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Preface to the Mariner Edition

The publication of Darwin’s Athletes in early 1997 set off a national debate that lasted for months and has now begun to reverberate in the pages of academic journals. Widespread media interest in the book led to dozens of radio, television, and newspaper interviews that provided millions of people in the United States and Canada with a rare opportunity to ask themselves some basic questions about the racial dimensions of the modern sports world: What accounts for “black dominance” in so many popular sports? Have we overestimated the value of racially integrated sport? What price have African Americans paid for their image as “natural” athletes? Why does the racial division of labor in the world of sport continue to concentrate power in white hands?

The publicity surrounding this book was intensified by two virtually simultaneous events that focused public attention on the role of the black athletic hero in American life: the fiftieth anniversary of Jackie Robinson’s breakthrough into major-league baseball and Tiger Woods’s dramatic victory at the Masters golf tournament. The celebration of one legendary figure appeared to prefigure the birth of another, as Americans indulged once again in the time-honored fantasy that black athletic heroism can inspire the racial healing that has eluded generations of dedicated reformers. The origins and consequences of this popular fantasy (as well as other seductive illusions about the social value of integrated sport) are discussed at length in this book. Indeed, the book’s reception owes much to this skeptical appraisal of the black athlete’s role as a promoter and beneficiary of social healing—a skepticism that blacks and whites are likely to find equally distressing from their respective positions within our society’s uneasy racial truce.

It is hardly surprising, then, that responses to the book reflected this distinction between “black” and “white” perspectives. At a time when black and white New Yorkers, for example, cannot agree on any major issue whatsoever, including the quality of the city’s drinking water, it should come as no surprise that responses to Darwin’s Athletes divided in significant ways along racial lines. It would be fair to say that the white reviewers who appreciated this book evinced an excitement, and at times an exuberance, about its contents that their black colleagues have not and probably could not share. I can only thank (among others) the journalist who found the book both riveting and full of moral energy, its “biting gladiator’s prose relentlessly cutting racists down to size.” I am similarly grateful to reviewers who called the book “provocative, disturbing, important,” and “brutally honest.” For these readers, at least, the book provided the exhilarating (and at times dismaying) ride its author had intended for a general audience unaccustomed to heretical ideas about the racial dimensions of sport.

At the same time, Darwin’s Athletes may disappoint white (and black) readers bent on confirming the existence of alleged racial differences which have excited the popular imagination for centuries. Two such reviewers felt positively betrayed by a book that perversely refuses to announce the long-awaited scientific confirmation of black athletic superiority. Alas, as the third section of the book amply demonstrates, such evidence does not yet exist, even if lopsided disparities in certain athletic performances suggest this.

Black reviewers have not responded to the often disturbing contents of this book with the sort of emotional freedom that encourages intellectual exuberance or racial fantasy. It is an understatement to say that black commentators have generally adopted a cautious approach. Even the few black journalists who offered Darwin’s Athletes unstinting praise did so in a somber tone befitting the African-American predicament the book describes. This white author, they wrote, has produced an accurate diagnosis of our condition. Now it is up to us to take action. Suffice it to say that such commentaries are the ones I most hoped for. Other black reviewers, however, found the book valuable in some ways but with reservations that deserve our careful attention.

There is no question that Darwin’s Athletes became a hotly contested book in part because its author is white. For many African Americans, this raised once again the specter of intellectual imperialism, of white incursions into black cultural space, and of the grotesque difference between the numbers of white and black scholars who are willing and able to write about racial issues and the African-American experience. Yet the fact remains that no black commentator flatly disqualified me on the basis of color. The closest anyone came to such an argument occurred when a highly qualified black academic told a national television audience that “one thing the world needs is fewer white men telling black folks what to do.” I might add that this blunt statement did not put an end to the electronic correspondence this scholar and I have about the issues we have both studied from our different perspectives, since we both recognize that interracial (and thus intercultural) dialogue that transcends the anodyne will often involve emotional discomfort on both sides.

Other black commentators found me to be relatively ignorant about African-American life in general. “Hoberman,” one reviewer wrote, “draws conclusions based on assumptions about black people’s beliefs and fears, demonstrating little knowledge of the historical or contemporary black engagement with their reality.” Another academic critic found my “discussion of black intellectuals and sports to be oversimplified and incomplete because [the author does] not seem to know a great deal about black cultural life in its broader reaches.”

It would be impossible and foolhardy for me to try to refute such criticism in its entirety. The fact that I cannot draw on a lifetime of experience as an African American in unquestionably one of the limitations of the book. At the same time, I do not fully accept this argument, for two reasons. First, the research for Darwin’s Athletes included interviews with many African Americans and voluminous reading of African-American sources. If I am somehow estranged from “black reality” (even in its diversity), then there are a lot of black people out there who share this condition with me to one degree or another. My second, and less diplomatic, point is the following: even though I am not black, it is also true that none of the African-American lives lived by black scholars in this country has resulted in a book remotely similar to this one. Outsider status, in short, can confer unique advantages on the observer who is willing to stop, look, and listen to people whose experiences are often very different from his own.

Interestingly, my claim that much of the black male intelligentsia is generally unprepared to think critically about the role of sport in black life has evoked little published response. (The few protests I did receive, all of them signed and all of them civil, arrived in the mail.) The reviewer who argued most effectively on this and other points was Gerald Early, director of African and Afro-American Studies at Washington University and an accomplished essayist on matters pertaining to race and sport. In several published commentaries, Early suggested that my portrait of black anti-intellectualism had overlooked a number of important factors, such as "the fact that America is generally anti-intellectual, that it is largely a culture that prizes engineers and businessmen—people who do things rather than people who merely think.” In addition, I had not reflected on ”the fact that . . . blacks have never understood as a group how to make use of their intellectuals. They could never properly reward them and so always felt a bit skeptical of their intellectuals, more so than the average American.” And it was Early who found me inadequately prepared to deal with ”black cultural life in its broader reaches.” While I cannot fully subscribe to this assessment, I do accept Early’s other points as telling ones that complement, rather than contradict, my own interpretation—and herein lies the point, not only of this preface but of the book itself as an exercise in racial dialogue.

