 

leagues. The audience would learn that some players were born and raised in Ohio, while 

others spent their formative years in Caracas, Venezuela.   Dodgers’ broadcaster Vin 

Scully was much more likely to give additional details than the Philadelphia announcers 

were
25

. For example, when the Cardinals’ Kyle Lohse faced the Dodgers, Scully 

explained that Lohse was  Native American and specified his tribe.  On another occasion, 

Scully referred to a Latino San Francisco Giants’ pitcher as a hard worker, telling fans 

that he grew up helping his dad harvest lettuce in California. 

 Other than biographical details, I only noted five direct references to skin color or 

cultural markers. Four references occurred on Dodgers broadcasts and an additional 

comment was made on the Phillies broadcast. 

 When Dominican Juan Uribe was hit by a pitch, Scully said, “His reaction would be 

understood in any language, ‘Ouch!’.” 

 When Taiwanese pitcher Chieng Min Wang  faced the Dodgers, Scully explained that he 

had been named to Time Magazine’s list of the Top 100 people for advancing cultural 

issues. 

 When discussing white rookie Justin Sellers, the Dodgers broadcast team compared his 

swing to that of the great Manny Ramirez, a dark skinned Dominican.   This was 

followed by one of the announcers proclaiming that “Of course, you would never confuse 

the two physically at the plate.” 

 On a national FOX broadcast against Cincinatti, Reds’ pitcher Johnny Cueto, a dark 

skinned Latino who wears his hair in dreadlocks,  was shown in the dugout dousing his 

head with water. One of the broadcasters remarked, “I imagine that the water gets to your 

scalp a lot quicker when you have the locks.” 

 

 While the final remark about Cueto may be somewhat ignorant, these comments 

do not portray any ethnic or racial groups in a strongly negative light and do not greatly 

reflect or resist dominant racial ideology. The information about Wang is positive 

statement about his ability to bridge two cultures. If anything, I am surprised that there 

are not more discussions about the cultural contributions of baseball players. The 

                                                           
25

 Scully is known for being more of a “story teller” when describing the game and the players. 



116 

audience sees a diverse player group, a diversity that is novel historically in the sport, but 

doesn’t hear and learn about this diversity or what it might bring to the sport. References 

to these cultural differences are almost entirely absent. This type of ‘historic blind 

racism’ will be addressed in subsequent chapters and in the conclusion.  

 There was one instance during a Phillies game where the way a narrative was told 

could be interpreted in a negative manner. The announcers were talking about an 

interview where Panamanian catcher Carlos Ruiz was asked about a pitch that he hit for a 

home run.  The sportscaster McCarthy described Ruiz’s response by saying, “in a typical 

Carlos fashion, he said “he hang it, I bang it!”, speaking the italicized works with a 

Latino accent. For the most part, the Phillies broadcast team praised Ruiz and all that he 

provided the team, but one this one instance, they did appear to poke fun at his struggles 

with English by imitating his incorrect grammar in a mock Latino accent.  This is a 

powerful statement because it contributes to an ethno-racial ideology that treats Latinos 

as foreigners who are unwilling or unable to learn English. 

 The only other occasion where the diversity of the sport was discussed was on 

Jackie Robinson Day. This day represented a racially saturated moment and thus 

provided opportunities for the broadcasters to talk about the subject.  The Dodgers game 

began with a pre-recorded message from Vin Scully about the significance of the 

anniversary. Once the game went live, Scully described how it was touching to see Don 

Newcombe,  “his [Robinson’s] fellow black man arriving in the big leagues”. In the top 

of the fifth inning, Scully told a brief story about an occasion when Robinson was 

threatened because of his race. He scattered a few more stories throughout the game, 
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mostly about Robinson’s performance on the field and not about his struggles with race 

and racism.   

 Robinson played his whole career for the Dodgers, yet it was the Phillies 

broadcast team that spoke more about him on the anniversary of his debut. After 

introducing the game with a brief introduction to the event, the broadcasters spoke more 

about Robinson in the top of the third.  They gave some facts about his career and 

mentioned that “most importantly, he broke the color barrier back on this day in 1947.” 

They also explained why his jersey had been retired.  Surpingsly, the tribute was rapidly 

commodified  when it was immediately followed by live footage of the broadcast booth, 

with the announcers showing a Jackie Robinson jersey and telling fans where it was 

available for purchase.   

 During the game, the broadcasters told a number of stories about Robinson and 

specifically focused on some of his struggles. They even pointed out how Edwin 

Rodriguez, the opposing manager, praised Robinson for opening up his own career path 

as the first Puerto Rican manager.  The announcers added their own commentary on how 

Robinson opened the door for Rodriguez and for all people of color to be involved with 

the game.  

  Like the stories from the Dodgers broadcasts, these descriptions of Robinson were 

mainly positive ones which hailed his triumphs. Neither broadcast team mentioned any 

current issues in baseball that might be affected by race and or ethnicity.  On Jackie 

Robinson Day, it was acceptable to talk about race, but the tone was celebratory and the 

stories were historic.  Most commentary avoided ethic or racial senstitives. There were no 

critical or contemporary stories of racial conflict.    
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Race and Ethnicity on Blogging Sites 

 Baseball coverage in the mainstream sports media tended to sideline any talk 

about race and ethnicity. This theme was also evident in the seven baseball blogs that I 

studied where blog authors were highly unlikely to talk about race.   

 In the random sample of 332 posts, only four explicitly mentioned race or racial themes 

(1.2%).  Three of these posts were connected to official MLB celebrations, Jackie 

Robinson Day and the Civil Rights Weekend, while the fourth was unrelated to a major 

current event.   The remaining ninety nine percent of the posts fell into five major 

categories.  These categories, outlined in Table 4.6, represent the 332 posts that I 

analyzed for the duration of the six month season 

Table 4.6: Frequency Distribution of Content of Blog Posts 

Category Number of 

Blog Entries 

Percent of Blog 

Entries 

Game Content 101 30.4 

Roster and Transactions 52 13.9 

Other Team Content 117 35.2 

General Baseball Content 37 11.1 

Other 25 7.5 

TOTAL 332 100.0 

    

The first sets of posts were directly related to the teams’ games including recaps 

of previous games, previews of upcoming games, and game threads.   When not writing 

directly about the games, bloggers provided more in depth information on the team.  

They frequently examined the current roster and discussed both real and speculated 
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transactions which would affect this roster. Bloggers also penned unique and interesting 

stories on the team in general, on specific players, and on fans of the team. Finally, some 

of the entries were written about baseball in general (other teams and other players) or 

about things completely unrelated to baseball. For example, some bloggers posted 

information on other sports, news, local events, and pop culture. The content of each blog 

varied depending on the game schedule, the time of year, and the team performance. It 

also varied among the seven blogs that I studied. Some focused mostly on game content, 

some were more interested in reporting unique stories, and others placed a heavy 

emphasis on roster transactions and prospects.  

 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

 Through close observation of twelve baseball broadcasts, I found small yet 

notable differences between ethno-racial groups. The first difference was a structural one, 

where the attention was focused on the pitchers and catchers, who were more likely to be 

white and Latino.  The second difference was that white players were slightly more likely 

to be described with intangible character traits than players of other ethno-racial groups 

were. Black Hispanics were the most likely to receive negative evaluations of their 

character make up and positive evaluations of their athleticism. Finally, broadcasters 

rarely made explicit references to race or ethnicity, but when they did, the narratives were 

either neutral or positive. 

 In the previous chapter, data analysis showed that there were fundamental 

differences in the representation of ethno-racial groups within the institutional structure 



120 

of Major League Baseball.  Structural inequality in the form of positional stacking leads 

to symbolic inequality in type and amount of coverage that players receive; however, the 

media avoid calling attention to this disparity or to any other inequalities within ethnic 

and racial groups.  The differences that are found within broadcaster narratives are not 

overt but contribute to symbolic inequality by emphasizing positive character makeup of 

whites and physicality of darker skinned groups.  The symbolism of these dominant 

media narratives is important because it is the foundation for many fan narratives about 

the sport, the hometown team, and the players. In the next section, I will outline the fan 

narratives and explain how they both parallel and challenge media portrayals of ethno-

racial groups.  



121 

CHAPTER 5  

NARRATIVES ABOUT RACE AND ETHNICITY 

 

 The previous chapter demonstrated that baseball broadcasts largely lacked explicit 

references to race and ethnicity but communicated symbolic messages about those social 

categories through the structure and the content of the broadcast.   The avoidance of race 

talk, the prominence of pitching positions, and racial differences in descriptions of 

athleticism and character makeup all create a story about race and ethnicity in baseball.   

This story is communicated to legions of baseball fans who interpret and retell it through 

their own personal narratives. Some of those personal narratives build up the dominant 

messages about race and ethnicity while other stories run counter to those messages. This 

chapter builds on the previous one by examining individual fan narratives to answer the 

question  “How do fans’ understandings of racial and ethnic groups reflect and resist 

representations found in media?” 

 People make sense of the world primarily through narrative.  Social actors utilize 

stories to understand their experiences, to link events to one another, to construct and 

convey meaning, and to express thoughts and emotions. Narratives are constrained but 

not determined by hegemonic discourses, such those found in mass media (Chase 2005; 

Schiffrin 1996).   Because so many fans follow the home town team on television, they 

draw from dominant media narratives as well as their own personal life histories when 

forming ideas about the game, teams, and players.   

Narrative is also particularly suited to studying baseball in the U.S. In “Baseball 

As Narrative” (1998), former commissioner A. Bartlett Giamatti claimed that the sport 

“is part of America’s plot…the plot of the story of our national life (89)” and that this 
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plot is best understood through the fans. Just as social structures and media discourses 

constrain and enable personal narratives, the rules, dimensions, and cultural symbolism of 

baseball mark the boundaries of potential stories that can develop.  Collective 

representations of baseball depict the sport as a site for building community among 

diverse individuals and a meritocracy that grants the best opportunities to the most skilled 

participants regardless of race or ethnicity. These symbols align with positive narratives 

about diversity in America, highlighting the fun, harmonious aspects of culture blending 

and downplaying potential conflicts and inequalities.  To fully understand baseball 

narratives, especially ethno-racial ones, it is important to understand how symbolic 

representations of both baseball and diversity interact with media stories as they are told 

and retold through personal narratives of spectators and fans.  

Thus far, sports fan perspectives have been relegated to the sidelines. Long 

interested in media messages, scholars only recently began to explore the ways in which 

fans view media critically and use their own life experiences as filters for interpreting 

media content. For example, both gendered and racial meanings available in public sport 

media discourses are sometimes accepted but at other times contested by fans (T. Bruce 

1998).  Most content analyses, including the one I presented in the previous chapter, 

document how the media emphasizes leadership for white players. In contrast, Buffington 

and Fraley’s (2008, 2011) analysis of audience members shows that fans are equally 

likely to attribute leadership to whites and blacks. However, they discovered that fans are 

more likely to attribute successful black leadership to athletic ability while explaining 

white leadership with more mental characteristics. Additional research shows the 

influence of individual identity on interpretation of sport media. Wilson and Sparkes 
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(1999) found that black and white respondents assigned different meanings to athletic 

apparel commercials featuring black athletes. Finally, Klein’s (2000) research in Fenway 

Park illustrated that positive media images of a multicultural Red Sox family were not 

absorbed by all fans; instead the fans attached their own experiences, identities, and 

meanings to the media content.    

Because sports fans are active and critical media users, the ways that they 

interpret media messages about race and ethnicity are important.   The goal of this 

chapter is to describe how baseball fans in Los Angeles and Philadelphia engaged in 

ethnic and racial discourses as they wove their personal experiences into broader 

narratives about baseball.  In analyzing the fan discourse, I was guided by the theoretical 

approach of Reisigl and Wodak (2000) who argue that ideas about race and ethnicity are 

reproduced through discourse. These discourses can construct, maintain, or transform 

ideas about different ethnic and racial categories and can reproduce certain social 

conditions.  

Reisigl and Wodak recommend analyzing discourse by examining how different 

ethno-racial groups are named and understood by how personal characteristics are 

assigned to those groups.  The first portion of the chapter focuses on this dimension of 

discourse by showing how fans discussed the positive and negative qualities of local 

players and how they described leadership.  In discussing the players’ qualities, fans did 

not overtly mention race but instead made key implicit differences when referring to 

players from different ethno-racial groups. Reisigl and Wodak also emphasize the ways 

in which arguments about race and ethnicity might attempt to justify the inclusion or 

exclusion of particular groups and whether or not those arguments are qualified or 
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moderated with respect to a social audience. The second portion of the chapter focuses on 

arguments that fans made when describing their perceptions of equality within Major 

League Baseball.  The absence of race talk, qualities of local players, and narratives 

about equality paint a picture of how fans construct, maintain, and transform ideas about 

ethnic and racial categories. 

The fan narratives presented in this chapter were drawn from both the focus 

groups and from the interactive fan discussion boards on local blogs
26. 

  The major 

difference between the forums was when, how, and to what extent race and ethnicity 

were discussed.  I discuss the findings about the structure and process of race talk in the 

ensuing chapter.  Despite these differences, narrative themes in both locations were very 

similar, particularly the absence of explicit racial dialogue and the ways in which fans 

discussed players’ personas.  I learned about inequality narratives mainly from the focus 

groups because I was able to prompt for such themes whereas I simply followed the 

conversations in the blogging spaces.   

 

Avoiding Race Talk 

 Throughout my research, I found that baseball fans rarely initiated conversations 

about race or ethnicity. They appreciated talking about the game itself, but also 

frequently tied narratives of the game to other themes. Individuals associated fandom 

with family and relationships, regional identity, passion for strategy and statistics, and 

with socializing and relaxing. While the focus group participants spoke  mostly about 

baseball, the online participants on some forums held side conversations about non-

                                                           
26

 I chose report the findings from only the local blogs in this chapter so that the narratives about local 

players and team leadership would be more consistent with those collected in the focus groups.  Narratives 

from the national level blog can be found in the next chapter. 
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baseball related topics  The non-baseball content was typically limited to sports other 

than baseball, television show,  movies, music, food, light-hearted news items, and 

personal stories.  

 It was not common for fans to start conversations about race or ethnicity, although 

did so occasionally. When fans in focus groups initiated conversations about race and 

ethnicity, they were likely to do so in a way which promoted an appreciation of baseball 

as a symbol of equality and a place where pluralism thrived. This occurred in only three 

of the eighteen groups.  In a L.A. focus group of Asian Americans, one woman spoke 

directly about the way that the team represented the diversity of the city of Los Angeles 

and another echoed her sentiments.  

I love the Dodgers because every time I go to Dodger Stadium, it is where I feel is the piece of 

L.A. where you get a feel of every ethnicity, every culture, every people, person, so to me, Dodger 

Stadium is L.A..  – Katy, 30, Chinese 

 

-I am a fan of the Dodgers since I was a kid. It had been a part of me. I went there when I was a 

kid and like she said, it does represent a part of Los Angeles because it is very- there are many 

types of people that go there. Whether you are rich are poor, every one has a good time there. –

Wendy, 23, Chinese-American  

 

The conversation did not proceed further, but at a later point in the focus group, 

Wendy reiterated her point by speaking about an image that resonated with her. “[I like] 

this photo because they are all smiling and also I notice that it looks very ethnic. There 

are African American, white, and Mexicans so that really struck a chord to me.”   

Another fan in the same group, spoke without prompting about how white fans support of 

Korean pitcher Chan Ho Park represented vanishing ethnic distinctions. 

Two fans in other groups used images to discuss positive messages about baseball 

and diversity. A Dodger fan spoke about how current African American players 

symbolized Jackie Robinson’s legacy and a Phillies fan discussed how an image of 

Latino players celebrating with a white European player showed the importance of 
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teamwork.  The topic of multiculturalism was not limited to these three groups, but these 

were the only occasions where the fans raised the topic on their own.  In other groups, 

multicultural discourses were a response to moderator questions. 

While some individuals spoke to how the diversity and inclusiveness of baseball 

were very positive, only one individual initiated a conversation about how race and 

ethnicity could also generate conflict and inequality in the sport.  

You know from a historical aspect, you know, the Dodgers were the ones who signed Jackie 

Robinson and everything with the blacks and the baseball but they also screwed up here with the 

Latinos when they got here and until Fernando Valenzuela, the Latino support at the ballpark was 

only like eight percent, and that’s from [Spanish language broadcaster] Jaime Jarrin. It was not 

until Fernando that Latinos finally started coming to the ballgames and actually Fernando 

Valenzuela introduced more new fans that anyone in baseball, whether Babe Ruth or Jackie 

Robinson, because all of Mexico and all of South America type thing, but the Dodgers really 

screwed up at first with a lot of the Latino fans. 

  

 These unsolicited statements about race and ethnicity make it clear that for some 

fans, the racial and ethnic diversity of the sport is important to them and something which 

they appreciate in the sport.  Others recognize that race and ethnicity have historically 

played controversial roles.  While these themes were noted early in the conversation, they 

rarely resurfaced until I prompted for them in discussion, with one exception.  As 

previously mentioned, fans never mentioned race when discussing current and potential 

future leaders; however, they did remark about how the lack of English language 

proficiency might influence a players’ ability to lead. 

 Online conversations about race were also rare, appearing only occasionally in the 

comment threads.  Users strongly believed that “serious conversations” were out of place 

on baseball blogs.  With few exceptions, blog users ignored comments about serious 

topics like politics, religion, and race, steered the conversation elsewhere, or turned it into 

something more light hearted.    When blog users did talk about race, it was often in the 
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form of a joke. I illustrate some of the joke content in this chapter, and delve deeper into 

the format and function of jokes in the subsequent chapter.   

 The perception of race talk as inappropriate during a baseball game or a sports-

related discussion was consistent across multiple blogging sites.  It was also evident in 

fan focus groups, where fans rarely mentioned race without being prompted. Both 

findings reiterated the theme of silence from the media analysis. I will explore the issue 

of silence in the next chapter, where I discuss the effect of social context on the level and 

type of race talk. But before I do so, it is important to understand the types of narratives 

that fans relay when they DO talk about race. 

 

Narratives in Los Angeles and Philadelphia 

Fan narratives about race, ethnicity, and baseball in Los Angeles did not differ 

greatly from Philadelphia narratives about the topics. In the focus groups, I found a 

diversity of perspectives, from fans who had never thought about race or ethnicity to 

those who had deeply contemplated these issues.  While I was not as able to gauge the 

individual perspectives of each blog contributor, I noticed a similar diversity of 

viewpoints through observing their online conversations. 

The biggest difference between the cities was that when the Philadelphia focus 

groups members were asked questions about race and ethnicity, almost all of the group 

members immediately spoke about race, answering questions in terms of black and white 

players. The only Philadelphia group that spoke primarily about ethnicity was a group 

composed entirely of Latino fans.  A few Phillies fan groups spoke about Asians and 

Latinos, but the conversations about these groups were minor when compared to chatter 
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about racial differences.   This was consistent with online conversations on Phillies blogs. 

On the few occasions that participants discussed race, they did so by referencing the 

black/white dichotomy.  This contrasted with conversations of the Dodgers fans. When 

asked about race or ethnicity in focus groups, they seemed to talk about issues affecting 

many racial and ethnic groups, rather than focus specifically on black/white comparisons. 

Online ethno-racial conversations among Dodger fans made reference to multiple groups, 

most notably Latinos.  

These differences reflect the ways in which “race and ethnicity” are defined 

differently in different regions of the country based on the salience of the racial and 

ethnic groups who live in the area. In Philadelphia, a city with large black and white 

population, ‘race and ethnicity’ were collapsed into race, which eventually led to a 

comparison of black and white players and issues. The salience of ethnicity is low in 

Philadelphia because of low levels immigration and a small Latino population while the 

heavy immigration to the Southern California has brought ethnicity to the forefront of 

issues within the L.A metropolitan region.  Within this racially and ethnically region, 

participants had a much broader interpretation of race and ethnicity.  The more binary 

aspect of race talk in the Philadelphia context compared to the broader framing in Los 

Angeles needs to be kept in mind throughout the following exploration. Regional 

dialogues about race and ethnicity were nested within the broader national narratives of 

race and of baseball and so fans did not differ in the ways that they described leadership 

or understood equality within baseball.   
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Leadership, Race, and Ethnicity: Key Differences in Leadership Traits 

 

 Part of the allure of baseball is that the game is to home to unique personalities, 

including those of players, managers, and broadcasters.  Fans identify strongly with these 

public figures, gather information about stars’ lives through various media channels, and 

incorporate the information into their own narratives.  Like media coverage, fan 

narratives about players’ traits and behaviors do not usually make direct reference to race 

or ethnicity but the ways in which fans assign personal characteristics to baseball 

personas can reinforce or challenge ideas about ethno-racial categories.  I listened to how 

fans described players in face to face conversations in focus groups and in online 

conversations on local sports blogs. 

 In each focus group, I began by asking the fans to choose one photo that 

contained a positive representation of their home team and one that contained a negative 

representation.  I also asked the fans to talk about team leadership. During these 

discussions, fans did not openly state “Latino players are this way” or “white players act 

that way”; rather, the implicit racial themes were culled from their discourses on 

particular players. In my analysis, I focus on the players who were described as the team 

leaders in response to both prompts mentioned above.  I could not ask the blogging 

community members to describe positive and negative representation of their favorite 

teams or to describe leadership, but they did so frequently throughout the course of the 

season and thus I was able to gain a sense of their attitudes and opinions. 

 The players who were chosen by the focus group fans as leaders or selected 

because of their positive imagery represented a number of different playing positions and 

were not limited to one ethnic or racial group. In Philadelphia, the most frequently named 
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players were Jimmy Rollins, Chase Utley, and Roy Halladay. Shane Victorino and Carlos 

Ruiz were also mentioned multiple times. In Los Angeles, Matt Kemp and Clayton 

Kershaw were the consensus leaders with Andre Ethier and Jamey Carroll also garnering 

attention.  This collection of players closely reflects those players who were well liked 

and looked up to by the blogging communities
27

. The table below lists the players most 

frequently cited as leaders along with their team affiliation, playing position, and ethno-

racial group. Within each city, the order in which the players are listed reflects the 

frequency in which they were tabbed by the fans in focus groups as leaders.   

 

Table 5.1 Players Frequently Named as Leaders by Focus Group Participants 

Name Team Position Race/Ethnicity 

Jimmy Rollins Philadelphia Shortshop African American 

Roy Halladay Philadelphia Pitcher White 

Chase Utley Philadelphia Second Base White 

Shane Victorino Philadelphia Outfield Hawaiian 

Carlos Ruiz Philadelphia Catcher Panamanian 

Matt Kemp Los Angeles Outfield African American 

Clayton Kershaw Los Angeles Pitcher White 

Jamey Carroll Los Angeles Middle Infield White 

Andre Ethier Los Angeles Outfield Mexican-French 

 

 

Describing Leaders: Action and Example versus Personality and Production 

 

Overall, players who were described as leaders were praised for their enthusiasm, 

positive attitudes, work ethic, physical talent, ability to motivate others, tenure with the 

team, and involvement with the community. While these terms were used to describe 

players from all ethnic and racial groups, the rationale for why white players were looked 

                                                           
27

 There are some exceptions.   Blogging communities had a tendency to rally behind a different player. For 

example, one Dodgers’ blog always spoke highly of James Loney and one Phillies blogged trumpeted the 

play of John Mayberry, Jr. These players were often ‘chosen’ because they were up and comers or because 

they had a special quality that one particular blogging community identified as important.  I chose not to 

add them to the list because they were not consistent among all blogging communities and the focus group 

fans. 
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to as leaders favored explanations about intangible character traits and silent leadership.  

Many of these traits were consistent with what baseball scouts called “makeup” – 

intangible qualities like discipline, work ethic, coach ability, and maturity. Explanations 

for non-white players were much more likely to focus on physicality, athleticism, and 

vocal leadership.  In addition, white players were more likely to be named ‘clubhouse 

leaders’ or ‘off the field leaders’, while non-white players were more highly praised for 

the ability on the field. 

Roy Halladay and Chase Utley are both talented and accomplished white veteran 

players on the Philadelphia squad.  Halladay was frequently described as “leading by 

example.”  Fans claimed that the pitcher “demonstrates with actions,” particularly in 

regards to his work ethic which was touted as “a good example for others” that 

encourages teammates “to emulate him.” Only one focus group fan specifically said that 

Halladay “has a lot of talent.” Utley was also described as someone who leads by 

example by “showing effort in every play,” “leading in the dugout,” and “working to get 

better at things.”  He was praised as a “silent leader” who “ignites something in fans” and 

“dictates the grittiness of the team.” No one described Utley’s talent or athletic ability.  

For both of these players, the majority of the descriptions focused more on work ethic 

and ability to motivate others than on athleticism. 

Clayton Kershaw, a white pitcher on the Dodgers, is much younger and has less 

experience
28

 than the Phillies players but was described with many of the same qualities 

as Halladay and Utley were. One fan mentioned that Kershaw  “has helped the Dodgers 

by what he has accomplished on the field” but others focused on his great “work ethic 

                                                           
28

Kershaw won the Cy Young award for baseball’s top pitcher in 2011. He was having a great season 

during the time of the interviews, but he did not win the award until November after my interviews had 

ended. 
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and education.”   They noted that he “is dedicated,” “practices to get better,” and “has a 

lot more growth in him.”  These narratives are also echoed in descriptions of white utility 

player Jamey Carroll, referred to by one of the fans as “Mr. Textbook” for his strong 

fundamental play and consistency.  Numerous fans mentioned that Carroll was “making 

the most of what he was given” and that he was “underrated but will give his all.”  

Narratives of hard work and discipline dominated explanations of leadership for white 

players. 

These narratives were reflected in the humorous banter of multiple blogging sites. 

A recurrent topic for jokes was the idea that white players are short on talent but full of 

the intangibles, including intelligence, hard work, and grit. This stereotype was openly 

mocked on several of the blogs; however, the joke still served to reinforce the dominant 

idea about white players.  The folks at Dodger Dorks blog had an acronym for a light 

hitting white guy “LHWG.” They also frequently joked around by referring to LHWG’s 

as “sliders” (miniature hamburgers) and claiming that “grit” is something that is “sold to 

suburban white people.”  Humorous remarks about gritty white players surfaced on other 

blogs as well. On Blue Banter, a user who was frustrated with the poor defensive play of 

two white players remarked that he was “gonna [sic] revoke the scrappy white hustler 

license” from the players.   When criticizing a black player, one Fun Phillies Fan wrote 

that the player “Lacks both ‘hustle and grit’”. The user, who had a reputation of being an 

ardent supporter of that particular player, used quotes to indicate that that hustle and grit 

were codes for whiteness.  In all of these cases, fans demonstrated that they were aware 

of racial stereotyping within the sports world, and that they were willing to play with and 

play off of those stereotypes. 
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Talk about hustle, grit, and work ethic was much different than the descriptors 

used to praise African American players Jimmy Rollins and Matt Kemp. Rollins is an 

accomplished Philly veteran and a former most valuable player, while Kemp is a younger 

Dodger who finished as the runner up in MVP voting during the 2011 season and is a 

rising star. These two players’ names were mentioned most frequently as leaders and they 

received the highest praise from the fans.  There is no question that fans looked to these 

players for their leadership, but they gave slightly different reasons for nominating these 

players than they did for the white players.  Fans mentioned hard work and effort, but 

they were much more likely to focus on vocal and athletic aspects of leadership than they 

did for white players. 

Rollins was clearly a fan favorite and was praised for his ability to motivate the 

team on and off the field. He was referred to as the “the spark of the offense” and 

someone who “has the respect of everyone.”  While these narratives were present, it was 

his “vocal leadership” that was the most celebrated. Fans described him as the “team 

representative” and the “team mouthpiece” who is “brash” and “outspoken” but also 

“spirited” and “playful.”   Fans explained that Rollins has “personality,” “charisma,” 

“effervescent confidence,” and an “in-your-face, we-are-the-team-to-beat attitude.” 

Like Rollins, Kemp was praised somewhat for his work ethic, dedication, and 

ability to motivate others, but the focus was much more on his play on the field and the 

fact that he was clearly the “best player.”  Many people believed Kemp underperformed 

in 2010 and seemed pleased that he “got a wakeup call” and was “blossoming as a 

player” in 2011. He was praised as a leader because he was a “God given talent” who was 
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a “legitimate five tool player” who “plays every day,” and “continues to perform at a high 

level even though the team in not that good.”   

The other three players that were mentioned by fans would all be considered ‘in 

between minorities’. The narratives of these players were somewhat mixed, focusing on a 

blend of physical talent and more intangible leadership qualities. Andre Ethier, of mixed 

French and Mexican heritage, was acclaimed as an “up and coming star” who “delivers in 

the clutch” and “helped the Dodgers win ballgames” but was also described as a “true 

professional” who “seems mature” who “younger players look up to.” Shane Victorino, a 

native Hawaiian, was lauded for being “the symbol of hustle and energy on the team” and 

being a “really exciting player.” Finally the Panamanian Carlos Ruiz was commended not 

only for how he “ties everyone together” and serves as the “backbone of the team” but 

was also described as a hard worker who “prepares for each game” and is “very bright.” 

Narratives for these three players were composed of a blend of explanations for 

leadership including athleticism, vocal leadership, and character makeup. This stands in 

contrast to the African American narratives, which were heavily focused on talent and 

charisma, and the narratives about white players which were heavily focused on 

intelligence and character traits like work ethic and discipline. 

