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Introduction

This book is devoted to career narratives of selected prominent NBA players after the Michael Jordan era, understood as the time after his second retirement, in January 1999. It was a pivotal time for the league, as in the nineties Jordan became synonymous with NBA basketball and the face of its global expansion. Basketball fans acquainted with the NBA through Jordan’s heroics during the 1992 Olympics or his dominant play for the Chicago Bulls did not know any other reality apart from that in which Jordan’s team emerged victorious, with him being the best player in the league. Continuing to market NBA basketball without him was a significant challenge faced by the league, the teams, the sponsors, but more so the players themselves. It was necessary for the next generation of athletes, coming off age just as Jordan retired, to craft captivating narratives on the court. Some were expected to be the next Jordan; others were just tasked with filling his shoes on certain marketing platforms. Due to the fact that Jordan was many things to many people, the responsibility was dispersed on various individuals.

When analyzing the career narratives of various sports superstars, it becomes clear that all of them fall into certain categories, while their career narratives correspond with certain storytelling tropes and archetypes, which are not always associated with sports. While we are talking about real-life people, in some form they become literary characters whenever they are described in articles or books, immortalized for audiences that might never see them in action in real-time, live through their prime, and truly appreciate them for their on-court achievements. Although it can be argued that they become dehumanized when earning superstar status, it is also important to point out that by falling into certain categories their media personas live on long after their careers are over.

This book is the result of my lifelong interest in the National Basketball Association and my observations, primarily as a fan, and later on as a scholar, on how the stories about leading NBA superstars were presented to the outside world in order to market the league, while also creating an unspoiled narration of the best basketball league in the world. Eight players, their private and public personas, as well as their depictions by the media are analyzed not only on the basis of the success that they enjoyed on the basketball court, but more so in the light of what they have come to represent for the modern NBA.

The players discussed in the book have been selected because of the significance of their career narratives, as all of them correspond with certain archetypes; prevalent in the world not only of professional basketball, but of professional sports in general. While these do not exhaust the possibilities of storytelling in sports, they are among the most unique and captivating. In a sense this book is an invitation to discuss career narratives crafted by other players, their agents, and/or the media. I have selected eight which represent the most important changes, developments, and anxieties of the post-Jordan period.

Sports career narratives can be mostly found in biographies and autobiographies of leading sports stars, although, as I prove in this book, they are not necessary to form a comprehensive story. Biographies and autobiographies are fact-based stories about singular, exceptional individuals. And in the world of basketball no one was as exceptional as Michael Jordan. His cultural significance was beyond comparison, as he not only influenced the way basketball is played (with flair and individualism), but also how the players dress and conduct themselves on and off the court. Notable athletes such as LeBron James, Anthony Davis, and David Beckham picked Jordan’s jersey number, 23, to honor him. The Miami Heat, a team for which Jordan never played, retired his number to emphasize his influence on the world of sports. Once Jordan himself retired for good in 2002––and it was his third retirement––the league was left without its “face.” His career records include: 10 NBA scoring titles (seven consecutive), a regular season scoring average of 31 points per game and 866 consecutive games with at least 10 points scored. While it may be argued that he was not the best basketball player in history, Jordan was without a doubt the most influential one. He was the first celebrity to establish his own sneaker brand, Air Jordan, which was endorsed by: Derek Jeter, Carmelo Anthony, Russell Westbrook, Eminem, Kevin Hart or Spike Lee. In 2016 he was awarded the Presidential Medal of Honor for his contributions to American culture.

Eleven years after retirement he was still the most popular athlete in the United States (Gaines). In fact, Jordan may have been the most important athlete of the twentieth century. He starred in numerous commercials and movies, but was also responsible for the creation of the present-day sneaker culture. More importantly, he was the first celebrity who truly became a brand, which facilitated the commodification of the modern sports star and professional sports in general (Klein 81). The formation of the brand myth was possible because Jordan reached a truly mythical status, something that the players analyzed in this work strove to achieve, but eventually failed to. This myth of course, similarly to those of Muhammad Ali or Diego Maradona, is not to be confused with brand myths, permeating current culture, deeply rooted in capitalism. And “myth is important for man. It becomes a form of escape from bland reality, a symbol of a man’s calling, an expression of hope” (Kowal 171), even if the sole purpose of the brand myth is to sell merchandise. So while the brand myth does not “supply the symbols that carry the human spirit forward” (Campbell 10), it still gives meaning to human life as it provides it with a sort of ritual action, practiced through watching the mythical hero perform and buying the merchandise he promotes. Jordan was the only athlete who reached mythical status in the anthropological as well as in the brand sense, which will be explained later on, in the Introduction.

Professor of Media Arts Garry Whannel writes about sports as a simultaneously integral and distinct element of social life. To consume sports, whether live, on television, or on the Internet, “is to move into an alternative parallel universe with its own values, its own institutions, structures and practices. Indeed, this is part of its pleasure––it is a time out of ordinary life––a gateway to the mythic” (54). If we want to treat players’ careers as stories filled with heroes and villains, these may serve as a basis for myths representative of today’s sports culture. As pointed out by Bronisław Malinowski: “The cultural fact is a monument in which the myth is embodied; while the myth is believed to be the real cause which has brought about the moral rule, the social grouping, the rite, or the custom. Thus, these stories form an integral part of culture” (85). Athletes’ identities must extend well beyond courts and fields, and the narrative matters no less than the outcome of competition itself.

