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Pete Coscarart Striking Out at Ebbets Field
With a wild swing, Pete Coscarart of the Brooklyn Dodgers strikes out in the fifth inning as Cincinnati pitcher Johnny Vander Meer hurled his second consecutive no-hit, no-run game within a week to trounce the Dodgers 6-0. The game played beneath the floods was the first big-league night game in New York, June 15, 1938.










Introduction


While the basic rules of baseball are second nature to anyone born in the USA (or any other baseball-speaking country), the official rules can be surprisingly complex. Since the inception of professional baseball in the late 1800s the official rule book has evolved somewhat haphazardly — revised, appended, patched together, reorganized, and renumbered by committees throughout the decades. The official rules are worded to cover every angle and circumstance — but they are not easy to read.


In the Baseball Field Guide we set out to explain the rules in plain English, adding lots of examples and illustrations where we felt they would help. The result is a guide that will help everyone, beginner to expert, understand every play in the game.



Introduction: How to Use This Book


Overview: This book is an easy-to-use reference guide to the vague, misleading, confusing, inconsistent, and obscure rules of America’s favorite pastime.


Designed for quick reference


As this is a reference book, we don’t expect you to read the Baseball Field Guide from cover to cover — although you certainly may. Instead, this book is designed and organized for easily looking up and understanding specific rules as you’re watching a game.


Chapters begin with lists of their contents and brief descriptions — you may be able to immediately find answers to some of your questions there. You can also use the index to look up specific terms or rules.


Yes, we repeat ourselves


Because many of the rules apply to several topics, you’ll notice that we’ll often explain the same rule in more than one chapter. We opted to do this in order to give you answers quickly rather than sending you to many different parts of the book to complete a thought.


Where rules are repeated, we discuss them from a point of view relevant to the chapter in which they appear.


About the rules (not how to throw a curveball)


Although at times we include information that goes beyond what can be found in the Official Rules of Major League Baseball, the core focus of this book is the rules. We therefore don’t discuss fielding strategies, pitching techniques, or any number of topics that are also great to know — other books out there cover those areas.


A few more notes


You may read a rule and say, “Hey, wait a minute. . . .” Not every rule in baseball is strictly enforced. Don’t blame us; we’re just reporting the rules as stated by the authorities at Major League Baseball.


Note that the rules of baseball are gender-neutral, so any time we refer to “he,” “him,” or “his” — which we do a lot — please consider it to refer to anyone of any gender.


Ultimately, we hope this book helps you enjoy the beautiful game of baseball.


As Major League Baseball and the Major League Baseball Players Association look to improve the game, the rules of baseball are constantly being updated. For updated information visit us at baseballfieldguide.com.










1 Basic Rules of Baseball


This chapter provides preliminary insight into the rules of the game. The first two pages show the basic rules at a glance. Subsequent pages go a bit further — but not much, since this chapter is meant to be a quick guide.


Chapters later in this book discuss the rules of baseball in detail. This chapter is intended to get new fans started.



Basic Rules of Baseball: Contents


Baseball Basics


Never seen a baseball game before in your life and need to get a basic understanding of the game? Here is the game in a quick glance.


Baseball: Essential Rules


New to the game but have a little more time to try to understand it? Here is a slightly extended, but still very basic guide to the rules.


An Example of a Half-Inning


A team will bat in an inning until it makes three outs. Here is an example of a team’s turn at bat in an inning, from the first batter to the third out.



Baseball Basics


Overview: This section will be useful for those who are new to the game. It provides a quick description of the field, the players, and the equipment, and how the game is played. A more in-depth description of the rules can be found in the chapters to follow.


Baseball, a quick description


Baseball is played by two teams of nine players each. The objective of the game is to score more runs than the opposing team. A baseball field is arranged with four bases. In counterclockwise order, they are first base, second base, third base, and home plate. A run is scored when a runner touches all bases, reaching home plate.


A baseball game lasts nine innings (additional innings will be played if the score is tied). In each inning both teams will have a chance to bat.


To start the inning, nine fielders will take their positions. The pitcher will pitch the ball to a batter from the opposing team, who will try to hit it. The batter will get a strike if he swings and misses, or fails to swing at a perfectly good pitch. If he gets three strikes, he is out. He will also be out if he hits the ball but his hit is caught by a fielder before it touches the ground. If his hit touches the ground first, however, the batter begins his run around the bases. If other runners are on base they may run as well.


The fielders will attempt to put out the batter or runners as they advance. A runner touching a base, however, is safe on that base and cannot be put out. A team is allowed three outs before the next team will come to bat.


The winning team will be the team with the most runs scored at the end of the game.


The field and players
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The infield
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Baseball: Essential Rules


Overview: The goal of the team at bat is to reach the next base — hence the name “baseball.” If a runner safely reaches first, second, third, and home plate he will score a run for his team.