 

Criticizing Leadership 

In addition to the contrast highlighted by the explanations of leadership, I also 

observed that the minority leaders were much more likely to be criticized, despite being 

beloved by the fans.  It is important to note that fans were critical of current and former 

players from all ethnic racial groups
29

 but they were much more likely to express 

                                                           
29

 I am writing only about the players named as the leaders for this analysis because they were discussed by 

many individuals across multiple focus groups and blogs. Individual fans had minor criticisms of other 
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drawbacks of minority leaders than they were to voice displeasure with white leaders 

indicating a thread of fickleness to their devotion. 

Not a single fan criticized Roy Halladay. Even the fan who thought that Roy 

could “be argumentative when he feels like he is right” defended the ace’s aggressive 

demeanor because it “showed leadership.”    Fans in two focus groups expressed some 

hesitations to claim that Utley was a good leader because he was prone to injuries but 

gave no other criticisms. Dodgers’ fans thought that Kershaw was still in the process of 

becoming a true leader because he was so young and lacked seasoning at the big league 

level.  

While fans seemed to lack a critical eye for the play of these particular white 

players, they did express disapproval of certain aspects of the minority players who were 

tabbed as leaders.  Phillies fans remarked that Victorino was “selfish,” “tried too hard,” 

and was “undisciplined.”  They also felt that Jimmy Rollins could be “pouty” and 

“selfish” and noted that he had been “benched for not running out balls and being late to 

games.”  Dodgers fans who condemned Andre Ethier claimed it was because he was a 

“prima donna” who was “too into his own statistics.” The Los Angeles fans who believed 

that Kemp had been “in a fog last year” because he “was more focused on his personal 

life” did seem optimistic that he was turning his game around. Despite this, some worried 

that he would go back to his “Hollywood lifestyle,” expressed concern that he still 

“sometimes can do terrible and dumb things,” opined that he was “playing well but not 

                                                                                                                                                                             
players but I chose not to formally analyze these because they were not consistent across multiple locations 

and individuals. The data do not appear to show any specific ethnic or racial bias. It should also be noted 

that the fans I interviewed had very few criticisms.  During the Philadelphia interviews, the team was in 

first place and playing well and so that fans found it difficult to criticize any of the players.  The Dodgers 

fans realized the team was underachieving, but placed most of the blame on the ownership and not on the 

players. The blogging communities contained much more criticism - but the degree varied greatly by the 

blog site, the individuals who were speaking, and by the situation.  
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firing people up in the clubhouse,” and argued that he was “only doing good because of 

[base coach] Davey Lopes.”   These statements all refer to flaws in the players’ character 

makeup by criticizing lack of discipline, maturity, team mentality, and hustle. 

A number of criticisms emerged when speaking about the potential leadership of 

American born minority players. When speaking about foreign born Latino players, fans’ 

primarily expressed tentativeness about language. For example, Phillies fans questioned 

Ruiz’s leadership because of his “shaky English.”  This caution was reinforced by jokes 

published in blogging community conversations that made reference to players’ 

foreignness or to their difficulties speaking in English. While they do not reference the 

players named most frequently as leaders, they negatively depict Latino players as poor 

communicators and thus preclude in some degree from being perceived as strong leaders.  

 “Baez said ‘put me in coach, I’m ready to play.’ But, you know, with his accent and different 

words." – MistyL, Fun Phillies Fans, on the Cuban relief pitcher’s desire to pitch more innings. 

 

“Maybe it was just his broken up English? I only be in country 15 years” –JamesII,  Dodger 

Dorks, on interpreting Rafeal Furcal’s Tweets. 

 

Taken together, these data show that while fans are equally likely to look up to 

players of all ethno-racial groups as leaders, an equality that might be historically novel, 

they have different leadership explanations and are much more likely to express hesitancy 

and qualifications about non-white and Latino players. 

 

Future Leadership: Knowledge vs. Charisma 

 

Not only did fans describe the success of white, non-white, and Latino players in 

a different manner, they also forecast players’ future career paths using explanations 

which differed by ethno-racial group.   Fans were asked to describe whether or not they 
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could imagine any current players working in the game in a different capacity, for 

example as managers, coaches, broadcasters, or executives. Just as players from all 

ethno-racial groups were likely to be chosen as leaders, fans did not seem to favor one 

race or ethnicity over another when nominating players who might continue their baseball 

careers. However, fan explanations for their choices differed; whites and Latinos were 

more likely to be chosen for their knowledge of the game, while African Americans were 

more likely to be chosen for their charisma or personality as well as their playing ability. 

At first, fans were very hesitant to name specific players who could become 

coaches and managers but most groups felt confident that future leaders needed to have 

some professional experience themselves, though they needn’t have been stars.  Erik, a 

Dodgers fan, explained that a manager should be “somebody who is knowledgeable 

about the game…player that is not a superstar, someone who things don’t come easy to. 

He has to work hard; he has to know the fundamentals.”    

Erik’s description of a manager, one that was consistent across multiple focus 

groups, echoes the way that white players were described in general. Both descriptions 

emphasize hard work and intelligence and downplay athleticism.  These descriptions did 

not remain consistent when fans made predictions about specific players who might 

transition to leadership roles. Fans were likely to talk about baseball knowledge for white 

nominated players and to give mixed explanations for nominating non-white players.  

Here is a selection of some of their justifications for nominating particular players as 

feasible future managers or coaches organized by ethno-racial categories. 
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White Players 
  “I can see Brian Schneider going into managing... I think that he has a lot of knowledge 

behind him.” 

 “Jamey Carroll knows what it is like to win, is well spoken, smart, and can get people’s 

attention. He understands the whole game.” 

 “Casey Blake might make a good coach because he has a good head on his shoulders. He 

is well respected and makes good decisions.” 

 

Latino Players 
 “I would say Rod Barajas [would make a good manager] because he is really impressive 

in interviews. He seems on top of things. He’s intelligent and knows the game.” 

 “Polanco could be a hitting coach because he is very steady and has a good work ethic.” 

 “Ruiz could be a really good manager if it wasn’t for the language barrier.  He really 

knows the game.” 

 

African American Players 

 
  “Rollins reminds me of [former coach] Bowa with his kind of hustle and because he does 

have that leadership quality and a love of the game. He also seems like he teaches 

others.” 

 “I could see Rollins as a coach because he is even keeled and he hustles.” 

 “[Angels’ player] Torii Hunter could be  [a manager] because he has a great personality 

but I don’t think he will [become a manager ]because he wants to be everyone’s friend 

and I don’t think that he can make those decisions” 

 “Tony Gwynn Junior could be manager because he has been around baseball pretty much 

his whole life so even though he might not be the best player, he probably knows the 

game just because his dad [hall of famer Tony Gwynn Senior] has probably taught him 

more than anyone on the roster. He has the pedigree and skill and has a lot of 

knowledge.” 

 

From these descriptions, it clear that white and Latino players were more likely to 

be seen as good managers due to their intelligence, good decision making, and 

knowledge of the game as long as they didn’t struggle with English (even though Spanish 

speaking managers might better able to communicate with Spanish speaking players).  

The explanations for African American players were more mixed.  Like the white 

players, there are explanations that highlight intangible character traits like Rollins’s 

steady demeanor and Gwynn Jr’s experiential knowledge of the game. The other two 

statements describe a more charismatic leadership including “love of the game” and “a 

great personality.” 
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The pattern of how fans explain leadership was even more evident when they 

described potential future broadcasters.  In general, fans described an ideal broadcaster as 

a former player who was “articulate,” “popular,” and “quick thinking” with “good 

charisma,” a “good sense of humor,”  “knowledge of the game,” and the ability to “make 

good arguments.”  Fans also mentioned that people who work in the media should be 

“above average players who are known to be very passionate when they are playing” and 

who “had to have a really high baseball IQ.” Below, I list specific descriptions of players 

who the fans imagined might one day become media professionals. 

 

White Players 
  I could see Chase Utley [becoming a broadcaster]. I feel like he has that kind of clean cut 

even demeanor that you might see maybe as a feature analyst on t.v. He is definitely on 

the quieter side but he seems to enjoy the game and in interviews he is clear and concise 

and it seems like he is willing to describe what he does in his role. 

 [For a broadcaster, I would choose]Cliff Lee, because he is well-spoken and knows the 

game. 

 I think Halladay would really be able to articulate what was going on. 

 

African American Players 

 
  For Jimmy [Rollins], I would love to see him come back in some sort of television role.  

You know, it seems like he really enjoys the spotlight and him being a professional 

player, he hopefully could bring experience and charisma to the camera and I can see him 

coming back in that role 

 I could see Rollins getting on a T.V. broadcast mainly because he has the personality and 

he's pretty. He says what he wants to say. 

 Well, maybe Kemp, because he is well liked and well-known in L.A. and he smiles a lot. 

 

 

Other Players 
 I think Ibanez would be good because he is a good speaker and a good communicator. I 

think he would be able to establish rapport. 

 I think Victorino could do it [broadcasting] because he is so hyper. 

 Ethier could do it because he is well liked and he is a pretty boy. 

 

 

White players were likely to be chosen as future broadcasters because fans 

believed that they were “well spoken”, and “articulate.”  African American players were 

selected because of “personality”, “charisma”, and popularity. Explanations of the other 
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players were somewhere in between, with Cuban-American Ibanez being called a good 

communicator, but Victorino and Ethier nominated based on their energy, popularity, and 

looks.   

These conversations about players show how ethnic and racial groups within 

baseball are assigned different characteristics through fan discourses.  Overall, white 

players are more likely to be described by character makeup while black players were 

more likely to be described with athleticism.  Descriptions of other minority players were 

mixed. Additionally, black players were more likely to receive criticism than white 

players were.  These themes were connected to fan descriptions of particular players and 

not to explicit statements about the leadership qualities of different racial groups.   

  

Equality, Race, and Ethnicity: Popular Narratives About Baseball 

 

Although fans generally avoided spontaneous, overt race talk when describing 

players and situations, some groups were willing to talk about race and ethnicity when 

prompted. Through this moderated discussion, a range of narratives emerged, many of 

which stressed racial progress and equality. A second set of narratives questioned 

inequalities within the game, though fans who recounted these narratives of inequality 

did so in a distanced manner. Fans talked about differences in the composition of players, 

managers, owners and fans as well as about differences in media coverage of baseball. 

Overall the narratives emphasized cultural explanations of inequality over structural 

explanations and highlighted positive emotional aspects of diversity.  
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Baseball Has Done It: Baseball as Place of Equality 

 Fans who were asked to comment on the role of race and ethnicity within baseball 

praised the sport as a model of race relations. Some highlighted racial progress over time 

while others noted that baseball was exemplar to other sports. This is not surprising as 

one of baseball’s most sacred stories is that of Jackie Robinson’s breaking of the ‘color 

barrier’.  Jackie’s triumph is not just one about a sports star overcoming tremendous 

odds; it is celebrated more broadly in American history as a turning point in the nation’s 

struggle with racism, as demonstrated by Lenny, an African American Phillies fan. When 

asked about ethno-racial equality in baseball, he said that  

I mean, you gotta think about the history of the game, you know what I mean?  It was for a point 

that there was no ethnic players whatsoever in the sport of baseball and everybody knows who 

Jackie Robinson is, if you seen a baseball game or not.  I mean that is embedded in American 

history you know, he broke the color barrier in major league baseball. 

  Robinson himself wrote a story of integration and titled it Baseball Has Done It 

(J. Robinson 2005).  Baseball fans rightly celebrate this moment and hold Robinson’s 

career and integration up as an example of all that is good in sport and in society.    The 

story of Robinson helps fans sustain the positive emotions associated with baseball. Even 

Lai, an Asian immigrant who loved baseball but confessed to not knowing the names of 

the players, knew who Robinson was. “And also, what’s the name?  Break the barrier? 

Robinson! Jackie Robinson! I read the story and it was very moving. And it was good. 

And I hope that nowadays, they can uphold those standards. It is very important.”  As Lai 

notes, it is important to have spaces where people can be inspired with stories of racial 

changes.  For many, baseball is that place. 

 

“We Have Broken the Barrier and Said ‘To Hell With That”: Progress Over the Past 

 Baseball is praised for its efforts to integrate black players but many fans had a 

strong feeling that all racism existed in the past. They believed that the institution of 
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baseball has learned from these lessons and moved forward while retaining a 

commitment to upholding the standards that Robinson’s inclusion stood for.  This view 

was apparent when one respondent placed baseball integration “almost 100 years ago” 

even though Jackie’s first game was only 75 years before the interview.  Other 

participants waxed poetic about baseball’s progress. 

I think in the old days, they used to do it [discriminate based on race and ethnicity], you know 

back in the sixties when things were more racially charged. Right now, I think that people are 

more tolerant towards other ethnic races and they don’t like to portray that in negative light any 

more. I think we are almost, well I guess you can’t be too tolerant, but I think it’s a lot better than 

it used to be back in the day. –Nicole, 52, Chinese  

 

I don't think there's any kind of- well I don't think there's nearly the sort of the bias that there was 

with baseball in the '60s . And all through the '70s.  Bias on teams, you know the whites didn't like 

the black players on their teams.  And I think that's sorta gone away now because there's you know 

there's just --it's a different world.  –Dave, 60, white 

 

I don't know about the whole league, but here in Philly we have broke [sic] that barrier and said to 

hell with that. You don't have to be just white. You don't have to be almost black.  You don't have 

to be this or that.  You can be anything. –Hank, 56, black 

 

Overall, even participants who sensed that baseball might still have a lingering 

sense of inequality noted that it had “made tremendous progress” and was “better than it 

used to be.” Others assured me with confidence that it was only a matter of time until 

Latinos and African Americans would be able to take on roles of managing and coaching 

in the same numbers as whites have. Jose remarked that he was “pretty sure that 

[inequality in coaching] will get better over the years because we have so many different 

ethnic backgrounds. The players will develop… and there will be a wider variety [of 

coaches and managers from different racial and ethnic groups] in the coming years. 

Celebrations of progress in the sport naturally led many groups to the topic of 

multiculturalism.  Fans gave approbation to baseball for being “a real melting pot” – a 

place where people from different cultures could learn to appreciate each other. Fans 

expressed enthusiasm for hearing about where players were from and learning stories 
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about their paths to the big leagues. They spoke positively about how progress in sport 

provided people with the opportunity to see ethnic groups in new ways, which they saw 

as beneficial. This was best expressed by Min who talked about visiting Seattle where he 

saw “kids that all walked out and had Ichiro jerseys on and all I was thinking was ‘That’s 

how we get diversity!’ and at least for me, its like Asians were being looked at in a 

positive way.”  

 Most fans seemed happy to learn something new about the world and about other 

people through association with their favorite sport.  Again, it is important to have spaces 

such as this where people can learn about other ethno-racial groups and witness positive 

examples of racial change.  All of these narratives portray baseball in a positive light and 

as a place which serves as a model of inclusion of how things should be or where they are 

moving towards. Fans also described baseball as a model for other sports. 

 

“Baseball is the Best Case Scenario”: Progress Over Other Sports 

People were likely to describe baseball’s position positively in comparison to 

other sports.  In thirteen of the eighteen groups, participants noted how racism and 

discrimination were much more evident in the NBA and the NFL than in baseball. Most 

fans could not readily articulate the reason for this disparity. One fan suggested that it 

might be because baseball lacked the sheer number of black athletes that were present in 

the NFL and the NBA.  Others detected a distinct pattern of occupational segregation in 

other sports that they did not observe in baseball. One fan said that he didn’t think that 

baseball made distinctions between Latinos, blacks, and whites in baseball whereas in 

basketball he saw “a clear distinction. White guys shoot threes. Black guys dunk.”  

Another saw differences in describing black and white football players.  “You know if 
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you have black quarterback out there, they are physical and they can run and all of that 

but if you have a white quarterback, you know they are really smart and they know all of 

the plays.”  Some even attributed the difference to something about the history of the 

sport. 

I think it is less of a problem in baseball than it is in say, basketball. And to some extent, football. 

In baseball, its …NO. I don’t think it is much of a problem. I think that some of that has to do with 

the fact that baseball regards its history and it’s traditions, more than say the NFL or the NBA, 

where anything goes and the NBA seems to market to 20 year olds, but baseball is history. It’s 

Americana. It’s pastoral. And maybe that’s the reason why. –Richard, 60, white  

 I noticed that baseball, like hockey, golf, and even volleyball too…unlike basketball and football, 

baseball seems to be, well it stays very Caucasian. You know going into Americana.  There’s no--

it’s supposed to be still pure. You know? Hot dogs, apple pies, and all of that stuff, right? But with 

football you have a hip hop track.—Kelvin, 39 African American  

While most made the comparison to the predominantly black sports of football 

and basketball, Kelvin notes some differences with sports that were predominantly white. 

Several other individuals, all of whom were non-white, noted these trends. 

I notice these things a lot and I think in, in Philly if we're just talking about fans and not just 

people who can afford to go to games, I don't think the Phillies fans are quite as racially polarized 

as let's say like the Flyers [hockey]fans. –Salina, 27, Latina 

 

Lai: Baseball is one the most diverse players group, if you watch the field. Compared with golf. 

Compared with even, compared with basketball, compared with football. I think they have made 

tremendous progress. I’m not sure it’s 100 percent, but they are almost there. Pretty much there. 

Ben: If you compare a basketball team and a baseball team, the color looks different. [Laughter] 

Lai: And if you compare baseball teams with golfers, that’s also different, right? I think baseball is 

Number 1. 

Based on their observations, Salina claims that hockey has a greater degree of 

polarization than baseball and Lai ranks baseball as ‘number one’ in diversity. Evaluating 

professional sports based on ethnic racial representation is a task that is also undertaken 

for each Racial and Gender Report Card that is produced by the TIDES organization. The 

grades assigned by the RGRC represent the fairness in racial hiring practices for players, 

coaches, and the front office for each North American professional sports organization.  

In 2011, the MLB, NFL, and NBA all earned A’s but the baseball fans in my focus 
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groups sensed that equality was more apparent in the MLB.  I suggest three possible 

reasons for the fans’ explanations. 

First, emotionally invested baseball fans frequently hear that baseball is not as 

exciting as basketball or football. Claiming that baseball has the best record when it 

comes to diversity is a way for fans to establish the superiority of their favorite sport. In 

fact, baseball fans who are emotionally invested in the game might look for and notice 

patterns of inequality in other sports, while wearing blinders to the incidents in baseball.  

For example, fans claimed to see obvious positional segregation in basketball but not in 

baseball; however, the statistics from Chapter 3 show that there are clear differences 

among ethno-racial groups when it comes to playing position. Another fan argued that 

there are differences in how black and white quarterbacks are described by the media, but 

the Chapter Four analysis of baseball media shows that there are also key differences in 

descriptions of black and white players.  

The second reason is that despite the fact that power and resources are not 

distributed equally among racial and ethnic groups in baseball, it is the most diverse sport 

as far as representation. It has the smallest amount of African American players (8.5% in 

2011) and the largest amount of Latinos and Asians combined (30%) when compared to 

the two other major sports.   There were many more blacks in the NFL (67%) and NBA 

(78%) in 2011 than in baseball. In addition Latinos and Asians combined only made up 

three percent of all NFL players and five percent of all NBA players. Fans who say that 

baseball is ‘better than the other sports’ may be observing the fact that baseball 

demographics more closely reflect the diversity of the American population while 

football and basketball feature an overrepresentation of blacks.   Because diversity 
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discourses stress the celebration of culture and identity, equality in representation (rather 

than equality in resources) becomes equated with positive evaluations of institutions.  

Finally, fan explanations of greater equality in baseball could be a result of a 

shifting color line and its effects on blacks.  Many scholars argue that certain minority 

groups are becoming ‘honorary whites’ by moving symbolically closer to Northern and 

Western European groups.  As Asians, light-skinned Latinos, and multiracial people 

come to be seen in more positive ways, darker skin remains attached to negative 

stereotypes. The preponderance of blacks in both football and basketball anchor those 

sports to lingering inequality while the inclusion of more honorary whites in baseball 

expands its narrative of inclusion. 

Nam, a black Phillies fan, claimed that he had written a blog post where he argued 

that “baseball has achieved the status of being the most integrated sport now and that is 

thanks to Asia and Latin America and it's the one sport where you can really find equality 

and the, the best case scenario that exists right now in, in the sense that, you know, it's the 

least of the evils.” Nam gives baseball the title of “most integrated sport”, citing the 

involvement of Asian and Latin American players.  He even claims that you can ‘really 

find equality’ but then goes on to call baseball the ‘least of all evils’.  Baseball may 

represent the best case scenario in the major sports as far as equality of representation, 

but when it comes to equality in resources, it may only be the least of the evils. In making 

this statement, Nam focuses on the positive emotions of diversity that are best and leaves 

out the ‘evils’ of inequality. Those inequalities are presented in the next set of narratives.  
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White Men in the Stands and Latinos in the Field: Counter Narratives of Inequality 
 

“There May Still Be a Bias For Whatever Reason”  

The dominant narratives about race were ones which celebrated baseball’s 

progress and praised the sport for cultivating a diverse player group but many fans 

offered counter narratives which pointed to inequalities within the game.  Most fans 

believed that ethno-racial discrimination did not hinder a player’s ability to make the big 

leagues. Those who did see differences in player outcomes pointed to the fact that some 

ethnic groups were more likely to play baseball than others. They also noted the lack of 

marginal black players and positional segregation as evidence of inequality, though they 

often included mitigating statements in their responses. 

 

When you get down to the lower level players in the majors - the utility men and everything- there 

is a feeling that, you know, the white guy from California has a better chance at that position than 

a black guy from Mobile and I have heard that talk for years that that’s true. And is it true? Is there 

some sort of calculated effort there? I don’t know. – Walter, 58, white 

 

I feel like maybe the utility players, there may still be bias, you know, for whatever reason. You 

know, maybe, they’ll choose a white American who grew up in the U.S. because they can 

communicate with most of the players or maybe they will say ‘Let’s have a Latino guy who 

speaks Spanish so they can help the camaraderie and maybe bring those guys together’. –Erik, 29, 

Asian 

 

When I think of a pitcher, I think of a white, twenty-seven year old guy from the south or Texas,  

you know like Roger Clemens … That's a position that you know, it's like a quarterback. Why 

aren't there other non-Western quarterbacks? … I guess baseball is getting better but I don't know 

what the percentage of starting pitchers that aren’t white is. –Jay L., 31, Asian 

 

 

These individuals have all observed a lack of equality in baseball; however, when 

reporting on their observations in a group, they use mitigating statements that distance the 

speaker from the inequality that is being described and thus ensure positive self 

presentation for the speakers.  When the first speaker says that “there is a feeling that” 

marginal white players have a better chance than marginal black players, he never claims 

to believe this is true, but simply repeats what he has heard. In other examples, people 



148 

use words like “maybe” and “seems like” to mitigate their statements. 

Equality of opportunity was a topic that instigated some race-related discussion in 

the sports blogosphere.  This issue arose in reference to Phillies prospect Domonic 

Brown, an African American outfielder who started the 2011 season in the minor leagues.  

Local Phillies blogs hosted many debates as to whether or not Brown should be 

promoted. Most focused on his health, his skill set, and his potential role on the big 

league team.   Users never once claimed that they themselves believed race was a factor 

in Brown’s story, but did mention “hearing things about Brown” from other sources. 

Mues, a user on Fun Phillies Fans, mentioned that he/she read a thread on another blog 

where the users were accusing people who didn’t think Brown was ready for a promotion 

of “having trouble dealing with African Americans.”   Mues acknowledges that there may 

be some racial bias in baseball when it comes to promotion, but simply repeats what 

she/he has read. Like the examples of utility players and pitchers, the Brown case is 

important because it exposes some fissures in the dominant narrative of equal opportunity 

for equal ability. I return to this case in the final chapter. 

 

“The Gap of Resources is the Biggest Thing”: Economy and Structure of Baseball 

Opportunities 

The nature of institutional inequality means that even when fans are able to 

pinpoint places in baseball where they see a strong counter narrative to equality, they 

have trouble coming up with an explanation for these contradictions.  In the statement 

below, Paul clearly notices a racial inequality, but can only offer non-racial explanations 

for his observation. 

 

Off the top of your head, can you think of any African American starting pitchers other than CC 

Sabathia? There aren’t any out there, really… whether that is because there aren’t enough baseball 



149 

parks where some of these people are growing up or maybe there are just enough people who can 

coach or want to coach or who can relate to coach.. –Paul, 35, Caucasian 

 

 Paul gives some insight into some of the structural factors that might be affecting 

the lack of black pitchers.  The idea that structure could facilitate or hinder one’s ability 

to play baseball was also noted by Sal, a former high school baseball pitcher who still 

played recreationally and by Andrew, a Phillies fan who had a passion for numbers and 

payroll.  

I think that gap of resources is the biggest thing. And a lot of that gap is because of money and I 

think that is not quite fair. If you are from a privileged area, you are going to have resources… I 

was lucky enough to play for a [famous coach]. And he made you good... If you go to a big, 

downtown L.A. high school, they are not going to have the same resources for baseball or maybe 

those resources get distributed to other sports. So I think that gap is really, it’s a money line. –Sal, 

25, white 

  

The United States needs to get more American ball players involved.  Not that I'm demeaning.  

The, the thing is, it's economics.  The Latin American developmental teams that are down there 

are cheaper by far.  For a person who comes from [a place with] development- that graduate of 

Arizona State for example-- they want five million dollars just to sign.  Whereas these guys down 

there, you know, they'll take what they can get – Andrew, 69, Irish-American 
 

Both fans have heard these narratives of inequality, either from the media or from 

other fans, and used them to explain key differences in baseball. Sal points to the 

abundance of resources in hometown as a contributing factor in his own development. 

Andrew notes that a lack of resources drives Latino ballplayers to “take what they can 

get.” In doing so, he makes sure to mitigate his statement by pronouncing that his 

intentions are not to be demeaning.  

 

“They Specialize in Bringing Kids Up Playing Baseball”: The Culture of Baseball 

Opportunities 

A handful of fans clearly saw the structural and economic differences that can 

affect the experiences of players from certain ethnic and racial groups but most people 

who observed inequality explained it as stemming from cultural differences. They agreed 

that players of different ethno-racial groups did not have an equal chance to play 
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baseball, but believed that was because some groups just liked baseball more.  Fans of 

multiple ethnic and racial backgrounds described Latinos as having a preference for 

baseball while blacks and African Americans were said to be more interested in other 

sports.  Fans described the lack of African Americans in baseball as stemming from the 

fact that the sport has “become kind of lame” with the African American community, 

especially in comparison to football and basketball, where African Americans can see 

“the instant gratification” without “going through the minor leagues and working their 

way up.”  While speaking specifically about the lack of black baseball players, these 

statements reinforce an image of blacks as culturally inferior and essentialize them as 

lacking the cultural values that are needed to have a successful baseball career.   

The quotes and conversations below demonstrate how fans think about baseball as 

a cultural preference, specifically among Latinos.  In the first quote, Frankie is directly 

responding to Sal’s previous statement about financial resources and community support 

from above. 

 
No one out there is going to say that you are not going to play because you are white, black, 

Hispanic, anything. You know, you are going to play if you are good enough. But you do have 

different cultures in different environments that skew towards different sports. I think it more 

about what is popular in the community because you develop a group of people who compete. 

And that’s what it’s all about. It’s about that cohort that is competing as opposed to, ‘I have a 

baseball field, and a baseball glove, and a good bat’. ..The Dominican Republic is the perfect 

example of all of that. They don’t have any facilities. They don’t have any resources. Vin Scully 

tells countless stories of people playing with milk cartons for gloves and sticks and rocks. But it’s 

like, but, that’s what everybody did. –Frankie, 29, White/Irish 

 

When it comes down to the culture of the Dominican Republic, they are all about baseball and 

they grow up as that’s what they were meant to do. That is their culture and they grow up that 

way. It’s very different from our culture, so I think that when it comes to looking for people, I 

think that scouts tend to go towards where they know. That culture. –Pilar, 29, Hispanic 

 

All the kids are Latino.  They can play, and they practice those kids. These coaches are guys who 

maybe had a shot in the pros but didn't make it.  But these kids can play.  I mean the, the league 

has turned into ah, a little spice, and, and you can't argue with that. Come on….I mean these guys 

are turnin', they're turnin' it out…It's not black and white no more.  One time it was all white. Then 

black came. Then it was black and white….[Laughter]…Now, now it's like Latino. Oh, let's see 

how this, this Latino baby, can do... They have fake little baseball fields for every town, they 
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turned their whole playground into a baseball field because they specialize in bringing up kids 

playin' baseball.  The Latinos have taken over this game, man. – Hank, 56, black 

 

These fans are expressing their beliefs that Latinos have a cultural preference for 

baseball and because of that, young Latino boys grow up playing baseball “as what they 

were meant to do.”   Fans recognize the importance of these cultural differences and have 

an awareness of how culture shapes sporting preferences but seemed less aware, or chose 

not to discuss, the critical structural underpinnings, consequences of these cultural 

differences, or the colonialism’s effect on cultural differences.  All of these factors 

influence who chooses to play the game, but fans’ emphasis on cultural differences 

maintains a more positive emotional atmosphere. To say that the Dominican players 

become Big Leaguers because they are “all about baseball” while African American 

prefer basketball implies that different ethno-racial groups find happiness and enjoyment 

in different pursuits. To say that Dominicans play baseball because the inequality of 

global capitalism makes them cheaper to produce and because Americans invaded and 

occupied the country several times would be to acknowledge a very uncomfortable reality 

about baseball as well the world beyond the fences.  

