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The Great Designated Hitter Debate








Baseball - America’s game.  Not anymore.  Many purists and traditionalists have wondered at why baseball, once America’s greatest pastime, is now falling behind in the ratings and losing a place in peoples’ hearts.  Some of these purists blame longer games, greedy players, a lack of real leadership, etc.  Others point to the designated hitter position as a cause for some of these problems and, even without that assumption, as against the spirit of the game.  The designated hitter position is, essentially, a substitute hitter for pitchers within the American League.  Upon first learning this many questions run through one’s mind - Why only the American League?  Why does the pitcher need a substitute?  What purpose does this serve?  What is wrong with it?  What’s the big deal?  As a child my first reaction was “that’s not fair,” meaning why does the American League get to have that when the National League doesn’t.  This question, although juvenile and simple, has over the years come to be at the heart of the argument.  However, this does not go uncontested.  Many still feel, and perhaps rightfully so, that the designated hitter means increased run production and high scoring which is what draws the crowds.  They conclude that the designated hitter must, therefore, remain a part of baseball.  The fact that this controversy has been gaining so much attention lately begs the question: “What’s the big deal?”; well, we shall see.


	There are two primary ideological schools in this great debate - those who want to keep the DH and those who want to rid baseball of what they feel is an unnecessary part of the current rules.  Of course there are variations of the two.  On the pro-DH side are a few who believe not only should the DH remain a part of the American League, but should be expanded to the National League thereby eliminating any unfairness between the two and keeping the DH position intact at the same time.  Those opposing the DH range from immediate abolishment of the DH to phasing it out by offering players, currently employed because of the position, reparations.  There has even been a proposal to eliminate the ninth spot from the offensive roster, but both the traditionalists and the DH supporters have largely dismissed this idea as too radical.  With the abundance of proposals ranging from the liberal plan to eliminate batters to the more conservative plans of going back to the pre-DH system, there is quite a schism and as such many points to be made by each side.  The primary contentions of each side revolve around a few core arguments: the extension of careers that the DH position offers, the strategy that the DH does or does not offer or takes away, the growing specialization of players and its implications, the fairness of the DH, and the appropriateness both as a part of the game’s intentions and as the DH’s genesis intended.�


	“The strategy brought into the game by making the pitcher hit adds a texture and complexity worth preserving,” say Bob Costas, a leading sports commentator and analyst (Costas, 1997). The strategy argument is, interestingly enough, debated by both sides as a supporting point for their view.  Bob Costas, on the anti-DH side of the debate, feels that eliminating the DH offers more strategic opportunity for managers and coaches.  Other anti-DH supporters agree with Costas stating that “manager’s (in the National League) are 


forced to think more often,” because of the double-switch strategy that the absence of the DH presents.  The “double-switch” strategy/dilemma is, briefly, this: “This ‘strategy’ means not only removing the pitcher, but also removing a starting player from the lineup and replacing him with a benchwarmer so that the new pitcher can bat in a different spot in the lineup” (Bakke, 1999).  Another facet of the strategy the AL does not face is that like any other player the pitcher is not allowed to play on defense if switch hit for.  This means that if a coach chooses to pinch hit for a pitcher in order to help drive in a key run then he loses the pitcher for the rest of the game and must therefore also substitute another pitcher when the defense takes the field.  The dilemma, then, when the team needs a run many coaches are inclined to pinch hit for the pitcher because he is extremely unlikely to drive in the run, but this means that the coach must have an adequate backup pitcher for the rest of the game.  In some cases an opportunity to drive in a run may present itself early and losing your ace pitcher early in the game at the expense of trying to drive in an extra run is a choice many coaches agonize over; further as some fans and Bob Costas point out, this decision is one that makes the game more interesting.  Summing up the anti-DH movement’s sentiments, Hal Bock, of the Associated Press, contends that “the DH is a frontal attack on basic baseball strategy. It frees managers from the responsibility for making pinch-hitter decisions. It changes the game, causing pitchers to stay in longer than they should. (For example) The late Billy Martin once burned out an entire Oakland pitching staff by piling up innings on them” (Bock, 1997).


	DH supporters, however, have pointed to the same dilemma as a negative part of baseball, and some have even discounted the theory altogether.  One point is made that the majority of the decisions which fall under the double-switch category won’t have any real 


effect until later in the game when the choice is obvious and thus less of a nail-biting/controversial decision (Bakke, 1999).  As a result some of the allure that the anti-DH proponents purport the double-switch presents is lost.  Further, many fans argue that it’s far less exciting “to see a pitcher take feeble, fruitless cuts at mediocre fastballs and kill a promising rally;” as opposed to seeing a player who specializes in batting, be more likely to drive in the run (Bakke, 1999).  This idea of pitchers being rally killers is not a new one and pitchers are almost always counted as automatic outs because of their lack of batting skill. 


	The primary reason for pitchers’ lacking batting skill is because of the growing specialization of tasks.  As football has defensive players who excel at stopping the run or the pass so does baseball have specialization based upon situations.  “Pitching has become a specialization in itself, with starters, closers, and setup men, along with middle relievers and ‘head hunters’” (Allen, 1999).  Proponents of the DH system take this idea of specialization and the proliferation thereof to new levels saying simply - “let pitchers pitch and hitters hit” (Bakke, 1999 & Rapp, 1999).  Adding that specialization has become a part of the game “and the DH Rule accommodates that.  Look at it this way (says one columnist): would you want a podiatrist operating on a brain tumor? Both are doctors, yet they have differing areas of expertise” (Rapp, 1999).  DH supporter see the specialization as contributing to, rather than detracting from, baseball as a whole.