How to score: The first thing a batter wants to do is to get on a base safely. There are many ways to get on base, but the most typical way is to hit the ball so that none of the fielders can catch it. If the batter does that, he can try to run to a base before a fielder tags him with the ball. If he can continue to advance to all the bases until he makes it back to home plate (where he started), he will score a run for his team.
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Pitching


The pitcher’s job is to pitch the ball to the batter, in an attempt to put him out. The pitcher may throw the ball into the strike zone, or may try to throw the ball just outside the strike zone in hopes the batter will swing but miss. Each pitch thrown by the pitcher will result in either:


• a strike


• a ball


• a hit


• an awarded base


Three strikes: The batter is out.


Four balls: The batter is “walked.”


If the batter swings and misses it will count as a strike. A ball hit into foul territory will also be considered a strike — unless it is caught before it touches the ground for an out, or it occurs on the third strike. On the third strike, a hit into foul territory that is not caught for an out is ignored.


If the pitcher throws four balls (four pitches outside the strike zone) at which a batter does not swing, or if the manager simply signals the umpire, the batter will be walked, meaning he will advance to first base.


If the batter hits the ball, what happens next depends on where the ball goes and what happens to the ball when it gets there.


The strike zone


The strike zone is an area in space over home plate. If a pitch passes through the strike zone, it’s a strike. If it misses the strike zone, and the batter does not swing at it, it’s a ball.
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Note: If a pitch touches the ground, bounces, then passes through the strike zone, it’s a ball — unless the batter hits the ball, in which case the bounce will be ignored. If a bouncing pitch hits the batter he will be awarded first base.


Basics Batting


Batters come to bat according to the “batting order” — a sequence of players established by the team’s manager at the beginning of the game. The batting order (also called the “lineup”) is a significant part of the team’s strategy. Stronger and weaker batters are arranged with purpose.


At bat, a batter will try to hit the pitch into fair territory. He may choose to swing at a pitch or not swing. If the ball is hit, the batter becomes a runner and will try to safely run to first base or beyond. Runners in front of him, if any, may also run — or will be forced to run because the batter needs that base.


Example: If the batter gets a hit that sends him to first base, a runner on first base is forced to run to second.


Sacrifice


While typically a batter’s objective will be to safely reach a base, at times the batter’s goal may be to advance a teammate already on base — even if it means putting himself out on the play.


If the ball is hit, several things may happen.


• Safe on base: The batter may safely reach first base or beyond.


• Awarded bases: The batter and possibly the runners, for a number of reasons, may be awarded one or more bases.


• Out: The batter or another runner may be put out by the fielders.


• Foul: The ball may go into foul territory.


Safe on base


By hitting the ball into fair territory, uncaught, the batter becomes a runner. If he reaches first base, or any base beyond, he will be safe as long as he is touching that base.
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Awarded bases


A batter may be awarded one, two, or three bases, for a number of reasons. For example, he may be “walked” (see the next page), or he may be hit by a pitch, allowing him to advance to first base. Or he may hit a ball that bounces out of the playing field, receiving an award of two bases. Alternatively a fielder may commit a violation of the rules by obstructing the batter as he tries to advance, in which case the umpire will determine the number of bases awarded. Awarded bases are discussed in the Batting chapter.
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A home run


If the batter hits the ball over the wall in fair territory, he may freely run all the way home to score. Any other runners on base will score as well.


How to be put out


After the batter hits the ball, there are several ways he or his teammates can be put out:


1. If a fielder catches the ball on a “fly” (meaning before it touches the ground), in fair or foul territory — or even in the stands — the batter will be out.


2. The batter or another runner will be out if a fielder who catches the ball in fair territory after it touches the ground, while in possession of the ball, does any of the following:


• tags the batter with the ball before the batter reaches his base.


• tags first base (by stepping on it while holding the ball).


• tags out another runner with the ball, while that runner is running between bases.


• tags a base to which another runner is forced to run.


Or that fielder can throw the ball to another fielder, who will make an out as described above.


Double plays and triple plays


A double play or a triple play takes place when two or three runners are put out on a play.


Walks


After three strikes the batter will be out. After four balls the batter is considered “walked” — he will be awarded a base. This means the batter will be allowed to freely advance to first base. If there is already a runner at first base, that runner will freely advance to second, and so on. If there are runners on first, second, and third when the batter was walked, the runner from third will freely advance to home plate to score.


Fair or foul


With 0 or 1 strike in the count, if the batter hits a ball that lands in foul territory it will count as a strike. If there are already two strikes in the count, a hit that lands in foul territory will be ignored.


A hit ball that is caught in foul territory before it touches the ground, however, will be an out.


Examples: Fair balls
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Examples: Foul balls
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Basics Running


A runner’s goal is to keep advancing bases without being put out, until he reaches home to score. While the ball is in play, a runner can be put out whenever he is not touching his base. He can be put out in many other ways as well. He can be called out because he missed touching a base as he was running. Or he may have misbehaved by interfering with a fielder making a play. The many ways a runner can be put out during his journey around the bases are discussed in detail in the Running chapter.


Stealing a base


Instead of waiting for a batter to get a hit, a runner can “steal” a base by running to it while the pitcher is making his pitch. Stealing a base is risky. If the runner isn’t fast enough he can be put out. A runner may also be “picked off” the base to be put out. A runner will commonly take a lead off his base, standing several feet away from the base in the direction of the next base. If the pitcher is alert he can throw to that base before the runner has a chance to return. He cannot do this, however, after he has started his pitching motion toward home.