Other black reviewers published remarks that strike me as plainly mistaken. One writer claimed that the recent ascension of Tiger Woods invalidates my point about the damaging effects of less dignified images of black athletes—as if the aura of this self-possessed prodigy had suddenly undone the deeply rooted stereotypes about black physicality that have formed over centuries. Another reviewer made the remarkable claim that today “sports offer the best chance for a show of black intelligence coupled with a chance for a better life”—a statement that only confirms how easy it can be for some people (including academics) to confuse athletic skill with professional training and thereby discourage young blacks from entering the learned professions. Most serious, however, is this critic’s dismissive approach to “the presumed anti-intellectualism among black youth,” which has been confirmed by black scholars and others. Whether this remark expresses real ignorance or a peeved disingenuousness, I cannot say. What we do know is that the widespread persecution of academically healthy black children by frustrated and angry black children is a social disaster that few public figures have even bothered to address. If such destructive peer pressure is not an urgent issue for black intellectuals, then who will find the time to deal with it?

Having spoken of this African-American “disaster,” I will conclude by addressing a sore point that virtually all reviewers of Darwin’s Athletes have avoided, namely, the role of white observers in formulating ideas about “damaged” black people. Many readers will have noted that the subtitle I chose for this book appears to situate it in the tradition of the Moynihan Report of 1965 and its controversial reference to the “tangle of pathology” that had supposedly damaged countless African-American lives. My own position is that it is intellectually dishonest and self-defeating not to acknowledge and analyze the damage that racism has done to both blacks and whites. Nor does it dishonor the former to accord them more attention in this regard than whites, whose status and power have protected them from certain kinds or degrees of psychological harm. It is only natural that our sympathetic attention should go first and foremost to those who have been harmed by others, whose destructive behavior deserves clinical study rather than sympathy. And acknowledging that a group of people has been harmed does not mean “pathologizing” them as inherently deviant or irreparably damaged.

Our understanding of the “pathologizing” of black people has been greatly enhanced by the publication of Daryl Michael Scott’s Contempt and Pity: Social Policy and the Image of the Damaged Black Psyche, 1880–1996 (1997). This book, the author states, originated in his “opposition to the use of damage imagery in the process of making and justifying social policy. I believe that depicting black folk as pathological has not served the community’s best interest.” The problem with this position is that it appears to rule out public discussion of the effects of racism on African Americans. Indeed, a remarkable aspect of this book is the author’s provocative refusal to acknowledge that black people in the United States have been psychologically damaged at all, an act of denial that signals the victory of black pride over the black realism of W.E.B. Du Bois, Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, and many other African-American luminaries cited in Scott’s book.

Scott’s rhetoric concerns me because his feelings about black privacy have profound implications for interracial dialogue bearing on African-American problems. Social analysts, in his opinion, “should place the inner lives of people off limits,” because knowledge of these inner lives can be misused to the great disadvantage of those studied. He even goes so far as to fault the countless black people who in one way or another have failed to keep “an inner sanctum hidden from whites.”

My response to Scott’s emphasis on the emotional privacy of the oppressed is Darwin’s Athletes, which spends more time illuminating the inner lives of whites and their racial complexes than it devotes to plumbing the thoughts and emotions of the black people who have had to cope with white racism. This emphasis on white pathology is due not to any reluctance to violate a black “inner sanctum” but to my incomplete knowledge about the inner lives of black people. Had I known more, it would have appeared in the book.

I oppose the idea of emotional separatism, because black privacy is indistinguishable from the black anonymity that has facilitated American apartheid. For a long time, as Scott himself points out, “most whites. including many experts, treated blacks as if they lacked an inner world.” Indeed, the fundamental axiom of Western racism has always been that the black psyche is less complex than its white counterpart. For that reason, attempts to render the inner lives of black people invisible to whites can only delay the destruction of a literally dehumanizing stereotype. Similarly, white scholars who submit to the notion that the African-American experience is somehow too complex for them to grasp will eventually find that they have forfeited their chances to promote an interracial agenda that can move us beyond the unhappy stalemate that now prevails.


Preface

I will begin this book with the story of a white man who did the right thing. Back in the late 1960s, the young scholar Thomas Kochman was asked by the director of Chicago’s Center for Inner City Studies to teach a graduate course on black language. He carried out this assignment with exemplary care, acknowledging how little he knew about this topic and appealing to his black students to teach him all they could. This arrangement continued until he began to understand that he was no longer wanted in the classroom. “I was never asked outright to step aside,” he wrote, “but the signs coming from black students and colleagues were clear and compelling. Therefore I asked to step down, having overcome my initial reluctance to give up a course that I had come to be identified with and so thoroughly enjoyed.” With a grace not all instructors could have mustered, the young white teacher saw this sacrificial act as a contribution to black self-determination and as one more phase of his political education. His years of fieldwork and teaching eventually led to the publication of Black and White Styles in Conflict, an interesting book that at times takes interracial empathy perilously close to caricaturing the black people whose cultural traits the author seeks to explain.

Kochman’s story interests me because I have a comparable story of my own. Like Kochman, I have sought out black students to create an interracial classroom. Of the nearly one hundred students who have taken my course “Race and Sport in African-American Life” over the past few years, half have been black. Like Kochman, I have made a point of learning what all my students have to teach me about the racializing of American life, and some of their stories appear in the larger story I have to tell. And like any white instructor who has chosen this role, I have seen my share of angry, suspicious, or transfixed faces as I have scraped the bottom of the racist barrel to show where ethnic folklore comes from.

Yet even though I identify with Kochman’s integrationist goals and good intentions, his 1982 memoir of white self-abnegation has the almost fairytale quality of a remote and exotic era. A generation after his interracial adventure, the fantasy of black power that animated his black separatist colleagues stands in stark contrast to the multiple disasters that have since befallen great numbers of African Americans. One of these disasters is playing itself out in the academic world, where twice as many black women as black men are pursuing degrees and the number of black men receiving Ph.D.’s is actually falling. Those who feel that a black scholar should have written a book like Darwin’s Athletes should keep these trends in mind. What is more, and for reasons this book explains, it is unlikely that any black intellectual would choose to write so critically about the impact of athletic achievement on African-American life.

I embarked on this project for several reasons. First of all, I was fascinated by the cultural complexities of race inside the sports world, which I have studied for twenty-five years, a racialized universe that is seldom brought to life by the sportswriters who cover it. A second stimulus was the taboo that has wrapped the issue of racial athletic aptitude in a shroud of fear; I resolved to follow the evidence wherever it led, and I have done so. A third motive was to produce a socially useful analysis of black subjugation to white institutions and the racial folklore that sustains it; this meant following the black athlete around the postcolonial world and connecting his status to that of his ancestors, who once dealt with colonial masters whose interest in sport was both passionate and political in nature. I understand, of course, that this account of my purposes will not satisfy everyone. As one black professor of history put it last year, “Caucasian researchers who study African-American history only exploit African Americans to benefit their careers.” In a similar vein, a prominent black writer has insinuated that any white observer who analyzes black problems is a “professional critic of black character.” I hope that at least some readers will find that I have done better than these commentators might expect.

