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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines how manhood is conceptualized by Black National 

Football League (NFL) prospects and explores how their characterizations of manhood 

are associated with their desire to become NFL players. This mixed-method study uses 

data collected by interviewing and surveying fifteen Black NFL draft prospects who were 

or would be eligible for the NFL draft between 2005-2016. The data are supplemented 

with existing literature and analyzed using the “Utamaduni Bwana” table of African 

cultural manhood in order to (1) culturally locate participants’ conceptions of manhood, 

(2) identify the African elements within their conceptions of manhood, and (3) highlight 

the agency within their responses.  

In essence, this dissertation explores the significance of the NFL draft and the 

influence of colonization on Black NFL prospects’ conceptions of manhood. This study 

found that Black NFL prospects’ desire to reach the NFL is heavily associated with their 

attempt to reach manhood. The characteristics most commonly found in the participants’ 

conceptions of manhood are strength, independence, and financial success; and their 

perceptions of NFL players contain hyper-expressions of these same characteristics. In 

addition, Black NFL prospects’ conceptualization of manhood contain both African 

cultural elements and, as a result of colonization, hegemonic Western cultural elements. 

This dissertation makes an important contribution to sporting and gender literature by 

using an Afrocentric methodology to push beyond the normative investigation of Black-

male athletes’ identity and sporting goals. This study offers new and culturally 

appropriate questions regarding race, gender, and sports.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

During time as an assistant football coach for a Division II collegiate football 

team, I interacted with several young Black males who aspired to land a job in the 

National Football League (NFL)—also called “the league.” But, my interaction with one 

player stood out among the rest. One conversation with him caused me to question the 

intentions of Black males who hope and heavily invest in a future with the NFL. It was 

only weeks after the season had ended, and I was doing some mid-day running on the 

team’s field one afternoon. I noticed one of the players from the team I helped to coach 

warming up on the sideline. I approached him and gave him a hardy dap (handshake), 

like Black men often do. He was a senior on the football team but only served as a 

backup who saw limited playing time. Since football season was over at this point, so 

was his college career. I said, in a rhetorical manner, “you just here keeping in shape like 

me, huh?” But to my surprise he answered, “Nah I’m training for the draft,” I replied, 

“huh?” He bashfully said, “I’m trying to go to the league.” Knowing how hard it is to 

make it to the NFL after having gone through the process myself, I said, “You have some 

big dreams and don't let me get in your way. But, what are you going to do with yourself 

if football doesn’t work out? Are you going to graduate this semester?” He responded, 

“I’ll be a few classes short. If this football thing don't work out, I don't know.... Maybe 

I’ll go into the army or something. All I know is football. I mean…I’m a man now, but if 

get drafted [into the National Football League], I’ll be able to do all the things that “real 
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man” is supposed to. If I don't, I don't know what I’ll do really.” We went on to discuss 

alternative opportunities for his future that don't involve him playing in the league. But he 

stayed convinced that, as a Division II backup player, this extremely unlikely attempt to 

make it to the NFL was the best option for him and bypassing alternative opportunities in 

the process. Once I left him to finish my running, I grew troubled with the way he 

associated his ability to be a man with his success in the NFL. His efforts toward being 

drafted by an NFL team held with it an opportunity for him to acquire manhood, or at 

least the requirements for it.  My fear for him was that his desire to reach manhood 

through the NFL draft would lead him to a “dead end” as Harry Edwards says. This 

young, Black-male football player reminded me a lot of myself as an NFL prospect. If he 

is anything like I was then, he views NFL players as the embodiment of manhood. With 

no structured system in place to teach him what manhood is, many Black males 

constructed their own idea of it based their own experiences, which consist heavily of 

sports. The NFL draft is their doorway into the NFL. However, depending on how Black 

NFL prospects (BNPs) characterize a “man,” it may also function as a doorway into 

manhood.  

To frame the conversation of Black males, we must first recognize the major 

American institutions that Black males are statistical dominating. In today’s society, 

Black males in America continue to be the highest represented race in college and 

professional football (Lapchick R. , 2014). However, Blacks males also produce the 

highest rates of unemployment, incarceration, and college dropouts. The level of 

attraction Black males have toward playing professional football is uncommon in other 
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occupational fields. Their pursuit of the NFL calls for them to endure racism and 

degradation during the hiring process (Dufur & Feinberg, 2009). At first glance it may 

seem as though Black males are participating in the NFL drafting process at relatively 

high rates, regardless of the racist treatment they receive, in order to acquire wealth and 

fame. However, with a with more critical and culturally-centered examination, this study 

has found that BNPs seek to acquire characteristics of manhood by becoming an NFL 

player, which they believe is one of the very few paths that will provide them with the 

opportunity to acquire extreme characteristics of manhood.  

For this study, I use the term “manhood” as a socio construction regarding the 

maturity of thought and practices specific to males. It is a special status and a category of 

achievement (Gilmore, 1990). Although, masculinity, characteristics associated with 

males, involves some similarities to manhood, neither masculinity nor femininity alone 

determines manhood. The expression of extreme masculinity does not necessarily make 

one any closer to manhood than expressing extreme femininity. Although there are no 

specific definitions of manhood (Gilmore, p. xii), both Haki Madhubuti and John Piper 

define manhood as “mature masculinity” (Jackson R. L., p. 741; Piper, 1991). Haki 

Madhubuti gives his describes some aspects of manhood in his book, Black Men: 

Obsolete, Single, Dangerous? He states, “your people first, a quiet strength, the position 

of oneself so that observation comes before reaction, where study is preferred to night 

life, where emotion is not seen as a weakness. Love for self, family, children, and 

extensions of self is (sic) beyond the verbal.” Madhubuti describes manhood as a mature 

form of masculinity: “a self-conscious facet of his identity, which promotes stability, 
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cohesiveness, humility, sensitivity, self and cultural awareness, and spiritual 

connectedness within the family” (Jackson R. L., p. 741).  

Black males have a complex conception of manhood that is filled with many 

traditions and motifs of African culture. Unfortunately, colonization has caused much of 

their conceptions of manhood to be culturally dislocated. Therefore, their attempt to 

activate their agency by self-determining their manhood and engaging in culturally 

affirming activities is often accompanied by a desire to display hegemonic western forms 

of manhood through institutions, such as the NFL, that provide them a sense of humanity. 

To understand the Black male struggle for manhood, one must be aware of the 

colonization that has faced Black males since the start of European invasion of Africa. 

In the post-colonial period, Western societies champion White supremacy and 

emasculate Black men by eliminating their ability to fulfill Western, hegemonic ideas of 

manhood. Masses of Black men seek solace by recreating their own manhood. They have 

been socialized to attain a European cultural form of manhood because of the colonial 

ideology psychologically imposed on them through racial oppression. Colonization has 

attempted to totally control and culturally dominate Blacks people and their land (Fanon, 

1964, p. 34). Social theorist, Joe Feagin (2010), describes colonization as the “political-

economic exploitation of a society by a powerful invading group from the outside” 

(Feagin, Racist America: Roots, Current Realities and Future Reparations, p. 356). It is 

the psychological imposition of self-destructive thinking; the economic exploitation and 

caste immobility; the attempt at degradation in every aspect of society; the biological and 
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scientific assertions of inferiority; the forcible removal of cultural materials and practices 

from Africans; and the vicious, violent, and total assimilation to European culture (Ball, 

2011; Fanon, 1964; Tangie, 2006; Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2014). The 

conditions of chattel slavery inflicted on Blacks led to a conflicted identity within Black 

males. It left Black males unable to practice their African cultural rituals used to 

construct men, yet did not allow them to engage in manhood practiced by whites in the 

“new world.”  

Manhood itself continues to hold political and social power. Reaching the legal 

age of manhood allows for males to vote, hold property, and gain other legal privileges. 

In a sense, becoming a man is related to fully gaining human rights. Manhood among 

Black males seems to be a complex quest for recognition in the form of class privilege 

and full citizenship (Whiting & Lewis, 2008).  

Many scholars share the belief that the construction of manhood for Black males 

in America is rooted in trauma (Whiting & Lewis, 2008). Nathan McCall, Anna Julia 

Cooper, Darlene Clark Hine, Kevin Powell, Ishmael Reed, Marlon Riggs, Toni Morrison, 

Mark Anthony Neal, bell hooks have all interrogated the dynamics and complexities of 

manhood of the Black man. Many suggest that the Black male athlete carry the 

stereotypes and struggles of Black men and manhood in a distinctive fashion. While this 

study takes this into consideration, it makes a more cultural assessment of the manhood 

of Blacks. This study considers the chance that manhood among Black male athletes, like 

most, is based in African cultural traditions yet marred by European colonization.  
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In many ways, the treatment of Black-male athletes reflects the treatment of 

Blacks throughout colonization. Historically, Western culture has viewed Black men with 

their own stereotypes and perceptions. They have not seen them for who they truly are or 

the value they possess. Therefore, Black males have often been rendered “invisible.” 

Anderson J. Franklin (2004) describes, “Invisibility is an inner struggle with feeling that 

one’s talents, abilities, personality, and worth are not valued or recognized because of 

prejudice and racism. Conversely, we feel visible when our true talents, abilities, 

personality, and worth are respected” (p. 4). 

One would like to think that with the abolition of slavery in 1865 so did the 

exploitation and commodification of the Black males. Unfortunately it did not. Aside 

from mass incarceration, the NFL is an institution that bares the most similarities to 

slavery. The NFL drafting process over the last three decades has most perfectly 

exhibited the egregious, institutional mistreatment of Black males. For twelve NFL 

seasons, Black males were invisible to every team; segregated from team rosters until 

1946 (Ross, 2001, p. 47). The NFL wasn’t the only institution where black men were 

invisible to white owners. Major League Baseball was also segregated until Jackie 

Robinson joins the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. There were plenty of outstanding Black 

football players from major universities such as Kenny Washington who received the 

nation’s outstanding player award his senior year at UCLA (Ross, Outside the Lines: 

African Americans and the Integration of the National Football League, p. 63). He went 

undrafted by the NFL. The attempt to make the NFL was not only about playing football, 

it was also about being visible to white NFL owners; something Black men have 
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struggled with throughout American society since the first African was enslaved. As a 

result, they have relied on their African cultural characteristics of manhood that have 

been passed down, not only through generational teachings, but also through spiritual 

inheritances.  

For BNPs though, the struggle may be even more complex than other Black males. 

Many of the BNPs internalize the images professional Black football players that they are 

presented with. Somehow, the images of Black NFL players have not rendered many 

social, economic, educational or political advances for the Black man in American 

society. There are very few institutions in American society where Blacks display 

extreme characteristics of manhood more prominently than in the NFL. Black NFL 

players experience extreme financial wealth and leisure time to spend raising their 

children. Images of contemporary Black male athletes, mainly those in the NFL, are 

heavily regarded by the better part of society as some of the most famed visual 

representations of contemporary “successful” Black men. NFL players, seemingly, 

display some of the most rewarding characteristics of manhood. In addition, they are 

legally able to participate in violence. The NFL exhibits hyper-expressive characteristics 

of masculinity and manhood. Large salaries, loyal fans who affirm players’ value and the 

jock culture that emphasizes traits of masculinity all accompany the extremely physical 

and violent nature of football. These characteristics are displayed more potently in 

football than any other sports and are in line with the elements of patriarchy. Entrance 

into the NFL means accessing and exhibiting the highest level of masculine traits.  
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Mikaela Dufur and Seth Feinberg (2009) argue that BNPs have an unstudied 

desire to reach the NFL regardless of how racist the hiring process is. In their study, 

“Race and the NFL Draft: Views from the Auction Black,” they examined the 

mechanisms in the NFL draft evaluation process to identify any discrimination and 

investigate how the perceptions of minority players’ experiences of racial stereotyping 

differ than that of whites. The researchers spent over 100 hours of informal discussions, 

observation, and semi-structured interviews with players and scouts (Dufur & Feinberg, p. 

58). They suggest that there is more symbolic racism present in the NFL hiring process, 

which is defined as “individual hiring agents’ internalization of racist stereotypes and 

practices” (Dufur & Feinberg, p. 57). In addition, they examined how internalization of 

stereotypes and racial discrimination created different perceptions and experiences 

among Blacks and whites. They showed the ways racial inferiority and unconscious 

biases remain present in the psyche of white Americans, who make up 90% of NFL 

representatives evaluating NFL prospects (Dufur & Feinberg, 2009, p. 65). They 

concluded that minorities are targets of racial discrimination more than whites.  

What is most substantial about Dufur and Feinberg’s study is the racial 

discrimination Black players received during the NFL drafting process. Black players 

reported being subjected to more exhaustive investigations of deviant behavior than then 

white players (Dufur & Feinberg, 2009, p. 61). One player stated that his experience in 

the hiring process felt like “prostitution” (Dufur & Feinberg, 2009, p. 65). More 

commonly, all but one Black respondent referred to the drafting process as a “slave trade” 

(Dufur & Feinberg, 2009, p. 65). In addition, all of the minority respondents felt they had 
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“no choice but to absorb this treatment” (Dufur & Feinberg, p. 67). Refusal to comply 

and accommodate the structural and symbolic discrimination may result in them not 

being hired by an NFL team. Dufur and Feinberg suggest the area new studies should 

take on this subject. They state, “We hope future inquiry may expand on our question as 

to why minority athletes willingly go through a ritual they self-identify as a “slave 

market,” while offering very little resistance beyond acquiescence” (Dufur & Feinberg, 

2009, p. 69).  

Scholars, such as Oates, T.P. (2004), have conducted research on the similarities 

between the NFL & slave auctions. However, much of it, like Dufur and Feinberg, ends 

with questions regarding the BNPs desire to engage the NFL drafting process, after 

identifying it as being oppressive. Theses studies stop short of finding the reason why 

Black males continue to participate in these institutions and fail to show the African 

cultural significance of the NFL. Little work has been done on Blacks that draws a 

connection between manhood and playing in the NFL. Other scholars have said that 

Black men are alienated from western forms of manhood, and, as a result they attempt to 

show they are “men” by exhibiting extreme forms of manhood (Black, 1997; Majors, 

1998; Staples, 1982; hooks, 2004). In addition, Black men, and Black women, have 

constructed more culturally based forms of manhood. A number of writers discuss black 

performance of masculinity through sports (hooks, 2004; Majors, 1998; Messner, 1990), 

but very few extend there analysis to include the unique role the NFL, as a professional 

level of sports, plays in the affirmation of manhood, as a mature level of masculinity, 

among Black males 
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This study picks-up and expands the work that Dufur and Feinberg’s has laid the 

foundation for. It focuses on BNPs as agents and their self-constructed conception of 

their own manhood. It seeks to explore the relationship between their conceptions of 

manhood and NFL players. What makes this study vastly different than the previous ones 

on Black NFL prospects is the use of Afrocentricity as a theoretical framework for 

examination and analysis. This study analyzes the data through an Afrocentric theoretical 

framework, which, according to Asante, “seeks to uncover and use codes, paradigms, 

symbols, motifs, myths, an circles of discussion that reinforce the centrality of African 

ideals an values as a valid frame of reference for acquiring and examining data (Asante, 

1990, p. 6). In addition, it avoids the use of European cultural ideals to examine Black 

manhood. The study found that NFL players view manhood through western cultural and 

African concepts, simultaneously. They exhibit African cultural motifs, symbols, and 

ethos in their conceptions of manhood, and they identify three major components to 

manhood: Strength, Autonomy, and Wealth. Overall, this study concludes that BNPs see 

the NFL as a way to meet the requirements for multiple cultural forms of manhood and 

show a strong desire to reach manhood by becoming an NFL player.  

This is significant because it will allow Black people to identify and provide them 

with what they are searching for without them having to endure the racist treatment found 

in institutions such as the NFL by reorient them so that they do not desire to acquire 

characteristics of manhood that cause them to seek unhealthy institutions to acquire them. 

This study gives a better understanding of how Black men are searching for manhood, 

and therefore their humanity, in major American male-dominated institutions.  
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Statement of Problem 

The purpose of this mixed method study was to (a) explore how manhood is 

conceptualized by Black National Football League (NFL) prospects who were eligible for 

the NFL draft between 2005-2016 and (b) determine if their characterization of manhood 

is associated with their desire to reach the National Football League (NFL). 

Sub-problems: 

1. To determine, via content analysis, the influence of sports, football, and the NFL on 

Black males  

2. To determine, via content analysis, how colonization has influenced Black males’ 

conceptions of manhood 

3. To determine how the BNPs exhibit African cultural concepts and traditions in their 

conceptualization of manhood using the Utamaduni Bwana (UB) Table. 