The pitcher or the catcher typically makes the throw to a base to catch a runner who is stealing. They therefore need to constantly monitor the runners.


Example: Stealing a base
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Taking a lead: The runner takes a lead off his base while the pitcher is pre-occupied with the batter.
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Stealing a base: The runner tries to reach the base he is stealing before the catcher’s throw reaches the fielder and the fielder can tag him out.


Tagging up


If a ball hit fair or foul is caught on a fly for an out, a runner may still try to reach the next base — as long as he touches his original base after the ball is caught for the out (or more accurately, after that ball is first touched by the fielder). If a runner took a lead off his base to get a head start on his run, he must retreat to touch his base before advancing.


Example: Tagging up
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1. The ball is hit and the right fielder catches it on a fly, putting the batter out.


2. The runner waits until the fielder first contacts the ball before leaving his base.


3. He can now attempt to reach the next base, hopefully before a fielder can tag him with the ball to put him out.


Scoring a run


One run is scored every time a runner safely reaches home plate — the base from which he started when batting. On becoming a runner, either by getting a hit or by being awarded a base, the batter needs to safely reach first, second, third, then home.


Example: Scoring a run
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A batter gets a hit and runs safely to second base.
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The following batter also gets a hit and the first batter is able to run to home plate to score a run.


Runs may or may not be scored on a third out


A run usually will not be scored if the runner reaches home on a play that results in the third out, ending his team’s time at bat for that inning. A runner will not score when, on the third out:


• a batter hits the ball but is put out before he reaches first base.


• any runner is forced out during the play (forced to run to make room on the base for the runner behind him).


• a runner behind the scoring runner missed touching a base he was forced toward on the same play.


In any other situation where a runner behind a scoring runner is put out for the third out, the run is allowed as long as home plate was touched before the third out was made.


Note: If a runner is scoring the winning run in a game (because it is the last half of the last inning of the game and his run will put his team ahead), the batter in that play must also touch first base. The batter cannot give up running because he thinks his team has already won.




Hitting a single, double, triple, or home run


Single: The batter safely reached first base.


Double: The batter safely reached second base.


Triple: The batter safely reached third base.


Home run: The batter hit the ball in fair territory over the wall, or (a rare occurrence) hit a ball in the infield but managed to run all the way home on the hit.





Basics Fielding


Fielders may put out the batter by catching a hit ball before it touches the ground. A fielder holding the ball may put out a runner, including a batter running to first, by tagging him with the ball, or by tagging the base to which he is “forced” to advance.


When a batter gets a hit he is forced to run to first base. If there is a runner already on first base, that runner is forced to run to second. Other runners are similarly forced to run if they need to vacate their base for a forced runner directly behind them.


Example: Catching a hit
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The batter hits a fly ball. A fielder catches it before it touches the ground. The batter is out.


Example: Tagging the player
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The batter hits a ground ball and must run to first base. A fielder can put him out by tagging him with the ball before he reaches the base.


Example: Tagging the base
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Instead of tagging the batter, a fielder with the ball can tag first base by stepping on the base before the batter reaches it.


Example: Force play
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With runners on first and second bases, the batter hits a ground ball toward third base. The batter and runners are forced to run.
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The third baseman, holding the ball, touches (tags) third base before the runner reaches it, putting the runner out.


Explanation: Since the runner is forced to run, the fielder only needs to tag the base to put the runner out.


Example: Double play
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With a runner on first base, the batter hits the ball, forcing that runner to run to second base.
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After forcing out the runner at second base by tagging the base, the second baseman throws the ball to the first baseman.
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The first baseman catches the ball and tags first base before the batter reaches it, putting the batter out for a double play — two outs.


Basics The Length of the Game


Games are nine innings long


A game typically lasts for nine innings. The winning team will be the team with the most runs at the end of the ninth inning. More specifically, the game will conclude in the ninth inning when:


• either the home team or the visiting team is ahead in the score at the conclusion of the ninth inning, or


• the home team is ahead in the score, either at the start of their turn at bat in the ninth inning or anytime during that half-inning. In the latter case, the game will end as soon as the winning run is scored.


If the score is tied or if the visiting team is ahead in the middle of the ninth inning


If, when the home team comes to bat in the ninth inning (they always bat in the second half of an inning), and the score is tied or the visiting team is ahead, the inning will end as soon as the home team takes the lead. The game will be over when the winning run reaches home plate. Even if other runners can score on that last play, the home team will only win by one run — the run that puts them ahead ends the game. However, if the game ends with a winning home run, the batter and any runners on base at the time will score, and the home team may win by more than one run.


Scoreboard showing the home team winning in the ninth inning
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Because the home team is ahead by a score of 4 to 2 when the visiting team completes their turn at bat in the ninth inning, there is no need for the home team to come to bat. The game is over and they win.


Basics Extra Innings


Winning the game if the score is tied after nine innings


Baseball games cannot end in a tie. A game that is tied at the end of the ninth inning will continue into extra innings. The game continues until:


• the visiting team is ahead in the score at the end of the inning (after the home team concludes their time at bat), or


• the home team pulls ahead in the score.