Resentments of this kind concern me because Darwin’s Athletes discusses aspects of the black experience that are seldom addressed because they point to the terrible damage that racism has done. The delicate status of these “family secrets” has produced two contrary approaches to public discussion of such traumas. For some critics, white research on black predicaments is just more evidence of “the growing black-pathology business,” a separatist view I find profoundly self-defeating. Many ethnic outsiders, after all, have offered useful observations to groups to which they do not belong. Yet some people seem to believe that cross-cultural perspectives on black life have to be perversely motivated. An alternative to the intellectually truncated world of the racial separatist is understanding that the most delicate secrets must be studied to bring about the healing process made possible by knowledge, and that outsiders have a role to play in explaining the travails of people whose experience they have not shared.

Of the major questions this book attempts to answer, the most urgent are the following: Why are many African Americans’ feelings about athletic achievement so intense that they amount to a fixation that almost precludes criticism of its effects? How do white-controlled institutions profit from the perpetuation of the sports fixation? Finally, how has the cult of the black athlete exacerbated the disastrous spread of anti-intellectual attitudes among African-American youth facing life in a knowledge-based society? That the black intelligentsia has had so little to say about the ruinous consequences of making athletic achievement the prime symbol of black creativity is in itself a cause for concern. This book should give those who want to confront such issues a place to begin.


Introduction

Flying Air Jordan

The Power of Racial Images

THE MODERN WORLD is awash in images of black athletes. The airborne black body, its sinewy arms clutching a basketball as it soars high above the arena floor, has become the paramount symbol of athletic dynamism in the media age.1 Stereotypes of black athletic superiority are now firmly established as the most recent version of a racial folklore that has spread across the face of the earth over the past two centuries, and a corresponding belief in white athletic inferiority pervades popular thinking about racial difference. Such ideas about the “natural” physical talents of dark-skinned peoples, and the media-generated images that sustain them, probably do more than anything else in our public life to encourage the idea that blacks and whites are biologically different in a meaningful way. Prominent racial theorists of the 1990s such as Charles Murray and Dinesh D’Souza have declared that black athletic superiority is evidence of more profound differences. The world of sport has thus become an image factory that disseminates and even intensifies our racial preoccupations.2 Centuries of racial classification have made exceptional athletes into ethnic specimens. “Are you a nigger or an Eskimo?” one racist sports fan asked the finest high school basketball player in Alaskan history, displaying a curiosity about human biology that is always latent in multiracial athletic encounters.3 Interracial sport has thus breathed new life into our racial folklore, reviving nineteenth-century ideas about the racial division of labor that then recur in a trend-setting book like The Bell Curve4

Ideas about racial athletic aptitude reign virtually uncontested outside the small number of classrooms in which they are examined. The idea that African Americans are the robust issue of slave-era breeding experiments has served the fantasy needs of blacks and whites alike.5 (“I propose,” Ralph Ellison once wrote, “that we view the whole of American life as a drama acted out upon the body of a Negro giant.”)6 “We were simply bred for physical qualities,” the Olympic champion sprinter Lee Evans said in 1971, and better-educated black men have embraced the same eugenic fantasy.7 Decades of popular scientific speculation about the special endowments of black athletes have shaped the thinking of entire populations. White television sportscasters have long employed a special vocabulary to distinguish “natural” black athletes from “thinking” whites and have referred to black athletes as “monkeys” on more than one occasion.8 African-American college students who suddenly discover that their assumptions about “natural” black athleticism are illusory can feel as though they are waking from a dream. For their white counterparts too, critical scrutiny of racial stereotypes can take on the power of revelation, because it challenges conventional assumptions about the natural distribution of human abilities. The study of racialistic thinking changes people by exposing unconscious mental habits that permeate everyday life and shape our identities. Conversations with young blacks and whites reveal an unpublicized but thoroughly racialized social universe in which sport functions as a principal medium in which racial folklore flourishes. Here we find the schoolchild who cannot believe that the black college student who is his mentor is not a football player, since television has persuaded him that every black male student is an athlete; here too is the academically precocious child whose athletic skills save him from harassment by his black peers, whose hostility to intellectual development (and even “whitey’s” habit of using seatbelts) only intensifies as they enter adolescence. Some black children still face overt hostility in interracial games. In east Texas in the 1990s, black junior high school boys sometimes play football against whites whose parents shout “Niggers!” from the stands as they watch their sons lose.

This racialized universe of everyday encounters receives far less attention than the highly public and officially deracialized theater of professional and collegiate sport, which white administrators present as an oasis of racial harmony. The sports media do not identify or investigate conflicts between blacks and whites, or they portray them as idiosyncratic episodes; young black athletes are immature rather than angry, while older white coaches are curmudgeons whose decency (if not always their authority) remains firmly intact. The realities of race are more evident in the unvarnished world of high school athletics, where far greater numbers of people engage in race relations, absorb ideas about racially specific traits and abilities, and grapple with their own racial dramas in athletic terms. Here, for example, we find a black nerd, the bookish son of a physician, whose conflicts about blackness prompt him to find his athletic identity in ice hockey and other “white” activities. A more common character is the young black athlete who is persuaded, at times by a black coach, that he or she enjoys a physical advantage over whites.

Such black self-confidence has contributed to self-doubts on the other side of the racial divide. A gifted white high school athlete told me that he found himself wondering why the muscles of some black teammates seem to be better defined than his own, and some white professionals are simply fatalistic about their ability to match up against blacks. “You have to be a realist,” says Scott Brooks, a guard on the Dallas Mavericks basketball team. “White people cant jump as high.” “There aren’t many white guys who can jump the way they can,” says Pete Chilcutt, white player for the Houston Rockets.9 White spectators at an interracial high school basketball game may find themselves expecting their team to fail and hearing racial taunts from the other side. White high school players may also perceive a bias in calling fouls that favors black players, as if prevailing stereotypes had persuaded referees that whites are simply incapable of making extraordinary moves while obeying the rules of the game.

