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In 1939, the great physicist Albert Einstein stated,

“…Objective knowledge provides us with powerful instruments for achievement of certain ends, but the ultimate goal itself and the longing to reach it must come from another source…Our existence and our activity acquire meaning only by the setting up of such a goal and of corresponding values.  If one asks, ‘Whence derives the authority of such fundamental ends, since they cannot be stated and justified merely by reason?’, one can only answer this:  they exist in a healthy society as powerful traditions which act upon the conduct and aspirations and judgments of the individual; they are there, that is, as something living, without it being necessary to find justification for their existence.  They come into being not through reason or revelation, but through the medium or powerful personalities. (1)

From Einstein’s remarks, it follows that a “healthy society” with vibrant, collectively held cultural traditions of high expectations, goals, and achievements exemplified through the pursuits and accomplishments of “powerful personalities” and aspiration models are more than just evidence and consequences of a people’s commitments to and capacities for excellence.  These features are at the very foundations of such commitments and capacities.

Conversely, a long repressed and suppressed people whose potential powerful personalities and aspiration models are distorted in image, impugned in character, denied legitimacy, or simply ignored is seriously and unavoidably handicapped in their quests both individually and collectively to compete, achieve, and advance in society and, particularly relative to the generation specifically affected, perhaps irreparably so.  The history and on-going circumstances of Black people in America epitomizes this reality.

In a substantially agrarian America where people often lived out their lives and died within a few miles of the very place where they were born, social cultural influences upon the development of biography were framed largely within the context of local face-to-face interaction and modeling.  Those influenced to acquire certain values and to pursue corresponding life goals and achievements typically had direct personal awareness of and even contact or apprenticeship with those “powerful personalities” inspiring their aspirations and associated behaviors. 

These circumstances shifted dramatically with the onset of broad scale industrialization and its attendant needs for literate management and work force personnel and the infrastructure development required to efficiently move resources, products, and services.  Later, in the period between the onset of the 20th Century and World War II, the pressures of population displacement through migration, immigration, and various crises of society-wide concern (e.g. wars and the Great Depression) further eroded the efficacy of provincial and parochial models relative to the engendering of aspirations, goals and perceived options.  Subsequently, along with expanding access to public education, an ever more salient and powerful influence upon popular perspectives was America’s burgeoning capacities for truly “mass communication”.  

Here, “mass communication” refers to the transmission of edited or otherwise selected information from an organized source simultaneously disseminated to a mass audience having some capacity for response and feedback.  Thus, mass communication is essentially a “social transaction” between information producers and targeted consumers.  Who controls the machinery and means of mass communication and defines the target audience, then, is a critical consideration in determining the substance and framing of the message transmitted. 

Now, in the American tradition, the freedom of speech and the press guaranteed in the First Amendment of the United States Constitution have long been interpreted as providing special protections for the media and broad latitude relative to the prerogatives of those who control media content.  But “protections” toward what ends?  In its “code of ethics”, the Society of Professional Journalists in the United States spells out its conclusions relative to the purposes of these protections: 

 “The primary purposes of gathering and distributing news and opinion is to serve the general welfare by informing the people and enabling them to make judgments on issues of the times”. (2)  

Under these auspices, a free media is deemed essential to a functioning democracy.  It does not, however, guarantee democracy.

Historically, media decisions as to what constitutes the “general welfare” (as opposed to “narrow” or “special” interests), and who comprises “the people” (as opposed to “the other”) have been, to say the least, matters of perspective, economics, politics and power – not to speak of prejudice.  While ethnic and various other types of “niche” mass media serving specific audiences often have established long and even storied heritages of journalistic service, it is the so-called mainstream media that have wielded overwhelming definitional power and influence society-wide – as much through what they have chosen to ignore as through what they have chosen to cover and the slant and manner of such coverage.  An appreciation of the fact and implications of this point is critical in a diverse society. 

In America, diversity in all of its expanding variations and complexities will be the “problem” of the 21st Century (displacing the “color line” that W.E.B. DuBois so famously declared in 1904 to be “the problem of the 20th Century” in America).  But Black-White relations will continue to be at the core of the American human relations drama – if for no other reason than that the two groups have traveled so far and so long together locked in networks of social-cultural, economic, and political mutuality and often conflict.  Commensurately, and not surprisingly, in the mainstream media there has been and continues to be no more persistent, dynamic, and often volatile arena of issues than that having to do with race.  And, also not unexpectedly, there has been a longstanding, practiced mainstream media caution and even aversion and reluctance regarding the routine, balanced, in-depth and on-going coverage and analysis of race-related issues and problems in America and their far-reaching and enduring ramifications.  This tack historically has been spawned by the following:

1. First, there has been the mainstream convention that race – and by implication, racism – is of minimal importance and consequence in day-to-day societal affairs. If the White majority doesn’t experience it as a problem, its existence – much less its impact – has been seen to be of dubious priority.   Therefore, it has largely been determined that “race issues” are best ignored when possible.  To “raise” the “race problem” unnecessarily fans the embers of potential intergroup animosity and hostility toward no legitimate end in terms of “the general welfare”.  Here, for the most part, the guiding principle has been “no crisis, no coverage”.  

2. Second, there has been a pervasive and enduring mainstream popular presumption and belief that those race-related challenges and problems that might exist are principally rooted in the culture, character, capacity deficiencies, and behaviors of Black people themselves.  As such, they fall beyond either the abilities or responsibilities of the broader mainstream society to generate, implement, or sustain viable remedial solutions.  Under the circumstances, the mainstream media, again, have been extremely reluctant to provide on-going, in-depth coverage of Black concerns commensurate and consistent with Black perspectives and interests, or, for that matter, to provide any coverage at all in this regard except in times of crisis. 

3. And, third, given the “mainstream target audience” of the mainstream media, there has historically been little incentive to enhance broad scale Black competitiveness with Whites for scarce goods, services, and other rewards and opportunities, or to provide informational or political content that might potentially legitimize Black claims of racism, discrimination, and other race-based impediments to Black abilities to competitively access valued opportunities and rewards.  Here, in the truest sense, information is viewed as power.  

Over the course of the 20th Century and into the second decade of this century, it could be argued that no arena of “powerful personalities” modeling Black value definitions, goals, and achievement potential has been more crucially impacted by the character and functioning of the mainstream media than sport. 