In the early days of sportswriting the balance between fact and myth––in regard to sport—was tilted toward the latter, which enabled sports stars to become mythical heroes. Professor of journalism Jack Lule writes that:

Sports are as essential to understanding social life as politics or culture, and sports have been inextricably entwined with myth. Indeed, sports provide fine raw material for myth. They offer drama and conflict. They offer binary oppositions, which Claude Levi-Strauss found at the heart of myth, such as winning and losing, success and failure. They recur, often daily, allowing myths to be retold, as myths must be. They often are performed on a public stage. Like myth, sport often is employed to celebrate, inculcate, and instill social values, such as sacrifice, courage, effort, teamwork, and perseverance. For these reasons, myths have been built around sports since the time of the ancient Greeks (194).

How this balance between sports and myth changed will be discussed in the first chapter, on the example of Michael Jordan’s career narrative. He is the athlete who made the commodification of a career narrative possible. Since he is one of the most influential athletes and basketball players of all time, he is the benchmark for discussing career narratives of other leading NBA players and the point of departure for this book.

The players selected for analysis in this work failed to reach the same status as Jordan for a number of reasons––although it must be stressed that not all of them aspired, nor intended to––the most important of which is the fact that sports stars simply are no longer able to become mythical heroes (once again, in the anthropological sense). Instead, they are celebrities, whose incredible exploits are the result of their extraordinary athleticism, talent, and work ethic. They still are personages “of not only local but world historical moment” (Campbell 16), yet sports stars are no more regarded as more than human. In the Associate Press Sports Writing Handbook, Steve Wilstein implies that demythologization is the main obligation of a sports writer: “you don’t worship ballplayers or turn them into gods. You have the kind of access that fans dream about, and it’s your job to bring them silently along with you” (3–4). This was not the case in the past, where athletes were supposed to remain distant, almost unreachable.

Part of the reason behind that state of affairs was the limited access to the sports stars or rather the fact that athletes were not exactly stars, at least not in the present understanding of the term. While the Major League Baseball (MLB) was covered extensively ever since the 1930s, the same cannot be said of other American professional sports leagues, which simply were not as popular. The first baseball and football games were televised in 1939, while even in the 1950s the NBA players from visiting teams had to go to the local radio stations to not so much “plug” the games they were about to play in, but explain to the listeners the rules of this still relatively unpopular discipline. While since the 1970s television revenue was a substantial part of the league’s income, the new television technologies introduced in the 1980s––action replays, various camera angles, slow motion––allowed Jordan and other superstars to present their skills in highlight reels, collecting their best plays and creating the impression of superhuman abilities. These could be broadcast into every home, and with the launch of Entertainment and Sports Programming Network (ESPN) on September 7, 1979, sports was about to become present in every American home that had access to cable television. According to Margaret Morse, in replays “violent force and speed are electronically invested with grace and beauty. The emphasis on contact shots means tight framing, which cuts bodies into parts; the repetition of plays alternates between dispersion and heaping of bodies in aesthetic and erotic display” (383). Because these plays were carefully selected and whole games were rarely shown on television, they allowed the stars of the 1980s and early 1990s to seem more impressive than they actually were. Replays, perhaps most importantly, redirect the focus from the team to the individual (Morse 380), which proved them indispensable in the creation of sports superstars.

The commodification of modern sports in the 1980s and 1990s allowed athletes to gain unprecedented exposure and earn more money than ever before, but in consequence they became commodities as well. Sports economist Frank P. Jozsa charts how “beginning in the mid-to-late 1990s, the professional sports leagues and broadcast industry, which included cable, digital, network, satellite and television companies, and other programming and media businesses, jointly collaborated on several strategic deals. One goal of the media was to increase the exposure and entertainment value of professional sports to fans and households in the United States and other countries” (123). This led to the creation of what we may now consider modern sports. Some commentators, such as sports economist Stefan Szymanski, argue that modern sports is a “mess” and it is this “dehumanization” of athletes that should be blamed for that: “We want to see excess, we want the contest to be taken to the ultimate limit, and we are willing to pay handsomely for it” (180). Since modern sports is focused more on individuals than on teams, as proven with superstars like LeBron James or Kevin Durant changing teams freely and expanding their fandom in the process, the sociable aspect of professional sports, which is still the basis of its pure, amateur form, was lost when “big money” was offered to athletes in the 1990s. It was in that decade that $100 million contracts were offered to not only the best, but also the most promising players. They were paid large sums of money on the basis on how great they might become.