Yet it is also possible to face and conquer self-defeating mental habits. A white basketball team in Texas openly confronted the internalized stereotype of black superiority that had ruined one season and proceeded to finish third in the state the following year. This true story of white demoralization and subsequent self-assertion represents a variation on the storyline of the popular film Hoosiers, in which a tiny white Indiana high school wins a state championship over a predominantly black city team whose leaping ability is emphasized by the camera. In fact, this storyline has known many variations over the past century of interracial athletic competition, as racial dominance in sport has changed color from white to black.

Racial folklore can also provide modern whites with various compensations for their lost preeminence and the feelings of physical inferiority that are now immortalized in the popular slogan “white men cant jump.” A young woman who played high school basketball told me of her coach’s habit of giving white players custodial control of presumably less disciplined black teammates. Naive biological racism can also play a compensatory role in the minds of anxious whites. A black teenager who worked as a lifeguard in the Dallas area in 1990 was told by his white counterparts that the peculiar capacity of black skin to absorb water reduced buoyancy and that this explained the scarcity of good black swimmers. When the golfer Jack Nicklaus told an interviewer in 1994 that blacks were anatomically unsuited to play golf (“Blacks have different muscles that react in different ways”), he too was employing an eccentric racial biology to rationalize the absence of black athletes in a segregated country club sport.10 Such are the culturally acquired mental habits that can preserve the racial balance of power more efficiently than any policies enacted by legislatures and public officials.

While the racial stereotypes that flourish in the sports world can impair white performance, they are capable of damaging African Americans in much more serious ways. The images of black athletes that fill television screens and the pages of newspapers and magazines only sustain the traditional view of blacks as essentially physical and thus primitive people, and variations on this theme are absorbed by blacks as well as whites. In this category we find the young black man who told a Hispanic friend that it was harder for blacks to master the art of pitching a baseball because blacks are not as “in control” as whites. Here too is the black football player who grew up believing that blacks were “genetically superior” athletes while “white men can’t jump, but they are hell in the classroom.” Another young black athlete adopted the habit of calling a white teammate “nigger” in recognition of his superior skills, an awkward variation on the popular idea that athleticism is literally a black trait. Nor are such ideas about the inherent limitations of robust black males expressed only by athletes. A young black woman told me that she had thought of her football-playing cousin as an insensate “buck” until she learned something about the travails of black college athletes, at which point she was able to empathize with him as a person who had feelings of his own. Confinement within the athletic syndrome is maintained by powerful peer-group pressures which ridicule academic achievement while stigmatizing blacks who do not beat “whitey” at whichever game is at stake. In these and many other ways the sports fixation permeates the lives of countless people whose ideas about their own developmental possibilities are tightly bound to the world of physical self-expression.11

 

The interracial sport of earlier decades offered profound emotional gratifications and a measure of hope to most African Americans, and the integration of college and professional sports played a dramatic (if also overrated) role in the civil rights movement. Today, however, the sports world is a battleground on which the symbolic integration that reigns on television confronts a black male stereotype that feeds on media images of black athletes and other black male action figures. “It is no exaggeration to say,” Glenn Loury has written, “that black, male youngsters in the central cities have been demonized in the popular mind as have no other group in recent American history.”12 This aggressive stereotype flourishes in the minds of everyone who is constantly exposed to images of black athletes who can appear to be threatening or dangerous. The sports world they inhabit is, after all, an extraordinary social space in which black men are expected to act out their aggressions, so the “violent black male” becomes the dangerous twin of the spectacular black athlete.

While it is assumed that sport has made an important contribution to racial integration, this has been counterbalanced by the merger of the athlete, the gangster rapper, and the criminal into a single black male persona that the sports industry, the music industry, and the advertising industry have made into the predominant image of black masculinity in the United States and around the world.13 Convinced that black athleticism alone cannot sustain market appeal, these commercial interests dramatize and embellish the physical and psychological traits of athletes whose public personalities come to embody the full spectrum of male pathology. From the National Basketball Association comes Charles Barkley, “the frowning clown” whose deodorant advertisements play cleverly on tacit racist ideas about the black man’s inherent lack of refinement.14 Here too is the self-mutilating eccentric Dennis Rodman, whose hair dyes and tattoos have turned his entire body into a kaleidoscopic demonstration of how black self-hatred can be marketed as spectacle to white America, which has always embraced variations of the ridiculous black jester. Here is the young star Alonzo Mourning wearing “a scowling mask of rage” that could be depthless black anger or just the personality quirk of an “intense competitor.” Some magazine advertisements confront whites with hard black faces in a safe setting, counterfeit versions of the “bad nigger” of black lore and white nightmares. “You got something to say?” asks a belligerent Shawn Kemp in a Foot Locker ad, presumably thrilling and intimidating insecure white men with his disdain. The broad, sullen face of the football player Greg Lloyd covers two full-color pages of Sports Illustrated, every pore visible and glistening to produce the effect of personal confrontation within the safe confines of a photograph, exemplifying the “male restrictions on emotional expression” that reign in the ghetto.15

Yet the appeal of such images has less to do with athleticism per se than with a black male style that counts as one of the major cultural myths of our era, for while it is true that black men fill sports teams, hip-hop groups, and prisons in disproportionate numbers, these numbers alone cannot account for the manner in which this notably powerless group of people is presented by various media to the American public.

 

The black male style has become incarnated in the fusion of black athletes, rappers, and criminals into a single menacing figure who disgusts and offends many blacks as well as whites. The constant, haunting presence of this composite masculine type is maintained by news coverage and advertising strategies that exploit the suggestive mixture of black anger and physical prowess that suffuses each of these roles. Rap music, as the black feminist Trisha Rose once pointed out, “is basically the locker room with a beat”—a perfect fusion of the rhythm and athleticism that are found in so many folkloric images of blackness.16 In fact, the athlete and the rapper have a relationship that is more reciprocal than popular images might suggest. Shaquille O’Neal serves as a primary symbol of black physical domination in the NBA and is also a highly publicized rap singer. The most aggressive or radical rappers brag about their pugilistic as well as sexual prowess: “I’m like [Mike] Tyson!” crows the rapper L.L. Cool J.17 The conversation of the rapper Run (Joseph Simmons) of Run-D.M.C. is strewn with sports metaphors, since rappers as well as athletes express “the style and attitude and identity of the street,”18 while many black youths idolize rap artists, just as they do athletic heroes.19 “I’m a hip-hop man,” says the football star Natrone Means, summing up the effect of his baggy jeans, baseball cap, and diamond earrings.20 Numerous rappers return the compliment by pursuing physical training regimens to build muscle and endurance for their stage routines. “A lot of us have been in and out of jail,” says Tom Guest of Young Gunz. “Once you develop a body in the penitentiary, you want to keep it.”21 The hip-hop dancer who calls himself “Incredible” describes his troupe’s production as “the most physically demanding show on or off Broadway” and refers to break-dancing competitions as “musical football without teams,” thereby extending the range of black athleticism as an idiom that can encompass black creativity in general.22