Playing the race game:  mainstream media complicity in Black segregation, isolation, and invisibility in sport

“In segregated America, great Black baseball players were forced to exhibit their talents behind a rigid color barrier – victims of the unwritten law that no black man was allowed in the Major Leagues.  Men of extraordinary athletic ability passed their lives in obscurity, totally absent from the White newspapers, obliterated from American sports history.” 

From Donn Rogosin “Invisible Men: Life in Baseball’s Negro Leagues” (3)

The case of the Negro Leagues is today perhaps the most academically chronicled and analyzed historical incidence of complicity between the mainstream media and its target audience relative to race-based discrimination against Blacks in American Sport.  But long before the Negro Leagues emerged in 1920, the mainstream media’s definitional hegemony over characterizations and images of Blacks in yet other sports was already established. 

For instance, from their enslavement to well in to the early 1900’s, Blacks in both Europe and America had so clearly demonstrated superior swimming skills that they were extensively used in salvaging valued cargos from sunken ships; in rescuing crewmembers who had fallen overboard (even from the decks of slave ships); in mining operations on the ocean floor; in clearing swamps, creeks, and fast-flowing rivers; and even in slavery-era “blood-sport” entertainment contests against alligators, sharks, and rays. So great was perceived Black swimming prowess as compared to that of European and American Whites that the scientific and journalistic communities of the day felt compelled to explain the phenomena.  They created and cultivated a myth of “Black animal-like swimming instincts” – a mythology that at once sustained definitions of Black sub-human status while acknowledging superior Black swimming performance. (4) 

Then between the 1920’s and the 1940’s, with advancing urbanization propelled by heightened war industry labor demands, public swimming facilities emerged as preferred leisure activity sites and pools became emblematic of the “good life” and of a lifestyle that emphasized public displays of beauty, pleasure, and having survived socially and economically during the course of a devastating economic depression. In these late inter-war years, as White women increasingly participated in public life as laborers, professionals, business workers, entrepreneurs, and recreation enthusiasts, the racial segregation of swimming pools by both law and practice became the rule in municipalities across America. Corresponding to this “hydrodynamic Jim Crow” was the propagation of a new mythology that “Blacks can’t swim.”  Over ensuing decades, a mass media that focused on comparative Black drowning statistics and on expressions of fear by some Blacks of open water and swimming pools – without providing historical context for such reports – elevated the claim that “Blacks can’t swim” to the status of an urban legend – even among African-Americans.

Similarly, blacks had a distinguished history as horse racing jockeys prior to and immediately after the Civil War.  The job of grooming and otherwise caring for slave owner’s horses had made Blacks acceptable in America’s equestrian culture through the first decade of the 20th Century – a status memorialized in the jockey-suited black-faced lawn statues still found in some parts of the country, particularly in the south.  Fourteen of the fifteen jockeys at the first Kentucky Derby in May of 1875 were ex-slaves while fifteen of the first twenty-eight Derbys were won by Blacks.  But as the spectator appeal and profits of horse racing grew following the institution of lower admission prices and pari-mutuel betting, Black jockeys were increasingly shut out of the sport.  In 1911, any Black presence, much less dominance, came to an end when a man by the name of Jesse Conley became the last Black jockey of the era to ride in the Derby. (5)  And unlike the disappearance of blacks from swimming, Blacks’ glaring absence as jockeys was met by the mainstream media with abject silence – the once preeminent Black status in horse racing ignored and ultimately forgotten, even by African-Americans.  

Along with silence (as in the case of Black jockeys) and the propagation of mythology touting either race-linked superior or inferior athletic capacities (as in the case of Black swimmers), there was also the mainstream media’s penchant for characterizing Black athletes as inept buffoons whose high level athletic performances were more a result of “fool’s luck” than talent and cultivated athletic skills and competence.  Here once again, what emerges is a case of the mainstream media configuring its coverage without broader context to comport with the values and expectations of its target audience, the White mainstream.  Over the time period from the Civil War into the 1960’s, the lynching of Blacks for such transgressions as “recklessly eye balling” White women, forgetting “their place”, appearing “uppity”, and similar violations of conventional racial etiquette was commonplace in the South and happened in the North more than is generally acknowledged.  Grinning, clowning, and “playing the fool”, going all the way back to slavery, has been a “survival mechanism” employed by Blacks to put Whites at ease.  In the popular entertainment industry, actors such as Lincoln Perry (“Stepin’ Fetchit”), Eddie (“Rochester”) Anderson, Mantan Moreland and Willie Best turned playing the Black buffoon into a virtual art form, much to the delight of mainstream audiences.  Sport, of course, in many instances reflected this dynamic, most notably in the guise of the Harlem Globetrotters.  Though the Globetrotters to this day remain popular as Black athlete entertainers and “ambassadors of goodwill” in America and around the world, it is impossible to honestly view their “act” and style except in light of certain fundamental historical realities less exposed and explored by the mainstream media.  The simple fact is that the Globetrotters’ roots in the racist expectations held by mainstream America relative to Black athletes have never been chronicled to any significant degree by the mainstream sports media.  In the 1920’s and 1930’s as documented in Nelson George’s Elevating The Game, 

“…The very idea of five Black men rolling into a mid-western town, kicking ass, and getting paid for it could not have been an easy (promotional) sale, ever…Because the Trotters were so much better than the competition as athletes, the clowning kept scores and racial tensions down and fan interest up… It is impossible today not o view the way the Trotters adopted comedy to their performances – no matter how skillfully done – as affirmation of racist attitudes toward Black males…”  (6)

Interestingly the Globetrotters team was not the only Black basketball team to emerge in Jim Crow era – it was only the most noted in the mainstream media.  The Washington (D.C.) Bears, a team that played without jokes (or “reams” as they were dubbed by the Globetrotters) and eschewed the racist stereotypes often demanded of Black teams, became a basketball powerhouse.  In 1943, the team went 66 and 0 (many of these wins against White professional teams), but disbanded two years later, doomed by obscurity and the increasing disinclination of White teams to play and – most likely – lose to a Black team that refused to clown.  A similar fate befell the “Harlem Renaissance” five, known as the “Rens”.  Established in November of 1923, despite an illustrious run of championship performances, again against both Black and White teams, following a war-necessitated hiatus a reconstituted Rens organization folded after the 1948-49 basketball season.    

