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I have experienced an epiphany in recent weeks, one that promises to enhance the quality of our marriage. I finally understand my husband Jack’s mindless fascination with the throwing, kicking, batting, and otherwise propelling of a ball from point A to point B and back again. This lunacy is the equivalent of my obsession with politics—in particular presidential politics!

In the heady days that lie immediately before us, our nation will be spinning with the convergence of two massive competitions—the 42nd annual Super Bowl on February 3 and Tsunami Tuesday (aka as Super Duper Tuesday, Giga Tuesday and The Tuesday of Destiny) on February 5, when the largest ever number (24) of state presidential primary elections or caucuses are scheduled to be held by one or both major political parties.

By way of comparison, in 2000, only about 2 percent of party nominating convention delegates had been selected by early February, compared with more than 40 percent this year.  It will take a simple majority or 1191 of 2380 Republican delegates to win the GOP party nomination at the convention; 2025 out of 4040 Democratic delegates. 
At the Super Bowl, leading teams emerging from the American and National Football Leagues play against each other and strive for victory by as little as one point, as happened in 1991 when the NY Giants beat the Buffalo Bills 20 to 19. Whew! I guess we all remember that one! But if the game is tied at the end of the fourth quarter, the pros go into “sudden death” mode to determine a winner. 

Not so in politics. As we recall from 2000, when the outcome is murky in a presidential election, the Supreme Court gets to decide. Perhaps the AFL and NFL will consider this form of resolution in future matches.

This leads us naturally to a comparison of similarities and differences between sports and politics from the spectators’ point of view.

Similarities
The Television—The family television, now the “hearth” of the household, is the nexus of sports and political happenings as played out in our own lives. This is not to dismiss the print media and Internet that provide handy follow-ups and box-scores the next day, after the breaking news has been absorbed. 

As professors, we always vied with our colleagues and neighbors to own the smallest, nastiest TV on the block, offset by the largest collection of books and esoteric magazines. But recently—recognizing the importance of a super-sized high definition TV in grasping the proper perspective of the field and discerning the vote tallies as they crawl across the bottom of the screen—we went out and bought a mammoth television that wraps around three walls of our family room. Marital harmony has never been highter.
Doping—Doping is not good for athletes or candidates. It can ruin your career. I understand Bill Clinton is going to have an asterisk next to his name in the history books and he didn’t even inhale.

Uniting Yet Divisive—Leo Tolstoy was quite correct when he wrote, “Happy families are all alike—they all root for the same team.” Shared preferences bring the family together. I understand it also makes strange bedfellows. When asked whom he would vote for if he had to support a Democrat, Libertarian Ron Paul named the Liberal’s Liberal, Dennis Kucinich.

I once worked in a small Washington office where one woman was a virulent Cowboys fan and no Redskins supporter spoke to her or ate lunch with her for five months of the year. New Hampshire pollsters learned that no Democratic voter with any sense of self preservation would reveal his or her true vote except in the secret confines of the polling booth.

Sports and politics seldom mix successfully. Rudy Giuliani’s numbers took a nosedive when he came out for the Boston Red Sox in the 2007 World Series, even though his home team, the NY Yankees, wasn’t in the running. Hillary got blasted for supporting the Yankees, because she’s originally from Chicago and should have stayed loyal to the American League White Sox to the bitter end. My advice is choose one game or the other—you can’t participate in both.

History and Statistics—In both venues, the committed spectator has to be heavily armed with statistics, bios, and historical trivia. Most valuable players, Heisman winners, RBIs, home runs—in sports the list is endless and everchanging. By the same token, state and national election stats, candidates’ records, and historical precedents and patterns are unconquerable and thus a constant challenge. 
This year, in particular, with a serious African American and a viable woman contender in the Democratic race, pundits and spectators are having to draw together a whole assortment of new figures to try to make sense of the present and predict the future. For example, after Sen. Clinton’s victory in the New Hampshire primary, a columnist proposed that a given state’s familiarity with female office holders correlated with voters’ positive response to her. It was pointed out that New Hampshire has elected a popular female governor three times and has the nation’s second-highest percentage of women in its legislature at 35.8 percent (Vermont ranks first with 37.8 percent). Iowa is near the national average with 22.7 percent women legislators, but, like Mississippi, has never elected a woman to Congress or the governor’s mansion. 

This pundit also noted that Washington state, California, and Maine have two female US senators, large female congressional delegations, and a high percentage of women in their state legislatures. What about African-Americans in public office in various states? Do these numbers correlate with the voter preferences? These stats haven’t been put together yet.

I must admit I never found comparative batting averages or completed passes as absorbing as gender, age, and income breakdowns at the polls, but I now have some basic appreciation for the compulsion to become as informed as possible about the game you follow. No longer will I say to my husband as he takes control of the remote and tunes into a four-hour playoff game, “Why don’t you just wait until tomorrow to find out the results?” Process is everything!

Differences
Rookies vs Veterans—Sports heroes seem to accumulate fans the longer they’re in the game, the more runs they hit, the more yards they gain, the more points they score. Not that due note isn’t made of the accomplishments of rookies, but no one expects a rookie’s record to compare with Hank Aaron’s or to be voted into the Hall of Fame at the end of year 2.

Not so in presidential politics. Some voters prefer rookies because they are less tarnished by their contact with the game; whereas others look to veterans for their experience. One bad season is usually all you get before you’re put out to pasture in the presidential sweepstakes.

Women and Minorities—While there are some star-quality women athletes, for instance in tennis and golf, and some well-known female teams, most noteably in amateur contests like Olympic gymnastics and volleyball, serious money-making sports are by and large for men. The ethnicity of the players is no longer a factor. 

The same cannot be said about presidential politics. Hillary Clinton is the first viable female presidential candidate and Geraldine Ferraro was the first serious vice presidential candidate (running with Fritz Mondale in 1984. Mondale-Ferraro were trounced by Reagan-Bush 41.) There is no female league or team in presidential politics. Likewise, there is no minorities league in presidential politics. African American Barack Obama and, until recently, Latino Bill Richardson are the first viable minority contenders to run for this high office.

Pundits and Journalists—In politics, these are the folks you love to hate, if you’re an informed spectator. Most of the time they know less than you do, and you question their motives as well as their common sense. (I wish to take this opportunity to rescind my declaration in this column a year ago of my “fantasy love affair” with MSNBC’s idiot political commentator Chris Matthews, who has taken complete leave of his senses in the current presidential contest. It’s hard to believe I could have been so young and gullible. See http://mediamatters.org/.) 

While in sports, anger is rightfully directed at referees, umpires, and coaches, in political discourse, wrath falls on the heads of the lemming-like pundits and pollsters, who are not only wrong much of the time, but try to influence the electoral process into what they see as the most “interesting” or “newsworthy” outcomes. Unlike pundits, sports announcers and color commentators merely state the obvious, stuff you already know, rarely raising the rage gauge. 

Impact—Here is where sports and politics really diverge. Unless you’re a heavy bettor, sports outcomes don’t really affect your daily life with the possible exception of a spike in your blood pressure or a change in your mood for a few hours. Athletic contests do not affect the price of a gas, your kids’ education, access to healthcare, taxes, or the future of polar bears.

In contrast, the effects of a US presidential election hit everybody, from Woodstock to Walla Walla, Baghdad to Darfur, Islamabad to Beijing; Moscow to Mexico City and beyond. Maybe that’s why 122.3 million Americans voted in the last presidential election, compared with an estimated 90.7 million who watched the 2007 Super Bowl. That’s 34.8 percent more voters than football fans. Now there’s a statistic worth remembering! 
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