Criminality, real or imagined, is an essential ingredient of this charismatic black persona. One major producer of “gangsta rap” is a former football star who thrives in the music business by projecting an aura of incipient criminality, thereby combining all three roles into a thuggish identity presented to the world by an awestruck white journalist in the pages of the New York Times Magazine.23 Numerous rappers, including such celebrities as Tüpac Shakur and Snoop Doggy Dogg, have been arrested for serious crimes, thereby achieving the “ghetto authenticity” that is glamorized by white-owned corporations and the advertising experts who adapt the black “homeboy” style for consumption by affluent white wannabes. The police blotter also includes many black athletes, some of whom (like O. J. Simpson) have battered wives or girlfriends.

The thoughtful black athlete recognizes the commercial value of violence and understands that he has been cast in two grotesquely incongruous roles, impersonating the traditional sportsman, who honors fair play, while being paid to behave like a predator, a role to which the black athlete brings a special resonance. When the Pittsburgh Steelers linebacker Greg Lloyd blindsided a quarterback who suffered a concussion, he was fined $12,000. “Come to a game early and watch the Jumbotron scoreboard,” he objected, pointing out the hypocrisy of the penalty. “You’ll see ‘NFL’s Greatest Hits,’ with guys getting their helmets ripped off . . . They’re marketing that.”24

Finally, just as the black athlete may radiate an aura of criminality, so the black criminal can radiate a threatening aura of athleticism. Several states have enacted vindictive anticrime laws that have deprived predominantly black prison populations of weightlifting facilities, on the grounds that more muscular convicts are more dangerous when re-leased—as if muscles were more influential than minds in determining the behavior of black men.25 But the modern archetype of the black criminal-as-superathlete is now Rodney King, whose beating by a crowd of Los Angeles police officers is best understood as a kind of perverse athletic event that matched a team of unathletic white policemen against a black behemoth descended from the mythical John Henry. “It will be very interesting,” an attorney for one of the indicted officers said before the trial, “to see him standing next to these officers, because it will be like a giant standing next to pygmies.”26 Officer Stacy Koon, who was eventually convicted and imprisoned for his role in the attack, stated that Rodney King possessed a “hulk-like super strength” and arms that were like unbendable “steel posts.”27 Related imagery also appeared in the “liberal” media. The same artist who produced the notorious darkened Time magazine cover of O. J. Simpson in late June 1994, Matt Mahurin, contributed a strikingly apelike depiction of Rodney King’s cranium to the same publication a few weeks earlier. Indeed, it would be interesting to know to what extent folkloric ideas about black primitiveness and physical prowess have shaped police behavior toward black men throughout the twentieth century.

 

The dissemination of aggressive black male images by corporations and their advertising media threatens to alienate the white public if displays of black assertiveness are not rationed and counterbalanced by others that domesticate and gentrify virile black men. The National Basketball Association, for example, must somehow defuse the “undertone of violence” that surrounds its dynamic but sometimes unstable black players, and it does so with the cooperation of the sporting press.28 Black as well as white sportswriters have warned black players not to act out degenerate roles that threaten the league’s profitability by creating an image of chaos and incipient revolt.29 The besieged white NBA coach who simply cannot grasp “the bewildering mentality of today’s [black] players” has become an emblematic martyr of white failure inside the sports world.30 The domestication of the black male in our mass media also occurs outside the sports world.31 Perhaps the most striking images occur in advertisements for fashionable men’s clothing, in which a handsome and well-built black man can be racially neutralized as he is absorbed into a white cultural context. Here, for example, we find a statuesque and impeccably groomed black male model posing in a full-page advertisement for the polo sports tie from Ralph Lauren. He is paired with a white counterpart who combines rugged outdoorsiness with evident good breeding. This is one of many men’s fashion ads that symbolically induct the stylishly athleticized black male into the squeaky-clean prep school world of inherited money and the symbolic racial vigor of demanding physical exercise. Fitted out in a dark blazer with insignia, this man wears a tie that shows two white polo players in action on their charging horses. Ethnic blackness is dissolved in a sporting world that is exclusively and impeccably white: golfing, fishing, tennis, rowing, sailing, and polo—the sports of dynamic imperial males unwinding from the rigors of colonial administration. Here in its purest form is the dream of the black athlete as a natural gentleman, a cherished white fantasy that culminated in the lionization of a deracialized O. J. Simpson and then met a grotesque end in his fall from grace.

The sports world and the advertising industry that feeds on its celebrities pursue the domesticating strategy on a continual basis. Every black man who smiles for the camera, whether he has scored a touchdown or endorsed a product in a commercial, is participating in the detoxification of his own image in the eyes of a white audience that seldom perceives the redemptive function of these images.32 This process is one example of what may be called “virtual integration,” an effortless commingling of the races (almost always in the service of corporate profits) that offers the illusion of progress to a public that wants both good news about race and the preservation of a racial status quo that seldom forces whites to examine their own racial attitudes. (The aftermath of the O. J. Simpson verdict was one of these rare occasions.) The same passive longing for racial peace once prompted the veteran sportswriter Dan Shaughnessy to beg his readers to believe that the white arm of a Boston Celtics player draped around the shoulder of a black teammate was a sign of hope for race relations in the United States. A standard technique for delivering this message is to place big black athletes in the company of small white children; such juxtapositions appear frequently, for example, on the cover of Sports Illustrated for Kids, thereby reassuring the many whites who believe that black men are by nature physically dangerous.33 The Boston Red Sox slugger Mo Vaughn, who has become a rare black symbol of reconciliation in a racially troubled city, appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated in the company of a small and adoring white boy.34

Ralph Ellison pointed out many years ago that such idealized versions of the gentle black man are rooted in white fears of black retribution for the humiliations of slavery.35 Such symbolic figures also represent an unconscious attempt to resurrect the docile black male of southern racial lore.36 They are of doubtful social value if only because they cannot resolve the white psyche’s anxious oscillation between idealized and demonized images of blacks, who are always denied normal human status. A similar gentling technique appears in a Nike-sponsored, pseudo public-service ad that features the meditative face of Michael Jordan as he contemplates a world without his own celebrity (“Would I still be your hero?”). The cynicism of such corporate advertising is rooted both in its commercial motives and in its entrapment of the black athlete in the vicious cycle of demonization and domestication.