Often overshadowed in the mainstream media by teams such as the Globetrotters, during their existence the Washington Bears and the Harlem Rens chose not to indulge the racist expectations and demands that Blacks clown for mainstream entertainment.  But more importantly, these teams added powerfully to a Black legacy of excellence in legitimate sports performance – even if unchronicled and unrewarded in the American mainstream.  The professional baseball Negro Leagues beginning in 1920 enhanced that legacy.

In the years between the Civil War and World War II, baseball, particularly in its professional guise, became the “national pastime”.  Though several Blacks gained entry to mainstream professional teams initially, by the end of the 1890’s the Major Leagues had erected a solid wall against what was termed “the colored element,” thereby totally eliminating any Black presence in the mainstream game.  And, again, though there was no official ban against Blacks in the Major Leagues, notwithstanding this fact, there emerged a corresponding wall of mainstream media silence relative to the “strange career of Jim Crow” in baseball.

In response to the “color line” drawn in baseball, as early as 1910 and 1911, in conjunction with the self-help philosophy prominent in some quarters of Black society at the time, efforts had been made to establish a Negro professional baseball league.  As Beauregard Moseley, secretary of the independent Chicago Leland Giants, noted at the time, “Blacks are already forced out of the game from a national standpoint” and he urged the development of a Negro baseball league to help “stabilize the Black man’s deteriorating condition in American Society”. (7)  Moseley, importantly, thereby linked the establishment of a Negro professional baseball league directly to the fate and future of Black people more generally in American Society.  Still, it was not until 1920 that the first of several Negro Leagues was actually established under the highly capable leadership of Andrew “Rube” Foster, himself a former barnstorming ball player who got his nickname “Rube” following a much savored victory over Major League ace Rube Waddell at the turn of he century.  Despite the color line barring racially mixed teams, Black “exhibition games” against Major League baseball teams and White All-Star aggregations were commonplace.  By the onset of W.W. II, the Negro Leagues (there were several) were at their apex of popularity, profitability, and social-cultural relevance.  Negro League games attracted tens of thousands of fans (Black and White fans when staged at rented Major League parks) and became the foundation of a multi-million dollar sports industry in Black society.  Black baseball players became celebrities and arbiters of language, dress, and even dance styles in Black society, often carrying such cultural accoutrements from community to community, thereby serving as agents of social-cultural transmission, consolidation, and continuity across Black America.

But as had been the case with Black basketball players, the greatest contribution to the cause of Black advancement in both sport and society occurred at the level of undeniable excellence of performance.  Over the course of “barnstorming” tours and exhibition games, almost every important White pitcher lost games to Negro League teams or All-Star aggregations.  In fact, the competitiveness of such games and America’s obsession with racial contrasts and comparisons led no less a figure than Hall of Famer Stan “the man” Musial to remark in 1946, just before Jackie Robinson joined the Brooklyn Dodgers, that he could make more money barnstorming against Black all-star teams than he could by winning a pennant and going to the World Series as part of Major League baseball. (8)

Adding still further to the Black legacy of excellence in performance were, most importantly, those rare Black individual athletes who managed to escape from behind the veil of racial segregation into the light of National and World competition.  Between the turn of the 20th Century and the end of W.W. II, there were four athletes who became paragons of Black possibility in this regard: John Arthur (Jack) Johnson, Paul Robeson, J.C. (Jesse) Owens, and Joseph (Joe) Louis Barrow.  Their careers stood in abject glaring contradiction to the unspoken pretension that Black sports and sports performances were not worthy of mainstream media coverage and recognition.  Jack Johnson became the first Black heavyweight boxing Champion of the World, not because he was the first Black boxer to become a creditable challenger for the title, but because he was the first to be granted an opportunity to fight a White title holder.  Paul Robeson, after being refused entry to Princeton University because of his race, enrolled at the public Rutgers University where he became a stellar football player and, in 1918, the first Black player to be named to a Walter Camp All-America team.  Jesse Owens, like Robeson, first drew attention beyond the Black community as a collegiate athlete.  Though the Black press had dubbed him “the outstanding track man in Ohio” after he finished first in 75 of 79 track events over his high school career, it was not until he enrolled at Ohio State University in 1935 and broke world records in the 220-yard sprint, the 220-yard low hurdles, and the long jump that his performance garnered mainstream media attention.  He went on, of course, to gain international acclaim after winning four gold medals in the 1936 Berlin Olympics.  Joe Louis, too, shed the veil of anonymity in the mainstream media largely through competing against international opponents.  Though by 1935 he had won 50 of 54 amateur fights and all twenty-two of his professional fights, his accomplishments were discounted or outright ignored by both White fight promoters and the mainstream sports media.  He had been admonished early on in his professional career by his Black managers that “a Negro can’t get nowhere these days trying to outpoint fellows in the ring. Let our right fist be the referee.” (9)  Knockouts notwithstanding, in backhanded acknowledgement of Louis’ excellence as a boxer, when his trainer/manager, Jack Blackburn, tried to schedule a fight at New York’s Madison Square Garden in 1935, he was told, “Well, who is he?  He’s a nigger and you understand he can’t [be allowed to] just win everytime he goes into the ring.” (10)  Louis finally had a New York fight promoted and staged by the Jewish-owned Century Sporting Club which competed with Madison Square Garden in promoting sports events, particularly boxing matches.  After Louis knocked out the Italian heavyweight champion Primo Cornera, “many Americans saw something unusual on the morning of June 26, 1935 – a Black man’s name in the headlines across the front pages of their newspapers.” (11)  In June of 1937, Louis finally got a Championship fight against Jim Braddock, who he dispatched seemingly without great effort.  His subsequent lose to and return match defeat of the German boxer Max Schmeling cemented Louis’ name and performance legacy as a mainstream media focus.  On all issues beyond the ring, Joe was admonished to keep quiet.  

With all four of these great athletes, the mainstream media’s focus was upon their performance, with virtually no attention paid to the racial barriers and obstructions that they had to overcome and, in most instances, were continuing to deal with in one guise or another, both within and beyond the athletic arena.