4. To determine if BNPs characteristics of manhood are similar to their characteristics of 

an NFL player by comparing their interview responses to the questionnaire 

(Appendix A) 

The Delimitations 

Case interviews will be used to provide qualitative, descriptive data. The 

technique will be in-depth, semi-structured, cross-sectional field interviews with former 

BNPs. There are a few glaring limitations of this. Using participants who have been 
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removed from the NFL drafting process for as much as 10 years may carry a more 

maturity worldview than when they were NFL prospects. At this later stage in their lives, 

they may perceive their experience differently. Also, using a Snowballing method of 

sampling may have created some bias in the study. The subjects usually recommend 

people they know and share characteristics with.  

Significance of Study 

I chose this study because I continue to witness Black male athletes fail miserably 

in creating stable lives. The problem here is that they focus on sports and view the NFL 

draft as a doorway into manhood but fail to realize that it is filled with traits colonialism 

that work to oppress Black males. Those who have neglected much of their African 

cultural concepts of manhood, accepted Western ones, and desperately seek access to the 

NFL are vulnerable to exploitation by white-NFL authorities (such as scouts, owners, 

coaches) who act as the gatekeepers to the NFL—and in a sense, the gatekeepers to 

Manhood. These types of institutions are set up to exploit Black males’ who feed into 

colonialism. The practical use of this study is to develop appropriate aid that will help 

Black male athletes reach manhood in a ways that are liberating and non-oppressive. 

This study is important in understanding how Black-male race and gender 

dynamics play a part in sports. The black-male experience is vastly different than any 

other race-gender identity and we see how this dynamic plays out in sports. While there is 

plenty of scholarship regarding Black women’s unique perspective, this study contributes 

to the literature on gender by focusing on the Black-male perspective. In addition, this 
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study focuses on the manhood rather than simply masculinity in sports. While the two are 

not mutually exclusive, much of the work around black men has focused on their 

masculinity. This study lends specific attention to the issues of manhood among Black 

males. 

This study has also created a space that highlights the voice of BNPs. This is 

liberating to Black men who have historically felt invisible and voiceless. This is also 

important in understanding how contemporary Black males see themselves, what they 

aspire to be, and how they attempt to fulfill their identity goals through sports; so that we 

can give them appropriate help and guidance. And, it gives them better understanding in 

knowing themselves with regard to their conception and acquisition of manhood. 

While, as Staples says, “It is difficult to single out a dominant force in the 

socialization process for Black youth” (Staples, 1992, p. 11), the popularity of the NFL 

has special effect on the Black community. Given the popularity of sports among Black 

males, this study is important in understanding the way sports are utilized by Black 

males. This study highlights the function of the NFL as an establishment where Black 

males seek manhood. However, as an institution of U.S. society, sports, including the 

NFL, reflect all of the issues of colonization and racial oppression. It is important for 

Black males to carry an African culturally based conception of manhood. On the one 

hand, it is harmonious to their cultural existence and authentic identity, both spiritually 

and existentially. On the other hand, taking on an alien or western culturally based 

conception of manhood centers on the interest of European manhood, places Black 
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manhood on the peripheral, and is based on a cultural system that seeks to destroy or 

exploit all things African. It Black males teaches self-hate and to reject their rightful 

cultural concept of manhood. In addition, it leaves them searching to replace their 

culturally centered forms of manhood with another form through white controlled 

institution, such as the NFL, that look to exploit their vulnerabilities. The NFL 

specifically subjects them to racial oppression and degrades them especially during the 

NFL drafting process. Therefore, this study shows the significance of being culturally 

centered conceptions of manhood and the complications with Black males accepting 

alien, western cultural conceptions of manhood. 

Additionally, this study is substantial considering the amount of Black males 

engaged in sports and the percentage of those who fall short trying to reach the NFL. The 

number of college football player drafted into the NFL is 1.7% (Newlin, 2010). The 

chance of a high school player reaching draft success is astronomically low, 0.08% 

(Newlin, 2010). Not to mention, most players that make it to the NFL only play for an 

average of 3.5 years (Guina, 2007). In addition, the road to the NFL often requires Black 

men to abandon their cultural identity in the process. While football is a great vocation 

for a few, it is not the main source of income for most Black boys. This study gives a 

better identifying of why many Black males heavily invest their future in it. This brings 

us closer to understanding the proper action for parents, coaches, and educators to take 

when dealing with Black male athletes.  
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This study serves as a great source of information to help Black males navigate 

through the struggles of achieving manhood and allows others understand the social 

reality and cultural complexities of Black male athletes. With greater understanding of 

these phenomena, appropriate and effective practices and policies can be recommended 

to aid in the struggle for visibility and manhood.  

This study also carries academic implications for Africana Studies. The scope of 

this study carries possibilities for academic research on race, gender and sports. Much of 

the phenomena concerning Black manhood are too complex to observe and examine 

using the broader society. This study adequately handles the examination of Black 

manhood by using athletes as a comparable sample and the context of sports as a 

manageable society. In fact, this study presents a host of issues that have yet to be 

adequately studied.  

Some of the void in academic work around sports comes from the perception of 

sports as an unintellectual subject. Edwards claims that many scholars shy away from 

anything that may diminish their “intellectual credibility” resulting in an “antiphysical" 

bias in academia (Edwards, 1979, p. 7). Harry Edwards describes the struggle to find 

academic respect for race and sport. He says,  

American’s traditional relegation of sport to the “toy department” of 

human affairs conceals both its significant as an institution and the 

seriousness of its impact upon social relations and development. Nowhere 

is the validity of this assessment more evident than in the situation 

confronting Afro-Americans. Here, sport is revealed to be neither “fun-

and-games,” a citadel of interracial brotherhood and harmony, nor Blacks’ 

passport to the “good life.” Rather, for Blacks, it emerges as fog shrouded, 
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institutional minefield, even further obscured by naiveté, ignorance and 

decades of selectively accumulated myth. (1979, p. 116) 

 

Until recent decades, non-academic journalists have primarily covered sports 

(Eitzen, p. ix; Carrington, p. 6; Bourdieu, p. 153). As the sports industry grew 

exponentially in popularity and revenue, scholars, across all academic disciplines, began 

to peel back the layers of sports and contribute to the critical study of sports. However, 

little scholarship focuses primarily on the racial components of sports, Analysis of race in 

sports study often starts and finishes with a passing reference to C.L.R. James’ Beyond a 

Boundary. Even less literature has been produced from a Black perspective or an 

Afrocentric framework. This is the work of Africana Studies; this is when and where my 

work enters. 

Disciplines such as sociology (Bourdieu, 1988; Coakley, 1987; Edwards, 1969), 

economics (McAdams), history (Guttmann, 2004), and law (Duru; McCormick & 

McCormick) have established a strong foundation for sports studies in their respective 

fields. However, much of the sports literature that speaks on race is couched in what 

Carrington describes as “European diffusionist thought and logic” (Carrington, p. 45) or 

what Feagin (2010) terms the white racial frame.  The study of sports phenomena often 

neglect to acknowledge the cultural differences within the sports and by extension sports 

phenomena. 

Until very recently, Africana Studies had produced little scholarship on the 

subject area of Race and Sports. . Although he is a degreed sociologist, Harry Edwards 

(1969) refocused the academic attention on sports study to the Black athletes. Much of 



 

 

 

17  

 

the American scholarship of race and sports stands on the shoulders of Edwards. James’ 

groundbreaking, autobiographical text, Beyond a Boundary, intellectually illuminated the 

significance and impact of sports on local and global societies by looking at the history of 

Caribbean cricket culture. Unfortunately, contemporary scholarship on race and sports is 

scarce. Ben Carrington (2010) has recently and admirably situated the study of Black 

athletes in the contexts of the African diaspora. Gary Sailes and Keith Harrison are also 

Africana studies scholars who have contributed research to this subject.  

With this study, the researcher seeks to situate the study of sports in the 

mainstream enterprise of Africana Studies and initiates new research based on the 

theories, methodology, and tradition components of Africana Studies. This dissertation is 

committed to the defense Black culture and life against racism, racial and philosophical 

critique of existing scholarship, production of knowledge that is culturally centered, and 

the purpose of liberation. The expansion of Afrocentricity is another significant 

contribution of this dissertation. The study of sports and gender using Afrocentricity is 

rare. This study contributes to the literature on sports by basing the study on the 

perspective of the Black athletes and providing a culturally appropriate analysis of Black 

athletes using Afrocentricity.  Hopefully, this study will give impetus to the study of 

sports in Africana Studies. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

While much has been written on Black masculinity, there has been little written 

on the manhood of Black males. A few articles speak directly to the construction of 

manhood among Blacks (Gaston, 1986; Hunter & Davis, 1992; Majors, 1998; Jackson R. 

L., 1997). An even less number of books identify the uniqueness of manhood among 

Blacks (hooks, 2004; Akbar, 1991; Black, 1997; Madhubuti, 1991; Staples, 1982). 

However, none of these articles or books gives a definition of manhood as it pertains to 

Black males. An Afrocentric assessment of manhood is given by a small set of writers 

(Akbar, 1991; Black, 1993; Madhubuti, 1991; Warfield-Coppock, 1998). Some Black 

feminists give insight in their writing on the impact of patriarchy on the manhood of 

Black males (hooks, 2004). Overall, the literature on “Black manhood,” as many writers 

refer to it, describes it from an observational perspective. With the exception of writers 

such as Hunter and Davis (1992), very few writers seek to frame Black manhood in the 

perspective of Black males. They rarely assess a conception of manhood that has been 

articulated and constructed by Black males, first hand.  

The literature around professional sports is rapidly increasing. Historically, the 

informed voices of professional sports have often been sports journalists. Academics, 

seemingly, found sports to be an unintellectual topic and thus conducted little research 

around it. As the sports industry began to grown in popularity and value, so did the 

academic coverage of it. Although, the catalog of literature currently mounted on the 
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subject of race and sports is scarce, the NFL draft is a phenomenon that has emerged as a 

major topic in the rising, yet still minimal, scholarship on sports. And with the numeric 

dominance of Black prospects in the draft, race has become a leading analytical theme. 

When contextualized and framed in the history of racism and colonization, the 

experiences of Black NFL prospects (BNPs) in the NFL drafting process are highly 

complex. Studies have been conducted around the structural similarities between the NFL 

drafting process and the slave auction block where enslaved Africans were bought and 

sold in the antebellum period (Dufur & Feinberg, 2009; Oates T. P., 2004). Black players 

are treated as objects under examination for their physical utility. Much of the academic 

scholarship on the NFL drafting process tends to overlook the evaluation interviews 

where much of the cultural politics are present. However, over the last decade, there have 

been some studies that have directly contributed to the subject of race and the NFL Draft 

(Dufur & Feinberg, 2009; Oates T. P., 2004; Woodward, 2004; Mercurio & Filak, 2010). 

There have also been studies that touch on related subjects such consciousness 

(Cunningham, 2003; King, 2004; Singer, 2005), identity (Beamon, 2010; Beamon, 2012; 

Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003; Harrison, Harrison, & Moore, 

2002) and stereotypes (Berry & Smith, 2000; Peffley, Hurwitz, & Sniderman, 1997; Weir 

& Wu, 2013). Although most studies focus one the assessment of physical build and 

abilities of BNPs, Dufur and Feinberg (2009) explore the issue of racialized questions 

from white scouts in the evaluation interviews. Their findings concur and enlarge the 

racist treatment of BNPs that other studies found. What is also unique about the study by 

Dufur and Feinberg (2009) is the focus on the Black perspective. While most studies 
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highlight the practices of NFL teams and scouts, only a few articles use the perspective of 

Blacks (Dufur & Feinberg, 2009; Cunningham, 2003; Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, 

Keiper, & Manuel, 2003; Singer, 2005; Weir & Wu, 2013; King, 2004; Beamon, 2012).  

Manhood 

One of the most reoccurring themes in the literature is the influence “Black 

manhood” or “Black Masculinity” plays in the athletic identity and expressions of Black 

players (Gaston, 1986; Beamon, 2010; Beamon, 2012; Brooks & McKail, 2008; Hunter 

& Davis, 1992). White, western culture has dominated the mainstream contemporary 

concept of manhood (Jackson R. L., p. 738).  

There are some general traits of masculinity and manhood that transcend cultural 

differences (Jackson R. L., 1997). The “Three P’s: Protector, Provider, and Partner 

&Procreator (family man)” are common in most cultural forms of manhood (Hunter & 

Davis, 1992, p. 468). The contemporary western concepts of manhood include “[a 

preoccupation] with power, material acquisition, competitiveness and hedonism” 

(Jackson R. L., p. 734; Warfield-Coppock, p. 123). In some aspects of western society, 

manhood is ascribed based on age. (Warfield-Coppock, p. 122)  

Black males actively struggle to possess manhood in spite of the racist institutions 

and social illnesses that deprive them of familial, social, and economic prosperity (Hunter 

& Davis, 1992, p. 467; Warfield-Coppock, p. 135). Even when adequately preforming the 

requirements for contemporary mainstream manhood, they have still been rejected and 
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alienated from it (Gaston, p. 370; Hunter & Davis, 1992). In a patriarchal society, the 

absence of Black men at the head of their families, and the matriarchy of Black women 

has resulted in Black males feeling impotent (Hunter & Davis, 1992, pp. 466-467; Hunter 

& Davis, 1994, p. 22). 

Many Black men have reacted to their rejection from contemporary mainstream 

forms of manhood by attempting to prove their qualifications for manhood by exhibiting 

hypermasculinity described as “ the pathology and despair of the Black underclass” and 

includes “hyperaggressiveness, hypersexuality, excessive emphasis on appearance of 

wealth, and the absence of personal accountability” (Hunter & Davis, 1992, p. 467). 

Frantz Fanon argues that the validation of manhood in the mind of Black males comes 

from through whiteness and white affirmation (Jackson R. L., p. 736; King, 2004).  

In an attempt to survive, develop self-worth, and protect their dignity in spite of 

their alienation from contemporary western manhood, Black males prioritize a different 

structure of manhood characteristics (Hunter & Davis, 1992; Majors, 1998; Gaston, p. 

374; Hunter & Davis, 1994, p. 21). This was a way to liberate both the Black community 

and the individual self. This form of manhood is asserted as a reaction to the rejections 

Black males have experienced from contemporary western manhood. In addition to the 

reactionary component of Black manhood, there are traits of traditional African culture 

present as well. The reactionary and African cultural components of Black manhood are 

expressed simultaneously with the hyper-expression of contemporary western forms of 

manhood. The double-consciousness of Black men allows for flux in identity expression 
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that can be appropriately asserted based on the cultural context (Jackson R. L., p. 735). 

Black male emphasis on “toughness, athletic prowess, decisiveness, aggressiveness, 

violence, and female conquest” is aimless, dangerous, and leads to a maladaptive model 

of manhood that is detrimental to the health of the Black community (Hunter & Davis, 

1992, p. 469). In addition, it is  

Black males attempt to meet the dominant, mainstream roles of manhood, while 

simultaneously meeting the similar and unique requirements that the Black community 

places on manhood (Hunter & Davis, 1992, p. 465). Traditional African cultural form of 

manhood is acquired through culturally specific rites-of-passage (Jackson R. L., p. 737). 

The African cultural concept of manhood is based on the development of good character 

in males. In other words, appropriate values and morals are requirements for manhood 

(Warfield-Coppock, p. 122). In fact, in African culture, reaching manhood involves 

mastering the ability to operate with good character, which is defined by African 

cosmology (Akbar, 1991). Afrocentric scholar, Haki Madhubuti, defines manhood as a 

mature form of masculinity: “a self-conscious facet of his identity, which promotes 

stability, cohesiveness, humility, sensitivity, self and cultural awareness, and spiritual 

connectedness within the family” (Jackson R. L., p. 741).  

The process of adamantly chasing manhood through athletic participation leaves 

Black males ill equipped to function outside of sports (Gaston, p. 371). Some scholars 

argue that some males fear being mature: “responsible, spiritually grounded self-

conscious state” (Jackson R. L., p. 737). Sports allow them to be considered “men” 
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without having to be mature. The failed search for manhood may be partially caused by a 

lack exposure to Black men role models. Also, the positive Black role models who are 

exposed are seen as “sellouts” or “Uncle Toms” (Harrison C. K., 1998, p. 53).  