Another domesticating strategy uses the black man’s body to accentuate his vulnerability. American publications have a conspicuous tendency to publish naked black male torsos more often than white ones, a practice that expresses the same racial mentality that has long permitted the undressing of racial exotics in National Geographic and that plays on the tantalizing themes of miscegenation and human bondage.37 Yet another pictorial device is the comic-racist celebration of the obese black athlete, who is symbolically neutered the moment he becomes the jolly fat man. The media celebrity once accorded to William (The Refrigerator) Perry of the Chicago Bears is the best-known example of a racist fixation on the black body that becomes acceptable as harmless burlesque. Sports Illustrated, the most widely circulated and Middle American sports publication of them all, has published an entire series of such entertainments in recent years, oblivious to the fact that the gratification experienced by its white readers is rooted in an elaborate racist folklore about blacks and their appetites.38 Here is Nate (The Kitchen) Newton, a Dallas Cowboys guard, surrounded by a dozen bags of fattening snacks and a watermelon, his eager lips pursed for a potato chip. There is Dwayne (Road Grader) White of the St. Louis Cardinals, his dark face averted from the camera as his belly bulges obscenely over an invisible belt. In another photograph Dan (Big Daddy) Wilkinson sits before a heaping plate of food, his large fists grasping an enormous wooden fork and matching spoon, which he holds erect like an African chief posing for National Geographic. Nate Newton reveals that he is paid personal appearance fees “so they can see how fat I am”—the bloated black athlete as commercialized human specimen and Garfield-like house creature. “Across the country,” Sports Illustrated reports, “he is perceived as some kind of enormous, lovable Chia Pet, a big huggy-bear of a man in the NFL’s cast of cartoon characters.”39 Yet even this saccharine nonsense has its social significance, in that these relentlessly upbeat makeovers of black giants for white audiences express a racist wish to find comfort in the domestication of big black men.

 

The virtual integration of interracial sport is only one aspect of a larger racial coping strategy described by the cultural critic Benjamin DeMott. American mass media, he argues, have been engaged in the relentless promotion of “feel-good images” of black-white sameness that systematically evade all of the deep conflicts between blacks and whites: “Round the clock, ceaselessly, the elements of this orthodoxy of sameness are grouped and regrouped, helping to root an unspoken but felt understanding throughout white America: race problems belong to the passing moment. Race problems do not involve group interests and conflicts developed over centuries. Race problems are being smoothed into nothingness, gradually, inexorably, by good will, affection, points of light.” This propaganda of racial bonhomie is also a de facto policy of the American sports industry and is elaborated most effectively and ingeniously in advertisements. The athleticizing of the black male image is thus an integral part of corporate enterprises worth billions of dollars a year. This contributes in turn to the perpetual underdevelopment of people to whom athleticism seems to offer both personal fulfillment and social liberation. At the same time, it is only fair to ask whether these “friendship dogmas” might also serve a useful purpose. As DeMott points out, “friendship ideas do, after all, represent a step forward from yesterday’s race-viciousness. Combined with an intelligent address to the problems of non-middle-class blacks, the friendship faith could move us toward a positive interracial future. Some sameness themes radiate real moral energy and carry an inspiring, even lyric charge.”40

The problem is that “feel-good” initiatives do not seem to transform racial attitudes in socially effective ways. The fifty years of integrated sport that produced a miraculously deracialized O. J. Simpson could not obscure, let alone prevent, the bitter racial antagonisms revealed by his acquittal. Indeed, friendship dogmas may be worse than useless if they are offered as a substitute for social policies that redistribute power toward the powerless, because they help whites avoid “the hard truth that a caste society attempting erratically to dismantle its caste structures cant expect to get the job done without making commitments to developmental assistance on a scale this country has never imagined.”41

 

Black athleticism has complicated the identity problems of black Americans by making athletes the most prominent symbols of African-American achievement. This has done much to perpetuate the invisibility of the black middle class, by making black professional achievement a seldom-noted sideshow to more dramatic media coverage of celebrities and deviants. As the critic Walter Goodman once said of local television news in New York City, “If a rule went out excluding entertainers, athletes, and criminals from a night’s report, the only black faces you could be sure of seeing would be those of the anchors.” The “tabloid style” of such programming virtually prescribes a demoralizing image of blacks as a group: “The opening headlines are about mayhem, not classes for the gifted. The accomplishments come across as flowers in a world of weeds; on local television, social aberration is the norm.”42

Responses to this process of continuous defamation are strikingly selective, in that members of the black middle class who rightly resent the notoriety of black criminals appear to be unembarrassed by the omnipresence of black athletes, who serve as the reigning symbol of black “genius” for a majority of blacks and whites.43 “For many years,” a black sociologist once noted, “blacks were politically powerless to affect the imagery and metaphor of popular media expression.”44 Yet even after they acquired some influence over their media images, if only the right to censor the worst of them, their lobbying efforts have rarely targeted disproportionate emphasis on athleticism as an obstacle to progress. A black middle class (and its intelligentsia) that remains infatuated with sports cannot campaign effectively against racial stereotyping that preserves the black man’s physicality as a sign of his inherent limitations.45

This appearance of passivity is, however, misleading, for there are both working-class and middle-class African Americans who do resist the sports propaganda by encouraging their children to pursue more productive cultural and intellectual interests.46 At this point we do not know how many people offer this sort of guidance to black children. What is more, their voices are unlikely to be heard above the din of a sports industry that profits from the athleticizing of young blacks. Another obstacle is the athleticizing of black life itself, a sense that giving expression to the ordeal of black survival has long required the visceral power of athletic metaphors—or as one black patient told his psychiatrist: “The black man in this country fights the main event in Madison Square Garden every day.”47

 

 Darwin’s Athletes is a racial history of modern sport that explores our racial predicament in its broadest dimensions. The first section of the book describes the origins of the African-American preoccupation with athletic achievement and shows how this cultural syndrome has subverted more productive developmental strategies founded on academic and professional achievement. It argues that Western racism inflicted on African Americans a physicalized (and eventually athleticized) identity from which they have yet to escape. The cult of black athleticism continues a racist tradition that has long emphasized the motor skills and manual training of African Americans. While the idea of black athletic superiority serves the fantasy needs of blacks as well as whites, providing symbolic victories and a renewal of survivalist thinking about black toughness, the sports fixation is also emblematic of an entire complex of black problems, which includes the adolescent violence and academic failure that have come to symbolize the black male for most Americans.