Still, there were two residual gains accrued from the mainstream media’s tack during the era.  First, from Black swimmers and jockeys, through Black basketball and baseball teams, to Black individual athletes such as Johnson, Robeson, Louis, and Owens, any and all questions of Black athletic performance capability were eliminated.  Whatever rationalizations might have prevailed in explanation of Black athletic excellence or in justifications of Black exclusion, only the most bigoted or blindly delusional observers of the sports scene could allege Black non-competitiveness.  By the end of W.W. II, none of the timeworn dodges as to why Black athletes were absent from mainstream sports could any longer pass the “straight face test”, much less survive factual analysis. 

Second, by the end of the 1900-1946 Jim Crow era, the mainstream media’s penchant for ignoring most Black sports while casting an occasional focus upon superlative Black performances in mixed-race – and particularly international - competitions created the residual perception more generally in Black Society that Blacks have to be better to be treated equally in mainstream society – no excuses, no alibis.  As projected by the mainstream sports media, a select few Black athletes came to epitomize the “powerful personalities” who established this perspective in Black Society long before the eve of racial desegregation. (A tantalizing question is the extent to which some success toward achieving equality and the implementation of such policies as affirmative action and “minority set-asides” might have contributed in some degree to an erosion of the “Blacks must be better” disposition and, outside of sport, to both pro and con notions of Black entitlement.)  

Not withstanding the reach and power of the mainstream media, by default the Black press was still the preeminent source of news and sports-related information for Black society throughout the first half of the twentieth century.  For the Black sports fan, the sports pages of Pittsburgh Courier, the Chicago Defender, the Baltimore-Washington, D.C. based Afro-American, and Harlem’s Amsterdam News among other Black publications were conduits through which Black sports news routinely moved at a time when the mainstream media just as routinely ignored all but the most exceptional developments among Black interests and concerns – sports included.  It should also be recalled that these were times when the Black professional class was exceedingly small – mostly school teachers and ministers and less than three thousand lawyers and four thousand doctors.  Black sports writers boosted Blacks’ professional profile through the expedient of calling Black athletes and teams “professionals” (professional boxers, professional baseball and basketball players, etc.).  Indicative of the effectiveness of this tack and of the high status of these athletes is that a large number of them married school teachers – the quintessential Black professional class occupation at the time.  These athletes also lived in and traveled broadly throughout the Black community, enabling them to continually project – even more so than other Black professionals – models of competitiveness, achievement, and accomplishment. (12) Such modeling and the Black media’s role in projecting it would be critical features of the next transformation in Black sports and society – the push for racial desegregation. 

Desegregation:  From invisibility to bifurcation by class and culture

“In a very real sense, Black people helped make the experiment succeed…suppressed and repressed for so many years, they needed a victorious Black man to succeed as a symbol.  I would help them believe in themselves…But the breakthrough created as much danger as it did hope.  It was one thing for me out there on the playing field to be able to keep my cool in the face of insults.  But it was another for all those Black people sitting in the stands to keep from overreacting when they sensed a racial slur or an unjust decision.  They could have blown the whole bit to hell by acting belligerently and touching off a race riot.  This would have been all that the bigots needed.  I learned…clergymen and laymen had held meetings in the Black community to spread the word.  And we all knew about the help of the Black press.  Mr. Rickey and I owed them a great deal.” 13)



Jackie Robinson, in his autobiography I Never Had It Made.
I would differ with Jackie Robinson in his assessment that his role was merely that of a symbol.  In the truest and most profound sense of the dynamic, he was a powerful personality modeling the desegregation path forward for an entire people no less than for a sport.  

When I was doing research for my Master’s thesis at Cornell University, a comparison of Black Muslim and lower-class Black Christian family values and relationships in the mid-1960’s, among other results three findings emerged that I found of compelling interest.  First, there was the revelation of how much more middle-class and conservative the purportedly “radical” Black Muslim (or Nation of Islam) families were in their expressed social, economic, and political values relative to their Christian counterparts who shared their demographic profile by virtually every measure except religious affiliation.  (This became the core finding of my thesis.)  Second, both groups had significant interests in and involvement with sports.  In both groups, children played sports, many fathers coached or officiated sports, mentored youth sports groups or monitored their activities, and virtually everybody – men and women, teenaged boys and girls – could name Black athletes that they admired and saw as heroes.  Jackie Robinson – then long since retired – was most often named by Christians, while Muhammad Ali was most often cited by the Muslims.  (I did not address these findings in the final draft of my thesis because at the time I thought them to be relatively minor for purposes of my research.  Later, however, this divergence in “athlete heroes” became a factor motivating my choice of dissertation topic, the “Sociology of Sport.”) And, third, because of the Black Muslims’ expressed antipathy for Dr. Martin Luther King’s non-violent civil rights strategy and the Christian families’ support of Dr. King and his methods, I asked members of each group what they knew about the philosophy of non-violence and about Mahatma Gandhi.  Dr. King, of course, was unequivocal in his allegiance to the Gandhian ideas that became the philosophical and intellectual scaffolding supporting “non-violent direct action” as the principal strategy of the Civil Rights Movement:  

“I read [Gandhi’s] works and became deeply fascinated by his campaigns of non-violent resistance…At the time however, I had only an intellectual understanding and appreciation of the position…[When] the Negro people of Montgomery [Alabama] called on me to serve as their spokesman [in the bus boycott and desegregation effort], my mind consciously and unconsciously was driven back to the ‘Sermon on the Mount’ and the Gandhian method of non-violent resistance.  Christ furnished the spirit and motivation and Gandhi furnished the method.” (14) 




Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in Strength To Love

If in the mid-1950’s even Dr. King had only an “intellectual understanding” of Gandhi’s teachings, it could be reasonably argued, even expected, that far less educated and worldly working class people in the South at the time would have little beyond a name recognition of Gandhi – if that. 

But as early as 1947, as noted in the quote from Jackie Robinson at the beginning of this section, Blacks not only had been directly exposed to non-violent direct action, they had participated in it under the tutelage of “clergymen and laymen” trainers and monitors  in the struggle to desegregate Major League Baseball.  The shift from a widely publicized and successful campaign of clergy-led, layman supported non-violent direct action in the bleachers to a non-violent direct action struggle in the streets around the issue of segregated buses would appear not to constitute a great leap of either persuasion or political and organizational imagination.  So, if, as Dr. King asserted, Christ furnished the spirit and motivation for non-violent direct action and Gandhi furnished its method, it must be added that Jackie Robinson furnished the model, that “powerful personality” exemplifying the goal of desegregation and the values central as the means of its achievement.  As Einstein stated, neither (Christian) revelation nor (Gandhian) reason – e.g. an eye for an eye ultimately leaves everybody blind – is adequate to generate aspirations, goals and achievement values. 
Still, however many desegregation concessions non-violent direct action might have wrestled from the mainstream, the method of implementing those concessions had far-reaching and often unanticipated consequences for Black society and its institutions – including sport.  It is important here to understand that desegregation was not motivated by some broad scale, fundamental “sea change” in mainstream values and attitudes concerning race.  Indeed, the motive forces fueling the desegregation movement in mainstream sport and society had less to do with brotherhood than with a mélange of concerns and considerations ranging from business and economic priorities to domestic and international politics. 

