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Regular Season Should Matter More 

By Will Leitch 

ATLANTA -- This has been the best season in Atlanta Hawks history. They won 60 games for the first time 

in franchise history -- which includes their years in St. Louis, Milwaukee and Moline, Ill. -- and clinched 

the No. 1 seed in the Eastern Conference playoffs. In January, they went 17-0 and basically melted down 

the rest of the NBA, re-energizing a deflated, angry fan base and turning Philips Arena, a basketball 

arena inside of a mall, into one of the hottest tickets in sports. The charismatic team has minted new 

stars and 20,000 people scream in unison every single time Kyle Korver so much as touches the ball. The 

excitement generated by this glorious has altered the league -- Grantland's Zach Lowe has written about 

everybody suddenly wants a DeMarre Carroll -- and has directly resulted in the Hawks being sold for a 

stunning $800 million. It has been the platonic ideal of a regular season. It just doesn't get any better. 

And late in the third quarter Tuesday night, it was almost all completely eradicated. 

The Hawks ended up beating the Wizards 106-90 to tie up their Eastern Conference Semifinal series at 

one game apiece, but it was getting awfully hairy there late. The Wizards had essentially conceded the 

game before it started, sitting star point guard John Wall to rest his injured wrist, accepting a split in 

Atlanta and giving Wall time to heal before Saturday's Game 3. Except the Wizards, led by a temporarily-

forgetting-he's-Ramon-Sessions performance from Ramon Sessions, darned near won the game anyway, 

knotting things up with 1:52 left in the third on a jumper from Otto Porter. The mood at Philips Arena, 

once so raucous, was grave and silent, and with good reason: Losing the first two at home, particularly 

when your opponent's star player sat one of those out, would be disastrous. There is nothing so quiet as 

a building that was shaking just a few minutes earlier. 

The Hawks ended up pulling out the win, and this looks like a series that's going seven games. But that 

home-court advantage, the one the Hawks worked so hard to gain in this breakthrough season, is gone. 

Really, the whole regular season is gone. 

This is currently the case in every NBA playoff series. The Cavaliers' homecourt advantage over the 

Bulls? Gone. The Rockets' over the Clippers? Gone. The Warriors' over the Grizzlies? Gone. In the span of 

one game, an entire regular season was erased. Now, I'm not sure anyone will ever refer to the NBA 

playoffs as "short," but it's true that one night's work (or lack thereof) can undo everything. 

And it's not just the NBA: The NFL has always been one-and-done, NHL overtime games are almost 

unbearably intense and, increasingly, baseball, the sport that has traditionally valued its regular season 

more than any sport other than British soccer, is an October mad dash that scrambles up the six months 

that came before it. This is why we like the playoffs, of course: It's why their intensity is so heightened, 

why every minute means so much. It's why we lose our minds; it's why we stay up so late and walk 

around like zombies so much the next day. 



 

 

 

But I can't help but think we're losing something in our overvaluing of the postseason. What we gain in 

intensity and fervor, we lose in the total negation of, you know, months of actual sporting events that 

they televised and we all paid money to go watch. It's strange to watch them fade away in the span of 

one two-hour stretch. From November to April, basketball in Atlanta was saved. And it all vanished 

because Korver had a bad shooting night. 

Earlier this year, LeBron James took two weeks off to clear his head, right in the middle of the season, 

and not only did no one mind, everyone (including me) thought it was a great idea. And it worked: The 

Cavaliers finally took off when James returned from his constitutional and were considered the favorites 

in the Eastern Conference before Kevin Love's shoulder injury. (They might still be.) But James, who has 

been through these playoff wars before, wasn't worried about homecourt advantage, or catching the 

Hawks. He just wanted to get to the playoffs. You hear this constantly in all sports: Just get in the 

tournament. In baseball, the Giants have won three World Series in five years despite not being the best 

team any of those years. The last two Super Bowls, which have featured the best two teams during the 

regular season, have been an anomaly. More often, it's Eli Manning or Kurt Warner or Joe Flacco going 

nuts for a month and upending everything that happened the four months prior. 

This is thrilling to watch: Every night, something big happens. It's why we have postseasons. (My 

newfound love of the Premier League is real, but their lack of playoffs still strikes me as unnatural; I keep 

waiting for them, thinking they're coming, like a phantom limb.) Still, the bigger the postseason, the 

smaller that postseason makes everything that comes before it. 

If you're looking for an example of how undervaluing the regular season can hurt your sport in the long-

term, how about college basketball? The NCAA tournament is so irresistible, such a universally adored 

way to end a season, that it has rendered everything that comes before it irrelevant. The average sports 

fan doesn't even start thinkingabout college basketball until February, at the earliest. Why should they? 

This has undeniably damaged the sport: Its whole season is seen as a pointless exercise in unnecessary 

narratives no one will care about if they don't succeed in the tournament. The Hunter family was a 

fantastic story at Georgia State long before March. But no one knew about them until R.J. Hunter hit 

that lunatic shot. College basketball has hundreds of stories like that. But no one ever bothers to seek 

them out. College basketball is so much more than just its tournament. But its tournament is so 

powerful that everything else is completely overwhelmed. 

Regular seasons should matter: What has happened in Atlanta this year should be celebrated, no matter 

what happens in this Washington series. But our valuing of postseasons, of the sensation of instant 

history, is a drug that's impossible to shake. I know that what the Hawks did this season, or the Nationals 

did last season, or the Blues did this season -- I know it was terrific and important and a joy to 

experience for the fans of those teams. But I don't remember it. It has turned sepia and wrinkled. The 

postseason creates wonderful new memories. But it also erases old ones. 

   


