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  Foreword


  I was born in New York City in 1952. I grew up in Section 8 housing with my parents and siblings until my parents were able to get better jobs. From there, we were able to move from Brooklyn to Queens. It was during this time that drugs, particularly heroin, ran rampant in my community. It caused a lot of turmoil in my family. Therefore, sports became my place for an escape. When I became a teenager, coaches in the community saw that I was 6'5" while the other kids were still under 6'0" tall. So they asked me if I would be interested in playing basketball. At first, it was a little difficult to learn the game, but by the time I reached my senior year of high school, I was an All-American.


  By the end of the civil rights movement, the United States was focused on race and racial reconciliation and affirmative action. But I believe our society became complacent. The 1970s were the primary act of my professional career. After my NBA career ended in the late ’80s, I went to law school. I pursued my law degree and went to fight apartheid in South Africa. I fought crime and drugs. I became a prosecutor because of this. In the state of Massachusetts, you were allowed to conduct preliminary hearings in your third year. I thought I was going to be a quality defense attorney fighting for justice. My third-year paper was on the Batson v. Kentucky case regarding loading juries with white jurors in cases where there were Black people on trial. Thurgood Marshall wrote the opinion and said it was discriminatory, and he filed a motion asking why it was legal to push Black people off of the jury in favor of whites. The only person to agree with me was Elizabeth Holtzman. I was then hired by her district attorney office. I worked with them for years on prosecuting police misconduct. That was thirty years ago and things have not changed. That colored my focus on justice work today.


  I was also the CEO of iHoops, which was a joint venture between the NCAA and the NBA working to reform youth basketball. As we see it now, sport has morphed into a tightly woven piece of the American fabric—so tight that it is hard to distinguish the commercialism from the purity of sport. Where there is money to be made, you will have social and political influences. If you consider the Venn diagram, it would not be hard to see how those intersections work together. Social media and the zeal for most people to latch on to influencers are a part of the game as well. Think of the “Like Mike” movement during Michael Jordan’s playing days. Owners of teams are billionaires, and because of their networks, you can utilize sport to have an influence on politics.


  Given this, I teach athletics and social justice in the sport management program at Columbia University. I teach history and emphasize moments such as how organizations used Plessy v. Ferguson to eliminate Black athletes who were jockeys, cyclists, baseball players, and others from their particular sports. Back then, Black men scared white men. Jack Johnson comes to mind. You see, boxing was the epitome of masculinity. Boxing was considered a white man’s sport. But Jack Johnson was relentless in claiming the championship. Paul Robeson, Jessie Owens, and Joe Louis were all athletes who fought for justice during the early parts of the twentieth century. I teach sport classes that show true history, and I try to teach individuals to have a positive impact. I don’t pick up picket signs, but what I teach, what I espouse helps with individual thinking. I believe that small changes over time make a big difference.


  Now I serve as cochair of the Knights Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics with former U.S. education secretary Arne Duncan and chancellor emeritus with the State University of New York, Nancy Zimpher. I chair a racial equity task force to research resources for issues that affect Black athletes, with the hope that this helps other marginalized athletes since many of the Black athletes are the ones who are the most commercialized! In this moment, in racial reckoning and reconciliation, there have been a lot of promises, but we want to move to policy change. We want to provide potential solutions that will bring about reform. We don’t have enough policy reform. We want to put forth recommendations that will impress upon individual decision makers out there, whether it is the NCAA, college presidents, or athletic directors, to be better to society. It is very much a copycat industry, so if one changes, they all will. The challenge is to get people’s attention. There has been a lack of equity, low graduation rates, exploitation, and bad experiences at predominantly white institutions (PWIs). Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) bear the brunt of sanctions participating in postseason basketball due to low academic progress rates. Many of the students come from working-class families and have low resources. It becomes a problem. There are several disparities between PWIs and HBCUs when it comes to resources. But this work needs to be translated into professional sports as well.


  It is time to rethink the way we use sport as an avenue to change society. The Black Lives Matter movement has risen and is taking a different direction from traditional organizations such as the NAACP and the civil rights movement. The symbolism is strong there. Black lives have to matter, and for far too long it seems they didn’t. The symbolism of the movement illuminates the necessity of taking the issues of Black people seriously. Equity and equality, which are two different things, are very important. It pervades action, the symbolism not necessarily just the organization. The movement is just as important as the establishment of the institution. It is the fuel that keeps us going, that keeps me going. The movement and the message are both important. It is a slogan, but it is representative and impactful. I believe the slogan has more value than the organization, but there is no reason BLM the organization should not continue. People label it Marxist or socialist. If you look at history, the NAACP was labeled that, and MLK was labeled a communist. That is what the right wing and reactionaries try to do to disarm this type of movement as they try to label it as being antagonistic to democracy. We will get to that promised land.


  There are several athletes who are doing powerful things since Black Lives Matter began. With this book, I hope it continues the conversation. We are a resilient people. We built this country. We are not deserting it. If it is not me, it will be my sons. That is the hope. We have to continue the dialogue. We cannot let it die like the civil rights movement died. If we do, we will pass another crime bill that has unintentional consequences against Black people. We must work to move forward. There is hope that things might change. Progress hasn’t happened fast, but we have to keep pushing. We can’t let up just because people have done a few things that have quieted the situation. Promises have to turn into policy. That is the definition of the movement. What is the structure? What are the goals? We want equity, we want change, but what are our goals? It cannot be broad and nebulous; you have to be focused and specific. If you are broad, it is like dancing in the dark. This book has illuminated the past, the present, and our needs for the future. I will continue the fight for justice, and I hope others will as well.


  Len Elmore


  NBA veteran, sportscaster, lawyer

  





  Introduction


  The early 1990s were a time when television networks were pushing for wholesome family values and public service announcements taught kids the negative consequences of using drugs. The reason for this was that America was dealing with a crack cocaine epidemic that created a surge in crime throughout inner-city America. It was a country divided as white people were blaming Black people for hurting their own communities, and Black people were blaming the federal government for introducing the drugs into their neighborhoods. To quell the turmoil, people turned to sport to escape their reality. This is not to say that the drug epidemic was the sole reason. By this time the professional sports world in the United States had reached global recognition. Tennis shoes named after athletes were just as popular as the players themselves. What was also at the height of its popularity was the relative silence of professional athletes when it came to social matters. One player’s choice to speak up cost him everything.


  Chris Jackson was born on March 9, 1969, in Gulfport, Mississippi, and was raised in a single-parent home. For much of his early life, Jackson struggled with health issues that went misdiagnosed until he reached high school. As a result of this, he was held back in the fourth grade and was eventually placed in special education classes. Despite his struggles, he would come under the tutelage of a local junior high school basketball coach who had noticed his skills during a pickup game. This coach would convince his mother to let him play organized basketball. By the time Jackson reached high school, he would be diagnosed with Tourette syndrome while simultaneously becoming a nationally known basketball phenom.


  By his senior year, he was named a McDonald’s All-American, which is one of the most prestigious honors high school basketball players can receive prior to playing college or professional basketball. He went on to accept a full scholarship to attend Louisiana State University (LSU). He earned freshman of the year, Southeastern Conference (SEC) player of the year, and first-team All-American by averaging over thirty points per game. During his sophomore year, he averaged nearly twenty-eight points per game while earning SEC player of the year and first-team All-American for the second straight year. After two stellar years at LSU, Jackson would declare for the NBA draft where he would eventually become the third overall pick in the NBA draft.


  By 1993, Jackson had converted to Islam. Consequently, he would change his name to Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf. Through this change, Abdul-Rauf wanted to focus on ways to improve the plight of Black communities. It would be his religious beliefs that would change his career forever.


  On March 10, 1996, the Denver Nuggets played a regular-season game against the New Jersey Nets. The teams were going through their routine pregame warm-ups prior to the start of the game. During the playing of the national anthem, all players stood, but Abdul-Rauf decided to sit. The reason for this was that he felt the American flag was “a symbol of tyranny, of oppression.” Particularly, he explained that American customs were not parallel with his Islamic faith. In answering reports about his stance against oppression, he said,


 
    This country has a long history of that. I don’t think you can argue the facts. You can’t be for God and for oppression. It’s clear in the Koran, Islam is the only way. I don’t criticize those who stand, so don’t criticize me for sitting. I won’t waver from my decision.1




  Two days later, NBA commissioner David Stern suspended Abdul-Rauf indefinitely. He would also sit out a game before he and the league settled on an agreement that he would stand for the anthem but he could bow his head to pray.


  At the end of that season, the Nuggets would trade Abdul-Rauf, and within two years he was out of the NBA. Speculation would ensue that Abdul-Rauf was blackballed from the NBA because of his decision to protest the national anthem when any type of political protest of that magnitude was virtually obsolete. Furthermore, detractors of Abdul-Rauf would send him death threats, and racial slurs were hurled toward local mosques. The main aftermath of this incident was that no other athlete would challenge a professional sports franchise, let alone a sports league, for years to come. Still, Abdul-Rauf’s NBA career was cut short after seven years. He would go on to play a few years for international basketball franchises before retiring and disappearing from the spotlight.


  As we understand today’s society, sports franchises and sport organizations can no longer stand silent as racism, inequality, and other social injustices continue to be detrimental to marginalized individuals. Whereas athletes in the 1990s remained cautious to attach their names to social causes, modern-day athletes have found solace in their reputations and their financial prowess to stand up for causes they believe in. It has been an interesting pathway to the revitalization of athlete activism, but there is still work to be done. This book examines how the Black Lives Matter movement served as a catalyst to revitalize athlete activism. In its near ten-year existence, the movement has been both lauded and criticized for what it stands for. But it has been one of the most substantial platforms in which athlete activists have found their voice.


  In chapter 1, the history of the marriage between sports and politics is explored. Further, this chapter looks at how the American government failed on its promises of an equal America after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation. It also discusses how political leaders from the early twentieth century to the civil rights movement galvanized athletes to stand up for social change during times in which their very lives were at stake. Lastly, the chapter discusses the dormancy of athlete activism after the civil rights movement.


  Chapter 2 examines the Black Lives Matter movement, its purpose, and how it led to the revitalization of athlete activism. Chapter 3 focuses on how Colin Kaepernick and other high-profile athletes protested the national anthem, police brutality, and other instances of social injustice globally. Chapter 4 discusses how the revitalization of athlete activism provided an avenue to discuss policy reform. Chapter 5 introduces the sport justice movement as a new platform for social justice while providing insights from athletes and allies who discuss the future of athlete activism.

  





  Chapter One


  Sport and Politics: An Unholy Matrimony


  “Does anyone object to this union?” These are often the words uttered by a priest as she or he gives final instruction for a couple to engage in holy matrimony. It is the last step for anyone to disagree with the joining of a couple before they spend the rest of their lives together in wedded bliss. Next comes the honeymoon, then comes reality. From then on, couples often live through endless opinions from friends and family, illness, disrespectful children, and other issues that may dominate a marriage. Like a marriage, the relationship between sport and politics has gone through its fair share of ebbs and flows.


  You see, there has been this constant outcry bemoaning the relationship between sport and politics for decades. Mostly, those who are against the union say that sport should only be an avenue for entertaining the masses. They further suggest that the athletes who engage in these acts of political demonstration are ignorant about societal ills and are not intelligent enough to speak on them. Consequently, they are relegated to being perceived as mindless imbeciles who should simply destroy their bodies for the sake of entertainment.


  To speak frankly, the issue of sport and politics has been mostly a white person versus Black athlete issue. For decades, Black athletes have expressed their discontent with issues such as police brutality, inequality, racism, lynching, and systematic oppression, only to be met with opposition. It has cost many of these athletes their livelihoods and, sadly, their lives. While this is a tumultuous union, it was an inevitable one. But what led us to this disastrous union? Why are Black athletes still having to defend their right to protest? The answer can be found in the mid-nineteenth century after America fought its internal battle.


  THE AUDACITY OF THE BLACK EXODUS


  The American Civil War (1861–1865) represented a culmination of the fight to end slavery in the United States. During the war, President Abraham Lincoln wrote the Emancipation Proclamation (1863), which further acknowledged the abolishment of slavery. Although it was extremely flawed, the proclamation allowed for African Americans to join the Union military to combat the Confederacy throughout the rest of the war. While the Union claimed victory at the end of the war, African Americans still faced a harsh road ahead.


  A few months before the Civil War ended, the U.S. Congress passed the Thirteenth Amendment, which officially abolished slavery. As America worked to restore the nation from the turmoil of the war, Black people continued the fight for equality. Dubbed the Reconstruction era (1865–1977), Black people faced increased segregation, violence, and political uprisings, mostly from white men who were members of the Confederate military. While the passing of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments granted equal protection under the law and granted people of all colors the right to vote, respectively, segregationist and white supremacist leanings remained a larger part of the daily struggle for Black people.


  While America was going through Reconstruction after the Civil War, newly freed slaves were waiting for the promises of the Emancipation Proclamation to be fulfilled. But after a few years of continued discrimination, many of these freed slaves turned to sports for economic empowerment. On May 17, 1875, Col. Meriwether Lewis Clark Jr., who was the grandson of William Clark of the Lewis and Clark expedition, developed a horse-racing competition in Louisville, Kentucky, after learning of its popularity in France. Titled the Kentucky Derby, Clark saw this as an opportunity to profit from the burgeoning growth of sports in the United States. Interestingly, the jockeys were African American. These men raced horses because they grew up on plantations to parents who tended the horse stables. Given this familiarity with horses and their temperament, horse racing quickly grew in popularity in the African American community. One of the more popular jockeys was Isaac Murphy. Murphy was born into slavery on January 6, 1861. His father died not too long after the Civil War, which prompted Isaac and his mother to move in with Eli Jordan, a family friend. Jordan was a prominent horse trainer for the Williams and Owings horse stables. It was here that Murphy began to see a path to success.


  At the age of fourteen, Murphy began learning the basics of horse riding while under Jordan’s tutelage. Ten years later, Murphy would be one of several Black jockeys who would compete in the Kentucky Derby. He would go on to win his first competition in 1884, and by 1891 he had won three Kentucky Derby championships. After his successes, Murphy would become one of the world’s most famous athletes. However, societal grumblings would ensue as Jim Crow laws and continued violence against Black people led to many changes in the sport. In the prime of his career, Murphy succumbed to heart failure in 1896 at the age of thirty-five. His death, along with the Supreme Court making segregation into law that same year via the Plessy v. Ferguson case, spelled doom for Black jockeys.


  The Plessy v. Ferguson court case (1896) decided that segregation should remain constitutional regarding the use of public facilities, provided that Black people were able to use facilities of equal quality. This landmark case reinforced local and state laws created after the Civil War that controlled where formerly enslaved people could work, how much they earned, how they voted, where they lived, and how they were educated. Called the Jim Crow era (circa 1865–1968), America became embattled with a war between white nationalists who preferred domination over others and Black people who continued the fight toward equality.


  Many Black jockeys were earning what would be considered millions in today’s dollars. While Murphy was arguably the most dominant jockey in his day, several other prominent Black jockeys excelled at the sport. But by the early 1900s, several found themselves struggling to cope with America’s segregation policies. Depressed and hopeless, many of these athletes had tragic endings. James “Soup” Perkins, who won the Kentucky Derby when he was fifteen years old, died of excessive alcohol consumption at the age of thirty-one in 1911. Albert Isom, who was a prominent racer, publicly shot himself in the head after he could no longer find work. Thomas Britton, who won the Tennessee Derby, committed suicide by swallowing acid when he was kept away from racing.


  Now these athletes are a distant memory. They had the capabilities necessary to help their families, friends, and community, and it was all taken away from them. The elite Black athlete became obsolete. This could arguably be considered the first instance in which sport and politics collided, albeit unintentionally. While athletes at the time were not involved in politics, the legal system intervened in their livelihoods, which would wreak havoc for years to come. While this era saw increased violence against Black people who fought for their rights, some Black leaders emerged who claimed that the only way to true freedom and equality was to leave America altogether.


  Born in 1887 to a somewhat well-to-do Jamaican family, Marcus Garvey became one of the pioneers of Black liberation and one of the first to declare a mass exodus from America. In learning the concepts of unionizing and the power of the media in his youth, Garvey established the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in 1914 as a platform to end European control of Africa and galvanize Black people across the diaspora under one politically unified ideal within the continent.1 After various travels throughout the Caribbean and other European colonies where people of African descent were living, he decided to further establish his organization by moving to Harlem, New York. As head of what was now called the Universal Negro Improvement Association and African Communities League (UNIA-ACL), Garvey declared that the only way the American Negro could find freedom and equality was to join members of the global diaspora in their move to Africa under one political regime.


  Within a decade, Garvey’s UNIA-ACL became a threat to imperialistic authorities throughout Africa. Further, his newspaper, The Negro World, showcased the political and artistic talents of individuals from the African diaspora. As a result, the newspaper became a catalyst for the Harlem Renaissance and galvanized members of the diaspora to recognize their power to resist European colonization as one united Africa. Officially termed as “Garveyism,” the threat of a movement back to Africa spelled doom for European leaders who sought sustainable control over various African countries.2


  At the height of the movement, the thought of African nationalism materialized globally while several African leaders began to see the continued struggle of Africans in the Western Hemisphere. It was reported that the king of Swaziland told Garvey’s wife, Amy Jacques Garvey, that he knew of only two prominent Black figures in the West: Marcus Garvey and Jack Johnson.3


  Johnson, a boxer who became the first African American world heavyweight champion from 1908 to 1915, was neither a statesman nor a politician. However, he was known for his brash, intimidating persona with a blatant disregard for white supremacy. Standing at 6'2", Johnson further intimidated white people by living a boisterously lavish lifestyle that included marrying white women and calling out white boxers who were afraid to challenge him. At the height of his career, Johnson had defeated several white opponents. His most prominent victory was in 1910 against former boxing champion James J. Jeffries, who was retired but was out to prove that the white man was better than the Negro. Dubbed the “Fight of the Century,” the fight represented America’s “great white hope” of defeating Johnson.4 However, Johnson defeated Jeffries, which further established Johnson’s boxing prowess, but it also exacerbated racial tensions.


  No doubt due to Johnson’s tendency to humiliate white people at any chance, the result of the fight caused riots between Black people, who felt a collective sense of victory, and white people, who felt embarrassed by Jefferies’s defeat. Overall, approximately twenty-five states across the United States were involved in the riots, with over one hundred people being either killed or injured. It was during this time that sport and politics began to flirt with each other. While Garvey and Johnson never met, each of their respective ways in handling white supremacy represented a revolutionist way of Black liberation. While seemingly unintentional, Garvey’s thoughts on Black liberation and Johnson’s brute force developed a matrimony that would situate Black athletes as both superior and as political beacons of hope that spoke to athletes recognizing their power to revolt against white supremacy.


  Garvey’s attack on European colonization and Johnson’s lack of fear toward white America were the catalysts for members of the African diaspora to recognize their power to seek liberation. Although Garvey’s attempt to repatriate members of the diaspora back to Africa failed, it had a lasting impact on political and religious movements worldwide. Also, Johnson’s victory against Jeffries would make him a target of increased racial tension for the rest of his life. But he helped set the stage for athletes to use their voices as platforms to address social inequality despite his aversion to speaking on such issues.


  THE TALLEST TREE IN THE FOREST


  Although Garvey’s back-to-Africa movement was arguably one of the boldest actions toward racial progress, he was not the only Black leader during this time. For example, Ida B. Wells, a pioneering journalist and educator, wrote tirelessly about race and politics throughout the southern United States. Booker T. Washington, a former slave and educator, founded Tuskegee University as an institution for Black people to remain separate while seeking socioeconomic equality from their white counterparts. Mary McLeod Bethune, an educator, philanthropist, and civil rights leader, cofounded the United Negro College Fund and developed an all-girls school that would eventually become Bethune-Cookman University. W. E. B. DuBois, the first Black Harvard PhD graduate and sociologist, cofounded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). While all were about racial progress, they often held conflicting views as to how to get there. Still, they used their various platforms to challenge discriminatory policies that thwarted equality. However, there was one leader who combined his athletic talents and legal acumen to expand upon Garvey’s globalized efforts of liberation.


  Paul LeRoy Robeson was born in 1898 in Princeton, New Jersey, to a mother who was a former slave and a father who was an ex-Union officer.5 As a youth, Robeson excelled in several areas, including the arts, athletics, and academics. Robeson was so gifted that he attended Rutgers College in New Brunswick, New Jersey (now Rutgers University), on an academic scholarship while becoming the school’s first Black football player. By the time he graduated in 1919, he was named his class’s valedictorian while also earning a place on the College Football All-America Team two times. After this, Robeson went on to play professional football and performed in a traveling theater company that often traveled globally to perform. These were his areas of interest, but they also served as a means to fund his true passion: the pursuance of a law degree. His girlfriend at the time, Eslanda “Essie” Goode, convinced him to continue working in the theater because she recognized his immense talent. By 1921 he and Goode married, and in 1923 he graduated from Columbia Law School and immediately began practicing law. Much to his chagrin, Robeson found the racism levied against him for practicing law intolerable, and he soon quit to pursue a career in theater full time.


  By the 1930s, Garvey’s philosophy on Black liberation was fading, and Robeson began to grow in prominence. Like Garvey, Robeson spent much of his time traveling globally. However, it was not initially spent on engaging in activism. He toured Britain as a concert artist, performing in several well-known acts such as Othello and “Ol’ Man River.”6 He became famous throughout Europe as both an artist and a burgeoning activist. One of his first acts of activism was donating a part of his salary to the Welsh miners’ relief fund that provided care to the families of over two hundred miners who had died in an underground fire accident. In addition to this, he helped establish negotiations for labor rights with the Welsh union. It was at this point that Robeson began to find his political footing.


  As his fame grew throughout Europe, Robeson began to recognize that his platform as an artist could draw attention to issues of the day. For example, one of his first attempts to eradicate inequality was by challenging British colonialism globally. He would soon be invited to many European countries to perform and further establish his activism. It was in the Soviet Union during one of his performances that he developed a liking for their political views, particularly the constitution, which declared the eradication of inequity among all of its citizens. Consequently, he embraced the Marxist method of political thought, which is considered the uprising of the lower class over the upper class to control production as a way to eradicate social classes.7 Specifically, Robeson believed that Russia was a haven for African Americans who sought refuge from racial oppression in the United States. He stated that in Russia he was treated like a human being, with dignity and respect. It would be this ideology that would guide his activism for the rest of his life.


  By the late 1930s, Robeson had fully embraced his role as an artist-activist. He proclaimed that “the artist must take sides. He must elect to fight for freedom or slavery. I have made my choice. I had no alternative.”8 With this thought process, he would visit several countries (e.g., China, Scotland, Spain, South Africa) on various issues such as human rights, labor rights, and colonialism. However, his true passion was the fight for the freedom of members of the African diaspora. He cofounded, along with African American communist Max Yergan, the Council of African Affairs (CAA). Along with prominent leaders such as W. E. B. DuBois, the CAA was one of the largest organizations that fought against colonialism and apartheid for the diaspora.


  Whereas Garvey sought the complete emancipation and repatriation of Black people back to Africa, Robeson sought liberation through integration and equality. As such, he met with leaders at the United Nations and with U.S. presidents who called these leaders to action relating to racism and freedom. Also dissimilar to Garvey’s ideology was the fact that Robeson denounced the notion of Black people repatriating from the United States and viewed race only as a social construct. When asked why he did not stay in Russia, he replied, “Because my father was a slave, and my people died to build this country, and I am going to stay here and have a part of it just like you. And no fascist-minded people will drive me from it. Is that clear?”9


  By the late 1940s, Robeson was at the height of his fame and influence. He was at the forefront of equality and freedom among the African diaspora, prominent Black leaders (e.g., DuBois, McLeod Bethune) partnered with him, and his performances were world renowned. Despite this, his sociopolitical leanings came under scrutiny. The United States recognized Russia as a deserter during World War I and vehemently opposed the country’s communist politics. As mentioned, Robeson believed that the Russian model of politics would serve Black people well in their quest for racial freedom. Consequently, he became someone that the U.S. government needed to keep under control. As a result, President Harry S. Truman approved the order to revoke Robeson’s passport, eliminating his influence in political affairs and performances globally in 1950.


  For nearly a decade, Robeson’s blacklisting by the U.S. government severely limited the way he earned a living. Despite this, he would continue to fight for the global freedom of Black people. By 1958, the Kent v. Dulles court case allowed for his passport to be restored, as it protected First Amendment rights regarding free speech.10 He soon moved back to Europe to begin performing again while also fighting for global equality. However, the effects of his banishment took a toll on his health. He would often have severe bouts of paranoia and depression due to his thoughts of being killed by the U.S. government. He was even warned not to return to the United States because of his continued global fight for equality.


  Within five years of his passport being reinstated, Robeson’s health deteriorated even more. By 1963 he finally returned to the United States. For most of his life, Robeson fought for the freedoms of the African diaspora. He represented the quintessential Renaissance man: an athlete, scholar, lawyer, artist, and activist. Some scholars described him as “the blueprint of human existence.”11 Because of his influence, he had helped galvanize a new social movement within the United States that saw the rise of many prominent Black leaders toward the fight for racial freedom and equality.


  A LEAGUE OF THEIR OWN


  While members of the African diaspora were divided on Garvey’s push for a unified return to Africa and Robeson’s global push for equality, America saw the rise of its national pastime. Although it originated in the nineteenth century, baseball became popular on a national level in the early twentieth century. From 1900 to 1920, several white and Black leaders established baseball organizations that featured predominantly Black players. One of the more established organizations was the National Association of Colored Baseball Clubs of the United States and Cuba. It was established in 1907 to provide a sense of order and balance to burgeoning Black baseball organizations. The league quickly folded, leaving Black baseball an unorganized entity. It wasn’t until a Texas native with a strong right arm arrived that the popularity of Black baseball was firmly cemented.


  Andrew “Rube” Foster was born in 1879 to sharecropper parents. Early on, he developed a penchant for the game of baseball. By the early 1900s, he was a prominent pitcher for several Black baseball teams, in particular the Chicago American Giants. During Foster’s playing career, the Giants became one of the winningest franchises in Black baseball history. By 1911, Foster became owner, player, and manager of the Giants, and the team continued to dominate. Noticing a need for an established league that focused on the growth of Black baseball and Black economic empowerment, Foster established the Negro National League in 1920.


  It was at this time, in 1920, that the white Major League Baseball (MLB) owners elected Kenesaw Mountain Landis to be the organization’s first commissioner. Landis, who was elected by President Theodore Roosevelt as a U.S. district court judge for the Northern District of Illinois in 1905, was known as a no-nonsense presence whose mission was to end corruption in big business. Landis brought that same law and order to the game of baseball, but he was also accused of keeping the game segregated. Landis and team owners did not establish a formalized policy that kept Black players from playing in MLB, but there was a common understanding or “gentleman’s agreement” of such a ruling. So Black people established a league of their own, the Negro National League.


  By the mid-1920s, the Negro National League became a nationally known pastime for Black Americans, even beginning to rival the popularity of Major League Baseball. The league would also establish the Colored World Series, which became one of the more popular events in American history. Unfortunately, Foster’s health deteriorated when he accidentally inhaled fumes from a leaky gas pipe while touring for one of his team’s games. This accident caused him to act erratically, so much so that he was committed to an insane asylum in Illinois where he would die in 1930.


  As a result of Foster’s death and the rise of the Great Depression, the Negro National League folded in 1930. However, his leadership established Black baseball as a nationally known phenomenon that provided Black athletes an avenue for growth and popularity separate from Major League Baseball. By the mid-1930s, the Negro Leagues were reestablished and lasted nearly thirty years. It established an even stronger presence than its predecessor and posed a major threat to overtake the popularity of its white counterpart, a threat that Major League Baseball had to remove.


  SPORT AS A PRECURSOR


  As Robeson’s influence was on the decline due to being blacklisted, several major events in the sports world to combat racial inequity emerged. Jackie Robinson would start a chain reaction that led to one of the most powerful movements in American history. Robinson was born on January 13, 1919, in a small city in Georgia. Shortly after he was born, his family moved to Pasadena, California, to seek out better opportunities. While a teenager, several people noticed his athletic gifts. As a result, he was encouraged to pursue organized sports. He would excel at several sports, including basketball, football, baseball, track, and tennis. He would do so well that by the end of his high school career he had won multiple tennis and baseball championships.


  After high school, Robinson would attend Pasadena Junior College (PJC) where he would continue to excel in multiple sports. He graduated from PJC in 1939 and went on to enroll in one of the few integrated colleges in the country: the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA). There, he would become the only varsity athlete to earn letters in four different sports: football, track, baseball, and basketball. Despite his athletic trajectory, Robinson decided to leave UCLA before graduating.


  After stints of playing semiprofessional football and working as a youth sports athletic director, he would enroll in the U.S. Army in 1942. Robinson’s time in the military would only last two years. He was arrested when he refused to move to the back of a military bus at the request of the driver. The incident led to Robinson being court-martialed. He was eventually acquitted of all charges but was honorably discharged. He went on to serve a stint as an athletics director and basketball coach for Samuel Huston College. It was an invitation from a Negro League baseball team that would change the trajectory of Robinson’s life along with changing the nation.


  In 1945, Robinson was sent a letter by the Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro Leagues formally inviting him to play for the team. Although baseball was not his best sport at UCLA, he would play well with the Monarchs despite not being the best Negro League player. However, the Negro Leagues were less organized than his time at UCLA. This, along with the grueling travel schedule, would increase his frustrations with the league. Consequently, he sought out the unprecedented: a Major League Baseball contract.