 Another criticism of the cultural explanations is that they can easily align with 

some ideas about biological racism by simply substituting culture for genetics.   While 

most fans in the focus groups steered clear of biological explanation for race differences, 

not all did. During one focus group Vicki, a white sports instructor, provided evidence 

that for some fans, biological explanations of race within sport do exist and are hinged to 

the cultural arguments.  She explained that “there are collaborations with the New York 

facility dealing with the Dominican Republic because some ethnicities just have a natural  
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gift and that is what they do. They come out of the womb swinging bats and throwing 

balls and all of that stuff.” 

 

“Can We Get Some More Ethnic Owners?”  Structures Affecting Managers, Coaches, 

and Owners 

While there were a variety of differences in explanations of the ethno-racial 

distribution of players, most people felt that the most talented players could ultimately 

succeed if given the right resources.  There was considerable disagreement about whether 

or not people of all races and ethnicities could succeed in other aspects of the game, such 

as in leadership positions.  Fans who were interested in the game in general did not have 

an awareness of anything beyond the action on the field and could not comment on 

equality within the leadership structure. Fans who paid more attention to the details and 

to off-field matters noticed discrepancies in the leadership structure. Again, all of these 

remarks contain mitigating statements. 

 
I think that for players, the opportunity is there but I cannot say the same for managers.  I don't 

think, I don't think they're interviewing Hispanic candidates for managing positions at the same 

rate that they do with whites or coaches that are already proven.—Marcos, 30, Hispanic 

 

There’s certainly-as far as percentage of players who are Latin and percentage of coaches and 

managers who are Latin- the proportion is probably not quite balanced, for reasons that I am not 

sure. I can only think of Fredi Gonzales and Ozzie Guillen but do not know if there are other 

managers who are of, Latin descent whereas 30 or 40 percent of the league is Latin. – Cory, 30, 

Asian 

 

If you think about the positions that kind of lend themselves to being managers… catchers and I 

guess some starting pitchers tend to fill those roles. I don’t necessarily see the caliber of minority 

people in those positions who would go on to managing…I don’t think that they are being filled 

by those minorities yet. –Wes, 28, Caucasian 

 

Some fans noticed differences in the percentage of managers and Wes connected 

the discrepancy with positional stacking. Fans also observed a lack of owners who were 

not classified as white.  The few who talked about this hypothesized that the difference in 

ownership might be based on social networking practices. One person thought that 
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minorities were not hired in the top positions because they had not “broken into these 

networks” or because they didn’t have the capital to purchase a team.  Many people had 

no idea who the owners were, but assumed they were rich and white. Mike, an African 

American Phillies fan, expresses his desire for minorities to reach that final sports plateau 

when he asked “Can we get some owners?  More ethnic owners?  I would say that’s the 

one plateau that all sports really don’t allow too many ethnic owners of teams.  That’s the 

one plateau that we, we need more balance in ethnicity.” 

The connection between race and ownership was addressed by Dodger fans 

following the news that a Chinese ownership group was planning to bid on purchasing 

the franchise.  Users acknowledged that some factions within Major League baseball 

might object to foreign, Asian owners.  During a discussion on BlueBanter, user Squish 

remarked that “the other owners would be quite hesitant to hand over a premier franchise 

that would be fronted by an African American and financed by the Chinese. No matter 

how many World Baseball Classics are held or Jackie Robinson Days are scheduled.”   

Following this incident, a number of thoughtful discussion on the costs and benefits of 

foreign owners occurred on all three Dodgers blogs.  The symbolic meaning of Asian 

ownership was only one of many issues that the fans talked about.  Discussions seemed to 

acknowledge that race was important, but was only one small part of a larger, dynamic 

issue. 

I was unable to follow up on this incident during the focus groups because the 

news occurred after I had finished interviewing.   If it had occurred earlier, I am not sure 

that all of the focus group participants would have had an opinion.  When asking general 

questions about equality in leadership, I learned that only those fans who considered 
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themselves ‘insiders’ who knew a lot of information about the game participated in 

discussion about inequalities in management and ownership.  In contrast, leadership 

issues, like the Chinese ownership bid, were discussed extensively on the blogs, where 

most people considered themselves insiders. This is an ideal example of the complexity 

of racial inequality and racial discourse today because only people with extensive 

knowledge about the subject felt confident enough to speak about it and more 

importantly, confident enough to question the equality of hiring practices.  Because so 

many situations can be attributed to ‘anything but race’, one needs an extensive amount 

of information to successfully debate whether or not a phenomenon might be attributed 

directly to race.   

 

“Why Aren’t There Any Black People At Dodger Games”?: Differences Among 

Baseball Fans 

While most fans were knowledgeable enough to recognize the strong presence of 

whiteness in the leadership ranks, several focus group fans observed a lack of diversity in 

the bleachers and engaged in conversations about the lack of minority faces and 

abundance of white faces in the crowd. 

Dave:  …you don't see any black fans, very rarely in the stands.  It’s a shame.   

Tina:  They like football 

Nicki: Yeah, it’s predominately white at the games. Predominantly white men. 

Dave:  It's interesting to me ah,[turns to group] do many, do any of you have any black baseball 

fan friends?  See, I don't think they follow the game that much. 

Tina:  Honestly, not to sound out stereotyped but.. [is cut off by Nicki] 

Nicki:  [interjects] A lot of them follow basketball…They're a lot more into basketball. 

Dave:  Yea.  They’re more into basketball.  And I'm surprised a lot of them like hockey too.  I 

used to work at a place and they were all followin' the Flyers but, it's, you know, yeah, I think it's, 

blacks cover more basketball teams. I see them at more basketball games than anything else. 

 

Something else I noticed is not too many black people at Dodger games and I always wonder why 

because I love sports. I didn’t grow up with baseball but when I came here [to the United States on 

a student visa], I thought that there is just something about baseball. And I always wondered why 

aren’t there any black people at Dodgers games?  --Abigail, 23, black 
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 Like the focus group fans, many fans who participated in the blog discussions had 

opinions on the racial and ethnic composition of the fans at their home stadium.   In fact, 

talking about other fans was one of the only times when the blog members explicitly and 

openly talked about race, though they also used jokes and coded language to express their 

opinions on the subject. This can be seen in the remarks from DFan17 on Smart Dodgers 

Talk who said that “I have not been to Dodger Stadium for decades because of all the 

ethnic thugs that dominate the parking lots and ruin the game for everyone.” Instead of 

being told to keep race out of the conversation, the other users all continued the 

discussion about how certain groups of people contributed to a negative atmosphere at 

the ballpark. In this and other blog posts about the Dodgers, negative attitudes were 

openly cast towards lower class Latinos, particularly Mexicans. 

 The participants’ observations about the demographics of the fan base show an 

awareness that race and ethnicity influence on sports and that there are moments when it 

is acceptable to talk about these differences. Despite this awareness of ethno-racial 

divisions, the dominant narrative remained one where sports brought communities 

together across racial lines.   

 

“They Only See Ethnic Anger”: Perceptions of Bias in Media Coverage 

One final place where fans noticed racial or ethnic biases was in the media, 

though many argued that this had improved over time. Some believed that the lack of bias 

was because baseball was beyond race, while thought that journalists “had to be more 

careful [about race and ethnicity]” because it was such a sensitive subject. Those who 

observed media stereotypes believed that they were “unintentional” or “just natural 

because that is how they were brought up to speak.” Others saw them used frequently but 
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chalked that up to the media “looking to get a front page story”  or  “chasing an angle 

that’s not even there.”   Participants who did believe that media bias was systematic 

remarked that the media did not “offer adequate coverage of the best Asian pitchers due 

to the language barrier,” that Latinos were “given a bad rep for using performance 

enhancing drugs”, and that minority ethnic groups were portrayed differently from 

European whites, though those differences were thought to be subtle.  Fans discuss these 

subtleties below. 

 

I think that media does it [stereotypes]to African Americans… They don’t do it regularly but you 

can catch them trying to act like African Americans players are little angry black men…Like 

Manny, well, he was not really black but Barry Bonds, Gary Sheffield…They always show the 

rants of them getting mad and they, they don’t do it often, but you know you can catch it every 

now and then. But you, you have to see what an older person tells you because old people always 

accuse them of racism. That’s the only way I every caught it was watching sports with my 

grandfather and he just, one he puts it in your head then you realize that they do it, but it probably 

doesn’t seem that much to younger generation but the old people always know. They always catch 

it. –Bernie, 21, African American 

 

Jerry:  Media does have some [examples]. I mean just like the Roger Clemens-Mike Piazza 

incident when he threw the bat at Piazza. They pictured him, Rogers Clemens, as gold still. You 

know, Hall of Fame, but what was that about? I saw that and said ‘That was wrong!’ Roger 

Clemens should have been fined. That was totally distorted. I just thought that was distorted. 

Min: Yeah, but if an Asian or an African American did it, it would be like ‘oh my God!’ Ethnic 

Anger! He almost killed Mike Piazza!’ 

 

Jae: Well, it [racial bias] is still there but it’s more subtle. I mean they talk about well, this Puerto 

Rican player is pretty flashy, and they talk a lot about Latinos out here. They do bring up race and 

ethnicity when they talk about these players. .. If you watch ESPN, they talk about the science of 

sports and they do break it down by race, like why this player might be better at this compared to 

this player by ethnicity, so it still plays a part but like it’s more subtle. 

Robert: Um, it’s so subtle that I can’t even follow most of that stuff. 

 

 

In the first quote, Bernie explains that he notices subtle media biases towards 

African Americans but that he learned to notice these differences by watching games 

with his grandfather.  He shows that young people have a diminished sensitivity to race 

but  they can be made aware of racial issue through interactions with people who have 

experienced harder racial times and are more sensitive to signs of racism.  Because those 
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who experience racial inequality are more perceptive of its presence, it is not surprising 

that most of the people who mentioned observing differences in media representations of 

players did not identify as white. In fact, Robert (a white Hispanic man) admits that he is 

unable to observe these subtle differences in representation.   

 Bernie explained how he learned to see that black players were portrayed as 

angry. Jerry notes that racial bias in the media is not always about what is portrayed, but 

also about what is absent. He was upset that the media portrayed Clemens like ‘gold still’ 

after an incident that occurred in the 2000 World Series
30

.  Min voices his opinion that 

the media might have sanctioned Clemens actions differently had he not been white. 

These data show that while fans don’t necessarily make race and ethnicity a focal 

issue in their baseball conversation, they do observe these social categories when 

following the sport.  People seemed to attach positive emotions to the amount of diversity 

in the sport and to the racial progress that baseball has made over time and in comparison 

to other sports.  In this sense, they were happy to talk about baseball as a cultural space 

where diversity flourished.  Fans, at least fans talking in quasi-public spaces, were less 

likely to talk about the structural inequalities that they observed in baseball and when 

they did, they were very likely to use mitigating statements and to distance themselves 

from their observations.   When it comes to race and ethnicity, people are much more 

likely to align with positive aspects of diversity and distance themselves from the 

negative signs of persistent inequality and negative emotions surrounding it. More 

importantly, the average fan is unable to understand or voice the critical connections 

between the two, or confront the fact that both may co-exist. 

                                                           
30

 Mike Piazza broke his bat swinging at a Clemens pitch. As Piazza ran to first base, Clemens picked up a 

fragment of the bat that had landed near the mound and threw it at Piazza 
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Chapter Conclusion 

 This chapter presents several key findings related to ethnic and racial discourse 

about baseball.  Fan descriptions of current and future leadership are important because 

an integral dimension of racial discourse is how certain traits and characteristics are 

ascribed to specific ethnic and racial groups. The data show that overall, fans assigned 

mostly positive characteristics to players who they chose as leaders. They described 

white players with mental traits like hard work and effort while non-white players were 

more likely to described as either ‘personalities’ or ‘producers’. When it came to 

continuing their baseball careers, whites were selected because of their intellect and 

decision making while blacks were selected due to their charismatic personalities and 

experiential knowledge of the game. In addition, selected black leaders were more likely 

to be questioned or criticized by fans than white leaders were.  Players from other races 

and ethnicities tend to occupy a middle ground, but the lack of criticisms and lack of 

physical descriptors made them much more similar symbolically to whites than to blacks. 

 These data show that while race and ethnicity are not believed to be criteria for 

leadership, there are many facets to leadership in sport. The mind-body dualism is still 

drawn upon to define how individuals might lead. While Americans are drawn to physical 

prowess and charismatic leadership in some settings like sport, institutions with greater 

power and more prestige frequently emphasize rational leadership. In other words, in the 

Post Civil Rights era, race may not limit who can lead, but it may dictate how people are 

perceived as leaders, which can influence the leadership roles that they are hired for or 

promoted to. 
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 The data also give a glimpse into how emotions are connected to race talk in 

baseball. People prefer to talk about the positive aspects of diversity in baseball, 

including the celebration of racial progress, while ignoring or distancing from more 

serious conversations about structural inequality.  It is important for fans to celebrate 

racial progress within sport.  Baseball has had a prominent role in advancing civil rights.  

The lessons that it teaches are an important source of inspiration about overcoming 

obstacles and hope in racial progress.   Despite baseball’s historical role and the 

significant lessons it can teach, it is not yet a place of full equality.  Based on my 

observations, the emotional connections to baseball and equality are so strong, that they 

prevent people from thinking about inequalities directly within the game. Those who 

think deeply about the sport have some ideas about inequality within the game but 

typically avoid those stories in favor of positive ones.  Many are very aware of the racial 

stereotypes and inequalities but choose to play with then, like the bloggers, or to 

minimize their importance, like many focus group fans.  The link between baseball, race 

talk, and emotional energy was critical to fan interactions and is explored further in the 

next chapter.   
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CHAPTER 6 

STRUCTURE OF FAN NARRATIVES 

 Thus far, I demonstrated that opportunities for leadership in baseball are not 

equally distributed among ethnic and racial groups. Instead, those opportunities are 

disproportionally given to individuals with fair skin over those with dark skin.  Media 

tend not to explicitly talk about these or other ethnic or racial differences; however, the 

structure and the content of the baseball broadcasts still send messages about race and 

ethnicity.  Like the media, fans generally avoid bringing up the topics of race and 

ethnicity unless they are praising progress and/or diversity.  Fans have some thoughts 

about the topic; when prompted, many were able to talk about baseball’s many racial 

triumphs as well as some of the game’s enduring struggles.  When these ethno-racial 

discussions occurred, they proceeded differently among different groups of fans.   Part of 

the reason for this is because each blogging community and each focus group were 

comprised of unique individuals. Another important explanation is the different social 

contexts in which interactions occurred.  The following chapter takes a deeper look at 

those social contexts by examining the final research question:  How are fan 

interpretations of race and ethnicity communicated through online and offline 

interactions? 

Racial Discourses 

The fan narratives that I gathered  in focus groups and from online blogging 

communities are both examples of racial discourse, which Doane (2006) defines as 

"collective text and talk of society with respect to issues of race (256).”    Over time, 

social norms about racial discourse have changed. In the current ‘post-racial society’, 

people are strongly discouraged from acting with racial or ethnic biases. While some 
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individuals may still privately hold prejudicial attitudes, there are strong norms 

prohibiting those people from publicly proclaiming their beliefs.  These social 

expectations have created a culture of avoidance where people avoid talking about race or 

ethnicity because they fear being negatively sanctioned by their social peers. Being 

labeled a “racist” an example of the negative sanctions that drive race-talk from daily 

conversations (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Teun A. van Dijk 1992; Doane 2006).  This particular 

set of social norms makes discussing race in social settings very challenging. People must 

work hard at impression management, ensuring that that their words and actions are read 

as “not racist”.  A critical, but often overlooked, element of this particular type of 

impression management is that it can take different forms in different social contexts 

(Eliasoph 1998, 1999) .  

Through participant observation with numerous California civic organizations 

Eliasoph learned that race talk was not universally avoided. Instead, people made 

distinctions about when and where race and other controversial political topics could be 

talked about.  Group norms about conversation topics were dependent on the greater 

purpose and goals of each specific organization. In socially based organizations, people 

avoided discussing race because they worried that chatting about serious issues would 

detract from the otherwise lighthearted atmosphere. In volunteer organizations, serious 

topics were avoided because such issues were deemed to be emotionally draining and 

unsolvable. Volunteers wanted to feel like they contributed to solutions, and since they 

felt like they could not solve issues related to race, the groups members preferred to avoid 

talking about it entirely. 



162 

In addition to these interactions, Eliasoph conducted private interviews with some 

group members where she learned that their personal beliefs about race and racism 

encompassed a wide range of perspectives, from staunch anti-racists to people who 

harbored a great deal of prejudice.   Despite these differences, all members adhered to the 

norms about race talk that had been established in their group and participated in group 

rituals that either included or excluded serious political talk, such as racial discourses.  

This research shows that “belief is not the only motor behind ways of talking about the 

wider world” (Eliasoph 1998:103). 

The ways in which people talk about (or avoid) race are complex strategies 

developed in interaction that take the social context into account.  In order to understand 

why baseball fans generally avoided but sometimes discussed race and ethnicity, it is 

important to understand the broader social context that these interactions took place in.  

As previously discussed, baseball in America is symbolic for diversity, democracy, 

meritocracy, community building, and respite. These symbols held a strong, powerful 

influence over the multiple social contexts that I studied and partially explain the nature 

of ethno-racial discourse in baseball settings.     I argue that when these social meanings 

are combined with differences in group level interactions, we can gain a more complete 

understanding of when and how sports fans discuss race and ethnicity.  

 

Group Level Interactions 

In Virtual Communities: Bowling Alone, Online Together (2009), Felicia Wu 

Song applies Mark Warren’s theory of associations to virtual communities. Similar to 

Eliasoph’s research, Warren posited that differences in the structure and purpose of an 
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organization lead to differences in what group members expect and how they interact 

with each other.  While both Warren and Song were seeking to compare the democratic 

practices of organizations, the typology that Warren built and Song applied to online 

communities are useful analytical tools for understanding discussions about race in both 

fan focus groups and on baseball blogging sites. 

Song highlights three key dimensions of association: mode, porousness, and 

purpose.  The institutional mode of the group refers to “whether [the group] is social, 

cultural, economic, or political in nature “ (Song 2009:60).  Groups that are economic 

and political usually encourage productive debates because the content tends not to be 

personal while groups that have a more social nature often discourage controversial 

topics because they pose a threat to the community’s solidarity and to the members’ 

identities. Song found that groups that were social in nature avoided conflict in order to 

preserve group stability and to maintain harmony.   Both the focus groups and the blog 

communities were social in nature.  Fans came to these spaces looking to be entertained. 

The social dimensions align neatly with the reasons that fans are drawn to baseball, 

outline previously in this chapter.  Social groups discourage conflict and encourage a 

shared focus on the mutual interest of baseball.    

The social nature of the groups explains why groups were hesitant to chat about 

the controversial topics of race and ethnicity and why these topics derailed the positive 

emotional atmosphere of group discussions.  Even with this commonality, the eighteen 

focus groups and seven blogging communities all reacted differently to ethno-racial 

issues.  Within the group dynamic, some individuals were silent about these issues. Other 

expressed a range of opinions – from vitriolic racism to deep appreciation and respect of 
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ethnic and racial groups.  Some groups took the time to work through conflicts about 

controversial race issues while others were likely to drop them before achieving a 

resolution.  In thinking about why the outcomes were so different, I critically analyzed 

the differences between the mode and purpose of a group. 

The second dimension is group purpose. This dimension describes a group’s 

“intended goals or desired ends (Song 2009:60).”  This dimension has to do with whether 

the aim of the group is cultivate benefits that are private and exclusive only to the group 

or that are public and more broadly inclusive.  The purpose of fan groups differed in one 

simple, yet important way.   The focus groups were formed for a public purpose.  Fans 

willingly signed up and attended the groups as participants in a research project. They 

responded to the direction of myself and any co-moderators and were paid for their time 

and effort. They were informed of the broad purpose of my research and signed forms 

enabling me to record their interactions and to use the information shared in any research 

publications. The blogging communities were formed for private purposes. I observed the 

blogs as part of my research, but because the conversations were publicly available on the 

Internet, I did not inform the fans of my presence.  Members did not enroll in these 

groups for the public good of research, but to cultivate private goods, like their own 

identities and relationships, through engaging in social interactions.   In this chapter, I 

further explain how the different purposes influence the ethno-racial discussions.  

Song’s final dimension is porousness which “refers to a group’s ease of entry and exit 

(Song 2009:60)” This dimension takes into account the technical process of registering 

for a group, as well as the commitment level of the members, expectations for 

participation,  and a group’s cohesiveness. Porousness also considers where interactions 
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takes place (online, offline, or a combination), the geographic proximity of the group 

members, and whether or not group members are linked to other existing organizations.  

 Groups have a high degree of porousness when their members can come and go 

easily, when they do not share solidarity or sense of group norms, and when they are not 

bound to any other existing organizations.  Because group members are not bound to 

highly porous communities, they have little incentive to develop commitment, trust, and 

cooperation within the group.   Organizations with a low degree of porousness are more 

frequently tied to other outside organizations and difficult to enter or exit from. These 

groups also feature an awareness of group level norms and high levels of solidarity.  

Groups with a low degree or porousness have a greater incentive to work through 

conflicts because the members are highly committed to the organization and have a desire 

to see it continue.  Levels of porousness greatly influence levels of solidarity among 

group members.   

The biggest differences between the fan communities arose when looking at their 

degree of porousness.   Two of the blogs that I studied were highly porous. Both Inside 

the Show and Phillies News and Notes were connected to large regional or national news 

sites and widely accessed by many users.  The other five blogs were associated with the 

Phillies or the Dodgers and were visited by more intimate communities of fans.  When 

outlining the dimensions of porousness, I point out key differences between these widely 

accessed blog sites and the more intimate blogging communities.   Focus groups also 

differed on their level of porousness.  Highly sociable focus groups had low levels of 

porousness, but the unsociable focus groups did not.  I explain these differences further 

throughout the chapter. 
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Ultimately porousness is important because it influences solidarity which in turn 

influences how participants engaged in dialogue about race and ethnicity.  In my 

research, all of the interactions took place in social group contexts but not all groups 

discussed race and ethnicity for the same duration or to the same extent. In this chapter, I 

will elaborate on how each dimension of porousness affected solidarity and how that 

ensuring solidarity interacted with the mode to influence conversations about race and 

ethnicity.  

 

Dimensions of Porousness 

Entering and Exiting the Site 

 One of the most important features of porousness is how easy it is for baseball 

fans to join or leave a group.  Some work was required for participants to join a focus 

group. They had to fill out an interest form, schedule a meeting, commute to the group 

site, complete paperwork, and engage in a discussion for approximately ninety minutes. 

Once assembled, they were asked to participate for the entirety of the meeting but were 

not bound to stay- they were technically free to leave at any time.
31

  In contrast, it was 

relatively easy for fans to register, access, and utilize the blogs’ interactive features. Once 

connected, those fans could post comments from their home computer, workplace, or 

mobile phone and could discontinue their involvement by logging off.  The user-friendly 

registration process meant that a membership was easy to attain on all sites; however, 

once someone had a membership, they still needed to post comments, interact with 

                                                           
31

 Only one individual left a focus group early. He had tickets to the Phillies game and his wife picked him 

up sooner than expected! 
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others, and participate in the ongoing conversation.  The process of joining the 

conversation was more difficult at some blogging sites than at others.   

It was not difficult to join the conversation on the widely accessed blog sites. On 

both sites, the process of posting a comment was consistent across content areas so that 

people who posted comments on television, political, or religious forums would follow 

the same process in the sport forums. On Inside the Show, the national baseball blog,  it 

was clear that many of the baseball forum participants did not identify as baseball fans 

and only read the story because it was cross posted to the “News” section of the portal 

site
32

.  Not only was it easy to join, but both sites had a large amount of web traffic and 

many frequent visitors. As of October 2011, NetPortAll was one of the top fifty visited 

web sites  in the U.S. according to Alexa’s analytic web data 
33

. Alexa reports also show 

the Philly Regional News site as one the top 1,000 visited news sites in the U.S.  These 

facets made entering the conversations on widely accessed blog sites relatively easy. 

Locating and then participating in conversations was much more difficult on the intimate 

community blogs.  The sites were much smaller and had less sites linking to them; 

therefore it was harder to locate these communities. Unlike the consistency across content 

areas in the portal sites, users had to register for each blog site and learn how the unique 

interactive technology worked. Finally, the flow of the conversations, which took place 

mainly between people who knew each other, could be hard to break in to for an outsider. 

                                                           
32

 Because the typography, layout, and graphics of the portal have a consistent look and feel, some people 

who clicked on the link from the news section were unaware that they had been redirected to a baseball 

blog but could comment on the story nonetheless, as long as they had a NetPortAll user name.  The biggest 

difference between NetPortAll and the Philadelphia regional news site is that on the news site, the graphics 

and layout of the baseball blogs are distinct and clearly distinguishable from other content areas.   People 

do seem to be redirected here from other parts of the site, but when they are, it is very clear that they are in 

a new place 
33

 This data was collected from Alexa.com in October 2011.  NetPortAll had over 3 million unique 

registered users and had over two million sites linking in to it.  There is no information on the number of 

unique users at Philly Regional News but it has 35,000 sites linking to it. 
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EMS30, a user on Smart Dodger Talk, noted that he read the blog daily but did not post 

because the members of the groups were “very VERY intelligent and it can be 

intimidating. Especially for people like me who love sports, love the Dodgers, have a 

passion for it all, but I didn’t go to college, I’m not the smartest guy book wise in the 

world.”   Entering the group through registration is easy, but EMS30’s comment shows 

that entering the group through conversation may be more difficult.  There is no way to 

know how many registered users read the blog and the comments without participating in 

the conversation.  

Offline Connections 

Song proposes that another important element of porousness is the degree to 

which online groups share a common geography or have some degree of connection to an 

offline activity. Groups that are linked to offline social life and to shared geographies are 

less porous than groups that do not have any such connections. Clearly, the focus groups 

had a lower degree of porousness because individuals met in face to face social settings. 

These participants also shared a common geography.  The study required that participants 

currently live in the city’s metropolitan area and that they travel to either Los Angeles or 

Philadelphia for a physical meeting. The fans also shared a connection as part of a larger 

imagined community of fans of their hometown team. Before speaking to any other 

people within the groups, they knew they had something in common with the others; they 

were all Phillies or Dodgers fans. 

Shared physical and geographic space created conditions conducive to solidarity 

in the focus groups, but attachments to offline activities and places were also important to 

blog users. For this reason, all of the intimate community blogs had a greater degree of 
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solidarity than the widely accessed blog sites.  While all of the intimate blogs were 

connected to large, imagined communities of fans, Inside the Show was connected to 

baseball in general. Some fans claimed to love the game and came together in order to 

discuss it, but most appeared drawn to the game through rooting for their favorite team. 

Rather than coming together around the love of the sport, fans on Inside the Show 

dwelled on difference. Their lack of common fan experiences greatly reduced solidarity 

among members.  

Interactions on Inside the Show contrasted those on most local blogs where fans 

gathered at because they were local fans in their offline lives.  Most had never met in real 

life before joining the blog community, but like the focus group members, they shared a 

common experience as members of the “imagined community” of local fans.  Some of 

the fans had no connection to the city other than through their appreciation for the team 

but a majority of the fans lived in the Philadelphia and Los Angeles regions. Others had 

previously lived there and connected to ‘home’ through the team. All of these fans saw 

their involvement with the web community as a way to feel connected to these local 

spaces without physically being there. They may have hammering on keyboards in 

disparate locations, but still shared a common geography.  

From observing their online conversations, it is clear that many users maintained 

face to face relationships in offline settings. Some members knew each other before 

joining the blog community or met online and have since developed physical friendships. 

Several of the communities organized gatherings for the members; one blog even fielded 

a co-ed softball team in a community league.  The fact that many users pursued 

relationships is critical to understanding the next dimension of porousness. 
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Anonymity 

Skeptics believe that the anonymity provided by online communication hinders 

community building by making it easier for group members to violate norms and other 

standards that they would have been held to in face-to-face settings.  It is true that 

solidarity is difficult to achieve in highly porous spaces where users may come and go as 

they please, but anonymity should not be taken for granted. Levels of anonymity differed 

greatly among the different fan groups that I interacted with.  

Focus groups participants met each other in a face-to-face situation but most did 

not know each other
34

. In each collection of strangers, participants were asked to 

introduce themselves to the group and to write their names on a card marking their place 

at the table.  Performing these tasks didn’t create known identities for these participants 

any more than creating a screen name does.  During the group sessions some members 

became known to each other by revealing personal details about themselves but others 

were more reticent.   What the group members did share in common was that they had the 

ability to read non-verbal cues about each person such as physical appearance, accent, 

tone of voice, and facial expressions. 

  Members of the intimate community blogs did not have a shared physical 

presence and could not interpret non-verbal information but they clearly knew each other.  

Many people opted to give their full first and last name as their official screen name, 

while others used nicknames or cities and neighborhoods that partially identified them. 

