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     The Cooperstown Symposium on Baseball and American Culture is a scholarly conference co-sponsored by the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum and the State University of New York at Oneonta. The Symposium is an annual event. For three days each June, conference participants meet at the Hall of Fame. Most attendees are academics, drawn from diverse disciplines, but serious students of the game, regardless of their affiliation or lack of one, are welcome. 
    In a New York Times article, entitled, “Baseball? I Got My Ph.D. in It, Thanks,” cultural commentator Bruce Weber identified the essence of the Symposium: 

The conference is not, the participants are at pains to point out, about baseball arcane. It does not encourage papers restricted to baseball’s insular world. In other words, there are no treatises … to determine once and for all who was New York City’s best centerfielder in the 1950s…

    Not that the attendees (many are repeaters) aren’t interested in such things; the majority of them, of course, were baseball nuts before they were scholars…

   But most of the conference business was serious-minded in traditional academic style.

Symposium papers employ baseball as a vantage point to illuminate the American culture, defined broadly, to embrace diverse aspects of the nation’s social and cultural life, including, history, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, economics, business, music, art, architecture, literature, cinema, medicine, government, diplomacy, law, technology, war, and more. 

   The Symposium was founded by Alvin L. Hall, then Dean of Continuing Education at SUNY-Oneonta, in 1989. It was originally conceived as a one time event to coincide with the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Hall of Fame. Enthusiastic participants, however, expressed strong interest in meeting again, and the Symposium became an annual rite. During his many years as director of the Symposium, Al Hall created an ambiance that allowed the Symposium to emerge as the preeminent scholarly conference in its field. As founder and director emeritus, he remains a vital presence at the Symposium, continuing to deliver the formal welcome, providing institutional memory, and connecting new and veteran attendees.       
   The setting contributes to the Symposium experience. Participants discover that Cooperstown, New York, set on the shores of Lake Otsego, retains a small town charm.  The area is rich in history and myth; it provided inspiration to novelist James Fenimore Cooper, creator of the Leatherstocking saga.  Cooperstown is, of course, the fictive site of baseball’s creation, and even scholars cannot resist the appeal of Doubleday Field. And, of course, there is no better venue for a baseball conference than the Hall of Fame. Beyond facilitating the research of presenters and providing organizational support, Hall of Fame President Jeff Idelson, Librarian Jim Gates, and their superb staff are gracious hosts.    
     The distinctive coupling of scholarly excellence and baseball fraternalism is the prime reason for the enduring appeal of the Symposium. Attendance continues to grow and broaden. While longtime participants provide important continuity, women, minorities, and young scholars have increased their numbers over the past few symposia. College and university professors find common ground with free lance writers, high school teachers, undergraduate and graduate students, attorneys, army officers, businessmen, physicians, former ballplayers, and other celebrants of the game.

    The conference creates special ties between participants, rendering it unique amongst academic gatherings. Most attendees were devotees of baseball before acquiring academic credentials; thus, the content of the conference, proximity to the mythic birthplace of baseball, and meeting at the Hall of Fame burnish the Symposium’s emotional rewards. The conference, by tradition, begins on a Wednesday, with a memorable keynote address; keynoters have included filmmaker Ken Burns, novelist W.P. Kinsella, scholar Stephen Jay Gould, and Marvin Miller, former director of the Major League Baseball Players Association. Pitching great Bob Feller showed up one year, and, at 85-years of age, still had his “stuff.”   An “open mike,” hospitable to baseball short stories, poetry, drama, music, reminisces, and miscellany, often lends a populist tone to Wednesday evenings.  On Thursday night, the second evening of the Symposium, baseball scholars play townball, a mid-nineteenth-century ancestor to today’s game; then, gather under a large tent to eat barbecued food; and listen to the game’s song and poetry, including the traditional recitation of baseball’s most famous verse by the Hall of Fame’s Tim Wiles, uniformed appropriately as the mighty Casey. 
     Despite the fellowship and good times, sessions featuring scholarly presentations on baseball and American Culture are at the core of the Symposium and pervade the three days of the conference. Papers presented at the Symposium represent the best of those submitted to an abstract committee and are subject to a rigorous and blind selection process. Conference sessions bring together related papers. Presentations at the Symposium, notable for the quality of their research and analysis, are eclectic, interesting, and significant; lively questions, critiques, and discussions are part of each session. Several of the most outstanding conference contributions are published by McFaland & Company in a biennial anthology series named for the conference, The Cooperstown Symposium on Baseball and American Culture. 

   The conference remains vital and compelling. The Twenty-Second Cooperstown Symposium on Baseball and American Culture will take place in June 2010, and it will continue a legacy of first-rate scholarship — and camaraderie. Consult the Hall of Fame website for registration details, and join us. You need not have a paper to present in order to attend, just an enthusiasm for serious discussion about America’s game. 
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