Scoring in an extra inning is treated like the ninth inning — if the home team scores a run to take the lead, the game will end as soon as the runner reaches home plate, winning by one run. If the game ends with a home run, the batter and all runners will score.


Therefore, if the visiting team is ahead when they complete their half of the ninth inning, or their half of an extra inning, the home team will have a chance to catch up.



An Example of a Half-Inning


Below is an example of one-half of an inning, showing a team’s time at bat, concluding when they make their third out.
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1. The first batter comes to bat and is struck out (receives three strikes). One out.
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2. The next batter is walked and advances to first base.
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3. The third batter flies out. The runner remains on first base. Two outs.
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4. The fourth batter gets a hit and goes to first base, forcing the runner to second base.
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5. The fifth batter hits a line drive deep into the outfield. The ball touches the ground.
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6. The runner from second base scores. The runner from first base goes to third, and the batter goes to second. One run scores.
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7. The sixth batter grounds the ball toward the shortstop.
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8. The shortstop throws the ball to the first baseman, who steps on the base for a force out. Three outs, and the inning is over.




Regulation games


A game will only count as an official “regulation game” if at least half of the game has been played. Basically this occurs when the losing team has completed five or more innings. See “Regulation Games” on page 216 for more details.













2 Teams and Leagues


Major League Baseball oversees two leagues — the American League and the National League. This chapter discusses how teams play their many games throughout the regular season, and goes into the Wild Card Games, Division Series, League Championship Series, and the World Series.


The leagues abide by an agreement with Major League Baseball called the Major League Constitution. Selected items from that agreement are included in this chapter.



Teams and Leagues: Contents


Teams and Leagues: Basics


Major League Baseball consists of two leagues: the American League and the National League. The leagues play under an agreement called the Major League Constitution.


The Regular Season


The regular season lasts six months, beginning late March or early April, and ending early October.


The All-Star Game


A midseason All-Star Game is played between the American League and the National League, with players chosen from each Major League Baseball team.


Postseason Championships


In each league, the two division winners with the highest win–loss records advance to the playoffs, along with the two winning teams from the Wild Card Round. Those four teams enter the Division Series, two advance to the League Championship Series (the Pennant), and one team from each league advances to play in the World Series.


The Minor Leagues


Several differences exist in the rules for Minor League teams.


Team Rosters


Teams maintain two lists of players: the active roster of all active players and the 40-man roster, which includes an additional 14 players from the Minor League reserve.


Two-Way Players


A two-way player qualifies to play both as a pitcher and as a fielder or designated hitter.



Teams and Leagues: Basics


Overview: Major League Baseball is the organization that controls the two professional baseball leagues in North America — the American League and the National League. The two leagues encompass thirty teams — fifteen in each. Both leagues divide their teams into three divisions: East, Central, and West.


Established in 1876, the National League predates the American League by 24 years. At its founding it included eight teams. The American League also consisted of eight teams when it was established in 1900. Major League Baseball brought the two leagues together in 1920.


The American League


East


Baltimore Orioles
Boston Red Sox
New York Yankees
Tampa Bay Rays Toronto Blue Jays


Central


Chicago White Sox
Cleveland Guardians
Detroit Tigers
Kansas City Royals
Minnesota Twins


West


Houston Astros
Los Angeles Angels
Oakland Athletics
Seattle Mariners
Texas Rangers


The National League


East


Atlanta Braves
Miami Marlins
New York Mets
Philadelphia Phillies
Washington Nationals


Central


Chicago Cubs
Cincinnati Reds
Milwaukee Brewers
Pittsburgh Pirates
St. Louis Cardinals



West


Arizona Diamondbacks
Colorado Rockies
Los Angeles Dodgers
San Diego Padres
San Francisco Giants


Basics The Major League Constitution


Major League Baseball’s agreement with the two leagues is called the Major League Constitution. This agreement covers topics ranging from the number of games played, to minimum salaries for players, to treatment programs and penalties for the use of steroids and other drugs.


Many of the items discussed in this chapter come from the Major League Constitution, not the Official Baseball Rules.




The team’s roster


Major League Baseball requires that each team maintain an active roster that includes a minimum of twenty-five and a maximum of twenty-six players from opening day through August 31. If that number drops below twenty-five due to unforeseen events, the team is required to bring it back up within forty-eight hours.






The Regular Season


Overview: Baseball starts the year with spring training and preseason games. The regular season runs from late March or early April to October. Postseason championship games take place in October: the Wild Card Games, the Division Series, the League Championship Series, and the World Series. The regular season is discussed here.


162 games


The “regular season” (also called the championship season) is Major League Baseball’s term for the games that lead to the Wild Card Games and the Division Series Championships in October. During the regular season each team plays 162 games. The season lasts from 178 to 183 days — up to half a year. Opening day typically takes place in early April. The final game of the regular season takes place in early October, when the postseason playoff games begin.