The second section of the book presents the past century of sport as an arena of racial competition. The ascendancy of the black athlete and the growing belief in his biological superiority represent a historic reversal of roles in the encounter between Africans and the West. The Anglo-Saxon racial self-confidence of the nineteenth century prided itself on an athleticism of both physique and temperament, and the conquered racial inferior played a role in confirming the masculinity of the explorer or colonist. Sport in the colonial context was both an instrument of domination and a field of conflict. The European colonialist’s emotional stake in his own sense of physical vitality made the issue of racial athletic competition a sensitive one. The decline of the European empires has been accompanied by the decline of the athletic white male as well, and the world of sport is still adjusting to the psychological dislocations brought on by this loss of prestige.

The third section of the book shows how ideas about black athletic superiority belong to a more comprehensive racial folklore that has long imagined black people to be a hardier, physically stronger, and biologically more robust human subspecies than other races. Nineteenth-century racial science took an intimate interest in the black body and intensified a fixation on black physicality from which there appears to be no escape. The rise of the black athlete during this century has thus given the biological racism of the last century a new lease on life. The emergence of African and African-American athletes as the most spectacular stars of the summer Olympic Games has also led to white fatalism and fears that the twilight of the Caucasian athlete has at last arrived. Images of superior black athleticism have also taken on a special power in the context of a resurgent neo-Darwinian interpretation of the black male and his allegedly criminal propensities. Persistent racial stereotyping has thus made racial athletic aptitude a controversial and even disreputable topic that some would ban from the scientific agenda. The concluding section of this book opposes such censorship and proposes a “postliberal” approach to biomedical racial differences, since a fear of racial biology can only encourage racist interpretations of the genetic research of the future.



Part I

Shooting Hoops Under the Bell Curve




1. The African-American Sports Fixation

IN AN ESSAY that accompanied the publication of their controversial bestseller The Bell Curve, Charles Murray and Richard J. Herrnstein offered a measure of solace to an African-American population doomed, according to their theory, to irremediable intellectual inferiority. The healthy response to permanent residence at the bottom of the mental ability scale, they advised, would be to cultivate a “clannish self-esteem” based on the demonstrated aptitudes of the group. “Given a chance, each clan will add up its accomplishments using its own weighting system, will encounter the world with confidence in its own worth,” the authors enthused on behalf of their model of “wise ethnocentrism.” And what would African Americans bring to America’s multicultural carnival? The only claim to preeminence they could think of was “the dominance of many black athletes.” If blacks could build their clan pride on superior athleticism and perhaps some other signature achievements, then it would be “possible to look ahead to a world in which the glorious hodgepodge of inequalities of ethnic groups—genetic and environmental, permanent and temporary—can be not only accepted but celebrated.”1

The celebration of black athleticism as a source of clan pride does not need to be predicted, because it already exists on a scale most people do not comprehend. What is more, this pride is damaging black America in ways that African Americans in particular find hard to acknowledge. As one critic of The Bell Curve has noted, the “wise ethnocentrism” of Murray and Herrnstein “is a perfectly destructive recommendation” precisely because “a clan pride based on revering Michael Jordan—and rejecting intellectual role models—would only increase the environment-based black-white differential.”2


Here too there is no point in speaking hypothetically, since African Americans’ attachment to sport has been diverting interest away from the life of the mind for most of this century. The rejection of academic achievement as a source of “clan pride” is already rampant among black boys, whose preferred models are rappers and athletes.3 Sports themes and styles have soaked into the fabric of African-American life, as black identity is athleticized through ubiquitous role models who stimulate wildly unrealistic ambitions in black children (an improbable number of black boys expect to become professional athletes) and initiate athletic fashion trends and hairstyles. In short, it has become all too easy for many blacks and whites to assume that the horizons of black life are coterminous with the achievements of athletes, and one of the most damaging and least publicized corollaries of the sports obsession has been a pronounced rejection of intellectual ambition. As the black Harvard psychiatrist Alvin Poussaint noted many years ago, one of the consequences of identification with physical prowess “has been the contempt in which many young blacks hold their peers who have opted for success in more sedate activities.”

While the disastrous effects of the sports fixation have drawn only sporadic and ineffectual attention in a society that regards black athleticism as a natural phenomenon, a few observers have pointed out what is at stake. The black activist and sports sociologist Harry Edwards has been the only consistent critic of this syndrome, calling black society “a co-conspirator” in the exploitation of its own children by a white-dominated sports establishment.4 The black economist Glenn Loury has pointed out that it is a “pernicious chauvinism that leads a black to feel himself superior in view of the demographic composition of the NBA.”5 The worst aspect of this particular chauvinism, however, is not that it is arrogant but that it plays a role in maintaining large numbers of African Americans in a premodern condition which is promoted by the same college and professional sports industries that many blacks regard as places of opportunity for social and economic advancement.

The entrapment of African Americans in the world of athleticism is the result of a long collaboration between blacks seeking respect and expanded opportunity and whites seeking entertainment, profit, and forms of racial reconciliation that do not challenge fundamental assumptions about racial difference. The power of these white interests notwithstanding, the most important factor in the development of the sports fixation is that athletic achievement has served the clan pride of African Americans in an absolutely unique way, to the point where it is embraced as a foundation of black identity. As Rudy Washington, executive director of the Black Coaches Association, said in 1991, “The fundamental problem is the home life, the black community, because in no other race is sport such a dominant factor every day as it is in the black community.“6

This attachment to physical prowess should be understood as a cultural syndrome that affects the lives of black people both inside and outside the United States. When the sociologist Ellis Cashmore argued in Black Sportsmen that blacks in Britain had embraced a self-destructive belief in their own athletic superiority, “the response from some areas of the black community in Britain was that the book destroyed vestiges of pride. ‘Sport is one of the few areas where blacks can feel superior and gifted; now the book has taken even that away from us’, was how one sprinter put it.”7 There is no reason to believe that African Americans as a group would react differently. “The apathy out there is phenomenal,” a young black educator in Chicago told me when I asked him whether blacks were concerned about children’s infatuation with sports stars. Protests against the black sports fixation, he said, would in all likelihood be both futile and resented.8 A black high school teacher in Houston told me that most black people would regard such dissent as “radical” and disruptive. When I asked a socially conscious black man who had played in the National Basketball Association (NBA) whether there were interest groups in the black community that might be mobilized against the sports fixation, his look of bitter amusement told me all I needed to know.