The media often presents professional athletes as the visual models for manhood. 

What the literature address, in theory, the relationship between BNPs dilemma of 

manhood and their reasoning for pursuing the NFL, it does not present any scientific data 

supporting such correlation.  

Books 

In a seminal text, Black masculinity: The Black Male’s Role in American Society, 

Robert Staples (1982) writes a sociological examination of the plight of Black men in 

contemporary society. Staples uses conflict theory to explore racial and gender issues of 

masculinity, crime and violence, sexuality, and Black male/female relationships. He 

argues that Black males are socialized into detrimental gender roles. They struggle to 

prove their value to themselves and others. Staples suggest, Black express hyper forms of 

masculinity yet are conflicted by the normative definitions of masculinity. Said 

differently, they display a super macho persona yet fail to live up to society standards of 

manhood. He also suggests that homophobia prevents Black males from having the 

relationship with other males in the intimate and meaningful ways they desire.  

While little was written on Black manhood from 1982 to 1991, a few significant 

texts come were published in 1991 and 1992. Haki Madhubuti (1991) writes an African-

centered texted on manhood called Black Men: Obsolete, Single, Dangerous? The book 
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is made up of informative lists and instructions on how to develop Black men through 

cultural consciousness. The book covers more of Madhubuti’s personal beliefs, 

perspective and vision of Black males than the main issues of Black male life. He gives 

an ideal definition of manhood characteristics based in African cultural traditions of 

mental, spiritual, and physical integrity and strength. 

Another text published in 1991 centered on Black manhood is Na’im Akbar’s 

Visions for Black Men (1991). In this text, Akbar delineates and describes the three stages 

of males: infant, boyhood, and manhood. While he initially offers readers a definition of 

manhood, he later gives “excellent” examples of Black men rather than a serviceable 

definition. Akbar describes the move from boyhood to manhood with the use of an 

Afrocentric methodology. Unfortunately, much of his work is unsupported, and his 

conclusions are merely his opinion. In addition, his descriptions for transitioning to 

manhood are very obscure. For example, he argues, “the force that transforms the person 

from being a boy to becoming a man is knowledge” (p. 12). Yet, he does not clarify what 

this means and how this is acquired. Is it knowledge that is academic, a priori, or simply 

culturally taught?  

Daniel Black’s (1997) foundational text, Dismantling Black Manhood: An 

Historical and Literary Analysis of the Legacy of Slavery, was published, filled much of 

the void that existed in the scholarship on Black manhood, especially regarding manhood 

within African culture. This dissertation turned book explores the construction of 

manhood in Black males through literary analysis of pre-colonial West African, the 
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middle passage, the enslavement period, and free Black men of the19th century literature.  

He argues that the struggle to attain manhood is a major theme in Black male narratives. 

The most valuable contribution of this text is the way it illustrates the concepts of 

manhood in pre-colonial Africa. His analysis juxtaposes contemporary cultural 

constructions of Black manhood with that of pre-colonial African culture. Black finds in 

his literary exploration that rites of passage rituals are used to develop and construct 

manhood in young Black males. Yet, a history of dehumanization and alienation from 

manhood has complicated the constructions of manhood in contemporary Black males in 

American society. However, this book is not without its limitations. Black fails to 

identify any major themes and consistencies while exploring the constructions of 

manhood. 

Richard Major and Janet Mancini Billson (1992) use the concept of the “cool 

pose” to explain some of the behavior and expressions of Black males in a foundational 

book, Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black Manhood in America. They argue that a history 

of racism has left Black men psychological castration. Even though the investment of 

perseverance and hard work do not accrue the same rewards as Whites, Black men have 

still measured their manhood based certain social roles: provider, procreator, and 

protector. Unfortunately, Black men have not had the same opportunities to successfully 

fulfill these ideas of manhood. Therefore, Black males have adopted what Major and 

Billings calls the “Cool Pose”: a detachment from the unjust and unfair social structure 

and a self-defining look of success in order to maintain dignity. The agency of Black men 

has allowed them to channel their creatively in constructing an alternative, non-European 
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concept of Black manhood. The cool pose allows them to ascend to their self-defined 

manhood. In addition, majors and billings highlight the African origins of the cool pose. 

However, the cool pose is not a definition of manhood for Black males, as some may 

ascribe; it is simply a concept of expression and posturing that Black men often exhibit.  

In the text, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity, bell hooks (2004), a Black 

feminist, argues that subscribing to patriarchy has left Black males at risk in American 

society.  She points out that the macho demands and values of patriarchy in combination 

with the alienation of Black males from societal power and privilege have resulted in 

depression and emotional instability. In her examination, she identifies violence, family 

and relationships, and education as areas where Black males are hindered while 

attempting to reach manhood through patriarchal requirements. She advises them to seek 

self-love and self-examination, the way Black women have generally done.  

Articles 

John C. Gaston (1986) uses his poem, “I Was Cool,” and Maulana Karenga’s 

Kawaida Theory to examine how popular culture and organized sports influence the 

developmental process. The author analyzes several examples of Black–athlete 

exploitation. The examination concludes that the Black community must demand more 

emphasis be given to academic and intellectual opportunities rather than highly risky 

sports goals.  

Hunter and Davis (1992; 1994) conducted a study (N=32) using the Q-sort to 

examine Black males’ construction of manhood and the attributes associated with it. 
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Through observations at local barbershops, the study found there to be an emphasis on 

“toughness, athletic prowess, decisiveness, aggressiveness, violence, and powerfulness.” 

A separate study conducted by the authors collected data form a sample (N = 108) of 

Black males who selected terms that represented their concepts of manhood. The results 

identified four major terms: self –determinism and accountability, family, pride, and 

spiritual humanism.  

Jackson (1997) gives a great examination of Black masculinist research. He 

explores the conceptual dimensions of Black masculinity and the xenophobia of Black 

manhood. The examination thoroughly synthesizes the European American perspective 

of Black masculinity by suggesting that the presence of European masculine ethos found 

in Black masculinity is a result of social environment that influences characteristics of 

Black masculinity. Many of these characteristics involve material acquisition, 

competitivism, and hedonism. He also contends the African American perspective on the 

subject by suggesting that the discussion of Black male identity is incomplete without 

also discussing the role Black woman have in it. In addition, the author discusses the 

Afrocentric perspective of Black masculinity as a survival mechanism under the 

conditions of white hegemony.  

C. Keith Harrison (1998) produces a chapter analysis of Earl Ofari Hutchinson’s 

The Assassination of the Black Male Image, to argue that the images of Black males in 

sports perpetuate the negative social assumptions toward Black males. The author applies 

four themes (Post Colonialism Equals Contemporary Capitalism, Visiting Athletic 
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Scholarship, Conditional Acceptance, and Twisting the Truth—No White Male Error) in 

Hutchinson’s work to what he coins “Popular Cultural Credo.” The author suggests that 

there is a social apathy toward historical racism causing Black males to participate in 

sports while using their images perpetuate negative stereotypes.  

Through an African cosmology foundation, Warfield-Coppock (1998) examines 

the ancient, traditional and contemporary manhood and woman hood. The author 

explores the process of socialization of rites of passage, which serves as strategies for 

providing positive cultural identity and balance interpersonal relationships for the African 

world. The author states that African concepts of adulthood, unlike European concepts, 

are not dependent on age. The transformation from child to adult requires three 

interconnected components: Spirit, communal self-knowledge, and gender roles. The 

author also suggests that the Maafa has stripped Diasporic Africans from their cultural 

process and rediscovering it is necessary in “reafricanization.”  

Messner, Dunbar, and Hunt (2000) did a textual analysis of televised sports 

programs and their accompanying commercial advertisements and identify 10 

reoccurring themes of manhood. They found that the programs and commercials 

emphasized that “white males are the voices of authority, sports is a man’s world, men 

are foregrounded in commercials, women are sexy props or prizes for men’s successful 

sport performances or consumption choices, Whites are foregrounded in commercials, 

aggressive players get the prize (nice guys finish last), boys will be (violent) boys, give 

up your body for the team, sports is war, show some guts.” Black males were often 
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relegated to stereotypical or background roles in commercial, and the women were either 

absent in commercials or portrayed as sexy cheerleaders for men. The study gives a 

theoretical reasoning to why many males submit themselves to irrational pain or injury by 

playing hurt, which could lead to long-term injury or death.  

Ferber (2007) looks at the social reaction and media response to the cases of 

select college and professional athletes and teams who have been evolved in major 

criminal cases. He examines how a white supremacist nation subjects Black male athletes 

to racism while also obsessing over their bodies and athletic expressions. The author 

focuses on the controlling and taming of Black male bodies by whites and the 

construction of Black masculinity. The author suggests that color-blind racism and 

inequality produces an emphasis on Black male bodies as aggressive, hypersexual, and 

violent. The author also claims that white supremacy and white male superiority credits 

inequality to the deficiencies of Black culture. 

NFL Draft 

The review of literature shows that specific attention has been paid to the ways in 

which evaluation interviews exposes a more clandestine form of colonization. There is a 

glaring resemblance between the NFL drafting evaluation process and slavery. White 

scouts desire characteristics in BNPs that are similar to the type characteristics that white 

slave owners desired in enslaved Africans. The mass incarceration system is quite 

possibly the only area in American society that bares a closer resemblance to slavery than 

sports. Yet the way in which corporatized sports has little tolerance for challenges to 
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authority and controls athletes is very similar to the prison industrial system (Oates T. P., 

2004, p. 110).  

The NFL draft evaluation process is a mechanism of control and an acquisition of 

“players” that will increase the “power” of an NFL team (Oates T. P., 2004). Players are 

evaluated in interviews based on how the NFL scouts perceive their ability to be 

controlled by the team. The operation of the NFL drafting evaluation interviews is 

determined, solely, by the NFL teams and functions in a way in which it is clear who the 

evaluator is and who is being evaluated. BNPs reported feeling discomfort from the 

intrusive manner they were questioned about their personal lives during evaluation 

interviews (Dufur & Feinberg, p. 61). In fact, they have self-identified the process as a 

“slave-trade” and “prostitution,” yet they will not leave the interview because they felt 

they had no choice did not want to incur the cost of not being drafted (Dufur & Feinberg, 

pp. 64-65, 67).  

In order to further understand the racial complexities of this phenomenon, the 

literature and studies of BNPs and the NFL drafting process suggests that the next step is 

to examine why BNPs, who self-identify the drafting process as a form of “slave trade,” 

continue to participate in it at extremely high rates and without challenge (Dufur & 

Feinberg, 2009). 

In (2004), Thomas Oates attempts to conduct a content analysis of the media 

coverage of the NFL draft. He focuses on the texts produced by ESPN between 2000 and 

2002. His analysis contains several dimensions including the commodification of 
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prospects, the creation of docile bodies, and its erotic undercurrents. This content analysis 

found that draft discourse functions in a way that constructs Black players into specific 

types of commodities. It also found that BNPs are assessed in terms of their 

“coachability” or willingness to submit to the authoritarian culture of the NFL and 

position prospects as inanimate objects or soldiers willing to make extreme sacrifices at 

the demand of team authorities.  

Also in 2004 Oates and Durham examine the discourse around the bodies of 

Black NFL draft prospects. They discuss hegemonic masculinity related to size, strength 

and use of force. The authors describe this evaluation of non-White players of a lower 

class position by white scouting agents as a quantifiable measurement of body 

production. The authors find that the Draft reproduced power hierarchies of race and 

class. In addition, this discussion suggests that masculinity is negotiated through power 

conflicts. It describes the NFL as a place where white minds and Black bodies are 

exulted; the colonization body of non-white Americans is further colonized when it 

becomes the hyper-masculine athletic body.   

Woodward (2004) codes and analyzes the content of two periodicals and two 

web-page database supplements that focus on the NFL draft for multiple years. The study 

contains two samples. The 2003 sample included the Pro Football Weekly Draft Preview, 

the Sporting News Draft Guide, the NFL.com Prospect Profiles, and the 

SportsIllustrated.com draft guide. The samples for 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2002 included 

The Sporting News Draft Guides in the analyses. The five-year study examination 
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included 304 athletes (84 quarterbacks, 54 centers, 88 inside linebackers, and 78 tight 

ends; of these, 21 quarterbacks, 9 centers, 56 inside linebackers, and 42 tight ends were 

African American). The study found that Black players were more likely to be described 

in physical, athletic terms, yet they were less likely to be described in terms of mental 

skill. The study found this to be true for 2 of the 3 “thinking positions,” QB and 

Offensive center, but it is less clear in the findings for Inside linebacker. 

Economists, Conlin and Emerson (2006), investigate the drafted players from 

1985-1993. They use an outcome-based approach to empirically test for racial 

discrimination in the hiring decisions of NFL teams. This study shows the statistical 

evidence that supports the claim of racial discrimination in the selection of Black NFL 

prospects given player production during their NFL careers. During the drafting process, 

it is hard to determine racial discrimination because player potential is uncertain. The 

study found that, after controlling for draft selection, position, team, draft year, collegiate 

division, and team wins the prior season; there is strong evidence that non-white players 

are being discriminated against in the hiring process.  

Brooks and McKail (2008) write a theoretical examination that suggests, in the 

American capitalistic system, Blacks are the preferred worker for a niche market—the 

basketball industry. The preferred worker theory highlights how hiring managers both 

think about and characterize potential workers based on race/ethnicity, gender and class. 

This article uses the Edna Bonacich’s theories of Group Relations and Niche Workers to 

explain race/ethnic relations and labor. This study utilizes Bonacich’s theories to examine 
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the quantitative dominance of Black players in the NBA. This study argues that Blacks 

are marginalized group that is motivated by poverty and lacks alternative opportunities. 

In addition, their vulnerable state leaves them susceptible to control and exploitation. 

They specifically address Black men by stating that the masculine role strain—alienation 

from white forms of manhood—causes the adoption of the cool pose and athlete identity, 

both carry desired traits for the basketball industry.  

Dufur and Feinberg (2009) give one of the only examinations of the NFL draft 

from the perspective of the player-prospects. They examine the NFL draft as a labor 

market that is filled with patterns of racism.  The study was conducted using former 

collegiate football players who participated in NFL’s screening process between 1994 

and 2004. Dufur and Feinberg used multi-method approach that combined observations, 

field notes and interviews. They conducted 57 interviews with 43 players who were either 

current or former NFL players, or had not played in the NFL at all. The sample consisted 

of 22 Black players, 14 white players, and seven other persons of color. They found that 

minority “workers” experience racial discrimination during the hiring process. The 

participants, Black NFL draft prospects, faced stereotypes of minority families and 

masculinity. While the Black prospects self-identified the draft process as a “slave 

market,” they presented very little resistance to it.  

Similarly Mercurio and Filak (2010) uses the Social Learning Theory to conduct a 

critical, textual analysis of Sports Illustrated’s description of NFL-quarterback prospects 

featured during the first 10 years of the coverage, 1998-2007.  The study coded 4,745 
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attributions from 231 quarterback prospects (3,553 for 170 whites QB’s and 1,192 for 61 

Blacks QB’s). Blacks received an average of 9.20 positive physical, 3.83 negative 

physical, 3.61 positive mental, and 3.21 negative mental attributes. White players 

received an average of 7.67 positive physical, 4.74 negative physical, 6.35 positive 

mental, and 2.01 negative mental attributes. Overall the study finds that Journalist display 

racial stereotypes in their writing that overwhelmingly portrays Black quarterbacks a 

being very athletic but lacking mental abilities, and white quarterbacks as having the 

mental prowess to succeed in the position but lack athleticism.   

Stereotyping and Oppressive Treatment  

Criminalization 

According to the present literature, oppressive stereotypes of BNPs play a major 

role in the drafting process. BNPs are looked at by society as being aggressive, violent, 

and undisciplined (Hunter & Davis, 1992; Ferber, 2007; Peffley, Hurwitz, & Sniderman, 

1997). In interviews, there is a complex and unique connection between stereotypes and 

evaluations. Some scholars state that the ways BNPs, unlike white prospects, are 

questioned about their potential criminal background suggests, “hiring agents are 

utilizing traditional negative stereotypes about African American families and deviance” 

(Dufur & Feinberg, p. 61). Black males are heavily overrepresented in the U.S. criminal 

justice system, especially when considering the percentage of the U.S. population they 

represent (Berry & Smith, p. 173). The media coverage of Black-football players’ 

criminal activity reaffirms the public, and NFL scouts’, opinion about BNPs. The 
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stereotyping of BNPs as criminals perpetuates the perception and often results in a self-

fulfilling prophecy (see Labeling Theory). There are many factors that contribute to both 

the association and perceive association between Blacks and crime such as social 

environment, poverty, employment, and etc. nonetheless, the male-athlete-Black-criminal 

relationship produces stereotypes that function in ways that are degrading to BNPs and 

perpetuate destructive stereotypes, especially when this feature in BNPs is a desired by 

NFL scouts.  