  The Boston Red Sox would be one of the first teams in Major League Baseball to try out Black players.12 Robinson tried out with them but quickly learned that the tryout was a publicity stunt to help quell protests against segregation. Although disappointed, Robinson would get another chance. The Brooklyn Dodgers’ general manager and president Branch Rickey began to explore a more serious route to integration within baseball. Recognizing the popularity and showmanship of the Negro Leagues, he saw an opportunity to take advantage.


  There were several issues that Rickey had to account for. First, how could a league that held a gentlemen’s agreement to keep Black players out of the game finally evolve? Second, how would a Black player handle the perceived scrutiny he would face from teammates, opponents, and fans? Finally, how would allowing a Black player into the game affect revenue? Rickey knew that he could not select any random player. Rather, the player chosen would have to be able to adjust to the Major Leagues both mentally and physically.


  In understanding this, Rickey would reach out to Robinson to discuss the possibility of him playing the sport. In the conversation, Rickey tested Robinson by hurling racial epithets at him to see how he would react. Reluctantly, Robinson signed with the Dodgers’ minor league affiliate, the Montreal Royals. Throughout the 1946 season, Robinson would face intense scrutiny from his Royals coaches and teammates. However, he would persevere in preparation for his Major League debut.


  On April 15, 1947, Robinson would make history as the first African American baseball player in the Major Leagues since MLB became officially organized in 1904. Throughout his rookie season, Robinson’s tenure was met with bouts of extreme racism. But his appearance in the Major Leagues would begin to draw Black crowds away from the Negro Leagues. Consequently, the Negro Leagues, vendors associated with the league, and Black newspaper outlets that covered the league began to suffer. Although the integration of Major League Baseball ultimately led to the demise of the Negro Leagues, Robinson’s sacrifice would not be in vain.


  Robinson’s integration of Major League Baseball was a major first step for Black athletes. But his influence went beyond the diamond. In 1949, Robinson was asked to testify in Washington, DC, before the House Un-American Activities Committee against Robeson. Robeson’s frequent global lectures on racism continued to permeate throughout the United States. As Robinson was considered a model “American Negro,” the government felt that in testifying against Robeson, Robinson would quell any revolt that Black people might conceive under the guise of communist leanings. In his testimony, Robinson said,


 
    White people must realize that the more a Negro hates Communism because it opposes democracy, the more he is going to hate any other influence that kills off democracy in this country and that goes for racial discrimination in the Army, and segregation on trains and buses, and job discrimination of religious beliefs or color or place of birth. And one other thing the American public ought to understand, if we are to make progress in this matter: The fact that it is a Communist who denounces injustice in the courts, police brutality, and lynching when it happens doesn’t change the truth of his charges. Just because communists kick up a big fuss over racial discrimination when it suits their purposes, a lot of people try to pretend that the whole issue is a creation of Communist imagination. But they are not fooling anyone with this kind of pretense, and talk about Communists stirring up Negroes to protest only makes present misunderstanding worse than ever. Negroes were stirred up long before there was a Communist Party, and they’ll stay stirred up long after the party has disappeared—unless Jim Crow has disappeared by then as well.13




  This statement, while meant to be the governments’ plot to have high-profile Black athletes denounce Robeson, showed that Black people wanted to stay united to fight inequality despite differing ideologies. Within a decade of Jackie Robinson’s groundbreaking entrance into Major League Baseball, several prominent Black athletes began breaking the proverbial glass ceiling. One in particular was tennis star Althea Gibson.14 Born on August 15, 1927, in South Carolina, Gibson was the daughter of sharecroppers. During the Great Depression, her parents moved to Harlem, New York, to seek out better opportunities for them and their children.


  At an early age, Gibson was recognized for her athletic gifts, so her parents got her involved in organized sports. Her parents would get her involved in the Police Athletic League in her neighborhood that would block out certain times of the day so that neighborhood kids could play. Through this, Gibson would develop an interest in paddle tennis. She became so proficient that by the age of twelve she had won the New York City women’s paddle tennis championship. She would go on to face several hardships throughout her teenage years, including dropping out of school. But she continued to find solace in tennis. She continued to hone her gifts. By the age of twenty, she had won multiple American Tennis Association (ATA) championship matches.15 The ATA, which is the oldest African American sports organization in the United States, showcased her raw talent. But one person saw that she should achieve more.


  Dr. R. Walter Johnson, who was a physician and advocate of African Americans playing tennis, decided to take Gibson under his mentorship. He would connect Gibson to Hubert Eaton, who was another supporter of African American tennis. Eaton would convince Gibson to reenroll in school so that she could have a better route to play professional tennis. In 1949, after high school, she would enroll at Florida A&M University on an athletic scholarship, where she would continue to hone her skills.


  Shortly thereafter, Gibson began receiving national attention for her tennis skills. However, racial segregation and other discriminatory practices banned Black people from participating in national tournaments. During this time, the largest tennis tournament in the United States was the U.S. National Championships (Nationals).16 Now called the U.S. Open, it was an organization that allowed participants to gain entrance into the tournament by qualifying through smaller sanctioned tournaments that were often held in private, whites-only clubs.


  After receiving a note admonishing the tournament’s discriminatory practices, the Nationals opened their tournament to players of all ethnicities. As a result, Gibson became the first African American to receive an invitation to play in the tournament. Although Gibson would lose her first match to Nationals winner Louise Brough, the match placed her in the global conversation on race and sport. Gibson’s impact on breaking the color barrier in women’s tennis was so profound that Lester Rodney, who was a prominent writer for the Daily Worker, would draw comparisons to Jackie Robinson. He went on to say,



   No negro player man or woman, has ever set foot on these courts. . . . In many ways, it is even a tougher personal Jim Crow–busting assignment than was Jackie Robinson’s when he first stepped out of the Brooklyn Dodgers dugout.17




  In 1956, Gibson would become a household name when she became the first African American to win a Grand Slam title. The next year, she won at Wimbledon and the Nationals. In 1958, she would repeat as a champion for both Wimbledon and the Nationals. Despite her fame and inspiring path to being a champion, racial discrimination, and regulations regarding the rights of amateur players earning money from playing tennis, Gibson would retire to pursue other interests. However, her story would go on to inspire other people of color to pursue tennis as an outlet for success. While she was not outspoken about her politics, her actions to pursue equality in tennis spoke volumes throughout the tennis world.


  Still, Black people were seeking more than integration. Rather, they wanted the eradication of policies that denied them their basic inalienable rights. The burgeoning question at that time was, by what means do they obtain these rights? One leader would find solace in Robeson’s philosophy.


  THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT


  Bayard Rustin was born in 1912 in Pennsylvania to parents who were influential members of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) and the NAACP. Due to his upbringing, he became highly aware of the Jim Crow laws that stifled Black progress within the United States. He would use this awareness to develop a unique political ideology. To hone his skills in political protest, Rustin became the mentee of A. Philip Randolph, a union leader and socialist who developed the first successful African American union. Additionally, he found another mentor in A. J. Muste, a minister and pacifist who taught him the principles of peace and nonviolence practiced by Mahatma Gandhi. Through these mentorships, Rustin became a master strategist who helped pave the way for the civil rights movement. One of his first tasks was to develop the youth movement strategy for the 1941 March on Washington, a march dedicated to ending labor segregation in preparation for World War II. The result of the planned march influenced then-president Franklin D. Roosevelt to issue an executive order denouncing labor segregation of African Americans. Consequently, Randolph called off the march, much to the chagrin of Rustin’s radical preferences.


  Shortly after this time, Rustin fully emerged as a pacifist antiwar critic, orator, and civil disobedience strategist who began to move away from socialist leanings. He would be hired by Muste in 1943 to serve as an organizing strategist for the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), a Christian pacifist group. This, along with his Quaker upbringing, helped him become one of the leading antiwar and anti-violence leaders in the United States. His beliefs against war were so prominent that he ended up serving two years in Kentucky and Pennsylvania federal prisons for violating the Selective Service Act. Upon his release from prison in 1946, Rustin continued his work with FOR. Like Robeson, he expanded his activism by visiting countries such as India, Africa, and Europe, denouncing war and colonialism. While Rustin’s reputation as a radical pacifist and strategist was growing, he was arrested in 1953 for public indecency when he was caught having sex with a man in a parked car. Although openly gay, it was considered illegal to engage in sex acts with someone of the same gender. As a result of public ridicule, he would spend the remainder of his life engaged in activism from behind the scenes. Rustin was quickly let go from FOR due to his public indecency arrest. However, he was able to reconcile with Randolph and was tasked with developing a strategy that would be the spark for the civil rights movement.


  In 1955, Rustin was introduced to a young minister named Martin Luther King Jr. who was trying to lead a bus boycott in Mobile, Alabama. The purpose of the boycott was in response to the arrest of Rosa Parks, who refused to give up her seat to a white passenger. With King’s lack of organizing skills, Rustin would provide him with the guidance and mentorship that led to a successful boycott between 1955 and 1956. The boycott would subsequently lead to the Browder v. Gayle (1956) court decision that declared racial segregation laws for buses unconstitutional.


  Due to the success of the march, Rustin began to envision a grand movement throughout the southern United States that would galvanize many leaders to fight for policy reform. However, his homosexuality and former socialist leanings made him a liability to be at the forefront of the movement. Therefore he would continue to serve as a strategist and visionary while King and others emerged as spokespersons for the movement. To aid in convening several prominent southern Black leaders under one regime, Rustin helped King formulate the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) one year after the boycotts ended.


  By the 1960s the civil rights movement was at its height. Rustin, in his attempt to help Robeson enjoy the fruits of his labor regarding his work on Black liberation, invited him to join the movement. Robeson declined because he was asked to denounce his communist leanings. As the movement persisted, two polarizing figures became the face of the movement: Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. Rustin would continue to work with King as a strategist on the fight for equality and integration. However, Malcolm X aligned with the Nation of Islam, which focused on Black empowerment, liberation, and segregation by any means necessary. For most of the movement, King and Malcolm X opposed one another’s methods for Black liberation. Despite this, their causes would be the catalyst for the largest Black athlete revolt in U.S. history.


  FROM BALLERS TO ACTIVISTS


  The civil rights movement was rife with Black leaders who were fed up with the prejudice and discrimination that continued to permeate the United States. Likewise, several Black athletes aimed at these critical issues. One championed the fight for justice both on and off the basketball court. William Felton Russell, commonly known as Bill, was born on February 12, 1934, in Monroe, Louisiana. Like many Black families that lived in the highly segregated South, Russell and his family moved to the San Francisco Bay Area. There, coaches noticed his height and compelled him to play basketball.


  During high school, Russell played center for McClymonds High School in Oakland, California. While not the best player at the time, his height and build allowed him to earn a scholarship at the nearby University of San Francisco. It was there that Russell honed his skills, winning NCAA national championships in 1955 and 1956, respectively. By his senior year, he became a defensive specialist who was a consistent scorer, which garnered interest from several NBA teams.


  The Boston Celtics would eventually draft him in the first round, and after a brief stint playing for the U.S. Olympic team in Melbourne, he joined the team. He adapted quickly to the NBA style and helped bring the Celtics their first championship during the 1956–1957 season. By 1960, the Russell-led Celtics had won multiple NBA championships, setting them up as a dynasty. Simultaneously, the civil rights movement was reaching its height, and Russell felt compelled to use his platform to create social change.


  In 1961, Russell encouraged his Black teammates to boycott an exhibition game against the St. Louis Hawks when he and the others were refused service at a hotel coffee shop. Two years later, he stood with Martin Luther King Jr. during the March on Washington and had a front-row seat during his famous “I Have a Dream” speech. In 1966, Russell continued his illustrious basketball career by succeeding legendary Celtics coach Red Auerbach as head coach. This move made him the first Black head coach across all professional U.S. sports. After three years of serving as both player and coach, Russell retired a perennial all-star who had led the Celtics to eleven championships in thirteen years. He continued to serve as a representative for the NBA and civil rights well beyond his playing career.


  During the prime of Russell’s playing career, other athletes became defiant against America’s continued reign of segregation and discrimination against Black people. One notable athlete followed in Russell’s footsteps as both an NBA player and an activist. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar was born Ferdinand Lewis Alcindor Jr. on April 16, 1947, in Harlem, New York. At birth, he weighed nearly thirteen pounds and was almost two feet long. His unique size would continue throughout his early years. By the age of ten, he was nearly 6'0" tall. When he was in his early teens, he was 6'8" and was being sought out by coaches to play basketball. Over the next few years, he became a high school basketball star. He led the Power Memorial Academy High School to two New York City Catholic championships by the time he graduated from high school in 1965. It was once he got to college that he invoked his prowess for activism.


  Abdul-Jabbar decided to attend UCLA to play college basketball but had to sit out during his first year, as freshmen were banned from playing varsity basketball until a rule change in 1972. He made his on-court debut during his sophomore season and immediately became a star. Under head coach John Wooden, he led the team to a 30–0 record, along with winning the national championship in 1967. Known for his dominating style of dunking the basketball, the NCAA instituted a new rule at the end of the 1966–1967 season that banned players from dunking. Many considered this rule a discriminatory practice that would hinder his growth as a player. Nonetheless, Abdul-Jabbar would continue his dominance throughout his college career.


  In 1968, he utilized his stardom as an avenue to create social change on multiple levels. First, he relinquished his name of origin and adopted his current name when he converted from Catholicism to Islam. The reason behind Abdul-Jabbar’s name change was due to his interest in Malcolm X’s teachings on Black empowerment, pride, and self-help. One of his first acts under his new name was to boycott the 1968 Olympics, to which he had previously been invited to represent the United States in basketball. He explained that the reason behind the boycott was that he did not understand the point of winning a gold medal for a country that continued to keep Black people oppressed. He even delivered a lecture titled “The Myth of America as a Melting Pot” during a class early on in his time at UCLA.


  Upon completion of his undergraduate major in 1969, he declared for the NBA draft. He would finish his college career with multiple national championships and be voted the first-ever Naismith College player of the year. He was selected first overall by the Milwaukee Bucks and spent his first six seasons with the team. In 1975, he was traded to the Los Angeles Lakers, where he would spend fourteen years, ultimately becoming one of the best players in NBA history. Throughout his playing career, he continued to fight for racial justice both on and off the court through his writing, books, and calling out those who continued to oppress marginalized individuals. Russell and Abdul-Jabbar both continue to speak on and fight against racial oppression well beyond their retirement years, so much so that former president Barack Obama awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom to Russell in 2011 and Abdul-Jabbar in 2016 for their continued work on eradicating social injustice.


  PAR FOR THE COURSE


  During the civil rights era, golf was considered a whites-only sport. However, Charlie Sifford would change that.18 Sifford was born on June 2, 1922, in Charlotte, North Carolina. As a youth, he served as a caddie to a white golfer at a North Carolina country club and quickly honed his skills. Later he began playing on the whites-only golf course, much to the chagrin of the club’s patrons. At the age of seventeen, he left North Carolina and move to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, due to an incident in which a white male was hurling racial slurs. While in Philadelphia, Sifford competed with other Black golfers and further honed his skills. With no other prospects, he enlisted in the U.S. Army and served in the segregated arm of the military during World War II. Upon his return, he had a chance encounter with Jackie Robinson that would help change the trajectory of golf.


  Sifford, who idolized Jackie Robinson, confessed that he had a lifelong dream of breaking the color barrier in golf.19 Robinson would advise Sifford regarding the perils of racism and the death threats he would receive if he attempted to do it. However, he challenged Sifford not to quit in the pursuit. In 1948, Sifford tried to seek entrance into whites-only tournaments but was ultimately denied. Therefore, he would compete in the Black golf tournaments. He excelled in the United Golf Association’s National Negro Open where he became the tournament’s winningest competitor. Still, he continued to pursue his goal of breaking the color barrier.


  The Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) of America, which was established in 1916, is the nation’s largest authority that serves the profession of golf. In 1934, the PGA established a “whites-only clause” within their bylaws that said people of color were banned from playing in any tournament hosted by the association. By 1952, Sifford and others had made progress when the PGA allowed them to play in the Phoenix Open, which is one in a series of nationwide tour stops professional golfers played in. Unfortunately, when Sifford and his golf mates began to play, they found excrement in one of their golf holes. Other golfers would also challenge the clause, and in 1955 the U.S. Supreme Court would hear their case. However, the court upheld the bylaws established.


  By 1957, the PGA came under further scrutiny. Sifford was granted admission to play in the Long Beach Open, which was not an official PGA tournament member but was sanctioned by the association. He won the tournament in a play-off, which caused several people to question the legitimacy of the clause. California state attorney Stanley Mosk and Sifford convened to discuss the unfair treatment he received in trying to compete in major tournaments, and Mosk challenged the PGA to change their bylaws or risk being banned from playing their tournament in the state of California.


  In 1960, the PGA responded to the constant threats by adding Sifford as an approved player who could compete in their tournaments. The following year, the efforts by Sifford and Mosk would force the PGA to eradicate its clause from their official bylaws, which opened up major golf tournaments to all people of color. For the next decade, Sifford would go on to win multiple tournaments despite continued racial hostility beyond the elimination of the clause. His sacrifices would catalyze other integration efforts across the country.


  I AIN’T GOT NO QUARREL WITH THEM VIETCONG


  As the movement grew, it became increasingly multifaceted. The focus was not only on equal rights for Black people. It began to shift to labor rights, rights for voting, and education, to name a few. The landmark Brown v. Board of Education case, which declared separate but equal educational institutions unconstitutional, spawned the end of the Jim Crow laws that had been established previously with the Plessy v. Ferguson case. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 further established that discrimination in areas such as employment, education, and voting was unconstitutional. Still, Black people were met with hostility as protests and riots throughout the southern United States increased as desegregation began to take place. This would cause a shift in the resistance.


  Around the time the Civil Rights Act was passed, an up-and-coming boxer was making a case to compete for the heavyweight championship of the world. Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. was born in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1942. While showing promise as a gifted athlete at an early age, Clay suffered from dyslexia. This limited his abilities to read and write for most of his life, but it would not prevent him from becoming a champion of social justice at an early age. He began an amateur boxing career at the age of thirteen. He would then go on to win several state boxing matches that earned him a trip to the 1960 Olympics where he eventually won the gold medal in the lightweight competition. By 1963, Clay became bigger and stronger, which made him a top contender for the heavyweight boxing title. The following year, he fought and eventually defeated Sonny Liston, who was the current heavyweight champion. This made Clay one of the youngest boxers to become heavyweight champion in U.S. history. After his victory, he taunted the media and other opposers of his brash and outspoken style by declaring that he “shook up the world.”20


  What many people during that time were not privy to was that while he was preparing for his fight against Liston, Clay had developed a friendship with Malcolm X that would change his life forever. Convinced by Malcolm X that white America had stripped him of his true heritage and understanding of his ancestors, Clay changed his name to Cassius X before fully changing his name to Muhammad Ali. He soon revealed that he had also converted to the Muslim faith by joining the Nation of Islam. It was during this time that Ali began to vehemently protest the violence and discriminatory behaviors that Black people had to endure despite the passage of the Civil Rights Act.


  As mentioned, the Nation of Islam’s ideology was that Black liberation should be met through segregation. This mentality would go on to suggest that the white’s man religion, food, and school system were not compatible with the needs and desires of Black Americans. Further, they explained that it was Black Americans’ right to protect themselves by any means necessary. Now having the spotlight of being the heavyweight champion, Ali became even more vocal on issues such as religious freedom, inequality, war, and poverty. He especially implored the necessity to respect the name he had chosen and to call out the hypocrisy of America. This would cause him to be one of the most famous and controversial figures of the movement.


  The mid-1960s saw the slow decline of the civil rights movement. The Nation of Islam severed ties with Malcolm X due to various conflicts of interest. Because Ali firmly believed in the Nation of Islam, this was also causing a rift between him and Malcolm X. Before they could reconcile, Malcolm X was assassinated in 1965 while giving a speech in the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem, New York. Additionally, the United States was also embroiled in a bitter war with Vietnam. Still, Ali continued to champion social justice issues, much to the chagrin of the U.S. government. To thwart his rise in the movement, the U.S. government decided to draft him into military service so that he could be removed from the media spotlight. The problem with this was that when Ali turned eighteen and was required to sign up for selective military service, he was declared unfit due to his dyslexia.


  To work around this, the government decided to lower their standards for military entrance, which subsequently made Ali eligible. However, Ali declared himself a conscientious objector of the war, citing his religious beliefs and opposition to the war. He went on to say,


 
    Man, I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong. . . . Why should they ask me to put on a uniform and go 10,000 miles from home and drop bombs and bullets on brown people in Vietnam while so-called Negro people in Louisville are treated like dogs and denied simple human rights?21




  On April 28, 1967, Ali arrived in Houston, Texas, for his scheduled induction into the U.S. military. When his name was called, he refused to be sworn in. As a result, he was arrested and subsequently stripped of his heavyweight title. He would go on to be publicly ostracized and ridiculed. However, he held to the Islamic faith, which declares that no man should be involved in aggressive acts unless in self-defense.


  Upon hearing this news, a group of other high-profile athletes planned a convention to discuss the best ways to support Ali and to discuss other pressing issues for Black America. Hall of Fame basketball players Bill Russell and Lew Alcindor (later Kareem Abdul-Jabbar) headlined a list of prominent Black athletes in what was called the Cleveland Summit. Convened by Hall of Fame running back Jim Brown, this meeting would also include prominent Cleveland attorney Carl Stokes, members of the Nation of Islam, and boxing promoter Bob Arum. As much as Ali thought the meeting was for coming up with solutions to combat the government and boxing commission, Arum and others tried to get him to compromise by fighting exhibition matches for U.S. troops. This way, the government would drop the charges against him for draft dodging, the boxing commission would reinstate his title, and the proceeds from the fights would go to other Black athletes.


  Unconvinced that the compromise would lead to true change, Ali upheld his decision to refuse to fight in the Vietnam War. Consequently, on June 20, 1967, Ali showed up for the trial and was found guilty of violating the Selective Service laws. Although he did not receive jail time, he was banned from boxing. During this ban, Ali gave lectures across the country admonishing war while continuing to speak against the social ills faced by the Black community. Also, society as a whole began to denounce the war. This would further galvanize other prominent Black athletes to use their platform on the global stage.


  I’M BLACK AND I’M PROUD


  By the late 1960s, the movement had expanded but became erratic in its agenda. Malcolm X had been assassinated. Several resistance organizations such as the Black Panther Party, Mexican American activists, environmentalist regimes, and gay rights organizations all vied for the spotlight. Dr. King, who had given his most famous “I Have a Dream” speech in 1963, was assassinated in 1968. Tensions rose as Black people began to lose hope in a movement that had seemingly jump-started the eradication of inequality for various marginalized groups. However, it was one act of resistance that brought the movement to the global stage.


  In 1967, former athlete and noted sociologist Dr. Harry Edwards created the Olympics Project on Human Rights (OPHR) as a way to eradicate racism in the United States and globally. Their initial goal—to boycott the 1968 Olympics—had four demands:


  
	South Africa and Rhodesia were to be uninvited from the 1968 Olympic Games due to European colonialism.


	The New York State Athletic Commission was to restore Ali’s heavyweight boxing title.


	Avery Brundage, then-president of the International Olympic Committee, must resign immediately.


	More Black assistant coaches must be hired in U.S. sports.22




  One of the first major acts of resistance from this organization was showcased one year later during the 1968 Olympic Games.


  Prominent Black sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos participated in the men’s two-hundred-meter relay. Smith and Carlos, who cofounded OPHR with Dr. Edwards, felt compelled to bring the Black plight to the world’s stage. Smith won the gold medal and Carlos won the bronze medal, while Australian sprinter Peter Norman won the silver medal. Before receiving their medals, Smith and Carlos planned a series of demonstrations in solidarity with Black Americans. Both athletes arrived at the podium without shoes but wore Black socks to demonstrate solidarity with poverty in Black communities globally. Carlos wore beads to represent Black people who died during the Middle Passage and the survivors who were lynched. Smith wore a Black scarf to showcase pride in being Black in America. But a chance accident would have them go down in global infamy.


  Both Smith and Carlos initially planned to bring Black gloves to their event. However, Carlos forgot his at their Olympic Village. Norman, who supported the OPHR, suggested that Smith give his left-handed glove to Carlos. Smith and Carlos agreed and went on to the podiums to accept their medals. At the playing of the U.S. national anthem, Smith raised a clenched right hand, and Carlos raised a clinched left hand to showcase solidarity in the Black plight while all three wore OPHR badges. As global news organizations broadcast the incident, it became known as the Black Power salute. For Black Americans, it was a moment of joy. For Brundage and other white Americans, it represented disrespect to the flag and the country. Because of their actions, Brundage banned them from the games. Norman was not banned. But upon his return home to Australia, he was ostracized by members of the media and the government. For Smith and Carlos, they also returned home to vitriol and hate via the U.S. media. However, many Black Americans considered them heroes and vital to a movement that was waning.


  ONE MORE PUSH


  Despite landmark decisions such as the Voting Rights Act of 1964 and the Immigration Act of 1965, people were still questioning how much progress had been made regarding racial reconciliation. One athlete continued the fight for equality well beyond the movement. Arthur Ashe was born on July 10, 1943, in Richmond, Virginia.23 As a child, he was slightly built, which would earn him the nicknames “Skinny” and “Bones.” His mother died during his youth, so he was raised by his father. His father, who was a caretaker at a local park, lived on the grounds, which featured several tennis courts. It was here that he would be exposed to the game.


  At the age of six, Ashe received training from Dr. R. Walter Johnson who was a noted physician in Virginia. Dr. Johnson, who also coached Althea Gibson years earlier, instilled in Ashe the focus of developing both his athletic skills and his intellectual acumen. Ashe excelled at tennis, eventually earning a full scholarship to UCLA. By his junior year, he had become the first African American player to win U.S. men’s hard court championships. During his senior year, he led the NCAA to a national title by winning singles and doubles matches. Upon graduation, Ashe served two years in the military before becoming a professional tennis player in 1969. Heavily influenced by his desire to engage in human rights issues, he found his path when he saw the 1968 Olympic Games protest by Tommie Smith and John Carlos. He would use these ideas to envision a better global society for all.


  Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Ashe garnered several tennis championships, including becoming the first African American male to win singles titles at Wimbledon, the U.S. Open, and the Australian Open. He also helped found the Association of Tennis Professionals, which would become the governing body of men’s tennis. Health issues forced Ashe to retire early in 1980, but this would only fuel his activism more. Over the next decade, Ashe protested apart-heid in South Africa and pushed for better educational opportunities for all athletes. However, he contracted HIV, which doctors believed happened through a blood transfusion from a prior health issue. This prompted him to become a global ambassador for HIV and AIDS research. Before his death in 1993, he founded the Arthur Ashe Institute for Urban Health and was also named sportsman of the year for Sports Illustrated. His legacy for global human rights issues became the last push for athlete activism before its eventual dormancy.


  FADE TO BLACK: I AIN’T NO ROLE MODEL


  In 1971, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the initial 1967 trial decision against Ali. The ruling cited that a court of appeals that upheld the initial decision did not attest to why they did not exempt Ali for his conscientious objector stance. That same year, he returned to boxing after being granted a license to fight in Georgia one year earlier. This spawned two fights against boxer Joe Frazier. Ali eventually reclaimed his heavyweight title in 1974 by defeating the then-favorite, George Foreman. In the third match with Frazier the following year, Ali defeated him but was never really the same again. Angelo Dundee, Ali’s trainer, felt that Ali could have been more formidable in the boxing world if the U.S. government did not rob him of his prime athletic years. Still, Ali would go on to fight for social justice for the rest of his career and beyond.


  But by the early 1970s, the civil rights movement was all but over. The U.S. government began to fight against any resistance movement that challenged its authority. For example, although the Black Panther Party (BPP) was created to challenge police brutality and provide basic needs to the Black community, the government deemed them a terrorist group due to their insistence on remaining armed and monitoring the police in the Oakland Police Department. Moreover, former Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) director J. Edgar Hoover declared BPP as “the greatest threat to the internal security of the country.”


  Additionally, many of the champions for Black liberation during the earlier part of the twentieth century began to pass away. Jackie Robinson, who broke the color barrier in MLB, died in 1972. Paul Robeson, who fought valiantly for Black liberation globally, died a recluse for refusing to denounce his socialist beliefs. At the same time, U.S. sports began to grow in popularity. With this emerging phenomenon, sports broadcast leaders felt the need to take advantage.


  The worldwide sports broadcasting leader ESPN (Entertainment and Sports Programming Network) was founded in 1978 and launched its first broadcast in 1979. As ESPN grew, it gained the rights to broadcast live sporting events ranging from college to professional rankings. By the 1980s, more and more athletes were becoming household names. Additionally, the negotiations between sports organizations and broadcasting companies such as ESPN spawned a revenue-sharing program that exponentially increased the earnings of both owners of teams and players. Given this, athletes began to turn away from social causes and focus on increasing their earnings. The sports apparel company Nike believed that attaching their product to popular athletes would be mutually beneficial. With this notion, they signed then-rookie NBA player Michael Jordan to a deal in which he would get his signature line of shoes for $500,000 per year.24 This move set the stage for athletes to receive major endorsement deals in addition to increased salaries.