Still others used personal photos and added links to additional personal information like 

social networking sites.  Those who did not identify themselves through user names and 

images divulged personal information during conversations. Through sharing personal 

                                                           
34

 There were several focus groups where members knew each other prior to the group meeting.   
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information, fans in these groups became real people with real lives rather than screen 

names and text.    

Because of the way that blog users developed relationships, I believe that these 

spaces had a very low degree of anonymity.  The only users who kept their information 

private did so in order to keep their blogging activities concealed from others outside of 

the blog and not because they wish to remain distanced from others within the blogging 

community. For example, many individuals refused to share their real name because they 

commented during businesses hours or because they feared that their significant other 

would realize exactly how much time they devoted to the blog community.    Community 

members were so familiar with each other that Pam259 from Dodgers Sports Blog 

remarked that “you can take the names off everyone here and I bet we still know who is 

commenting most of the time.” 

Pam’s comment demonstrates that over time, fans on the local blogs come to 

know each other through their interaction. This never happened across any of my 

observations of the national blog and occurred rarely on Phillies News and Notes. Users 

on these blogs rarely share personal information, refer to their identities, address each 

other directly, reply to each other, or seem to have knowledge from previous interactions 

with each others.  They do not attempt to make meaningful or lasting personal 

connections with others on the site.   In fact, rather than taking the time to engage in 

conversations and to get to know each other, there is an assumption that people who post 

on the website are losers who never played sports or learned about sports because they 

were “too busy playing Dungeons and Dragons in [their] mom’s baseball with the rest of 

[their] nerd friends.”    The anonymity on these blogs was greater than on the community 
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blogs or in the focus groups. It is exactly the type of anonymity that concerns the skeptics 

and is a major threat to solidarity. 

 

Frequency and Regularity of Interactions 

Another important aspect of porousness is the interaction itself.   Like the 

previous dimensions of porousness, I found that the intimate community blogs had the 

lowest level of porousness, followed by the focus groups, and finally the widely accessed 

blog sites.   Not only did fans on community blogs know each other, they become 

acquainted by engaging in many, regular sustained interactions over time. All of the 

communities had core regular users who read and commented on the blog daily. One 

morning, Mr23 remarked that reading over the Dodger Dorks blog comments “IS getting 

ready for work!”   

Most core members visited with such regularity that when one person did not 

comment for an extended period of time, others noted his or her absence and wondered 

about him/her. One night during a Dodger Dorks game chat, RussellBC suddenly 

disappeared from the conversation. After several innings went by and a number of 

questions directed at him remain unanswered, he posted a reply which assured them that 

he was reading the chats but could not reply because he was “posting from the floor next 

to my kid’s crib because he won’t go to sleep.”  Those who plan not to post for a short 

time will let others know, as MellyMel did for the other users of Blue Banter before she 

went on vacation, “I’m out for the week. Peace out my Dodgers family!”   .   

Through regular sustained interactions, users develop shared expectations of each 

other.  Users developed expectations about the proper way to disagree with other users, 



173 

the appropriate use of statistics, when and how to use emoticons in conversation, whether 

or not you should use bold or capital letters, and what type of links you should share with 

the group. Across all of the intimate blogs, one of the major shared expectations was that 

the conversation will be about baseball, though different blog groups placed priority on 

particular aspects of the game.  

The interactions on most local blogs diverge from those on Inside the Show or 

Phillies News and Notes, where the contact between users is infrequent and irregular.   It 

seemed as if many users logged on to read a story and occasionally offered their 

commentary if they felt strongly. After posting their thoughts, they would simply log out 

without checking back to further discuss any replies or rebuttals to those thoughts. In fact, 

most users did not even read the existing thread, as evidenced by the number of times that 

they repeated a point that already been made numerous times.   

The only interactions came where users replied to one another’s comments 

directly and exchanged in a debate related to specific blog post.  While these individuals 

exchanged thoughts in relations to the particular post, I did not observe them interact 

again on other subsequent posts. Without frequent regular interactions, users at these two 

sites never developed shared expectations of each other.   The users may have individual 

expectations of the blog site and of each other, but a lack of regular interactions means 

that they cannot learn how their own expectations might be similar to or different from 

the other users. It is difficult to develop solidarity in this type of porous environments, 

with little expectations for shared behavior. 

The two types of blogs represent two extremes; intimate community blogs  

featured regular, sustained interactions while widely accessed blog sites did not.  The 
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focus groups fell somewhere in between. Because they only met for a short time period 

on one day, there was little opportunity to develop regular, sustained interactions. 

However, in their brief time together many groups developed shared expectations about 

communication just as the blogging groups had. As a moderator, I set some expectations 

but I allowed groups to proceed differently within the framework that I laid out.   For 

example, groups developed different norms on turn taking. Some people raised their 

hands and waited for me to call on them while others regulated their own conversations 

without my guidance.   Along with the other dimensions of porousness, regularity in 

interactions and development of shared expectations contributed to group solidarity.   

 

Group Level Solidarity 

The degree of porousness greatly affected the amount of solidarity that was 

present within the blogging communities and emergent during the focus groups. At 

Phillies News and Notes and Inside the Show, the ease of entering and exiting the spaces, 

the lack of shared offline connections, and the absence of frequent sustained interactions 

resulted in extremely low levels of solidarity but camaraderie flourished in the intimate 

community blogs where entry and exit were difficult for members. Once participants 

joined, they were able to use common offline experiences to establish connections to a 

larger imagined community of fans. Through sharing personal information and engaging 

in sustained interactions, fans on intimate community blogs developed shared 

expectations and a sense of solidarity.   

Levels of solidarity in the focus groups fell between these two extremes.   On the 

one hand, solidarity was encouraged because joining the group was labor intensive. Each 
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participating fan lived in the same geographical region and met each other in a face to 

face setting.   One the other hand, solidarity was discouraged because these fans only 

gathered for one brief session. Without regular interaction, fans only knew each other the 

surface. They did not share personal information to the same extent that the intimate 

community bloggers did. Fans in the focus groups were unable to build up the high levels 

of solidarity that were found on the intimate blogs, but in a brief hour, they developed 

more solidarity than I ever observed on the open public blogs.   

While I don’t feel that any of the focus groups bonded as closely as the intimate 

blog communities did, some focus groups were able to build more solidarity than others.   

The critical determining factor was the degree of emotional energy that was generated 

among the fans. In order to determine the level of emotional energy of the group, I 

reviewed the notes that I took after each meeting. These notes contained remarks on the 

group dynamics, such as the way that the group members interacted with each other, as 

well as on the mood of the participants, such as whether or not they seemed to be having 

fun or if they were bored.  Based on this information, I classified the groups according to 

the degree of sociability. In highly sociable focus groups, fans generated a great deal 

emotional energy and thus developed a stronger sense of solidarity.  In other groups, 

unsociable participants and a more business-like atmosphere stymied any potential 

bonding between fans.   

It is entirely possible that some individuals sacrificed parts of their ethnic and 

racial identity in order to go along with the group. For example, someone who identified 

as a Latino in a group of fans from other ethnic and racial groups might have wanted to 

talk about discrimination towards Latinos, but withheld his/her comment because the 
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group conversation was flowing well and promoting a positive atmosphere.  Because I 

did not speak individually with focus group participants, I am not able to identify whether 

or not fans suppressed their identities for the sake of the group. In this chapter, I only 

speak about what I observed but I discuss suppressed identities further in the conclusion. 

My findings do not indicate that group sociability was influenced by or reducible to 

ethno-racial characteristics.  Out of the six groups classified as highly sociable, three 

were composed of people who identified from different ethno-racial groups and three 

were composed of people who identified from the same ethno-racial group.  Six of the 

seven unsociable groups were made up of people who identified as being from the same 

ethno-racial group.    

 I noticed bigger differences when comparing the cities.  Four of the seven 

unsociable groups were from Los Angeles but only one of the six sociable groups was 

based in LA.  This could simply be a function of a small number of groups but it could 

also be because the poor performance of the Dodgers left fans feeling dejected and 

without much to talk about. It was much easier for the Philadelphia fans to generate a 

high level of solidarity because people came in to the group with high levels of positive 

emotions, whereas   many Dodger fans came hoping that I might be able to deliver their 

complaints directly to the Front Office.  Table 6.1 summarizes how I classified the fan 

groups by mode and porousness. 

Table 6.1  Mode and Purpose in Baseball Fan Groups  

 Public Mode Private Mode 

Low Porousness 

[High Solidarity] 

Sociable Focus Groups Intimate Blog Communities 

High Porousness 

[Low Solidarity] 

Unsociable Focus Groups Widely Accessed Blog Sites  
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Among all of the groups, solidarity was evident when the fans developed a shared 

sense of reality, a group identity, and symbols which created high levels of shared 

emotion among group members.  Variance in group characteristics created differing 

levels of solidarity, as shown on the continuum in Table 6.2. When solidarity arose, fans 

faced pressure to maintain it as they interacted with each other in online chat rooms and 

in focus groups. All of this matters to the bigger questions at hand because the differences 

that emerged in group solidarity were critical in determining how fans discussed race and 

ethnicity.   

Table 6.2 Solidarity among Baseball Fans Groups 

Lowest 

Solidarity 

   Highest 

Solidarity 

Widely 

Accessed Blog 

Sites 

Unsociable 

Focus Groups 

Moderately 

Sociable Focus 

Groups 

Highly 

Sociable 

Focus Groups 

Intimate Blog 

Communities 

 

Group Identity 

Intimate blog users visited with such regularity that they formed strong bonds of 

solidarity and powerful emotional connections with each other. These attachments are 

significant enough that many fans refer to other group members as close friends and 

extended family members. This was exemplified when a software malfunction prevented 

all of the Dodger Dork members from accessing the blog for almost 48 hours. Once the 

software was restored, Fernandomaniac exclaimed “Man it's good to be back 

commenting in this space…I missed you guys!”  On another occasion, TerryN returned to 

the blog after a long hiatus and fellow member Fernandomaniac expressed his excitement 
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“physically” when he wrote “Terry! Missed you, brother. Big hug...then embarrassed 

step-back, shoe stare and awkward, testosterone-laced question.” 

Over time, regular interaction within the blog space users developed into a shared 

collective identity.   This is often expressed by individuals who refer to the entire 

community of blog users as “we”. Statements such as “obviously, we here at Fun Phillies 

Fans are relieved to hear that [Dom Brown was not traded]” and “remember the 

excitement we all had for [pitching prospect] John Ely” indicate a level of shared 

opinions and emotions towards the team and the players.  The development of collective 

identities did not preclude fans from having personal opinions; however, debates were 

usually situated within the overall attitude or philosophy of the blog. For example, on 

blogs where members prided themselves on being statistically knowledgeable, members 

could be rebuked by making an argument that was not grounded on objective numerical 

evidence.  

Group identity online may be encouraged by a selectivity bias. For example, the 

Philly Stat Heads authors provided a lot of content based on advanced statistical analysis 

and wrote in a serious tone while the Fun Phillies Fans authors wrote more game related 

content in a more casual voice. Fans who are looking  for more formality and analytical 

discussion on the Phillies may gravitate towards the Stat Heads and contribute to its 

collective identity as a place for “evidence based discussion.” In this sense, the group 

identity is heavily influenced by what kind of content the authors publish and by their 

tone of voice. 

Even if fans joined communities that best suited their perspectives of the game, 

they still engaged in many behaviors that enhanced or contributed to this identity, and 
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thus to the social solidarity. One of the ways that this was done was by developing 

symbols that represented the ideas and attitudes of the groups. These symbols include 

words, phrases and images that were given meaning by the members of the group.   The 

phrases became an “insider lexicon” that one would only understand if he or she was a 

regular user who knew the symbolism of the word or phrase.  The Dodger Dorks even 

includes links to a “glossary” which described several of these insider phrases.  In 

addition to developing their own vocabulary, users created many of their own traditions 

and rituals. For example, users on Blue Banter, who could upload images as well as text, 

would compete to be the first person to upload this image to the game thread after the 

Dodgers secured a win.   

 

Unlike the fans on the intimate blogs, users who posted comments on the open 

public blogs did not refer to each other as family or friends.  Based on reading the 

comments, most users on these sites were venting their frustrations and were not 

interested in building friendships and community ties with others. Users on these blogs 

did not share a collective identity and did not utilize any symbolic words and phrases.   

Fans in focus groups also did not refer to each other as family or friends but group 

identity emerged through the flow of conversation. In groups, were I noted a weaker 

group dynamic, the conversation seemed to be facilitated mostly by the moderators or 

dominated by one or more participants. The interaction was very formal and featured 
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direct responses to questions. This differed from the highly sociable focus groups where 

individuals developed rapport with each other as the meeting progressed and where group 

identity emerged through interaction. Although participants in highly sociable groups 

didn’t always use terms like “we” and “us” in the conversation, they established a group 

identity by directing the flow of conversation among themselves. In these groups, the 

discussion simulated a conversation between friends or acquaintances and flowed easily 

without direction from the moderator(s).   Participants in these groups likely would have 

continued to talk to each other for hours – in fact after one group, I overheard some folks 

arranging to continue the conversation over beers at a nearby bar. A fan from another 

sociable group emailed me asking for contact information for another participant because 

he wanted to continue a conversation
35

.  These actions speak to the ways in which fans 

from sociable groups build a group identity in our brief focus group meetings. 

 

Collective Emotions 

Another way that people can create solidarity is by building up levels of shared 

emotions.   Among the groups that I studied, the only places which lacked this collective 

emotional energy were the open public blogs. Here fans expressed their individual 

opinions using strong emotions, but these emotions were rarely shared or build upon 

collectively by other users.  One user might post a comment filled with anger, the next 

might proclaim joy, and a third could convey boredom.  Even when posted in succession, 

the comments and the emotions contained in them seemed very disconnected.  

Collective emotional build up was most obvious during game threads on intimate blogs 

where multiple fans would log into the site and watch, listen, or follow the game from 

                                                           
35

 I didn’t give out the information due to IRB regulations. 
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separate locations. Just as fans who attend the games at the stadium applaud together 

when the team performs well and collectively sulk when the performance dips, fans 

online expressed and experience shared emotions during games.  Fans collectively 

cheered when good things happened, audibly sighed when they were disappointed, and 

typed emoticons to express feelings.  During emotional lulls, it appeared as if fans either 

logged off or stopped posting but during emotional highs, the number of users and the 

level of chatter increased dramatically. 

The following example, taken from a game thread on Blue Banter, demonstrates 

how emotions can build collectively in an online environment. The Dodgers were down 

by four runs late in the game when their superstars Andre Ethier and Matt Kemp 

(nickname: Bison) came to the plate.  The formatting adjustments are those of the users. 

VandeBear:  I’m going back to watching the soccer game.  

 John Feese:  Rally time 

 Smallfry: Got ourselves a really and Andre is up. 

 MellyMel: 7-3?  I admit I’m not paying much attention to this game. 

 CaliTom: been watching, also been cooking. Homemade mango preserves! 

Jam B:  Oh man.   If we can just get Kemp to the plate. 

 John Feese: Tying run to the plate. 

 Jam B:  Kemp up.   We have a chance.  

Smallfry: Loaded for the Bison! 

HammonCheese: atta boy ethier 

Breezy Point: Come on Kemp 

John Freese:  GET THE FUCK OUT 

 Jam B:            KEEMMMMMMMMMMMMPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP 
HammonCheese:   OMG 

 Jay_TorranceFan: HOLY FUCK 

Small fry:  BISON POWER!!!!!!! HOLY SHITTTT 

IrishinBlue: BISON!!!! 

Jay_TorranceFan: MATT FUCKING KEMP 

Smallfry: WE ARE TIED!!!! 
 

People were not paying much attention to game but then the excitement built as 

the rally mounted.  When Matt Kemp blasts a game-tying grand slam home run, the users 

express their excitement through bolding, underlining, and capitalizing their textual 

cheers.   As you read this, you can feel the collective excitement build from a murmur to 

http://www.truebluela.com/2011/6/4/2206599/dodgers-reds-game-ii-chat
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a roar, just as it might if the friends were watching the game together on television or at 

the stadium. This type of emotional energy is crucial to the group solidarity. 

Experiencing all kinds of emotions together was important for building solidarity, but 

experiencing positive emotions was clearly preferred.  

The emotional energy in the focus groups varied. As mentioned previously, 

unsociable groups were rather dull and mundane. At times, fans expressed their 

individual thoughts and feelings about a topic, but subsequent fans did not build upon 

those emotions. This flow of emotion was very similar to the interactions on the widely 

accesses blog sites. In sociable groups, fans built emotions collectively.  One indication 

of this collective emotion is the amount of laughter that occurred in each group.  Using 

interview transcriptions, I was able to record the number times that participants laughed 

during the course of our session.  In groups that I had classified as highly sociable, 

participants laughed an average of 59 times in a 90 minute session. Unsociable groups 

mustered two laughs over the course of an hour. 

 

Maintaining Solidarity 

Groups who developed a collective identity, shared symbols, traditions, and 

emotions all demonstrated solidarity.  Group level solidarity had a major impact in the 

ways that users interacted with each other. Because there was little solidarity present in 

the open public blogs, people did not work to build or maintain community. Most 

conversations had no rhythm and fans were either not conscious of the feelings of others 

or not concerned about causing ill will.  This resulted in spaces where insults were 

frequently traded and friendships were never shared.  In coding every user comment in 
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three randomly selected discussion threads on Inside the Show, I found that eighteen 

percent of the comments consisted of insults to the post’s author or to the other users.   

When solidarity and positive emotional energy were present, group members 

made efforts to maintain it.  On blogs with a high degree of solidarity, fans were 

conscious about each other’s feelings and were aware how their actions could affect the 

communication on the blog as a whole. One of the ways this was done was to minimize 

disagreement. People enjoyed getting into debate about certain baseball related topics, 

but they took several measures to ensure that the debates stayed “friendly”.   Fans were 

polite when they took opposing viewpoints. If two members could not come to a 

conclusion, they would ‘agree to disagree’ and do so rather politely.  Debates were rarely 

malicious in nature.  People apologized to each other for being in a bad mood, for 

misunderstanding a comment, or for not having the time to write a deeper, more 

thoughtful response.  A majority of the users seem to be genuinely worried about 

offending others in the blog community. This was demonstrated one night on the Dodger 

Dorks, where Reno and Smiles were having a debate about musicians. The debate went 

on for some time before Smiles stopped responding. Worried, Reno posted “@Smiles. I 

am sorry if I said something to offend you. That was not my intention and I am really 

sorry. Please accept my apologies and have a good night.” Reno continued to publicly 

stress about the situation until the next when day when Smiles logged on to chat. First, 

she made several comments about the game and then added “btw, I want to say that was 

not offended or angry last night. My eyes were irritated from being in front of the 

computer and I needed to take a break.”  
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These interactions show that users worry about upsetting the solidarity of the 

group and that they regulate the conversation if they are concerned about how their 

actions and identities will be judged by others. BillR, a Phillies Stat Head regular, noted 

one day that he knows “how this board works” and is trying to make sure he doesn’t “get 

misrepresented.” Opinions of other fans play a role in how users share information and 

what they decide to disclose.  In expressing consideration of others, users are adhering to 

group norms and ensuring that solidarity is maintained on that particular site.  Users need 

to be especially careful about breaking informal norms and threatening group solidarity 

because every conversation is archived online. On several occasions, a user posted a link 

to an archived conversation as evidence of something that someone said in the past.  The 

importance of following the site norms was best expressed by Rory65 on Phillies Sport 

Blog who says that he “noticed that having an opinion that differs from the status quo is 

like farting in church around here.” 

Another way that fans demonstrated solidarity is by drawing boundaries around 

the community. When fans embraced the collective identity and followed the group 

norms, they were defined as insiders but when they diverged from those practices and 

behaviors, their insider status was questioned. On numerous occasions, I noticed that fans 

who expressed opinions that were too far outside of the blog’s viewpoint were advised to 

go elsewhere.  Phillies Stat Head Beebill tells another user that if he thinks 

“ridiculousness is good for the blog” that he should go to another Philadelphia blog 

where he would “feel more at home.”  A similar incident occurred on Blue Banter, where 

VandeBear was accused by some of the other users of being ‘edgy’ about the day’s 
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discussion. VandeBear seemed offended at their insult, and told them that he was leaving 

to go “watch the game with the people over at Smart Dodger Talk.”  

 

The Influence of Solidarity on Ethno-Racial Discourse 

Among the groups that I studied, the level of porousness affected groups’ ability 

to establish solidarity by generating collective identities and emotions.  The level and 

type of solidarity influenced how groups discussed race and ethnicity. Before delving into 

these differences, it is important to remember that ethno-racial discourse was not 

common to any of these contexts.  The majority of fan comments on all seven blogs and 

the bulk of the conversation in the focus groups centered directly on the sport. However, 

when fans did discuss race and ethnicity, the conversations proceeded differently based 

on the level of solidarity.  

Groups with no solidarity, like the widely accessed blog sites, had little incentive 

to develop commitment, trust, and cooperation within the group but were totally 

anonymous and thus received no social repercussions by raising controversial topics or 

by straying from social norms. Fans on these sites were most likely to initiate 

conversation about race and ethnicity than in all other groups. When it did occur, 

dialogue about race and ethnicity was likely to be open and hostile.  Participants in 

unsociable focus groups didn’t have much incentive to develop commitment or trust with 

the other strangers sitting across from them, but they were not anonymous in the public 

research setting and therefore felt pressure to follow social norms.  Fans in these groups 

rarely brought up topics of race and ethnicity and only briefly discussed the topics when 

they were introduced by the moderator.   Participants in the more sociable groups faced a 



186 

similar pressure to obey social norms in a face to face setting and were equally unlikely 

to initiate ethno-racial discourse; however, when it was introduced by the moderator 

these groups spent a significant amount of time discussing the issues and working 

through conflicts.   The highest solidarity groups, the intimate community blogs, were the 

least likely places to encounter ethnic and racial dialogue or any type of ‘serious’ topics. 

Serious discussions were either avoided altogether or averted.  When race and ethnicity 

appeared on these message boards, they usually occurred in the form of teasing or joking.  

I outline the major difference in Table 6.4 before showing how they affected the level and 

type of ethno-racial discourse. 

 

Table 6.3 Important Difference in Group Level Social Context 

Group Widely 

Accessed Blog 

Sites 

Unsociable Focus 

Groups 

Moderately 

Sociable Focus 

Groups 

Highly Sociable 

Focus Groups 

Intimate Blog 

Communities 

Solidarity No Solidarity Low Solidarity Moderate  

Solidarity 

(Transient) 

High  

Solidarity 

(Transient) 

High  

Solidarity 

(Established) 

Physical 

Connection to 

Others 

No Physical 

Connection 

Face to Face 

Connection  

Face to Face 

Connection  

Face to Face 

Connection  

Limited Physical 

Connections 

Social 

Connection to 

Others 

No 

Relationships 

No Relationships Developing 

Relationships 

Developing 

Relationships 

Established 

Relationships 

Initiation of 

Ethno-racial 

Discourse 

Most Likely to 

Initiate 

Unlikely to Initiate 

without Moderator 

Unlikely to 

Initiate without 

Moderator 

Unlikely to 

Initiate without 

Moderator 

Unlikely to 

Initiate  

Processionof 

Ethno-racial 

Discourse 

Open, hostile 

dialogue 

Little to no 

discussion of 

ethno-racial topics 

Some discussion 

of ethno-racial 

topics 

Detailed 

discussions of 

ethno-racial topics 

Avoid discussions 

of ethno-racial 

topics 
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Race Talk in a Low Solidarity environment – Widely Accessed Blog Sites 

The most common sites for the deployment of ethno-racial narratives were the 

widely accessed blog sites. While comments that referred to race and ethnicity were more 

common in these blogs than in other settings, they were still the minority of all 

comments. In fact, in formally coding every fan comment directly attached to three Inside 

the Show posts that generated a relatively large amount of ethno-racial narratives among 

fans, I found that comments about race or ethnicity only accounted for between three and 

eleven percent of the discussion.  The majority of the comments (65 percent) were user 

reactions to the post content and involved discussions about baseball teams and players.   

While users generally avoided ethno-racial topics, it is important to understand when and 

how these categories were discussed in fan narratives. On these sites, articles which 

referred purely to baseball, such as game summaries and game previews, rarely contained 

any or ethnic or racial remarks from fans. Unique stories about players, teams, and fans 

were much more likely to draw several comments about both race and ethnicity. 

Depending on the article, fans generated negative conversations about a number 

of ethnic and racial groups.  Negative remarks about non-white and Latino groups were 

directed at players, managers, fans, and other posters.  Negative remarks about whites 

were aimed at poor white people - rednecks, hillbillies, and white trash - and were 

typically directed only at fans and at other posters. Overall, the stories that were most 

likely to spark discussions about race and rely on stereotypes were stories about African 

Americans and stories that tapped into larger controversial social issues.   

Stories about African Americans generated a great deal of racial animosity. Even when 

the story was not about an African American player, negative comments were directed 
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towards African Americans.  For example, Josh Hamilton, a white player who is a 

recovering drug addict, was injured during a close play at home plate. The blogger wrote 

a story questioning the coach who directed Hamilton to score and remarking on how the 

healing process might be slowed down by Hamilton’s inability to take painkilling 

medications.  The racial comments about this story invoked the blackness of Ron 

Washington, the team’s African American manager. Washington was not the coach 

directly involved in this play and thus had little influence over it.  Despite the facts, an 

Inside the Show user places the blame on the Rangers’ skipper when he types that 

“Washington probably called the play. He really is one of the dumbest people in ALL of 

sports.  If he was a white guy, he would not have been given a manager’s job. Just listen 

to him. He’s a hot mess!”  

This user comment shows that there is a perception of blacks as unintelligent and 

poor leaders, who are only handed positions because of affirmative action. Numerous 

other comments that were written in response to other posts criticized African American 

players, fans, and people in general. In an Inside the Show article about shortstop Jimmy 

Rollins’ attempt to break Babe Ruth’s home run distance record during a Red Bull 

promotion, fans expressed negative perceptions of African Americans: 

 -Another black man trying to outdo the Bambino. None can and none will. 

-Even if he hits it, it will not be impressive with his souped up bats. Let him use a bat like Babe 

Ruth and we’ll see how far that @#$% hits the ball. 

-Since Babe Ruth did shots of whiskey between each at bat, Rollins should do fried chicken and 

hookers to make it even. 

 

 In addition to stories about African Americans, stories about controversial social 

issues frequently tapped ethnic and racial themes. For example, a story about Barry 
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Bonds’s perjury trial
36

 brought out issues about the fairness of the criminal justice 

system, as indicated by numerous references to OJ Simpson as well as other perceived 

disparities between racial groups within the system.  An Inside the Show posting about a 

Latino player who was playing under an assumed name, brought out narratives about 

Latinos as “illegal aliens” who steal benefits and should be forced to leave the country.  

Fans (mistakenly) noted that “Even the baseball players are here illegally!,” expressed 

resentment that “these @#$% spicks love to have multiple names with which they get 

benefits from  multiple states,”  and claimed that the situation was a  “perfect example of 

foreigners taking advantage of America.”  

Qualifications for government benefits were also brought up in another Inside the 

Show post speculating that the fan who caught Derek Jeter’s 3000
th 

hit might have to pay 

taxes on the souvenir baseball. One fans claimed that “the IRS is precisely why pilgrims 

embarked on their journey…we have American citizens robbing banks in order to get 

health care while illegals are running across the border 8 months pregnant because THEY 

get free health care upon entering this country” and another argued that “the government 

has to pay for Shaniqua’s beer and cigarettes somehow.” 

 Another similar social issue that tapped into ethnic and racial themes was a group 

of Chinese investors’ offer to buy the Dodgers.  The conversation had an underlying tone 

of fear of a racial ‘takeover’ of the political economy which was accompanied by 

narratives of cultural difference. People remarked that the American pastime was no 

place for foreign investment.  Fans suggested that the team would be renamed, that egg 

rolls would replace hot dogs on the ball park menu, that the team would be made entirely 
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 There were many posts about Bonds but these quotes were taken from a post giving details about a 

perjury trial. Bonds, who had been accused of taking performance enhancing drugs, was convicted of 

obstruction of justice following the trial. 
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of Chinese players, and that broadcasts would be in Mandarin
37

.  While many expressed 

hostility towards foreign ownership, some fans were willing to overlook it in favor of 

winning. One user even offered to ‘adopt one of their babies’ if they signed popular free 

agent Prince Fielder to a contract. 

In responding to these and other controversial stories, fans openly expressed hateful and 

stereotypical comments about racial and ethnic groups, despite the fact that the site rules 

formally discouraged such behavior.  Most people who used racial language were 

assumed to be ‘white trash’ or black, as if those are the only groups that are capable of 

being racist. The two quotes below illustrate this point. 

--Whenever I am here or on other web sites, I see thousand upon thousand of racist posts made by 

meth taking, sister banging, trailer park living white trash. It makes me embarrassed to be a white 

male. 

-Obviously, your comment was racist.  You are probably just another @#$%. And by that I mean 

you take no accountability for your actions. 

 

 By examining these negative user comments, it is clear that many fans have 

received media messages about different racial and ethnic groups.  Whiteness is nearly 

invisible except for poor whites – who are portrayed as ignorant, unintelligent, and racist. 