Control and Exploitation 

The violent image of BNPs makes them preferred group for a job that benefits 

from violent and aggressive players. The prevalent and normalize Black male image has 

been constructed by white media to be inherently aggressive and violent (Ferber, pp. 13, 

15; Peffley, Hurwitz, & Sniderman, p. 34). BNPs are encouraged to use their bodies as a 

weapon, often times resulting criminal violence outside of sports as well (Berry & Smith; 

Oates T. P., 2004, p. 106; Messner, Dunbar, & Hunt, 2000, p. 386). The way scouts favor 

physical aggression in prospects makes the stereotypically violent image of BNPs a 

desirable (Messner, Dunbar, & Hunt, 2000). However, unrestrained Black hostility and 

rage often causes fear in whites. The stereotypical “out-of-control” and “animalistic” 

behavior associated with Black males suggests that they are socially insubordinate 

(Harrison C. K., 1998, p. 49; Jackson R. L., p. 737). Therefore, a major condition is that 

these qualities be coupled with the ability to be controlled and tamed by scouts (Ferber, 

2007; Brooks & McKail, A Theory of the Preferred Worker: A Structural Explanation for 

Black Male Dominance in Basketball, 2008). The draft value of a BNP who have shown 
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to have criminal backgrounds is not negatively affected as much as those who have had 

tension with their University football team coaches or the University administrators 

(Weir & Wu, 2013). In other words, the criminal actions of BNPs are tolerated, and in 

areas of violence and aggression it is somewhat desired, as long as they stay in “their 

place,” which is under the control of Whites (Berry & Smith, 2000; Brooks & McKail, A 

Theory of the Preferred Worker: A Structural Explanation for Black Male Dominance in 

Basketball, 2008).  

The major evaluation of BNPs is there “coachability,” which is their ability to 

submit to team coaches and authority (Oates T. P., 2004, p. 103). Becoming “coachable” 

leaves BNPs vulnerable to manipulation, control, and a reshaping of their thinking. 

Another characteristic evaluated in interviews is loyalty and commitment. These 

characteristics includes the willingness to engage violence and sacrifice their bodies at 

the demand of team coaches is a demonstration of moral worth, loyalty, and commitment 

(Oates T. P., 2004; Messner, Dunbar, & Hunt, 2000, p. 387). Black players generally 

make up the preferred prospect because of their marginalized position in society that is 

caused by their race, class, and gender (Brooks & McKail, 2008, p. 370). The conditions 

of poverty, which many BNPs grow up in, leave them vulnerable to control and 

exploitation (Brooks & McKail, A Theory of the Preferred Worker: A Structural 

Explanation for Black Male Dominance in Basketball; Singer).  

In a study on racial stereotypes, Peffley, Hurwitz, and Sniderman (1997) test the 

stereotypes that whites and Blacks have toward each other affect their views on welfare. 
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The study conducts a number of hypothetical scenarios to measure if the respondents’ 

views varying depending how consistency the scenario is with selected stereotypes. The 

sample of white respondents (N = 1,841) was examined based on stereotypical traits of 

Black Work Ethic (lazy, determined, dependent, hardworking, and lack of discipline) and 

Black Hostility (aggressive and violent). The results showed that Whites stereotype 

Blacks as Violent, Aggressive, and Undisciplined. In the study 50-75% of whites 

respondents gave a negative or neutral response to the “Lack of Discipline” for the Black 

Work Ethic questions and Aggressive or Violent in the Black Hostility questions.  

Berry and Smith (2000) explore the over-representation of criminally involved 

African American athletes. This examination suggests that the African Americans engage 

in hyper-masculine characteristics that differ from white men in the way it causes fear in 

whites. Also, they are encouraged to be violent and aggressive by using their bodies as 

weapons. A study of the types of reported crimes committed by college and professional 

athletes showed that 29.60 % of them were categorized as assault and battery and 25% 

were drug and alcohol related.  

Economists Weir and Wu (2013) observed a sample (N=1,273) of professional 

players who were drafted between 2005-2009 to better understand how character 

concerns effect players’ draft status. The study uses criminal records and team 

suspensions as the independent variable. The results were that the impact character 

concerns have on a players draft status depends on the nature of the criminal issue, but 
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players have dropped anywhere between 16-22 spots in the draft because of team and 

university issues.  

The strong stereotypical expression of masculinity also incites the sexist, racist 

treatment they are subjected to during the evaluation process. Yet in still, the negative 

stereotyping of BNPs by NFL scouts has not persuaded BNPs to bypass or withdraw 

from evaluation interviews. The question remains, why is do the BNPs tolerate this 

oppression during NFL interviews?  

Identity   

For many athletes, Athletic identity is their primary, identity (Beamon, 2012). 

Some Black athletes have failed to develop alternative identities or opportunities outside 

of football. Therefore, their primary objective of reaching the NFL becomes one of the 

only opportunities to maintain their athletic identity. In addition to BNPs lacked of focus 

on academics and career development, universities have been accused of academic 

exploitation of Black football players (Singer, p. 368). Academic exploitation leaves 

Black athletes ill prepared to take on future career or academic opportunities and 

enhances their dependence on their athletic identity. Along with the media, families and 

friends of Black athletes contribute dominance of their athletic identity. For many Black 

athletes, their families and friends become enthralled in their athletic participation and 

success (Beamon, 2012, p. 203; Beamon, 2010). Even strangers value and define them 

based on their athletic achievements (Beamon, 2012, p. 205). The athletic identity is also 

fed by the lack of challenges many Black players have had to their athletic succeed 
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throughout their lives leading up to the draft. Continuing to participate in sports allows 

Black athletes to participate in perhaps the only thing they are comfortable doing as a 

primary job, and it allows them to be more than a “normal” or “regular” members of their 

family and community (Beamon, 2012, p. 204).  

Scholars argue that Athletic identity is connected to male identity but takes away 

from their racial identity and causes athletes to be unconscious of racial discrimination 

(Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, p. 163). Black athletes are 

socialized in an environment outside of the Black community and in an environment 

where they train, travel, live, and compete with other athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, 

Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, p. 165). Those athletes who express racial pride or are often 

labeled as having an attitude and disciplined by being ostracized or receive less playing 

opportunities. Black athletes who do not express racial pride are labeled “good” and 

“acceptable” athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, p. 166).  

While athletic identity takes away from racial identity, it is highly associated with 

manhood. Athletic identity may be the cause of a disconnection to the Black community 

for the Black athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003; 

Beamon, 2010).  

Harrison, Harrison, and Moore (2002) use a synthesized form of Cross’ racial 

identity theory to develop a process that will allow African American youth develop 

thinking in terms of being “Black.” The process includes 5 stages: Pre-encounter, 

Encounter, Immersion-Emersion, Internalization, and Internalization-Commitment. The 
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paper outlines the impact of stereotypes on Black youth and as well as the racial identity 

in them. The paper suggests that an athletic identity takes prominence in Black athletes 

when they are shielded from racial discrimination during their college years.  The 

examination concludes that many African American youth will continue to pursue 

professional sports careers because there were few perceived external obstacles they 

experienced on their road to athletic success. In addition, the paper states that African 

American youth learn at an early age that educated African Americans are seen a 

threatening, yet they are embraced, supported, and encouraged as athletes in pursuit of 

athletic success.  

Tony N. Brown, et. al. (2003) and a host of other co-authors studied the racial and 

social consciousness of Black and white student athletes. In 1996, the authors collected 

data from 533 (75.3% white and 18.3% Black) incoming freshman student athletes from 

24 Division 1 universities to examine whether Black and white athletes agree that racial 

and ethnic discrimination is no longer a problem. The study found that athletic identity 

was found to be strong Black student athletes, while they showed low levels of racial 

identity. In addition, Black student athletes’ high levels of athletic identity were 

positively associated with the perception that racial discrimination is no longer a 

problem.  

Beamon (2010) examines how the elevated levels of sports socialization in 

African American families, neighborhoods, and media create a distant difference, 

between those socialized and those not socialized, in academic achievement, expectations 
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for professional sports careers as a means to upward mobility, and level of career 

maturity.  The study utilizes the social imitation theory and the social learning theory. 

The researcher interviewed 20 participants from various universities around the country 

whose ages ranged from 22 to 47.  The African American athletes felt pressured by their 

family to excel in sports and reach the professional ranks. In addition, the study found 

that the major role models of most of the participants were professional athletes.   

In 2012 Beamon conducts an ethnographic study of African American athletes’ 

identity. She examines the foreclosure of athlete identity: the commitment to one 

identity—athletic identity—before an exploration of other meaningful opportunities. This 

study addresses two major research questions: “(1) Do the respondents of this study 

display athletic identity foreclosure marked by a self-identity and social identity centered 

around the “athletic-self”? (2) Does athletic identity foreclosure add to the difficulty 

found in the sports retirement process?” The study has a sample is comprised of 20 

former student-athletes, ages 22-47, who met the criteria of (1) must be African-

American male, (2) former student-athlete from a Division I university, and (3) played a 

revenue generating sport (football or men’s basketball). The study found that 15 of the 

respondents felt that sports made up more than 65% of their identity, and 12 of the 

respondents felt it made up more than 75%. All of the participants described experiencing 

challenges transitioning out of the role of athlete.  
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Consciousness 

Black football players coming out of college are conscious of the oppressive 

treatment that they are subjected to in the NFL drafting process and evaluation 

interviews. However, they have been shielded from social issues around race. In addition, 

Blacks are willing to suppress their displeasure for oppressive treatment in order to suit 

the desires of interviewers and scouts (Krysan & Couper, 2003). Black athletes who have 

a high athletic identity have low levels of racial identity and do not believe racial 

discrimination is a problem (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003).  

This is contextualized in the way Blacks athletes are shielded from racial discrimination 

in college (Harrison, Harrison, & Moore, 2002). Their reduced racial consciousness 

weakens the strength of the Black community (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, 

& Manuel, p. 171). Some scholars suggest that the lack of cultural and social 

consciousness of BNPs influence their concepts of manhood (Brown, Jackson, Brown, 

Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003). Dufur and Feinberg (2009) suggest that future studies 

focus on why BNPs who view the drafting process as oppressive continue to participate 

in it.  

While some studies have shown Black college football players to be unconscious 

of racial discrimination on their college team, other studies show them to have a 

consciousness of racial discrimination in the sports industry (Singer, 2005). Black 

athletes have experienced a “conditional integration” into professional sports, which they 

have access to only when they participate in the subordinate role of a “buck” (Harrison C. 
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K., The assassination of the Black male image in sport, p. 47). BNPs are conscious of the 

racial disparities among team representatives and the fact that white NFL scouts will 

evaluate them (Cunningham, 2003). Once again, this may cause some BNPs to put on a 

performance that expresses compliance toward racial stereotyping and oppression in 

order to be selected into the NFL. Media has had a negative influence on the 

consciousness of Black males toward systemic and institutional racism that leaves them 

victimized by it (Gaston, p. 373). The media negates the notion of Black male 

exploitation by constantly associating wealth with Black male professional athletics 

(Harrison C. K., The assassination of the Black male image in sport, p. 46). 

The BNPs response to racism in interviews depend on whether they feel they are a 

representative of the collective Black community, and whether they can depend on the 

Black community to back them when they do challenge racist treatment (King, 2004, p. 

25). However, due to the complex and unique form of racism present in professional 

sports, athletes find it difficult to identify racism let alone speak out against it (King, 

2004, p. 26). In addition, Black male athletes believe being a professional football player 

comes with privileges. They are willing to comply with racism treatment in evaluation 

interviews in order to be rewarded with a slim chance being selected into the NFL (King, 

2004).  Unfortunately, they perform the role of a compliant, subservient athlete to 

appease white scouts in order to be selected to an NFL team and be integrated in, but not 

be of, a white sports society (King, 2004, p. 26). The performance of compliance and the 

direction of white coaches, agents, and scouts shape Black male athletes’ and levels of 

consciousness (King, p. 29; Jackson R. L., p. 735). 
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Cunningham (2003) studies the correlation between the perceived glass ceiling in 

coaching for Blacks and their desire to become coaches.  The study finds Black student-

athletes perceive a lack of opportunities in coaching compared to their white counter 

parts. Yet there was no difference between white and Black student athletes to become 

coaches.  

King (2004) uses a theoretical framework that combines Frantz Fanon’s approach 

to identity and race, and Erving Goffman’s ideas of performance and dramaturgy to 

interoperate the ways that Black players talk about their experiences in White English 

soccer leagues. The study interviews former significant Black English soccer players. 

The findings reveal inclusion and exclusion that operates through race, class, masculinity, 

and sexuality. The respondents expressed that the racial power struggles crated confusion 

as to how they should function on white teams.  The cultural adjustment they made to be 

accepted by whites shaped their own consciousness toward race and their relationships to 

whites.  

Singer (2005) conducts a qualitative study using critical race theory to understand 

African American male student-athletes’ perceptions of racism on their overall 

development. This study examines how a sample of four division one football players 

from a predominantly White institution experience racism. The findings show that the 

African American athletes’ responses involved two reoccurring themes: (1) being denied 

access to leadership and major decision-making opportunities in college and professional 

sport, and (2) being treated differently than their White counterparts.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Methodological Framework 

This study utilizes an Afrocentric methodological framework to examine the 

conceptions Black NFL prospects (BNP) and their pursuit of playing in the NFL in order 

to understand whether the BNPs conceptions of manhood are associated with their 

motives for attempting to reach the NFL. An Afrocentric methodology allows for a 

culturally accurate understanding of BNPs conceptions of manhood and playing in the 

NFL by showing the ways in which they express their agency, consciousness, and 

cultural location. BNPs’ conceptions of manhood, and its associated with reaching the 

NFL, will be the major theme of this study. Epistemological centeredness is a key factor 

in this research. Africans are placed as the subjects, rather than the objects as European 

framework has often done (Mazama, 2003a, p. 5). This study will engage in a 

revolutionary shift in thinking and analysis around sports, and more specifically Black 

athletes, away from the de-centered perception. The analysis in this research will broaden 

the context of colonization. In addition, it will help pioneer the subject of race and sports 

in Africana Studies. The ultimate goal of this research is the total and collective liberation 

of African people.  

Afrocentric methodology is, essentially, an African-centered approach to African 

phenomena. While the theory of Afrocentricity is a general set of assumptions that guide 
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the research, Afrocentric methodology gives the study direction through methods and 

principles. It informs the researcher throughout the project and provides a set of research 

tools, questions, and objectives. It explains the assumptions, context, and meaning that 

surround the research (Mazama, 2003a).  

Overall, Afrocentric methodology is to “humanize the universe” (Asante, 1987, p. 

11). It aims to alleviate the conditions that threaten humanity by bringing more meaning 

to the world and creating spaces for human understanding (Asante, 1990, p. 28). 

Afrocentric methodology relies on the connection to our African past to orient our future 

and is based in the principles of Ma'at and Nommo (Hilliard, 2003; Asante, 1990). In 

order to succeed in this mission, the researcher will be committed to cultural agency, lack 

of economic or moral fear, and willing to pursue the objective of freedom (Asante, 

2007a). Ontology and epistemology of this study takes advantage and integrates all 

methods holistically and simultaneously for finding truth and knowledge (Akbar, 2003; 

Asante, 1990). According to Afrocentric scholar, Molefi Asante, “Our methodology must 

be holistic an integrative; our epistemology, participatory and committed. The 

Africalogist is a working scholar committed to the advancement of knowledge about the 

African world.” (Asante, 1990, p. 28).  

Much has been written on the Afrocentric methodology (Asante, 1987; Stewart, 

1997; Asante, 1990; Milam, 1992; Azibo, 1992; Asante, 1998; Karenga, 2002; Akbar, 

2003; Asante, 2007). Based on the named scholars, Afrocentricity allows the researcher 

of African phenomena to place African people at the center of the analysis. It is also used 
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to identify the agency of the African people within the study. Over the years, there have 

been many definitions of Afrocentricity. In the book, Afrocentricity: A Theory for Social 

Change, Asante presents the conceptual framework for the methodology used in this 

study. This study rests on the definition of Afrocentricity laid out by Asante. He states, 

“The crystallization of this critical perspective I have named Afrocentricity, which 

means, literally, placing African ideals at the center of any analysis that involves African 

culture and behavior” (Asante, 1987, p.6). While Asante introduces Afrocentricity as a 

theoretical framework, Ama Mazama postulates additional components and presents 

Afrocentricity as a paradigm because of its revolutionary shift away from traditional 

European research methodologies, causing scientific and political change. In addition to 

the many books and articles written by Asante and Mazama, the literature of James L. 