  By the 1990s, long gone were the days of athlete activism. Athletes were enjoying their endorsement deals, acting roles, having action figures made in their likeness, and multimillion-dollar contracts. The era of commodification had commenced. Athletes tried their best to stay away from political conversations for fear of losing out on revenue. Still, Black people continued to face issues such as police brutality, an increase in drug use in impoverished communities, and racial profiling. The most infamous issue during that time was the beating of Rodney King at the hands of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) in 1991. One year later, a trial was convened against the officers involved in the incident, but they were eventually acquitted of the charges. Consequently, riots ensued throughout Los Angeles for six days, prompting many Black people to call upon leaders to emerge and speak out against this and other issues.


  While some leaders spoke out against the beating, it was not met with the same vigor as leaders during the civil rights era. Relative to athletes speaking out against social issues during that time, some felt it was not their place. One of the more controversial instances of this was NBA Hall of Famer Charles Barkley’s 1993 Nike commercial in which he insisted that he was not a role model. He further suggested that he was not paid to be a role model, and instead parents should be role models. He ended the commercial by saying that just because he dunks a basketball, that does not mean he should raise a person’s child. While Barkley was trying to suggest that young Black kids should aspire to more than just being an athlete, critics suggested that he was out of touch with the reality that Black children were still not getting the same opportunities to succeed as their white counterparts. Barkley’s stance regarding athletes being role models does not negate the fact that some athletes spoke out against social ills. However, the passion and power for these stances were not as bold as those of Ali and others. The relative dormancy of the Black athlete activist would hold fast for almost two more decades. But one particular social movement would help revitalize the athlete activist platform.





    Chapter Two


  All Lives Matter! Well, Except . . .


  As mentioned previously, athlete activism was in a period of dormancy from the early 1980s to the late 2000s. This dormancy permeated throughout all sports but was noticed more in U.S. professional sports. As athlete activism and its subsequent media coverage waned, the criticisms of Black athlete exploitation grew. The commercialization of Black athletes for the benefit of sports leagues became a point of consternation for Black people, who expressed that this was another example of Black people being used for their labor without the benefits of equitable business practices. No situation seemed more exploitative than that of Black college athletes.


  Starting in the late 1980s, many people recognized the increasing popularity of high-revenue-generating college sports such as men’s college basketball and football. This was primarily due to the influx of Black college athletes within these sports at predominantly white institutions (PWIs). Just twenty years prior, Black students were having difficulties in attending these universities due to the lag in integration. But Black student-athletes were garnering the attention of PWI coaches. By the 1970s, several Black athletes had infiltrated college sports, though there was still a lag in the Jim Crow South. No situation was more prominent than the coaching habits of then–University of Alabama head football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant.


  During this time, Bryant had amassed three college championships and was considered one of the greatest coaches in college football history. But U. W. Clemon, a prominent Black lawyer in Alabama, filed a lawsuit against the university claiming that Bryant purposefully would not give scholarship offers to Black players. The lawsuit became so high profile that then–FBI director J. Edgar Hoover was rumored to have kept tabs on the case as part of the ongoing push against the Civil Rights Act of 1964.


  On September 12, 1970, the game of college football would change forever as the University of Southern California Trojans football team visited the University of Alabama Crimson Tide football team. The Trojans, which featured a fully integrated football team led by Black running back Sam Cunningham, was the first of its kind to play against the Crimson Tide. The game resulted in a convincing 41–21 victory by the Trojans. In what was likely not a coincidence, soon after the loss, Bryant began recruiting and offering scholarships to Black players. As a result, the lawsuit by Clemon was dropped. Ultimately, the Trojans’ victory, coupled with the notoriety of the lawsuit, is often perceived to have led to the integration of football within the southern United States.


  As integration flourished throughout college sports, Black student-athletes began to become as popular as professional athletes. Michael Jordan was one of the most high-profile athletes in the United States as a member of the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill Tar Heels basketball team in 1982. Chris Webber, Juwan Howard, and Jalen Rose were members of arguably the most talented freshman class of basketball players to ever play while on the University of Michigan (Wolverines) basketball team in 1991, and all went on to become NBA stars. Colloquially termed the “Fab Five,” they became the first basketball team to make it to the NCAA basketball championship game featuring a team with all freshman starters.


  Since that time, the presence of Black athletes in college sports has become synonymous with high-revenue-generating Division I sports. Moreover, most of the athletes who play men’s college basketball and men’s college football are Black. But the NCAA, which does not allow student-athletes to get paid, earned millions from advertising and broadcasting rights from the popularity of these sports. Therefore, while head coaches were earning millions of dollars a year coaching these athletes, the athletes themselves were often struggling to meet their basic needs. Several critics compared these practices to modern-day slave labor. But considering the dormancy of athlete activism and the fear of losing scholarships, many of these athletes felt powerless.


  There have been several critics on either side of the argument relative to the exploitation of Black college athletes. For example, USC professor Shaun Harper wrote a report that explained that Black student-athletes have low graduation rates due to a majority of their time being spent practicing and competing.1 However, it has also been mentioned that Black student-athletes should not complain, considering the fact that they receive scholarships.2 Regardless of these conflicting ideas, certain intangibles are provided to these athletes, including openness to diversity, leadership skills, and general life skills. Still, student-athletes’ experiences are often different from their nonathletepeers. For example, student-athletes are often advised to take courses that fit around their athletic schedules, which often clash with the courses or majors these students would like to consider. Additionally, the graduation rates of these athletes often fall below their nonathlete peers. Collectively, these incidents have often called into question the validity of the “student” part of the term “student-athlete.”


  Other than some notable athletes such as former NBA players Etan Thomas and Curt Flood, who are both outspoken critics against racial injustice, athlete activism during the 1990s and early 2000s was largely taboo. The commercialization of sports meant that any idea that created bad press for the business bottom line of sports would be met with swift punishment. Consequently, it became important to understand how any notion of activism would influence perhaps sports’ chief stakeholder: the fans.


  Scholars George Cunningham and Michael R. Regan Jr. wanted to understand the perception of Black athletes who endorsed certain products based on what type of activism the athlete engaged in.3 In their study, they found that Black athletes who engaged in activism that was focused on topics such as obesity were perceived more positively than those who focused on more controversial topics such as war. Additionally, those athletes who associated more closely with their ethnic identity were also perceived more negatively than those who did not closely associate with their ethnic identity. These perceptions led to feelings of distrust toward more ethnically identifying athletes and thus provided an avenue for understanding why organizations might choose certain athletes as product endorsers over others.


  As such, the 1990s represented a changing of the guard in critical discussions on various social issues. The sports world was no different. During this time, Nike released a popular commercial showcasing the power and resilience of female athletes and the power of sport to empower the masses. Albeit noble, the commercial was criticized for still showing women as needing help instead of being leaders with power.


  This left many to believe that the messages representing sport as an agent for social change were weak at best. Over its history, sport has contributed to various social issues including ableism, homophobia, racism, and ageism. More so, sport during this time became a burgeoning tool for socialization and assimilation into American culture.


  Along with this, the world was going through an innovation shift as the advent of technology was making the world more interconnected. Email and the internet were changing how we communicate. With these levels of communication, the world became more focused on a democratic process of governing.


  In a similar vein, idealists and scholars alike recognized that sport already had a democratic connection given its focus on playing fair, sportsmanship, equal opportunity, and other paths of proper competition. By the 2000s, the idea that sport can be used as a vehicle for social change became evident. More so, the rise of commercialized major global sporting events such as the Olympic Games has illuminated a need to use sport for the betterment of humankind. Further, these concepts have suggested sport as a dissemination medium for pushing forward policy reform on social injustice. Even though the message of sport as a platform for social change was inherently relevant, social injustice persisted.


  While the sports world was in its dormancy years in terms of activism, there were still several high-profile incidents that caused national controversy. One example of such an incident occurred on April 4, 2007. Radio host Don Imus was met with scrutiny after he made racially charged comments concerning members of the Rutgers University women’s basketball team. In talking with his producer about a game between Rutgers University and the University of Tennessee–Knoxville, Imus began insulting the players by mocking their appearance and eventually calling them “nappy-headed hos.”


  Outrage ensued as many people called for Imus to be fired. Further, his comments sparked a national conversation regarding the racial stereotypes that denigrate Black Americans for their hair texture. To try to save his job, Imus apologized for his remarks and reiterated that he was a good person that just had an error in judgment. Still, MSNBC and CBS both dropped Imus’s show, Imus in the Morning, after civil rights leaders Rev. Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson called for his firing.


  However, Imus, along with many of his supporters, claimed that there was a double standard in how racial epithets are used in the media, emphasizing that rap lyrics use similar words all the time to describe women. Further, Imus and his supporters believed that there was an overreaction to his statement and that his career should not be ruined because of it. What would further incite controversy was when a few months after his show was canceled, he signed a five-year, $40 million contract with New York–based radio station WABC. In addition, his namesake program returned to the air within two years of the incident. This furthered the notion among many Black people that their concerns regarding racial discrimination go unheard.


  WE HAVE A VOICE TOO


  On the night of February 26, 2012, an unarmed Black teenager named Trayvon Martin was walking home from a convenience store carrying a bag of Skittles and a soda. A neighborhood watchman, George Zimmerman, had noticed the teen walking down the street and immediately called the police dispatch. Zimmerman, who claimed to have been noticing several robberies in his community, felt that since the teen was wearing a hood, he looked suspicious. Although the police dispatch warned Zimmerman not to approach the teen, he disregarded the advice and walked over to Martin’s vicinity. Zimmerman questioned the teen about his presence in the community, and after an intense argument a scuffle ensued.


  As the scuffle continued, Zimmerman was able to pull out his gun and ultimately shot Martin, which fatally wounded him. An uproar followed as media personalities, activists, athletes, and social media users nationwide called out for justice regarding the safety and protection of Black lives. The incident became such a polarizing phenomenon that noted civil rights attorney Benjamin Crump represented Martin’s parents in pursuing charges against Zimmerman. The following year, an official trial began as Florida state attorney Angela Corey led the prosecution against Zimmerman. However, after two days of deliberation, the jury found Zimmerman not guilty, supporting his claim that he was acting in self-defense against Martin.


  As a result of the verdict, protests took place nationwide calling for national policy reform and the eradication of police brutality against unarmed Black people. Athletes joined in, admonishing the jurors associated with Trayvon’s trial by posting tweets in association with Black Lives Matter (BLM). For example, Miami Heat players posted a picture on their Twitter account in which they wore hoodies. This symbolized the attire Trayvon Martin was wearing the night he was killed by Zimmerman. Other players from various sports would also go on to tweet their frustrations with the verdict.


  Emboldened by the verdict, activist Alicia Garza wrote a Facebook post admonishing police for their apathy of Black lives. She would further lament that she was surprised at how little Black lives matter and that she would use all of her available resources to sustain Black lives. Her friend, Patrisse Cullors, supported the effort by posting a Twitter hashtag that simply read, #BlackLivesMatter. Recognizing the importance of the statement and the need to develop a sustainable platform for the movement, Garza and Cullors teamed up with activist Opal Tometi to help develop a structure for their platform. The movement gained moderate traction until more instances of police brutality occurred.


  As mentioned in chapter 1, athlete activism was virtually nonexistent by the turn of the twenty-first century. Athletes’ fears of losing endorsements, a positive public image, and their jobs were the main culprits behind its dormancy. Despite this, instances of police brutality, racial profiling, socioeconomic disparities, and other social ills that plagued marginalized groups continued to increase. The rise of social media and mobile devices further illuminated these issues. Online platforms such as Twitter and Facebook allow users to express their thoughts regarding any topic that comes to mind. Further, these thoughts can be shared either anonymously or without immediate backlash. With millions of followers on these platforms, information can spread quickly. In knowing this, several users have specifically used these platforms to galvanize social change initiatives.


  As several social movements such as Black Lives Matter began to establish the voices of those who previously felt powerless in battling racial injustice, the sports world would rise to find their voice as well. Two of the more prominent outlets that arose during BLM are the Players’ Tribune and Andscape (formerly, The Undefeated). In 2014, New York Yankee shortstop Derek Jeter was completing his final season as an MLB player. As a five-time World Series champion, Jeter was ready to move on to the next phase of his career as a business mogul and philanthropist. As a high-profile athlete, Jeter noticed the vitriol that athletes faced from the media when it came to scandals or team drama. In wanting to provide a space for athletes to share their varied perspectives, he decided to launch a multimedia platform.


  On October 1, 2014, Jeter launched the Players’ Tribune as a platform that provides daily sports conversations and first-person viewpoints from both professional and college athletes. Several professional athletes from various sports were assigned as senior editors, including Russell Wilson, Danica Patrick, and Blake Griffin. Since its launch, the media platform has dedicated breaking news columns to athletes. For example, several athletes used the website to announce their retirement, including Kobe Bryant and David Ortiz. Some athletes have used the site to discuss their thoughts on racial injustice and other forms of inequity. For instance, Blake Griffin gave an account of his experiences regarding former LA Clippers owner Donald Sterling being banned from the NBA for insensitive language against Black people. Cincinnati Bengals defensive tackle Mike Daniels discussed the importance of Juneteenth, the celebration of the end of slavery, needing to be a federal holiday. In sum, the media platform has provided a consistent avenue for athletes to discuss various topics from retirement status to social injustices.


  THE MEDIA’S EFFECT ON SOCIETY


  When we chat with friends, watch the latest online streaming series, engage with people at work, or go grocery shopping, intergroup communication is likely to occur. No matter where we choose to live, work, and play, we cannot escape the interactions. What we do have a choice in is how we perceive others based on these interactions. At the summation of these interactions, we inevitably and inextricably develop an “us” versus “them” mentality.


  For example, when members of society see megacorporations such as Amazon create monopolies by purchasing other businesses, they might assume that only extraordinarily rich individuals control society. Organizational communication scholar Dr. Stanley Deetz theorized that megacorporations control the very being of society. He further explained that corporations colonize our thoughts, perceptions, and realities. Given this, one of the most powerful entities to construct this notion is media organizations.


  A plethora of scholarly inquiries have suggested that consistent exposure to media perpetuates a negative stereotype of individuals from underrepresented groups. Additionally, this type of media exposure has led to decreased support for policy reforms that support issues faced by these same groups. Many of these scholars have suggested that how we assign certain stereotypes to ourselves and others is also perpetuated by constant media exposure. For example, philosopher Marshall McLuhan coined the phrase “The medium is the message.”4 The meaning behind this phrase is that as technology advances, the way we communicate also advances. Consequently, social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook have allowed prejudice and discrimination to permeate throughout society with relatively little consequence. Communication professor George Gerbner would also coin the phrase “mean world syndrome.”5 Simply put, the mean world syndrome has been widely debated relative to its notion that continued exposure to violence in media creates thoughts of a mean world. A result of this could be the categorization of people into those who are considered violent versus those who are considered wholesome, decent human beings. When considering intergroup relations, people tend to find favor with those who fit their in-group status while remaining skeptical of those who remain outside of their status.


  As mentioned, media organizations disproportionately showcase stories that negatively impact improvements in intergroup relations. While much research has shown that positive depictions of racial minorities could lead to these improvements, recent research has suggested that negative media exposure has cultivated a mean world concept that threatens a majority member’s idea of a moral and just world. In other words, media exposure has been so negative that the majority members of society may never believe that there are good members of minority groups.


  When it comes to understanding media, several theoretical concepts explain how and why we depend on media to determine how we function as a society. Two of the more relevant concepts are cultivation theory and agenda-setting theory.6 Cultivation theory suggests that overexposure to repetitive messages and themes creates a reality that is often unchallenged by dominant members of society (e.g., white Americans). Agenda-setting theory expresses the notion that the media does not tell a person what to think. Rather, it tells a person what to think about. In other words, repetitive messages will subconsciously establish one’s perceptions of society. Taken collectively, these theories explain that media establishes a mean world perception where one’s perceptions of victimhood, insecurities, and anxiety are elevated when exposed to excessive violence.


  Considering the premise of BLM and intergroup interactions perpetuated in the media, it makes sense that there is tension between those who call out police brutality and others who consider the police as law-abiding individuals who are just working to protect and serve. While media organizations represent several constituencies, one thing remains clear: how stereotypes, prejudices, and other forms of ill thoughts toward underrepresented groups are perpetuated on these platforms will continue to stifle positive intergroup relations.


  ATHLETES SPEAK UP


  After George Zimmerman’s trial, Annelie Schmittel and Jimmy Sanderson examined the reactions of NFL players toward the verdict.7 First, it was suggested that athletes anticipated a not-guilty verdict through their tweets due to previous media exposure suggesting that when Black people are involved in court-related indictments, they usually receive nonfavorable news. Next, tweets of disbelief were reported, as NFL players believed that the evidence in the Zimmerman trial suggested that Martin was innocent. Third, players tweeted their frustrations with the American justice system. They suggested substantial reforms that would eradicate the unfairness of verdicts that go against Black people. Fourth, players suggested that the ethics and morals of American society took a blow and remained emblematic of racial inequities that continue to predominate. Lastly, players sent their condolences to the Martin family while also empathizing with the pain of losing their son. Despite this, several high-profile shootings would follow.


  In 2014, a slew of police-related deaths manifested. First, New York resident Eric Garner was choked to death by police officers after being arrested. As police pinned him down, Garner could be heard saying, “I can’t breathe.” Next, Ferguson, Missouri, teen Michael Brown was gunned down by a police officer after speculation that had he robbed a convenience store. Eyewitnesses explained that Brown was left in the street for over four hours after he was fatally wounded.


  Finally, twelve-year-old Cleveland resident Tamir Rice was gunned down by police after a dispatch call described a male pointing a gun at residents in a local park. During the dispatch, the accuser speculated that the gun was fake and that the perpetrator was most likely a juvenile. Immediately after arriving at the scene, a police officer shot Rice in the torso. He was rushed to the hospital where he eventually died. Upon review, the gun that Rice was holding was discovered to be fake. In all instances, the police officers were either not indicted or were acquitted of the charges levied against them.


  Outrage and protests from these instances prompted several social media users to post “#BlackLivesMatter” in solidarity with friends and family who had had negative altercations with law enforcement. As the movement gained momentum, the mission flourished under several premises: the eradication of police brutality against Black and brown people, the liberation of all Black people and others who are marginalized, and a world free of systematic oppression.


  BANNED FOR LIFE


  While the BLM movement was finding its footing on the national stage, another sports scandal put into question the continued struggle for racial reconciliation. On April 25, 2014, an audio recording of LA Clippers owner Donald Sterling and his mistress, V. Stiviano, was released by the media outlet TMZ. In the recording, Sterling was heard arguing with Stiviano regarding an Instagram photo in which she is seen posing with former NBA player Magic Johnson. Specifically, he said,


 
    It bothers me a lot that you want to broadcast that you’re associating with Black people. . . . You can sleep with [Black people]. You can bring them in, you can do whatever you want. . . . The little I ask you is . . . not to bring them to my games.8




  Upon hearing this, several athletes, sports team leaders, and others spoke out against Sterling. For example, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Shaquille O’Neal, Michael Jordan, and other NBA players condemned Sterling. Miami Heat owner Micky Arison would express that there was no room for Sterling in the NBA. Also, Virgin America, CarMax, and several other organizations would end their sponsorship deals with the team. Additionally, President Obama would express regret with Sterling’s statements by calling them highly offensive.


  A few days after the audio was released, NBA commissioner Adam Silver said that Sterling would be banned for life and fined him a league constitutional maximum of $2.5 million. Additionally, Silver immediately began the transition of putting the team up for sale. Sterling eventually agreed to the ban and sold the team for $2 billion to former Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer. This move represented one of the first maximum-level punishments within the sport that dealt with racial injustice. The topic of racial reconciliation under the lens of BLM was still in its infancy.


  HANDS UP, DON’T SHOOT!


  As the reputation of the BLM movement grew as a formidable opponent against social injustice, so did the activism of athletes. On November 29, 2014, members of the Knox College women’s basketball team garnered national attention for their show of solidarity toward the Michael Brown shooting.9 Particularly, Ariyana Smith walked onto her team’s basketball court with her hands raised and fell to the floor where she remained for four and a half minutes. This demonstration was symbolic of the four and a half hours that Brown lay slain on the ground. The following day, five St. Louis Rams (now Los Angeles Rams) players decided to engage in a pregame demonstration that showcased their disdain against the shooting of Brown.10 The players, which included Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey, Chris Givens, Kenny Britt, and Jared Cook, entered the field by holding their hands up in a way that suggested their surrender to the police. The pregame gesture, which symbolized a nationwide movement primarily by Black men to relay a message of not wanting to get shot by law enforcement, represented one of the first modern-day sport gestures that exclusively called out the police for brutality-related issues. It also drew the ire of local law enforcement.


  The St. Louis Police Officers’ Association (SLPOA) was angered at the demonstration. They said that the players acted out of ignorance and that they ignored all of the evidence that suggested the officer involved in the shooting operated within proper police procedure. Further, they released an official statement saying that the organization was “profoundly disappointed with the members of the St. Louis Rams football team who chose to ignore the mountains of evidence released from the St. Louis County Grand Jury this week and engage in a display that police officers around the nation found tasteless, offensive, and inflammatory.”11


  Then–Rams coach Jeff Fisher and other team administrators claimed that they were unaware of the players’ plans for a demonstration. However, they supported the players’ freedom of speech. The SLPOA doubled down on their anger against the Rams players by requesting that the NFL punish the demonstrators. League officials decided not to punish the players because of a long-standing common practice of not punishing players for political gestures. NFL spokesperson Brian McCarthy said, “We respect and understand the concerns of all individuals who have expressed views on this tragic situation.”12


  A few days later, then–Cleveland Cavalier player LeBron James showed up in a pregame warm-up with an “I Can’t Breathe” T-shirt as a symbolic gesture to the deaths of Garner and others.13 Los Angeles Lakers star Kobe Bryant and other members of the team followed suit by wearing similar T-shirts. Soon, several members of the NBA began to wear the shirt. In the NFL, then–Cleveland Browns receiver Andrew Hawkins would don a T-shirt that read “Justice for Tamir Rice—John Crawford” on the front and “The Real Battle of Ohio” on the back. Crawford, who was also shot and killed by police at a Walmart in Ohio, represented the latest in a seemingly nationwide epidemic of law enforcement–related deaths.


  Similar to the outrage by Missouri officers, the Cleveland Police Union (CPU) also expressed their anger toward the NFL. In a statement released by a CPU spokesperson, they said, “It’s pretty pathetic when athletes think they know the law. They should stick to what they know best on the field. The Cleveland Police protect and serve the Browns stadium, and the Browns organization owes us an apology.”14 In a subsequent statement, the Browns organization said,


 
    We have great respect for the Cleveland Police Department and the work that they do to protect and serve our city. We also respect our players’ rights to project their support and bring awareness to issues that are important to them if done so in a responsible manner.15




  While support for the BLM movement was growing among athletes and nonathletes alike, detractors of the movement took to social media by posting “#AllLivesMatter” and “#BlueLivesMatter” to counter what they perceived as a movement that sought to eliminate police and center Black people as the only lives that are important. Both movements became popularized after two New York police officers were shot and killed in retaliation for the Eric Garner and Michael Brown deaths at the hands of police earlier that year. Still, #AllLivesMatter would rise to become the more dominant resistance against the movement. BLM supporters went on to explain that Black lives are not more important than the lives of others. Rather, they said that Black lives should be of equal importance to the lives of others.


  While being dubbed the unofficial “new civil rights movement,”16 BLM has received staunch criticism, from being perceived as a socialist movement to its perceived lack of organizational structure and purpose. What the movement is and what it is not has been up for much debate.


  WHAT IS IT?


  Since its origins, political pundits, celebrities, the media, and everyday citizens have spent time dissecting the BLM movement, its purpose, and its effectiveness. Some have even suggested that BLM is a terrorist organization that hurts the Black community more than it helps. Despite this, the movement has emerged as a place of intellectual inquiry. For example, a 2017 article examined police brutality incidents that are reported by major and local news outlets close to where the incidents took place.17 Specifically, they found that both news outlets were sympathetic in their coverage of police brutality against Black people—which is often not the case. They further explained that BLM movement protesters may have influenced news outlets to be more sympathetic to social justice issues than in times past. Contrarily, a 2019 article found that cable news outlets such as Fox News denounce BLM as an organization that uses racism as an excuse to blame white people for their issues.18


  Still, BLM has transcended from being only an organization that focuses on police brutality. Rather, BLM has risen to be a catalyst for situations such as incarcerated individuals entering back into society. Further, it has been suggested that BLM can establish a new lens through which decision-makers can engage in policy reform regarding wrongful or unusually lengthy imprisonment. Furthermore, some political scientists have even suggested that BLM can serve as a scholarly platform to challenge the future of American democracy. Their thoughts are guided by the following question,



   Can contemporary structures and strictures of American democracy be reformulated to create a future in which African Americans have access to substantive and meaningful forms of economic, political, and social equality?19




  Simply put, how can BLM become a movement that tangibly engages in policy reform? As scholars on race relations have found that most policies benefit whites while traumatizing Blacks, the answers may lie in a psychological notion that suggests that you “reap what you sow.”


  BELIEF IN A JUST WORLD


  Presumably, people tend to believe that they live in a world with mostly good people. They believe that most people wake up in the morning, get ready for their day, drop their children off at school, go to work, come home, unwind, tuck the children in, and go to sleep. Rinse and repeat. If there is any negative variation in this process, it is typically that person’s fault. This concept is called the “belief in a just world” (BJW). Coined by psychologist Melvin J. Lerner, BJW specifically suggests that most people believe that we live in a just world.20 When it comes to applying for a job, purchasing a home, providing children with proper education, or staying safe, BJW says that people will often do the right things to obtain a successful life. Ultimately, people will get what they deserve.


  Within this concept is also the notion of victim blaming. If a person gets caught up in a negative situation, then those who agree with BJW cope by accusing the victim of putting themselves in the situation rather than believing there is corruption in the world. Since its inception, several scholars have studied BJW and its association with victim blaming. For example, one scholar found that rape survivors who speak out about their experience are often chastised by family and friends because they believe that ultimately you reap what you sow. The negative consequence of this is that these responses often silence rape survivors from further disclosing their experiences to others. In another study, a scholar found that poor individuals are often blamed for their misfortune. Relative to a person’s BJW, it is often threatened when an innocent person becomes a victim. This thought process usually leads to one’s ideas of the world being violated, which often causes increased distress. Therefore, it is more than likely that a person who has high levels of BJW will work to reestablish their beliefs by any means necessary.


  One of the most threatening phenomena to one’s BJW is race relations in America. For example, scholars found that when a threat to one’s BJW is closely associated with someone from their ethnic group, their self-esteem decreases.21 On the contrary, when a threat to one’s BJW is not associated with someone from their own ethnicity, their self-esteem usually remains intact. The researchers would go on to say that people who constantly face threats of injustice in their daily lives not only have decreased self-esteem, but it also decreases their mental and physical well-being along with negatively affecting their personal and professional success opportunities. Given this, race relations and one’s BJW often negatively affect individuals from marginalized groups. Much of this tension is caused by what is considered a white racial frame. The concept suggests that white people have a global view that includes notions of negative stereotypes, thoughts, emotions, and actions toward people of color while promoting whiteness as a notion of racial superiority over others.


  According to Dr. Lerner, most people believe that social systems regarding human behavior are fair and balanced. Furthermore, he explained that people often view victims of situations that are beyond the scope of the social system as being to blame for their folly, a thought process known as the just world mentality. However, such a mentality “may undermine a commitment to justice.”22


  WILL WE EVER GET ALONG?


  There has been a long and destructive history regarding the interactions of Black people and the police. As mentioned in chapter 1, the Jim Crow era witnessed the height of these sordid interactions, so much so that Black parents were forced to engage in survival tactics that often led to instances of shame and inferiority. One of these tactics was what Hazel Erby described as “the talk,” a mechanism formalized by Black parents in the late 1940s to tell their children about the harsh realities of being Black in the southern United States.


  Initially described in journalist Ray Sprigle’s book In the Land of Jim Crow, Black parents were observed in conversation providing intricately developed plans for their children to escape instances of police interaction, white-Black interactions, and other racial interactions that were seemingly threatening to their survival.23 In a deeper explanation of this mechanism, Erby gave an exemplar account of such talks by telling the stories of two prominent figures during that time: Medgar Evers and Emmett Till.


  Although Evers and Till could be considered martyrs for the civil rights movement, “the talk” has continued to be a tactic used by Black people to quell racial violence and injustice against their children and other members of the community. Media polarization and the advent of technological advancements represent the next phase of how racial violence and the Black community continue to be a dominant narrative in today’s society.


  The disdain of police also made its way into the hip-hop world when rap group N.W.A released their controversial song “Fuck the Police.”24 This song was a representation of the frustration that the Black community had toward the police for their hostile tendencies. Scholar Amanda Nell Edgar also explained that the song represented disdain for neoliberalism, which hastened calls for police reform and other social justice movements that stifled the growth of marginalized communities. Lastly, he explained that social media, explicitly YouTube, served as a vital tool to showcase N.W.A’s song as a form of social resistance that put control back into the hands of the people.


  THE OBJECTION TO BLM


   In understanding the premise of BJW and media cultivation, it makes sense that Black people express psychological and physical distress when dealing with white people. This is not to say that all Black people are afraid of white people, nor does it mean that all white people operate in the white racial frame, but it makes sense that much of the conversation of U.S. race relations is one where negative situations are usually blamed on marginalized individuals. Moreover, objectors to BLM may perceive the world as just and instances of police brutality as the victims’ fault. As mentioned, supporters of BLM say that Black lives are not more important than any other life. Rather, Black lives should be considered as important as other lives. While All Lives Matter (ALM) supporters say that all lives are important and equal, their perceptions skew toward a notion that BLM is a racist movement. While it is true that all lives should matter, BLM supporters suggest that not all lives face the same instances of racial injustice.