As an effort to spur interest in baseball worldwide, since 1996 some regular season games have been scheduled to take place outside the United States and Canada. Venues have included Puerto Rico, Mexico, and Japan. When an opening-day game is scheduled as an “international opener,” in Japan for instance, the opening game may be scheduled earlier in the season — possibly in late March. When this is the case, the 183-day limit may be extended.


2,430 games


An incredible number of games take place in the regular season. Each of the thirty Major League teams plays 162 games, not including preseason or postseason games, or the All-Star Game.


162 games played by 30 teams = 2,430 games in the regular season


Games between American League and National League teams


Historically, American and National League teams would not face each other until the World Series championship at the end of the season, when the Pennant-winning teams from each of the leagues vie for the World Series title. That changed in 1997, when games in the regular season were scheduled between teams from the two leagues.


As of 2023, teams play at least one series of games against every other team in both leagues. Compared with previous years, teams play fewer games against teams in their own division and league.




Spring training and preseason games


Baseball activities begin in February and March with the start of spring training. Preseason exhibition games take place throughout March and lead right up to opening day.






The All-Star Game


Overview: The All-Star Game is an exhibition game played in the middle of the regular season. The American League plays the National League, with players chosen from every team.


American League vs. National League


At midseason, sometime in mid-July, Major League Baseball stages an exhibition game between American League and National League teams composed of players picked by fans, by players, and by the Office of the Commissioner.


Thirty-two players are selected in each league, and each team will be represented by at least one player. The thirty-two-player roster includes twelve pitchers and twenty position players. The Office of the Commissioner may add a thirty-third player by Special Selection, honoring an active player with a distinguished career.


Fans select nine starting players, casting ballots in two phases of voting.


Phase 1


For each league two players are chosen for the catcher, the designated hitter, and the three outfielders.


Phase 2


Players receiving the highest number of votes move on to Phase 2, the All-Star Ballot Finals, in which fans choose from the two finalists in each position to select the nine starting players.


Of course, the “fan vote” process raises the question of whether the selected starting lineup is composed of the best players in baseball or simply the most popular.


The leagues step in


Players not chosen in Phase 2 still have a chance to be added to the full thirty-two-player roster. Once the nine starters are voted in, each league fills in the other twenty-three positions, including pitchers. This selection is a combined effort of player voting and the Office of the Commissioner.




The Game of the Century


The first All-Star Game was held at Comiskey Park in Chicago, July 6, 1933. The American League All-Stars beat the National League All-Stars 4 to 2. The game was held in conjunction with the Chicago World’s Fair, celebrating the city’s centennial. As part of a one-time event promoted as the “Game of the Century,” fans voted for players though regional newspapers. The game was a charity event, with proceeds going to Major League players who were disabled or otherwise in need.
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Postseason Championships


Overview: The postseason includes three playoff rounds leading up to the World Series – the Wild Card Round, the Division Series, and the League Championship Series (the Pennant).


Postseason At The End of the Regular Season Best of 162 games


Two teams qualify to go directly to the Division Series


The team with the highest win–loss record across all three divisions — East, Central, and West — is the first to qualify. Next is the team with the best record from either of the other two divisions. For example, if the first-place team is in the Eastern division, the second team to qualify must be from the Central or Western Division (even if there is another team in the East with a better win–loss record). The team with the best record in the third division will be the initial team to qualify for the Wild Card Round. This ensures that at least one team from each division will be included in the postseason games.


What if two teams are tied?


In the event of tied win–loss records between potential division winners or Wild Card teams, MLB used to hold a tiebreaker game. To get right to the Wild Card Round without delay, tiebreaking games have been supplanted by math calculations. They are based on the following.


1 Head-to-head record: which team won more games when those teams played each other during the season


2 Intra-division record: which team had the better record within their division


3 Inter-division record: which team had the better record within their league


4 Last half of intra-league games: which team had the better record within their league in the last half of the season


5 Last half of intra-league games, plus the previous game: if it’s still a tie, go back to the game just before the second half of the season; if that doesn’t break the tie, go back one game at a time until the tie is broken


Postseason Wild Card Round Two best-of-three series


Four teams pair up to play two Wild Card series


Along with the initial team that qualified for the Wild Card, three additional teams will fill the remaining Wild Card spots. Of the remaining twelve teams in the league, the three with the highest win–loss records, regardless of division, will also enter the Wild Card Round.


Of those three teams, the one with the worst record will play the initial team that qualified. The other two teams will play each other. In a three-game series the first team to win two games takes it. The winners of each of the two series moves on to the Division Series.




Win–loss record


The win–loss record is typically expressed as a percentage: the number of games won divided by the number of games played, shown in decimal format (e.g., .565).





Postseason Division Series Two best-of-five series


Four teams will enter the Division Series


The two teams that automatically qualified for the Division Series will play the two winning teams from the Wild Card Round. Of the two that automatically qualified, the team with the highest win–loss record in the regular season will play the Wild Card team with the lowest win–loss record in the regular season. The remaining two teams will play each other. In a five-game series the first team to win three games takes it. Two winning teams will emerge.