Conyers, James Stewart, and Na’im Akbar, Wade Noble, Maulana Karenga, and Asa 

Hilliard help strengthen the research methodology for this study. The researcher’s 

conjunction with these scholars’ works is within the African tradition of “collective 

cognitive” that gives power to those “thinking in the same direction” (Asante, 1987, p. 

67). Similarly, the use of Garvey’s philosophy, the Negritude movement, Kawaida, and 

Cheikh Anta Diop’s historiography are the underpinnings of Afrocentricity (Mazama, 

Introduction, 2003a, p. 10). They are relied upon heavily throughout this study along with 

the predecessors of Africana Studies, W.E.B. Du Bois, Carter G. Woodson, Kwame 

Nkrumah, and Franz Fanon. 

To accomplish epistemological centeredness throughout this study, the researcher 

will carries three major characteristics of orientation. The first, Critique of European 
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methodology, avoids the racist elements of traditional European thought, knowledge 

production, and methodologies that dehumanize or illegitimates Africans. The second, 

Location, centralizes Africans and African philosophy, morals, thought, and experiences 

as the point of reference. The location theory of Afrocentricity “gives Africans a centered 

role in their own phenomena...” (Asante, 2007a, p. 101). The third, Agency, gives the 

researcher the authority to assert theories and address human concerns. It is a “place 

where Afrocentric theories can be generated to deal with any issue in the African world” 

(Asante, 2007a, p. 101). Praxis is also a part of agency on the researcher’s behalf. There 

is a responsibility to use the findings of this study for the liberation and progress of 

African people. Overall, “Afrocentricity is a paradigmatic intellectual perspective that 

privileges African agency within the context of African history and culture between 

continents and generations” (Asante, 2007a, p. 2).  

This study embraces all of the five characteristics an Afrocentric project by 

executing the following to ensure an Afrocentric methodological framework (Mazama, 

The Afrocentric Paradigm, 2003b). According to Asante (2007a, pp. 41-44), these five 

general characteristics are:  

1. An Interest in Psychological Location: The psychological, cultural, historical, or 

personal orientation prioritizes African cultural by promoting African symbols, motifs, 

rituals, signs, and language (Asante, 2007a, p. 42). I approach this study from the 

perspective of Africans as central agents of the world. I recognize that African agency 

can be misdirected, specifically in the NFL—one can be a Black male and serve the 
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interest of White supremacy. My African cultural analysis includes African symbols, 

concepts, motifs, and etc. in order to develop an analysis that is culturally accurate and 

not misleading by European concepts.  

2. A Commitment to Finding the African Subject Place: The subject position of the 

African is established in all phenomena. All others are examined only in their relation to 

that which is African. Agency is demonstrated through a commitment to finding the 

African subject place. I am committed to finding the African subject place by centered on 

BNPs, as Africans, and their perceptions and experiences are central to the examination.  

In addition, I find the African subject place by tracing the African origins of concepts 

such as Black manhood/masculinity. This allows for a centralization of African culture 

and concepts.  

3. The Defense of African Cultural Elements: This does not mean all things African 

should be asserted as good, ideal, or event useful. African culture within the phenomenon 

must be examined as much as possible through an authentic African analysis that is void 

of European imposition and non-African interpretations (Asante, 2007a, p. 43).  I defend 

African cultural elements by identifying and uncovering traditional African elements 

present in this phenomenon, even when European culture is also present.  

4. A Commitment to Lexical Refinement: The nature of African reality must be 

understood and used as the bases of the language used in the study. The terms, concepts, 

and references utilized in the study should be African based at most, or at very least, not 

be oppressive to African culture and people (Asante, 2007a, pp. 42-43). I avoid using 
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oppressive and insensitive terms and language in order to liberate this African 

phenomenon from European linguistic control  

5. A Commitment to Correct the Dislocation in the History of Africa: I am 

committed to building a new African narrative around Black athletes and sports that is 

not bias toward Western assumptions. This narrative is based on African culture and 

contextualized in colonization of African culture.  

Independent of these five general characteristics, further measures are taken to 

ensure this study aligns with the Afrocentric methodology. The African experience 

guides and informs my inquiry into sports and Black athletes. The appropriation of the 

spirituality within the BNPs is importance. The African spiritual heritage is present and 

functioning in all things and people of African descent. In order to fully understand and 

examine this subject from and Afrocentric perspective, full immersion into the subject is 

required (Mazama, 2003a). To fully understand the phenomenon of Blacks in the NFL 

drafting process, I encompass a holistic analysis that broadens the analysis around the 

subject. Although all the sources used are valid sources of information, no one source is 

solely relied upon. Several sources are drawn from in order to better examine this 

phenomenon. The knowledge generated and advanced in this study is liberating for Black 

people and subsequently humanity. 

Within Afrocentricity lies Asante’s Location theory. Asante expounds on this 

theory when he asserts: 
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Location theory is a branch of centric theory and reflects the same 

interest as centric theory on the question of place. It is essentially a 

process of explaining how human beings come to make decisions about 

the external world which takes into consideration all of the attitudes and 

behaviors which constitute psychological and cultural place. (Asante, 

1994, p. 57) 

In line with Afrocentricity, Location Theory takes on the centrality of African 

experiences and culture. Location theory is used throughout this study to 

understand the cultural location of Black males and assess the cultural 

centeredness of their conceptions of manhood. In order to fully understanding the 

origins, context, and complexities of BNPs conceptions of manhood, their cultural 

worldview and location must also be considered.  

Scholars of Africana Studies (African American Studies, Black Studies, African 

Diaspora Studies, etc.) utilize various theories and methodologies in their research. 

However, Africalogy is the disciplinary term used for Africana Studies that is Afrocentric 

based. In regards to social science, Afrocentricity in this study borrows useful tools from 

non-Afrocentric theories such as Critical Theory, Feminism, and Marxism, but is critical 

of them (Milam, 1992, p. 9). While some of these theories analyze the interaction 

between individuals, Afrocentricity seeks to also analyze the collective consciousness. 

For this study, Afrocentricity is utilized as the theoretical framework, but other theories 

are used as supporting theoretical tool. Afrocentricity supports the use of non-conflicting 

theories. Asante explains, 

To that end, it might be necessary to rethink the theory. 

Afrocentricity is open ended; it is not a closed system. Of course, since it 

is a paradigm and a paradigm can support several theories, that is, several 
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non-conflicting theories, it might be said to constitute a galaxy of theories. 

Such a platform for social theories is necessary to deal with the different 

issues confronted by Africans in the Americas since the enslavement 

(Asante, 2002) 

In addition to Afrocentricity and Location theory that explains the importance of (re) 

claiming and maintaining an African cultural worldview and the detriment of adopting a 

European or foreign one, this study utilizes supplementary theories such as Anderson 

J.Franklin’s Invisible Syndrome theory that explains the emotional responses that Black 

males often produce due to the social illnesses that suppress them; Derrick Bell’s Critical 

Race theory that explains the some of the complexities of colonialism and White 

supremacy by questioning what is considered racial progress; and Geraldine M Murphy’s 

Identity Foreclosure theory that explain how Black athletes take on an “athletic identity” 

and do not pursue any other identity. Afrocentricity and these supporting theories are 

used to help examine and explain the way BNPs conceptualize manhood and how it is 

connected to their desire to reach the NFL.  

Utamaduni Bwana Table 

The African cultural concept of manhood is based on the development of good 

character in males. In other words, appropriate values and morals are requirements for 

manhood (Warfield-Coppock, p. 122). In fact, in African culture, reaching manhood 

involves mastering the ability to operate with good character, which is defined by African 

cosmology (Akbar, 1991). These components are met through rites of passage. The 

contemporary western concepts of manhood include “[a preoccupation] with power, 

material acquisition, competitiveness and hedonism” (Jackson R. L., p. 734; Warfield-
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Coppock, p. 123). In some aspects of western society, manhood is ascribed based on age 

(Warfield-Coppock, p. 122). American sociologist and gender studies scholar, Michael 

Kimmel, agrees that manhood in western culture is equated with domination, power, and 

patriarchy (Kimmel, 2004). It must be noted that much of Kimmel’s work is produced 

through a White racial frame and assumes a Herrenvolk concept of manhood that is 

specific to Whites. In addition to other Eurocentric scholars, he also agrees that 

materialism, individualism, and competitiveness are major practices of manhood in 

western culture (Davis R. G., 2002; Kimmel, 2004). 

To analyze the BNPs conceptions of manhood, the researcher is going to utilize 

the Utamaduni Bwana (UB) Table (see Appendix B). Utamaduni" is Kiswahili for culture 

and Bwana means “man”. Together, it means “cultural manhood.” The UB table 

culturally assesses the influence given to the BNPs conceptions of manhood. It will allow 

for a better understanding of their taaluma, which in Swahili means how someone is 

cultured or taught culture. The UB table was created through the works of Afrocentric 

scholar, Haki Madhubuti and other scholars of manhood and masculinity, Hunter and 

Davis, and Daniel Black.  

Madhubuti defines manhood as a mature form of masculinity: “a self-conscious 

facet of his identity, which promotes stability, cohesiveness, humility, sensitivity, self and 

cultural awareness, and spiritual connectedness within the family” (Jackson R. L., 1997, 

p. 741). These aspects of manhood are used in the construction of the UB table. In 

addition, Hunter and Davis add several categories for assessing manhood: self-
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determinism and accountability, family, pride, and spiritual humanism (Hunter & Davis, 

1992). The African cultural understanding of these categories is detailed in the work of 

Black (1997).  

The table represents two cultural constructions of manhood: An African Cultural 

Retention and Creation column that articulates the way in which each major component 

of manhood is practiced according to existing literature on African cultural manhood; and 

a hegemonic Eurocentric Hegemonic Culture column that describes the way in which 

each major component of manhood are practiced in western culture, according to the 

literature. While the many BNPs carry traits of the Assimilated Eurocentric Hegemonic 

Culture and African Cultural retention and creation, the two are not dichotomously 

connected. They are used in recognition of the two major cultural influences on the 

conceptions of manhood among BNPs. In this study the Assimilated Eurocentric 

Hegemonic Culture components are not used in the construction of the survey or Likert 

scale, but only used in the analysis, when appropriate.  

Definitions 

Manhood 

Since the goal of this study was to identify how BNPs define manhood, I do not 

use a singular definition of manhood for this study. According to scholars, there is no 

specific American or western cultural definition of manhood (Gilmore, 1990, p. xii).  

There are some socially constructed traits and role responsibilities that are associated 



 

 

 

55  

 

with manhood, and many of them stem from patriarchy. The most common 

characteristics are the Provider, Protector, and Partner & Procreator (family role). 

When I speak about manhood, masculinity and the characteristics associated with 

them, I am not suggesting that all BNPs, and certainly not all men, share the same 

experiences, react to colonization in the same way, or exhibit a multi-sided expression of 

their masculinity/manhood. I am attempting to merely identify the experiences of some 

BNPs and theorize their experiences with hopes of liberating them from oppression; it is 

an attempt to capture most of the experiences and expressions of BNPs with the 

understanding that it does not capture that of all BNPs.  

Traditional African cultural characteristics of manhood are cultivated in males 

through Rites-of-Passage rituals. Though, the structures of rites-of-passage rituals vary 

between African cultures (Gilmore, 1990). These systems include the ability to master 

good character (Akbar, 1991). Good character is one of the most essential aspects of 

traditional African culture. Afrocentric scholar, Haki Madhubuti, defines manhood as a 

mature form of masculinity: “a self-conscious facet of his identity, which promotes 

stability, cohesiveness, humility, sensitivity, self and cultural awareness, and spiritual 

connectedness within the family” (Jackson R. L., 1997). Therefore, I define African 

cultural manhood as an achievement of moral maturity, as outlined by African 

cosmology. It is acquired through the process of a rites-of-passage ritual and determined 

by the community authorities.  In western culture, such systems of manhood do not exist. 

A male ascends to “adulthood” once they reach a certain age.  
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The concept of manhood is a particularly important yet ambiguous factor in the 

BNPs participation in the NFL drafting process. According to many scholars, the NFL 

exudes hyper-characteristics of mainstream masculinity and simultaneously displaying 

many expressions of Black culture. The desire for many BNPs to reach the NFL may be 

found in their correlation between characteristics of manhood and characteristics of an 

NFL player.  

This study examines the manhood of BNPs, how it is defined by BNPs, what 

affect it has on the BNPs desire to reach the NFL, and how it operates in the NFL 

evaluation interviews. Questions were asked to gather data on the BNPs identification 

with the different characteristics of manhood. Additional questions were formulated to 

examine how strongly the BNPs associate the NFL with their conceptions of manhood.  

African and Black 

When I use the term ”Africa”, it is not simply a reference to the geographical 

space outlined by European invaders, but I am also referring to the cultural and spiritual 

space occupied by diverse people who share a multi-faceted connection to Africa and 

each other. The introduction of colonization to African people has called for a continual 

response to ensure the survival of African people. I use the term “Black” interchangeably 

with African, yet Black includes the political response to racism carried by African 

people. Stating, “I am Black,” not only identifies that one is of African descent but the 

willingness to embrace one’s race in light of the social degradation of it. This is not to say 

that some people who consider themselves “Black” are not assimilationists. Their 
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definitions may differ in several ways from mine or may be based in ignorance and 

dislocation. Nonetheless, identifying as “Black” carries some degree of racial identity and 

awareness.   

I see a clear distinction between Race and ethnicity. While I speak of Africans as 

a race, I refer to “ethnicity” as a sub-group that shares a unique a set of experiences and 

history. In this study, I focus on the major ethnic group, African-American. The extreme 

form of oppression and close proximity to white people are important aspect of African 

American culture (Gomez, 1998). Understanding this allows this study to acknowledge 

and criticize the impact of European culture on African American men. I use the term 

“Black” rather than “African American” when referring to the BNPs in order to 

acknowledge their connection to the African world and racial-political struggle—both 

inseparable aspects of their identity.  

Culture 

This study pulls from the definition of culture given by Myers (2003) who states, 

“it is the total way of life of a people, is somewhat indestructible. As long as there are 

people they will have a way of life. Culture determines quality of life in large measure” 

(Myers, p. 121). The term “culture” refers to the shared traits of a particular group of 

people. African culture is a plethora of general items shared among African people 

worldwide. African cultural identity does not simply refer to one who comes from Africa; 

it refers to one being of Africa. Kwame Nkrumah is quoted saying, “I am not African 

because I was born in Africa; I am African because Africa was born in me.” No matter 
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the amount of time spent in another culture or the extent of the hybridity, one does not 

completely discard their Africanity. We must include “the brothers and sisters” where 

their Africanity is spiritually connected yet do not identify as African. Malcolm X gives a 

metaphor in his autobiography that says, “If you put kittens in the in the oven do they 

become biscuits?” He adds, “Your nothing but Africans, nothing but Africans” (X, "The 

Ballot or the Bullet:' , p. 26). Asante (2007a) makes a similar metaphor in the 

introduction to An Afrocentric Manifesto where he tells the story of an Eagle. He tells of 

an eagle flying over a chicken coop carrying her child and drops the young eagle in a 

chicken coop. The eagle grows up thinking it is a chicken and walks around like a 

chicken, not learning how to fly. The metaphor goes on to say that no matter how long 

the eagle thinks it is a chicken, it will always be an eagle. Similarly, no matter how long 

the African has been in American or how embedded he/she becomes in Western culture. 

She/he will always be African.  

When speaking of African American cultural identity, I am referring to a 

colonized one that still maintains a side of African culture. Cheikh Anta Diop touches on 

this with his two-cradle theory, and Dubois famously refers to this as double-

consciousness. Stuart Hall writes an article called, “Culture, Identity, and Diaspora.” 