  Regardless of the backlash, BLM has grown since its early days of ending police brutality. It has now become a major platform that seeks to make a political stamp on policy reform that liberates Black people and other marginalized groups from a seemingly oppressive socioeconomic status. Consequently, the movement has galvanized a new era of sports activism that focuses on collaborative efforts to create tangible social change.


  During the launch of the Players’ Tribune in 2014, ESPN began developing an online media platform “that will provide in-depth coverage, commentary, and insight on sports, race, and culture directed towards the African-American audience.”25 Then–ESPN columnist Jason Whitlock was tapped to lead the launch of this new media venture. Whitlock would name the online website The Undefeated as an homage to the late poet and civil rights leader Maya Angelou when she said, “You may encounter many defeats, but you must not be defeated.”


  Upon Whitlock’s departure from the network, ESPN hired former Washington Post managing editor Kevin Merida as editor in chief of the website. Eventually The Undefeated would launch on May 17, 2016, as one of a few major media platforms intersecting the areas of race, culture, and sport. In one of the more surprising moves made via the website, Michael Jordan would announce his commitment to helping eradicate social injustice, for which he was previously criticized throughout the entirety of his career for evading the political realm.


  In his statement, he would say,


 
    Over the past three decades, I have seen up close the dedication of the law enforcement officers who protect me and my family. I have the greatest respect for their sacrifice and service. I also recognize that for many people of color their experiences with law enforcement have been different than mine. I have decided to speak out in the hope that we can come together as Americans, and through peaceful dialogue and education, achieve constructive change.26




  To cement his commitment to social justice, Jordan explained that he would donate a total of $2 million to two organizations. The first organization to receive $1 million was the International Association of Chiefs of Police. This association established an Institute for Community-Police Relations dedicated to resolving the disconnect between urban communities and local law enforcement. The second organization to receive a $1 million donation was the NAACP legal defense fund. The defense fund serves as a legal outreach entity that aids people of color with litigation, advocacy, policy research, and scholarship opportunities for Black students.


  To further engage the intersection of sport and politics, The Undefeated hosted a town hall on October 11, 2016, with former president Barack Obama titled “A Conversation with the President: Sports, Race, and Achievement” on the campus of North Carolina A&T. Led by ESPN anchor Stan Verrett, the town hall focused on the success and challenges remaining in using sports as a platform to engage in tangible social change. Students, faculty, and other attendees were able to engage President Obama with their concerns. Given these scenarios, it showcased the media’s burgeoning push to recognize the intelligence, influence, and impact of world-class athletes who also work to eradicate social injustice.


  AMATEURS HAVE RIGHTS TOO


  College athletes are usually held to stricter standards than professional athletes due to rules and regulations established by both their host institutions and the National College Athletic Association (NCAA), the main governing body of college sports. College athletes, who earn millions of dollars for their institutions and the NCAA, were restricted from partaking in these earnings by their amateur status. Any violation of this would result in them forfeiting their rights to play.


  Particularly, high-revenue-generating sports such as NCAA college football and basketball earn these institutions the vast majority of their revenue. As many of the athletes who participate in these high-revenue-generating sports are predominantly African American, critics denounced these institutions by expressing that they earned these wages off the free labor provided by Black athletes. Furthermore, critics interpreted the NCAA’s prohibition against paying athletes as racist and discriminatory, a further challenge to the governing body.


  Since the BLM movement began, professional athletes have gained momentum in the movement to eradicate social injustice. While some college athletes were participating in demonstrations, many may have felt intimidated to push for procedural change. However, these groups of athletes began to recognize the BLM movement’s power in engaging in larger conversations on basic human rights. One group of college athletes, in particular, took this challenge head-on.


  At the University of Missouri–Columbia (Mizzou), several undergraduate students spent years pointing out racial injustice both on and off campus. A collective of Black students began to notice that many of their concerns were being ignored by campus administration. Therefore, they formed a coalition called Concerned Student 1950 (CS1950) as a racial injustice strategic initiative.27 The name CS1950 is an outgrowth of the year the first Black student was admitted to the university.


  The 2015 football season proved to be a pivotal moment to the CS1950 as a slew of high-profile police shootings and their continued protests regarding racialized incidents on campus caught the attention of Mizzou football team members. Members of CS1950 camped out in tents on the college campus demanding that then–university president Timothy Wolfe meet with them to hear their concerns. As members of the football team were passing by the encampment, they convened with the CS1950 to discuss what they could do to assist in the protest.


  Members of CS1950 said that Wolfe did not grasp the magnitude of racial incidents that affected Black students on campus. For example, they said that Black students would have the N-word yelled at them by passersby. In another incident, Black students found a swastika symbol written in excrement on a campus bathroom wall. When they were finally able to have a sit-down with Wolfe, they believed that their concerns were largely ignored. Consequently, several football players engaged with the larger student community in the campus’s Black Cultural Center to discuss how to hold university administration accountable for seemingly ignoring Black student well-being. The result of the meeting was to forfeit their upcoming football games until their list of demands was met.


  The players informed their head coach, Gary Pinkel, of what they were wanting to do. He showed support to his players and encouraged them to state their list of demands. Collectively, the students and student-athletes issued eight demands, which were as follows:



	We demand that University of Missouri System President, Tim Wolfe, write a hand-written apology to Concerned Student 1-9-5-0 demonstrators and hold a press conference in the Mizzou Student Center reading the letter.


	We demand the immediate removal of Tim Wolfe as UM system president.


	We demand that the University of Missouri meets the Legions of Black Collegians’ demands that were presented in 1969 for the betterment of the Black community.


	We demand that the University of Missouri creates and enforces comprehensive racial awareness and inclusion curriculum throughout all campus departments and units, mandatory for all students, faculty, staff, and administration.


	We demand that by the academic year 2017–2018, the University of Missouri increases the percentage of Black faculty and staff members campus-wide by 10 percent.


	We demand that the University of Missouri composes a strategic 10-year plan on May 1, 2016, that will increase retention rates for marginalized students, sustain diversity curriculum and training, and promote a more safe and inclusive campus.


	We demand that the University of Missouri increases funding and resources for the University of Missouri Counseling Center to hire additional mental health professionals, particularly those of color, boosting mental health outreach and programming across campus, increasing campus-wide awareness and visibility of the counseling center, and reducing lengthy wait times for prospective clients.


	We demand that the University of Missouri increases funding, resources, and personnel for the social justice center on campus to hire additional professionals, particularly those of color, boost outreach and programming across campus, and increase campus-wide awareness and visibility.28





  While many of the terms in the list of demands were more long-term, the immediate effect was that Wolfe resigned as president. Players and students were praised for their efforts in being one of the first nationwide protests that impacted protocols for racialized incidents. Then–president Barack Obama especially praised the athletes for their courage but cautioned for open dialogue between administrators and students. State lawmakers criticized the students, athletes, and supporters of the protest. They proposed a bill called House Bill 1743, which would have stripped scholarships from student-athletes for protesting if passed.29


  The bill was officially withdrawn, but it still drew criticisms that relegated even the thought of such a bill as antiquated and archaic. Further, critics expressed that anything similar to the notion of stripping scholarships would prevent future student-athletes from exercising their First Amendment rights. While the protests were initially started by students, the student-athletes believed that they could expedite reform due to the university potentially losing millions of dollars because of forfeited games. Conceivably, the university system would agree. The Mizzou athlete protests were one of several high-profile encounters that intersected with the BLM movement. While 2015 saw an increased presence in athlete statements and demonstrations, it was the following year that formally solidified the intersection of the BLM movement and athlete activism.

  





    Chapter Three


  United We Stand, Divided We Kneel


  Despite mixed reactions regarding the origin and purpose of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, it grew in notoriety. Supporters praised the movement as one that could bring lasting change to the ongoing racist and discriminatory acts that permeated throughout the United States. Detractors continued to challenge the movement by calling it divisive and unnecessary, as claims of Black-on-Black crime were deemed worse than any other crime against Black lives. Still, by 2015, BLM had a formal structure and began to lay out strategic initiatives targeting policy reform.


  During that same year, however, outcry regarding police brutality against African Americans ran rampant due to the death of Maryland resident Freddie Gray. On April 12, 2015, Gray was arrested by six Baltimore police on claims that he fled from their presence while in possession of an illegal knife. He was placed in the back of a police van to be taken to the police station. While in transport, Gray suffered a severe spinal injury and was subsequently rushed to the R Adams Cowley Shock Trauma Center within the city. While at the center, it was reported that Gray suffered from an 80 percent severed neck, a few fractured vertebrae, and other injuries, including one to his voice box. After slipping in and out of a coma over the course of a week, Gray succumbed to his injuries. Upon the news of Gray’s death, protests ensued throughout Baltimore calling for the arrest and prosecution of the six officers who held Gray in custody.


  In their initial report, the six officers associated with the arrest and subsequent death of Gray reported that their presence in his neighborhood was due to State’s Attorney Marilyn J. Mosby’s mandate to have increased patrol in the area due to high crime. As they patrolled the area, Gray noticed their presence and fled, which ultimately led to his arrest. They then claimed that while en route to their destination, Gray suffered the injuries that ultimately led to his death. However, eyewitness reports and videos showed Gray screaming and being dragged during the arrest procedures before being assisted into the back of the van. Some even reported that he was beaten with a baton before being placed in the van. Regardless, the officers involved were suspended with pay while the incident was investigated.


  During this time, the residents of Baltimore engaged in peaceful protests outside the city’s police department. But as the official investigation continued, residents became impatient, due in large part to the national belief that officers who kill unarmed Black men are usually acquitted after investigations that claim they followed proper police procedure. As a result, violence ensued as protesters threw rocks, set fires, and destroyed police cars. From this, the sports world began to take further aim at police brutality.


  BASEBALL, BASKETBALL, AND BLM


  As the city of Baltimore began to get attention from both Freddie Gray’s death at the hands of police and the ensuing protests, chants of “Black Lives Matter” began to grow nationwide. The BLM organization showed its support in the initial protests in front of the Baltimore Police Department while recognizing that the violence of the protests was a result of outrage against constant police brutality. Again, the nation either blamed or praised the BLM movement for its role in instigating protests against police officers. But it was the world of sport that was able to continuously provide perspective.


  During the Baltimore protests, several individuals from the Baltimore Orioles baseball organization spoke up about the overall issue of police violence and protest. For example, former first baseman Chris Davis explained that the people who were protesting had a right to be upset at the consistent violence against Black and brown people while also calling for there to be peace. Also, former manager Buck Showalter expressed that it was hard to concentrate on playing the game of baseball while violence against Black and brown people persisted. The current CEO of the Orioles, John P. Angeles, who served as chief operating officer of the baseball franchise during this time, tweeted his frustration with those who denounced the protest by saying that the nation must observe the protest as a symptom of a much larger problem of people within Baltimore and around the world whose lives are cut short due to violence. More so, he expressed sympathy for those who continue to suffer while struggling to obtain civil rights. Still, the protests resumed, which prompted other sports figures to step forward.


  As mentioned in chapter 2, NBA superstars LeBron James, Carmelo Anthony, Chris Paul, and Dwayne Wade used the ESPY Awards platform to denounce police brutality and other violence against Black and brown Americans. In noticing the national attention the Baltimore protests were receiving, Anthony, who spent much of his youth as a resident of the city, decided to intervene. While a member of the New York Knicks basketball organization at this time, Anthony arrived in Baltimore to march in solidarity with the protesters. With this act, he wanted to show support while also denouncing the violence that was wreaking havoc on the community. He explained that he understood that the community had grown tired of the consistent violence against Black and brown people, but he said that laws and policies cannot be changed overnight. Lastly, he expressed that destroying the community would not aid in the fight for social justice.


  Despite his efforts, the violence of the protests continued, so much so that the Baltimore mayor instituted a curfew while also calling in the National Guard to help keep communities safe. Consequently, at least twenty other protests took place in other major cities, including Chicago, Miami, and Philadelphia. The purpose of these subsequent protests was to implore local and federal governments, police departments, and society at large that Black lives should matter as much as other lives. Back in Baltimore, the National Guard was able to quell the violence a few days after Freddie Gray’s funeral, and the curfew was lifted. While federal, state, and local governments became aware of the consequences of seemingly unimpeded disregard for Black life at the hands of police, it was another protest that aimed for the symbolism this country was built on that ushered sport to the forefront of the BLM movement.


  SITTING TO TAKE A STAND


  Following the Baltimore protests, several other high-profile deaths involving Black people and the police occurred. For instance, Texas native Sandra Bland was found hanging in her jail cell from an alleged suicide attempt three days after being arrested for a traffic stop. Her death, which occurred months after Freddie Gray’s, garnered national attention. However, BLM leaders expressed that before Bland’s death, most cases of violence involving police and Black women went largely ignored by mainstream media. As such, Bland’s death was the unfortunate catalyst to a national conversation regarding the protection of Black women and men.


  The following year, two other high-profile incidents occurred. First, Louisiana native Atlon Sterling was gunned down by police after a response to an altercation behind a local shop. The following day, Minnesota native Philando Castile was shot by police during a routine traffic stop. Castile, who was licensed to carry, informed the officer that he had a firearm in his car. The officer warned him not to reach for the gun. Castile then replied that he was only reaching for his license and registration. Despite this, the officer opened fire, fatally wounding Castile. Once again, national protests ensued calling for the end of police brutality. Micah Johnson, a former army reserve Afghan War veteran, decided to take matters into his own hands when he ambushed and killed five police officers in Dallas, Texas, in retaliation for the murders of Sterling and Castile. Johnson was eventually killed by police officers, but the incident was purportedly described as the deadliest attack on U.S. law enforcement since the September 11, 2001, attacks. The results of these incidents sparked protests calling for both the protection of Black lives and those of police officers.


  While this was going on, local citizens, celebrities, sports leaders, and members of the BLM movement were lending their voices to end police brutality. Particularly, they were calling for the officers involved in these shootings to be held responsible for their actions. Up to that point, many of the officers involved in these incidents were either acquitted of all charges brought against them or suspended with pay, but none were found guilty. To some, this lack of accountability had reached a breaking point. For one athlete, the reaction to his frustrations challenged the very fabric this country was built on.


  The 2016 NFL season began with its usual preseason games before the start of the regular season. During one of the preseason games, media outlets began to notice that then–San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick sat on the bench while his teammates and coaches stood during the playing of the national anthem. But it was during a preseason home game against the Green Bay Packers on August 26, 2016, that Kaepernick began to receive national attention for sitting during the celebration of the national anthem. In explaining his reasons, Kaepernick said,


 
    I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses Blacks and people of color. To me, this is bigger than football and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way. There are bodies in the street and people getting paid leave and getting away with murder.1




  In response to Kaepernick’s protest, the 49ers organization expressed that the national anthem will always represent the freedoms of this country and that individuals have the right to choose whether or not to participate in the pregame anthem ceremony. Likewise, the NFL explained that “players are encouraged but not required to stand during the playing of the national anthem.”2


  THE KNEEL HEARD ’ROUND THE WORLD


  In response to Kaepernick’s stance, an open letter was penned to him by former NFL long snapper and U.S. Army Green Beret Nate Boyer. In his letter, he described his experiences in global warfare while also acknowledging that racism still exists in the United States. While he one day hoped that Kaepernick would once again stand for the national anthem, he respected his choice to fight against racial injustice and violence in America. He ended the letter by remaining optimistic that society would change.


  The following day, Kaepernick, teammate and supporter Eric Reid, and Boyer met to discuss ways that would both show respect to the men and women who serve in the military while also addressing racial injustice. Boyer’s position stemmed from the notion that the flag symbolizes freedom and sacrifice. He went on to explain that one of his fellow military members, who died while in service, was brought home draped in the U.S. flag. However, Kaepernick explained that the anthem’s notion of liberty and justice for all was lacking when it came to Black and brown people. In working toward a compromise, Kaepernick asked Boyer what would be the best solution to satisfy both sides of the argument. Boyer suggested that kneeling would be a better sign of respect than sitting. Kaepernick and Reid agreed to this and promised that from their meeting onward, they would kneel instead of sitting during the playing of the national anthem.


  TO PROTECT AND SERVE OUR IMAGE


  Following Kaepernick’s continued protest of the national anthem, the Santa Clara Police Officers’ Association wrote a letter to the 49ers organization calling for them to engage in immediate disciplinary action. They explained that if the team did not discipline him, they would boycott working to protect and serve at future games. They went on to explain that Kaepernick’s actions were misinformed and did not accurately portray the hard work that goes into being a police officer. Given that local law enforcement usually works at major sporting events as a way to protect both fans and players, this statement represented one of the first threats against the working relationship between sports organizations and law enforcement.


  Santa Clara police chief Michael Sellers responded to the letter by vowing to continue to have officers work the games. Despite vehemently disagreeing with Kaepernick’s stance, Sellers explained that everyone has freedom of speech that is protected under the Constitution, whether one agrees or not. He went on to say that the safety of 49ers patrons was more important than fighting against defamation. But the fight against Kaepernick’s protest would not stop there.


  The disagreement between Kaepernick and law enforcement gained national prominence when the National Association of Police Organizations became involved. When the executive director of the organization, Bill Johnson, heard that Kaepernick was wearing socks that displayed pigs in police officer hats during training camp, he took his frustrations out on the NFL front office. In his complaint, he explained that the league was showing a double standard when they allowed Kaepernick to continue his protest while teams such as the Dallas Cowboys were not allowed to honor the slain officers who were killed in retaliation to deaths of Freddie Gray and Sandra Bland. Lastly, he admonished the league for failing to protect the public interest by allowing the protest against them.


  I STAND WITH KAP


  While the 49ers and the NFL were busy trying to determine best practices in handling the anthem protest, league-wide support in solidarity with Kaepernick revealed itself. First, members of the Miami Dolphins franchise, including running back Arian Foster, wide receiver Kenny Stills, and safety Michael Thomas, all kneeled during the national anthem during a regular-season game. As this was the anniversary of the September 11 attacks on the United States, this action forced the Dolphins organization to release a statement encouraging its team members to stand for the anthem but also respecting their freedom of expression.3 The Seattle Seahawks, who were the opponents of the Dolphins that day, engaged in an alternative gesture by locking arms in unity while standing for the national anthem.


  That same day, other players from around the league engaged in alternative gestures in support of Kaepernick. The Kansas City Chiefs’ cornerback Marcus Peters raised his fist during the national anthem in solidarity. New England Patriots tight end Martellus Bennett and current safety Devin McCourty also raised their fists during the anthem. The raised fist gesture was in solidarity with former Olympians John Carlos and Tommie Smith, who raised their fists in protest against U.S. racial injustice during the medal ceremony at the 1968 Olympic Games. Soon after, athletes from other sports and at various levels were all showing solidarity toward Kaepernick by either speaking out on or demonstrating against racial and social injustice.


  During a National Women’s Soccer League match between Seattle Reign and the Chicago Red Stars, Reign star Megan Rapinoe knelt at the playing of the national anthem in support of Kaepernick. She explained that since she was a gay American, she also knew how it felt to not have the U.S. flag represent your full civil liberties. She finished by urging white people to support people of color during a time of national uproar. Next, players and coaches from James A. Garfield High School in Seattle, Washington, knelt during the playing of the national anthem. Head coach Joey Thomas explained that while there may be a disagreement regarding the protest, the larger issue is resolving the issues that people are kneeling for in the first place. The WNBA joined in solidarity as all members of the Indiana Fever and two members of the Phoenix Mercury knelt for the playing of the anthem during the first game of the play-offs.


  Kaepernick’s influence even went beyond the sports world as several prominent civil rights organizations expressed their support. The NAACP, one of the oldest civil rights organizations in the world, gave their full support to Kaepernick’s protest. Leaders of Black Lives Matter also placed their full endorsement behind Kaepernick. Marc Morial, president of the National Urban League, would describe Kaepernick’s protest as an act of patriotism.


  These sentiments were shared by Time magazine executives as they gave Kaepernick the feature of their October 3, 2016, issue. Titled “The Perilous Fight,” the magazine explained that Kaepernick’s protest fueled a more in-depth national conversation on the intersections of privilege, pride, and patriotism. As the protests continued to gain traction across the country, everyday citizens had different opinions.


  While athletes from across the country were standing in solidarity with Kaepernick, media outlets began investigating what everyday citizens thought about the burgeoning protests. In a 2016 Reuters study, 2,093 adults from across the United States, with more than 70 percent of them identifying as white, completed a poll concerning their thoughts on the anthem protest.4 The results showed that 61 percent of the people polled said they disagreed with Kaepernick. Moreover, 72 percent of Americans said they thought the protest against the national anthem was unpatriotic. However, 64 percent of adults declared that Kaepernick had every right to engage in protest, as this was his freedom of expression. Lastly, 46 percent of adults polled said the NFL should not be penalized or held responsible for the protests.


  While common citizens were varied in their support for the anthem protests, several members of the military spoke up regarding Kaepernick’s stance. In an open letter featured on ESPN’s sport and pop culture website The Undefeated, thirty-five military veterans from various ethnic and gender backgrounds showed an overwhelming amount of support. In the letter, they expressed that they commend all athletes from Jackie Robinson to Colin Kaepernick who challenge racism and other forms of discrimination that have permeated the American landscape.


  Additionally, they went on to admonish those who fought against the Black Lives Matter movement. Further, they expressed that Kaepernick’s kneeling was not a sign of disrespect to them. Rather, it was an expression of their sacrifice for every American to have the right to freedom of speech. Lastly, they explained that athletes and everyday citizens who actively seek justice in society are showing the highest form of patriotism. Still, disagreements across ethnicity, political affiliation, and other societal demographics regarding whether the anthem protests were anti-American persisted. What many were not expecting was that this protest would make it into the presidential conversation.


  PRESIDENTIAL PENALTY


  By the end of the 2016 NFL season, the United States found itself in political disarray. President Barack Obama was in the last year of his presidential term. Presidential candidates Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton were embroiled in heated political debates to determine who would be the next leader of the free world. Meanwhile, Kaepernick’s protest had become a global controversy concerning social injustices plaguing Black and brown people.


  During a CNN town hall discussion, President Obama was asked whether he agreed with Kaepernick’s protest.5 He explained that first and foremost, Kaepernick was using his constitutional right to protest. But he also cautioned Kaepernick to consider the military families and others who associate with them who may be offended by his gesture. He finally expressed that people should also consider the reasoning behind Kaepernick’s protest as a way to address the concerns Black people have over police brutality and other issues.


  As the 2016 U.S. presidential election was nearing, media polls were showing that Trump and Clinton were closer than expected. Trump’s “Make America Great Again” campaign slogan was a polarizing mechanism used to galvanize constituents who were tired of dealing with the last remnants of the 2008 economic recession and the politicians who were blamed for sending American jobs overseas. Clinton’s “Stronger Together” campaign slogan was a chance to show that together, all Americans can work to make the country a stronger, more equitable country. This was a move away from Trump’s notions of stepping into the Oval Office and repairing the government by himself. Still, he was able to build a strong base of supporters who believed in his agenda.


  As the debates continued, Trump would go on to denounce the Black Lives Matter movement. In his speeches, he explained that the movement used divisive rhetoric that frowns upon the hardworking men and women who serve in law enforcement and the military. He said that all lives matter and that the country would be better off if leaders of the movement would stop dividing the country with their incendiary rhetoric. Lastly, he accused the movement of instigating a rise of violence against police officers and promised his supporters that he would launch an investigation into the organization if he became president.


  For Republicans and other nonpartisan voters who believed in Trump’s campaign, he was considered a refreshing take on perceived antiquated political promises of economic prosperity and job growth among the middle class. Additionally, his lack of following presidential protocol by sharing his various opinions via social media platforms showed voters that he was not going to be held back by political correctness.


  Supporters of the Black Lives Matter movement encouraged voters not to support Trump in his campaign because the very meaning of “Make America Great Again” was considered a connection to the prosperous era of the mid-twentieth century, which was a time when Black people were not considered equal. On the other hand, supporters of the movement were encouraged to vote for Clinton, as she seemed the most likely to engage in policy work that supported equal rights and opportunities for all. Despite their pleas, Trump was elected as the forty-fifth president of the United States. It was during this time that he waged a war against the NFL.


  SONS OF BITCHES, BOYCOTTS, AND BLACKBALLING


  Before the start of the 2017 NBA Finals, LeBron James had one goal in mind: to cement his legacy as arguably the greatest basketball player in NBA history. Instead, his focus shifted to commenting on issues all too common to Black people in America. In James’s response to the vandalism of his home, he not only expressed his exasperation for being Black in America, but he also confessed that “racism will always be a part of the world, a part of America.”6 While James’s thoughts on racism may seem disheartening to some, it is a thought that is all too familiar for those who are victims of it. In addition to James’s home being vandalized, three prominent areas in Washington’s National Mall were vandalized with hate crime symbols. The first crime to occur was on May 27 when a noose was found in a tree near the Hirshhorn Museum. Just four days later, a noose was found near an exhibit at the National Museum of African American History and Culture. On June 2, a piece of rope was found near a bench at the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial. Whether these were isolated incidents or works of a serial vandal, the issue of racism had once again reared its ugly head.


  Before the start of the 2017 NFL season, Colin Kaepernick was told that he would not be re-signed by the 49ers organization because he was not a good fit with the new head coach, Kyle Shanahan’s, offensive scheme.7 Both the organization and Kaepernick agreed to mutually part ways so that Kaepernick could attempt to find a new team that would fit his skill set as a dual-threat quarterback. While he was still considered a top talent within the NFL, no teams were willing to sign him.


  Speculation grew among spectators of the NFL that Kaepernick’s inability to find a team was due to his anthem protests. Within the organization, it was rumored that several owners agreed with detractors of BLM on the notion that his actions were distasteful and disrespectful to law enforcement, which encouraged them not to sign him. Consequently, many settled on the belief that Kaepernick was blackballed—where one is rejected under a veil of secrecy—from the league. Despite this, Kaepernick continued denouncing police brutality and social injustice in society through various speaking engagements and his social media platform. Likewise, former teammate Eric Reid and other athletes around the sports world continued to take a knee and engage in other gestures in protest.


  The NFL and other sports organizations continued to urge players to stand for the national anthem, but they were reluctant to punish athletes who exercised their constitutional right regarding freedom of speech. This did not sit well with President Trump. As Twitter became the social media outlet of choice during his presidency, he weighed in on the protest controversy by saying that Kaepernick should have been suspended because “you cannot disrespect our country, our flag, our anthem—you cannot do that.”8


  In their retort, several athletes, including Eric Reid, explained that their actions were not divisive. Rather, they explained that taking a knee was meant to be respectful to the military while also calling out injustices that continue to plague Black and brown people. They went on to say that any other interpretation regarding the reasoning behind their protests was an attempt to defame and deter any chance of criminal justice or societal reform that they sought. This, however, would not stop President Trump from holding the NFL accountable. During a presidential rally in Alabama, Trump said that owners who continuously see players protest should “get that son of a bitch off the field,” to which the crowd’s response was to repeatedly chant “U-S-A.” He went on to say that anyone who saw anthem protests on television or while they were attending games should boycott the NFL.


  Trump’s criticism of the NFL drew the ire of NFL commissioner Roger Goodell. In a statement issued the day after the Alabama rally, Goodell said,


 
    The NFL and our players are at our best when we help create a sense of unity in our country and culture. Divisive comments like these demonstrate an unfortunate lack of respect for the NFL, our great game, and all of the players, and a failure to understand the overwhelming force for good our clubs and players represent in our communities.9




  As the 2017 NFL season continued, several reports began to display a decline in ratings.


  A Forbes article blamed the decline on the oversaturation of the sport along with the changing viewing habits of consumers. More specifically, the article explained how the NFL’s move to sign with online retail and streaming giant Amazon for their Thursday-night matchups created game fatigue among consumers who were already used to Sunday and Monday game schedules. In an ABC News article, it was reported that ratings went from 16.5 million viewers in 2016 to 14.9 million viewers in 2017.10 The article also blamed the oversaturation of games through several networks and the national anthem controversy as the primary reasons for the decline in viewership. A Sports Illustrated article explained that several factors influenced the decline in viewership, including several popular franchises such as the New York Giants and the Dallas Cowboys having losing seasons.11 However, President Trump blamed the decline of viewership on the notion that the games had become too boring and that viewers were tired of seeing the disrespect to the American flag.


  TRUMP VERSUS THE NFL


  In 2017, Colin Kaepernick, who had not played in the NFL since the end of the 2016 season, still was unsigned by any NFL team. While he remained in waiting, several NFL players continued their anthem protests against social injustice. This caused Trump to continue his attack against the NFL. He continuously sent out tweets admonishing the NFL for not taking action on player protests. NFL players who supported Kaepernick’s initial protests began to also call out NFL owners for purposefully keeping him from being signed by teams. Supporters of Kaepernick who were outside the NFL were also critical of the NFL’s continued denial of a contract.


  Controversy continued to loom as then–vice president Mike Pence attended a regular-season game featuring the Indianapolis Colts and the San Francisco 49ers. As the former governor of Indiana, Pence said that he decided to attend the game in honor of the Colts’ retiring former quarterback Peyton Manning’s jersey number. At the playing of the national anthem, some 49er players knelt. Consequently, Pence left the game in opposition to the players protesting. In a subsequent tweet, Pence further explained his reasons for exiting:


 
    I left today’s Colts game because President Trump and I will not dignify any event that disrespects our soldiers, our Flag, or our National Anthem. At a time when so many Americans are inspiring our nation with their courage, resolve, and resilience, now, more than ever, we should rally around our Flag and everything that unites us. While everyone is entitled to their own opinions, I don’t think it’s too much to ask NFL players to respect the Flag and our National Anthem. I stand with President Trump, I stand with our soldiers, and I will always stand for our Flag and our National Anthem.12




  Trump praised Pence as a leader who takes pride in being an American.