Under the auspices of post-World War II Black and liberal White American protests and demands for an end to segregation, in combination with the global challenges posed by communist states to Western capitalist interests and democracies (particularly relative to influence over resource-rich, largely non-white developing nations), beginning in 1946 America embarked upon a broad spectrum reversal of official laws and de facto policies mandating race-based segregation and discrimination.  In sport, there was the additional-and I believe determinant-business motivation of gaining access to a largely untapped Black athlete talent pool, and the Black fan base that would follow, in the wake of a White talent shortage following the War.  This confluence of social and political pressure and business interests precipitated the player desegregation of the National Football League in 1946 (marking the first time since 1934 that a Black player had taken the field as part of an N.F.L. team), of Major League Baseball in 1947 and of the National Basketball Association in 1950 (because baseball was the “National Pastime”, it was Jackie Robinson who garnered most attention, even from the Black press.).  Under the impetus of the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, Kansas Supreme Court edict mandating the desegregation of public schools, traditionally White college athletic programs were also positioned to take advantage of the newly accessible Black athlete and fan pools – principally in the revenue producing sports of basketball and football, and in the Olympic sports of track and field.  Again, the major motivating forces here were business and politics – not principally brotherhood. 

Two features of this desegregation process are of seminal importance here.  First, in both sport and society desegregation was largely one-way and selective (meaning Blacks moved into mainstream desegregated environments and so had to be on or at least within sight of the “mobility ladder” out of the Black community), as opposed to two-way and structural, as had been envisioned by most in Black society, and most certainly by most people involved in what had developed under “separate but equal” policies into a paralleled Black sports institution.  Negro League owners such as Rube Foster argued vociferously against the proposed method of desegregation only to be castigated by its advocates- including those in the Black press.  But as would become apparent over ensuing years, the fears and concerns of the “Rube Fosters” of the era were not unfounded. 

The dialogue and debate over the method of desegregation implementation involved more than just issues of conflicting politics and preferences between many in Black society and the mainstream.  This development was as much a product of inter-group power dynamics as of perspectives.  Where change mandates principally emerge out of diverse circumstances and developments – as opposed to fundamental and functional intergroup power equality and exchange - regimens instituted on behalf of the less powerful group will inevitably trend toward the most parsimonious and least costly policy and action applications and options consistent with dominant group defined interests.  So while the racial desegregation of Major League Baseball was one-way (from the Negro Leagues) and selective (Black players only), by comparison decades later the National Football League’s “merger” with the equally powerful American Football League provides an instance that was two-way and structural – which is to say that not only were AFL players taken into the NFL, but entire AFL franchises were taken under the NFL banner.  Similarly, to return to the issue of the racial desegregation of baseball, even if White teams did not join the Negro Leagues, it was hoped that a few Negro teams – or at least one or two teams made up of the best Negro players – would be brought into the Majors.  

Furthermore, because the Black – mainstream power inequality that largely predisposed the method of racial desegregation implementation in general across American society is residual in the functioning of the remedies instituted, there has evolved a persisting “pressure” toward the erosion of Black gains.  For Blacks, then, even today the challenges posed by these circumstances are dynamic, diverse, and recurring; the struggle to sustain and advance change, therefore, is multifaceted and perpetual; and there can be no final victories in the absence of enduring power equality – not in sport or any other arena of intergroup relations.  

As a direct consequence of the method of Major League Baseball desegregation, by 1960 – within a decade and a half – the Negro Leagues had collapsed.  What was once a multi-million dollar sports entertainment enterprise that produced players the caliber of Larry Doby, Earnie Banks, Hank Aaron, Roy Campanella, Willie Mays, Elston Howard, Satchel Paige, Jackie Robinson and dozens of others, along with teams that regularly drew tens of thousands of fans to rented Major League stadiums for “rivalry” and All-Star games simply ceased to exist as a viable sports entity.  

The desegregation of collegiate sports did not result in the total collapse of Black college sports programs, first, because desegregation of collegiate sports proceeded much slower, especially in the South where most of these schools are located.  There, well into the 1970’s, entire conferences such as the Southeastern (S.E.C.), South West Conference (S.W.C.) and the Atlantic Cost Conference (A.C.C.) remained substantially segregated.  So to this degree, Black colleges were largely shielded from what would have been their primary competition in the region for Black athlete talents and fans.  Second, when these conferences did desegregate, as stated, they did so for the most part only in the revenue producing sports of football and basketball and to an extent in track and field, leaving the so-called “minor” sports of Black collegiate sports programs unaffected.  Once the desegregation goals of White institutions were achieved, the impact upon Black colleges was nonetheless devastating.  The latter found it increasingly more difficult to compete with desegregated mainstream collegiate programs – particularly at the Division I level – for “blue chip” Black athlete talent in football and basketball.  And, again, since desegregation was one-way, Black schools attracted few White athletes, blue chip or otherwise.  Black athletes in increasing numbers preferred to compete in athletically more prestigious and, relative to mainstream media coverage, more high profile mainstream college programs promising of greater rewards and professional prospects.  But as was the case with the Negro Leagues, Black collegiate athletic administrations, coaches, front office personnel, and other support staff were not brought into these desegregated programs along with Black athletes.  There was, then, not only a physical separation between the Black athlete and his traditional community and athletic environment, there soon developed a condition of Black athlete social-cultural alienation and isolation within desegregated collegiate community.  In most instances there was a dearth of both Black culture and Black people on these campuses beyond the presence of the Black athletes themselves.  And typically for them, there were not accessible “power personalities” epitomizing and projecting Black achievement traditions in their situation.  Mainstream college athletics were not the professional ranks.  Life was also about competing in the classroom, having some semblance of a social life on campus, and simply growing and maturing from a teenager into young adulthood, and more – far more than just sports achievement and keeping one’s “cool” on the playing field.  And while the mainstream sports media seldom, if ever, focused on the realities of the social-cultural or the athletic climate that the Black athlete was thrust into on the desegregated college campus, the Black sports media – as they had done relative to Blacks in desegregated professional sports – framed such issues as part of the price to be paid for racial progress.  In essence, Black athletes were admonished by the Black press to get over it and get on with it, keep the desegregation of sports alive – no excuses, no alibis.  What was far from evident in the years 1946 to 1960 was the extent to which the Black sports media realized that ultimately they too would have to pay a high price for “racial progress”.  