Users commonly spoke about the foreignness of Latino players- who were mocked for 

their language and urged to deal with conflicts or ‘go back home’.  Latino ethnic groups 

were also conflated with “illegal aliens” who were not entitled to the same benefits as 

others. Asian players were rarely talked about but the dearth of observations may just be 

a result of random sampling as none of the blog posts in my sample were about Asian 

players. On the few occasions when Asians were discussed, narratives of foreignness 

were employed like those expressed in reactions to the Chinese investors.    Overall, the 
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 What these fans failed to realize is that none of the above had happened to the Seattle Mariners, who 

have been owned by a Japanese company since 2002, or that eggs rolls currently coexist alongside of hot 

dogs in the numerous concessions offered at Dodger Stadium 
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worst criticisms were reserved for black players and coaches-who were assumed to have 

superior athletic skills but were also judged as being more combative and more 

egotistical than other players. 

When people did speak about race on Inside the Show, using insults and negative 

language was common. Comments that used negative language were removed by the 

blog regulators, but users found a way around those rules. Many people interpreted what 

would be regulated and modified their responses so that the posts would remain. By 

announcing that their post was not what they really wanted to say, they encouraged other 

fans to read between the lines. They also used symbols or changed around the letters to a 

word so that their comments would not be automatically removed, such as substituting 

“@#$%!” for nigger or “Flag without an L” for fag. 

It is interesting to note that the terns “nigger” and “fag” only appeared in their 

‘modified’ versions; however, phrases such as “thug” and “white trash” cleared the 

filters. The technology attempts to enforce political correctness but the users have 

discovered that using coded language and making insinuations can usurp censorship.  In 

this way, the language filters serve to discourage overt racism while fostering the 

conditions for covert and subtle racism that are dominant in the offline world. 

Not all comments about race and ethnicity were negative.  Many people made 

serious, thoughtful points about race or took the opportunity to point out the ignorance in 

other comments. User Tuck expressed that “as an African American, this is very 

frustrating to me and pushes me away from watching the sport of baseball. I feel that 

Barry has received very different treatment from the media than Mark McGwire –and 

they had similar stories.”  These comments did not generate further conversations on the 
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issue but did show that a diversity of viewpoints can emerge, even in a hostile space and 

underscores perhaps the current state of divided opinion in broader public about the 

appropriateness of racializaing incidents. 

 Although there were some positive remarks on race, most instances of ethno-

racial discourse were hateful and negative and the low level of solidarity in these blog 

spaces allowed the users to freely discuss these issues without negative sanctions from 

other users.  These controversial posts spur a reasonable degree of conflict where hostile 

language and insults are traded back without any type of effort by the users to work 

together as a group to discuss or resolve the conflict or to maintain relationships with 

other users. 

  It is worth reiterating that many of the people who are commenting on Inside the 

Show are not baseball fans, but PortAll users who have been directed towards a particular 

blog post from other places within the web portal.  Blog posts which tap into divisive 

social issues are more likely to appear as ‘news’, more likely to appeal to web surfers,  

more likely to drive traffic to the blog site, and more likely to generate strong emotions. It 

is difficult enough to build solidarity among such a large group of baseball fans on Inside 

the Show. Bringing in other non-baseball users compounds the problem and results in an 

even lower level of solidarity.  This selectivity is likely one of the reasons that open and 

hostile race talk is so prevalent on Inside the Show.  

 By examining the use of ethnic and racial narratives on widely accessed blog 

sites, it seems as if ethno-racial categories fade into the background during the game, but 

remain present beneath the surface only to gain prominence when a controversial issue 

draws them to the surface.    These observations were drastically different from the ways 
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that race and ethnicity were talked about in focus groups and on intimate community 

blogs. 

Race Talk in a Low Solidarity environment – Unsociable Focus Groups 

 Continuing the trend set by the media and reflected in widely accessed blog sites, 

the major theme in the unsociable focus groups was racial silence.  Participants rarely 

brought up ethno-racial themes without prompting. Most fans were eager to respond to 

general baseball questions, but were hesitant to talk about race. Long periods of silence 

ensued before fans vocalized their thoughts in these situations.  This silence could have 

been due to the fact that the fans had never been forced to think deeply about these issues 

or because they were worried about how other group members would perceive their 

responses.   In unsociable focus groups that had built little solidarity, participants briefly 

discussed ethno-racial issues but typically came to the conclusion that baseball was full 

of equal opportunities.  Usually, people tended to agree with the first speaker and go 

along with him or her, especially if he or she had been dominating the conversation prior 

to the discussions about race.  The chart below is based on my evaluation of the groups’ 

overall positions towards three specific questions about race and ethnicity.  I will first 

discuss only the first row of this table as that row represents my analysis for the low 

sociable focus groups. The chart shows how common it was for unsociable groups to 

agree that the opportunity to play baseball or to become a leader was unbiased.    The 

only dissenting voices appeared when two of the groups were discussing equal 

opportunities to play the game.  
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Table 6.4  Focus Group Responses to Questions About Ethno-racial Equality 

      Do groups believe there is ethnic or racial bias ? 

Group 

Sociability 

# of 

Groups     

The opportunity to play 

the game is biased   

The opportunity to be a 

coach or a leader is 

biased   The media is biased 

        Yes Mixed No N/A   Yes Mixed No N/A   Yes Mixed No N/A 

Low 7   - 2 5   - - 3 4  3 2 2 - 

Moderate 5   1 - 2 2  1 1 - 3  2 1 1 1 

High 6   2 2 2   3 2 - 1  1 4 - 1 

                  
 The only place where these groups expressed disagreement or concluded that 

racial and ethnic biases existed was when it came to questions on the media.  This was 

also the only dimension where opinions differed based on the racial composition of the 

groups.  The three groups that did perceive media bias were composed of entirely of fans 

who identified as black, Asian, and Latino respectively.   A second group of Asian fans 

and a group of white fans had differing opinion on the question. The remaining white 

group joined a mixed race group and in saying that the media had no ethno-racial biases.   

While stories about racial bias in sports are usually avoided, stories of media bias are 

much more common. It is possible that minority groups had thought about this issue 

before when contemplating media coverage of sports as well as news, music, movies, and 

television.  

 Other than when they talked about the media, fans in the unsociable groups were 

either silent or terse when it came to ethno-racial discussions.   They had a much easier 

time talking about general baseball issues and their hometown teams; they also spoke 

about those topics with much more energy.   More sociable groups also spoke about 

baseball and their cities with a greater passion, but their ethno-racial discussions were 

very different from the unsociable groups.  
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Race Talk in a Transient High Solidarity environment – Sociable Focus Groups 

 Like the unsociable groups, participants in sociable groups did not initiate 

discussions about race or ethnicity. They also became silent when I prompted them with 

these types of questions and gave initial responses about equality within the sport. What 

made these groups stand out is that once race and ethnicity were discussed, participants 

thought deeper about the issue and more conversation developed. By the end of the 

discussion, these groups had either changed their minds about the initial claims to 

equality or had simply muddled over the possibility that it might not be true.  It didn’t 

matter than they didn’t reach a definitive conclusion; the sociable focus groups were able 

to engage in a critical debate about racial and ethnic equality in ways that the unsociable 

focus groups did not. The chart above confirms this by showing that sociable focus 

groups were much more likely to feature mixed opinions about equality or to conclude 

that bias existed. 

 Based on my research, I believe that this difference is because the high solidarity 

groups had spent the first half of the session building rapport, establishing trust and 

cooperation, and developing commitment to each other.  The group characteristics were 

fleeting - they had not existed before the group started and would likely not continue 

when we had finished – but they were clear and present during our time together. The 

transient solidarity and the public research setting provided group members with social 

support as well as an incentive to work through conflict.   The risk in speaking about race 

was minimized by two factors. Participants had established a level of comfort with the 

others that didn’t exist in the unsociable groups and they didn’t need to be worry that 
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saying the “wrong” thing might contaminate their existing reputation or relationships 

because they were unlikely to see the other people again. 

A lowered risk does not mean that talking about race and ethnicity was easy for 

them. The conversations were still difficult to start and usually drained the positive 

emotional energy that the group had formed. During the early portions of our 

conversations fan identity, passion for the sport, and leadership, fans seemed eager to 

respond, enthusiastically voiced their positions, and laughed a lot.  When we began to 

talk about race and ethnicity, the convivial atmosphere shifted towards a more somber 

one.  

The best example of the emotional change took place during a session in Center 

City Philadelphia in a group of white fans.  Twenty minutes into the two hour long 

session, Nick, a police lieutenant, mentioned that he was having so much fun, he 

wondered if I would be providing beer.   Everyone laughed and agreed with him.   

Several minutes later he told a humorous story and again remarked “I wish we had beer”.  

The other participants again echoed his sentiment, even suggesting that we call to have a 

keg delivered.  The laughter and amity faded somewhat as the conversation shifted to 

race and ethnicity, the city’s thorny history with those topics, and possible media bias.   

The conversation below occurred as fans were discussing whether or not racism was 

involved in a 2010 incident where Jimmy Rollins was benched after failing to run hard to 

first base after hitting a weak grounder. 

 
Andrew:  Racism is always hard to pinpoint. 

Nick:  Yes. 

Andrew:  It's never really overt.  It's always hidden, um, I dunno there's, there, it may be hidden in 

some code words, um,  I know every now and then I felt that there was a little bit of a racist 

attitude from the sports writers who were reporting on some of the things that Jimmy Rollins-

when he was, when he was suspended. There, if you read between the lines there you just might 

see some vestiges of, of, of really covert. 
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Nick:  [interrupting] They made more of it than it was. 

Andrew:  Yeah, yeah. 

Nick:  You get a white player maybe it wouldn't have been the issue, but it was, you know. 

Andrew:  Yeah, yeah.  But that, that to me is the most recent example I would say is some of the 

reporting in…when he sat down [was benched from the game]. 

Nick:  This city, even the Flyers, they were the last team to have a Russian player, when the 

Russians were truly outstanding.  The Flyers, Bobby Clark will never have a Russian player, you 

know.  What is that all about?  Why would you not want that?  Just cuz they were Russians and 

you know we had a fight with them in '75, you know? 

Pete:  Yeah. 

Nick:  This city is a hard city. 

Andrew:  You see some of it in, in more in football. 

Ron:  More in football. 

Andrew:  Especially around the Donovan McNabb thing.  That's, that to me some of that was, it 

was almost overt racism. 

Nick:  Yeah. I'm glad we don't have beer now. 

      

As Nick and Andrew get into a discussion about the Philadelphia media’s history 

with racism, Nick declares that he was glad the group did not have beer.  This was his 

way of acknowledging that the emotional mood of the group had shifted, from one of 

relaxation to one of tension. This was not because people were disagreeing, in fact most 

people in this group were actively engaged in developing this conversation, but rather 

because the conversation had simply shifted to a serious topic. As it shifted again, the 

atmosphere, and the need for beer, swung with it. During an ensuring situation that was 

lighthearted Nick says “We’re getting’ the beer again.  Okay.  The beer's comin' back!” 

He would again change his mind after the group began discussing whether or not baseball 

should have held the All-Star Game in Phoenix due to controversial immigration 

legislation. 

 Pete:  Baseball needs to take a stand and say ‘we planned this and even though we don't agree 

 with it, this is what we said was going to happen.’  It's, it's unfair to the fans of Phoenix, that they 

 get skipped out on but, but also the Latino community needs to say no, we're not gonna go there. 

 Andrew:  It's a democracy and baseball is playing in a democracy and if there's a certain segment 

 of the population that says this is unfair, there's a certain segment of the population that will say 

 okay. We'll, we will not do that.  It's, this is a loaded question.  This, this has so many issues. 

 Nick:  This is where the drinking turns into a fist fight. 

 

In this group, beer was a symbol of the positive emotional experience. It had no 

place on the table during a somber discussion of racism, but was welcomed when the 
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mood was more positive.    Group members had established a level of comfort that 

allowed them to have an open and honest debate about racism; however, they preferred to 

talk about baseball as something that was fun and relaxing, not as something that would 

cause tension or a fist fight.    The desire to connect baseball conversation to positive 

emotions was obvious across all groups that I studied, but was especially critical in 

understanding the absence of race talk in intimate blogging communities. 

 

Race Talk in an Established High Solidarity environment – Intimate Community Blogs 

 Like in the other social contexts, race and ethnicity do not feature prominently in 

most conversations on intimate community blogs but when the topics appear, the 

narratives differ from those told in other contexts. Shared expectations and group norms 

deemed conversations about race and ethnicity as out of place on baseball blogs. On the 

rare occasion that a user commented about race or ethnicity, other users ignored the 

comments, steered the conversation elsewhere, or turned the discussions to something 

more light hearted.    For example, when user Phairmount from Philly Stat Heads posted 

a link to an article about racial bias in umpiring calls, most people didn’t even react.  The 

only user who responded said “I plan to read this later, but my initial reaction is ‘what a 

load of horse hockey’.   Phairmount attempted to start a dialogue, but the topic had no 

traction when others dismissed it. The suppressing of ethno-racial talk happened on other 

intimate community sites as well.  One day, the fans on Blue Banter begin to identify 

their ethnicities. ElenaP mentions that her ethnicity is complicated but before she can go 

further says that “I am going to stop there. There is a game on after all.”   Fans on Blue 

Banter commonly talked about other things during games, but Elena seemed to think that 
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it was not appropriate to elaborate on her ‘complicated’ ethnic background during a time 

when the groups was gathered to watch a game.  

 The opposition to discussing political themes and the consequences for doing so 

were clearly demonstrated on Phillies Stat Heads. The users were discussing the 

homophobic remarks that were allegedly made by Braves’ coach Roger McDowell to a 

fan at a baseball game in San Francisco. The conversation started with AndyinIndy 

expressing frustration that McDowell was suspended by MLB for the remarks, but that 

Braves’ pitcher Derek Lowe was not disciplined for a recent DUI.  Some users debated 

the topic while others expressed frustration that it was garnering so much attention from 

the users.  The conversation seemed to fade out until a fan named Ken25 accused Andy 

of advocating for people who make “racist and bigoted remarks”. Andy then accused Ken 

of “failing reading comprehension” but Ken25 insisted that Andy was a bigot. Finally 

another user, j_i_m addressed Ken directly "Ken: I try hard not to wade into political 

debates on this site, but enough with the sanctimony. The ‘race card’ is a tiresome theme 

in general and even more tiresome on a baseball site.”   The conversation between these 

three users continued. 

j_i_m: He wasn’t defending McDowell, he was saying that Lowe should be punished. Besides, 

one can defend a racist without being a racist.  

Ken25:  j_i_m: The only one who brought up racism was you. 

j_i_m: Bigotry, racism. You know what I meant. 

AndyinIndy:  Ken, you missed my point about MLB taking disciplinary action. But I am sure if I 

used Manny Ramirez as an example of someone who did face sanctions, you would have said it 

was “thinly veiled” racism.  Hypersensitive people always make those kind of ignorant 

assumptions.  

Ken25: If you hate to get involved, why are we having this discussion?  I have a 3.9 GPA so I will 

trust that my professors can judge my intellect better than some random schmucks from the 

Internet. 

j_i_m: We are having the discussion because I find the cavalier used of the “bigotry” card to be 

almost as repugnant as bigotry itself. 

Ken25: Well you are just going to have to get over that, won’t you? Later. 

AndyinIndy: Later to you too! 

FrogMan: I liked this better when it was a baseball blog. 

 



200 

While Andy was originally discussing varying punishments for two white players, 

the discussion about fair and equal treatment ultimately led to talk about racism and 

bigotry, despite Andy and j_i_m’s initially attempt to avoid ‘going there.’  There were 

numerous other fans who had been active on the message board but failed to comment on 

this particular discussion. It is impossible to know what they thought about the 

interactions, but from observing the fans’ commentary, it is clear that the discussion 

tapped into some negative emotions and that the users, notably FrogMan, yearned to turn 

away from that energy and get back to baseball.   This conversation is different from 

those at the widely accessed blog sites because when race appeared, the fans did not 

simply insult and criticize each other. They had an active discussion about the situation 

and tried to reach a conclusion. 

The debate described above caused a rift among the group members, and a 

resolution was needed to restore solidarity. In this case, Ken25’s departed in the middle 

of the conversation and the three users did not come to an agreement; however, the 

debate still functioned to bring about solidarity by reinforcing shared expectations among 

the remaining group members. I observed this two days after the initial conversations 

when the Philly Stat Heads were discussing a Latino player who had been caught 

laundering money in a drug scheme. This prompted BuntPhilly! to ask the others to 

“Rank in order from most to least reprehensible: anti-gay comments, drunk driving, and 

money laundering for a drug ring. Bonus points if you can quote your college GPA as 

support for your intellect!”  In mocking Ken’s attempt to start a conversation about race, 

BuntPhilly! uses humor to remind users of the consequences that stem from failing to 

honor what has been defined as socially sacred.  In doing so, he also places pressure on 
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other users to conform in order to continue to maintain solidarity.  Ken didn’t post again 

on the site for two months and when he resurfaced, he avoided posting any controversial 

matters for the rest of the season. This incident served as a clear reminder to Phillies Stat 

Head commenters: discussions about bigotry and race are inappropriate and those violate 

social norms will be marginalized.   

Users legitimately worried that informal sanctions would affect the group 

solidarity. They also worried about how formal sanctions, such as language filters and 

site bans, might affect their participation.  I learned about one of these situations when 

some fans on Blue Banter discussed a prior incident where BDS_Sports misheard 

Dodgers announcer Vin Scully during a broadcast. BDS thought that Scully called 

someone a “wetback” and was upset about what he deemed to be a racial slur. In trying to 

express his frustration to his fellow community members, he typed the word “wetback”. 

The post was rejected and BDS was sent several references to preferred nomenclature, 

which he had to read through before being allowed to post again.  It appears that some of 

the users tried to discuss the use of the term ‘wetback’ but faced similar constraints.  This 

incident shows that technological controls are operating in addition to the social control 

enforced by the users. While there may be cases where the technology prohibits users 

from using racial slurs, it also prevents users from having a sincere discussion about 

those slurs and the meanings behind them.   

Due to both the social and technological controls that monitored the local blogs, 

one of the only ways users could bring race and ethnicity into the conversation without 

disrupting solidarity was through jokes.  Making jokes about racial and ethnic groups is a 

safe way to present dominant ideas about a group while minimizing the significance of 
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race and avoid being labeled as racist. Jokes are made to amuse, and not to offend, and 

thus anyone who is bothered by racial and ethnic jokes can be accused of taking things 

too seriously (Burdsey 2011; King 2006; Müller, van Zoonen, and de Roode 2007).  As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, many blog users joked often about “gritty” white  

players. They also joked about other ethnic groups, as the following example indicates.  

After watching him pitch against them July 4
th

, I would like to see Florida try to beat Worley. His 

kung fu was pretty righteous that night!” –VelvetHammer, Fun Phillies Fans, on  Vance Worley, a 

pitcher with some Asian descent 

 

 

 Despite an overall resistance to discussions about race and ethnicity, the frequent 

jokes are indications that race and ethnicity, and tensions that often come with them, are 

apparent to baseball fans. One of the few incidents that fans did discuss without negative 

sanctions was the aforementioned potential takeover of the Dodgers by a Chinese 

investment group.  When the story broke, Smart Dodger Talk fan AlliZam commented 

that “this news will seriously test our rule to refrain from talking about politics.”   In 

response to the story, the user engaged in a debate about whether foreign investment 

would be good for the Dodgers. The community at this blog had long been calling for 

local ownership, so there was some real fear of foreign owners; however, this fear was 

not expressed in the form of a cultural takeover as it was at the Inside the Show. The 

discussion was thoughtful, polite, and rarely offensive. Discussions at Dodger Dorks and 

Blue Banter were similar, though each contained a few jokes, as is typical of the light 

hearted nature of those spaces.  

 This situation describes the rare case where fans accepted and engaged in ethno-

racial discourse but it shows that when fans commit to the discussion, it can be 

productive and engaging. This issue, as well as the case studies that are outlined in the 
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following chapter, demonstrate that fans in intimate blogging communities can hold 

important, meaningful discussions on ethno-racial topics.  In these spaces, participants 

have established enough solidarity over time that they feel comfortable sharing their 

thoughts and feelings with each other.  The problem in these sites is getting there. 

Proposing thoughtful discussions on race and ethnicity is a serious threat to solidarity. 

The members have joined these private organization to cultivate a social good- without 

moderator intervention or a public purpose, they had no incentive to disrupt the positive 

emotional energy of the spaces or to risk their own reputation by being possibly 

misunderstood. These findings underscore how unsafe discussions of race feel to many 

people and that an evident prerequisite to serious race talk is a minimum amount of social 

trust.   However, because of the perceived high riskiness of race talk in contexts where 

goals of high entertainment and relaxation predominate even relatively high levels of 

trust race talk is mostly avoided   

It is clear that intimate community blogs users cared a great deal about 

maintaining solidarity so that they could draw a positive amount of emotional energy 

from their involvement with the online community. In order to do so, fans took measures 

to care for the feelings of others and ensure their status on the site by being mindful about 

their comments.  One of the ways in which they did this was by avoiding topics like race 

that would make people uncomfortable or could offend people. Just as speaking about 

race is considered taboo in offline secondary group settings, it was though to be off limits 

by bloggers. When it was used, fans use strategies like jokes to mitigate the impact of 

their comments.  The ways in which race and ethnicity were discussed on the local blogs 

was very similar to how they are discussed in many offline settings. 
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Overall, the findings show that the ways in which sensitive topics like race are 

discussed are not universal but are highly contingent on the kind of social context in 

which they occur. Instead, they are unique to the each online community, just as they are 

unique to offline communities.  Within the social context of baseball, most people prefer 

to avoid talking about race or talking about positive stories about diversity. When it 

comes to talk about more controversial matters, the group mode and level of solidarity 

affect the nature of ethno-racial discourse.  Without group solidarity, users do not form 

relationships or shared expectations.  When these groups assemble online in a anonymous 

environment, discussions about race do not adhere to social norms and often involve 

harsh, hateful dialogue.   When people gather in groups under a public setting, they have 

more incentive to follow social norms about suppressing hateful race talk but struggle to 

have productive race talks unless they can establish some solidarity.  As groups come to 

establish enduring levels of solidarity, the risk of threatening unity by introducing ethno-

racial topics increases. 
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CHAPTER 7 

RACIALLY SATURATED MOMENTS 

 

  

Based on the research presented thus far, it is clear that race and ethnicity are 

important to the game of baseball.  The sport overcame an inglorious past to become a 

beacon for the Civil Rights movement. Today, it remains one of the most diverse 

institutions in the United States. Through baseball, many Americans are introduced to 

people from other ethno-racial groups and witness teamwork among a diversity of 

people. Despite these advances, inequality still lingers in some aspects of the game.  

Leadership positions and media coverage are both influenced by ethno-racial 

characteristics and some fan narratives continue to perpetuate ethnic and racial 

stereotypes.  Despite the many ways that race and ethnicity influence the game, neither 

the media nor baseball fans regularly engage with the topics.   When broadcasters and 

sports fans openly discuss race, they are much more likely to celebrate diversity within 

the game than to question any existing inequalities.  Diversity discourses are important, 

but their prevalence can preclude fans from thinking about and understanding existing 

inequalities. 

Although discussions about race and baseball are usually avoided, there are 

occasions when fans can and do weave ethno-racial issues into their sporting narratives. 

In the previous chapter, I outlined how the social context of the group plays a role in 

determining when and how fans deploy these narratives.  In this chapter, I present several 

situations where fans openly discussed race and ethnicity.  I refer to these as racially 

saturated moments because they represent conversations where race or ethnicity were the 

focal points of discussion. Examining these situations deepens the understanding of how 
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ethno-racial baseball narratives emerged differently within the multiple  social contexts 

that I studied. 

 

Difference Between Intimate Blogging Communities and Widely Accessed Blog 

Sites: The Case of John Mayberry, Jr. 

On the same day, both Fun Phillies Fans and the Inside the Show posted an article 

about Phillies outfielder John Mayberry’s attempt to get a date with Antoinette Nikprelaj, 

an actress and a model. Mayberry, an African American, asked his agent to set him up 

with the light skinned Albanian actress.  Fun Phillies Fans posted a link to an article on 

the topic, and then a user noticed that the Inside the Show had run the same story, which 

he posted a link to along with a warning that the “comments were disgusting”. The 

following discussion ensued between the Fun Phillies Fans. 

Chipcs1: LOL! The comments are turning into a full fledged race war. 

KarleeWhales: But Mayberry hustles! 

GabeAJEP:Post Racist America my ass! 

Foosz:I’m not seeing the comments. They must have shut them down. 
  

The article was posted to the Inside the Show around 5:00pm. Foosz noticed the 

comments had been removed by 10:30 pm. Not only were the comments removed but the 

commenting feature was disabled.   I was unable to read the comments, but I assume that 

the controversial issue of interracial dating spurred a slew of hateful remarks. 

 Why weren’t there any hateful remarks on the intimate blog communities? One 

reason could be that the widely accessed blog sites draw many non-baseball fans to their 

forums.   These fans do not want to talk about sport and may even be interested in 

inciting arguments about race, ethnicity, and related topics.  This selectivity produces the 

harsh, open racial dialogues that are present on these sites.   Selectivity may also be 
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operating at a more local level –local Phillies fans might have different attitudes than the 

selected sample of Inside the Show users.  Philadelphia fans are rarely seen as more 

liberal or politically correct than fans in other cities. In fact, they are often accused as 

being some of the worst in sports –the only ones vicious enough to throw snowballs at 

Santa Claus.   While I believe selectivity to be important, I don’t believe that it is the 

sole reason for the different types of ethno-racial narratives found on these two blogs.   I 

argue that user solidarity also influenced the variation in blog narratives. 

 In the national blog, users rarely had a relationship with each other. They may 

have had a common interest in baseball but did not root for a common team. They did not 

visit the same site and comment with regularity and thus did not form relationships with 

other users.  Without these relationships, no solidarity existed. This high degree of 

porousness led to a situation where the only social control came in the form of 

technological filters which users have found ways around. Fans in these spaces say what 

they want, without worrying about offending others or about damaging their own 

reputations.  In the case of John Mayberry, Jr. fans did not adhere to social norms about 

race talk and openly made hateful remarks about interracial dating. 

 The users on at least one intimate community blog were critical of the acerbic 

dialogue on Inside the Show. Even if the community blog users disapproved of interracial 

dating, they did not express their thoughts in the public forum. Because the intimate blog 

users came to the same place every day and though of themselves as part of the 

community, they took great care not to offend others and to protect their own reputations.  

This resulted in the absence of any real discussion about a controversial ethno-racial 

discourse.    In one forum the absence of social expectations led to hateful talk about race 
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while in the other, the strong presence of social expectations suppressed race talk.  Both 

situations resulted in the lack of productive thoughtful discussion about race or ethnicity.  

 

Towards Productive Race Talk: The 1993 Phillies   

 While avoidance of race talk can be thought of a way to maintain solidarity 

between group members, the lack of any discussions about race or ethnicity truly prevent 

fans from deepening their understanding of these social categories function in the world.   

On the several occasions, intimate blog community users were able to break the ‘invisible 

barrier’ and actually talk about race, the conversations were quite productive and 

revealed how online environments can facilitate this type of discussion. 

 The best example of this can be seen in the conversation thread that was attached 

to a post on Fun Phillies Fans called “I’m So Over the 1993 Phillies”. In the post, the 

blog author mentioned his frustration with frequent celebrations honoring the Phillies 

team that finished as a runner up in the 1993 World Series.  He concluded the post with 

the following: 

Finally, there's one other thing that just grows increasingly disturbing about the 1993 

team.  It smacks of an era when the Phillies weren't yet over their race issues.  I know 

there are people who are going to get upset about me bringing this up because the mere 

mention of race and injustice is absurd to some people in 2011, but how can you not 

notice this when you look at the 1993 team and then look at the 2011 team?  The Phillies 

have definitely gotten over their race issues of the past, but it hasn't been so long for 

them.  The 1993 team is a stark reminder of that. 

  

It is interesting to note that the author brought up the issue, despite the fact that he 

knew some of the fans would be bothered by it. This post sparked a very honest debate 

about the Phillies organization and issues of past and current racism.  The users pointed 

out that Philly is known for ‘it’s loveable, blue-collar losers’ and ‘that by blue-collar, we 
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mean white, of course.”  This led into a discussion about whether the preference for white 

players also affected the city’s football teams, as a few users noted that African American 

quarterback Donovan McNabb did not enjoy the same kind of positive reception that the 

1993 Phillies still receive in the city.  The issue was debated for some time during which 

fans on both sides weighed in despite the fact that a few users tried to change the subject. 

Some fans thought that Philadelphians loved winners regardless of their race while others 

insisted race played a role in which players became fan favorites. User Blokkity remarked 

that “it’s not so much that Philly fans hate black players and Philly fans love really good 

white players, possibly more so than black or Latino players. [The issue is that fans ] give 

them [white players] too much credit for having great work ethic and Clutchiness[sic]”.  