  Eric Reid, who was one of a few 49ers players who protested during the game, felt that Pence’s abrupt exit during the game was a public relations ploy geared toward causing a distraction from the true message behind the protests. He explained that these actions were the very reason why players began to protest in the first place. Kaepernick shared these sentiments as he formally filed a collusion grievance against the league. He retained attorney Mark Geragos, who had previously represented several high-profile individuals, to handle his negotiations moving forward. In his claim, Kaepernick expressed that he wanted an arbitration hearing due to the notion that the NFL and its owners have conspired to purposefully deny him employment in retaliation for his protest against racial and social injustice throughout the United States and globally. To further the point, Geragos reiterated,



   If the NFL (as well as all professional sports teams) is to remain a meritocracy, then principled and peaceful protest—which the owners themselves made great theater imitating weeks ago—should not be punished and athletes should not be denied employment based on partisan political provocation by the Executive Branch of our government. Such a precedent threatens all patriotic Americans and harkens back to our darkest days as a nation. Protecting all athletes from such collusive conduct is what compelled Mr. Kaepernick to file his grievance.13




  While Kaepernick did not directly file his grievance with the NFL Players Association (NFLPA), they released a statement showing their support for him as well as all players within the league.


  WE HAVE HAD ENOUGH!


  Many members of the NFL released several neutral statements neither condemning player protests nor lambasting the symbolism of the national anthem. But once Vice President Pence abruptly left the Colts and 49ers game, Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones decided to speak his mind. He said that he could no longer stand by and give the implication that his team or the NFL should continue to tolerate disrespecting the flag. He further threatened players by saying that if any player protested, he would forfeit the game.


  This statement prompted owners and players to hold an emergency meeting to explore implementing an anthem policy that would require players to stand for the national anthem. Reports from the meeting drew the ire of many players as then-owner of the Houston Texans, Bob McNair, was heard saying that “the inmates should not be running the jailhouse.” The comment reportedly started a heated discussion between players and owners. It became so heated that McNair issued a series of tweets via the Texans’ public relations page apologizing to the public for his words. He then released the following tweet the next day to members of his organization where he explained what he meant by his statement:


  
     As I said yesterday, I was not referring to our players when I made a very regretful comment during the owner’s meeting last week. I was referring to their relationship between the league office and team owners and how they have been making significant strategic decisions affecting our league without adequate input from ownership over the past few years. I am truly sorry to the players for how this has impacted them and the perception that it has created of me which could not be further from the truth. Our focus going forward, personally and as an organization, will be towards making meaningful progress regarding the social issues that mean so much to our players and our community.14




  In the end, a vote did not take place. Rather, Commissioner Goodell held strong to the notion that NFL personnel should stand during the national anthem, as it is an important component of the game. Still, he did not establish a formal punishment for players who protested. Consequently, players throughout the league continued to protest for the remainder of the 2017 season.


  The summer before the 2018 NFL season began with Kaepernick once again remaining unsigned by teams despite several NFL players believing that he was talented enough to have a roster spot. Athletes from several sports across the globe continued to engage in variations of protests regarding racial and social justice. Rating reports continued to show a decline in NFL viewership, in part due to the continued protests. However, reports were also showing that those who supported Kaepernick and the anthem protests had decided to stop watching the game until he was reinstated as a player. The league decided that reexamining a ban on anthem protests would be the best way to move forward.


  Due to increased pressure, the NFL decided to enact a national anthem policy that required all league players and personnel who remained on the sideline to stand for the national anthem, with the option to stay in their respective locker rooms if they refused to stand.15 Specifically, the NFL developed six guidelines that would describe the rules and penalties to athletes and teams should they choose not to stand during the playing of the national anthem:



	All team and league personnel on the field shall stand and show respect for the flag and the anthem.


	The Game Operations Manual will be revised to remove the requirement that all players be on the field for the anthem.


	Personnel who choose not to stand for the anthem may stay in the locker room or a similar location off the field until after the anthem has been performed.


	A club will be fined by the League if its personnel are on the field and do not stand and show respect for the flag and the anthem.


	Each club may develop its own work rules, consistent with the above principles, regarding its personnel who do not stand and show respect for the flag and the anthem.


	The commissioner will impose appropriate discipline on league personnel who do not stand and show respect for the flag and the anthem.16





  This policy was approved by all team owners except for 49ers owner Jed York. His reasoning behind not supporting the policy was that he believed that players were not involved in the decision-making process.


  In seeing the reports on the anthem policy, President Trump praised the league for taking a stance against what he claimed were unpatriotic players. While he was not happy about players having the option to sit in the locker room during the anthem, he said that this was a step in the right direction for patriotism. He would double down on the notion that players should be punished if they disrespected the flag by also mentioning that any player who continues to protest should no longer be in the NFL, let alone the country.


  The NFLPA heavily critiqued the NFL for not collaborating with players in a resolution. Consequently, they filed a grievance against the league. It went as follows:



   Our union filed its non-injury grievance today on behalf of all players challenging the NFL’s recently imposed anthem policy. The union claims that this new policy, imposed by the NFL’s governing body without consultation with the NFLPA, is inconsistent with the collective bargaining agreement and infringes on player rights. In advance of our filing today, we proposed to the NFL to begin confidential discussions with the NFLPA Executive Committee to find a solution to this issue instead of immediately proceeding with litigation. The NFL has agreed to proceed with those discussions and we look forward to starting them soon.17




  The NFLPA further explained that the players were showing high levels of patriotism through their protests, activism, community service, and support for the military and their families. They finished by saying that not allowing them to engage in the anthem protest violated their constitutional rights. As a result, the NFL recanted their ruling until officials from both sides decided on the best approach to the anthem protests. This was much to the chagrin of President Trump.


  BOYCOTT THE OVAL OFFICE


  By now, tensions between athlete activists and President Trump had reached a breaking point. Many athletes from across many sports were tired of constantly explaining that the reasons behind their protest had nothing to do with the military. However, Trump and his constituents vehemently opposed the acts and considered them a detriment to the country. With the NFL rescinding their anthem protest policy, Trump decided to make a statement.


  For years, professional and collegiate athletes had a tradition of visiting the White House upon winning championships associated with their particular sport. Likewise, it is traditional that U.S. presidents would invite those teams to participate in a ceremony with the president. But as criticism mounted against Trump for his denunciation of the Black Lives Matter movement and athlete activism, these traditions found themselves in jeopardy.


  In the first two years of Trump’s administration, twenty professional and collegiate teams who won championships were invited to the White House. However, only ten of these teams accepted the invitation. Of the teams that did not accept the invite, several players went on to express that Trump’s chastisement of athletes engaging in activism was a clear sign that he and his followers were oblivious to the issues that Black and brown people face daily. One of the more vocal leaders in the movement to boycott an invitation to the White House was Golden State Warrior point guard Stephen Curry.


  Following their 2017 NBA championship victory, Curry told reporters that he did not want to go to the White House. President Trump responded by saying that any NBA player who did not want to celebrate in the tradition of the White House visit should not bother showing up. After the team held a meeting on whether to attend, they decided that the best action was to not attend. Curry stated,


 
    By acting and not going, hopefully that will inspire some change when it comes to what we tolerate in this country and what is accepted, and what we turn a blind eye to. It is not just the act of not going. There are things you have to do on the back end to push the message into motion.18




  Instead, the team decided to visit the National Museum for African American History and Culture in the nation’s capital.


  In 2018, the Philadelphia Eagles were also disinvited by President Trump due to their support of athlete protests. Both Trump and team members expressed regret for the circumstance because the invite was also going to include events where children from the community would get chances to meet NFL stars. Still, many of the players on the team felt the necessity not to go due to Trump’s disagreement with their activism. This move prompted another NFLPA statement in support of their players:


  
     Our union is disappointed in the decision by the White House to disinvite players from the Philadelphia Eagles from being recognized and celebrated by all Americans for their accomplishments. This decision by the White House has led to the cancellation of several player-led community service events for young people in the Washington, DC area. NFL players love their country, support our troops, give back to their communities and strive to make America a better place.19




  The Seattle Storm, who won the 2018 WNBA championship, was not invited to the White House and expressed that they would not attend even if they were. Storm player Sue Bird shared her initial excitement about the thought of visiting the White House but said that since Trump had been in office, the excitement has dissipated. Teammate Kaleena Mosqueda-Lewis supported Bird and added that if societal change did not occur, then it would become a commonplace occurrence for athletes not to attend the visit.


  While these actions persisted, several high-profile athletes such as LeBron James took to social media to chastise Trump for not supporting athletes in their fight against social injustice. In an interview with then–ESPN reporter Cari Champion, James lamented his trials of being both a Black man and a high-profile athlete. Specifically, he discussed how he had to deal with someone vandalizing his home in 2017 by spray-painting the N-word on the gate leading to his property and how Trump’s words regarding racial tensions in the United States were scary.


  James’s interview prompted Fox News host Laura Ingraham to criticize his thoughts. In her retort, she stated, “It’s always unwise to seek political advice from someone who gets paid $100 million a year to bounce a ball. Keep the political comments to yourselves. . . . Shut up and dribble.”20 Ingraham’s comments made national headlines as athletes accused her of egging on Trump’s vitriol. James would respond by saying that “we will not shut up and dribble. . . . I mean too much to society, too much to the youth, too much to so many kids who feel like they don’t have a way out.” Little did James know that these sentiments would serve as one of the catalysts for athletes across various sports who were fighting for true social change.


  CASE CLOSED


  The start of the 2019 NFL season represented the third straight year that Colin Kaepernick remained unemployed. Eric Reid, who also filed a collusion grievance with the NFL, was let go from the 49ers, organization and was seeking employment. Before the 2019 season, however, Kaepernick and Reid attained a small victory in their grievance case when the NFL decided to settle with the players for an undisclosed amount of money.


  As part of the settlement, both Kaepernick and Reid had to sign confidentiality agreements that required them to remain quiet regarding the terms of the agreement. However, details regarding the process of the grievance revealed that both players would face an uphill battle in showing the burden of proof for collusion as described in the NFLPA’s collective bargaining agreement. As the rule mentioned,


 
    The failure by a club or clubs to negotiate, to submit offer sheets, or to sign contracts with restricted free agents or transition players, or to negotiate, make offers, or sign contracts for the playing services of such players or unrestricted free agents, shall not, by itself or in combination only with evidence about the playing skills of the player(s) not receiving any such offer or contract, satisfy the burden of proof set forth.21




  In other words, Kaepernick and Reid could not claim collusion based on not being hired to play alone. Rather, they would also have to prove that owners, coaches, general managers, and other team personnel across the league agreed to purposefully deny employment. Nonetheless, both sides reached an agreement with a reported compensation of less than $10 million.


  After news of the settlement broke, several notable figures reacted to the controversy. Former NBA player and current Hall of Famer Kareem Abdul-Jabbar praised the results of the grievance but expressed his frustrations with the fact that Kaepernick was still not signed by a team. Former ESPN news journalist and staunch supporter of Kaepernick, Jemele Hill, remained skeptical regarding the specificities of the settlement but challenged critics of Kaepernick by reinforcing that his talents were worthy of a roster spot on an NFL team. Former NFL running back Larry Johnson expressed that he wished Kaepernick and Reid had not settled. Rather, he wanted them to take the league to trial as a challenge for them to become serious about social justice causes. Still, the settlement represented a modicum of success in determining how leaders within sports organizations were complicit in instances that were detrimental to marginalized people and, in particular, the issues that the Black Lives Matter movement was working to address.


  WE SHALL OVERCOME


  The rest of 2019 was full of trial and error, ebbing and flowing that constituted the relentless efforts of athletes fighting a perceivably endless fight against racial and social injustices. At the same time, the U.S. House of Representatives filed two articles of impeachment against President Trump. The first article focused on the belief that Trump abused his power while in office. The second article focused on obstruction of Congress. Collectively, the charge against him was that he allegedly used his power to coerce Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky to investigate the Democratic Party as a way to influence his reelection.


  Despite the formal impeachment articles, approval ratings for Trump remained high. According to an article by Morning Consult, he received a record number of approval votes by members of the Republican Party.22 Much of his job performance ratings came from his campaign promises of increased jobs and decreased taxes. Additionally, he was also praised by members of the Republican Party because of his ardent stance against athletes and sports leagues whom he considered unpatriotic and disrespectful when it came to supporting military members and loving the country.


  Despite the back-and-forth debate, the NFL relented and offered Colin Kaepernick a private workout where all thirty-two teams were invited to attend. However, negotiations regarding the terms of the workout quickly fell apart as Kaepernick believed that the league was not fully transparent in how the workout would shape out. Therefore, he decided to change the venue from the Atlanta Falcons workout facilities to a local Atlanta-area high school. Several factors influenced his decision. First, he wanted to sign a traditional NFL injury waiver. But the NFL wanted to amend the waiver that ensured nonguarantees of employment clauses. Second, Kaepernick was concerned that he would not have a copy of workout recordings and requested that he have his production crew on site. The NFL also denied this request. Third, in an attempt to reach common ground regarding the recording of his workouts, Kaepernick requested that they allow local and national media to attend his workout session. The NFL still would not honor the request. After the NFL failed to compromise with Kaepernick, he decided to invite NFL personnel to another venue that would not only showcase his talents but help him control the narrative.


  While reports from the workout showed that Kaepernick still had NFL-caliber skills even after three years of not being signed to a roster, the workout resulted in no signing. Mixed reviews followed as some individuals said that the NFL was engaging in a publicity stunt to show that they gave Kaepernick an opportunity. Others blamed both sides because no signed documentation held either party liable.


  The mounting vitriol regarding the unfair treatment Kaepernick was receiving from the NFL, Trump’s continued fight against athletes and the overall Black Lives Matter movement, and the larger political unrest regarding social injustice were putting a strain on global race relations. However, no one expected that a global pandemic would help spark a more succinct and structured movement where athletes would use their platforms to move from protest to policy reform.

  





    Chapter Four


  We Want Reform


  While several athletes joined in the national anthem protests in 2016, Colin Kaepernick stood out as the most influential. His protests stirred conversations from the high school bleachers to the Oval Office. As of the writing of this chapter, he still has not been signed by an NFL team. However, this did not stop him from pursuing avenues to engage in tangible social justice.


  There were several similarities between the anthem protest and Muhammad Ali’s refusal to go to war during the civil rights era. Both movements demonstrated a double standard by the American government, which praised a country that was fair and free to all while Black people faced a harsh reality of discriminatory acts. Whereas civil rights–era athletes were seemingly powerless in challenging sports organizations to be better for society, today’s athletes have accepted the challenge to engage in reform that benefits all marginalized individuals.


  As mentioned in chapter 2, the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement created an international conversation on racial justice and police reform. Consequently, Black athletes began demonstrating their disdain for social injustices. But it was the anthem protests that began the rise of sport as a platform for social justice advocacy that challenged local, state, and federal legislation. Therefore, we began to see the transition away from athlete activists as protesters. We now see them as social justice reformers.


  During the 2016 NFL season in which he protested, Kaepernick decided to take things a step further by establishing a nonprofit organization geared toward fighting oppression. Aptly named Know Your Rights Camps, Kaepernick wanted to raise awareness among youth of what to do if they were to ever encounter police. Additionally, he pledged $1 million of his salary to fund nonprofit organizations that shared his mission.


  Regarding the Know Your Rights Camp, he developed a ten-point system motivating youth and young adults to understand their rights to be productive, responsible citizens in this country. These points are as follows:



   You have the right to be free. You have the right to be healthy. You have the right to be brilliant. You have the right to be safe. You have the right to be loved. You have the right to be courageous. You have the right to be alive. You have the right to be trusted. You have the right to be educated. You have the right to know your rights.1




  To this day, he continues to run the organization, which now educates youth and young adults from around the country.


  In 2017, NFL athletes became outraged at team owners and the commissioner for not caring about issues that plagued the Black community. In response to this and the perceived blackballing of Kaepernick from the game, players decided to form the Players Coalition to improve social justice and racial equality in the United States. Spearheaded by former NFL players Anquan Boldin and Malcolm Jenkins, the Players Coalition gained section 501(c)(4) recognition under the Internal Revenue Code to “achieve social justice and racial equality by pressing lawmakers to support effective policies and programs to end systemic inequality and racism through criminal justice reform.”2


  The Players Coalition challenges the NFL to become committed to eradicating social injustice and led to a mutual partnership in which the league committed $90 million to causes that are important to the Black community. In the deal, the NFL designated the funds over seven years for local and national projects to make communities better. The Players Coalition may have appreciated the partnership with the NFL, but the league also had a further agenda.


  The league’s hope with the partnership was both to reiterate that players should stand during the national anthem and to influence players not to engage in protests.3 But the coalition and other athletes from across the country insisted that if the NFL was to pledge against social injustice while Colin Kaepernick was still not being signed by a team, then their words were null and void.


  In 2018, Nike became one of the first major corporate organizations to support Kaepernick’s initial protest for social justice by developing an ad campaign that featured him. Titled “Dream Crazy,” it featured Kaepernick speaking on following one’s dream. The most popular slogan from the ad was “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing everything.”4 Despite the vitriol from some Americans, the ad became very popular, so much so that Kaepernick’s 49ers jersey sales became the most popular-selling jersey, even though he still was without an NFL contract.


  The move by Nike to support Kaepernick was instrumental in the fight against social injustice as athletes were beginning to understand that they had to initiate change in both the public and the private sectors. Between 2016 and 2019, NFL athletes continued to make strides in change. However, 2020 would be the year that athletes from other sports began making strides in pushing for policy reform.


  THE YEAR THAT WASN’T


  On November 17, 2019, reports were emanating regarding a virus out of Hubei Province in China. Initially going unrecognized, more reports developed as several other cases of the virus began to surface. By January 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) reported on a novel virus that was first located in Wuhan, China, that first presented pneumonia-like symptoms. At that time, almost sixty cases of the virus were presented globally, including the first case in the United States. This prompted the WHO to declare a global health emergency. In February, President Trump declared a U.S. public health emergency for the now-named COVID-19 virus. At this time there were over nine thousand global cases and two hundred deaths reported. By March, the WHO declared COVID-19 a global pandemic. The effects of the pandemic sent the world into a shutdown period in which individuals were encouraged to only make trips outside of their homes when necessary. This wreaked havoc on the sports world.


  On March 11, 2020, the National Basketball Association announced via their Twitter account that the rest of the NBA season would be suspended until further notice. The following day, the 2020 NCAA Division I men’s and women’s basketball tournament, colloquially called “March Madness,” was canceled. This was the first time that the men’s and women’s tournaments were canceled since their inception in 1939 and 1982, respectively. As the sports world was reeling in the midst of the pandemic, police brutality issues continued to plague the Black community. Two of the more notable incidents were those involving Kentucky resident Breonna Taylor and Minnesota resident George Floyd.


  On March 13, 2020, Taylor was shot and killed by Louisville police officers who were responding to a drug deal investigation in the apartments she was living in. Her boyfriend, Kenneth Walker, was also an occupant in the apartment at the time of her death. As the reports described, Taylor and Walker were in their home as plainclothes officers first knocked, announced themselves, and then forced entry into their home. Walker, who said that he did not hear an announcement, fired a warning shot to scare potential intruders. Upon hearing the shot, the officers responded by firing thirty-two shots into the apartment. Six of the bullets hit Taylor, subsequently killing her.


  On May 25, 2020, forty-six-year-old George Floyd was stopped by Minneapolis police officers after a store clerk suspected him of using counterfeit money as payment. While being arrested, Floyd was placed on the ground where police officer Derek Chauvin began kneeling on his neck and back. Chauvin stayed in this position for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds, which ultimately resulted in Floyd’s death.


  Weeks of protest ensued after Taylor’s and Floyd’s deaths. Multiple reports showed that the nation engaged in the largest racial protest in the United States since the civil rights movement. The Black Lives Matter movement led these protests and also catalyzed a global movement against social injustice. For example, over twenty thousand protesters took to the streets in London to call out systemic racism across the UK. In New Zealand, Black protesters were galvanized after the George Floyd murder to speak out about racial injustices that they believe government officials have largely ignored. In France, protesters called out government officials over what they felt were systemic issues that still held on to antiquated colonialist tactics that ensured violence against their Black citizens. In Colombia, citizens were galvanized by both Floyd’s death and the death of others by the police force.5 In one of the deadlier incidents following Floyd’s death, Columbia citizens expressed that they were no longer afraid of death at the hands of the police in a challenge against police brutality that continuously plagues the country. Still, it was the outcry within the United States that caused a more focused movement by athletes globally.


  THE AWAKENING


  According to the Washington Post, the murder of George Floyd prompted the largest protest movement in U.S. history. More so, “an estimated 15 million to 26 million people participated in protests in all 50 states and on every continent except Antarctica amid the global covid-19 pandemic.”6 Floyd’s death would also awaken the sports world to a push for societal change that hasn’t been seen since the civil rights movement.


  National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing (NASCAR) driver Bubba Wallace spoke out on racial injustice and police brutality against Black people at the hands of the police. Wallace, who is African American, subsequently became the unofficial spokesperson for BLM within NASCAR. Next, Wallace challenged NASCAR to remove the Confederate flag from their events. The organization obliged by discontinuing the use of the flag at their games and by requesting that fans no longer display the flag at events. While some fans abided by the rules, others continued to showcase the flag. This led NASCAR officials to permanently ban the flag from being displayed at their events. This encouraged Wallace to continue his support for the BLM movement.


  During the Blue-Emu Maximum Pain Relief 500 race, Wallace applied a custom paint scheme to his car that displayed “#BlackLivesMatter” on the side while also showing a pair of Black and white hands interlocking. The final scheme on the car showcased the words “Compassion, Love, and Understanding.” This message was inspired by Wallace’s wish for a world where all lives could live and prosper equally. Wallace later made national headlines when a member of the team reported that a noose was placed in his garage stall at Talladega Superspeedway. The incident, which took place before the Geico 500 race, prompted NASCAR officials to denounce the act and seek assistance from law enforcement. Wallace also expressed that he was deeply saddened by the matter and that America has a long way to go for racial reconciliation. During the race, other drivers showed solidarity by pushing Wallace’s car to the front of the pit road.


  After the race, the FBI launched an investigation into the incident. They discovered that the noose was not in direct relation to Wallace and his ethnicity. Instead, they said that the rope was a pull-down rope tied in the style of a hangman’s knot. Upon receiving news of the report, detractors began blaming Wallace for inciting division and creating false reports. One of the more vocal critics of Wallace was President Trump. In a series of tweets, Trump further denounced the Black Lives Matter movement by branding the incident as a hoax. He criticized NASCAR officials by saying that they should not have banished the display of the Confederate flag at their events. He then said that NASCAR ratings are low because of the Confederate flag removal. Fox Sports, which broadcasts NASCAR events, denied the claims made by Trump.


  With the FBI’s findings regarding the noose, Wallace said that he was glad the incident was not targeted at him. But he was angered by the backlash he received claiming that he had made up the entire scenario to spark controversy. Several prominent athletes continued to show their support for Wallace despite the backlash. Additionally, NASCAR president Steve Phelps went on to implement implicit bias training that would serve as the organization’s wave of action to eradicate prejudice and discrimination within the sport.


  WE’LL TAKE IT FROM HERE!


  In addition to instances of police brutality, the summer of 2020 saw a nation reeling from the coronavirus pandemic. Still, sports teams were trying to discover the best ways to salvage their seasons. NBA commissioner Adam Silver and his staff agreed upon a shortened regular season and play-off scenario that would take place in one sectioned-off arena. Dubbed the “NBA bubble,” players would continue to play their games without an audience and away from close acquaintances located at Walt Disney World in Bay Lake, Florida. Similarly, the WNBA would create their bubble at the IMG Academy (IMG) in Bradenton, Florida. More so, it would be the WNBA that would set the tone for activism in 2020.


  While many Black people and allies were waiting on justice for the Breonna Taylor shooting, the WNBA decided to take action. When the league resumed playing within their bubble at IMG, they decided to dedicate their season to seeking justice for Breonna Taylor. As mentioned, Taylor was killed by Louisville, Kentucky, police officers earlier that year during a botched search altercation. As part of their dedication, WNBA players established a social justice council that convened to discuss ways in which policy reform on racism, sexism, and other societal injustices could be established. To further establish momentum, players donned BLM T-shirts promoting “Say Her Name” as a means to garner attention for police brutality issues against women.


  Alicia Garza, who is one of the founding members of BLM, served as one of the many notable advisors to the social justice council. The Women’s National Basketball Players Association (WNBPA) president, Nneka Ogwumike, reinforced the collective commitment that players would make to ensure that justice would happen. She said,



   As many WNBA players—past and present—have said and, more importantly, consistently demonstrated, the reason why you see us engaging and leading the charge when it comes to social advocacy is that it is in our DNA. With 140-plus voices all together for the first time, we can be a powerful force connecting to our sisters across the country and in other parts of the world. And may we all recognize that the league’s stated commitment to us—in this season and beyond—offers a pivotal moment in sports history.7




  As social justice efforts continued, the WNBA became known as one of the first sports leagues that established a collective effort for social justice. Throughout the history of activism, individuals were typically at the forefront of the movement. But the WNBA’s collective efforts set a tone that would start a chain reaction for other sports leagues to use their collective powers to establish policy reform.


  NO MORE TALK!


  As the country was still working through the pandemic, sports leagues began to take action on establishing larger platforms for their athletes to speak to social justice issues. The NFL, which had been highly criticized for their treatment of Colin Kaepernick, admitted to their inadequacies in how they handled social justice issues. In a statement by the league commissioner, Roger Goodell, he explained how the league could do better in supporting Black people. Specifically, he said,



   We, the National Football League, admit we were wrong for not listening to NFL players earlier and encourage all to speak out and peacefully protest. We, the National Football League, believe Black lives matter.8




  To showcase that they were committed to supporting Black people, the NFL announced a ten-year deal that would donate $250 million to several organizations that combat systemic racism in the United States. Still, police brutality persisted.


  On August 23, 2020, another Black man was shot by police officers. Then–twenty-nine-year-old Wisconsin resident Jacob Blake was involved in an alleged domestic dispute when 9-1-1 dispatchers were called to the scene. Blake, who had previous warrants regarding sexual assault, was reportedly trying to break up an altercation with two women. One of the women was Blake’s girlfriend. Witnesses reported that Blake reached for a knife to help end the altercation between the two women.


  Once the police arrived, Blake walked back to his girlfriend’s car. Witnesses said that a small child was sitting in the backseat of the car. Police reports indicated that Blake wielded the knife toward them. Consequently, to ensure the safety of the child and that of the two women involved in the dispute, they felt compelled to stop him by any means necessary. Therefore, the officers shot Blake while he was leaning into the vehicle. He did not succumb to the wounds, but they left him partially paralyzed.


  National protests ensued as legal experts, BLM supporters, and allies called for the federal government to investigate the matter and punish the officers involved in the incident. In one of the deadlier protests in recent years, two civilians were gunned down and one was wounded by a white, armed civilian named Kyle Rittenhouse. Rittenhouse, who was seventeen years old at the time, would serve as a platform for BLM supporters to illuminate the perceivable double standard America has when it comes to shooting incidents in which the perpetrator is white versus when the perpetrator is Black.


  Upon hearing of Blake’s shooting, teams within the NBA bubble took action. The Milwaukee Bucks convened before their play-off game and decided to boycott their game. In their reasoning behind the boycotts, the players felt that playing basketball did not matter when larger societal wrongs regarding racial injustice and police brutality continued to happen. Additionally, the players declared that unless the NBA engaged in a collaborative effort to end injustice, they would continue to protest.


  After heated discussions between players, coaches, and league front office members, the NBA decided to postpone the other play-off games scheduled for that day. This caused a chain reaction as the WNBA, MLB, and MLS postponed their games for the day to show solidarity with Blake and the BLM movement. Tennis superstar Naomi Osaka also joined the protest by declaring that she would not play in the Western and Southern Open semifinals.


  As a resolution, the NBA and NBPA negotiated a deal where the league and team owners would establish a formal platform that would work to create better socioeconomic standards in the Black community. Consequently, the NBA Board of Governors contributed $300 million to establish the NBA Foundation. This foundation represented one of the first moves by any sports organization to concentrate on economic empowerment that would allow members of the Black community to engage in positive generational empowerment. Additionally, the foundation is guided by three pillars: helping members of the Black community obtain a first job, assistance in securing employment beyond high school or college, and avenues for upward mobility while employed.


  In a statement released by NBPA executive director Michele Roberts, she stated,



   Given the resources and incredible platform of the NBA, we have the power to ideate, implement, and support substantive policies that reflect the core principles of equality and justice we embrace. This foundation will provide a framework for us to stay committed and accountable to these principles.9




  In a similar statement, NBA commissioner Adam Silver said,


 
    We are dedicated to using the collective resources of the 30 teams, the players, and the league to drive meaningful economic opportunities for Black Americans. We believe that through focused programs in our team markets and nationally, together with clear and specific performance measures, we can advance our shared goals of creating substantial economic mobility within the Black community.10




  One of the first calls to action from these newly formed professional sports initiatives was to push Congress to eradicate police brutality. Collectively, over 1,100 athletes and coaches and over 300 front office personnel across the NFL, MLB, and NBA charged Congress to pass the Ending Qualified Immunity Act. The goal of this act was to ensure that law enforcement would be held liable for misconduct in the field. This would not be the only push by athletes toward local, state, and federal governments.