Postseason League Championship Series Best-of-seven series


Two teams will enter the League Championship Series


The two winning teams from the Division Series will compete for the League Championship Series, aka the Pennant, and the right to go on to the World Series. In a seven-game series the first team to win four games is the winner. This means the series can be over in a four-game sweep or continue on for the full seven games.


Postseason The World Series Best-of-seven series


The winners of the American League and National League Championship Series will vie for the ultimate title


Each team made it this far by winning at least two postseason championship games. The team with the highest win–loss record in the regular season will be awarded home-field advantage, hosting games 1, 2, 6, and 7. Like in the League Championship Series, the first team to win four games in this seven-game series wins the World Series Trophy, also known as the Commissioner’s Trophy. The team’s players will also receive World Series rings.




Who gets home-field advantage?


In each postseason series, home-field advantage goes to the team with the highest win–loss record.


• Wild Card Round: In each of the two three-game series, the team with the highest win–loss record will host all three games.


• Division Series: In each of the two five-game series, the team with the highest win–loss record will host games 1, 2, and 5.


• League Championship Series and World Series: In these seven-game series, the teams with the highest win–loss records will host games 1, 2, 6, and 7.





Postseason The Postseason Championships in a Nutshell


This diagram shows the steps to the World Series using the American League as an example. The National League process is identical.
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The Minor Leagues


Overview: MLB’s Official Baseball Rules identify a number of differences between the Major and Minor Leagues.


Differences between the Major and Minor Leagues are ongoing because the Minor Leagues are used as a testing ground for new rules that MLB is considering for the Major Leagues. Here are some of the differences as they appear in the rule book.


1. Helmets must have double earflaps: Minor League players are required to protect both ears. Major League players may use single earflap helmets.


2. Doubleheader games may be seven innings: In the Minor Leagues, each game of a doubleheader may be limited to seven innings. Rules that typically apply to the ninth inning will apply to the seventh inning.


3. Rules regarding suspended and terminated games: If a Minor League game is suspended due to weather or other factors and resumed on another day prior to another game, the regularly scheduled game that day will be seven innings. (See page 217 for more information.)


4. The Official Scorer: The Official Scorer for Minor League games will be appointed by a designee of the Commissioner, not the Office of the Commissioner.


5. Number of visits to the mound: The Minor Leagues can set their own limit on the number of permitted visits to the mound (including no limit).


6. Leaving the batter’s box: A batter must keep one foot in the box during his entire time at bat. He may only step out under certain conditions (see page 101).


For a second violation in a Minor League game, a strike will be called and the ball is dead. In the Major Leagues, it’s disciplinary action.


7. Requirements for the individual pitching championship: At the end of the season each league names an individual pitching champion — the pitcher with the best earned run average (ERA).


Major League rules require that pitcher to have pitched the number of innings equal to or greater than the total number of games in the season (162 innings or more). Minor League rules require their pitchers to have pitched innings equal to only 80 percent of the number of games in a Minor League season (.80 x 144 games = 115 innings or more).


8. Requirements for individual batting, slugging, and on-base percentage championships: Players must have a specified minimum number of plate appearances to qualify for these individual championships. In the Major Leagues, that number is 3.1 times the number of games in the regular season. In the Minor Leagues, it’s 2.7 times the number of games in the regular season.




No pitcher limits


Another difference — in the Minors there’s no limit on the number of pitchers allowed on the roster.





A place for players on the injured list


Players on the injured list may be sent to the Minor Leagues to recover.


Being placed on the 10-day injured list keeps the player on the 40-man roster. For a position player ten days is a minimum stay — it’s fifteen days for pitchers and two-way players. If the player is not yet recovered the stay can be much longer.


The Minor Leagues The Different Minor Leagues


Overview: Minor League Baseball includes many different leagues. Some are affiliates of MLB, some are not.


Minor League levels


If you don’t live near one of the thirty Major League teams, the (sometimes more fun) alternative is to attend a Minor League game. Each of the Major League teams is affiliated with at least six Minor League teams, often referred to as “farm teams.”


Starting with the league closest to the Major Leagues, the Minor Leagues include the following.


• AAA (Triple A)


• AA (Double A)


• High A: For players coming from college programs.


• Single A (or Low A): For players coming from high school programs.


• Rookie Ball (aka Short Season): With the draft occuring midseason, incoming players are assigned to Rookie Ball to help them break into professional baseball.


• Foreign Rookie: The Dominican Summer League runs from June to August and is a training ground for young players.


A place to experiment with new rules


The Minor Leagues offer an opportunity for Major League Baseball to experiment with potential new rules prior to implementing them in the Major Leagues.


The current requirement for Major League pitchers to face a minimum of three batters was a Minor League rule first. Pitch clocks, giving pitchers a time limit to deliver their pitch, have been in place in the Minor Leagues since 2015. (The clock lasts fourteen seconds, with a few more allowed if runners are on base.) Other experiments destined for the Majors include larger bases (fifteen inches square increased to eighteen inches) and defensive shifts, which specify where infielders can and cannot stand on the field. All are attempts to increase batting averages and liven up the game.
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Pitcher Drew Anderson (#40) of the Lehigh Valley IronPigs gets set to pitch as a pitch clock counts down during a AAA Minor League game against the Syracuse Mets at Coca-Cola Park in Allentown, Pennsylvania.