In Why Sports Morally Matter, William J. Morgan reminisces that in his youth sports “frequently played a formative role in constituting both . . . sense of self and . . . sense of community” (23). This suggests that tickets, arenas, sponsorship, or TV deals detract from, rather than contribute to, the events on the court. Morgan furthers his argument that “sports have become more and more like the rest of life” (26) by suggesting that sports is no longer a departure from everyday activities, but for those involved it has become a regular job. Mariusz Czubaj, Jacek Drozda, and Jakub Myszkorowski compare a sports game to a pop-cultural event, similar to a lunch in a restaurant or a Hollywood movie (99). Watching it is just another way of spending time. This does not necessarily mean that commodification has made sports less virtuous.

Considered through its early history an element of working-class culture, it was only since the Victorian times that sports has gained overall social respectability with the aid of the change in attitude among the middle class. Apart from promoting values and virtues, such as gamesmanship, fair-play, and many others, “sport was also seen as a cultural bond that promoted social stability, although in reality many in the middle class resisted the spread of sport ‘down the social ladder’ for fear of working-class domination, with its consequent immoral possibilities” (Huggins and Mangan xi). Respectability and morality are associated with modern-day sports stars as well, as if being professional athletes would instantly turn them into paragons of these values.

These expectations regarding sports and sports stars are typically bourgeois, as pointed out by Henri Lefebvre in The Critique of Everyday Life. The French philosopher classifies sports as a leisure activity, which “must break with the everyday . . . not only as far as work is concerned, but also for day-to-day family life” (55). While William J. Morgan expects sports to influence the everyday, as it should inspire a sense of morality in its participants that will extend beyond the field or the court, whereas Lefebvre is against the separation of sports from other everyday events and rejects the assumption that it should serve as “compensation for everyday life” (58). The need for such compensation is connected with the figure of the supporter, who is an active participant of a sporting event without being an active performer.

Lefebvre writes that the supporter “participates in the action and plays sports via an intermediary” (58). Professional sports are based on the illusion that the person performing on the field or the court is in some way influenced by the supporter. Simultaneously, with the notion of play no longer crucial for the popularity of sports, nor the main reason for participation, it is the supporter who is at the forefront of modern sports, and his need for satisfactory leisure is the main reason the game is even played. The cause of his satisfaction may be the moment when his team emerges triumphant from the contest or if he experiences an exceptional, highlight-worthy play.

The need for entertainment and the craving for stimulation correspond with Guy Debord’s idea of the society of the spectacle. Debord claims that modern society is an image-driven culture where each public persona conceals her or his individuality in order to serve the spectacle. The spectacle is the culture of commodities, and thus to function in this culture simply means endorsing various products. For example, during sporting events action replays or halftime shows are “sponsored by” or “brought to you by” certain companies. Creating content that appeals to the spectators fuels the spectacle, causing a craving for even more stimulation. Those who serve the spectacle are expected to create memorable moments for the society to consume. The society of the spectacle absorbs images with little regard for context and is characterized by the need for the mediation of events. According to Debord, events without such mediation, presented simply as they are, are not appealing enough for consumption.

In “The Sports Spectacle, Michael Jordan, and Nike: Unholy Alliance?,” Douglas Kellner writes that sports is “a largely untheorized and underrated aspect of the society of the spectacle” and uses Michael Jordan’s career as his case study. According to Kellner, the sports version of the spectacle is a somewhat “unholy alliance between sports celebrity, commercialism, and media spectacle” (2). Kellner attributes the shift of expectations regarding sports to the change of attitude across the industrial (ca. 1760–1970s) and the postindustrial (1970s–present) eras. During the first, sports was “an adjunct to labor,” useful in implementing the idea of teamwork and keeping workers’ bodies fit, strong, and healthy. In the present, postindustrial era, Kellner argues, a spectator sport “requires consumption and passive appropriation of spectacles to reproduce the consumer society” (3). While the former notion corresponds with Morgan’s expectations regarding sports, it is the latter that is prevalent today. The break from everyday life that sports was supposed to provide has been replaced with an illusion of participation. In order to be consumed properly––to be as profitable as possible for the organizers––modern sports must instill this illusion in the spectators, while simultaneously not straying from the regular workplace and societal structures known to the workers.

Rob Steen writes that “comparing sports masters of different eras is a timeless pub debate publishers are more than happy to keep stoking. Such arguments, though, are fraught with difficulty. Sports evolve with the society that sired it; conditions and environments change, impacting on opportunity” (72). It might be argued that this book contributes to the process, although it must be noted that my objective is not to establish who was the better or the more interesting player, but simply to analyze captivating career narratives. Their multifariousness is the reason they stand out and are worthy of an in-depth analysis.

Gripping storylines make sports more consumable once the game is over. Rivalries, unexpected trades, the downfalls of heroes and the emergence of new ones turn sports into something more than play. Modern sports are equally concerned with narratives and actual games. The latter may be seen as mere elements of bigger, more captivating storylines. Thanks to these stories, seasons are not just mere repetitions involving the same teams playing against one another. Personal and business decisions, grudges, trades, conflicts, and championship droughts give meaning to the 82 regular season (and eventual playoff) games each of the 30 teams the NBA consists of has to play. The importance of narrative in sports is best presented through the analysis of autobiographies and biographies of notable athletes, including journalistic accounts and documentary films, as these diverse narrative forms follow a certain narrative path in order to either create or uphold a given media
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