  GO VOTE!


  With the pandemic and police brutality making tensions flare throughout the United States, 2020 also represented an election year. Supporters of Trump praised his “Make America Great Again” mantra, while denouncers expressed that his four-year term was full of divisiveness that showed a lack of concern for marginalized people. Consequently, a push was made by athletes and other high-profile individuals to encourage registered voters to vote for officials who would work to establish an equitable society for all people. However, a focal concern for these individuals was the long-standing history of voter suppression among minority voters.


  In a USA Today article, former Los Angeles Clipper head coach Doc Rivers explained how his father was instrumental in establishing equal voting rights for Black people during the civil rights era.11 His father, who was a cop in a Chicago suburb, said that poll workers would force Black voters to submit to a literacy test before turning in their ballot. Such practices were common during that time. But many people have suggested that similar barriers exist to this day. Consequently, athletes began using their platform to call out other organizations to end these discriminatory practices.


  In the months before Election Day, voting fraud and equal voting rights became the talk of the nation. Many individuals from marginalized communities wanted to vote but felt disenfranchised by polling centers and other voting outlets. To help close this gap, several lawmakers urged the federal government to increase funding to support the United States Postal Service (USPS) in their mail-in balloting efforts. President Trump and his supporters discouraged this request because they believed that increased funding would encourage voter fraud. An outcry ensued as members of the Democratic Party and society at large felt that the president’s denial of funding to the USPS was a way of guaranteeing his victory for a second term. The national outcry continued as many individuals feared that President Trump would earn a second term.


  In response to voter inequity, the NBA and NBPA developed campaigns to create awareness for better civic engagement and voter awareness. Throughout the 2020 season, over twenty-three teams opened their arenas to engage in various voter registration activities. Additionally, the league and the players’ association partnered with nonprofit organizations, players, and nonpartisan political organizations to spread the word regarding the importance of voting. Some of their partners included organizations such as When We All Vote, a national organization seeking to demystify the process of voting and ensure the closure of discriminatory gaps related to voting. Also, the NBA was instrumental in supporting national voter movements including National Voter Registration Day, National Black Voter Day, and National Vote Early Day, among others. Further, the NBA partnered with Black Entertainment Television (BET), the National Urban League (NUL), the NAACP, and other civic organizations to push for equality at the voting polls.


  The WNBA also used its platform to raise awareness of voter suppression through several campaigns. One of the more profound movements was the “Unite the Vote” challenge that was constructed by nine of the twelve WNBA teams. Through this challenge, the teams developed individualized campaigns for their fan base through friendly competitions as a way to increase voter participation. The competition, which lasted from August 18 to September 18, 2020, represented the one hundredth anniversary of the Nineteenth Amendment, which extended the right to vote for white women but did not provide equal opportunity for Black women.12 In a statement released by Washington Mystic senior vice president Alycen McAuley, she explained that the team organized with the other eight teams to highlight the importance of voting for all marginalized individuals, particularly among Black women, whom they deem are still overlooked when it comes to racial equality. Through their efforts, over 90 percent of WNBA players became registered voters. However, a pivotal moment in their campaign would prove vital to the movement.


  As WNBA players gained national attention for their commitments to social justice, one team owner expressed her disdain. Atlanta Dream co-owner and Georgia senator Kelly Loeffler (R-GA) wrote a scathing letter to WNBA leadership criticizing their support of the BLM movement. Specifically, she wrote,


 
    I adamantly oppose the Black Lives Matter political movement, which has advocated for the defunding of police, called for the removal of Jesus from churches and the disruption of the nuclear family structure, harbored anti-Semitic views, and promoted violence and destruction across the country. I believe it is misaligned with the values of the WNBA and the Atlanta Dream, where we support tolerance and inclusion.13




  This statement caused WNBA players to intensify their efforts for social change.


  The league partnered with the NBA on several initiatives including Hoopers Vote, More Than a Vote, and other campaigns dedicated to equal voting opportunities. Also, they continued to show support to the BLM movement by wearing T-shirts and having a BLM logo displayed on the basketball court. More so, many players announced that they would show their support for Rev. Raphael Warnock, who was the main challenger to Senator Loeffler. Little did Loeffler know that her actions would compel one of her players to push for an ownership change.


  Atlanta Dream guard Renee Montgomery sent out a tweet to Loeffler expressing her disappointment with the owner’s sentiments regarding BLM. Specifically, she said,


 
    When Black Lives Matter started, the founders never thought that they would have to add the word “too” at the end of it: Black Lives Matter Too. We just assumed that people would understand that we matter also. Is that too big of an ask?14




  To further push her mission for systemic change, Montgomery convened with a team of investors that sought to buy out Loefflers’s stake with the Dream. This move was a success as Montgomery, who sat out during the 2020 season to work on social justice, became vice president and co-owner of the team in February 2021. Montgomery was not the only WNBA player to sit out the 2020 season to combat social injustice.


  Minnesota Lynx forward Maya Moore, who took a sabbatical from the WNBA in 2019, expressed that she found a new calling of reforming the American justice system. During this time, she worked to exonerate Missouri native Jonathan Irons. Irons, who had been in prison for over two decades, was convicted of assault with a deadly weapon and armed robbery. With her diligence, she was able to convince a Missouri judge that prosecutors had withheld evidence that would have aided in Irons’s case. Consequently, his conviction was vacated. Moore and Irons went on to get married and have committed to fully advocating for wrongfully convicted people of color.


  Election Day proved vital to several social causes heading into 2021 as former vice president Joe Biden was elected as the forty-seventh president of the United States. President Trump blamed his loss on allegations of electoral fraud by states that counted mail-in ballots. His continued allegations of voter fraud caused his supporters to engage in one of the more heinous crimes against the U.S. Capitol in history. On January 6, 2021, supporters of President Trump engaged in an attack on the Capitol during a joint session of Congress for hearings on electoral voting. Overall, nearly 140 police officers were injured, and several individuals either died or were injured during the attack. Following the attack, President Trump conceded, and President Biden took over.


  ONWARD AND UPWARD


  As LeBron James and other high-profile athletes continued using their platform for social change, other athletes criticized those who involved themselves in political discourse. For example, soccer superstar Zlatan Ibrahimovic would express his views regarding LeBron speaking up about social injustice via UEFA for Discovery+:


 
    LeBron is phenomenal at what he’s doing, but I don’t like when people have some kind of status, they go and do politics at the same time. Do what you’re good at. Do the category you do. I play football because I’m the best at playing football. I don’t do politics. If I would be a political politician, I would do politics.15




  In response to this comment, LeBron said,


 
    I would never shut up about things that’s wrong. I preach about my people and I preach about equality, social injustice, racism, systematic voter suppression, things that go in our community. Because I was a part of my community at one point and seeing the things that was going on and I know what’s going on still because I have a group of 300-plus kids at my school that’s going through the same thing and they need a voice. And I’m their voice. I’m their voice and I use my platform to continue to shed light on everything that may be going on not only in my community but around this country and around the world.16




  Despite this, athletes continued to fight for reform.


  To control police brutality within the state of Maryland, members from the Washington Commanders football team testified before the Maryland House Judiciary Committee during a virtual hearing. The meeting, which was held on February 9, 2021, was led by Washington Commanders defensive end Chase Young and other teammates. They hoped to bring awareness to police reform by establishing a use-of-force policy for police officers who get into altercations with suspects. Specifically, the policy would ban police chokeholds and no-knock warrants and would require every police department within the state to have officers wear body cameras by 2025. If passed, House Bill 670 would be the official legislation, and it would repeal the Law Enforcement Bill of Rights. These included giving officers a formal waiting period before they had to cooperate with internal inquiries into police conduct, scrubbing records of complaints brought against officers after a certain period, and ensuring that only fellow officers—not civilians—could investigate them. If repealed, it would potentially set a nationwide precedent on police accountability.


  While politics have been connected to sports for quite a while, what many may not know is that sports organizations often establish committees that donate to politicians that fit their ideologies. For example, the NFL established a political action committee, or PAC for short, entitled Gridiron. Through this PAC, the NFL has contributed millions to several politicians and lobbying efforts. Of concern to the concepts of bipartisanship, the NFL has been found to primarily donate to Republican candidates.


  In a 2020 report by sports media website The Athletic, the PAC made sixty-three total donations to government leaders and political organizations.17 Of the sixty-three, fifty-two were made to those with Republican interests. The NFL is not the only major sports organization to have its own PAC. Major League Baseball has operated its own PAC since 2002. Similar to the NFL, MLB has also spent millions in lobbying and donations to political parties, but not as much as the NFL. An argument can be made that sports leagues are only seeking to provide standards for their bottom-line agendas; however, the call for sports organizations to be more accountable toward social causes could make many speculate whose interests are more important depending on who these organizations donate to. This could become a problem when it comes to issues such as voter suppression.


  In 2021, Georgia Republicans signed a ninety-eight-page document into law that curtails ballot access for voters in booming urban and suburban counties, home to many Democrats. Another provision makes it a crime to offer water to voters waiting in lines, which tend to be longer in densely populated communities. Black people who lived in Georgia identified other stipulations to the law that violated their voting rights.


  First, with the new law, voters are no longer allowed to use signature matching to identify themselves when it comes to absentee balloting. Instead, voters would have to have proof of a valid Georgia driver’s license number or state identification number. A CNN article on voting rights reported that approximately two hundred thousand state citizens lack the identification requirements for the new law.18 Voting rights organizations including Rise Inc. and the Black Voters Matter Fund have criticized the law for making voting difficult for Black Georgians.


  Second, an analysis regarding the length of time to vote collected by Georgia Public Broadcasting and ProPublica reported inequalities in terms of wait time for voting. Specifically, the report explained that after the 7 p.m. scheduled poll-closing time, nonwhites would have to wait almost an hour after polls closed, juxtaposed to just six minutes when it came to white voters.


  As a result of the voting rights issue, MLB decided to remove the 2021 All-Star game from Georgia as a gesture of solidarity toward eradicating voter suppression. Fred Ridley, who serves as the Augusta National and Masters chairman, was indifferent about the matter. He would say,


 
    The right to vote is fundamental in our democratic society. No one should be disadvantaged in exercising that right, and it is critical that all citizens have confidence in the electoral process. This is fundamental to who we are as a people. We realize that views and opinions on this law differ, and there have been calls for boycotts and other punitive measures. Unfortunately, those actions often impose the greatest burdens on the most vulnerable in our society. And in this case, that includes our friends and neighbors here in Augusta who are the very focus of the positive difference we are trying to make.19




  Athlete activism not only helped to lessen a long-standing problem with voting rights in the United States, but some athletes focused on the socioeconomic well-being of marginalized individuals as well. For example, NBA superstar Kyrie Irving developed a business consulting firm called KAI 11 Consulting LLC in 2021. With this firm, Irving seeks to provide consulting services that offer programs and mentoring to underrepresented business owners seeking assistance in cultivating and scaling their business.


  The creation of this consulting firm was preceded by a leave of absence that Irving took to focus on personal matters during the 2021 NBA season. His time off included visiting Little Rock Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, to understand the history of segregation in education in the United States. Upon his return to the NBA, his focus shifted to Black empowerment while also holding those in power accountable for the January 2021 insurrection on the Capitol.


  Even concerns regarding mental health and sport began to gain traction. For years, the NFL has been wrought with controversy over the issue of concussions within the sport. Particularly, the league has been under scrutiny for denying the impact of chronic traumatic encephalopathy, or CTE, on its players. First brought to the NFL’s attention by forensic pathologist Dr. Bennett Omalu, CTE became an increasingly evident phenomenon within the sport.


  As the issue of CTE gained national attention, doctors began to focus on how many athletes were negatively affected. Dr. Ann McKee, who serves as the CTE Center director at Boston University, recently reported that over three hundred former NFL players have been found to have the disease, with many of those who have died from the disease being between the ages of twenty and forty. As a result of this information, the NFL has agreed to a $1 billion settlement on brain injury claims from former players.


  Additionally, the NFL had decided to stop the use of race norming against Black players. Under this concept, Black players were assumed to have lower baseline levels of cognitive functioning than white players. Black claimants, then, had to demonstrate more impairment to receive the same financial awards as their white counterparts.20


  To date, more than two thousand former NFL players have filed lawsuits claiming dementia and other related cognitive issues, but more than half of them have yet to receive financial benefits. Still, the settlement revealed the glaring issues related to concussions while ultimately garnering the perception that the NFL has known of the link between concussions and long-term brain injury for some time.


  WE STAND WITH YOU!


  During the late ’80s and early ’90s, athlete activism was all but over. As mentioned in chapter 1, much of this lack of activism was due to exorbitant contracts and endorsement deals that athletes were afraid of losing. Additionally, athletes were discouraged by their teams and league officials from engaging in political stances at the risk of suspension or being blackballed. Affiliate sports organizations also discouraged these actions. Sport apparel organizations such as Nike and Adidas spent decades remaining apolitical. Additionally, global sport and entertainment firms such as Octagon and Anschutz Entertainment Group (AEG) followed suit in their hesitancy to engage in political stances. However, societal calls for racial justice have slowly shifted the bottom-line agenda of these brands.


  The BLM movement paved the way for the revitalization of athlete activism. Nike became one of the first major brands to engage in athlete activism when they released a 2018 ad featuring Colin Kaepernick supporting his cause for eradicating police brutality and racial injustice. As high-profile police shootings permeated the media landscape, athlete activists continued to raise their voices under the banner of BLM. Their efforts not only showed sports leagues that they could no longer be silent on racial injustice, but the movement also challenged sport-affiliated brands to change as well.


  In a 2020 Nielsen poll, 72 percent of sports fans believed that athletes should be involved in the BLM movement.21 Additionally, 77 percent of sports fans believed that brands are more powerful when they partner with sports organizations to help influence social change. Considering this, it makes sense that several affiliated brands would speak out in support of sports organizations’ involvement in the BLM movement during that year. On June 2, 2020, global sports brand Under Armour released a tweet supporting the BLM movement. Specifically, they said,


 
    Black Lives Matter. There’s nothing we can say right now that is more important or powerful than the voices of our Black community. We stand for equality and are dedicated to elevating the voices of our Black athletes and teammates. More to come.22




  South Korean sportswear company Fila posted on their Instagram account that they decided to donate $100,000 U.S. dollars to the BLM organization. German sports apparel company Puma also posted on their Instagram their donation to the Minnesota Freedom Fund in the wake of the George Floyd killing. Additionally, they posted a picture of the 1968 Olympics protest, further suggesting that the world needs to take action on social injustice. American outwear and sportswear company Columbia Sportswear released several statements via their website supporting the BLM movement and individuals who stand up against racial injustice in the wake of the police killings involving Jacob Blake and George Floyd. To pay respects to Floyd’s death, Columbia closed their North American stores for two hours during his memorial service.


  As Nike remains the number one sportswear brand in the world based on revenue and arguably one of the most recognized overall brands, they continued their support of Kaepernick and athletes fighting for social justice globally. On June 5, 2020, they announced a four-year, $40 million commitment to the Black community via their joint Nike, Jordan, and Converse brands. A statement released by company CEO John Donahoe said,


 
    Systemic racism and the events that have unfolded across America over the past few weeks serve as an urgent reminder of the continued change needed in our society. We know Black Lives Matter. We must educate ourselves more deeply on the issues faced by Black communities and under the enormous suffering and senseless tragedy racial bigotry creates.23




  Despite their efforts, many supporters of the BLM movement fear that brands are only showing their support to follow a trend instead of engaging in tangible and sustainable social justice reform. This makes sense considering the history of such brands remaining silent on controversial political stances. At the least, however, supporting athletes and BLM has removed the taboo status of racial justice from the intersection of sport and politics. Still, instances of social injustice continued.


  DON’T CALL ME AN AMATEUR!


  Similar to professional sports, the pandemic has caused the cancellation of several college sporting events. What is dissimilar is the amateur status that student-athletes have, which limits their maneuverability and stability. Throughout the 2020 season, several regional collegiate athletic associations and NCAA tournaments were canceled as the pandemic continued to affect global health and safety. While all student-athletes have had to cope with the volatile ebbing and flowing of the pandemic, those from marginalized backgrounds are particularly vulnerable. What has helped is the new ruling regarding athlete compensation.


  As professional athletes from across the nation were finding their voices in the fight against social injustice, college athletes began to recognize their power. For decades, student-athletes have lamented that they do not share a part of the NCAA’s revenue. As mentioned in chapter 2, the NCAA generates most of its earnings from high-revenue-generating sports such as men’s football and basketball. Through various championship series, bowl games, and basketball tournaments, the NCAA earns billions of dollars a year in sponsorships and advertisements. Considering that most of the players who participate in the sports are Black, several activists, parents, media outlets, and others have drawn comparisons of student-athlete treatment to slave labor given the immense level of sanctions the NCAA could levy if student-athletes were to receive any level of compensation. To understand these sanctions, one must examine the NCAA’s history.


  The NCAA was established in 1906 under the initial name Intercollegiate Athletic Association of the United States (IAAUS). It was formed as a regulatory association for college athletics as a way to provide reforms that worked to eliminate the injuries and deaths of athletes that were plaguing colleges. Initially run by university chancellors, the NCAA began to recognize that the continued growth and popularity of college athletics would prove too difficult to be run by a consortium of colleges. Consequently, they made a move that would establish the NCAA as an entity. In 1951, Walter Byers was named executive director of the NCAA.24 He oversaw exponential growth in the association’s popularity through the signing of television rights to broadcast games, the creation of postseason sporting events, and other events that allowed for increased exposure.


  By the early 1960s, the NCAA was a household name. College athletes were becoming just as popular as professional athletes, but they were not receiving similar compensation. Instead, student-athletes received scholarships that paid for their educational experience. However, Byers believed that more distinct measures would suffice. He developed the term “student-athlete” in 1964 as a way to keep these students on an amateur status while preventing them from receiving workers’ compensation for sport-related injuries. This term would plague athletes for decades. Although several student-athletes tried to sue the NCAA for its regulations on athlete compensation, few were successful in winning their cases. One of the more high-profile cases featured former college basketball player Ed O’Bannon.


  In 2009, O’Bannon filed a lawsuit against the NCAA and the Collegiate Licensing Company (CLC) for violating antitrust laws that banned him from profiting off of his image. His image was featured in the Electronic Arts (EA) Sports video game NCAA Basketball 09. Several high-profile athletes including former NBA players Oscar Robertson and Bill Russell joined O’Bannon in their declaration that the NCAA violated rulings associated with the Sherman Antitrust Act. His lawsuit faced years of roadblocks until California District Court judge Claudia Wilken intervened.


  On August 8, 2014, Judge Wilken ruled in favor of O’Bannon, citing that the NCAA did violate antitrust law. Moreover, Wilken ordered the NCAA to pay the plaintiffs in the case nearly $43 million in fees and costs. The CLC, which held licensing agreements with over two hundred universities, and EA settled out of court with their own $40 million payouts, which were equally distributed to nearly one hundred thousand student-athletes who had appeared in EA’s football and basketball video game franchises. This set a precedent for policy changes regarding the amateur status of college athletes.


  Five years later, California senators Nancy Skinner, Scott Wilk, and Steven Bradford presented a proposal to the state senate that would allow student-athletes within the state to legally sign endorsement and sponsorship deals based on their name, image, and likeness (NIL). On May 22, 2019, the senate voted in favor of the statute 31–5, with the California Assembly unanimously voting in favor of it on September 11, 2019.25 Officially dubbed the “Fair Pay to Play Act” (FPPA), California governor Gavin Newsome officially signed the statute into law on September 30, 2019. In a statement released via Twitter and LeBron James’s cable television series The Uninterrupted, Governor Newsome explained that “colleges reap billions from student-athletes but block them from earning a single dollar. That’s a bankrupt model.”


  The premise of the FPPA is not that universities will be forced to compensate student-athletes for their performances in the field of play. Rather, student-athletes would be able to hire agents or other legal representation that would represent them in acquiring sponsorships or other endorsement deals. Shortly after the FPPA was made into law, many state lawmakers introduced similar legislation. For example, South Carolina introduced a bill that allowed the state’s largest institutions to pay $5,000 stipends to football and men’s basketball players, along with allowing the players to earn money from autographs and sponsorships. In New York, a state senator introduced the first bill that extends the FPPA to require colleges to pay student-athletes directly.


  By the end of 2020, over forty state representatives had introduced legislation seeking equality for student-athletes. While there was overwhelming support for such legislation, there were still detractors. Leaders of the Pac-12, the governing body of college sports on the West Coast, expressed that passage of the FPPA will have negative consequences that blur the lines on how athletes can be recruited and what are deemed professional versus amateur sports. The NCAA also warned against negative ramifications that would make professional sport and amateur sport indistinguishable. However, the association promised to make reforms that would relax rules that prohibited compensation.


  With the NCAA watching its power diminish, they made one final appeal to the Supreme Court hoping to revise the O’Bannon ruling from 2014. The Supreme Court obliged and accepted their appeal. They consolidated the appeal with the American Athletic Conference v. Alston case and held the same official argument as in National Collegiate Athletic Association v. Alston on March 31, 2021. On June 21, 2021, the Supreme Court unanimously voted to uphold the O’Bannon case, in which it previously ruled that the NCAA violated antitrust laws.


  Consequently, NIL was made into law across the United States. Under this law, all athletes can receive compensation through endorsements and sponsorships based on their public persona. This ruling has forced the NCAA to amend its rules and has provided an avenue for lawmakers to question the power of the association as college athletics’ major governing body. Lastly, this ruling has established a platform for Black athletes who have perceivably been exploited by the NCAA to enjoy the benefits of their labor.


  In their mission to help Black college athletes in their quest for equality, the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics developed a strategic plan. According to the commission’s website, the plan has four components:



	 Closing educational opportunity gaps to create equitable pathways for Black college athletes’ success during and after college. These recommendations include permanently eliminating standardized test scores as an athletics eligibility criterion and instead employing a more holistic review of student readiness. (The NCAA currently is reviewing the use of standardized testing for determining eligibility and suspended the use of test scores for three years due to the pandemic.) The report also calls for the NCAA to dramatically boost financial support for historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) in the Accelerating Academic Success Program.


	 Holding institutions accountable in recruitment and hiring to achieve diversity and equity in athletics leadership. Among other recommendations, the report urges conferences and schools to adopt the “Russell Rule” as standard practice (named in honor of Bill Russell and first adopted by the West Coast Conference). The Russell Rule requires each institution to include a member of a traditionally underrepresented community in the pool of final candidates for athletics leadership positions, including athletic director and head coach. Each conference school and the conference office would file an annual report card on the demographics of athletic leadership searches and hiring.


	 Investing in programs that support and enhance Black athletes’ college experience and promote inclusion and belonging. Schools and conferences should be establishing a network of Black alumni and faculty to serve as mentors and providing a dedicated stream of funding for summer bridge programs for incoming Black college athletes.


	 Creating more equitable opportunities for Black college athletes to assume leadership roles, especially in advocacy and governance. Reforms should include establishing mentorship programs outside of the athletics department that enriches the development of Black athletes and expanding the ranks of college representatives who serve as advocates for the experiences of Black athletes. The report also calls for a safe process for Black athletes to report any discrimination or treatment concerns, without fear of reprisal.26





  WE AREN’T FREE UNTIL YOU ACKNOWLEDGE IT


  When Texas governor Greg Abbott signed the Sandra Bland Act into law in 2017, athlete activists and other supporters of BLM considered it a step in the right direction regarding establishing better protocols for inmates with mental health issues. The act, which mandates that county jails provide treatment for people with mental health challenges, was the first step in creating substantial changes within the criminal justice system. But many believed that there was more to dismantle. This belief came with the call to formally recognize the BLM movement as crucial in creating a better society.


  Washington, DC, became one of the first cities to establish a monument dedicated to BLM. On June 5, 2020, Mayor Muriel Bowser teamed up with the DC Department of Public Works to paint “Black Lives Matter” in thirty-five-foot-tall yellow letters on a two-block section of Sixteenth Street NW near the White House. Further, Mayor Bowser officially renamed the section Black Lives Matter Plaza. With this monument being in the nation’s capital, it represented the legitimacy of BLM as a call for the country to recognize social injustices against Black people.


  Up to this point, the notion behind activism was that racialized incidents within society represent America’s inherent history of treating Black individuals as less than. As mentioned in chapter 1, the midway point of the American Civil War represented the announcement of President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. However, it was not until June 19, 1865, that Union soldiers arrived in Galveston, Texas, to announce that the nearly three hundred thousand slaves within the state were free. Colloquially known as “Juneteenth,” it became a nationwide summer celebration that honored the sacrifices of those enslaved within the United States. But Black athletes were wanting more.


  Cincinnati Bengals tackle Mike Daniels wrote an article in the Players’ Tribune discussing the necessity of Juneteenth and what the movement meant for his family. Specifically, he described how Juneteenth was not something that was taught to him while growing up. He also said that he believes that many people from the Black community were as unaware of what the celebration meant as he was. He finished the article by urging lawmakers and other organizations to acknowledge Juneteenth as a federal holiday.


  President Joe Biden agreed with these sentiments when on June 17, 2021, he signed the Juneteenth National Independence Day Act into law. This act officially made Juneteenth a federal holiday. Several athletes, including LeBron James, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and Nneka Ogwumike, praised the holiday but also warned that action must continue to recognize and eradicate racial injustice. This move further cemented the legacy of African American resilience throughout the United States. Now the movement was ready to go global.


  As mentioned, BLM started as a simple tweet, but it morphed into a global movement. The UEFA European Football Championship, or simply known as the Euros, is one of the most popular soccer events in the world. Since 1958, these championships have been hosted every four years in the even-numbered years so as not to clash with the FIFA World Cup games. Known as a tournament that brings the world’s best athletes together for fierce competition, racism would once again rear its ugly head.


  Since the pandemic postponed 2020 sporting events, the Euro 2020 Championship was held in 2021. The final match was between England and Italy. The game was close during the entire match until it came down to the last shot attempt. Bukayo Saka, a Black Englishman and one of the youngest footballers to ever play in the championship, represented England in his shot attempt. Hit shot was blocked by the opposing team’s goalie, and Italy would win the championship. While the loss was disappointing for England, this would not be the most egregious of emotions displayed.


  Saka, along with other Black teammates, would receive death threats and have racial slurs hurled at them via social media. One Twitter post read, “Three fucking niggers missed! Stick BLM up my arse!” Another Twitter post said, “Lol here’s the ‘Englishmen’ who blew it for England #ENGvsITA #EuroCup2021,” while also posting a picture of Saka. The Football Association, the governing body for soccer in England, condemned those who hurled vitriol toward Saka and his teammates. These events were in addition to fans booing players throughout the championship who took a knee to protest global racial injustice. But the events that took place still show that racism in sport is not just a U.S. problem.


  A MOVEMENT OF OLYMPIAN PROPORTIONS


  The momentum of the 2020 athlete activism protests carried over into 2021 as athletes and other supporters of the BLM movement grew restless over the insufficient progress policy reform was making. While they continued to call out governments and organizations, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) worked to steer clear of political demonstrations. The last major political demonstration during the Olympics was the 1968 protests by John Carlos and Tommie Smith. They also received support from Australian track and field silver medalist Peter Norman, who shared the podium stage during the protest. Carlos and Smith were banned from further competition and from the Olympic Village as a result of the protests. Once they arrived home, they received further criticism, including death threats and negative media attention. Norman was ostracized by the Australian government and also received negative media attention.


  To thwart future demonstrations, the IOC developed a set of rules that would help establish an apolitical platform for the Olympic Games. In 1975, the IOC officially established Rule 55. Under this rule, “every kind of demonstration or propaganda, whether political, religious, or racial, in the Olympics is forbidden.”27 Since its inception, the ruling has gone through several iterations. Most notably, Rule 50 would usurp Rule 55 as the most utilized defense against demonstrations. With Rule 50, “no kind of demonstration or political, religious, or racial propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas.”28 The Tokyo Olympics would challenge this ruling.


  The 2020 Tokyo Olympics Games were one of several casualties of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result of global shutdowns focusing on health and safety protocols, the games were postponed indefinitely. Following global rollouts of vaccinations that aided in suppressing symptoms of the virus, the IOC decided to reconvene to hold the Summer Games in 2021. Japanese citizens were not as eager as the IOC to continue the games, as a number of them gathered in large crowds to protest the games. Mounting concerns regarding the lack of vaccines and perceptions of insufficient safety protocols were some of the more pressing reasons for the protests. The Japanese automaker Toyota Motor Corporation decided that it would not broadcast television commercials domestically as it was worried about reputation management. In addition to citizen protests, American athletes were gearing up for protests of their own.


  On the 2019 Pan American Games stage in Lima, Peru, US competitors Gwen Berry and Race Imboden raised a fist and took a knee respectively in support of the BLM movement. This caused the IOC to issue yearlong probations to the two athletes along with warnings to those who would participate in the 2020 games that such actions would not be tolerated. But after the killings of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, followed by the subsequent protests of athlete activists, the IOC had to reconsider their ruling.