Simultaneous with developments in sport, traditional Black communities, particularly those located in America’s urban centers, were separating along class lines in the wake of desegregation.  As stated above, the Black middle-class increasingly out-migrated from the community, taking with them their visibility and family stability; their entrepreneurial and organizational skills and capacities; their wealth; their civic, cultural, and political associations and contacts and connections; their “can-do” values, work ethic, aspirations and hopes; and their more expansive world views – that capacity to dream of and visualize a Black role and relevance beyond the confines of the Black community.  Here, the character of the political priorities of those Black leaders in the forefront of civil rights engagement with the mainstream must not be discounted.  The Civil Rights Movement that flourished over the third quarter of the 20th Century was middle-class in leadership, methods, and most importantly, in goals.  Commensurately, it was the Black middle-class that became the most immediate and conspicuous beneficiary of that civil rights struggle.  One-way selective out-migration allowed middle-class Blacks to move into and onto the periphery of mainstream institutions with little or no reciprocal movement by Whites into Black institutional circles – just as had occurred in Sports.  By the mid-1960’s, the exodus of middle-class Blacks from their traditional communities had advanced to the point that there had begun to develop an expanding class-based separation and cultural disconnect within the Black population. 

Separate development:  Black racial-ethnic identity and transracialism.
From the standpoint of most Black civil rights leadership, the ultimate goals of desegregation were clear and unequivocal:  the total integration and assimilation of Blacks into the White mainstream.  But achieving these ends would prove to be far more complex and elusive than even the Civil Rights Movements’ most ardent enthusiasts could have ever anticipated. Even as Black leadership and its mainstream supporters preached the “melting pot” Americanism of ultimate integration and assimilation, the Civil Rights Movement was taking a hard turn toward emphasizing a separate and distinct Black African-American racial-ethnic identity.  It appeared that Blacks were advancing beyond their “invisible man” Negro status that prevailed relative to the mainstream under segregation only to retreat into the very type of race and ethnicity-based “identity enclave” melting pot champions had worked so long and so desperately not only to dissolve, but in the Black case, to discredit.  The Black scholar and intellectual leader W.E.B. DuBois had framed the issue at the turn of the 20th Century when he asked “can I be both an American and a Negro…or is it my duty to cease to be a Negro as soon as possible and become an American?”  By the onset of desegregation, Black middle-class leadership had clearly chosen the option of becoming “American.”  The problem was that they lacked both the power and the methods to achieve such an end.

First, the mainstream into which Black leadership sought to totally assimilate was rife with “hyphenated-Americans”, including many who wholeheartedly supported Black desegregation goals, both short term and long term.  Italian-Americans, Irish-Americans, Jewish-Americans, German-Americans, and more proudly held to their ethnic identities.  Second, because of the power inequality cited above, Black civil rights leadership was unable to prevent or even to slow the impact of one-way, selective desegregation upon the traditional Black community.

By the middle and late 1960s, younger Blacks in particular had grown impatient with the pace of the Civil Rights Movement’s progress, and most significantly, distrustful of its promise.  And, as in every other transformative phase of the Black sojourn in America, Black athletes were “powerful personalities” in the forefront of the discontent and demand for new paths of development in the movement. 

Taking their cues from a more militant emerging leadership focused upon, if not always based within the traditional Black community, a generation of “post-Jackie Robinson” Black athletes, accurately or not, came to be perceived as expressing the frustrations and anger of a class of Blacks left out and left behind in the wake of desegregation.  Paralleling the rising influence of more militant leaders such as Malcolm X, the emergence of groups such as the Black Panther Party, and the militant transformation of organizations such as the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Congress of Racial Equality (C.O.R.E.) among other veteran civil rights leadership groups, by the mid-1960s high profile Black athletes began to speak out, often demanding more than what desegregation and access to the mainstream offered.  They wanted dignity and respect as men.  Bill Russell, Jim Brown, Muhammad Ali, Curt Flood, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, Black football players on the 1965 American Football League All-Star team, and scores of Black collegiate athletes protested, demonstrated, threatened boycotts, or otherwise challenged practices and circumstances in and beyond their desegregated sports environments.  They often saw the plight and circumstances of people in the traditional Black community from which most of them emerged as organically connected to and inseparable from their own.  Many of these athletes still experienced the same degree of racism and disrespect once they moved beyond the sports arena as was the daily fare of Blacks who were not “desegregated”, and many noted the racism institutionalized within sport itself.  

For these athletes, a major problem arose when they tried to get their viewpoints across in the media.  Once desegregation was firmly established as the direction of mainstream sport, the Black press which had done so much to chronicle the injustices of segregation and to achieve desegregation goals became superfluous.  Indeed, long after professional and collegiate athletic fields and courts were desegregated, the press box remained among the most racially segregated settings in American Sport. (15)  White sports writers, commentators, and broadcasters who had come of age within a journalistic tradition that had institutionalized the expectation that Black athletes would either feign some variation of “clown” or “buffoon” behavior in the tradition of the Globetrotters, or be stoically quiet like Joe Louis, or self-effacing and grateful like Jesse Owens, or heroically self-sacrificing like Jackie Robinson had no idea, for the most part, what to make of or how to “stage manage” this new and more outspoken Black athlete.  What was clear was that Bill Russell, Jim Brown, Curt Flood, Muhammad Ali, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, and even Arthur Ashe did not fit into any of the traditional “boxes” to which the mainstream sports media had so often consigned Black athletes.  Bill Russell was not a Globetrotter; Smith and Carlos were not Jesse Owens; Muhammad Ali was not Joe Louis; Arthur Ashe was not the typical mainstream tennis professional – Black or White; Curt Flood was not Jackie Robinson and Jim Brown was not Kenny Washington or Woody Strode, the two Black players who first desegregated the N.F.L. in 1946. 

