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ATHLETE’SCORNER

In my family (and I suspect many of 
yours as well), the holiday season 
involve some combination of food, 
family, movies and sports. This 

Thanksgiving, my dad and I found a way 
to combine all of these elements into a 
single activity: we went to the movies to 
see a holiday flick about sports, while 
munching on theater candy.

“Moneyball” is not the usual uplifting 
sports movie of the “Rudy” or “Remember 
The Titans” variety. Sure, it focuses on 
an underdog team and is based on a true 
story, but for the most part that’s where the 
similarities end. “Moneyball” isn’t about 
players’ bonds or the grit and determina-
tion that leads them to improbable success. 
In fact, it’s all about probability. The movie 
focuses on a so-called ‘sabermetric’ ap-
proach that the Oakland A’s management 
used to take a small-market, low-budget 
baseball team further than anyone thought 
they could go. 

Sabermetrics reduces baseball play-
ers to numbers and odds. Talent and star 
quality are benched in favor of on-base 
percentage, and all-stars are replaced in 
aggregate by a larger group of players who 
can collectively approximate their statistics 
— hardly “Field of Dreams”w material. In-
tangibles and chemistry just aren’t a factor 
on the A’s roster or lineup card. Regardless, 
in the midst of this statistics-frenzied sea-
son, Brad Pitt’s character (the A’s general 
manager) continually repeats the phrase, 
“It hard not to be romantic about baseball.”

I’m not much of an MLB fan, or a 
pro sports enthusiast in general, but this 
line got me thinking about the relation-
ship between objective numbers and the 
romantic nature of college athletics. To 

me, the intersection of these seemingly 
opposite forces becomes most obvious 
in March. There seems to be a negative 
correlation between the amount of effort 
you put into your March Madness bracket 
and the amount of success it brings you. 
You can spend hours crafting an algorithm 
that takes into account past wins and odds 
based on seeding, but you will still inevi-
tably lose your pool to that girl down the 
hall who picked her teams because their 
mascots were best or because she liked 
how the school name looked on paper. In 
college sports, we love cheering against 
the odds; a Final Four filled with #1 seeds 
lacks the drama of a much-loved unex-
pected Cinderella story.

While watching rivalry games or post-
season tournaments in any college sport, 
it becomes hard not to believe in intan-
gibles. How many times have you seen 
that chronically injured senior rise to the 
occasion and have the game of her life to 
lead her team to victory? Big, burly guys 
cry tears of joy or sorrow on Senior Night 
or after a hard-fought elimination game. It 
seems more than a little callous and cyni-
cal to replace these emotional scenes with 
spreadsheets and equations. 

That being said, numbers still loom 
large over college courts and fields. They 
mark accomplishments, as we Dukies 
have learned in the frenzy over Coach K’s 
landmark 903rd win. Numbers justify gut 
feelings and provide reason behind emo-
tion. When a fan says his team is the best, 
he is communicating his emotions — loy-
alty, pride, love — but will inevitably draw 
on numbers for proof of his claims. If you 
want to assert that UNC-CH basketball is 
better than the team down the road, you 
will undoubtedly pick your most promis-
ing set of numbers — national champion-
ships, all-time wins — and insist that a 
Duke fan cannot possibly dispute your 
concrete evidence.

Numbers may enhance drama in col-
lege sports, but contrary to “Moneyball”s 
stance, it seems they have the potential 
to destroy fans’ attachment to the game 
at the professional level. Take this year’s 

NBA nonsense. Instead of finger-rolls, 
buzzer-beaters and highlight-reel dunks, 
this November has been full of BRI 
(Basketball Related Income) splits and 
salary caps. There’s nothing like a work 
stoppage to remind fans that sports are a 
business; they’re meant to make money, 
not memories. Of course, fans have always 
known that, but it’s easier to forget about 
the economics when you’re watching the 
product in action on the court, rather than 
the negotiation table.

“Moneyball” combines these lessons 
from both levels of sports. At first, the A’s 
fans can tell something unusual is going 
on with their team; the fans are seeing 
numbers on the field rather than players, 
and worst of all, the numbers are losing. 
Without giving too much away, the A’s suc-
cess eventually diverts attention from the 
statistical gears turning in the background. 
Sportscasters and fans embrace the team 
once they become a story, rather than a 
collection of numbers. The A’s manage-
ment effectively manufactures a Cinderella 
story.

It seems sports fans and athletes can 
stomach numbers when they ratchet up 
the drama rather than diluting it, when 
they push the narrative forward. Ultimate-
ly sports are stories—civilian war stories, 
if you will. Athletes compare ‘battle scars’ 
with one another and trade their most 
epic tales of danger, struggle and victory. 
Fans identify emblems of good and evil 
and cheer accordingly. Teams are bands of 
brothers (or sisters) led by fearless gener-
als, their coaches. It is human drama at its 
finest, without the ultimate human cost.

Behind ‘global,’ ‘interdisciplinary’ seems 
to be the hottest academic buzzword these 
days. Some academics may struggle to 
understand the role of athletics in higher 
education, but I see them as providing 
valuable interdisciplinary instruction. Take 
the high drama of Theater Studies, throw 
in a pinch of epic flavor from Classics and 
add a handful of Statistics. This may seem 
like a weird mix of disparate elements, but 
it turns out to make a beautiful combina-
tion called sports.


