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As the afterglow of another March Madness settles below the horizon, it’s time to inject the cold note of reality that, like it or not, the noble sport of basketball carries a stain that is manifestly un-American.  Think about it.  Where else but in basketball are individuals tried and penalized twice for the same crime?  With all due respect to Alex Trebek, where else is double jeopardy allowed to not only exist, but flourish?   

I can already hear howls of indignation pouring forth from inner-city asphalt courts, Midwestern high school gyms, and NCAA and NBA pleasure domes all over the country.  How can one call basketball un-American, in this the land of basketball’s birth?   What other sport so celebrates the American values of both individual and team achievement (think Michael Jordan and the Boston Celtics)?  What other sport could give us a movie like Hoosiers?

For all its wonderful attributes – and I did grow up in Boston in the 1950s and 1960s as a horribly spoiled Celtics fan – basketball is tragically compromised by the distinctly un-American quality of imposing double jeopardy in the calling of personal fouls.  

Consider other team sports, where the calling of a penalty results in one specific reward for the opposing team.  In football, 15 yards for a face-mask.  In baseball, the runner takes second base on a balk.  In hockey, two minutes for cross-checking.


That’s it, one penalty, one outcome.  Not in basketball, where the calling of a foul results in TWO outcomes benefitting the other team.  One reward is immediate, either foul shots or possession of the ball.  The other is deferred and cumulative, the offending player accumulating fouls to the point where he/she may have to sit involuntarily on the bench or ultimately foul out.

And that’s the problem, the involuntary benching of a player who otherwise should be in the game.  While other sports have provisions for ejecting players who commit an egregious foul, especially with intent to injure (a pitcher throwing intentionally at a batter, headhunting in football, swearing at an umpire!), none have game ejections for players who commit ordinary fouls.  An offensive lineman in football can be flagged 10 times for holding during the game, but he isn’t ejected.  

But in college basketball, five harmless hand checks can get your ticket punched to the bench.  Long before then, coaches and players have to worry about fouls as they accumulate.  A game’s entire strategy is affected if a star player gets two quick fouls and has to be benched, not wanting to risk being flagged for that dreaded third foul before getting to the second half of the game. 

Where did this all come from?  If Alex Ovechkin incurs two minors in the first period of a Capitols hockey game, he isn’t benched until the third period.  If Peyton Manning is called for a false start and delay of game in the first quarter, he isn’t benched until the second half.  

But basketball is different.  In the Elite Eight Arizona-UConn game, for example, one of the two best players on the court, Derrick Williams, had to sit for more than 10 minutes in the first half (during which time UConn had a 22-9 swing, turning a 16-10 deficit into a 32-25 lead).  Williams then played the second half encumbered with three fouls.  Yes, I know, Arizona still had a chance to win at the buzzer, but that’s not the point.  It’s all about double jeopardy, of one team being awarded foul shots and/or ball possession AND the absence for 10 minutes in the first half, and reduced effectiveness for the entire second half, of the other team’s best player.  

So, I have three major problems with this concept of double jeopardy.  The first is mundane - I’m an Arizona fan and didn’t like seeing my team’s best player sitting involuntarily on the bench, for no good reason (such as injury or not playing well).
The second problem is much more important.  I’m a fan generally and want to see the most competitive, exciting contest possible.  Moreover, if I’m sitting in the stands, I’ve paid top dollar to see Arizona and UConn go at it (or the Celtics and Lakers, or whoever).  What I don’t want is a game where a star player is cooling his or her heels on the bench because of a couple of minor infractions that in other sports are penalized than forgotten.
Then there is the third and most serious fault of all.  Simply put, double jeopardy in basketball runs contrary to the entire ethos of American jurisprudence, where individuals may not be tried and penalized twice for the same crime!  In the interest of returning basketball to the American way, it’s high time the issue was brought before the supreme court of public opinion and that our rights as fans, spectators and consumers were protected.      
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