Here, Hall examines the concept of identity and the hybridity of it in people of the 

African Diaspora. Similarly, Michael Gomez (1998) does the same in Exchanging our 

Country Marks. Gomez links an extensive amount of African American culture to 

African through spirituality/religion, traditions, resistance, beliefs, practices, and 

language. He also acknowledges the numerous ethnicities in Africa such as Ife, Wolof, 
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Yuruba, Palo, Asante, and etc. He suggests that there is a movement where Africans 

begin to look at their similarities rather than their differences and the result is an 

emergence of race over ethnicity. Hall suggests that the African American (and others 

around the world) is a hybrid of African culture and other cultures depending on their 

environment. Gomez suggests that African-American culture is as much an acculturation 

as it is the composite of Western culture, which has altered Africans’ culture based on 

their proximity to Europeans. Although Western culture is present, African cultural 

symbols, and traditions are still highly present and visible as well.  

African culture manifests in two structural forms: Deep and Surface (Nobles, 

1976).  The outward manifestation of African culture is the physical symbols that are 

change and destruction such as language, dress, and customs. African surface structure 

has been modified through African enslavement and European colonization. The deep 

structure of African culture is based in the ontological, epistemological, axiology and 

cosmology that underpins and is reflected in African cultural worldview, ethos, and 

ideologies (Myers, p. 122). The identification of both the surface and deep structural 

forms of African culture is important in the way this study measures the African 

consciousness of BNPs.  

Additional Definitions 

As utilized in this study, the selected terms have the following meaning: 

African Culture: Traditions, ideals, values, norms, behavior, and beliefs that originate in 

Africa and are independent from foreign cultures. For this study, the part of African most 
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referenced is the Western region of the African continent, which today is referred to as 

West Africa.  

Afrocentric Methodology: A research approach that privileges traditional African 

cultural analysis and ways of knowing. 

African: People (individually or group) and realities born out of the continent of Africa. 

African American: People of African descent who have a direct socio-cultural origin in 

America. 

Black: This term will be used interchangeably with African American, mainly for textual 

simplicity. 

Black NFL Prospect (BNP): A Black football player who is or has been evaluated by an 

NFL team(s) for possible employment 

Enslaved: This is used to speak to the social condition of Africans in bondage rather than 

“slaves,” which functions to define the people themselves.  

Manhood: Socially constructed achievement regarding the maturity of thought  

and practices specific to males 

African Cultural Manhood: An achievement of moral maturity, as outlined by African 

cosmology. It is acquired through the process of a rites-of-passage ritual and determined 

by the community authorities. 
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Western (European) Cultural Manhood: Individualistically defined and often acquired by 

reaching a socially agreed age 

Traditional (African): That which existed in the African world prior to the envision of 

European people and culture, and the dispersion of Africans throughout the diaspora via 

the European slave trade. 

Western/European Culture: These terms are used broadly to refer to a heritage of 

social norms, ethical values, traditional customs, and belief systems that have an origin or 

association with Europe or Europeans. They are also used to describe the dominant 

culture in the U.S. Thus, they are used synonymously with “hegemonic culture.” 

Research Procedure 

This study used a mixed method approach to collect and analyze both quantitative 

and qualitative data through interviews and surveys. The quantitative portion of this study 

allowed for analysis through numerical data. Yet there is a necessity for open dialogue 

and personal narratives of the BNPs that could only be obtained through a qualitative 

method. Together, the quantitative and qualitative methods allowed for a more holistic 

analysis (Ivankova, 2002). This section outlines the method and procedures that were 

used to conduct this study. 
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Target Population and Sample 

The targeted population for this study was former, future, or current Black NFL 

prospects who have participated in professional evaluation interviews between 2004 and 

2016. The sample consists of 15 participants. This sample size was small enough to 

manage but also adequate enough to draw valid inferences. Their demographics range in 

age and athletic success. 

I anticipated the desired population to be difficult to reach. Therefore, the sample 

was assembled using a snowballing method of selection. This allowed me to gain access 

to players who range in distance from the initial contacts. Using my previous experience 

in sports, my known contacts and associates (current and former NFL players, University 

football coaches, College teammates, etc.) were utilized to initially gather participants for 

this study. The benefit of using the snowballing method was the ability to use initial 

contacts to vouch for me and make new potential participants more willing to participate. 

Each participant was asked to refer others who meet the participation requirements.  

Research Design 

Case interviews were used to provide qualitative, descriptive data. The technique 

was in-depth, semi-structured, cross-sectional field interviews with participants. The role 

of the researcher was to conduct interviews and to develop a complex, holistic, and 

detailed reports of the participant’s responses (Creswell, p. 15). I was the primary 

investigator (PI) for this study. 
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Instrument 

A questionnaire constructed in alignment with the methodology of this study and 

used as a qualitative data-collecting instrument. The questionnaire consists of three 

overarching subject areas: characteristics of manhood, characteristics of NFL players, 

association between the NFL and manhood. There are some additional questions 

regarding the level of desire and motives for attempting to reach the NFL. There were a 

total of 23 open-ended questions. However, the questions were used as a guide to help 

structure the interviews. The interviewer was not limited to these items and was expected 

to ask follow up questions that would provoke more relevant information. The researcher 

has completed a graduate research methods class and has been trained by research 

methods scholars to conduct interviews with the least amount of bias possible. At the 

conclusion of the interview, participants were asked to fill out the online UB survey 

regarding concepts of manhood (see Appendix C).  

The Utamaduni Bwana (UB) survey was constructed using the web-based survey 

program, “Survey Monkey.” The items were composed of 21 items and provided data on 

the participants’ concept of manhood. Demographic questions made up the initial section 

of the survey and consisted of four questions. These questions allowed data to be 

collected regarding age, athletic position, and year in which they were first eligible for 

the NFL draft. Aside from the first section containing demographic items, there are 17 

items that are alignment with the categories in the UB table. Each item was measured 

using 5-point Likert type “Importance” scale from “Not at all Important” to “Extremely 
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Important.” The items are constructed, mainly, based on the work of several scholars who 

focus on Black manhood (Madhubuti, 1991; Akbar, 1991; Hunter & Davis, 1992; 

Jackson R. L., 1997) that were used to construct the UB table.  

Within the interview guide, there were instruments used in the interview script 

(introduction, an explanation of the study that does not disclose more information than 

necessary, ending remarks and instructions). 

Procedure of Implementation 

I conducted an informal pilot study with a small number of Black athletes who have 

previously participated in NFL evaluation interviews to ensure clarity, utility, and 

validity of the instructions and items in the questionnaire and survey. Changes were made 

before conducting the study. I was the only PI facilitating the interviews for this study. 

Using snowball referrals, participants were contacted through E-mail and asked to 

participate in the study (Appendix D). Interviews with the participants were conducted in 

a one-on-one meeting at a location and time agreed upon by the participant and me, via 

videoconference, or via telephone. Participants were informed that the interview would 

be recorded. The interview script (Appendix E) was carried out in a semi-structured 

fashion. After arriving and meeting the participants, I introduced myself and established 

some rapport with the participant using light conversation on personal and non-personal 

topics. I read an introduction the study and interview, which includes a statement 

regarding the use of a recorder and the Statement of Informed Consent, after which the 

participants had an opportunity to ask questions (Appendix E). Their participation in the 
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study served as their consent. The major phase of the interview was conducted using the 

interview questionnaire. The questionnaire contained a list of questions to ask the 

participants (see Appendix A); however, the interviewer asked some follow-up or 

additional questions for clarity.  

At the end of the interview, the interviewer gave closing remarks and appreciations. A 

contact sheet was given to participants that allowed them to contact the researcher after 

the interview for any reason. 

Analysis 

The recorded interviews were transcribed, labeled and coded based on themes, 

and analyzed. Once the data was collected, the interrelated themes were connected and 

analyzed to help construct an adequate narrative. The data was analyzed along with the 

vast amount of literature written on this subject to analyze and triangulate the targeted 

phenomenon. A multi-layered theoretical framework was implemented in the analysis 

using an Afrocentric methodology. The quantitative data was assessed using the UB table 

and analysis was done on the qualitative data.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Many Black males show a strong desire to play in the NFL. The reasons behind 

their desire to play in the NFL include family and community pressure, following in the 

footsteps of cultural heroes, ethnic inclusion, poverty, lack of alternative opportunities, 

and perceived biological superiority. However, the idea of reaching or affirming one’s 

manhood is a motive that has not been adequately explored. This study explores Black 

NFL prospects’ conceptions of manhood and NFL players in order to better understand 

the association between reaching manhood and reaching the NFL.  

Participants’ responses to the open-ended items on the questionnaire and likert-

scaled questions on the survey were used to better understand their ideas of manhood and 

NFL players. Participants identified a number of characteristics in their responses to these 

items. The results of the study show BNPs identifying three major characteristics 

associate with manhood: family provider, independent, and mental and physical strength. 

Many of the participants admit that their motivation for pursuing the NFL is to 

acquisition of these characteristics along with some additional factors associated with 

identity and lack of alternative opportunities. The results also show them identifying the 

same three characteristics with NFL players. According to the Utamaduni Bwana (UB) 

Table, these findings reveal that many of the participants operationalized these major 

characteristics in a way that closer to contemporary western cultural rather than 

traditional African cultural. 
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Demographics  

This qualitative exploration was executed by interviewing a sample of Black 

former, future, and present NFL draft prospects who have or will participate in 

professional evaluation interviews between 2004 and 2016. In total, 15 Blacks 

participated in the study. Two white prospects were also participants for additional, 

comparative data purposes only. They were not included in any of the statistics because 

the study is meant to focus on Black players. The sample was assembled using a 

snowballing method of selection. I started with five participants I found through speaking 

to coaches and former players, then those participants recommended other participants. 

Although some of the participants knew the people they recommended, there was a low 

level of association between the total samples. The participants were asked five 

demographic questions in the survey and additional ones during the interview.  The 

participants ranged in age between 21 and 30 years old, but most of them (10) were 

between 21 and 26 years old. Nine of the respondents racially identified themselves as 

“African American,” while 5 identified as “Black.” One of the respondents, a first 

generation American whose parents are from Nigeria, identified himself as “African.”  

One of the participants is a current NFL prospects who have declared themselves 

eligible for the NFL Draft.  Eight of them are former prospects. Six participants have yet 

to become eligible for the draft will be, or have the option to be, for the 2016 draft. The 

respondents also ranged in playing position: 4 Linebacker (26.7%), 3 Wide Receiver 

(20%), 3 Defensive Linemen (20%), 2 Defensive Backs (13.3%), 1 Offensive Linemen 
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(6.7%), 1 Tight End (6.7%), and 1 Running Back (6.7%). NFL teams, through the draft or 

free agency, hired some of the participants, while others were not hired.  One of the more 

successful players was drafted in the 2nd round, while two others were drafted in the 3rd 

and 5th respectively. Six of the players were selected via free agency. A participant was 

categorized as a high-level prospect if, according to them, more than 10 different NFL 

teams interviewed them. If the participant was a regular starter for his collegiate FBS 

team and achieved All-conference honors, he was categorized as a mid-level draft 

prospect. If he was simply a started, then he was categorized as a low-level prospect. The 

sample for this study includes six high-level, four mid-level, and five Low-level draft 

prospects. All of them attended a FBS (Football Bowl Subdivision, also known as 

Division 1-A) school except one who attended a major FCS (Football Championship 

Subdivision, also known as Division 1-AA) school.  

How BNPs Characterize Manhood 

Overall, participants associated manhood with three major characteristics. The 

first has to do with strength. Whether physical or mental, participants suggested that 

manhood requires people to lead, overcome obstacles, and ensure the safety of himself 

and those around him. Regarding questionnaire items 1-6, which regard the meaning and 

characteristics of manhood, nearly all of the respondents (93%) mentioned some form of 

strength. For questionnaire item 1, “How do you describe what it means to be a ‘man’?” 

half of the respondents (50%) mentioned something to do with physical strength, power, 

protection, standing up for one’s self, emotional sternness, or the ability to overcome 
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hardship. One participant responded by stating, “Being strong mentally, physically, and 

spiritually. …head of his family. Protecting his family. Being the person that their family 

comes to when there is a problem and they will come up with a solution.” When asked, 

“What are 5 words you would would use to describe a ‘real man’?” Sixty percent 

participants’ responses included at least one of the words “toughness,” “strength,” or 

“strong.” When asked to characterize a ‘man’ in questionnaire item 3, eight of the 

participants (53%) had “strong” in their response. However, in questionnaire item 6, 

“Which of those characteristics are most important for manhood?” only one respondent 

mentioned strength and two others mentioned courage or fearlessness, which can be seen 

as forms of strength.  

The second major characteristic has to do with having the ability to provide for 

one’s family. Many of the respondents felt that wealth was a major characteristic of 

manhood. They suggested that “men” must be able to provide for their families. In 

response to questionnaire items 1-6, most of the respondents (73%) mentioned the ability 

to provide for one’s family as a characteristic of manhood. For questionnaire item 

1,”How would you describe what it means to be a ‘man’?” seven participants (46%) 

referred to having wealth or the ability to financially provide in their responses. When 

asked, “What are 5 words you would use to describe a ‘real man’?” seven of the 

participants (46%) said “provider.” One participant, when asked to characterize a “man,” 

explained, “He is the bread winner. Having the most money in the family so that if people 

have issues they come to you and you can handle them. If you want to buy a big house 

for your mom, you can do that. Being able to get whatever you want.”  
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The third major characteristic is independence.  Many of the respondents 

associated manhood with being independent, taking care of one’s self, living unrestricted, 

not depending on anyone else, and not being confined by rules. In response to 

questionnaire items 1-6, most of the respondents (73%) mentioned being independent as 

a characteristic of manhood. When asked about the meaning of a ‘man,’ over half of the 

respondents (53%) stated something related to being independence in their description. 

When asked, “What are 5 words you would use to describe a ‘real man’?” five of the 

participants (33%) said “independent.” One of the respondents stated, “Not relying on 

anyone for help.” Another responded, “To be stable. To have your own car and place to 

live.” Another respondent adds, “You have to be independent to where you’re not going 

to have to ask anyone for anything because you’re getting your own.” Some of the 

participants suggested that manhood entails having the ability to do as one pleases.  

Additionally, the respondents mentioned several other characteristics of manhood. 

Several (33%) participants talked about overcoming adversity during their descriptions of 

a man. In questionnaire item 6, “From the characteristics you mentioned, which is most 

important for manhood?” the respondents mentioned being “strong,” “fearless,” 

“independent,” “respected,” “the protector,” “accountable,” and “responsible.” Also 

mentioned by a single respondent was “knowing what your worth.” Three of the players 

said, “Money.”  

One of the noticeable areas of manhood rarely discussed by participants was 

women. Several (20%) of the participants mentioned that, as draft prospects, they felt 
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their manhood would be boasted by being involved with multiple women. Others spoke 

about the role of a man in his family and referenced “my girl” or “my wife” using the 

singular, which suggest that manhood involves monogamous relationships.  

How BNPs Characterize NFL Players 

Overall, the participants described playing in the NFL in similar ways they 

described manhood. There were three major characteristics mentioned by mostly all the 

respondents: physically and mentally strong, independent, and wealthy. Several of the 

respondents stated the difficulties of characterizing NFL players because they are 

extremely diverse. One attempts to describe some of the different players by stating that 

there are two types of NFL players. There are the flashy ones always in the news; always 

doing something to get into trouble. Then there are the ones who just stay out of the 

media and just get the job done. You don’t have to worry about them getting into 

trouble.”  

Almost all of the participants (86%) associated NFL players with being strong in 

some way. For questionnaire item 8, “What are 5 words you would use to describe an 

NFL player?” six of the participants (40%) had “strong” or “tough” in their response, six 

(40%) had “mentally tough” or “intelligent,” and seven (46%) had traits of physical 

strength such as “physically strong” or “muscles.” One respondent stated, “They’re 

playing against men. They have to be mentally and physically built in order to play in the 

NFL.” The respondents described the strength of NFL players as being extreme. One 
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participant explained, NFL players are as strong as it gets…like an ox. You have to be 

very strong mentally too. And some guys can’t take it and end up going home.” 

The participants who described NFL players as being ability to do whatever they 

want, being in control of their own life, and making their own decisions. For 

questionnaire item 7 and 8, seven of the respondents (46%) described NFL players as 

independent. When asked their description of NFL players while being a prospect, one 

participant responded, “They were just famous. They could do what they wanted and get 

away with things. And some of them let that go to their heads and got cocky with it. 

Some of the respondents described the way NFL players flaunted their ability to do what 

they pleased as cocky. For questionnaire item 8, six of the participants (40%) included 

“cocky” in their response.  