The users on this site moved away from baseball and began to talk about how 

football quarterbacks are affected by stereotyping. One mentioned that white 

quarterbacks are praised for being smart while black quarterbacks are only deemed 

successful if they can run.  Talking about quarterbacks led to a discussion about a 

potential white fear of being led by blacks, including references to politics and the 2008 

presidential election. Some fans continued to point out that race played a powerful role in 

sports, politics, and American life in general while others politely accused them of 

exaggerating the race card. Still others seemed to have an opinion that was somewhere in 

between. Interestingly, no matter what the individual’s stance was, he or she made sure to 

profess that he/she was not a racist.  Zizz, who claimed that sport was a post-racial 

institution,  said that he doesn’t like Donovan McNabb, but that “doesn’t make me a 

racist.” Max Jr. retorted, “even if you love McNabb and hate the black people in your 

neighborhood, it doesn’t make you any less racist.’ 
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The discussion about what makes a racist turned into debate about whether or not 

racism is part of ‘human nature’ or whether it is a social ‘construction’. Users also 

pointed out that racial discrimination can exist without personal bigotry and then 

proceeded to debate on exactly what racism is and what it means for American society. 

During this thread, users also talk about the Phillies racist history, the attempts to correct 

it, and the organization’s presence in Latin America. Overall, this was a very serious 

discussion where numerous view points about race and ethnicity were discussed. Many 

users contributed to the discussion and it is possible that many more were likely to read it 

without adding their thoughts. The debate did not resolve the race issue or eradicate 

racism and it may not have changed any attitudes but simply by allowing it to proceed, 

the community was able to discuss the ways that race and ethnicity could potentially 

impact sports rather than imagining the issue away.  Furthermore, as participants shared 

in such a heavy racial conversation, they may have increased the level of mutual trust, 

respect, and solidarity, which can serve as a foundation for future discussions of other 

“serious” topics.  

 

Racially Charged Situations in Local Context 

Responses to stories about John Mayberry, Jr’s dating choices and about the 1993 

Phillies show that blogging communities discussed race and ethnicity in response to 

specific incidents.  While I could only observe the blogging discussions online, I was able 

to introduce topics to the focus groups fans allowing me to gauge their opinions and 

reactions to specific incidents that had occurred in their respective local media within the 

past year.  Both shifted the gaze of the discussion somewhat from baseball players to 
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baseball fans. The incident in Philadelphia involved a journalist’s opinion about fan 

attitudes and occurred after the 2010 season had ended. Very few of the Philadelphia 

participants were aware of the incident. This was much different than the situation in Los 

Angeles involving a criminal act by a fan. That event was widely broadcast in both local 

and national media and every single fan was aware of the incident, though opinions on 

the racial and ethnic angles of the story differed among them. 

 

 

Getting a “Free Pass” in Philadelphia 

 In Philadelphia, I described an incident that occurred during an online interactive 

chat between Philadelphia sportswriter Marcus Hayes and fans who had logged into the 

website. The chat took place several days after the 2010 season; Philadelphia had recently 

been eliminated from the playoffs. During this conversation, Hayes, who is African 

American, accused Philadelphia fans of giving Chase Utley a ‘free pass’ because he was 

white while they treated African American Ryan Howard more harshly. Hayes noted how 

fans did not seem to get too upset with the numerous fielding errors that Utley had made 

in the final playoff series while they harshly criticized Howard for striking out looking in 

the final at-bat. I asked Philadelphia fans what they thought of Hayes’s statements and 

whether they believed white and black players were treated differently in Philadelphia.   

The initial responses to my query were the same in sociable and unsociable focus 

groups. Many fans had not heard of the incident; only one remembered hearing 

‘something about that’. Despite this, after hearing my summary of the story, most fans 

believed that the media was just looking for a story during the off season. While a few 

people spoke up and said that they agreed with Hayes, they were mostly silenced by 

people who believed that the greater grief that Howard received was due to the fact that 
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he was the highest paid player on the team who failed to get a clutch hit.  Erica, an 

African American female, said that she believed that the team lost because they played 

poorly but that “some fans came down harder on Howard for that, and part of it, I think 

has to do with his race, and other part of it has to do with the situation.” 

Erica participated in a highly sociable focus groups composed entirely of black 

and African American baseball fans. The other participants in this groups group agreed 

that fans were harsher on Howard, themselves included, but agreed that these attitudes 

could be attributed entirely to the situation.  This opinion was consistent across all 

Philadelphia focus groups, regardless of the ethno-racial composition. While Hayes was 

only using Howard’s performance in the playoffs an example of a larger phenomenon, 

most fans could not extricate overall opinions about Howard and Utley from that 

particular situation.  This is likely because that particular at-bat was so emotionally 

charged.  The strikeout to end the season had finality about it that Utley’s errors did not 

have. In addition, clips of the strikeout and the subsequent San Francisco Giants 

celebration were aired abundantly across a number of different media platforms while 

footage of Utley’s blunders did not surface much after the season had ended. This 

emphasis on that emotionally laden situation prevented the fans from having a discussion 

about the topic in general. 

In a moderately sociable group of fans who identified with a variety of racial and 

ethnic backgrounds, Lisa began the conversation by accusing Hayes of trying to drum up 

a story in the off-season. This was followed by Mike, who tried to voice his opinion that 

race may have also played a role, but the others quickly marginalized his point of view.   

 
Lisa:  Most people probably just fluffed over it [the story] because he [Hayes] was just looking for 

something. 
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Mike:  Umm, I could see where you, you know, that he [Howard] probably had gotten more grief, 

yeah. 

Rafa: I just think it is because Ryan Howard is supposed to be the heavy hitter.  You know, if he’s 

not gonna knock it out the park, who is gonna knock it out the park? That’s maybe why I think 

people were giving him so much flack you know.   

Lenny:  You know you can’t take a third strike. You sure can’t take a third strike in the last out in 

a championship series! Don’t get me started [laughter] because I’d turned the game off by then.  

But he shouldn’t have, you, you can’t take a third strike.  I mean everybody knows that.   I mean 

from the little league on up, and if you played baseball as long as he played in the sand lots you 

know you’re the last batter, it’s two outs, you can’t take that thing. If it looks good, you have to at 

least swing. 

Tammy:  Well, that’s why he got more flack than Utley. Because it was just jaw dropping to see a 

pro baseball player take a third strike…whereas, if Chase messed up it wasn’t, I don’t think you 

had your hopes up with him every time the ball came to him.  It was just different aspect because 

one’s offense, one’s defense. 

 

In this discussion, only one out of five speakers acknowledges that race could be 

the factor behind the fan emotions. The others disagree but offer very good explanations 

for the different treatment of the two players in the particular situation. None of the fans 

shift the conversation to the discussion of other examples, perhaps from a less dramatic 

moment, that might illustrate the feelings of Philadelphia fans towards these two players. 

The discussion shows some of the complexity that is present within sport.  In this case, 

media hype, Howard’s role on the team, the pressure of the situation, and his race are all 

plausible explanations for the volume of the boos he received; but fans are either 

unwilling or unable to sort through those layers of complexity to isolate the role of race.  

 In a second moderately sociable group discussing the same incident, Henry 

begins the conversation by claiming that the story was likely media hype or an artifact of 

the situation, which Paul agrees with. Both he and Paul contend that the fan reactions 

were due to the pressure situation.  Tommy then offered a counterpoint. “I did have a 

friend who went on this tirade of racial slurs after that [incident] like ‘he’s a big monkey’ 

and ‘blah, blah, blah’.  And I was like ‘Dude, calm down!’. And he had been to like 40 

games so I think he just lost it. And he just got in too tight. And I like ‘okay dude, I will 

talk to you later’.” 
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 Tommy dissented from Paul and Henry when he mentioned that both the situation 

and race could be implicated.  After he spoke, both of the other men refuted the role of 

race in fan decisions about who to cheer for. Paul noted that Philadelphia fans love 

Jimmy Rollins and [basketball player] Allen Iverson, both African Americans.  Henry 

argued that Utley did receive a lot of criticism for his blunders, therefore exculpating 

race.  Tommy follows their arguments by pointing out that: 

 
Race is so big in American society and sometimes people look for it a little. I’ll give you an 

example. I brought a friend of mine to a Phillies game late last September and you know when 

they introduce the player, they play music, and she was like ‘This is messed up. They keep playing 

rap for all of the black players.’ and I was like ‘You know the players pick their music.’ 

 

Tommy senses that race plays a role in some situations and is imagined to play a 

role in other. In both statements, he never identifies as a person who himself agrees, but 

that he observes actions in others.  He mentions that he distanced himself from a friend 

who used racial slurs to describe Howard.  When attending a game with another friend 

who detected a racial bias, he clarified the situation and assured her that this was not the 

case. The fans establish a basis for player opinions that is intertwined with the game and 

not with race.  People who form opinions based on race are either “in too tight” or not in 

the know.  The conversation gives us the sense that identifying as a fan includes knowing 

what is important in the game and rooting for that-not for the color of someone’s skin. 

In Gramscian terms, we also see in these two groups more hegemonic views than 

marginalized opinions. Only one in five fans saw race as an issue but their voices are 

faint. Out of the five groups that discussed this specific incident, all five seemed to agree 

that the situation was to blame despite dissenting voices like Erica, Mike, and Tommy.  

The dissenters did not voice a change of heart, but merely stopped contributing to the 

discussion once the majority of individuals seemed to coalesce around the idea that race 
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was not to blame. These dissenting voices came from people who sacrificed the 

opportunity to fully debate their point of view in order to preserved group solidarity. 

They also gave up the chance to push others towards thinking about the importance of 

race to the specific situation. The groups focused so much on the situation, that they 

ignored the second part of the question asking whether or not fans preferred white players 

over black players, until after they came to the conclusion that race didn’t matter.  At this 

point, they began to name other situations where race did not play a role rather than 

naming ones where it did.  

In baseball, a game rife with moments of hope and despair, the game itself has a 

strong and powerful emotional hold on fans. These fans, who identify so closely with 

their local teams and with the sport, are drawn in by these feelings created by the rhythm 

of the game.  People have a strong need to feel that those emotions are real, meaningful, 

and powerful and not artifacts of a racial system.  I believe that those fans were 

personally disappointed by Howard’s performance want to believe that this displeasure 

was connected to the game, whether or not they ever had a racist thought in their life.  To 

agree with Hayes that Howard’s harsh treatment was race-based could implicate a fan 

with the negative emotional energy of racism rather than the shared negative emotional 

energy of being let-down by a strikeout.   Situations change, but skin color stays the 

same. In baseball, there is always another season, another at bat. To be let down by a 

strikeout is to have hope to one day be elated by a home run and to be enmeshed with the 

romanticism of the game.  To think that fans might be driven to cheer or howl due to race 

is to strip the game of the romantic qualities that magnetize fans to the game in the first 

place. 
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Reacting to the Opening Day Events at Dodger Stadium 

 

Fans in Philadelphia did not interpret fan reactions to Chase Utley and Ryan 

Howard as racially motivated.  In reaction to a much more dramatic violent incident in 

Los Angeles, participants agreed that situation in question was connected to racial and 

ethnic bias against Mexicans.  On Opening Day in Los Angeles, Bryan Stow was 

viciously beat into a coma during a post-game attack in the Dodger Stadium parking lot 

following a Dodgers’ win over the Giants.  The Giants and Dodgers have been fierce 

rivals since both teams called New York home and so tensions always run high when the 

two teams play. After the game had ended Stow, a white Giants fan wearing his team’s 

jersey, was walking to his car in the parking lot when he was attacked by two fans 

wearing Dodgers caps and jerseys. The attackers in Dodgers garb quickly fled the scene 

in a getaway car. Witnesses claim that the attack was entirely random and not motivated 

by any previous verbal or physical encounters between Stow and the assailants. 

The incident was made highly visible in both local and national news media 

outlets and was not confined within the sports pages of either. This created a great deal of 

pressure on the Los Angeles police department who publicly released sketches of the 

suspects that had been created from eyewitness reports and offered a large reward for the 

suspect’s arrest. Sketches and eyewitness reports implicated a Latino male in the crime.  

The hosts of an a.m. talk radio show publicly called the attack a hate crime and claimed 

that the “assault was the fault of Mexican immigration and the Dodgers' overtures to 

Latino fans in the past couple of years (Arellano 2011).”   Similar sentiments were shared 

by people who posted on Internet discussion boards and called in to talk radio stations.  

When I began my research, the police had arrested a Latino male suspect. During some of 
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the later interviews, the LAPD had released the original suspect and arrested two other 

male suspects, one was Latino and the other was a non-Hispanic white man. 

I asked the Los Angeles fans whether or not they believed that the media 

portrayed this event as a racialized incident. Not only did most fans agree that media 

coverage of this event perpetuated negative image of Mexicans, many fans even admitted 

personally holding similar opinions about Mexicans. It is important to note that the event 

was already emotionally charged by the media, and so many people had clearly thought 

and discussed the issue prior to the focus groups.   An essential difference between this 

incident and the one in Philadelphia was that it was very easy to separate this from the 

emotions of the sport itself.  Even the few fans who did not think the event had a racial 

component  agreed that violence of this nature had no place in the game, no matter how 

big of a rival the Giants were.   

Some fans who agreed that the incident had a racialized component, immediately 

began to talk about the large presence of Latinos at Dodger games without clearly making 

a connection between the demographics in the stadium and the crime in question.  For 

example, Richard remarks that he thinks the event was racialized to an extent before 

explaining that “we have a very large Hispanic population here [in Los Angeles] and I go 

to baseball games and I have noticed, not that is any better or worse or bad or good, but 

the percentage of people at Dodger game that are Hispanics is higher than it was ten or 

fifteen years ago.”  The unsociable group then went on to talk about the history of Latino 

Dodger fans, never once elaborating on how that may have been related to the racialized 

nature of the incident. Finally, Margaret claimed that “the way that [the incident] was 

portrayed in the media was exasperated by the division that we do find in the country.” In 
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doing so, she observes that media coverage which portrays Latinos in a negative light is a 

reflection of tensions between Latinos and whites which exist in Southern California and 

the nation. 

The connection is also made by Jerry, an Asian American fan speaking in a 

moderately sociable group of other Asian Americans. Earlier in the conversation, I had 

asked fans if there were particular players who had a negative impact on the team. Jerry 

commented that while he could not point to any problematic players, he did feel that the 

atmosphere of the stadium might be negatively affecting the team.   He initially hesitated 

to voice this opinion, and never explicitly mentions Latinos or Mexicans as he explains 

his reaction to a news article that he read when the Dominican Manny Ramirez was 

acquired by the Dodgers. 

[The article] said that he [Ramirez] brought in, um, the um, I don’t know whether to be politically 

correct here, but he brought in a different group of fans. A following.  And that basically kind of 

gave the Dodgers, you know, instead of the clean upscale image, it became more of ‘well, we can 

get anybody in the ballpark.’ 

 

Later on in the focus group, when fans were asked whether not the incident was 

racialized, Jerry spoke up about the issue again. This time, he specifically mentions 

Latinos but also references Raiders fan, who have a reputation for being violent and 

being associated with gangs. 

Well I think that the Dodgers, when the O’Malleys were running it, it was, I guess I can say it, it 

was more white but now with Manny Ramirez coming in, you can see the fan base has totally 

turned into Latinos, predominately. Even when they interviewed people, when I see a Dodger fan 

that’s white I think ‘wow. That’s going back!’ Nowadays, you figure the person that goes to a 

Dodger game is Spanish and it maybe because I got influenced by that article, but I kind of see it. 

And they said the Dodgers have gotten a tougher image now, they have gotten more like the 

Raiders and you know who goes to the Raiders? [laughter]. Okay, you know. I guess with that 

Stow beating and when they released the sketches, I wasn’t too surprised and whether or not they 

got the right guy, I would not be surprised if that was the suspect. 

  

While other fans merely commented on the presence of Latinos at the games, 

Jerry articulates that this presence is strongly associated with negative images of 



219 

“Spanish” people as thugs and violent gang members.  In doing so, he lumps all Latinos 

together, ignoring key cultural differences between Spanish speaking countries and 

instead portraying all Latino groups as dangerous.  He also admits that he shares this 

perception when he tells the others that he would “not be surprised if that was the 

suspect.” A second group of Asian fans also had a discussion based on racial profiling 

and the sketches that had been released to the media. This group was classified as 

unsociable. 

Samantha: One radio announcer said [about the suspect] ‘Latino with tattoos , that describes every 

single Dodger fan.’  [group gasps] 

Robert: I remember seeing images of the guy and I think that everybody thought he was guilty just 

because he had all of the tattoos and he was Hispanic and when you found out he wasn’t guilty, 

you were saying ‘oh man, he’s gotta be guilty’ and it’s just something that innate in us. Like, you 

have a certain look so you have to be this. You know?   

 

 

Robert saw the image that had been released in the sketch as symbolic of someone 

who was a criminal.   He confesses that he assumed guilt simply because he saw a Latino 

man with tattoos, which Teresa had heard one radio announcer refer to as ‘every single 

Dodger fan.’  Later on the conversation, another participant, Erik, remarked that he felt 

this issue ceased to be about race once the race of the attackers was learned.  One of the 

attackers was a non-Hispanic white man but all white Dodger fans were not accused of 

being violent thugs. Whites were not racialized by the incident but Latinos were.  

The tendency to assume all Latino fans were loud and boisterous was felt by a 

moderately sociable group of Latino fans. [Emphasis is the speakers] 

 

 
Sofia: I had that feeling [that the incident was racially charged] and I am Hispanic but I kind of 

made a joke out of it for a little bit until it got old. But when they cast the pictures, the drawings, it 

was like, ‘well that’s half the stadium!’ You know? [laughter]. Because it is basically a lot of 

Hispanics…It was kind of funny, the drawings, and it wasn’t. But it is just, yeah, there are Jews, 

there are Africans, there are Asians that like baseball. And they go to the games and it seems little 

unfair when it is about Latinos.   

Sergio: Well it isn’t fair, but let’s be honest, even before the drawings came out, I already knew 
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what he looked like. I have been to a lot of Dodger games and I know what kind of crowds are the 

rowdy ones, and it’s pretty much all Hispanics. If I thought that, and I listen to a lot of talk radio, 

and sure enough, that is how they did. They started saying it. ‘Mexican, shaved head, tattoos.’ And 

as soon as the drawings came out, it was pretty much justified what they were saying and I hate, I 

hate the fact that they were Latino but I mean, 9 times out of 10, it is going to be a Latino. That’s 

what the Dodgers attract is Latinos. We are in LA. It is a big Latino market out here. Do I like the 

fact that the media does that? No. But there is some truth behind it. 

Pilar: I think for me, when I saw the images, it was just really frustrating to see, you know, that the 

media is playing off this and this is going on, not just in Los Angeles but all across the country 

where people are getting this image of ‘these are the Dodger fans’ , ‘this is what they look like’ ,  

‘this is what they do to rivals at our stadium’ and ‘they are all tattooed and bald and gangster look-

alikes’. Right? It really just places a whole negative image on the true Dodger fan and what we 

come here for and I think that a lot needs to be done to try to change that perception of us now. At 

a news conference that I was at, I had an opportunity to talk to the cousin of Bryan Stow, just to 

try to give him more reassurance that ‘we are Hispanic, we are Dodger fans, we do not look like 

this, and we don’t do that. We don’t believe in that.’ I think it is really important to show the rest 

of the baseball world that that is not true Dodgers. 

 

All of the fans in this group admitted to joking about the sketches but also feeling 

uncomfortable with them. Pilar is able to express that this is because the media frenzy 

surrounding this issue marred the reputation of all Latino fans by symbolically marking 

them as unruly and undesirable.   

Participants in additional focus groups also noted how these symbolic boundaries 

were drawn both at the game and across the city of Los Angeles. In a highly sociable 

focus group, Joyce began the conversation by voicing her opinion that the incident was a 

“horrible reflection on the city,” yet indicative of the fact that “race relations in Los 

Angeles are terrible.”   Steve agreed and said that he thinks “it has cast negativity on the 

Latino population and …all you hear is that there are just a bunch of cholos and thugs 

going to game. It’s an unfortunate association that that’s all Dodger Stadium is full of.” 

Joyce connects this again the broader conversations about Los Angeles when she replies, 

“That’s also what they say about the bus. The bus is full of them…they are everywhere 

you go, and they are taking over.”  She vehemently disagrees with this type of thinking 

and is adamant that leaders in Los Angeles need to actively work to find solutions. 

While Joyce used the symbolic image of the crowded city bus, others stuck to 



221 

describing race and ethnicity within Dodger stadium.  As participants in other groups had 

indicated, Dodger stadium is commonly constructed as a “Hispanic” space. Candace, who 

identified as Mexican and white, and Steve, a Filipino fan, illustrate that this construction 

of space has an impact on the way people experience the ballpark. 

  
Candice: I know that as, being Hispanic, my boyfriend is from the Midwest and so he is a typical 

blonde haired green eyed guy and he always loved coming to Dodger games. He has always liked 

the Dodgers and he said that every since he and I started dating, when we would go to Dodger 

games, he would feel a little more comfortable because of my race. We went to a Dodger game 

once with some of his friends from the Midwest - they were all wearing the opponent’s gear and I 

was the only one wearing the Dodger gear but they said ‘This is the safest we ever felt at a game’. 

It’s kind of sad because that’s how they view it. And they have all lived here for ten plus years and 

they are all scared to go unless I go with them. 

Steve: It’s unfortunate. It’s really unfortunate and that’s what I am talking about with the 

negativity that has been cast for going to the game. I’m Filipino but I can easily be mistaken for 

being Hispanic or Latino or what not, so I am, for lack of a better description, I feel safe going. 

But there are a lot of people who, as I am walking into the stadium, I see people who have, 

especially those who are fans of the opposing team, if they are not, if they don’t have any skin 

color, they are a little, um,  

Chad: Skeptical? 

Steve: Yeah, that’s the word. Unease. 

Candice: It’s really funny actually. I have never experienced that before because my boyfriend and 

his friends, they would not go and get their own beer unless I was with them! And I thought, ‘you 

guys are absurd! This is not that bad of a place! You guys are all tall and big. Really?’ 

 

Candice and Steve both felt comfortable at the stadium due to their ethno-racial 

identity and appearance respectively, but they both noted that white fans seemed to be 

uncomfortable.  The key issue here is not that the space was simply defined as “overly 

Hispanic”, but that it was portrayed as a place of danger, skepticism, and unease and that 

those negative emotions were attributed specifically to the presence of large numbers of 

Latino fans.    Narratives like this construct important symbolic boundaries around ethno-

racial spaces. In this case, Latino spaces are viewed as dangerous. This finding is 

reinforced by Jerry’s comments from earlier about how Dodgers stadium used to have a 

“clean, upscale image” that has now shifted to a “tougher image.”  

 The violent incident in Los Angeles elicited narratives about the symbolic 

representation of Latinos people and spaces. Overall, fans found the incident to be highly 
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racialized and were very willing and open when discussing why they believed that to be 

the case.  It cast a pall on all Dodger fans and the city of Los Angeles as a whole, though 

that negative light was not evenly applied to whites and Latinos. 

 

The Game versus the City: Race Talk in Sacred and Non-Sacred Spaces 

 When describing the Philadelphia incident earlier, I noted that Phillies fans did 

not believe that players were treated differently because of race. Many thought that media 

discussions of such a bias must an exaggerated claim designed to attract attention. Unlike 

the case in Philadelphia, the LA incident was not an assessment about something that 

happened within the game but a collection of reactions to violent, criminal act that took 

place off the field.  These reactions were stoked by the media and reinforced by fan 

interpretations and responses to the stories about the incident and ensuring police 

investigation. 

 It is true that the two incidents are very different, one dealing with a huge baseball 

loss and one dealing with murder, one dealing with purported reputational damage to 

players and one with purported reputational damage to a broad community of citizens.    

In addition, the Philadelphia situation described a distant memory while the more serious 

L.A. situation had not yet faded from the minds of the fans. Nonetheless, I suggested that 

part of the reason that fans did not interpret the Philadelphia situation as racialized was 

because strong identity ties to the game itself prevented fans from stepping outside of the 

romanticism and the emotions of the sport. Recognizing that such a bias could be present 

might detract from these positive emotions and undermine their reputation as fans.   

When listening to journalist Hayes’s argument about a racial bias in cheering, most fans 
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were eager to offer alternative views of why Howard and Utley were treated differently. 

There were some dissenting voices, but most fans were either unwilling or unable to sort 

through the complexity of trying to unravel the possible role of race in this situation.  

Ethnic and racial bias also run directly counter to popular narratives about baseball as a 

multicultural space-one in which all are welcome regardless of skill level. These popular 

narratives of sport as a tolerant sport tend to restrain discussions about the influence of 

race on the game itself. 

 In Los Angeles, where the incident happened outside of the stadium, fans were 

not drawing on narratives about the game itself. Instead, the game tapped into narratives 

about the stadium and the city
38

.  When the ballpark was first built in Chavez Ravine, 

land that had previous belonged to Latino families, the Dodgers’ organization was 

accused of a hostile take over of this urban space. The controversy faded as the Dodgers 

became part of the fabric of Los Angeles. Ironically, the current narratives about the 

ballpark depict Latinos as the ones who are ‘taking over’ the space in a hostile manner 

and symbolically portray the Stadium and surrounding area as dangerous.  Drawing on 

these constructions of race and urban space along with their own experiences in the 

stadium, fans were more than willing to discuss race and ethnicity and to conclude that 

these social categories played a role in the Stow incident. They were able to articulate 

how the event was portrayed in the media and to pinpoint the wider reaching effects of 

these stereotypes. 

                                                           
38

 I did not ask Philadelphia fans about a beating death that occurred in the parking lot of their own stadium 

because it occurred in 2009. In this case, 22 year old David Sale was beat to death in the parking lot of 

Citizen’s Bank Park.  The incident occurred after a post-game altercation in McFadden’s, a bar attached to 

the stadium, spilled out into the parking lot. The victim and the three assailants were all white. 
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 Fans were able to talk about the racial nature of the Stow incident but I sensed 

that there was a desire to get back to baseball, to get back to the emotional roller coaster 

created by the game that is only a game with few no implications for ‘the real world.’ 

There was a longing to return to discussing baseball - to wash away the complexities of 

life and make it seem both livable and solvable. This was best expressed by Bernard who 

understood how Latinos were hurt by these images but who also believed that if Matt 

Kemp won the triple crown
39

, his achievement might balance out some of the negativity 

created by the Stow incident. 

See there are a lot of innocent Latinos, you know, they get the blame for the ignorant ones. And 

then with that McCourt things, there is just a lot of bad stuff going on with the Dodgers. That is 

why it is good to see Kemp, you know, if he gets that triple crown, it might even it out. 

 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

These case studies build on the data and analysis from the previous chapters and 

have several important implications.  The examples reemphasize the social context’s 

influence on racial dialogue.  When anonymity is present, along with potential non-

baseball fans, race talk is negative and malicious. However, this type of race talk is 

minimal in spaces where fans know each other and interact regularly around their shared 

passion.  This disparity shows the power of both solidarity and social norms to regulate 

discussions of these sensitive topics. 

The examples also reiterate the importance of social norms to the particular 

context.  The popular ideology positions sports as a “race-free” zone and thus deems 

serious talk about race or ethnicity to be unwelcome.  While people avoid race talk in 

many social settings, they are especially unlikely to approach the topic in a sport setting 

                                                           
39

  The Triple Crown is rare feat accomplished when a player leads the league in batting average, home 

runs, and runs batted in. 
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because the profane nature of race talk is thought to disrupt the sacredness of sport.  Fans 

hesitate to say anything about race in secondary groups where they don’t know and trust 

others. As fans establish trust, they grow more comfortable with talking about sensitive 

topics, including race; however, this conversation can be shut down once if establish long 

term solidarity.  This is because as fans grow closer to each other, they are less likely to 

initiate discussions about race. In these secondary groups, they have more to lose if the 

other group members reject their views and opinions.   It is possible that high solidarity 

primary groups handle race talk much differently than the secondary groups that I 

studied.    

Most baseball fans prefer not to talk about race or ethnicity but neither topic is 

entirely avoidable due to the sport’s diverse player population and positioning within a 

highly racialized country. Under the right conditions, fans are able to discuss these 

otherwise taboo topics.  As discussed above, establishing trust and shared expectations 

help to create a forum where some fans feel comfortable. In addition, fans are much more 

likely to talk about the topics when they are not directly related to the game itself.  In this 

situations, fans are able to engage in productive and meaningful talk about the role of 

race and ethnicity and its impact on the city and the sport itself.   The broader 

sociological significance of the context of space, as well as of fan solidarity, will be 

further discussed in the final concluding chapter.    
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CHAPTER 8  

 CONCLUSION 

 

The goal of this research project was to generate a broader grasp of the way that 

race and ethnicity operates within professional baseball by viewing the sports’ structural 

context, cultural symbolism, and fan interactions. In order to achieve this, I examined 

how race and ethnicity affected structural opportunities and media representations of 

professional baseball players. In addition, I studied how baseball fans interpreted these 

cultural images and how the social context affected the creation of shared fan narratives 

about race, ethnicity, and baseball. Taken together, these findings deepen our sociological 

knowledge of the relationship between race, ethnicity, and baseball and the ways in 

which they are situated within American culture.  Baseball differs from other popular 

American sports in two significant ways. It has a strong, historical narrative of 

meritocracy and it is marked as a racially white or multiethnic space.  These differences 

make my findings unique to this particularly sport. In this conclusion, I summarize the 

relevant findings, review the methodological limitations, address the sociological 

importance of the project, and introduce suggestions for further research.   