Note: The Minor Leagues are also known as the National Association — the term used in the Official Baseball Rules. To avoid any confusion between the terms National Association and National League, we use the term Minor Leagues in our discussion of the rules.






Team Rosters


Overview: Each team maintains two lists of players called “rosters.” The active roster contains all active players. The 40-man roster includes reserve players in the Minor Leagues.


Rosters are not mentioned in Major League Baseball’s official rule book. They are discussed in the Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA), an agreement between MLB and the MLB Players Association, the union representing players on the roster.


The active roster


The active roster contains the names of players available to play that day. Twenty-six is the maximum number of players, and twenty-five is the minimum.


On opening day each of the twenty-six players on the active roster must be designated as a “position-player,” a “pitcher,” or, if qualified, a “two-way player.” A player’s designation can’t be changed for the rest of that season unless he meets the qualifications to become a “two-way player” during the course of the season. (See page 27 for information on two-way players.)


If for some reason the number of players drops below twenty-five (perhaps due to a multi-player trade or a few injuries), the team will have forty-eight hours to call additional players up from their Minor League reserves.


Only thirteen pitchers allowed


As of 2023, the cap on pitchers in the active roster is thirteen. This prevents teams from packing the roster with pitchers. Some believe the cap should be lower to help the balance of power between pitchers and hitters.


Two-way players don’t count as pitchers


A position player who also qualifies as a pitcher (called a two-way player) does not count when totaling the number of pitchers on the roster (see page 27).


The active roster expands starting September 1


Starting September 1 and lasting through the end of the regular season, the active roster expands to twenty-eight overall players, including a maximum of fourteen pitchers.


The 40-man roster


This roster consists of the active player roster plus an additional fourteen players in the Minor League reserve. The fourteen reserve players can be “called up” (promoted to the Majors) to replace any of the active roster players during the season.


The reserve players are referred to as having been optioned to the Minor Leagues in the Collective Bargaining Agreement.


Other players listed on the 40-man roster include:


• any players on the 7-, 10-, and 15-day injured lists.


• players who are on bereavement leave or have been called to a family emergency.


• players on paternity leave.


Starting September 1


When the active roster increases to twenty-eight players, the maximum number of players in the reserves drops to twelve.




No position designations


There is no limit to the number of pitchers who can be on the Minor League reserves, so the “position-player,” “pitcher,” and “two-way player” designations are not used.





Team Rosters Gaming the System to Keep the Bullpen Fresh


A few recent changes to the roster are intended to prevent teams from continuously sending tired pitchers to the Minors for a quick rest while replacing them with well-rested pitchers.


Only five trips to the Minors


A player can be sent to the Minors from the active roster a maximum of five times per season. If sent down a sixth time, the player will be subject to waivers which would allow another team to claim him.


Minimum stay requirements


After being sent to the Minors, there is a minimum number of days before a player can return to the active roster. The minimum Minor League stay requirements are:


• ten days for a position player


• fifteen days for a pitcher or two-way player


The minimum stay requirement is waived for a player who is replacing someone on the injured list, or who is called up as a twenty-seventh player when two games are played in the same day.


Limitations on who can pitch and when


In recent years, it’s not unusual to see a position player put on the mound to pitch — allowing the team to keep their relief pitchers well rested. Before 2014, it might happen a handfull of times in a season. In the 2021 season it happened 112 times.


Now there are rules to limit the practice. A position player can pitch only if:


• his team is ahead or behind in the score by seven or more runs.


• the game has gone into extra innings.


• he qualifies as a two-way player.




Pitcher-heavy


As illustrated here, the twenty-six-man active roster allows thirteen pitchers, leaving only thirteen spots for all nine of the non-pitching players on the team (including the designated hitter). Clearly, teams need a large supply of both starting pitchers and relievers.
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An extra player for double-headers


When a doubleheader is played, teams are allowed to add a twenty-seventh player to the active roster for that single day of play.


A twenty-seventh player can also be added on the day a team is resuming a suspended game, if a regularly scheduled game is also being played that day.


After being sent up to play for that single day, the twenty-seventh player will be sent back to the Minors the next day. He can remain on the active roster, replacing another player, if:


• he fulfilled any minimum Minor League stay requirements.


• he is replacing a player on the injured list.


If the player was sent back down and did have days left on the minimum stay requirements, he will not need to start over from day one after his quick trip to the Majors. His day count continues from where he left off.


Option years


When a player is “optioned” to the Minor Leagues, it simply means he is sent down (taken off the active roster and put on the 40-man roster). Once that occurs, that season would count as an “option year.”


Players who are drafted or signed as amateur free agents have three “option years.” Once the player runs out of option years, he will be subject to waivers if sent down to the Minor Leagues again, at which point he can be picked up by another team.


Players with five or more full seasons under their belts have a bit more power. Even if he has option years remaining, the five-year veteran can opt out of being sent to the Minors. By opting out, he is choosing to put himself up for grabs for other teams rather than being forced into a reserve role in the Minor Leagues.




