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Failure in Sport:
Accepting Disappointment In Japanese Professional Baseball

William W. Kelly

I. The irony of failure

There is-a profound irony at the heait of modern sports. For over a hundred and fifty years, a wide
range of casual leisure pursuits, occasional ritual events, physical training exercises, and
recreational activities have been turned-into “sports.” And these sports—from. skate-boarding to
ultra-marathoning to bowling to NFL football—have now liave been rationalized, nationalized,
professionalized, commercialized, and globalized—and they have been turned into contests—rule-
governed competitions to determine a winner, a champion. The attention of huge audiences, the
precise record-keeping to calibrate and compare the minuté details of performance, the vast sums of
money invested in and returned from the praduction of sports, the elabarate organizations for
staging sporting events-—these and other factor raise the competitive stakes of the contest, the
importance of winning, the demand for success, and the embarrassment of losing.

And this is.the irony: {hat despite all of this, sports, for almost all of us alniost all of the tims, are
about ‘losing, not winning—about facing failure, not savoring success. The disappointment of
defeat, not the satisfaction of victory, is the common condition.

So how do we adjust to failure? How do we justify it, as athletes and spectators? What are the
structures of fortune, misfortune, blame and accountability in spectator sports?

My pariicular case is that of the Flanshin Tigers;, Japan's longest-running sports soap opera—a
remarkably popular baseball team in spite of, or perhaps beécause of, being so continually
unsuccessful and disappointing. 1 do not think there is a single “logic of failure," with this case or
any others, but rather I think we must identify sets of structural patterns and culturally-inflected
rationalizations.and that keep us playing and watching despité the persistent outcomes of defeat.

il. Forms of failure

Failure may be pervasive but it is not uniform. Most of us fall short of expectations or requirements
much of the time, but not all failures are equal. 1suggest that we can distinguish at least three broad
types of losing,

First, there is routine failure, the confinual necessary production of losers. At the heart of sports is
competition, se it is a truisin that sports produces losers in.order to produce winners.

At the opposite end is radical failure, or terminal failure: This is failure so complete that it causes
dismissal, rélease, firing, resignation—the énd of a contract, the end of a career, the end of a team,
the end of a league, the end of a sport. This is far less frequent than routine: failure, but equally
inievitable. .
Thirdly, somewhere betweeir the. routine and the radical are those perduring losses that we mtg!ﬂ
call endemic fajlure, or repetitive failure. This kind of failure is the hardest to accept and ta explain.



Ill. Accepting failure: a composite models

How do players and fans accept the endemic, continual failure of the Hanshin Tigers—not just a
failure to win a championship but even a failure to win regularly? I answer this by identifying
several different levels of contributing factors in order to create a composite explanation:

1. afactor common to many sports: the league structure of competition

Modern sports competition is organized in one of three ways: one-off matches, tournaments, and
leagues. Professional baseball is based on a league structure of competition. Importantly, league
play offers ever-shifting definitions of success and failure Tt provides multiple points of reference
for competition (e.g., games, series, cards, seasons) and thus many ways to find something 1o cheer
about and aim towards.

2. an element distinctive to baseball as a sport. its temporality

A league structure combines with two features of baseball's "temporality* to both proliferate and
mitigate failure and failure-talk. First, baseball is richly polyrhythmic. A single play, an at-bat, an
inning, a game, a series, a season, a career all have different rhythms. Second, all of these different
levels of rhythmic units are cyclical and repetitive. There is always the.next at-bat, the next game,
the next seasop on which to draw attention.

3, a factor distinctive to Japanese baseball: a rhetoric of effort and self-criticism
Here 1 identify several rhetorics that highlight and valorize certain behavioral dispositions that are

determinative in Japanese baseball—in particular, a discourse of effort and spirit (gambaru,
doryoku, seishin, koijo) and an emphasis on retrospection and guided reflection (hansei).

4. those rationalizations peculiar to the Hanshin club
Here T will discuss three: the ball club's "home-grown" insularity, local fans' indulgence of the team
as "wayward son," and Osaka's "second-city complex_"

Conclusion: the irrationality at the heart of sports rationality

The rationalization of physical contests that Allen Guttmann has shown us to be the hallmark of
modern sports may bring formalization and quantification but it does not bring certainty—neither
prospective certainty in predicting future outcomes nor even retrospective certainty in evaluating
past outcomes. 1t is no surprise that we remain unable 1o predict what will happen from moment to
moment in a sporting event. But it is surprising to realize that the high rationalism of modern sports
does not bring more certainty to analyzing that which has cccurred--~which is success for a few and
failure for most.

Qutcomes—an at-bat over, an inning over, a game over, a season over, a career over—resolve the
suspense of the moment, but they only heighten the conditions of suspense for the next moment and
deepen our perplexity about the allocation of responsibility for the outcome jut produced. This
perpetual uncertainty is, I conclude, the Weberian irrationality at the heart of sports rationality.
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