 

Summary of Relevant Findings 

Structural Context 

My first research question addressed the structural context of Major League 

Baseball. Overall, the structural data reveal that minorities are well represented in 

leadership positions but that those positions are not distributed evenly by skin color, 

ethnicity, and nationality.   Major League Baseball provides opportunities to players of 

multiple ethno-racial backgrounds and the number of minorities in leadership positions 
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has increased over time.  The proportion of minorities in prominent leadership positions 

is large compared to other institutions within society, such as politics, medicine, and 

academia.  While these positive advances should not be overlooked, the proportion of 

minority leaders is small relative to the diverse player pool. Race was the most prominent 

boundary overall. Whites have more advantages and opportunities than all other groups. 

European whites and light skinned Hispanics are well represented in leadership roles but 

African Americans and darker skinned Hispanics are underrepresented in top positions.  

The only exception is English language broadcasting where African Americans hold 

more positions than Latinos, likely due to the salience of language and culture.  

This work makes several unique contributions to scholarship of ethno-racial 

structures of sport. I show that the position of Latinos relative to blacks and whites 

depends largely on their skin color.  This is important because it signals movement 

towards a symbolic equality of European and Latino whites.  As both of these groups fill 

management roles, they come to be seen as valuable, respectable leaders. Individuals 

with darker skin are not afforded the opportunities to lead and thus are not attached to 

these public images of leadership.  I also illustrate that the context of the situation has an 

influence on which players are nominated as leaders.  While lighter skinned Latinos 

appear to be outpacing American born blacks in some areas, these Latinos cannot earn 

the same opportunities as blacks in areas that are strongly associated with language and 

culture, such as broadcasting. 

 

Media Symbolism 

 

 Knowing that ethno-racial groups are positioned differently within the baseball 

hierarchy, my second research question asked how fans interpreted images about the 
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players    Before I could understand fan narratives, I needed to understand the dominant 

media narratives that were presented to fans through newspapers and television 

broadcasts.   These media narratives are important to the larger project for what they lack 

as well as for what they contain. The most prominent theme was absence. On the rare 

occasion that race and ethnicity were mentioned, the narratives were positive ones about 

overcoming barriers and working as a team.  Broadcasters and journalists rarely 

mentioned race or ethnicity.  Scholars have consistently shown that mainstream non-sport 

media contain images and stories that position whites as superior, emphasize racial 

conflict, and lack interracial interaction. Unlike the news, television, and movies, baseball 

broadcasts show people working together across ethnic and racial divisions with minimal 

racial conflict. When fans tune for a game, the dominant images are those of racial 

teamwork and harmony.   

While most racial dialogue was neutral or positive, more subtle patterns affected 

how ethno-racial players were introduced to the audience. Television cameras, 

broadcaster commentary, and newspaper analysis tend to focus more on pitchers and 

catchers. Not only are these positions more likely to be filled by whites or Latinos, but 

these on-field roles are highly associated with intelligence and mental preparedness. 

Greater exposure to players in these specific roles gives fan more opportunities to link 

those character traits to white and Latino and players. These images are affirmed by 

positive broadcaster evaluations of all white players, which tend to highlight dimensions 

of character make-up like strong work ethic, steady temperament, and astute decision 

making.   Evaluations of darker skinned players are also mostly positive but are more 

likely to be connected with athleticism. Though player criticisms are rare, darker skinned 
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Hispanics players are criticized for a lack of focus, drive, and patience more than any 

other group of players.  The media patterns reinforce those found in the structural data 

and signal the historically racialized mind-body dichotomy.   Blacks and dark-skinned 

Latinos are not portrayed negatively, but there aren’t as many opportunities for those 

groups to be portrayed positively as there are for whites and Latinos. When dark-skinned 

players are in the media spotlight, the focus is on their physical prowess  rather than other 

intangibles that they bring to the game, which are open to criticism.  

 

Fan Narratives 

 

 Once I understood the dominant media messages, I could more fully explore the 

second research question about how baseball fans incorporated these images into their 

own narratives.   The absence of race and ethnicity are again prominent. Fans rarely 

initiate conversation about either topic and when they do, they choose to celebrate racial 

progress and racial harmony. Multiple fans have knowledge of racial problems and 

inequalities within the game but dismiss those stories in favor of stories of meritocracy 

and overcoming obstacles.  Race and ethnicity do not seem to matter to fans when 

choosing team leaders. They describe players from all ethno-racial backgrounds in 

positive terms; however, their descriptions of those leaders rely on implicit racial 

differences.  Fans describe white players by their character makeup, acknowledging 

things like intellect, decision making, and effort. Fans describe black leaders as 

charismatic and athletic and are more likely to question or criticize black leaders than 

white ones. Descriptions of Asians and Latinos leaders were symbolically closer to 

whites than to blacks. Both the absence of race talk and the differences in player 

descriptions echo the dominant media narratives. 
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Fan Interaction 

 

 The goal of the final research question was to uncover possible differences in the 

ways that fans in different social settings discussed race, ethnicity, and baseball.  Most 

generally, the data underscore the importance of the social context on ethno-racial 

dialogue.    While avoidance of race talk is the norm, there seems to be a heightened 

sensitivity to introducing this topic into a leisure based activity, like a baseball forum. 

Not only is it avoided, but the very presence of race talk has the power to disrupt group 

solidarity. The leisure setting is not the only piece of the social context.  The group mode 

and group level solidarity also have an impact on when and how race can be discussed.  

In widely accessed blog sites, a lack of solidarity and shared expectations create an 

environment of open, hostile race talk. The face to face nature of focus groups increases 

the pressure to follow social norms and thus eliminates the hostile race talk observed on 

some blogs. However, the setting also suppresses nearly all productive ethno-racial 

discourse.  As fan groups build up transient solidarity through focused interactions and 

shared emotional energy, they increase their investment in having productive ethno-racial 

dialogue. When fans establish enduring levels of solidarity, they increase the risk of 

threatening the positive mood of the group and altering the leisure setting by introducing 

ethno-racial topics.  

 

   Sociological Relevance and Implications  

Sport as Contested Racial Terrain 

 

 Data show that baseball leadership opportunities are structured by race, 

ethnicity, and language.  Differences in playing positions result in differences in the type 
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and amount of media coverage that players from different ethno-racial groups receive. In 

addition, media narratives reinforce the mind/body dualism by emphasizing the character 

make up of white European players while highlighting the physicality of African 

Americans and other darker skinned players.   Despite this evidence, fan narratives 

continued to represent sport as a place of racial equality.  Fans from all ethnic and racial 

groups spoke highly of sport as a space that represented racial progress and a place where 

they felt comfortable interacting with others who were different from themselves. How 

can we make sense such contradicting evidence? Why do fan narratives continue to paint 

baseball as a model of inclusion and racial harmony despite evidence of persistent 

inequality within the sport? 

Hartmann (2000)  argues that this tension is fundamental to understanding the 

place of sport and race in culture and is critical of scholarship that fails to recognize this 

conflict. He points out that the majority of scholarly critiques focus only on sports’ role in 

perpetuating inequality while the popular ideology maintains that sport is a “positive and 

progressive racial force, an avenue of racial progress, and arena of racial harmony” (232).   

If we simply accept the popular ideology without evidence, we run the risk of minimizing 

the role of race and ethnicity or ignoring ethno-racial inequality altogether. However, by 

assuming that the popular ideology is just a false consciousness, we minimize our 

understanding of the way that sport can and does alter ethno-racial interactions.  

Hartmann advocates for “theory that is deeply and (once again) properly critical of the 

popular belief that sport is a pure and perfect arena of racial progress but that is, at the 

same time, able to allow that sport may affect positive, progressive racial change under 
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certain conditions, in certain social settings, and for certain kinds of racial concerns” 

(241).    

The results of my research reinforce the need for such a theory of sport as 

contested terrain because the critical analysis of leadership positions and media narratives 

is contested by the fan narratives.   Both leadership positions and media narratives can 

produce and reflect ethno-racial divisions, yet when asked about the role of race and 

ethnicity in baseball, fans gave narratives of unity. Fans were cognizant of inequality and 

when prompted specifically about it, could recount examples of it. These examples, 

usually only referenced by fans in more sociable groups and after long discussion periods 

and deep reflections, shows that fans are quite aware of some of the ethnic and racial 

troubles within sport even though both media and other fans regularly avoid the topic.  

Fans deliberately choose to incorporate the positive emotional stories associated with the 

popular ideology when they discuss race and sport. 

When I began this project, I was worried that strict adherence to the popular 

ideology of sport was dangerous because it obscured the intricate ways that race and 

ethnicity still limit the opportunities of some ethno-racial groups.  Like other scholars, I 

was concerned that if fans thought sport was color-blind, they might (wrongly) assume 

that society had also moved beyond race.  Upon closer inspection of the data and fan 

narratives, it is clear that fans discuss sport as the ideal type for racial progress and not as 

an average slice of American life. Not a single fan used evidence of meritocracy 

within sport to argue that other institutions were also free of ethno-racial bias.   They 

used baseball as a model of what race relations could be and as a unique example of 

positive, racial progress. In doing so, they are not misguided.  Despite its flaws, sport is 
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one of the only institutions where minority groups are well represented and discussed 

positively.  When fans point out that baseball is better than it used to be, better than other 

institutions, and even better than other sport, they are recognizing the ways in which 

sports have achieved racial progress.  

The tension of the popular ideology and the scholarly criticisms of sport can be 

understood through two different, overlapping lenses. The first perspective emphasizes 

the interactional dimension of social life while the second privileges the interplay 

between narratives and identities.   Neither perspective is complete, but both are crucial 

to understandings how ethno-racial discourses function.  

 

Sport as a Cosmopolitan Canopy 

One lens for looking at sport and other social spaces is a focus on the interactional 

dimensions of social life—what people do, how and when they speak, as well as the 

narrative content of their interactions. Within sport, ethno-racial interaction is mostly 

smooth and free of conflict, making it unique from many other dimensions of social life.  

In his ethnography, Elijah Anderson(2012),  paints a portrait of similar unique places 

“that offer a respite from the lingering tensions of urban life and opportunity for diverse 

people to come together”(xiv). He calls these spaces “cosmopolitan canopies.” In these 

spaces, people act with civility towards one another and come to appreciate each other’s 

differences.   Through this lens, the baseball encounters I have researched can be 

classified as part of the canopy because they provide respite from daily life, encourage 

people to communicate across racial lines, and generate positive experiences based on 

those interactions.  While not all experiences are positive, like the white fans who felt 
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uncomfortable in Dodger Stadium, the overarching feeling in most of these encounters 

for those who identify as baseball fans is a positive one. 

As discussed throughout this research, fans used baseball as an escape from the 

struggles of daily life.  Fans specifically spoke about baseball as a way to escape their 

personal problems as well as larger social issues.  This theme came up frequently when I 

asked fans to react to Major League Baseball’s decision to host the All-Star game in 

Phoenix rather than to relocate the game in protest of the state’s controversial 

immigration legislation.  Bernard thought a venue change was unfair “because of what’s 

going in Phoenix’s government…the fans in the Phoenix - don’t they deserve to watch a 

baseball game?”   Bernard’s point was that pending legislation had raised tensions so 

high, that fans both needed and deserved the opportunity to escape those problems, even 

if just for a short time.  He wanted to show that while the legislation would be creating 

divisions among people from different backgrounds, baseball could potentially be 

bringing them together.    

In a world with so much racial animosity, it is good to have spaces, like sport, 

where people can be free of their burdens for a short time. Within baseball, fans admire 

physical and athletic accomplishments like towering home runs, diving catches, and 

skillful pitching.  They are also inspired by courage, determination, and teamwork.  More 

importantly, they appreciate these accomplishments in a social space where individuals 

work together across ethno-racial boundaries. In sport people can imagine racial equality 

as possible and achievable, even if uneven. 

When baseball became integrated in 1947, it was one of the few places in the U.S. 

where blacks and white interacted on a regular basis.   People from different racial groups 
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didn’t live in the same neighborhoods, eat at the same restaurants, or sit together on 

public transportation but they did share the same dugout.  For many Americans, including 

some focus group participants, rooting for their local team was also their first exposure to 

people of different races. Joyce, an African American, talked about how she had a great 

deal of respect for white Dodger Don Drysdale at a time in her life when she didn’t trust 

many white people. Dave, a white Phillies fan, said that closely following the career of 

black superstar Dick Allen taught him to be respectful of all people regardless of skin 

color.  Dave acknowledges that for him, exposure wasn’t just about cheering for people 

who looked different, but learning to admire and respect them.   Wells Twombly, a San 

Francisco Examiner writer, observed this phenomenon when he wrote that “the first time 

it became obvious that racism was starting to slip away in this country came one spring 

morning in 1966. On a Texas meadow here was this blue-eyed, freckle-faced grandson of 

a Klansman catching a fly ball in a Little League game and shouting, ‘Look at me, I’m 

Willie Mays!’” (Hirsch 2011:474)     

Baseball is not just a space where people gain inspiration from watching others 

interact. As a part of the cosmopolitan canopy, people also communicate across ethno- 

racial lines and have mostly positive experiences during these interactions. The fan 

narratives attest to sports’ ability to create such an atmosphere. Even though some fans 

noticed a lack of certain ethnic and racial groups in attendance, most felt like their 

common interest in the local team provided opportunities for the “whole city to come 

together.”   According to fans, this type of bonding was even possible in otherwise 

turbulent times.  In a Los Angeles focus group, MJ talked about how the “city rallied 
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around” Mexican starter Fernando Valenzuela at time when Latino civil rights protests 

were causing tension elsewhere. 

Even within the brief focus group meetings, people were able to use baseball to 

bridge social differences and enter into conversation.   In the middle of a Philadelphia 

focus group discussion on racial inequality among managers, Nick blurted out “This is 

great!”  He continued by saying “I mean, when you get people that don’t know each 

other, of different age groups, and different sexes, having an open conversation with this 

level of dialogue?” Nick’s focus group consisted entirely of fans who identified as white, 

but even within that group, he recognized the power of baseball to act as a shared space 

where people came together to interact with others who were different.  Moreover, these 

interactions were positive. How often do you hear someone express joy during a 

conversation about racism? In a group of Dodger fans who identified from different 

ethno-racial backgrounds, Joyce spoke up during our discussion of the Bryan Stowe 

beating and admitted that “people don’t want to talk about it in mixed company, but race 

relations in Los Angeles are terrible” and “there should be a dialogue [about it].”    In a 

setting with people of different race and ethnicities, Joyce specifically chose to talk about 

something that was not normally discussed in “mixed company.” I think that these stories 

speak volumes about the power of certain settings to encourage people to come together 

across ethnic and racial lines and to establish enough shared emotion, however briefly, to 

soften the boundaries among them. 
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 Sport and Leisure Identities 

Spaces within the canopy, like sport, are clearly important because they serve as 

models and provide hope for racial equality while encouraging interaction across racial 

and ethnic divisions.  Despite this, there are downsides to thinking about sport as part of 

the cosmopolitan canopy. For example,  Anderson argues that racial progress is 

impossible without the opportunities to interact with people from other ethnic and racial 

groups but also points out that many relationships only exist within the canopy but “do 

not develop further, or progress deeper, outside that setting (88).”   These one 

dimensional relationships are an indication that the canopy’s emphasis on social 

interactions is not complete and that it remains unclear how and if such connections can 

be leveraged for understandings beyond these spaces. Yet implicitly, the perspective 

stresses that such connections may be necessary but not sufficient conditions for blurring 

boundaries beyond these spaces.  This partiality of the perspective, nonetheless, suggests 

that we need a second lens with which to view sporting spaces. 

A second way to make sense out of the tension between the scholarly criticisms of 

sport and the popular ideology is to think about sporting spaces less in terms of the 

broader interactions occurring there but in terms of the competing identities that fans 

bring to these encounters. Such an approach would adhere more to the way baseball as a 

discourse mobilizes particular types of identities evidence by narratives.  Individuals with 

numerous social roles also have multiple social identifications attached to those roles. For 

example, people can identify with an ethno-racial or gender category, with their place of 

residence, with an occupation, or with a hobby.  Because managing multiple identities is 

stressful, social actors choose to draw upon a limited number of those identities in any 
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social setting. The nature of the social space can affect which identities are brought into 

play and which identities are omitted.  In any setting, the excluded identities remain 

important parts of the individual, but fade into the background(Holstein and Gubrium 

2000; Vila 2000).  

 My data show that when people are in a baseball setting, the most important 

identification is their fandom.  This was apparent in the case of VFab, a fan on the Philly 

Stat Heads blog, who opined that the rival Atlanta Braves were a very good team.  After 

the other community members accused him of being a traitor, he was forced to defend 

himself by reiterating his credentials. “I have spent the past five years on this Phillies 

blog,” he said, “and I think it’s pretty clear that am as close to die-hard as it gets!”   

 VFab believes that his past interactions in the blogging community show that he 

is a “die hard” fan because, like most fans, his interactions in baseball spaces privilege  

fan identity.  This identity is part of baseball’s broader appeal as a leisure space, where 

people come to relax and to be entertained. Within these spaces, people desire to bring 

identities such as fans and regional cheerleaders and to exclude stratifying identities like 

race, class, and gender.  The discourse of baseball as a leisure space influences the 

content of the fan narratives.  Because baseball is situated within a racialized landscape, 

race and ethnicity are linked to narrative plots. Fans are aware of the inequalities caused 

by these social categories, but by removing or suppressing identities that mark social 

divisions, fans may preserve leisure spaces as enjoyable(Zizek 1997, 2002). For most 

fans, incorporating race and ethnicity into baseball narratives transforms this space into 

something entirely different.  
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 The notion that mobilized identities inevitably involve the suppression of non-

mobilized identities exposes a limitation in the canopy metaphor applied to the sports 

world.  Because baseball mobilizes certain identities but marginalizes others, people who 

interact in baseball spaces may be doing so while suppressing certain aspects on 

themselves (Zizek 2002).   For example, a black female fan may withhold certain aspects 

of her identity in order to participate in a hegemonically white, masculine sporting space.  

In this sense, any type of solidarity that is achieved in these spaces might come with a 

social cost for some individuals, but not for others. But a narrative approach similarly 

does not permit direct insight into understanding the extent to which interactions play a 

role in shifting identities.  Neither my research, nor the idea of the canopy, can explain 

what happens to individuals and identities which are pushed below these surface level 

interactions.    

 This second perspective is critical to understanding the interplay between sport, 

race, and ethnicity but it cannot operate alone. The narrative perspective under theorizes 

how the level of social interaction in shared social spaces, like sports, can affect all types 

of identities, even those which are submerged below the surface. As outlined above, fans 

did gain meaningful exposure to other ethnic and racial groups through sport.  Under 

certain conditions, the sport setting also allowed them to think about social inequality and 

to incorporate ethnic and racial identities into their conversations.   

 Anderson gives us a sense that interactions within the canopy lay the groundwork 

for racial progress but fails to clearly articulate how that happens. I believe that spaces 

like sport, even though they are voluntary and temporary, can serve as important building 

blocks for trust and mutual understanding. If people can build up enough trust with a 
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“neutral” fan identity, perhaps they can use this trust to open up spaces for tougher 

dialogues, such as social inequality.   

 While I think this space for building relationships can be positive, I surely do not 

think sport alone can further racial equality. The crux of my argument lies in the link 

between the ideological and material components of race.  These components are 

mutually reinforcing (Omi and Winant 2000). Lewis (2004)  draws on Sewell when she 

argues that both dimensions can only be understood by thinking about the relationship 

between them.  Material resources and symbolic meanings about race are mutually 

influential. When some ethnic or racial groups are defined as superior, they are able to 

control more resources, such as money as power. The possession of these resources 

contributes to the perception of the group as superior. Groups that are marked as inferior 

are denied resources which further contribute to their low status.   

 Baseball is an important place to establish symbolic equality of ethnic and racial 

groups.   Because sports are a widely celebrated part of American culture, they play an 

important role in creating meanings about ethnic and racial groups which can influence 

other spheres of life. For example, prior to Jackie Robinson’s debut, many people thought 

that blacks lacked the intelligence, work ethic, and determination to participate in 

mainstream institutions. The athletic performances of Robinson and his successors belied 

this myth and established blacks in the minds of many white Americans as individuals 

who were capable of interacting with whites and contributing to community goals.  This 

new conception of blacks’ abilities opened up greater opportunities for blacks in 

professional sports but also sowed some seeds of change that would eventually contribute 

to the Civil Rights movement.   The movement continued to push for change in the racial 
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meanings associated with blacks as well as for policies and programs that addressed the 

material differences between groups. 

Sport and Racial Change 

Without baseball, the Civil Rights movement might have been missing examples 

of productive interracial interactions but without the Civil Rights movement, the average 

black American still lacked the opportunities to engage in those interactions and to fully 

participate as citizens.  Baseball clearly has an important role in racial change but it can 

never be a true racial equalizer because it does little to address the material inequalities 

that are deeply embedded within a highly racialized nation.  Both the positive emotional 

vibe of sporting spaces as cosmopolitan canopies and the separation of ethno-racial 

identities from leisure identities work to separate the material and ideological 

components of race and ethnicity.  Baseball may influence perceptions of racial and 

ethnic groups, but does so partially and with a narrow cultural context; it also does not 

redistribute material resources or provide an avenue of social mobility for the masses
40

.  

Baseball may encourage leisure, but the ability of people to enjoy that leisure time is 

predicated on the ability to ignore or suspend attention on ongoing social inequality.  For 

example, fans who talk about enjoying a laid-back evening at a Dodger Stadium do not 

have to acknowledge that some white fans actually feel tense and uncomfortable in the 

same venue. Similarly, when Bernard says that baseball fans from all ethno-racial groups 

could publicly convene in Pheonix to celebrate the All-Star Game, he can ignore the fact 

                                                           
40

 Some argue that sport is an important avenue of social mobility for African Americans.  While sport may 

be a method of improving socioeconomic standing in a society where other opportunities are blocked, it 

does not generate widespread social mobility. For example, Jay Coakley(2008) estimated the odds that 

young African American males (20-39 years old)  would play professional football. He found that only 1 

out 47,600 will ever play professionally in the sport. He also notes that there are only about 3,000 

professional black athletes but over 60,000 black doctors and lawyers. 
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that some immigrants might avoid these gatherings in fear of deportation.  As a canopy 

that only privileges certain emotions and identities, baseball only operates on an 

ideological level and does nothing to address deprivation. 

Nonetheless, I would argue that this does not render spaces like baseball 

meaningless in struggles to dismantle racism because sporting experiences can breed 

action and inspire individuals to fight for racial justice. While my focus groups 

encounters didn’t probe deep enough to collect this data, writings of several scholars can 

attest to this. Social critic CLR James claimed to have learned about race and class 

differences through his experiences playing cricket in the West Indies. James believed 

cricket could be a force for good, but was also outspoken about the social inequalities 

faced by blacks and dark skinned West Indians under British colonial 

influence(Hartmann 2003).   In his autobiography, Beyond a Boundary (1983), James 

writes that “cricket had plunged me into politics long before I was aware of it. When I did 

turn to politics, I did not have too much to learn (65).” 

 American scholars have had similar experiences with baseball.  In a reflection on 

Dick Allen,  Matthew Frye Jacobsen (2005), explains that cheering for his childhood hero 

was his first exposure to the intersection of race and politics, topics he would later work 

on in academia.  In his memoir, Mark Naison (2002) explains how when he watched 

sports on television, he never heard the announcers refer to the race of the baseball 

players or to racial problems thus he always thought that it was “natural and normal” to 

see black and white athletes interacting together. Naison, highly invested in black athlete 

role models as a child, later went on to become a Civil Rights activist and a race scholar. 
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He strongly believed that his love of sport had important social consequences on him and 

his peers because  

the activities we loved the most, that touched the deepest cord in our emotions, evoked visual 

images of blacks and whites working together. When race relations became polarized in the 1960s,  

these images may have conditions us to respond more positively than our parents to African-

American Activism and changes in the racial composition of schools and neighborhoods.” (12)  

 

These writings show that sport is important to the fight for racial justice because it 

is one of the rare social spaces where ethnic and racial groups are presented as 

symbolically equal.  Sports helped the dehumanizing portraits of racial minorities so 

omnipresent historically become more diluted. However, I also argue that sport fails to 

bring about true racial equality for two reasons.  The first reason is that even though 

baseball presents itself as a game that is more equal than other sports and institutions, 

there are still important symbolic differences in the way that ethno-racial groups are 

represented even within this canopy.  Because white players are more frequently in 

prominent roles on the field, there are more opportunities for fans to associate this skin 

color with positive character make-up.  When darker skinned players do lead, they are 

believed to do so with superior charisma and athleticism.  Media and fan narratives 

reinforce this body/mind dualism. Both sets of narratives perpetuate symbolic 

differences, not ethno-racial similarities. 

The second barrier to racial equality arises because the majority of people mark 

sport as a leisure activity, not to be taken seriously.   Because this is the case, discussion 

of race, ethnicity, and other serious topics are pushed aside in favor of game related 

content and positive emotional stories.  This trend was apparent in an incident that 

occurred during a Sunday Night Football game in December 2012.  The game occurred 

one day after an NFL player shot his girlfriend and himself.   During halftime, 
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broadcaster Bob Costas expressed his views about the need for more gun control.  Costas 

received negative feedback from fans, politicians, and media outlets – some even called 

for his termination.  The critics condemned him mainly for using an “inappropriate 

platform” for discussion a controversial political topic (Carter 2012; Monkovic 2012).  

While this incident was not about race and did not occur during a baseball game, it shows 

the downside of marking off sporting spaces as “fun and unimportant.”  Few mediums 

have the power of sport -The aforementioned game was the week’s most watched 

television program with 9.4 million viewers (Kondolohy 2012) - yet the power of sport to 

call attention to an important social issues was muted.  Even when a ‘serious’ incident is 

topical and relevant, such as the loss of a player to gun violence, many eschew sport as a 

medium for talking about such topics.   

In order to keep sports ‘fun’, the sport media avoid politicizing sport or stirring up 

controversies.  This was not always the case.  In the late 1930s and early 1940s, the 

media played a considerable role in raising awareness about segregation in baseball and 

calling for integration.  The issue was raised by many writers, most notably by young 

black sportswriters and the by the Communist Party press (Tygiel 2008).  At that time, 

both the media and sport in general were less commercialized. Today’s media 

professionals are typically employed by large corporations that are concerned about 

alienating important financial stakeholders and individual consumers.  Due to this 

concern, the media fail to raise consciousness about critical ethnic and racial issue within 

the game, such as racial stacking in baseball or the lack of black coaches in prominent 

leadership roles.    Major professional leagues, sporting goods companies, and large 
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corporations that use sport as a marketing platform are also reluctant to call attention to 

controversial issues (Zirin 2009).   

Zirin (2009) argues that increased commercialism in sport also prevents athletes 

from speaking out about serious political issues because they fear that the backlash could 

affect their contracts and endorsements.  In 1990, black Democrat Harvey Gantt 

campaigned for a Senatorial position in basketball superstar Michael Jordan’s home state 

of North Carolina. When asked to endorse Gantt against incumbent Jesse Helms, widely 

known as a racist, Jordan refused claiming “Republicans buy sneakers too (238).”   

Even sports personnel who do not have lucrative endorsement contracts are 

discouraged from speaking out against the status quo.  Tommy Harper’s experience with 

the Boston Red Sox is one such cautionary tale.  In 1973, Harper, an African American 

player, was with the rest of the team in Winter Haven Florida for Spring Training. During 

this time, he observed that the local Elks club gave free meals to the team’s white players 

but not to black ones, who were not permitted inside the Elks Lodge. The Red Sox 

organization was aware of the partnership and did not discourage it. As an up and coming 

player, Harper chose not to make noise about the issue. When he was hired as a coach for 

the Red Sox in 1980, he was dismayed to find that the practice had continued. This time 

he spoke with team management, who took no action. After being ignored for several 

years, Harper shared the story with the Boston media in 1985. For his role in raising 

awareness of these discriminatory practices, Harper became known as a troublemaker. 

His contract was not renewed at the end of the season and he was not offered a coaching 

job with any other team(Bryant 2003).   
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In a today’s highly commercialized sports world, neither the media nor athletes 

and coaches speak out about controversial ethnic or racial issues. It is not surprising then, 

that baseball fans are not aware of many of the ethnic and racial inequalities that exist 

within the game. Many of these issues exist off camera or beneath the surface. In the 

public space, baseball is portrayed as a place of equality. Because many fans use baseball 

as a place to relax and to get away from daily problems, they don’t intentionally explore 

issues of inequality and will likely not be inspired to push for racial change.   

Hartmann (2000) problematizes the culture of sport somewhat differently but has 

a similar conclusion.   He believes that the sports’ contributions to racial justice are 

limited because sport ideology matches popular political narratives about meritocracy and 

equality. Because both narratives ignore racism’s structural and institutional roots, they 

convey the idea that these things don’t ‘matter’ for racial equality. The point that Zirin, 

Hartmann, and my own research all make reemphasize the need to understand sport as a 

“contested racial terrain.”  In order to maintain positive emotions, baseball- exemplar in 

its racial relations but still imperfect- either ignores race or discusses it optimistically. In 

doing so, it continues to slowly chip away at racial domination by altering symbolic 

meanings but simultaneously obstructs important opportunities to make deeper, long-

lasting social change. 