In addition, one of the major aspects of being independent is having the resources to 

support one’s self and one’s family. Wealth was a major characteristic associated with 

NFL players. For questionnaire items 7and 8, nine of the participants (60%) associated 

NFL players with wealth.  

Even though wealth was only the third most mentioned characteristic associated 

with NFL players, it was the most anticipated asset that participants hoped to gain from 

becoming an NFL player. For questionnaire item 10, “Describe some of the things you 

believe the NFL would provide you with?” ten of the participants (66%) mentioned 

wealth in their response. One participant explained, “Money and stability. The NFL 

would allow you to do whatever you wanted to do. When you have that amount of 
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money, I would have been able to buy my mom and buy my sister whatever she wanted.“  

In addition to wealth, many of the respondents mentioned making their family proud, 

being famous, or the chance to do “something meaningful with my life” in their response 

to questionnaire item 8. One participant explained, “An opportunity to do something 

meaningful with my life, make some money, hopefully set me up with some other jobs 

after. Plus it was a chance to make all the people who were rooting me proud.”  

Comparing Manhood to NFL Players 

For questionnaire items 4, “What are 5 words you would use to describe a ‘real 

man’?” and questionnaire item 8, “What are 5 words you would use to describe an NFL 

player?” almost all of the participants (93%) listed the some of the same characteristics to 

describe both manhood and NFL players. Six respondents listed three of the same 

descriptors in questionnaire item 4 and 8, four participants listed two of the same 

descriptors, and four listed only one of the same descriptors. One of the respondents 

indicated, “Grown men” as a description of NFL players. Questionnaire item 19 asked, 

“If so, describe how you think the NFL would make you a better man?” one participant 

responded, “It gave me the tools to be a better man.” Six other respondents (46% total) 

shared this response. Four of them (26.7%) pointed to wealth as a tool that playing in the 

NFL could provide in making them better men. All of the participants admitted that they 

believed they were men before they became NFL prospects.  
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The Desire to Reach the NFL 

The motivation toward being drafted was extremely high among the participants. All of 

them mentioned doing whatever it takes to reach the NFL. One said,  

I’m willing to die for it. There's not much I wouldn’t do to make it to the 

NFL. Whether it's eating, training and pushing myself in ways I never had 

before. I’m seeking advice from other people and gave up things and 

people during the [drafting] process. 

Out of all of the respondents, 20% said they would “work hard” to be drafted. 

Another 20% mentioned the sacrifice they were prepared to make in order to be 

drafted. While a few players had a more reserved outlook. One talked about the 

draft and making it to the NFL were not the most important goals at that time. The 

other said, “I want it bad but I don’t let football stress me out.” Some of the 

participants (33%) talked about how much of their success in life would depend 

on whether they are selected to play for an NFL team.  

UB Survey 

The participants answered items from a Likert-scale survey that measured their 

cultural location regarding specific categories of manhood. The scale is measured 

according to Africana Cultural Retention & Creation found in the UB Table. For each 

category the scales is from 1-5, (1=1Not Important and 5=Extremely Important). Table 1 

shows that the most of the results mainly fell close just short of neutral. None of the 

scores fell below 2 or went above 4. The category of Cultural Grounding, Orientation, 
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and Consciousness had the lowest score, while Spirituality and Humanism had the 

highest.  

The results from individual survey items saw a larger amount of rage and can be 

seen in Appendix F. Overall, the survey results produced a score of 2.64. Survey item 11, 

“Being honest and trustworthy,” had the highest rating with a score of 4.20, while survey 

item 6, “Being the head of the family and keep other family members in order,” had the 

lowest with a score of 1.73. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Table 1

UB Survey Results 

UB Table 
Survey 

Rating 

1.  Power and Control 2.37 

2.  Independence, Self-Determinism, & 

Accountability 
2.63 

3.  Material/Financial Gain 2.47 

4.  Family 2.56 

5.  Spirituality and Humanism 3.37 

6.  Cultural Grounding, Orientation, and 

Consciousness 
2.20 

7.  Entrance into Manhood 2.23 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE MEANING OF SPORTS, FOOTBALL, AND THE NFL 

The conception of manhood among BNPs is complicated by colonization and 

wrapped in their athletic identity. To understand and examine their conception of 

manhood, it must be first put in the proper context. With sports, football in particular, 

aiding in the construction of BNPs’ conception of manhood, it is important to first 

understand the meaning and significance of sport to Black males and the Black 

community.  

The definition of “sport” has changed over time and has carried a various 

meanings in different societies. In fact, the term, “sport”, is a fairly recent term. It 

emerged roughly two centuries ago (Crowther, 2007). During the ancient periods, sports 

were known, merely as competitions. A common definition of sports is “institutionalized 

competitive activities that involve rigorous physical exertion or the use of relatively 

complex physical skills by participants motivated by internal and external rewards” 

(Coakley, 2007, p. 6). Physical exertion is a key component that separates sport from 

other games. For example, board games were a popular form of competition in many 

ancient Egyptian societies (Decker, 1992). But they do not fit into the common definition 

of sport. 

The distinction between play and sport must be differentiated when discussing sport. 

There are over fifteen theories and definitions of “play,” but none of them are without 
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criticism. Holland describes “a spontaneous act. It involves the carefree suspension of 

consequences, a temporary creation of its own world. Play is not for the sake of a final 

goal; it is motivated by the enjoyment of living" (Holland). Allen Guttmann gives a 

similar definition by stating that play is “to the degree that they [is] done for [its] own 

sake and not for some utilitarian purpose” (Guttmann, 1988, p. 1). For many Black males, 

sports are a way of life, a spaceship out of the hollows of poverty, a platform for cultural 

heroes, and/or a display of African aesthetics. Black males do not simply play sports for 

its own sake; sport has meaning and is done for many reasons other than the enjoyment of 

living.  

The concept of leisure is a western one. The function of leisure is to provoke 

enjoyment. Just as African tradition does not embrace art for art’s sake; Africans do not 

preform and embrace sport for its own sake. Sport has a didactic function that serves the 

African community by teaching social norms and determining leadership. In ancient 

Egypt, sport was closer aligned with the ideologies of the ruler than the entertainment of 

the people (Crowther, p. 26). 

Clearly, sport has penetrated almost all areas of human living. It can be found in 

our dress, media, textbooks, music, language, and many other aspects of life (Prettyman, 

2010, p. 1). Although Blacks display many African Aesthetical traits in sport, America 

has also helped develop the unique way Blacks participate in sport. Trinidadian cricket 

player and a Marxist scholar, C.L.R. James, testified “I never cheated, I never appealed 

for a decision unless I thought the batsman was out, I never argued with the umpire, I 
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never jeered at a defeated opponent.” But when he came to America and watched a game 

of baseball “he [was] appalled by the anger and rage in which the game of baseball [was] 

played with” (Guttmann, 1988, pp. 55-56). This sense of competitive rage is not only 

found in baseball but even more so in sports like football. 

Racially, socially, and most of all, culturally; the relationship between Black 

males and sports is a reciprocal one. When Black males engage in sport, they implement 

their own style and aesthetical footprint. Their style it contains the fundamental traits of 

African aesthetics found in jazz, dance, and, most recently, Hip Hop. Simultaneously it is 

where new traditions, narratives, cultural heroes are formed. In addition, Black males 

learn and create social norms through sports. Black male athletes are often praised, 

celebrated, and privileged throughout society. Sports have created a paradigm for how 

black males are should operate in society. Black males use sports, both on and off the 

playing field, as a platform to make political statements for social acceptance and 

equality. Unfortunately, Race and racism continue to play a significant role in sports. The 

racial diversity or lack thereof, suggests implicit racial biases within the sporting world. 

The racial biases in certain sports impact the images and stereotypes generally associated 

with Blacks.  

Football, particularly, is a sport that carries a unique appeal to Black males. 

Structurally, it mirrors the American model of individuality and corporate dominance, 

while also giving a communal form that feeds the desire for brotherhood and family. On a 

surface level, the most luring aspects of the NFL are the fortune and fame that come with 
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being a player in it. Like other sports, the pursuit of a professional career can produce 

rewards. Financial stability for anyone is enticing endeavor, but for someone growing up 

in or close to the poverty line like 28% of Blacks according to the 2012 US census, it is 

almost an severe struggle. And for Back males, it is partly how they earn their manhood. 

But seeking financial stability through sports does come without risk. Guttmann warns, 

“Sports alone do almost nothing to enhance a person’s career—unless that career is in 

sports. A career in sports is, however, enormously risky” (Guttmann, 1988, p. 137). 

Statistically, only about 1 in 10,000 will succeed in the professional ranks (Guttmann, 

1988, p. 138).  

Sports, specifically football, impacts Black males in many ways that manifest in 

their attempt to reach the NFL, even if it is an institution of racial oppression and neo-

colonialism. Many of them see it as an opportunity to acquire cultural, racial, and social 

elevation in addition to the fortune and fame that allow them to escape poverty and feel 

appreciated. To some, this is the only opportunity to do such.  

Social 

Sport impacts, reflects, and advances social norms and assumptions in U.S. 

society. It is a billion-dollar industry that is prevalent in every area of U.S. life. It is in our 

media, music, academic textbooks, and language (Prettyman, 2010, p. 1). With over 30 

million people participating in youth sports and programs, it is extremely important to 

critically examine the society-sports relationship. Sports provide a useful paradigm for 

examining much of the issues in U.S. society. A. Barlett Giamatti says, “it has long been 



 

 

 

80  

 

my conviction that we can learn far more about the conditions, and values, of a society by 

contemplating how it chooses to play, to use its free time, to take its leisure, than by 

examining how it goes about its work” (Shropshire, 1996, p. 16). C.L.R. James, in fact, 

viewed his beloved cricket as one of the “purest reflections of Trinidadian society and its 

problems” (Shropshire, 1996, p. 16). “However, sport is rarely examined critically, 

despite the fact that it is an integral part of our society, and an important force in our 

lives. Each year, over 30 million young people participate in youth sports activities and 

programs” (Prettyman, 2010, p. 1). 

Given all of this it is fair to say that sport has an impact on all of 

our lives. Whether we play a sport or not, our lives are influenced by it, in 

part because it is on the behaviors and attributes associated with sports and 

athletes, which is in part why sport matters in our lives. A commonly held 

assumption is that sport teaches young people important lessons about 

teamwork, about discipline, and about respect (for their bodies, for others, 

for winning). Thus the assumption is that participating in sport is 

important for communicating desired behaviors, values, and skills. 

However, these are only assumptions, and in order to assess their voracity, 

it is important to examine them from different perspectives. Have they 

always been true (historical)? Are they true for some groups of people in 

some situations (sociological)? How do individuals respond to sport and 

these assumptions (psychological)? (Prettyman, 2010, p. 2) 

Sports have been used to solidify social norms. For example, Tom Landry was a 

clean cut Head Coach of as America’s team, the Dallas Cowboys between 1960 and 

1988. Landry was the patriarchal head coach that symbolized what American thought of 

itself and wanted to maintain: White-male leadership (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 135). Since 

Laundry, every Dallas Cowboy head coach has been a white male. Sports have also been 

used to pass on culture to subordinate groups. In addition, football was used as a tool to 
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assimilate recent immigrants into American culture. Michael Oriard, an Oregon State 

professor and former NFL player, says,  

Whereas early immigrant groups such as the German and Irish 

brought their own sporting traditions to the New World, the newcomers 

typically did not…but their offspring embraced athletics as a key part of 

their new American culture and identity…fostering assimilation into 

mainstream American culture…. (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 39) 

While football has been used to solidify American social norms, it has also been 

used to construct a damaging image of Black males. The images and treatment of Blacks 

throughout society is heavily influenced by their sporting images. The images of Black 

masculinity that are displayed in the NFL often resemble the traditional, racist 

assumptions made by Whites about Black men in America. The NFL and media continue 

to display a form of Black masculinity that omits intellectual ambition; flaunts images of 

violence, aggression and brutality; and individual self-praise (Lewis, 2010, p. 203). These 

racist assumptions of Black masculinity emerge during the enslavement of Africans when 

white supremacy ideology began promoting the belief that Black men are capable of 

performing physical work but incapable of performing tasks that involve more than basic 

thinking skills. From this ideology, the concept of “the dumb Black brute” was birthed 

and can be linked to the image of the “dumb Black football player.” The image of the 

unintelligent Black male football player perpetuates the traditional ideologies of the 

Black brute: all brawns and not brains. Harry Edwards argues that sports have not cured 

racism. He contends, 

Recreation and athletics have totally been billed as essential 

therapeutic measures—measures that cure faulty or deterioration 
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characters, that weaken prejudice, and that bind men of all races and 

nationalities closer together. The evidence does not support the theory. 

Athletic and recreational centers set up in high-crime or delinquency areas 

have become merely convenient meeting places for criminals and 

delinquents…As for eliminating prejudice, whites may grudgingly admit a 

black man’s prowess as an athlete, but will not acknowledge his equality 

as a human being. In athletics, where the stakes are position, prestige, and 

money, where intense competition prevails and a loser is anathema, a 

white racist does not change his attitude towards blacks; he merely alters 

his inclination to abuse him or discriminate against him overtly…at an 

athletic event, by no means are all the bigots and racists sitting in the 

stands. They also are on the field of play (Edwards, 1969, pp. xiv-xv) 

Society and sports are riddled with assumptions of white supremacy. In an 

eloquently written book, Beyond a Boundary (2013), C.L.R. James discusses the complex 

role of race in sports. He describes the way players of all races and classes could come 

together and participate in a game, such as his beloved cricket, without regard to race or 

class” (Shropshire, 1996, p. 1). During Jim Crow era, Blacks were kept out of 

professional baseball (1887-1947), football (1933-1946), and almost completely driven 

out of sports like horseracing and cycling. Allan Guttmann claims, “Whenever 

Americans gathered for a game of baseball, Jim Crow called the plays” (Guttmann, 1988, 

p. 121). William Rhoden attributes the banning of black players from the NFL in 1933 a 

matter of “racial economics.” Rhoden says, “Blacks were held out of sports and 

seemingly held out of this ‘American dream.’” He adds, “The bottom line may have been 

that blacks were just taking jobs away from white guys. It’s the same thing that happened 

in baseball in 1875. Jobs were at a premium. They didn't want black guys taking their 

jobs” (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 67).  
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Today, Blacks numerically dominate football as players. According to Richard 

Lapchick’s 2014 Racial and Gender Report Card, Blacks made up 67.3 percent of NFL 

players in 2014, up from 66.3 percent in 2012. However, compared to the percentage of 

black players, there are very few Blacks in positions of leadership or decision-making. 

After having an all-time record of eight head coaches of color in 2011, only five of the 32 

teams in the NFL started the 2014 season with a Black Head Coaches: Cincinnati Bengals 

(Marvin Lewis), Detroit Lions (Jim Caldwell), Pittsburgh Steelers (Mike Tomlin), Tampa 

Bay Buccaneers (Lovie Smith). There were 14 Blacks holding coordinator positions in 

2013, up from five in 2012. Black general managers increased from six in 2013 to seven 

in 2014.The percentage of Blacks in the League Office is 28.2 percent in 2014, up from 

27.3 percent in 2013.  Seven Blacks served as vice presidents in the League Office in 

2014. The only NFL franchise to have a majority owner of color is the Jacksonville 

Jaguars. Shahid Khan is a Pakistani-born American businessman who joined NFL 

ownership on January 4, 2012. A socio-economic system that has held Blacks at a 

disadvantage since its inception contributes to the absence of Black NFL team owners. 

Harry Edwards referred scathingly to the “plantation system” of American sports” 

(Guttmann, 1988, p. 133). While racism is not the only direct reason for lack of million 

dollar owners, it is also a major reason for the lack of Black millionaires (Guttmann, 

1988, p. 133). 

The practice of racial stacking in sports led white owned teams to place black 

players in “speed” positions and white players in “thinking” positions, which perpetuated 

the belief that blacks are the physically gifted ones and therefore lack the intelligence 
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sported by whites (Coakley, 2007; Guttmann, 1988). Sociologists, Joseph McElvogue 

and John W. Loy, categorize the positions as “central” and “peripheral” (McElvogue & 

Loy, 1970). The quarterback position has been considered the central “thinking” position 

(Lewis, 2010). According to the Lapchick, Blacks made up 17.1 percent of the NFL 

quarterbacks in 2013, down by 2 percent from 2012 (Lapchick, Hoff, & Kaiser, 2014). 