The outspokenness of these and scores of other Black athletes, and their identification with the broader struggle for racial justice in America, particularly in some of the struggle’s more militant guises, virtually guaranteed their villainization and demonization in the mainstream media.  Bill Russell was dubbed “Felton X” after he went to Mississippi in 1965 and participated in “Freedom Summer” and spoke out about racism and discrimination in the city of Boston; Muhammad Ali was first ridiculed for changing is name from Cassius Clay, and then stripped of his heavyweight boxing title – a move applauded by much of the mainstream media – after exercising what the United States Supreme court ultimately determined to be his right to religious “conscientious objection” status during the Vietnam War; Tommie Smith and John Carlos were demonized as “Nazi-like storm troopers” for their involvement in the Olympic Project for Human Rights and called “unpatriotic” and “traitors” in the media following their demonstration against racism in sport and society on the victory stand at the 1968 Mexico City Olympics; Jim Brown, the most dominating football player in the history of the N.F.L. to that time, was cast by the mainstream sports media as the epitome of the angry, politically militant, bad, and even dangerous Black man; and when Curt Flood stated that he was being treated like a “20th Century slave” and filed a lawsuit to prevent being traded to another professional baseball team without his consent, he was accused of being “greedy” and “ungrateful,” and of “playing the race card” in his reference to slavery.  These and similarly critical and caustic mainstream media responses to this new Black athlete were commonplace, a situation that prompted Bill Russell to say in 1968 that “whatever a Black athlete says can and will be used against him, against other Black athletes, or against Black people.”  Consistent with that distrust of the mainstream media (which was widely shared by other Black athletes) and his awareness of how Black athletes often were pitted against each other in the mainstream media, when asked by a White reporter, “As a past great Olympian, do you have a problem with the Tommie Smith-John Carlos protest demonstration during the victory stand ceremony at the Mexico City Olympics?”, Russell, who won a gold medal in the 1956 games, replied, “Yeah, I have a problem with it.  I didn’t think of it first.”  

Yet, whatever the extent to which these athletes might have been viewed as representative of their era, another path of Black athlete development and expression was already well this side of the social-political horizon.  For instance, when O.J. Simpson was asked not to oppose the “Olympics Project for Human Rights” (O.P.H.R.) if he could not support the Black athletes involved, his response was, “I’m not Black.  I’m O.J.  Everybody can’t be Martin Luther King.  I can’t get involved with that.”  At first, those of us in the forefront of the O.P.H.R. effort were taken aback by his comments.  But as we contacted more and more Black athletes, making essentially the same request, we found that many more than we would have thought were committed to a path other than one emphasizing racial identification, representation, and protest politics.  Furthermore, many athletes from the historically Black colleges apparently had been admonished by their schools and coaches (at least according to then Texas Southern head track coach Stan Wright) that if they were even associated with any Black athlete protest effort, much less affiliated with one, they would be dismissed from both their team and their school.  And, of course, the mainstream media exploited any split among Black athletes relative to the O.P.H.R. leading up to the Mexico City games.  More importantly, separate paths of development among Black athletes presaged even greater divergence in paths ahead for Blacks in both sport and society.

Over the 1970’s and 1980’s, the traditional Black community continued to falter under the increasing weight of poverty, institutional deterioration and dysfunction, and political impotence.  By contrast, there was also progress toward a greater acceptance of Black professionals, intellectuals, artists, politicians, and celebrities - especially athletes – in the American mainstream.  In combination, these circumstances precipitated a tension between calls for African-American racial-ethnic identity, loyalty, representation, and involvement on the one hand, and transracialism, on the other.  Rising rates of White “crossover voting” for Black candidates; (typified by the overwhelmingly White middle-class community of Newton, Massachusetts which elected a Black Mayor and voted in the majority for a Black Governor and a Black Presidential candidate in 2008) Blacks – especially professionals, artists, intellectuals, athletes and other celebrities – dating and marrying outside of the race; higher Black representation as endorsers of commercial products and services being marketed to the general population; and similar barometers of mainstream Black legitimacy and acceptance added to what was a widening divergence of black social-cultural and political paths along class lines.   

As early as 1968, the “Kerner Commission Report warned that America was moving toward bifurcation into two societies: one White, affluent and powerful, and the other Black, poor and powerless.  By the 1990’s, it was clear that a third “society” had evolved: a desegregated affluent, ever more transracially-oriented Black middle-class in pursuit of ever greater access to and legitimacy in the White mainstream.  But transracial does not mean an escape from race.  Neither does it bespeak or necessarily presage either a post-racial or non-racial America – not even for the desegregated Black middle-class.

Be all this as it may, by the on-set of the 1990’s the extent of class divergence and estrangement became manifest in the sports arena with the emergence of “The Fab Five” basketball players at the University of Michigan. 

In the early 1990’s, Detroit – the hometown of two members of the Fab Five, Jalen Rose and Chris Webber – epitomized the declining conditions afflicting so many Black communities.  In the 1950’s it had been celebrated as one of America’s top five largest and most culturally and economically vibrant cities with a population of over two million people, a booming auto industry and a solid, if substantially segregated Black middle-class.  By the 1990’s it had lost nearly half of its population, including much of its middle class, both Black and White.  Additionally, the city had been hit hard by the oil embargo of the 1970’s (which sent gasoline prices skyrocketing and drove car buyers to smaller, more fuel efficient foreign-made vehicles); by double digit interest rates and a deep recession in the 1980’s that made financing major purchases such as cars prohibitively expensive for many Americans; and by the “dot-com” economic bust of the early 1990’s that further eroded economic stability and market optimism across America. 

This is the world that the youths and young adults of Detroit and other urban Black communities were reflecting, expressing, and responding to through their dispositions toward virtually everything “mainstream” – Black or White, through their hip-hop music and culture, and quintessentially, in the case of the Fab Five, through sports in their roles as athletes.