  The U.S. Olympic and Paralympic Committee, which is the committee charged with overseeing the protection and support of American athletes, initially intervened by relaxing the sanctions incurred for those who engage in political protests. The IOC simultaneously explored how they could amend Rule 50 by sending out a survey to athletes across the globe on whether they should be allowed to engage in protests. After several athletes reported that they were in favor of Rule 50, the IOC upheld the overall premise of the rule while making a small change: athletes could express their views before a competition or during the player/team introductions. But they could not engage in podium demonstrations. While this represented the first major reform of policy regarding political demonstrations in global sport, many were still not satisfied.


  As word spread about the IOC reinforcing Rule 50, a group of signatories decided to take action. Led by organizations including the Muhammad Ali Center, the Australia Human Rights Institute, Global Athlete, Athlete Ally, and the Olympism Project, more than 150 experts across five continents signed an open letter to the IOC denouncing Rule 50. Particularly, they suggested that the IOC should revise its protocols to meet human rights standards. Still, the rule was not explicitly eradicated.


  As the 2020 Olympic Games commenced, several athletes engaged in protests before, during, and after competitions. Luciana Alvarado, who is the first gymnast from Costa Rica to qualify for the Olympic Games, ended her floor routine by taking a knee and holding up her fist in support of the BLM movement. NBC News reported that her demonstration was the first of its kind on the international stage in a gymnastics competition. British soccer player Nikita Parris took a knee and held up her fist before her team’s match with Japan in solidarity with the BLM movement. This prompted several women’s soccer players from various teams to engage in the same gesture.


  Mental health among athletes became another point of emphasis as the Olympic Games continued. Multiple gold medal–winning gymnast Simone Biles suspended her competition, citing concerns for her mental health and the unexpected death of her aunt. She received worldwide support from fans and other athletes alike. Biles would later explain that her previous sexual abuse situation at the hands of former USA Gymnastics doctor Larry Nassar was another complication that proved to be challenging as she was preparing for the games.


  U.S. shot-putter Raven Saunders earned a silver medal in the shot-put competition. She engaged in a political demonstration reminiscent of Smith and Carlos.29 During her podium celebration, Sanders raised her arms above her head forming an X symbol by crossing her wrists. She would say that the symbol represented “the intersection of where all people who are oppressed meet.”30 The IOC launched an investigation into the demonstration as it violated Rule 50. Shortly after, they dropped the investigation in respect to Saunders, whose mom passed away two days after her silver medal celebration. After this, Saunders took a break from the media to concentrate on her mental health.


  The conclusion of the Tokyo Olympic Games not only showcased a world that was ready to move past pandemic protocols. It was also one that showcased the power of athlete activism as it reached the global stage. Future Olympic host countries must now continue to amend their rules as the athletes have now recognized their power to hold organizations accountable for not being better for society.





    Chapter Five


  The Sport Justice Movement


  With the state of global politics remaining volatile, it begs the question: will we ever reach a point where social justice is attainable? While the answer to this remains uncertain, the court of public opinion has continued to be a staunch proponent of holding those in power accountable for their various unethical actions. Technological innovations (e.g., social media, online streaming) have created a more immediate global society, which also increases the power of everyday citizens to voice their opinions and concerns. Likewise, the world of sports has been central in the goal of creating a more just global society.


  What is being recognized now is that Black athlete activism in the age of Black Lives Matter (BLM) has shown a vigor like never before to create substantial changes in the policies that currently affect the goals of true social change. In speaking with current and former athletes, lawyers, scholars, and allies to the cause, it is clear that the new movement has availed itself to the needs and wants of athletes who are trying to create a more just society. In what I call the sport justice movement (SJM), we are in a new era of understanding the role of activism not only from the athletes’ perspective, but also in their collaborations with their employers, outside organizations, and everyday citizens. To understand the SJM, we must first understand where it derives from.


  ORGANIZATIONAL JUSTICE


  As mentioned in chapter 4, the sports world protests reached a pinnacle when the Milwaukee Bucks decided to sit out their game-five matchups against the Orlando Magic in the 2020 Eastern Conference play-offs for the police shooting of Jacob Blake. While controversial, it sparked a league-wide conversation regarding how both the league and its players should handle social justice issues. The players, owners, and league administrators devised a plan to curtail players sitting out games by developing initiatives and in-game procedures that specifically addressed concerns regarding police brutality and other injustices against Black people. This was a move that is known in the scholarly world as organizational justice.


  The civil rights movement sparked a shift in the ways that minorities were treated in the United States. Leaders in the movement fought for equality, equity, and their rights for integration. This movement also spawned a shift in how organizations operated. Starting in the early 1960s, scholars began to create theoretical frameworks that sought to understand the role of equity in the workplace. The initial pieces of this work were through equity theory, which was created by psychologist John Stacey Adams to understand how perceptions of equal pay versus nonequal pay would affect employees in the workplace.


  More so, Adams identified four specific keys to recognizing inequity in the workplace.1 They were (1) perceived inequity creates tension in an individual, (2) the amount of tension is proportional to the magnitude of the inequity, (3) this created tension motivates the individual to reduce it, and (4) the strength of the motivation to reduce the inequity is proportional to the perceived inequity. In other words, the perception of inequity in the workplace determines the action that the employee takes to correct the issue.


  What is known is that during the time this theory was created, the work-place was not an equitable place in terms of pay. But for Black people, equal pay was not the only issue. Promotions, lack of opportunity, and mistreatment in the workplace remained rampant. While the progression of justice in the workplace was not the sole cause of the issues that Black people faced, the Black leaders within the civil rights movement were the catalyst to organizational change for all who perceived unfairness in the workspace.


  Thus, organizational justice can be considered a framework of business ethics that identifies the necessity for organizations to treat employees fairly and act as just members of the society in which they belong. The initial concerns of organizations under Adams and his theory were first described under the concept of distributive justice. This form of organizational justice described how employees perceived the outcome of a situation as fair. For example, if a company hands out merit bonuses to employees of equal rank who have equally helped the company prosper based on annual reports, yet one employee receives less money than the other, this can be perceived as a violation of distributive justice.


  Soon, however, employees began to question not only the way distributive justice was managed but also the rules and regulations that determined fairness outcomes as a whole. Scholars began to address this by examining the processes in which organizational leaders made decisions on fairness. This is called procedural justice.2


  Psychologist Gerald Leventhal developed this understanding of justice by suggesting six keys to success. They are that procedures should (1) be applied consistently across people and across time, (2) be free from bias, (3) ensure that accurate information is collected and used in making decisions, (4) have some mechanism to correct flawed or inaccurate decisions, (5) conform to personal or prevailing standards of ethics or morality, and (6) ensure that the opinions of various groups affected by the decisions have been taken into account.3 What can be added to this perspective is that employees are also wanting a seat at the table when it comes to the development of procedures that promote justice. Thus, how willing are organizational leaders when it comes to letting employees sit in on board meetings that usually have major implications on key decisions that are turned into organizational policy?


  While distributive and procedural justice were the dominant areas of examination under the organizational justice umbrella, a new aspect of the concept began to take shape. Not only were the procedures regarding fairness within organizations under scrutiny, but how these procedures were disseminated to employees became just as important. Specifically, how the employees perceived these messages was of prime concern. As such, business professor Robert Bies went on to explain this concept as interactional justice. He would go on to describe this level of justice as the notion that organizational leaders will be judged not only by the way they treat their employees in disseminating procedures on fairness but how they explain why such procedures were implemented in the first place. Taken together, organizational justice has been long used to understand how decisions on fairness made by organizational leaders affect an employee’s job satisfaction, loyalty, trust, commitment, and behavior within and outside of that organization. However, the world of sport has introduced a new way of considering aspects of justice.


  THE SPORT JUSTICE MOVEMENT


  Within the last decade, the Black Lives Matter movement has galvanized athletes to take action on various social causes. What began as a crusade against police brutality has now morphed into the eradication of inequity both in the workplace and in society at large. What has been a glaring notion for this cause is that athletes have challenged the commissioners of their leagues, team owners, and other organizations that partner with sports organizations to help end social injustices. To this end, Black athletes have helped in developing a platform in the sport justice movement.


  True to the concept of organizational justice, sport justice derives from the notion that athletes (the employees) and team owners/sports commissioners/coaches (the employers) should work cohesively to ensure fairness within the organizational structure. There is a clear employer/employee relationship between these parties. Also, athlete unions, at least in professional sports, have been created to help negotiate procedures implemented by administrators.


  Where the SJM deviates from organizational justice is multifaceted. First, while many athletes are in someone’s employ, they are often individually recognized as their brand. Professional athletes have enjoyed this status for over thirty years. The 2021 name, image, and likeness (NIL) ruling by the Supreme Court has now guaranteed that college athletes can receive compensation off their brands as well. This brand recognition is often derived from an athlete’s reputation among fans and nonfans alike, regardless of whether or not they are liked.


  CENTRAL TENETS OF THE MOVEMENT


  Outside of the fields of competition and entertainment, sport has become a global platform for sustainable change. Athletes, politicians, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), for-profit organizations, and various other entities have all convened throughout history to determine the best paths for providing basic human rights. As mentioned in chapter 1, initially liberation for Black people meant escaping from European imperialistic rule with an overall idea of expatriation back to Africa. Throughout the century, the ideas shifted to integration, equal rights, and equitable opportunities.


  Most recently, many of the ideas about equality, equity, and freedom have taken their cues from the civil rights movement. Despite the dormancy of athlete activism from the 1980s to the 2000s, today’s athletes have revolutionized sport as a legitimate avenue for seeking policy reform for years to come. So much so, that the United Nations, the global hub for peace relations, has declared sport a central component to its Agenda for Sustainable Development, a global initiative that seeks to eradicate various social ills that are a detriment to human existence. In their plans for peace, the UN has laid out six specific ways in which sport can be utilized. It can



	ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages;


	ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning;


	achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls;


	make cities inclusive, safe, and sustainable;


	promote just, peaceful, and inclusive societies; and 


	revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development.4





  While these components are admirable, they are not necessarily explicit. Questions remain as to how these components can be tangible. Additionally, in what ways can we measure the success of these components? While that is something to ponder, there is not a specific mention of timely issues such as police brutality against persons of color, harassment in the workplace, and other targeted issues that rear their heads daily.


  What is clear is that the SJM has rallied around the Black Lives Matter movement to highlight particular social justice issues that require a more focused solution. As many of the athletes, civic leaders, scholars, and lawmakers discussed in this book have suggested, police brutality, equitable education opportunities, and community development, among other issues, are pertinent to the growth of Black people globally. Given this, here are the suggested tenets that can be used to articulate the purpose of the SJM:



	Sport not only has the power to change the world, but it also has the responsibility to do so. During his address at the inaugural Laureus Sports Awards in 2000, former South African president Nelson Mandela uttered the words, “Sport has the power to change the world. . . . It is more powerful than governments in breaking down racial barriers and it laughs in the face of discrimination.” Therefore, the connection between sport and politics should be considered advantageous to combat social ills.


	Athletes are not just entertainers; they are human as well. Within the last decade, athletes have become adamant about protecting their mental health. The NBA became one of the first global sports organizations that have hired a sports psychologist dedicated to creating programs that seek to help athletes overcome issues such as anxiety and depression. As the Tokyo Olympics have shown as well, athletes are thankful that people from all over the world celebrate them in competition. However, they are recognizing that self-care and social causes that are important to them take precedence over the bottom-line agenda.


	Sports organizations and other affiliate organizations should remain collaborators in the fight against social justice. What has made many aspects of the SJM successful is when coaches, commissioners, and sport apparel organizations joined in the fight to combat social injustice. But the work must continue. Collaborative social justice efforts through sports need more than just a one-off donation or event. Collaborative social justice initiatives should be purpose driven and longitudinal, that is, backed by research gathered from the individuals for which the initiatives are purposed. Otherwise, it will remain lip service with no substance.





  THE SPORT JUSTICE MOVEMENT IN ACTION


  While the SJM has established itself as a platform that is here to stay, it is far from perfect. Any form of legislation created or presented by lawmakers when it comes to social reform takes time. So, introducing legislation by athletes or social justice organizations on behalf of athletes can take even longer. As this book comes to a close, it is imperative to understand where the SJM has made progress and where it has room for improvement.


  Thus, athletes, scholars, lawmakers, and leaders of social justice organizations were interviewed to discuss the successes, challenges, and future for changing society through sport. Additionally, they were asked to address how the BLM movement has been instrumental in helping athletes create a movement of their own. Overall, many of these individuals were excited about the progress that sport has made by calling out lawmakers and organizational leaders in being supportive of social causes. However, laws such as the George Floyd Act and the John Lewis Act have been introduced but have yet to be passed despite advocacy from several high-profile athletes. Still, their beliefs in the intersection of sport and politics as a platform for tangible social change remain firm.


  One of the leaders interviewed for this book was Nick Turner. Mr. Turner serves as the president and director for the Vera Institute of Justice.5 In this role, he and his staff work to ensure fairness and equity in a justice system that has an exorbitant number of marginalized individuals as inmates. One of their most recent projects was in partnership with the NFL to help advance solutions for police-community relations via several public service announcements.


  In understanding Vera’s ongoing mission in using sport as a platform for social change, he explained that Colin Kaepernick and LeBron James are high-profile figures that were key in illuminating the sport’s role in creating a better society. He said that former NFL player Justin Tuck and former NBA player and current Miami Heat assistant coach Caron Butler sit on Vera’s board. Particularly, he would mention that Caron has worked on many initiatives in the state of Connecticut where he played basketball for the University of Connecticut. Further, Vera would aid Caron in helping to eliminate solitary confinement in the Connecticut prison system.


  Mr. Turner also described various other partnerships that he has established with athletes and sports organizations via Vera’s initiatives. For example, they partnered with the NBA and their NBA Cares Foundation on a youth development initiative. With the initiative, Vera facilitated workshops dedicated to educational empowerment. They also work to eradicate juvenile delinquency and recidivism by taking the youth to Rikers Island. Here, the youth discuss law enforcement procedures and ways in which officers can build better relationships with their communities.


  In discussing how the BLM movement has helped athlete activism, he said that it is a profound, important, and necessary force for social change. He explained that it is not a terrorist organization like detractors claim it is. Rather, it is a welcome movement that places racial equity in the current global vernacular, and there is a cost for ignoring the lives of people who benefit from the movement. Relative to where athletes should go from here, Mr. Turner said that changing policies that positively transform society are a product of democracy. Therefore, he said athletes should continue to educate themselves by understanding the procedures behind policy reform.


  Another leader that was interviewed was Jacques McClendon. Mr. McClendon is a former professional NFL player and current director of football affairs for the Los Angeles Rams. In his current role, he serves as the liaison between different departments and entities for the LA Rams. Mr. McClendon focused on how athlete activism is imperative to uplifting the Black community from which many of the players come. More so, he said that sport and politics are never going to be separated. But he also said that the politics between athletes, organizations, and legislators is often hard to navigate.


  Despite this, he also explained that Los Angeles represents a very unique environment for developing, revising, and implementing their social responsibility initiatives due to the city’s multicultural, multiethnic communities. He said that the LA Rams have formed numerous partnerships with different entities to move things forward in this space. This work is championed by the vice president of community affairs, Molly Higgins, and the director of social justice and football development, Jonathan Franklin.


  Through one particular partnership, they have developed the Rise with the Rams program, which pairs children from affluent and nonaffluent backgrounds so that they can learn from each other to create a more equitable future. Additionally, he has worked out a partnership with the Watts unit of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) to help them coach youth football league. Through this partnership, their hope is to help build positive relationships between the police and youth.


  Another project that the Rams have worked on is in partnership with the Opportunity House, which is a Los Angeles–based nonprofit geared to help ensure sustainable living for community college students suffering from housing insecurity. Through this platform, students are able to have better opportunities to finish their degrees. He would also mention that as an African American leader within the front office of a major sport organization, he is incredibly grateful for the team listening to diverse members within the organization when they make decisions on the best ways the Rams can impact the community.


  In discussing the successes and challenges of the Rams’ programs, Mr. McClendon discussed how the most important goal in using sport to better society is one in which he seeks transformational and not transactional change. He says that while there has been a change with a few of the under-served youth who go through their programs, it takes time to see significant progress. Lastly, he would say that one of the biggest challenges relative to substantial progress with the programs is bandwidth.


  The murder of George Floyd has transformed the work that the Rams and the NFL do. Mr. McClendon also focused on how the moment should become a movement. We should understand the inadequate ways in which African Americans are treated in this country. Instead of just focusing on individuals, he would suggest that the NBA, WNBA, and NFL have been the most influential leagues in uplifting Black voices in their social justice efforts.


  In determining how much progress has been made with the SJM, he stated that the Rooney Rule in the NFL and the Bill Russell rule in the West Coast Conference are steps in the right direction. Both rules were established to increase diversity and inclusion. He said that progress has been made, but more is needed. His thoughts on how the SJM can flourish are that supporters must put in the work consistently and stay committed for true social change to be made.


  As student-athletes have made strides in their quest for equitable and fair practices on the college campus, it was imperative to gain their insights into social justice. Thus, the next perspective is from Bel Rolley. Ms. Rolley is a soccer player from the University of Southern California (USC). She is also president of the United Black Student-Athletes Association (UBSAA), which is a national student-led organization based at USC that is dedicated to using the platform of sport to speak out on issues such as BLM, police brutality, and student-athlete well-being.6 Since taking the helm as president of UBSAA in 2020, she found inspiration in Colin Kaepernick’s national anthem protest. More so, she said that there cannot be any slacking regarding sport and social change.


  Ms. Rolley did not expect much of the media attention that she and members of the association, college administration, staff, and other student-athletes received when they began demonstrating after the death of George Floyd. However, she mentioned that their call for social justice on the college campus inspired other universities across the nation to form their own associations that ensured the well-being of Black student-athletes.


  She explained that some of the early success of UBSAA was that sixty student-athletes from various sports across USC’s campus immediately joined after the formal founding of the organization. One of their top priorities was to advocate for more Black psychologists and athletic trainers that would help them with recovery and mental health. She also said that BLM is more than just a hashtag and that it means everything to her as she pushes for equality and the eradication of oppression throughout the college experience. When she and her teammates wore BLM T-shirts at various competitions and social events, the team lost over one thousand followers. But they believed in the mission of Kaepernick and advocated for more administrative support in their quest to make true social change.


  One of the largest policy shifts that Ms. Rolley focused on was the formation of the BLM action team. This action team, which was formed by USC athletics, works to increase scholarships for Black athletes not on full scholarship and to make a push for more Black student-athletes to amplify their voices on injustices on and off campus. What she sees as the best way to move forward is for college athletes to be allowed to express themselves freely regarding issues that matter to them without the fear of being penalized. She ended her interview by saying that college campuses have a long way to go in supporting athletes because social issues are multifaceted. But she believes that organizations similar to the UBSAA that are growing across other college campuses are a promising start to a better society.


  For legislators to fight for social change, it takes careful and thorough empirical research. That is, understanding how societal shifts influence human behavior happens through research studies that can explain and often-times predict how people will make future decisions. Given this, how athlete activism affects true social change can be best explained by scholars who examine such phenomena. The scholar interviewed for this understanding was Dr. Joseph Cooper. Dr. Cooper is the J. Keith Motley Chair of Sports Leadership and Administration at the University of Massachusetts–Boston (UMass-Boston). He is a globally renowned expert whose work focuses on the intersection between sport, education, race, and culture, with an emphasis on sports involvement as a catalyst for holistic development.


  Dr. Cooper said that sport and politics are forever intertwined. He said there is no such thing as being apolitical. Further, he said that if you are silent, that is political. Educational rights, labor rights, and other human rights are all political. Also, he said that there is a heightened level of consciousness through sport, and everyone has the power to activate a movement. He would end his thoughts on sport and politics by suggesting that those who are involved should focus on what aims are being met and who is benefiting from the results.


  While not exclusively creating a new policy, Dr. Cooper has used his research to assist several organizations in understanding sport’s role in making tangible social change. For example, he worked with the Muhammad Ali Center in Louisville, Kentucky, to strengthen advocacy for grassroots organizations. Also, he focuses on his membership in several nationally recognized scholarly associations including the North American Society for Sport Management, the American Education Research Association task force on education and sport, and the College Sport Research Institute. At his university, he serves as the cochair for the UMass-Boston restorative justice initiative. Through these scholarly organizations and his role at his university, Dr. Cooper has created new knowledge that advocates for reform through the power of sport.


  While on the college campus, Dr. Cooper also advocates for equity and consciousness for students who are not familiar with the Black plight but want to gain an understanding. Particularly, he explains that BLM is grounded in a humanistic philosophy that Black people are human beings. Also, he believes that social media has expedited the understanding of the lived experiences Black people face every day. However, he explained that using the Black boys’ and men’s deaths as rallying cries while also seeing a lack of Black male leadership in the movement is problematic. Still, he says there are strengths to the movement that have catalyzed the revitalization of the Black athlete activist.


  Dr. Cooper focuses on many of the female athletes as leaders of the SJM. While he mentioned well-known athletes such as Colin Kaepernick, LeBron James, Bill Russell, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, he says that Renee Montgomery and Maya Moore are vital in the movement because they voluntarily gave up their careers in the pursuit of justice. However, he says that while these are exemplar cases of social justice, he fails to see lasting change. Lastly, he cautioned that leaders and supporters of the new athlete activist movement should be open to change and constructive criticism.


  Luke Fedlam was the final person interviewed for this book.7 He is a partner and non-agent sports attorney for Porter Wright Morris & Arthur LLP based out of Columbus, Ohio. He is also the founder and CEO of the Anomaly Sports Group, which is a life skill and development firm for college and professional athletes. Mr. Fedlam has traveled extensively, educating many student-athletes and institutions on several topics such as NIL, contract analysis, immigration issues, asset protection, human rights issues, brand and market protection, and trust and estate protection.


  Regarding sport and politics, Mr. Fedlam said it plays a significant role in society. He also said that these two intersections have the platform and ability to positively affect communities with initiatives that are important to athletes and sports organizations. He added that politicians often want to benefit from the celebrity status of athletes but also want them to “shut up and dribble” when it comes to speaking up against social injustices.


  Relative to how his platform has been used to forward the SJM, Mr. Fedlam said that education and exposure are the keys to creating reform. Particularly, he works with student-athletes, their parents, administrators, coaches, and front offices in helping them understand their rights and avoid being taken advantage of by the legal system. He said that being a Black professional working with many high-profile Black athletes has been an added benefit due to the increased relationship building and trust that is developed. That is what he considers the highest level of success with the work he does. However, one of the main challenges is helping athletes at an early age understand the broader business side of sport, which will help them in life after sport. Many of these athletes want to engage in several social causes adjacent to and beyond their sports careers. Mr. Fedlam cautioned that navigating those waters can be murky.


  Since the BLM movement commenced in 2013, Mr. Fedlam has seen a shift in the social causes and policies that have been triggered by key sports figures. However, he took a more personal approach to what the movement meant. He said that as a Black man with a ten-year-old son, the BLM movement means that he is valued as a human being. He also explained that BLM does not mean that Black lives are more important than any other life; it just means that Black lives should be equal to everyone else’s life. Relative to how BLM has influenced athlete activism, he shared sentiments with Jacques McClendon in that there cannot be one single athlete who takes the credit for moving society forward. Rather, he said that all Black and brown athletes who have called out organizations to be better for society should be lauded for their hard work. Lastly, he suggested that Renee Montgomery’s decision to opt out of the 2020 NBA season is monumental to how sport and social justice have meshed together.


  Regarding lasting policy reform, Mr. Fedlam stated that he has not seen major policy changes regarding social injustice but remains hopeful that the educational programs that he and other legal experts are disseminating will create tangible, sustainable change. He acknowledged the voting procedures that athletes have fought for, but the George Floyd Act has yet to be made into law. He said that if this act is made into law, it would be a substantial victory for lawmakers and athletes who advocated for it.


  Relative to the future of the SJM, Mr. Fedlam explained that athletes should take the time to figure out what they are trying to do. He challenged athletes to ask themselves, what is the desired outcome? What change do they want to see? He suggested that once they educate themselves on how to get there, they should consider how they can be the most effective in creating change. More so, he said that whether it is awareness, allyship, legislation, or organizational policy, educate yourself. For example, he cautioned athletes not to schedule a march without understanding what permits are needed. Also, he suggested that if you want legislative change, understand current legislation. There will be obstacles and challenges, but as long as you set the goals, write the vision, and educate yourself, then you can have others come help you to address the issues.


  MOVING FORWARD WITH SPORT JUSTICE


  The SJM is primed to be the next wave of athlete activism and policy reform. Before the 2021 NFL season, former NFL player and ESPN analyst Ryan Clark praised the Tampa Bay Buccaneers on his Twitter account for having a diverse coaching staff. After posting this, several comments expressed that Clark and the NFL should not make things racial. Some could say that this was another attempt of individuals expressing the need for politics to stay out of sports. But as mentioned in chapter 1, these intersections have been intertwined for nearly 150 years.


  As such, major U.S. sports organizations have been accused of not hiring minority candidates in executive or head coaching positions despite the fact that the two most popular U.S. sports organizations, the NFL and the NBA, have predominantly minority players. (A major lawsuit featuring former NFL head coach Brian Flores will be discussed later in this chapter.) To quell such assertions, some sports organizations have created protocols for the hiring and retention of minority candidates. For example, Dan Rooney, who was the former owner of the Pittsburgh Steelers, established the Rooney Rule in 2003.


  Under this rule, the NFL required teams to interview minority candidates for executive and head coaching jobs. Considered an outlet of affirmative action, the rule only required teams to interview candidates, without a hiring preference or the requirement of meeting a quota. However, there remains a scarcity of head coaches and team executives across all U.S. professional sports. This would prompt one grassroots organizer to engage in a silent but worthwhile protest.


  Lou Richie, an activist and organizer from Oakland, California, decided to engage in a peaceful protest during the 2021 Pac-12 basketball tournament to which he wanted to point out the lack of Black head coaches within the conference. To highlight this, Richie wore a T-shirt that said “Black Head Coaches Matter.” His decision to protest was in large part due to the killing of George Floyd and issues such as voter suppression. Along with the organization Advancement of Blacks in Sports, which is a New York City grassroots basketball organization formed in 2020 after George Floyd’s murder, Richie continues to work to secure positions for Black coaches.


  THE FUTURE OF SPORT JUSTICE


  Sport has been widely known to bring people together. Whether the combination of sport and politics has been met with praise or contempt, the combination has always led to differences of opinion on one or more specific phenomena. Globally, sports have been used for decades to bring about peace and development initiatives. For example, the 1995 Rugby World Cup was a watershed moment that, for a brief time, brought about discussions on community building among Black and white South Africans. It was the first sporting event to help in bridging the racial gap relative to the consequences of apartheid.


  However, some have expressed that for every time sport has worked to contribute to dismantling social injustice, there are more times in which sport has contributed to ongoing issues in the forms of injustice that generally serve as microcosms of society. What the ongoing issues of social injustice coupled with the pandemic have shown our global society is that people who have consistently been marginalized are making a push for better social well-being. Within the context of sport, the SJM offers a pathway forward to challenge existing policies that deny and denigrate those who have dealt with all manners of prejudice and discrimination. As one article says,


 
    Sport is a human institution, a universal phenomenon that serves to instill a sense of belonging or meaning to many individuals’ lives. Let us not place value on athletes, let us place value on the impact their profession has on humanity; the realization of athletes as commodities and sport as a political and pecuniary service will help reshape the perception that sport is merely a means of amusement and diversion from personal hardships. Our world can exist without the arrogance and egotism attributed to certain athletes, and it can surely exist without the barefaced disregard several sports organizations have for their dedicated fan base. But, we may question whether or not this world can function without the hidden values embedded in competitors and the communal insight sports give us on a national scale.8




  Given this, the last section of this book will highlight the impact that the SJM could have on the larger conversation regarding social justice.


  SPORT JUSTICE AS A MECHANISM OF DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION


  Across all levels, sport has been perceived as a platform that offers equal opportunity. From the front office to the bleachers, sports have purportedly been the beacon of hope when it comes to establishing an inclusive society. But while this idea pervades the world of sport, there are still things that must change. One example pertains to a scandal involving NFL workplace hiring practices.


  On February 1, 2022, former Miami Dolphins head coach Brian Flores filed a lawsuit against the NFL claiming racial discrimination. In his lawsuit, Flores claimed that Dolphins owner, Stephen Ross, tried to coerce him to lose games as a way to gain a high draft pick in the 2022 NFL draft. The reward for losing these games would have been financial compensation that would have been distributed for each loss. Additionally, Flores sued the New York Giants, Denver Broncos, and Houston Texans for a multitude of reasons, including setting up head coaching interviews despite not taking him seriously as a candidate and interviewing him even though the teams had already selected other coaches.


  Several sports analysts and former NFL coaches supported Flores in his lawsuit. Many of the former coaches, who happen to be Black, would share similar stories of being coerced to purposefully lose games or of not getting the length of time to build their teams in comparison to their white counterparts. The lawsuit calls into question the relevancy of the Rooney Rule and similar initiatives on diversity, equity, and inclusion across all sports platforms. Within college sports, there are similar issues. Primarily, this controversy has focused on the continued exploitation of student-athletes. The ruling regarding student-athlete representation was no exception. On August 6, 2019, the NCAA announced that any agent who seeks to represent college basketball players as they navigate their NBA draft options must, among other criteria, have a bachelor’s degree. This ruling prompted LeBron James and his agent, Rich Paul, to call out the NCAA for its alleged discriminatory and exploitative ruling.