 

Dialogue 

 The popular ideology of sport generates specific social expectations of sport, 

including the belief that sport should be full of positive emotions.  When ‘fun’ narratives 

supersede ‘serious’ themes in sport, sport remains symbolic of racial harmony but fails to 
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bring about deep, lasting social change.  These social expectations influence the way that 

media communicate with fans and the ways that fans communicate with each other at a 

micro level.   Fans see race talk as an intrusion of sports’ sacred space and exclude race 

and ethnicity from their narratives.  In this space, their color blind discourses are not 

simply cloaks for ‘secret-racists.’ As Eliasoph(1998) and Zizek (1997, 2002) note,  

Americans generally avoid speaking about race but also take the social context into 

account when developing strategies about when and how to talk about race.   My research 

supports her finding that some settings are more sensitive to race talk than others. I argue 

that these discussions are especially unwelcome in leisure spaces. 

Though it was an overarching theme, the type of social space was not the only 

factor that influenced ethno-racial dialogue. The solidarity of the participants had an 

impact on the type and level of racial discourse.  The influence of both factors shows that 

racial dialogue is only productive and effective under certain conditions.   One popular 

claim about improving interracial interactions is that we ‘just need to talk about it.’ This 

claim was advanced by a report published by a committee formed by Bill Clinton to 

advance racial reform.  In their 1998 report, the commission proclaimed that  "one of the 

best tools for forging common ground and developing new understanding among people 

of different races is dialogue (Lawson 2009:xxxi).”    

The committee saw dialogue as a way to establish common ground, refute 

stereotypes, and allow people to express their point of view while interacting across racial 

lines.  Other than noting that race-talk could be uncomfortable and that leadership could 

influence the dialogue, the report doesn’t address the conditions needed for a productive 

dialogue. The accompanying dialogue guide (President’s Initiative on Race 1998) notes 
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that there are three ways to start a dialogue (by gathering friends and family, organizing 

community groups, or assembling new groups) but treats each approach equally.  Since 

this initiative was published, the idea that dialogue is important to racial change has 

remained popular. Many businesses and organizations have adopted the principles and 

incorporated them as part of the diversity training that they offer to employees.   

I agree that dialogue can be a powerful tool in dealing with race in our society, 

but my research shows that dialogues about race are not always effective or productive.  

There are certain individuals who are resistant to any dialogue on racial issues. These 

individuals may cluster in spaces, such as highly accessed blog sites, where they can post 

their opinions without having to engage in a discussion.  While these individuals may 

never change their viewpoints, there are many others whose narrative plots make them 

more open to racial dialogue. For these people, the type of social space where the 

discussion occurs is important. In addition, a certain amount of mutual trust and 

accountability need to be established before participants feel like they can share with 

each other.  Without openness, trust or accountability, race talk can be accusatory and 

insulting, like on the highly accessed blog sites.   As people get to know each other and 

build up some trust, their capacity to have productive race talk increases; however, if 

those bonds become too tight in certain settings, the risk of offending someone or saying 

the wrong thing might decrease the amount of productive race talk that can occur.   These 

data show that practioners need to take these factors into account when organizing 

dialogue about sensitive topics such as race.   

My research shows that where people are open to racial dialogue, building trust 

and solidarity are crucial. It also demonstrates the important contribution that sport can 
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make to that racial dialogue.  As one of the only institutions where people can and do 

interact across racial lines, sport is a location ripe with possibilities for dialogue.  The 

people in the focus groups and the blog community members all began with something 

important in common- enthusiasm for a sports team. This one shared passion served as a 

starting point for building trust and solidarity.  Though the level of solidarity and the 

depth of discussion varied among groups, all of the groups were able to talk contextually 

about race.  

  It is true that sport can discourage this type of talk, but it can also encourage the 

bonding that can lead to productive discourse.  In the case studies, I showed that some 

bloggers posted interesting articles that encouraged participants to discuss the role of race 

and ethnicity in sport. During the aforementioned Clinton initiative, the President led 

several national level dialogues on race, one of which was focused exclusively on sport.   

The point is sport is so powerful, it can get people to talk about important social issues. 

However, the right conditions are important.  Fans may not accept this type of 

conversation during a game, but might welcome it as an occasional topic on talk radio, 

television, and blogs.  Because of the way that sport is defined, I don’t believe that 

ethnicity or race could be a recurrent topic. I read numerous sport blogs and the bloggers 

who talk about social issues on a regular basis fail to generate many conversations 

outside of a small core of committed community members.  However, blogs that place 

sport at the forefront, but also include occasional social issues, have a much wider 

following and generate much more feedback and inspire deeper conversations among 

opposing viewpoints.  In other words, sports could be a forum where people could try to 

appreciate both the triumphs of racial progress as well as the ongoing struggles.  If they 
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could appreciate and understand the juxtaposition of both, rather than segmenting society 

into ‘good interracial institutions’ and ‘poor interracial institutions’, we might move 

closer to understanding racial progress and change in other institutions. 

I have one final thought about dialogue before moving on the limitations and 

suggestions for future research.   I do believe that dialogue is important and that starting a 

dialogue on race and sport can be an important step towards racial progress but I also feel 

that like sport itself, dialogue only addresses the symbolic dimension of ethno-racial 

inequality.     The Clinton report was heavily criticized for putting dialogue at the core 

while failing to propose new recommendations and solutions.  Dialogue is important 

because it can diminish symbolic inequality and encourage us to treat other equally; 

however, we still need action to address material inequalities.   If media and fans discuss 

the issues and demand for the game to truly reflect racial equality, leadership needs must 

respond with action, like examining leadership hiring practices and positional stacking. 

 

Limitations 

This study had several methodological limitations, beginning with the statistical 

portrait of ethno-racial groups in baseball leadership. I had a vast amount of historical 

data on managers and coaches and was able to code the race and ethnicity of nearly every 

individual in this group.  The overall sample size of managers and coaches was sufficient 

for inference, but the small number of minorities in these positions weakened the 

statistical significance of the results.   Despite this, the results were still instructive as 

they showed the disparities between ethnic and racial groups.   
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The result might have also been strengthened with additional historical data on 

players. Because players frequently continue their careers as coaches, managers, and 

broadcasters, a larger historical sample of past players would have enabled me to 

compare the larger population of players to the more selected group who became leaders. 

Such a comparison may have added depth and nuance to my conclusions but was difficult 

for two reasons. First, a large amount of time and labor would have been used to code the 

race and ethnicity of such a large sample size. Second, and perhaps more important, a 

large selection bias would have limited the generalizability of the data.  Because it is 

much easier to discover photos and biographical information for more skilled players, the 

sample would likely overrepresent star players with longer careers and underrepresent 

mediocre players with short careers. Knowing that I had rich results based on the existing 

data, I chose to put my efforts elsewhere into the research and to add this layer of analysis 

to my agenda for future research. 

Another limitation arose with the media analysis.  For this project, I examined 

three local media formats: television, newspapers, and blogging websites.  Because I was 

looking at local constructions of race, I did not view national broadcasts or newspapers 

but such an analysis might have been informative. For example, local audiences are 

familiar with their team players but national audiences do not watch the same team on a 

regular basis.  Therefore, national broadcasters might have spent more time giving 

biographical details about players or explaining players’ strengths and weaknesses to the 

fans. If so, the ways in which players of different ethno-racial groups were described 

could further contribute to the findings on how the media employ implicit racial 

narratives.  



252 

Analyzing additional media formats would also help to develop a more thorough 

understanding of how the media either address or avoid race. One focus group respondent 

reported closely following the Phillies, but only did so by listening to the radio.  The fan 

admitted that he didn’t know what any of the players looked like. While his case is rare in 

an age of multi-media coverage of sports, it does present an interesting question about 

how radio programs might present ethno-racial narratives when there are no 

accompanying visual cues.  Listening to games on both Spanish and English language 

radio stations might uncover an additional layer of complexity. Finally, paying attention 

to other broadcasting formats, such as pre and post-game shows and sports talk radio 

would be interesting because these programs are defined as “outside of the game.”   

These programs typically offer fewer game details and greater levels of analysis, thus 

there may be more opportunities for explicitly or implicitly referencing race and 

ethnicity. 

Several additional limitations were connected to analyzing group discussions in 

focus groups and in blogging communities.  Philadelphia and Los Angeles have different 

demographic profiles, but both can be thought of as diverse cities with sizeable portions 

of whites and minority groups. Many individuals who live and work in the metropolitan 

area encounter and interact with people from other ethno-racial groups on a regular basis 

but others do not. The physical location of the focus group meetings was likely to draw 

from the former. I attempted to organize groups in suburban locations in each metro area 

but was unable to gather a critical number of people who could meet in the same location 

on the same day, and thus was limited to urban sites. In Philadelphia, some of the groups 

were held in North Philadelphia, a neighborhood that is not only predominately African 
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American but also historically marked as dangerous. In Los Angeles, I held some groups 

in the heart of downtown, a space historically known as unsafe and Latino.   The other 

groups were held in areas marked as more diverse and safe (Center City Philadelphia and 

the Westchester neighborhood in Los Angeles) but were still located within the city’s 

geographic borders. These locations may have encouraged participants who felt more 

comfortable in diverse, urban spaces while discouraging those participants who felt 

uneasy.  In fact, several potential participants turned down an invitation due to the 

location and numerous others failed to show at the event   Because they were more at 

ease in this type of urban spaces, my participants may have also been drawn from the 

segment of the population who are comfortable interacting with diverse groups of people 

as well and thus my results may have reflected this familiarity. 

The blogs also presented a challenge because I had no interaction with 

participants from these communities.  While this allowed me to observe the interaction as 

they typically happen, I wasn’t able to introduce topics and questions about race as I had 

in the focus groups.   I have a limited notion of how race talk would proceed in these 

spaces based on the few occasions where the topic came up, but I would also liked to 

have seen how these communities might have responded to some of same prompts and 

cues and the focus group participants did.  Additionally, if  I could have “interviewed” 

them privately, I would have asked information about their participation in the blog such 

as why they joined that one and what they gained from being a member. This information 

would have helped to add depth to my understanding of how solidarity functions in 

cyberspace and how certain types of people choose spaces based on which communities 

are compatible with their narrative plots. 
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 One final drawback is my narrow focus on baseball as a professional activity. 

While some fans told stories about local baseball at the minor league, amateur, and little 

league levels, most of the discussion centered on professional superstars who are 

exceptional in many ways.   From their sheer level of talent to the size of their contracts, 

these athletes stand out as different.   When I speak of the role of baseball, I am speaking 

specifically of professional baseball.  As Grasmuck (2005), Bissinger (2000), and Foley 

(1990), have shown, issues, tensions, and narratives about race may have taken a 

different form at a local or community level. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 This work can inform a number of new avenues of future research. Below I 

discuss ideas to expand the research to other sports, cities, and levels of play as well as to 

develop a greater understanding of racial discourse and social interactions. 

 Ideas and stories about baseball, America’s pastime, have been tightly woven 

with ideas and stories about America’s past.   While baseball has a unique history, it has 

much in common with other sports.  In this nation, sports are viewed and understood in 

many different ways. For example, they can be thought of as leisurely pastime, a model 

of racial progress, or a reflection of racial inequality. Baseball contains unique narratives 

about meritocracy about race and ethnicity.  I would be interested to compare baseball 

fan narratives to the narratives of other sports fans
41

. Many baseball fans specifically 

mentioned how baseball seem more ethnically and racially equal than the NBA or the 

NFL, but I wonder if basketball and football fans would see their own favorite sport as 

                                                           
41

 Several focus group participants asked if I would be running another group for Eagles’ football fans or 

Lakers basketball fans and expressed interest in joining if I did.    
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paramount.  It would be interesting to hear how fans interpreted race and ethnicity in 

sports that were marked as black sporting spaces.   Comparing narratives of black-

dominated sports like football and basketball with white dominated sports like hockey, 

golf, and NASCAR as well as multi-ethnic sports like soccer could enhance our 

understanding of ways that the player demographics and racial markings of sporting 

spaces influence fan narratives.  

 Another avenue for future research is to look at sport narratives at the community 

level to see if ethno-racial narratives differed among fans and participants of youth sports, 

high school sports, and recreational sports.  These activities are not restricted to rich, elite 

professional athletes with a unique lifestyle. Instead, they are typically woven more 

tightly with the fabric of daily life.  I wonder if this fusion between leisure and the daily 

grind will influence the strict separation of the ‘fun’ and the ‘serious’.  Will local ethnic 

and racial achievements or tension be reflected and understood easier in these settings? 

 The third way to increase knowledge about fan narratives would be to expand the 

research to more cities.  Narratives in Philadelphia and Los Angeles were mostly similar, 

but had some subtle differences when it came to how people defined race and ethnicity; 

however, both of these regions are very diverse and the interviews took place in multi-

ethnic, central parts of major cities with established identities.  Such research would help 

show how sport might contribute as one piece of the cosmopolitan canopy.  Would 

narratives about equality be stronger in cities were sport was the only canopy? Or would 

they be weakened by the lack of other interactions with other ethnic and racial groups? In 

other words, how do different types of canopy spaces inform each other?  Alternatively, 
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do individuals suppress or privilege certain identities within unique leisure spaces in 

varied urban environments.  

 Thinking about the canopy as a whole could inspire researchers to learn more 

about different types of leisure spaces. Are there tensions between narratives of hope and 

equality in other social spaces defined as ‘leisure?’ Thinking about how fans of music, 

art, drama, crafting define the types of narratives that can exist in those spaces, can only 

help us increase our understanding of how social actors learn about, discuss, or avoid 

controversial social topics.  A deeper understanding of the sharp division between leisure 

spaces and work spaces might help us learn more about how to bridge the gap between 

symbolic spaces of racial equality and tangible material equality. 

 This quest influences another set of future research goals aimed at comprehending 

the ways in which social actors engaged in ethno-racial discourses in general.    I think it 

is important to continue learning about the influence of solidarity on racial discourse.  

Blogging communities are a good place to start. Interviewing bloggers and regular 

community users is essential to understanding why they choose to inhabit certain 

cyberspaces and how they establish social expectations but also to seeing their personal 

reactions to certain controversial topics. If we can learn more about how and why 

bloggers behave the way they do, we could open up the potential of the Internet to truly 

serve as place of productive ethno-racial discourse.   

 We also need to learn more about how the relationships, expectations, and 

emotions of face-to-face social groups affect their ability to engage in discussions about 

race and ethnicity. We know that interracial dialogues are important but they can take a 

number of different courses depending on the conditions.  We need more studies that 
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attempt to uncover these conditions, such as the best practices for building transient 

solidarity and the best methods for doing so.  We also need to understand how and why 

certain identities might be suppressed and how this influences individuals within group 

settings. 

 Finally, we need more research that looks at the link between symbolic narratives 

of equality and personal and political action.  This is probably the most difficult task but 

also the most critical.  We cannot deny sports’ role in racial progress; however, they can’t 

dismantle racial domination alone.  We need research that examines how to translate the 

positive emotions and interactions found within sports to other institutions such as health 

care, education, politics, and the economy. Without sport, we would lose our inspiration 

for a more racially just future but without action, that future will a long way off.   
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APPENDIX A 

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Before the group discussion begins, each participant is given a sheet of paper and asked 

to respond to a series of questions. As they are answering the questions I will spread 

pictures of the current players out on the table. There will be several pictures of each 

current player. Some will be action shots and others will be still photos.   

 

After five to ten minutes, I will begin the interview by asking an opening question that 

each person will have a chance to answer individually. 

Tell us your name and tell us why you are a fan (Baseball/Phillies/Dodgers)? 

 

Next, I will ask participants to think about what they wrote down and then to look 

through the pictures and pick up an image that represents the ‘ideal player’ or ‘positive 

qualities’ and another picture that represents a negative impression of the team. Then I 

will begin the group discussion. 

 

1) We will go around and I will ask each person to explain why they chose that 

particular image. You can jump in and add to the comments. 

2) Who think the leaders of the team are? They may have commented on leadership 

when they chose their favorite players. If so, use this to expand on that discussion. 

If not, open up that discussion. If they don’t draw a distinction between on the 

field leadership and clubhouse leadership, prompt them with this distinction. 

3) Now I want to focus on any player whom you felt least represented these 

qualities? Why did you choose this image?  If they had trouble, you can ask them 

to discuss a former player who they would have chosen. Once again, pay 

attention to on the field and off the field distinctions and prompt them. 

4) Do you think that pitchers and fielders need a different set of characteristics to 

succeed? What are those differences? If this has not already come up in earlier 

discussions. 

5) Many former players move on to baseball related careers when they retire. Do you 

think any of these players will move on to such a career?  Which player, which 

career and why? I may need to prompt them with the following more specific 

questions. 

a. What player on the team, if anyone, do you predict will be a manager or a 

coach someday? I might want to prompt about the level of coaching –

Major Leagues vs. Minor Leagues—or the type of coach. 

b. What player on the team, if anyone, do you predict will work in the front 

office or be a top executive one day? I might want to prompt about the 

position that player would have in the office. 

c. What player on the team, if anyone, do you predict will be a broadcaster or 

a commentator one day?  
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6) As people may or may not have mentioned the media plays a role in how stories 

about players are communicated to the fans.  What is your opinion of today’s 

sports media? What do you think their role is? 

 

7) Do you think that the media portrays players of different races and ethnicities 

differently?  What have you observed?  Do you agree or disagree with those 

portrayals? 

 

If they don’t mention any specific names, prompt them by saying that some 

players are in the media a lot. Barry Bonds/Mark McGwire, Ozzie Guillen, 

Stephen Strasburg, Albert Pujols.  Do you think that these players are portrayed 

differently? 

 

Explain Daily News/Fan Beating Situation and ask for reactions. 

 

8) Do you think players of all races and ethnicities have equal opportunity in the 

sport of baseball?  Do you see any groups that in particular don’t seem to get a 

fair set of opportunities?  Intentionally leave ‘opportunity’ vague to see what 

participants say.  I will prompt about on the field and off the field opportunities. 

 

9) Any other race and ethnicity issues? 

 

Next I want to ask about some controversial issues. What is your opinion? 

 

10) Some people say Bonds should be excluded from the Hall of Fame because of his 

suspected involvement with drugs. Others disagree. What do you think? 

11) Some people want/wanted MLB to move the all Star game from Phoenix due to 

controversial immigration legislation that was passed there. What are your 

thoughts on this issue?  

 

Finally – each person answers individually. 

 

What do you see as the biggest issue facing the game of baseball/the Phillies/Dodgers 

organization going forward? 
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APPENDIX B 

FOCUS GROUP FAN WORKSHEET 

(To be filled out by all participants prior to start of focus group) 

 

Thank you for volunteering to help with this study about baseball player narratives! 

I really appreciate your time and energy.  As we are getting started, please take the 

time to answer some questions about yourself. 

 

What is your age? ___________________ What is your gender? _________________ 

 

What town or city or do you live in? _________________ 

 

What is your race and/or ethnicity? __________________ 

 

How long have you been a [team] fan? ____________________________ 

 

Who is your favorite all time player? ______________________________________ 

 

Do you own any [team] jerseys or jersey T-shirts? 

_________________________________ 

 

If so, which players’ jersey do you wear? 

____________________________________ 

 

 

Please tell which methods you use to follow the [home team] and how often you use that 

method to follow the team. (Circle the category that best applies) 

 
Methods Frequency 

Attend games Every home 

game 

Several home 

games each month 

One home 

game each 

month 

A few home games 

each season 

Never 

Watch games on TV Every game Several games 

each week 

Once a week A few times each 

season 

Never 

Listen to games on radio  Every game Several games 

each week 

Once a week A few times each 

season 

Never 

Read about game results in 

newspaper 

After every 

game 

Several times each 

week 

Once a week A few times each 

season 

Never 

Read about game result 

online 

After every 

game 

Several times each 

week. 

Once a week A few times each 

season 

Never 

Read team blogs Every day Several times each 

week. 

Once a week A few times each 

season 

Never 

Post on team blogs Every day Several times each 
week. 

Once a week A few times each 
season 

Never 
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If you read about games in a newspaper, what newspaper do you read? 

 

 

If you read about games online, what website(s) do you visit most? 

 

 

If you read blogs, which blog(s) do you visit most? 

 

 

Have you ever called in to a sports talk radio show? 

 

Briefly answer the questions below. You can write full sentences, bullet points, or just 

words. 

 

 

What qualities do you think make the ideal baseball player? 

 

 

 

 

What current player best represents these qualities and why? 

 

 

 

 

 

What current player least represents these qualities and why? 
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APPENDIX C: 

BLOG PROFILES 
 

 

Philly Stat Heads 

Philly Stat Heads was founded by a white male who had previously worked for a 

newspaper in a smaller Pennsylvania market. He runs the blog and writes the majority of 

the material while several others occasionally produce content. While the blog originally 

began as an independent site, it was acquired by a regional sports organization in 2010. 

At this time, the author became a paid employee of the sports network.  The founder still 

retains editorial control of the content and the blog remains visually distinct from the 

regional network, though the terms and conditions of membership are identical to those 

of the regional network, which reserves the right to remove postings and to ban users that 

are not in compliance. On this blog, users cannot directly reply to others’ comments, but 

typically indicate a reply by addressing another user directly or by copying and pasting 

the original text along with their reply.    

The users at Philly Stat Heads consider themselves to be a sophisticated bunch.  

They rely heavily on the use of advanced statistics to make arguments for and against 

nearly every decision that the team makes. The users tend to be patient with others who 

are open to learning these metrics and how they can be applied, but grow frustrated with 

people who don’t truly believe in using advanced analytics.   This is exemplified by one 

user who remarked that “one might quibble with anyone’s research, but at least he 

bothered to do some. In addition to their heavy reliance on numbers, they also advocate 

for work ethic and hustle, which they feel is personified by Chase Utley.   These users on 

this site generally stick to discussing baseball.  While they will talk about other teams, 

other players, and stories from around the major leagues they rarely talk about anything 

else, including pop culture, food, religion, or politics.   

 

 

Fun Phillies Fans 

Fun Phillies Fans is associated with a sports blogging network, therefore the 

authors are paid part time employees. The blog lists six main content authors, five 

secondary authors, and one emeritus author.  Each author has a profile where they may 

post a picture as well as other personal information.  Only one, an older white male, 

posted a picture of himself. One of the ten authors appears to be a female based on her 

user name and use of gender pronouns. People can reply directly to the comments of 

others and may “recommend” comments by giving them thumbs up. The technology on 

this site also allows users to post photos in their comments, which they often do, 

primarily to make jokes.  When you sign up for the site, you must agree to community 

guidelines that ask you to treat the comment threads like you would “treat your favorite 

sports bar” so that the site remains a “satisfying place to hang out” According to these 

guidelines this means keeping the conversations “fun, engaging, and respectful”.  Users 

must also agree to terms of use which specify that individuals are responsible for 

ensuring that their comments “will not infringe the rights of any third party” and that the 

organization has the right to refuse or remove comments. 
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The mood on this site is very light hearted and the writers a little edgier than on 

other sites. Users want to discuss all of the particulars about the Phils, but do not 

necessarily favor statistically arguments over ones based on ‘feelings’ and seem to have a 

mixture of both depending on the topics. During game threads, the topic often ventures 

away from the game at hand. The participants have a particular fondness for referencing 

movies and movie quotes. The conversation flows easily from a variety of baseball topics 

to other topics and back. 

 

 

 

Phillies New and Notes 

The Phillies News and Notes blog is directly associated with a Philadelphia 

regional sports site and has an associated twitter feed. The author is a white male who is 

employed by the Regional Organization and has previously worked as a sports writer in 

several smaller markets.  Users must be registered in order to post comments. The 

registration process includes the acceptance of Terms of Use policy in which the 

Regional Organization reserves the right to remove any self-published content that is 

“unlawful, threatening, abusive, libelous, defamatory, obscene, vulgar, pornographic, 

profane, indecent, or otherwise objectionable” and to permanently block users who are in 

violation of those conditions.  Once a user agrees to these terms, the terms do not appear 

anywhere on the blog web site.  I have frequently seen content that has been removed; 

however, it is not clear if the content was removed by the organization or the user 

because the blog simply lists the text “Content Removed”.  

 Phillies News and Notes does not appear to have a core or regular users as some 

of the other blogs do. The comment board is not frequented by many repeat users. 

Registered posters frequently use the comments section to insult each other and the 

author. The technology on the site allows people to reply directly to another comment.  

They can also “like” or “dislike” a comment. Despite this, users seem much more likely 

to utilize the forum to address the author than to dialogue with each other.  Users seem to 

have a predetermined assumption that other than rooting for the Phillies, most people 

don’t know what they are talking about when it comes to baseball. There are no 

discussions about the culture of the place or about how ‘things are done here’.  The 

conversations don’t venture far from the posting topics and rarely have a smooth flow – 

they seem more like disjointed comments than discussion threads.   

 

 

Dodger Dorks 

This Dodgers blog is independent and is not affiliated with any other 

organizations other than the blogging platform which hosts the site. The blog authors 

describe themselves as a group of friends who started the blog as an extension of their 

own email exchanges about the Dodgers and as a way to find other like minded 

individuals.  The seven authors are all highly educated -all have one or more post 

graduate degrees- and all of them have published material outside of the blog, several as 

journalists. Their names and self references lead me to believe that they are all men, but I 

can only be sure that one is male because he self identifies as such on his profile.  In 

order to comment on this blog, users only need have a Google account name. 
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While the site is a gathering place for Dodger fans, there is a good amount of non-

baseball content. The authors frequently post stories about other sports, pop culture, and 

news events. Many users seem to like Star Wars, general trivia, and other minutiae that 

they describe as ‘nerdy’ or ‘geeky’. In addition, the site authors create a variety of 

puzzles and games and encourage users to participate. The users admittedly love baseball 

but also relish the information on pop culture and actively engage in the games and 

puzzles. Statistics seems like an afterthought in this community, where having fun seems 

to be the number one purpose for coming together. The site has a glossary, which features 

explanation of several terms and inside jokes that are frequently referenced on the site. 

The bloggers even organized several “IRL” (in real life) get togethers at games and bars 

for the participants. 

  

 

Blue Banter 

This Los Angeles Sport blog is connected to the same sports blogging platform as 

‘Fun Phillies Fans’ and thus the fans here are subject to the same rules and regulations 

and can utilize the same technological features. The site lists one main author, who posts 

much of the content, and five assistants who contribute to specialized areas of the blog. 

For example, one assistant author primarily provides content on the minor leagues and 

upcoming prospects.  The authors use their full names and not handles – it appears that 

most are male. The main author is a white male. One of the assistants self identifies as an 

Asian male; there is no information about the ethnicities of any of the other authors. 

This site has a very large contingent of regular users. The mood on the site is light 

hearted at most times but can be very snarky at others. One user remarking on the 

comments notes that “the funny tends to trump the thoughtful” as compared to some 

other sites. People genuinely care about the Dodgers, but also share information about 

their lives, movies, and recipes while at the same time debating issues relating to the 

baseball team.  Statistics are welcome in arguments but do not necessarily trump other 

arguments. Based on their comments, I get the sense that many of the users on this site 

are younger than those on the other two Dodgers sites.  

 

Smart Dodger Talk 

 This Dodgers blog is connected with a regional sports site. There is one journalist 

who writes all of the content for the site and is employed by the site. The same author 

used to post articles at an independent baseball blog but later became a paid blogger at 

the current site. Many of the users from the original independent site followed him to the 

new site, but the general consensus of those users was that “things were not the same.” In 

fact, several months after I stopped collecting data, the author left the regional sports site 

to return to independent blogging. He claimed that that the wide-reaching regional site 

did not generate substantially more page views than the original site and bemoaned the 

fact that the commenters on the regional site lacked community. During the time that I 

followed the blog, users often discussed how the technology of the regional site was not 

user friendly and how that prevented them from having conversations.   Others felt that 

the regional sports site was impersonal and sought other blogs which had a better 

community feel. In fact, many users here were also dedicated users at Blue Banter. 
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Despite these issues, the site did still have a core of regular users, though that core 

was smaller than some of the other regional sites. Based on the narratives that they 

shared, I can tell that the users of this site skew a little older from the other blogs that I 

visited. Overall the vibe on this site is very nice. People are extremely polite to each other 

and engage in thoughtful, tame discussions. Users feel that the discussion here are 

intelligent and even acknowledge that they go elsewhere for discussions that are more 

casual, though some expressed feeling intimidated by the intelligence of other posters. 

The author is actively engaged in all of the user commentary where he follows up on 

questions, apologizes for mistakes, and reminds users of the site guidelines, which are 

posted prominently on the sidebar of website.  

 

Inside the Show 

This site is connected with a major web portal which I will refer to as NetPortAll.  

Anyone can read the author content and the user replies, but in order to comment, one 

must have established a user name with the web portal. When doing so, users agree to the 

user agreement of NetPortAll in general, but there are no specific terms of agreement for 

posting on the particular baseball blog site.  One main author and five contributing 

authors are listed. All are employed by NetPortAll. While the content of the blog is 

always posted on the blog website, it is frequently linked to from other locations in the 

web portal, including the main baseball pages, the main sports page, and even the general 

news and headlines sections.  

This site does not feature a regular group of posters. It is almost impossible to 

track the large number of people who commented on the site. There was very little flow 

to the conversation. Because of this, it is hard to identify the mood of the site; though it 

varied based on author post. 

 

 

 

 