	DH opponents have little to say in this category - mostly sticking to the traditionalist views and discounting the merits of specialization.  Most in the anti-DH school feel that “nine specified positions…(is) enough specialization as it is” (Allen, 1999) Marge Schott, owner of the Cincinnati Reds, has said "a guy who plays should be able to catch and hit," and this quite aptly sums up the sentiments of most traditionalists in regard to the specialization portion of the DH debate. 


	Probably the biggest point the DH opponents make is that the DH’s original reason for being enacted is no longer present and therefore the DH is no longer needed.  “The conditions that existed when it (the DH system) was brought into the game with the 1973 season no longer exist.  In the early `70s, baseball was still recovering from an offensive famine.  A batting title was won at .301 in 1968.  An entire league (the American League) batted .239 in the '72 season.  Home run titles could be won with figures in the low 30s.  In 1968, 21 percent of all games were shutouts” (Costas, 1997).  Bob Costas, and almost every other DH opponent, point to the fact that the original reason for the DH system is no longer present and therefore calls for removing the DH system.  That is, just about all the people against the designated hitter system feel that the proliferation of offense in the AL makes the DH unnecessary because a lack of offense was the cause for the DH system’s birth.  Citing this and the claim that “the designated hitter degrades the integrity of baseball,” they contend that the DH no longer is appropriate in 90s baseball.  Degrading for several reasons: a) it’s against the general spirit of a level playing field b) it inflates offensive numbers c) (which relates to both “a” and “b”) the DH system extends careers of otherwise worn out players, thereby giving them an unfair chance to inflate their career numbers.�


	Supporters of the DH contend that the original reason for its genesis is a moot point because of the perceived advantages the system currently offers.  If anything they say that although offensive production is at record levels this is not a bad thing, as the DH opponents contend.  Instead, offensive production is good for baseball because of the 


increase in the fan base and money that it provides.  Although not DHs, they cite McGwire and Sosa’s offensive flurry as one example of something positive that could come from increased offensive production.  The logic, therefore, is that by giving more prolific batters more chances to compete (through the DH system) feats like those of McGwire and Sosa are more likely to happen.  This argument ties into their other argument of extending careers of players like Murray and Molitor; who, because of the DH, were able to reach 3000 hit and 500 home run marks, which are obviously good for baseball.


A pro-DH argument is that because of the DH system players such as Murray and Molitor were able to reach landmarks like the 3000 hit plateau.  Chili Davis and Daryl Strawberry are also good example of players whose careers are extended because of the DH system.  In Strawberry’s case his presence, which wouldn’t be possible without the DH position, helped the already prolific offense add yet another weapon.  Strawberry of course provided key RBI’s in the last Championship Series which led to wins for the Yankees.  In probably the most referred to case of Edgar Martinez, an injury prone and mediocre fielder with great batting ability, the DH provides an opportunity to showcase his talent while not risking injury while fielding or being a liability to his team defensively. In this way teams with the DH are able to have a DH with exceptional batting talent in their lineup at the same time as they have a good fielder in the position he might occupy if not for the DH.


	Although offensive output may be good for baseball the purists and traditionalists don’t consider this synonymous with being right for baseball (Boyer, 1999).  Further, the thoughts of the purists seem to be if you can’t play both offense and defense then maybe you don’t really deserve the stats you get while playing at the DH position.  Opponents of the DH system can relate the situation to that of Dennis Rodman - Rodman is not considered a prolific scorer by any means, but rather a “rebound specialist” and as such is able to concentrate solely on his rebounding techniques.  But purists doubt the DH’s, like Rodman’s, accomplishments should garner the same respect as those who were able to excel without the help of the DH.  Not only does the DH undermine the righteousness of the game it also undermines the stats which are so embraced by baseball enthusiasts.  The DH, opponents will argue, cheapens the achievements of others who thrived without the DH system.


	Both sides have fervent support from fans, analysts, players, and enthusiasts alike.  The DH debate has created quite a division between the players and the owners and also among the fans.  However, the issue is primarily an ideological one which ties into the bigger question of where baseball should go in the future. As much as the two sides disagree they both have the goal to restore baseball to what it once was - America’s game.  Purists want baseball embody the same principles of the American dream, namely a level playing ground.  For the purists this means that DHs should not have the luxury of concentrating solely on batting; especially when the system is implemented in only the American League.  DH supporters feel that the DH system will help baseball back to the status of America’s game by embodying another American desire - more.  More offense, more home-runs, more excitement, and more competition.�
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� The original intent of the designated hitter system was to bolster offense in the American League in which defense dominated and offense was anemic.


� This will be addressed later, but some notables come to mind when considering this argument - Paul Molitor, Harold Baines, and Eddie Murray.


� More competition because DH supporters feel that a pitcher trying to bat is only good to “interrupt the flow of the game, and allow enough time for a bathroom break” (Woolner, 1997).