  Paul, who is a Black male and does not have a college degree, exposed that this ruling limits the platform for agents who come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and those who have alternative career trajectories. However, James went further to express that the NCAA was specifically targeting Paul, ultimately dubbing the announcement as the “Rich Paul Rule.”


  Amid the backlash from Paul, James, and other sports figures, the NCAA decided to amend the rule to include agents without colleges degrees provided they are in good standing with the National Basketball Players Association (NBPA).


  Although the NCAA’s amendment of the rules provides a more inclusive platform regarding college basketball player representation, this latest flub speaks volumes to an already open call for the organization to reform its policies or succumb to them. The NCAA, a nonprofit organization that prides itself on being dedicated to the well-being and lifelong success of college athletes, has been staunchly criticized for generating over a billion dollars in revenue while college athletes remain unpaid beyond scholarships. Since 2006, high school basketball players were ineligible to jump straight into the NBA. Instead, they had to wait one year after their high school graduation to become draft eligible. This saw a rise in high school athletes playing one year of college basketball before declaring for the NBA draft. Dubbed as the “one-and-done” era, this ruling essentially controlled how student-athletes navigated their professional careers. However, the nuances of how funds are earned through tournaments such as March Madness have prompted student-athletes to take career matters into their own hands.


  There has been a burgeoning trend of elite high school basketball players skipping college and playing professional basketball overseas before becoming eligible for the NBA draft. While the NCAA claims that their rules are there to protect current and future student-athletes, many counter that the rules restricting the eligibility of when high school players can enter the NBA draft are exploitive. Paul, who is one of those critics of the NCAA’s “one-and-done” rule, is also spearheading the platform for high school athletes to find alternative paths to the draft. In 2018, former five-star basketball recruit Darius Bazley initially committed to Syracuse University before ultimately taking a year off in preparation for the 2019 NBA draft. During this time, Bazley signed with Paul’s agency, Klutch Sports. With this deal in place, Bazley secured an internship at New Balance worth $1 million to gain insight into the business of sport. While Syracuse head basketball coach Jim Boeheim viewed Bazley’s choice to decommit from the university as a mistake, Paul saw it as an empowerment tool for athletes who wish not to be used for their talents without compensation.


  While Paul and others have expressed that receiving an education in college sports is of value, they insist that compensating student-athletes would prevent them from getting taken advantage of or breaking current NCAA rules. The NCAA recently settled on a $208 million lawsuit that declared that the organization could not restrict compensation to athletes regarding their education. The State of California passed the Fair Pay to Play Act, which changed the business model of the NCAA. However, current NCAA president Mark Emmert warned legislatures that if they were to approve the act, California schools could face the possibility of not participating in postseason play.


  California state senators Nancy Skinner and Steven Bradford introduced this act because current NCAA rules remain heavily unfair to students from low-income communities and to female athletes who have fewer opportunities to play professional sports than men. California student-athletes are now eligible to sign contracts with several endorsers, including video game publishers, apparel companies, sporting good entities, and auto dealers. Still, the NCAA along with several California universities expressed that such a deal would not only confuse current student-athletes but would present a plethora of challenges to the collegiate sports model.


  But the current collegiate sports model is what is negatively affecting current student-athletes, particularly African American males who participate in high-revenue-generating sports. While the NCAA scrambles to change rules that negatively affect student-athletes, agents such as Paul will continue to usher in a more dynamic approach to student-athlete empowerment that will eventually overshadow the more static rules the governing body of collegiate sport utilizes.


  For Paul and other individuals who work to eradicate the current NCAA sports model, the rule changes on athlete compensation represent a chance for student-athletes to take control of their upward mobility. As the NCAA continues to take hits to its already fragile reputation in handling student-athlete exploitation, the trend for athletes to skip college altogether remains slow but steady. For the NCAA, the reputation for the future of the organization will rely heavily on how much they commit to the integrity of education and how much they amend their obsolete rules concerning perceived athlete exploitation.


  Although the NBA leads all major sports leagues in diversity hiring practices, there is still a stark difference between the number of players versus the number of Black executives. Moreover, there remain only four Black executives above a general manager position in comparison to a league that has nearly 75 percent Black players. Michael Jordan, who won six championship rings with the Chicago Bulls and is arguably considered the best player in NBA history, had to wait patiently with his 2006 minority investment in the Charlotte Hornets franchise before purchasing full control of the team in 2010. This was also after he was let go by the Washington Wizards franchise after he felt that he was going to return as president of basketball operations upon retirement. He is the only Black owner of any sports team across all major sports. In 2018, the Dallas Mavericks named Cynthia Marshall as CEO of the franchise. She is the first Black female and first female CEO of an NBA franchise. Her first task as CEO of the team was to investigate allegations of sexual misconduct within the organization. Even Marshall’s front-cover feature in Bloomberg Businessweek suggested that she was in charge of cleaning up a Me Too movement mess.


  Despite this remarkable feat regarding Black executives in the NBA, there is still an uphill climb for representation. Systematic oppression has always been at the forefront of Black people breaking into the upper echelon of executive positions in corporate America. For those who have made it to the C-suite ranks, the problem is keeping them there. Further, problems loom from years of being passed over for promotions, having to deal with covert and overt racial slurs, and outgrowths of depression. Considering this, Johnson’s claims of being “free as a bird” and “handcuffed” in a position where he was given full control speaks volumes to the hurdles Black sports executives face moving forward. Even though there is a small level of growth, developing a work culture that strives to retain Black sports executives should be the next order of business.


  SPORT JUSTICE AS ENVIRONMENTAL AND COMMUNITY SUSTAINABILITY


  In 2021, the Los Angeles Clippers announced that the team will be building a new arena in Inglewood, which is located in Los Angeles County. The arena would be officially titled Intuit Dome after the team signed a $500 million naming rights deal with the financial software company. Additionally, the Clippers teamed up with financial services firm Aspiration as a way to make the stadium more environmentally friendly. With their business offerings, “Aspiration allows its customers to choose how much they pay for banking services and espouses a mission of combating climate change—it promises, for instance, not to put any money into funding the coal or oil industries.”9


  Taken together, the Clippers are seeking to establish the first climate-positive arena with a commitment to be 100 percent carbon free when it opens its doors in 2024. Furthermore,


 
    Intuit Dome will operate as a fully electric arena, and the Clippers said the complex would save nearly 10 million gallons of water per year through conservation and the use of reclaimed water. In addition, the complex will use carpool incentives that the Clippers claim could reduce vehicle trips by 15%, and help the Port of Los Angeles buy 26 electric tugboats to improve local air quality.10




  Still, concerns loom regarding the community identity of the city.


  Within the last five years, citizens of Inglewood have accepted the realization that their communities are going to change with the construction and eventual completion of a $5 billion sport and entertainment arena. First, SoFi Stadium became the host facility of both the Los Angeles Rams and the Los Angeles Chargers. The Intuit Dome, which will be the new home for the Los Angeles Clippers, will add to its growth as a sports hub. And the opening and closing ceremonies of the 2028 Olympic Games will be hosted in the city, as well. Those who have invested in the city during this time frame will certainly benefit from increases in the market value, but local citizens do not share the same sentiment. Several grassroots organizations along with local businesses were staunchly against this growth.11


  While Inglewood used to be a predominantly Black city, it has now become predominantly Latino.12 Still, many of the individuals within this demographic fear that all of the new development will cause an increase in gentrification. Construction within the city also caused fears of increased pollution and traffic congestion, which is already an ongoing issue in Los Angeles County. The need to keep the community intact is particularly important as only 9 percent of the population in the entirety of Los Angeles County is African American. Gentrification has forced many African Americans to move out of the area. Therefore, many of the longest-standing residents are left to cope with rising costs and loss of community.


  Similarly, many individuals from marginalized communities have to adjust to the socioeconomic and environmental consequences of major sports organizations infiltrating their communities. For example, the Olympic Games are held in major cities across the globe. While many watch the spectacle that is associated with the opening and closing ceremonies of the Games, many marginalized individuals who live within the host cities often share a different story once the games end.


  When the International Olympics Committee selected Rio as a host city in 2009, thousands of jubilant Brazilians crowded Copacabana Beach to celebrate. The Brazilian government voted to use the Olympics to solve long-existing problems, including a pledge to treat 80 percent of Rio’s sewage. Most citizens seemed optimistic that the Games could ignite the local economy and clean up their city. Fast-forward to the current day, and exceedingly high crime rates, dilapidated buildings, and contaminated water remain a problem. The discrepancy between the grand promises of socioeconomic improvement and the reality on the ground in previous host cities is troublesome. Although host cities and countries must participate in revitalization plans, the IOC must help develop strategies of its own. From infrastructure woes to human rights violations, the IOC has a responsibility to focus on both the ethics and profits of conducting business.


  Given the long-term detrimental effects of the Olympic Games in Rio, it’s no surprise that Budapest, facing civil unrest and a lack of cohesion among its political parties, withdrew its bid for the 2024 games. That leaves Paris as the winner. For 2028, the LA committee points to the 1984 Summer Olympics—considered one of the most successful in the Games’ history—as a baseline for success for netting the IOC $225 million by being the first to utilize television contracts to advertise the Games. With this track record, it is not unreasonable to assume that the 2028 Olympic Games will be financially lucrative both for the IOC and for LA itself. Additionally, traffic congestion and homelessness remain important issues that the LA committee must address for a successful bid. Only one point is clear: Los Angeles cannot afford to follow in the footsteps of the 2016 Rio games. The future of the Olympics is under scrutiny. Many have raised the issue of the IOC only focusing on profits without caring for the people. Also, a litany of negative news about the IOC has surfaced, including allegations that its members have accepted bribes in return for voting for host cities. Such accusations could permanently taint or, worse, eventually lead to the downfall of the Games in their entirety.


  The IOC could gain buy-in from stakeholders—consumers of the Games, suppliers, sponsors, and other individuals who are directly affected by the Games—if it provides tangible evidence of the socioeconomic advantages the Games will have. As stated on their website, the IOC is committed to building a better world through sport. But if stakeholders perceive the IOC as complicit in acts of discrimination, then preestablished relationships could be severed and future relationship development stunted. The IOC must be willing to be transparent and adapt to organizational change if it is to contend with an interconnected globalized society. Organizations can no longer operate under a closed-system mentality in which they simply ignore or fail to respond to public criticism. Scandals and deception have often plagued the IOC’s mission to promote sustainability awareness, capacity building, and far-reaching actions for environmental, social, and economic development across society. Therefore, the IOC must focus on restructuring its organization to meet stakeholder needs and generate positive social change.


  Social responsibility has never been a requirement for an organization’s bottom line, but an increasing number of businesses now recognize that it is important and are working to reorient their strategies to incorporate ethical concerns. Given the history of problems in the cities hosting the Olympic Games, the IOC must not derail its ethical decision-making processes in favor of profit. Otherwise, the IOC will continue to blemish their reputation, leading others to question the relevance of the Games.


  SPORT JUSTICE AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT


  Sports organizations are rife with examples of how sport benefits youth development. These organizations usually have nonprofit arms that offer several services for youth based on the communities in which teams are located. For example, the NFL sponsors a youth health movement called NFL Play 60. Under this movement, they promote physical and mental well-being by encouraging youth to get active for sixty minutes a day. For fifteen years, the NFL and the American Heart Association have partnered in making this agenda a national movement.


  The NBA sponsors a similar organization that focuses on youth development called NBA Cares. According to their website,



   NBA Cares is the league’s global social responsibility program that builds on the NBA’s mission of addressing important social issues in the U.S. and around the world. NBA Cares programs and participants have provided more than 5.8 million hours of hands-on service, created more than 1,650 places where kids and families can live, learn or play, and engaged more than 60 million youth in basketball programs in communities around the world. Internationally, NBA Cares has created more than 332 places where kids and families can live, learn, or play in 40 countries. NBA Cares works with nationally and internationally recognized youth-serving programs that support education, youth and family development, and health-related causes, including Boys & Girls Clubs of America, Vera Institute of Justice, Thurgood Marshall College Fund, UNICEF, Special Olympics, Share Our Strength, and GLSEN.13




  Law enforcement organizations have also used sport as a way to help underserved youth. Within cities that have multiple sports organizations, law enforcement agencies often partner with these organizations to provide outlets for youth to stay out of trouble. For example, the LAPD, one of the most publicized law enforcement agencies in the United States, has partnered with several professional sports teams to help youth who require assistance.


  According to a recent report regarding Angeleno youth, nearly seventy thousand youth fall into a category of high risk titled “disconnected youth.” These are individuals between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four who are neither working nor are in school. Of the disconnected youth in Los Angeles, 23 percent are African American; 15 percent are LatinX; 13 percent are youth who are either mixed race, did not identify, or are other ethnicities; 8 percent are white; and 8 percent are Asian.14 This report also suggested that these youth either leave school because of teen pregnancy, familial obligations, health issues, or just a sheer disconnect with school. Given this, it is understandable that there have been many issues of crime, homelessness, and mental health problems for Angeleno youth. But this is not just an LA issue. Most cities in which sports organizations are entrenched in their communities must evaluate and revise their programs to provide sustainable improvements to these individuals.


  SPORT JUSTICE AS A GLOBAL BRIDGE BUILDER


  The Tottenham community of London is considered one of the more diverse in the world. With approximately two hundred languages spoken by individuals of different ethnicities, religions, and socioeconomic backgrounds, Tottenham is an area that is steeped in unique and diverse cultures. However, issues such as gentrification, police brutality, dilapidated housing, organized gangs, and high crime have plagued the community.


  Much of the recent tensions within Tottenham were sparked when an unarmed Black man, Mark Duggan, was shot by police following an arrest. Consequently, this incident sparked outrage, fire, and violence during a five-night riot in 2011. Since that time, tensions between locals and the city government have not ceased. Now that the local government has plans for massive regeneration of the community, which includes plans for a possible NFL franchise, ten thousand new homes, and five thousand new jobs by 2025, tensions among locals have increased.15


  Individuals in the Latin community of Tottenham have expressed anger regarding the local government’s plans to replace the Seven Sisters Market of North London, one of the largest Latin business areas in the city, with retail stores.16 Further, individuals in the area have expressed how their voices have been silenced concerning whether their needs will be met in the regeneration efforts. Sport organizations have been entrenched in local communities for decades. In particular, these organizations have a history of liaising with local governments to positively impact their communities. However, research is lacking on the impact that sport social responsibility initiatives have on community development, as well as on how cities in turn utilize these initiatives for environmental safety, diversity and inclusion, and sustainability efforts.17


  Recently, the NFL, in its hopes of expanding globally, announced a ten-year agreement with the Tottenham Hotspur Premier League club that would guarantee a minimum of two NFL games played each year. Regarding the partnership, Tottenham Hotspurs chairman Daniel Levy explained that “the socio-economic benefits this will bring to the area will be immense and demonstrates our commitment to the regeneration of this priority borough in London.”18 But there is little knowledge of how sports organizations positively impact communities.19


  Since 2005, the NFL has hosted games outside the United States to increase the popularity of the sport across international borders. This slew of games has been titled the NFL International Series. After the launch of the series in Mexico City, most of the games have been played in London. Despite its growing popularity in other parts of the world, U.S. issues, such as the continued protest against racism and social injustices, may have the league questioning its global expansion efforts. Former San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick became a topic of controversy when he decided to protest the U.S. national anthem during a preseason game in 2016. Since his initial protest, Kaepernick has either sat or kneeled during the national anthem for every game, gaining support from teammates, players from others teams, and individuals across the country.


  As mentioned, the purpose of Kaepernick’s protest was to give a voice to people of color, reasoning that if the United States continues to ignore issues of racism, then those inspired by his demonstration will continue to protest. The problems that Kaepernick has brought forth must not be ignored, and the United States must continue to work toward progress. For the NFL, the issues of race and politics have been a point of consternation because the league has yet to determine the best ways to address uprisings regarding racial injustice.


  The UK, however, is facing numerous socioeconomic, racial, and political problems. If the NFL is looking to expand globally, it must first recognize racial tensions and political issues in the countries where it is seeking to establish new franchises, including the UK.


  As it continues to explore this expansion, the NFL will face issues related to the political uprising of people tired of the status quo regarding race relations. Therefore, the organization must understand that effective communication and strategy are key to its global growth. The NFL should liaise with a member of Black Lives Matter UK (BLMUK) as a way to show unity in the effort to eradicate racial injustice. Following the 2016 shooting death of Chicago native Paul O’Neal at the hands of the police, BLMUK participated in its first protest to show solidarity to Black victims in the United States. Since this time, BLMUK has fought against injustices toward marginalized groups throughout the country. Some of the group’s more recent protests include blockades of the M4 near the London airport, roads in Nottingham, and the A45 near Birmingham. Natalie Jeffers, a cofounder of BLMUK, explained that the protests stemmed from the exorbitant number of Black men killed or imprisoned by British police. In fact, according to a report by the Prison Reform Trust, Black Britons make up 10 percent of the prison population but only 2.8 percent of the general population. The NFL must engage in discussion with this group to ascertain the breadth and depth of social injustices toward marginalized groups in the UK. If it is successful in understanding and addressing these issues, then it could avoid future player uprisings that would deter future growth and could create an image of the NFL as a global organization indifferent to the rights of the people.


  The UK’s Brexit vote in 2020 could also impact the NFL’s ability to successfully expand across the Atlantic. Although the NFL should bear in mind the direct economic ramifications of the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union, it should consider the social injustice ramifications as well. Civil unrest could have direct ties to the economic growth of a business. More specifically, individuals may be more likely to withhold financial support from an organization that they do not perceive as engaging in corporate social responsibility. According to a report in the Guardian, hate crimes have increased 58 percent since the Brexit referendum passed. Additionally, it was mentioned in a report by the London Post that Black Britons were over 17 percent more likely to be stopped and searched than their non-Black counterparts. One glaring pattern in these hates crimes is that majority-white UK residents are telling nonwhite residents to go back to their countries of origin. The NFL must consider the history of racism pre- and post-Brexit. If it ignores the social issues that have been magnified by the Brexit vote, it could face protests from people tired of being used and abused by corporate entities that prey on the weak.


  Furthermore, the NFL must be careful not to market the expansion in a way that would be perceived as imperialistic by UK citizens. Soccer and rugby are two of the most popular sports in the UK, and the NFL is highly aware of the need to develop football’s popularity before its initial investment into the market. The expansion should not be seen as an effort to force U.S. culture on UK citizens. Therefore, the NFL must be as transparent as possible about the true purpose of establishing a franchise in London. Given the bewilderment that has followed the Brexit vote, citizens are not ready to become embroiled in another political war in which they perceive that their rights have been violated. Therefore, making sure individuals understand the benefits and challenges of establishing a football franchise within their borders is critical if the NFL wants to gain buy-in from UK citizens.


  Finally, the NFL must gain an understanding of the complexities and communication patterns of globalization. Globalization is not a static construct but a dynamic one with constant ebbs and flows. Like other businesses, the NFL should focus primarily on the economic aspects of globalization. Its mission is to provide entertainment to its fans, but it still recognizes that for its value to grow significantly, its International Series must expand. Even if economic imperatives come first, the NFL must not ignore avenues of social globalization, such as the ways that cultures are now augmenting their voices through advanced communication platforms. Everyday citizens are no longer waiting for major media outlets to decide how the news is disseminated. Instead, individuals are taking matters into their own hands through the internet and other means to challenge, critique, and demand change. For the NFL, understanding social globalization means that it must take into account the turbulence and uncertainty in any country caused by shifting cultural and technological dynamics. By providing an open forum of communication for both the organization and individual stakeholders, the NFL can ensure that these people have a say in its efforts to address racial injustices and other social issues. This ethos should extend beyond just establishing a franchise in London, but in the near term, establishing and maintaining itself as an ally to UK citizens as they navigate the turbulence of social unrest will help the NFL find success in its global expansion.


  The NBA, whose global presence is more established than most U.S.-based sports, has increased its presence even more by establishing the Basketball African League. Also called NBA Africa, its CEO Victor Williams said,



   Social responsibility has been an integral part of the NBA’s youth development efforts on the continent for more than three decades. Following the establishment of the NBA Foundation and the National Basketball Social Justice Coalition in the U.S. and building on our broader efforts to help create a more equal and just society, the NBA and the BAL each look forward to deepening their engagements with partners, community leaders, and other stakeholders to advance gender equality and create a more inclusive economic environment in Africa.20




  In establishing such global connections, those within the SJM should continue to understand the policy standards of global countries to make sure efforts create tangible social change initiatives.


  SPORT JUSTICE AS A COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PLATFORM


  In cities nationwide, policy makers and business developers typically convene to discuss the best ways to improve their cities. However, when these improvements are in the planning stages, individuals without power or influence are often left out of the decision-making process, so how can public-private partnerships enhance residents’ engagement on community development issues? Exploring how to collaborate with residents about community development through the context of sports offers one way to do this.


  Unique Features Help Create Positive Community Impacts


  Sports organizations have been entrenched in many local communities for decades. In particular, these organizations have had a history of creating initiatives to positively impact their communities. Sports have six unique features:



	media distribution and communication power;


	youth appeal;


	the capacity to deliver positive health benefits through efforts that include getting youth involved in sports activities and modeling healthy habits and the advantages of exercise for youngsters;


	social interaction;


	cultural integration—people from diverse cultures and communities share a common experience when attending and enjoying a sporting event, sitting next to each other and relating to each other in a more positive way than they might in another setting; and


	the ability to promote awareness of environmental and sustainability issues—for example, when a new sports stadium is being planned, the city responds to residents’ concerns about increased traffic congestion by taking action to mitigate these impacts, thus resulting in a net environmental improvement for the community. Such processes work best when local government, community members, and the sports organization collaborate.





  Using major and minor league sports for community development initiatives holds promise for cities and can inform future efforts. Although these organizations have expressed a commitment to community development for all individuals, similar moves by corporations have often resulted in gentrification and the disenfranchisement of marginalized individuals.


  Tips for Success


  Consequently, it’s imperative to understand the magnitude of sports for development initiatives concerning the connections of local governance, community development, and its importance in providing a voice to residents. Consider the following ways in which such collaboration can be successful.


  Establish an infrastructure that recognizes all neighborhood constituents. Most community infrastructures are based on three specific stakeholders:



	residents within a specific geographic space, their family, friends, and neighbors;


	grassroots, community, and nonprofit organizations that are established to serve residents; and


	local media outlets that target specific groups or areas.





  Collectively, these stakeholders provide value and information to policy makers and corporations looking to establish a presence in communities. By telling their stories, these stakeholders often provide examples that offer a glimpse into the issues or opportunities faced daily.


  Conducting thorough research as part of engaging constituents within communities is an essential activity for policy makers and business developers. This research typically includes a series of interviews, focus groups, and observations of the daily lives of individuals so that their needs will be taken into account in the community development process.


  Provide safe zones for constituents to express themselves. Stakeholders communicating their concerns about their communities must have safe zones in which they feel comfortable expressing themselves. Communities, policy makers, and business developers must cultivate an understanding of the environmental, technological, health, and socioeconomic issues that affect residents of all income levels. It can be challenging for members of the community to share their concerns candidly, and encouraging them to do so requires extra effort on the part of policy makers and business developers.


  Thus, it is essential to provide safe zones where all community members have an equal opportunity to have their voices heard. Safe spaces for expression in settings beyond city council meetings may help encourage community members to become more involved in the community development process.


  Evaluating sports as an agent for social change. As mentioned, sports can bring together communities, provide a space for cultural integration, and help individuals engage in larger social issues. For example, the San Francisco Giants created a program titled Junior Giants Strike Out Violence as a platform to help adults and youth discuss ways to prevent gang violence and bullying within their local communities. In Southern California, the LA Galaxy Foundation (created by the Major League Soccer team LA Galaxy) hosts a variety of charitable events to increase educational awareness and improve the communities surrounding the StubHub Center stadium where the team plays its home games, approximately ten miles south of downtown Los Angeles.


  Using sports as a community development mechanism is an often under-used and overlooked process.


  Sustaining the Benefits


  Many local advocates are calling for organizations to engage in more socially responsible business practices. However, the concept of social responsibility is often too focused on the bottom line of the business rather than on the needs of the communities in which it operates. Various urban planning scholars suggest that organizations should focus on developing relationships with community members and policy makers as ways to mutually negotiate development initiatives and sustain the benefits of a community development project after it has been completed.


  Suggestions for Local Officials


  Considering that sports are a part of most communities, it makes sense for policy makers to explore the concept of using sports in conjunction with community development. Local government officials may want to consider:



	facilitating and improving community-based organizations’ communication with stakeholders as a way to engage in collaborative community development;


	exploring innovative ways to bridge gaps among various community members; and


	collaborating with business developers and academic researchers on community development initiatives to obtain an accurate assessment of the needs of all community members and stakeholders.





  By working together, policy makers and business leaders can gain better insight into the communities they serve. Connecting with researchers who can help them accurately articulate their strategic planning initiatives can aid in creating positive community-level social change. In addition, policy makers can use data-driven results involving community members to help identify and map out their socioeconomic and environmental needs as part of the strategic planning process. And finally, policy makers may want to consider engaging with community-based researchers on long-term projects that could support strengthening and sustaining their communities.21


  TOWARD THE FUTURE WITH SPORT JUSTICE


  Within the last decade, the Black Lives Matter movement has been the catalyst for athletes, several grassroots organizations, everyday citizens, and society at large to take action on tangible societal change. As mentioned in chapters 3 and 4, Black athletes and their allies have paved the way on illuminating several social issues such as police brutality, mental health, workplace equity, and public policy. While sport and politics continue to dominate the global conversation, the individual perspectives within this chapter show that there is still much work to be done for tangible social change. However, athletes are no longer sitting on the proverbial sidelines while social injustice runs rampant within our global society. They have become more educated on matters such as diversity, equity, inclusion, education, police brutality, socioeconomic development, and overall human rights. The SJM is here to stay.


  For example, in his continued effort to combat social injustice, Colin Kaepernick launched the Autopsy Initiative through his Know Your Rights Camp nonprofit organization. Through this platform,



   the Autopsy Initiative will collaborate with board-certified forensic pathologists who perform autopsies and will disclose their preliminary findings, as well as issue final reports to the families.22




  Since the revitalization of athlete activism over the last few years, several sport-specific social justice organizations have formed. One in particular is Black Players for Change (BPC). Formed in 2020, BPC is an organization featuring over 170+ soccer players, coaches, and staff members associated with Major League Soccer (MLS), the highest level of men’s professional soccer in the United States. The organization was formed to help eradicate inequality in society. More so, their focus is on human rights issues, policy reform, and partnerships in the movement for a just society.


  In conjunction with MLS leadership, BPC and others focused on racial equality provided the necessary input to MLS’s Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Committee to update their policies. Similar to the Rooney Rule, MLS has updated their policies to include the following:


 
	A requirement to ensure that the finalist pool for an open sporting position includes two or more nonwhite candidates, one of whom must be Black or African American, as part of a renewed effort to prioritize opportunities for Black candidates. Previously, the policy only required one diverse candidate to be interviewed for an open position.


	A new requirement to demonstrate an equal interview process and comparable interview experience for all candidates in the finalist pool for an open sporting position.


	Clarification of public sanctions for teams that fail to abide by the policy, including up to $50,000 fines for first offenses, up to $100,000 fines for second offenses, and fines of more than $100,000 (under the commissioner’s discretion) for third offenses and beyond. Previously, the commissioner had sole discretion to impose sanctions as he saw fit.


	A new commitment to review the policy annually and update it as needed.


	The addition of a definition of “underrepresented groups” to specify that this term includes Black or African American, Hispanic/Latino(a), American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Canadian Indigenous, Canadian First Nations, women, and members of the LGBTQ+ community.


	The addition of a specific list of first-team sporting positions and academy sporting positions to which this policy applies.


	The creation of a Diversity Policy Portal (DPP) in which clubs must submit all details of vacant sporting positions and include information related to all candidates in the final candidate pool.


	The addition of specific guidelines for a process to request waivers to the policy, granted only in extenuating circumstances.23




  In 2016, several high-profile members of the women’s national soccer team (USWNT) filed a federal equal-pay complaint against U.S. Soccer, which serves as the governing body of soccer in the United States. The lawsuit claimed that female soccer players were being paid significantly less than their male counterparts. The next few years saw a battle between the players and U.S. Soccer as the parties could not agree to terms.


  In 2022, the USWNT’s cased gained progress when they and U.S. Soccer agreed to a settlement in which the governing body would pay $22 million in back pay to the players. Additionally, the governing body will place $2 million into a fund that supports USWNT retirement goals and charitable organizations. In a joint statement released by USWNT and U.S. Soccer, they said, “We are pleased to announce that, contingent on the negotiations of a new collective bargaining agreement, we will have resolved our longstanding dispute over equal pay and proudly stand together in a shared commitment to advancing equality in soccer.”24


  This book has discussed how sport and politics have played an instrumental role in changing society for the better. From Garvey to the Black Panther Party to social movements such as Black Lives Matter catalyzing renewed activism, progress has been made for social justice. The future of sport should be one in which Black coaches receive fair opportunities to lead college and professional sports franchises. It should also be one where sports organizations continue to progress toward positive police and community relations. It should be one where athletes have the freedom to challenge lawmakers to make sweeping changes that are not only introduced as legislation but are made into law. Although athletes have been told to “shut up and dribble,” they have learned to ignore those cues in the pursuance of true societal change. They are becoming educated on the issues that need policy reform. They will need support from lawmakers, grassroots organizers, scholars, and other leaders. Now is not the time to stick to sports. Rather, it is a time to recognize sport as a legitimate power to create substantial social change.
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