Trips to the Minors are capped at five per season


Previously, once a player was sent to the Minors, he could make an unlimited number of trips up and down during that season without using up more than one option year. Now the number of times a player can be sent up and down is capped at five, after which he would be put on waivers (no matter how many option years he has left).





Team Rosters The Injured List


A variety of injured lists


Injured lists come in several time periods:


• the 7-day injured list


• the 10-day injured list


• the 15-day injured list


• the 60-day injured list


The time periods are minimum stays, of course — players will remain on the list until recovered.


The 7-day minimum is specifically for players who experience symptoms of a concussion. The 10-day minimum applies to position players, while the 15-day minimum applies to pitchers and two–way players.


An injured player placed on the 7-day, 10-day, or 15-day injured list remains on the 40-man roster.


Any player can be placed on the 60-day injured list. Players on this list are temporarily removed from the 40-man roster — allowing the team to free up a spot on the roster for a player who is out of action for so long.


Counting the injured list days


The injured list time frames can be backdated to the day the player last played. The backdate cannot exceed three days. If the player was injured more than three days prior to being put on the list, the time period “clock” will still only start three days prior.


For example, if a position player last played on August 1, but was not placed on the injured list until August 6, the 10-day period would begin on August 3. He will remain on the list through August 12, or later if necessary.




Note: Following the 2018 season the disabled list (DL) was renamed to the more appropriate injured list (IL).







Players unions


Players unions are almost as old as the sport itself. The first players union was formed in 1885. The Collective Bargaining Agreement negotiated by the current MLB Players Association dates back to 1968.






Two-Way Players


Overview: “Two-way player” is the term for a player who qualifies to play both as a pitcher and as a fielder or designated hitter.


Being designated as a two-way player allows a player to play both as a pitcher and as a position player, including as a designated hitter. A two-way player doesn’t use up a valuable pitching slot on the roster, and a designated hitter is able to continue hitting even if he was already relieved as the starting pitcher. Very valuable!


Qualifications for becoming a two-way player


While the opening day active roster identifies each player as a position player, a pitcher, or a two-way player, the two-way player designation is only possible if that player meets a string of qualifications:


• he pitches for twenty or more innings (remember that each out counts for a third of an inning), and


• he appears in at least twenty games as a starting position player with a minimum of three plate appearances per game.


A two-way player can lose his status


If by the end of the season a two-way player hasn’t met the criteria for qualifying as a two-way player, he loses his two-way status in the next season.


The player will begin the next season as either a pitcher or a position player, and he would need to re-qualify as a two-way player.


A two-way player can become two separate players


If a two-way player will be the starting pitcher and will also be batting for himself in the same game he will be treated as two separate people on the lineup card — starting pitcher and designated hitter. The manager will list ten names on the card, with his appearing twice.


If a two-way player gets replaced


• If he is replaced as a pitcher, he can continue to serve as the designated hitter.


• If he is replaced as the designated hitter, he can continue to serve as a pitcher.


• If he is replaced as both pitcher and designated hitter, he must be replaced by two players, not by another two-way player.


• If he is switched to another defensive position, it will end his team’s use of a designated hitter for the rest of the game.


Two-way players in rehab


Pending approval by the MLB Commissioner, a two-way player who has had UCL surgery (elbow surgery for a torn ulnar collateral ligament, aka Tommy John surgery) can be assigned to a Minor League team to pitch while remaining on the active roster as a position player.
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The Ohtani rule


Shohei Ohtani is the first player to qualify as a two-way player, pitching and acting as his own designated hitter for the Los Angeles Angels. Some believe the rule was put in place because of this superstar. The rule allows Ohtani to keep hitting in a game even after he is replaced as pitcher.













3 Before the Game Starts


Although the game officially starts when the umpire calls “play,” the rules require a number of activities to take place beforehand. These range from the home team’s manager determining if the game will take place due to weather, to the exchange of batting orders that will lock in the sequence by which players will come to bat.



Before the Game Starts: Contents


Before the Game Starts


The umpire fulfills a number of pregame responsibilities, ranging from receiving and inspecting the baseballs from the home team, to checking the lines drawn on the field.


Thirty Minutes Before


Each team needs to identify their manager to the umpire.


Preparing the Baseballs


The umpire is responsible for making sure to “remove the gloss” from the many new baseballs to be used in the game. The gloss is removed using special mud from along the Delaware River.


Forfeits


In rare cases, the game may be over before it is started. This section lists the ways teams can win or lose by forfeit.


Five Minutes Before


The umpire and both managers will meet at home plate for a confirmation and exchange of the batting orders — the sequence players will come to bat.


Starting the Game


Nine fielders will take their positions. Three members of the offensive team will also take their positions within the confines of the field — the batter and the first and third base coaches.



Before the Game Starts


Overview: Before the game, umpires need to make sure the field and the equipment being used meet the specifications laid out in the rules.


Umpire’s tasks before the game starts


Before the game begins the umpire is responsible for checking the equipment used in the game. The official rules of baseball require that gloves be within specific size limits, that bats and balls conform to official standards, and that uniforms meet certain requirements. The umpire is responsible for ensuring that:
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