The sports fixation lives on in stereotypes about black physical superiority that have become nothing less than a global racial folklore. The effects of these ideas on blacks have been little noted, but they are profound. Black soldiers have been told by white drill instructors that they can endure physical stress, such as grueling marches, better than whites because they are the toughened progeny of slaves—a eugenic fantasy shared by both whites and blacks. At the same time, countless blacks believe in their own athletic superiority. The social process that imposes an athleticized identity on blacks takes various forms. Many black children grow up assuming that they were simply born with athletic ability, and some coaches encourage them in this belief. Some black boys are told by black coaches that they have no future if they do not develop their athletic talent.

The idea of black athletic superiority can also produce racial arrogance. A high school sprinter in Houston told me he has challenged white distance runners to compete and called them “punks,” “fags,” and “cowards” when they have refused. A prominent track-and-field coach told me that a few black runners will play the race card as a psychological ploy at the starting line, murmuring to certain competitors, “You’re in trouble now, white boy.” He has also coached white sprinters whose development was stunted by a racial inferiority complex. When one African-American woman lost a race to a white Briton at the 1993 World Track and Field Championships in Stuttgart, some black athletes said to her, ”How could you lose to that white girl?” My African-American informant took a different view: the winner had earned her gold medal through hard work, he said, and her victory was good for track and field, because it promoted racial integration in an increasingly black-dominated sport.

Sport has become an arena in which the athletic version of black male style is enacted for a mass audience whose ideas about racial identity have been shaped by years of emphasis on black physicality and its special qualities. Black athletes and intellectuals alike insist that the “black athletic aesthetic” is an important element of black culture. The social critic Nelson George speaks of an “aggressive” African-American aesthetic and the African deity Oshoosi, who represents a “prideful assertion of mind and muscle.” Analogies between black athletes and jazz musicians have become a convention among the black intelligentsia. Sport is quite simply more important to most black men, including the highly educated, than to their white counterparts. But the sports fixation is not mere spectatorship; it is also the virtual compulsion to demonstrate athletic ability that has been felt by so many black men, and basketball, of course, is the black sport par excellence. “You had to have your shot,” one man told me of his days growing up in a Chicago housing project in the early 1960s. Not everyone could play basketball well, but every boy had to have his signature move to establish his identity as a male. In a similar vein, a world-class black runner told me he would look down on any black man who could not play basketball. Even for many black professionals, the ability to play basketball at a respectable level is a matter of self-respect.

The sports fixation is a direct result of the exclusion of blacks from every cognitive elite of the past century and the resulting starvation for “race heroes”; it has always been a defensive response to the assault on black intelligence, which continues to this day. That is why the sports syndrome has made athleticism the signature achievement of black America, the reigning symbol of black “genius.” Attachment to athletics has been a coping strategy for dealing with “the Negro ‘inferiority complex’” identified by Gunnar Myrdal in An American Dilemma in 1944. This syndrome “cannot be admitted publicly,” he said then, and it remains difficult to talk about and for that reason has received little systematic study.9


The sports fixation has also fed on the productive yet overestimated alliance between the civil rights movement and the integration of college and professional sport, which contributed to the athleticizing of the black image.10 It has been reinforced by a selective and sentimental approach to African-American history, which has converted athletes such as Joe Louis and Jackie Robinson into messiahs and avoided awkward questions about the unintended effects of integrating the American sports world. The sheer volume of sentimental and intellectual energy that has been invested in the mythic saga of Jackie Robinson has discouraged further thinking about what his career did and did not accomplish. The point is not to deny the importance of this African-American hero but to recognize that black America has paid a high and largely unacknowledged price for the extraordinary prominence given the black athlete rather than other black men of action (such as military pilots and astronauts), who represent modern aptitudes in ways that athletes cannot.11

The sports fixation has been made possible in part by the black middle class, which appears to have accepted athletes as the most prominent symbols of black achievement. Indeed, the media invisibility of the black middle class and its successes is one of the social costs associated with the athleticizing of black life. A “tabloid style” that is “made to order for racial provocateurs” seizes naturally upon the flamboyant black athlete (and his misbehaviors) while ignoring the careers of doctors, lawyers, and business people.12 Rather than resisting this process, a consummately middle-class publication such as Ebony fawns over a galaxy of celebrities, including athletes, whose prominence obscures more important stories of black professional achievement, which receive only token coverage.

When E. Franklin Frazier described this form of status-worship in his 1957 book Black Bourgeoisie, the athlete was only one celebrity among others. Today he enjoys unprecedented commercial exposure but has lost the moral stature that once made him a middle-class icon. Apart from maintaining their prosperity and emotional health, the most important problem affecting middle-class blacks today is what to do about the influence of rappers and athletes who teach their children not to “act white.” “Too many affluent black youths,” the black psychiatrist James Comer said in 1978, “mistakenly associate black identity with admiration of what is most self-destructive about the behavior of blacks with lower income.”13 A generation ago some black professionals were campaigning against “blaxploitation” films.14 Today the black middle class confronts a sports world in which some of the most celebrated black representatives no longer present a clear alternative to the violent, narcissistic, and antisocial norms glamorized in Superfly and other black action films of the 1970s.

The sports fixation damages black children by discouraging academic achievement in favor of physical self-expression, which is widely considered a racial trait. Some educators understand that the self-absorbed style promoted by glamorous black athletes subverts intellectual development. A school for black boys in Chicago has therefore adopted a policy of stylistic abstinence: “No gum-chewing is allowed. No sagging pants. No sunglasses, biker pants or tank tops. No earrings worn by boys. No designs carved in the hair”—in short, a complete repudiation of the showy male style flaunted by many black stars.15 Such policies confront an intense peer pressure that equates academic excellence with effeminacy and racial disloyalty and identifies “blackness” with physical prowess.

Educators who think about solutions to this crisis see themselves in direct competition with the sports world, and some try to harness its appeal on behalf of learning. “While negative peer pressure tends to diminish African American males’ propensity to succeed academically,” writes one author, “that influence can be reduced, if not entirely eliminated
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