The Fab Five were emblematic of their times.  As was the case with the athletes from past historical eras, the Fab Five were not uniform in their family or biographical backgrounds, only in their generational circumstances and dispositions.  Juwan Howard and Jalen Rose were from single parent homes and attended public schools.  Chris Webber was from a Black middle-class, two-parent family and attended a prestigious private academy.  Ray Jackson was from Texas and Jimmy King brought no personal baggage of note to Michigan with his extraordinary athletic talents.  Notwithstanding their biographical diversity, during their time together, they cultivated and projected a “ghetto-authentic”, “street-savvy” style, image, and “swagger”, both on and off the basketball court, with an apparent corresponding contempt, distain, and disrespect for all that they viewed as “mainstream” and conventional – especially in terms of what was expected and respected relative to Black athletes.  Their affinity for hip-hop music, their tattoos, earrings, black shoes and socks, bald heads, and their “ghetto ball” style of play all were in stark contrast to prevailing collegiate basketball traditions, but very much in “sync” with the already evident state and trajectory of developments within urban Black communities across America.  What the Fab Five were doing on the basketball court was condemned in the mainstream sports media by the basketball culture, both collegiate and professional, and by a vociferous group of detractors among University of Michigan Alumni as “thug basketball.”  What they did off the court – the way they dressed, how they spoke, the music they listened to, the people that they associated with – was seen as emblematic of everything that was “wrong” in the Black community.  What makes the Fab Five saga even more germane to the theme here concerning class-based divergent paths of Black development is what transpired in the wake of the 2011 broadcast of the documentary, appropriately titled, “The Fab Five.” 

Briefly, the two-hour ESPN presentation chronicled the perspectives, experiences, and basketball culture of what was perhaps the most talented and illustrious class of freshmen basketball players ever to enroll at a Division I university.  Among a number of other themes and topics broached by Jalen Rose, (who was also executive producer of the film) was that, as a 19 year-old Michigan freshman, he “hated” archrival and National Collegiate basketball powerhouse, Duke, it’s basketball program, and, significantly, “the type of players” that the school recruited – players who were not like him or from his type of background.  He went on to say that he particularly hated Christian Laettner, Duke’s star White player, who he initially considered to be “soft” and worse.  (Laettner’s performance against Michigan dispelled those sentiments).  He was no less caustic in his assessment at the time of Duke’s Black players who he saw as “Uncle Toms”.  And he singled out Black star Grant Hill as a case in point.  But revealingly, Rose also admitted being “jealous” of Hill because “he was from a two-parent family.  His father was a professional athlete like mine, but my dad was never in my life… His mother went to law school and was a roommate to Hillary Clinton… I hated Grant Hill.” 

Two points are important here.  First, neither Rose’s comments about Christian Laettner and the Duke program nor any number of other critically significant issues raised by the documentary elicited the firestorm of media attention and commentary that the “Uncle Tom” statements provoked.  Second, though Rose was speaking of sentiments that he harbored almost twenty years ago, as they have been framed and conveyed by and through the media his remarks have had the impact of a contemporary personal assault upon the character and background of Grant Hill.  And Hill responded in kind–through the mainstream media.

In a New York Times editorial opinion article, Hill left open the question of what Rose’s current feelings towards him might be, and then expressed such umbrage at Rose’s “Uncle Tom” characterizations and what was viewed as disparaging references to his “two-parent family” that those sentiments might just as well have been current.  So now, thanks to the framing of the issue in the media, the issue was joined as a personal matter.  What had been a classic case of divergent social, class, and cultural backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives between two gifted athletes twenty years ago now devolved into what was projected as an exchange of personal insults and recriminations between two multi-millionaire NBA veterans-neither of whom is today what he was, whether actual or imagined, as a college basketball player in the early 1990’s. 

Here the seminal danger was that, lost in the media’s personal focus and framing of the issues, African-Americans in particular would fail to grasp the full scope and significance of what had transpired and, therefore, fall short yet again of squarely confronting and dealing with the issues involved and their profound implications.  We have been down this road before in this era of diverging Black racial and transracial identity resonating along class lines.

A few years ago, there was the contentious debate over comments made by celebrity Bill Cosby in criticism of inner-city urban, largely “at risk” Black youths and what he judged to be their self-destructive attitudes, behavior and life choices.  Cosby’s sentiments were met with Black expressions of both staunch support and vitriolic condemnation.  In either case, the focus was for the most part personal:  Cosby was either courageously speaking truth, or he was an out of touch “elitist” who had launched a stereotype-laced, unwarranted, and unproductive public verbal assault against Black urban youths and the traditional Black community, its culture, and its character. 

Similarly, in 2007 then candidate Barack Obama faced the almost surreal media-driven issue within some quarters of Black Society as to whether he was “Black enough” to wrest Black voters away from Hillary Clinton, his principal competition for the Democratic presidential nomination.  At one point, no less a black political figure than Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s former lieutenant, and ex-Ambassador to the United Nations and mayor of Atlanta, Andrew Young, offered that the Clintons (Bill and Hillary) “are Blacker than Obama” in terms of their political connections and relationships with Black people.  Here, the real issue is reduced to one of personal political affinities.  End of conversation. 

I have always been guided in my understanding and analysis of sport by what I term the “First Principle of Sociology of Sport”:  Sport inevitably recapitulates the structure, character, and dynamics of human and institutional relationships within and between societies and the values and sentiments rationalizing and justifying those relationships.  

Today, there is a burgeoning interclass struggle for the hearts and minds of African-American people and for the soul of Black society.  This is why these class-based confrontations resonate as powerfully as they do with African-Americans.  The issues raised by these clashes of class-based culture, perspectives, and politics among African-Americans reveal where we have already arrived as a stratified society and where we might be headed as a people: unless we stop talking at, talking past, and talking over each other – particularly through the mainstream media – and start talking to and with each other across class lines and cultural barriers, we are going to eventually evolve into two different and distinct peoples. It is today undeniable that in language, lexicon and imagery, in culture, in political and economic outlook, and in life choices and life chances, African-Americans are becoming ever more estranged and mutually alienated along class lines.  Still, bound by our common origins and common history in this land, and constrained by the fact that America remains a substantially race-conscious and race-referent society, our fates and futures remain inextricably intertwined.  No less certain is this: as in the past (from Black Athletes’ struggles for performance legitimacy, to those for access, to those for dignity and respect, through those for clarity of identity in this era of transracialism juxtaposed with the litmus of Black authenticity), going forward, the struggles, status, and circumstances of Black athletes – particularly as characterized in the mainstream media – will be among the most unequivocally definitive and dynamic manifestations of the African-American condition and trajectory within the American context.  
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