“Berry McPherson has suggested that black athletes are socialized into certain positions 

because they have black role models in those positions” (Guttmann, 1988, p. 135). By 

initially keeping black males out of the “thinking” position of quarterback, there was an 

absence of role models to attract other Blacks to that position.  

Stacking is merely one of the ways racism is displayed in sports. Racism in sports 

is prevalent and persistent. Kenneth Shropshire states, “Before Arthur Ashe passed away, 

he maintained that the fight against racism ‘is twenty-four hours a day…It is some things 

you have to plug into your daily computer and figure, ‘now how am I going to work 

around this today?’” (Shropshire, 1996, p. 33). Racism is alive and well at every level of 

sport. In the NFL, it is glaring both on and off of the playing field but in a different form 

then Ashe was familiar with. Subtle forms of racial discrimination are somewhat more 

easily sustainable because they may not be felt as discriminatory by the perpetrators, the 

victims, or the observers (Guttmann, 1988, p. 132). The display of sports is a façade of 

equality and justice (Edwards, 1969, p. xvi). These more institutionalized forms of racism 

must be vetted out within the context of contemporary colonization.  



 

 

 

85  

 

Many scholars argue that Black males are socialized into certain sports such as 

football by their economic and cultural environment. Randel Washburne (1978) is one of 

the first to describe the marginality and ethnicity theories by focusing primarily on 

outdoor recreation area. He attempts to explain the difference in the outdoor recreation 

patterns between Blacks and whites. The marginality theory suggests that homogenous 

socioeconomics cause similar recreation activities and interests. In other words, black 

males who are raised in poverty and consequently a lower-class socioeconomic 

environment are likely to choose the same recreational activity, one that is least 

expensive. Blacks in poverty have less access to recreational opportunities due to 

economic constraints such as lack of transportation, necessary equipment, or basic 

participation fees. Harry Edwards and John C. Phillips have noted that “sports in which 

whites excel—like golf and tennis—tend to require expensive facilities or years of 

instruction. They are often done in private clubs” (Guttmann, 1988, p. 136). In addition, 

racial and ethnic prejudices that accompany socioeconomic discrimination seem to affect 

Black males’ sport choice. Some Black males choose to participate in football rather than 

subject themselves to greater racially prejudice treatment found in other sports (Holland 

J. W., 2002, p. 25).  

In contrast, the Ethnicity theory explains the participation patterns of Black males 

in football to the socio-cultural characteristics that are passed down from one generation 

to another. Black males are more likely to engage in football because it is considered a 

“Black sport.” They are less likely to participation in golf, tennis, or hockey because they 

are considered “white sports” (Holland J. W., 2002, p. 26). The ethnicity perspective 
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supports the assumption that blacks possess a distinct culture, and their assimilation into 

the dominant culture is not inevitable nor the desired goal (Washburne, 1978, p. 177).  

Culture 

When African people (continental and diasporic) perform sport, the people and 

the sport itself contain a specific spirituality and ethos. African spiritual presence in sport 

spans as far back as Ancient Kemet and is still present in contemporary American sports. 

Sports in America have amalgamated into one of the largest and most influential 

industries in the world. The disproportionate participation rate of African Americans in 

the most popular sports, basketball (75%) and football (65%), can be attributed by many 

scholars to the racial stereotyping of African physical superiority and intellectual 

inferiority (Hoberman, 1997, p. 5) that is based in white supremacy ideology. I argue that 

the agency of African people, which gives them the ability to create and produce things 

based on their own will rather than just reacting to social influences, historically, and 

presently, use sport as an intricate part of the African community. Sport functions as a 

pedagogical device for practicing morals, traditions and beliefs. Unfortunately, the style 

displayed by the African spiritual presence in sport has been commoditized by the 

American sports industry. Although, the spiritual presence of African ethos in the 

contemporary society has been diminished, it still remains present and functional in sport. 

Africans have agency. 

The way in which African Americans perform sport exemplifies heritage of 

African traditions. The social influence and heroic platform provided by sports allow 
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sport to carry a reciprocal relationship with the community. It is in the civilizations of 

Ancient Egypt where societies were first influenced by sport. While African Americans 

were kept out of the Euro-Americans sports for the better part of 400 years, there is no 

denying their role in sport’s global emergence. The origins of sports began with Africans 

in the ancient civilization of Kemet. A better understanding of the influence ancient 

Egyptian sport has had on the world can be done by looking at ancient Kemet to explain 

the foundation of sports. This also allows people to make a connection between the 

cultural traditions found in both Egyptian sport and contemporary African-American 

sport.  

Throughout the history of African people, sports have produced heroes, leaders 

and role models out of those who are championed because of the characteristics they 

display in the process of winning. In addition to the social significance sport has in the 

African community, there is a heavy presence of aesthetics in contemporary American 

sports. Willie Mays’ famous over the shoulder catch, Michael Jordan’s improvisation 

under the basket, and Muhammad Ali’s quick rhythmic timing all exude the tradition 

found in Ancient Egyptian sports.  

African History  

Since the recording of history, sport has been a significant part of African 

societies. There is not much evidence of sports earlier than ancient Egypt such as Nubia, 

but many scholars believe this is no indication that sport was not present. Many sports 

competitions occurred in Ancient Egyptian civilization. Tombs and wall drawings, 
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written sources and miniatures display scenes of competition and evidence of sports.  The 

temple of Ramesses III, from the 20
th

 dynasty, pictures of a sports contest between the 

Egyptians and another group; in it, the pharaoh participating in a sport with horses 

(Decker, p. 12). The gravesite of Prince Min of This shows him instructing Amenophis II 

in archery. The site also depicts scenes of fishing and bird hunting. Statues of wrestlers 

and female acrobats have been found and can be traced to Ancient Egypt (Decker, p. 12). 

Inscriptions were often found alongside visual representations of sports. Inscriptions 

accompanied the sports scenes in the tomb of Ramesses III. Also, written accounts of 

Ramesses II describe him as a great fighter (Decker, p. 14).  

The types of sports present in ancient Egypt were similar to those of present day. 

The prevalence of visual representations and inscriptions would suggest that archery was 

the most illustrated sport. The bow predates the written history of Egypt (Decker, p. 34). 

It was used as a hunting tool and weapon and utilized by the Egyptian army in practicing 

their marksmanship. The master of archery was Amenophis II whose great athletic skills 

can be traced from his childhood. He may have possessed the greatest athletic abilities 

out of all the Egyptian kings and queens (Decker, p. 36).  Egyptian chariots and 

equestrians arrived in the 2
nd

 millennium B.C. It re-emerges in Greece mainly in the 

Olympic Games, but it was the Egyptians whom first made it an artistic sport (Decker, p. 

47).  The Combat sports, such as wrestling, have also been significant and remain 

imbedded in most cultures of Africa. Egyptian wrestling is the most visually documented 

sport.  
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Heroes 

African American athletes have managed to breakthrough physical, mental and 

social obstacles. Jack Johnson, the first African American heavyweight-boxing champion 

of the world, was one of the first images of a financially successful African American 

athlete. For many African Americans, Jack Johnson was “a source of racial pride” 

(Hoberman, Darwin's Athletes How Sports Has Damaged Black America and Presserved 

the Myth of Race, p. 14). His physical domination of the white boxing champion, Tommy 

Burnes, then succeeding to defeat the Great White Hope, Jim Jefferies, did more for 

African Americans than if he out-witted Albert Einstein (Hoberman, Darwin's Athletes 

How Sports Has Damaged Black America and Presserved the Myth of Race). Richmond 

Planet exulted that “no event in forty years has given more genuine satisfaction to the 

colored people of this country than has the signal victory of Jack Johnson” (Guttmann, A 

Whole New Ball Game: An Interpretation of American Sports , 1988, p. 122). Joe Louis 

was the cultural hero for all races in America.  

Although Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. gave Blacks a political leader to 

gravitate toward, it was still athletes who attracted the most attention, worldwide. 

Malcolm’s legacy has grown tremendously since his assassination. However, while still 

living, he was outshined by another Muslim, Muhammad Ali. While in Egypt, X says, 

“just saying I was an American Muslim who just returned from Hajj was enough…Then 

mentioning Clay caused a real ‘landslide’” (Marable, p. 313).  X says in his 

autobiography, “even the children knew of him, and loved him…by popular demand, the 

cinemas throughout African and Asia had shown his fight” (X & Haley, The 
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Autobiography of Malcolm X , p. 349). When X mentioned Ali’s name, all the Muslims 

would show delight in their expressions. This popularity emerged in America well before 

X’s Hajj. Muhammad Ali stood up to the colonial imperialism. By enrolling in the 

military after being drafted, he set an example for many others to resist in the political 

struggle for human liberation. Had Ali not been a major African American athlete, his 

resistance would have most likely gone unknown to the general public. Yet, his 

participation in sports gave him a platform to influence the community with his refusal to 

fight for an oppressive government. The opportunities in America for African Americans 

have always been uneven both in and outside of sports. The way in which athletes have 

overcome the barriers set before them works as a metaphor to inspire the oppressed, 

African American people.  

With every competition, there is an opportunity for Black men to create new 

narratives, and express themselves and their culture. Professor Micheal Oriard says, 

“America had all these fundamental myths that were important to us because we had no 

history, no centuries upon centuries of past history that they had in Europe. So we had to 

go looking for those myths, those narratives, or create them” (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 9).  

Aesthetics 

Kariamu Walsh-Asante’s Nzuri model describes the rhythm and creativity that are 

foundational components of African aesthetics. When African athletes perform sport, 

they carry a distinct form, feeling and rhythm that Molefi Asante attributes a 

consciousness of culture and memory (Welsh-Asante, p. 3); or, according Larry Neal, 
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race memory (Neal, 1972). The aesthetic spirit linked to Ntu or Kra (Welsh-Asante, p. 

11), within African athletes, guides their rhythm and allows them to enact their creativity 

through movement. Just as soul music, break dancing, spoken word and religious 

preaching, sports carry a unique cultural style when performed by Africans. Welsh claims 

“It is a structured vision and perspective with parameters that permit individual 

expressions but simultaneously support the collective artistic expression” (Welsh-Asante, 

p. 2). The first, individual expressions of rhythm, exists among the connection of the 

body, mind and soul in conjunction with the Africans ancestral spirit. The second is the 

rhythm of the collective or community. Welsh says, “this complexity of rhythm generates 

multi-layered, multi-leveled, multi-existence so that it is possible for people to respond to 

different layers, levels and planes and still be in harmony with the framework of the 

rhythms and with each other” (Welsh-Asante, 1994). This means that rhythm works to 

keep everything, including people, in harmony. The concept of harmony is exemplified 

and imperative in the sporting aesthetics of Black males. Jazz musicians accomplish this 

with their music, while football players accomplish this with their athleticism. Therefore, 

their performance on the field is cultural and political.  

The presence of creativity and improvisation are used for offense and defense 

(Paolantonio, 2008, p. xx). It is very difficult to identify the elements of creativity, but it 

contains the ability to overcome things that threatens the goals of the community. It is the 

manifestation of spirit from both the individual and the community. It serves both the 

community and the individual by using creativity and purpose to act in line with and 

toward the “Ultimate Goal” (Welsh-Asante, p. 13). For instance, in Richard Major book, 
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Cool Pose, he writes on how African American men have been emasculated by the race 

ideologies that hinder and disable their ability to obtain the European characteristics for 

manhood: protector, provider and procreator (Major & Billson, 1992). Therefore, African 

American men have had to portray a “cool pose” that renders the bravado of unemotional 

and unaffected carelessness toward their social degradation. The cool pose is a defense 

mechanism that allows oppressed African American males to protect their dignity and 

self-respect against social emasculation. This creativeness has constructed new 

characteristics of African-American manhood.  

While much of the aesthetic connection between sports and African-American 

culture is rooted in the stylistic expressions of jazz music (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 54), it is 

hip hop that has had a more direct influence on the sports culture of Black athletes.  

Hip-Hop and Baller Culture 

There is a unique culture that exists in most professional sports locker rooms. 

Dave Zirin, a sports and politics journalist refers to this as Jock culture. Although Black 

and white players share many cultural traits, they still tend to separate themselves both 

socially based on race and culture. Blacks who share cultural likeness associate with each 

other and participate in what is known as “Baller Culture.”  

Although hip-hop has produced the term “Baller,” it refers to the image of Black 

athletes because of their financial and athletic success. Baller culture is heavily associated 

with the hip-hop culture. One rapper once stated, “Rappers want to be ballers and ballers 

want to be rappers. And we all want to be gangstas” (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 54). Tricia 
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Rose, hip hop scholar and professor of African American Studies at Brown University, 

Rose argues that hip-hop one of the primary mediums used to discuss Black culture over 

the last 30 years (Rose, 2013). She defines hip-hop as a culture: 

Hip hop is a cultural form that attempt to negotiate the experiences 

of marginalization brutally truncated opportunity, an oppression with the 

cultural imperatives of African-American and Caribbean history, identity, 

and community. It is the tension between the cultural fractures produced 

by postindustrial oppression and the binding ties of black cultural 

expressivity that sets the critical frame for the development of hip hop 

(Rose, 2013, p. 21).  

Hip-hop culture arises from impoverished, inner city, Black life that creatively 

produced a vehicle from which the silenced could be heard on Black cultural terms. Hip-

hop includes a display of hyper-confidence. It is intertwined with street codes of behavior 

and a defiance of mainstream social convention. Unfortunately, materialism and the 

appearance of financial success plague hip-hop culture. 

While sports and sporting culture has grown in popularity and influence over the 

past three decades, the images, attitudes, and style displayed by Black athletes has been 

highly influenced by Hip Hop. In a book chapter titled, “The Uneven View of African 

American Ballers,” C. Keith Harris and Alicia Valdez explain that the term “Baller” is 

commonly used to describe professional athletes, entertainers, or criminals (Harrison & 

Valdez, The Uneven View of African American Ballers, 2004). Thabiti Lewis, in the 

Ballers of the New School, expands the scope of this term to include all Black 

“professionals doing their thing on their own terms” (Lewis, Ballers of the New School, 

2010, p. 26). Being successful on one’s own terms is the most significant aspect of Baller 
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culture. Lewis describes athlete Ballers as contemporary athletes who demand respect 

rather than ask. He argues that they assert their own voice, style, rules, and value that at 

times is transformative and other times it perpetuates “socially produced minstrel 

distortions of Black people” (Lewis, 2010, p. 24).  

One doesn't have to play football, basketball or any other ball to be a baller. In the 

1993 film, Menace II Society, the protagonist, Kane, approaches a new car where a Black 

man, wearing a significant amount of gold jewelry, is sitting idle at the drive through 

widow waiting to give his order. Kane swiftly enters the passenger side of the car, pulls 

his gun and demands the man take off his jewelry. The man’s pager goes off—this is 

before cell phones accessible—and Kane says, “oh you a baller? You a baller? Give me 

that shit!” Athough the man who Kane attempts to rob is simply sitting in his car and is 

not identified as an athlete, his material wealth and style identifies him as a baller. 

Material goods displayed in a way that is fashionable to the Black community can give 

the impression that one is successful and still culturally attached to the Black community. 

Therefore, they meet the requirements for being a Baller. In addition, “Ballin’” also refers 

to the ability to accomplish success at an elite level as professional athletes do. All of 

which are seen in the display of Black athletes. 

One of the most impactful athletes on Baller culture and Black culture as a whole 

was Allen Iverson. When asked how Michael Jordan impacted their attraction to sports, 

one former BNP responded, “I wanted to be more like [Iverson].” Iverson represented the 

Black men who were “unrefined” by white social standards. He was figure of success, yet 
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he looked, talked and carried himself similar to many of the brothers who were rendered 

invisible and whose voices were silenced by society. As hip-hop was beginning to 

dominate the marketing world, Iverson was hip-hop’s athlete; he was a baller. Thus, 

Iverson image became the most desired by not only Black males but also marketing 

companies. Sean Powell argues that the marketing attention Iverson’s baller image 

received contributed to the desire of Black males to emulate it. Powell states, “Iverson 

represents the black men that are in the media and who companies endorse and affirm, 

not David Robinson. Therefore, Iverson, the “thug,” is the more desirable image to 

emulate based on the response it receives (Powell, 2008, pp. 92-116).  The “thug” image 

of Iverson gave him “street credibility.” In other words, he represents what Katina 

Stapleton calls “an authentic street culture” that mirrored Black youth experience 

(Stapleton, 1998, p. 228). While at Georgetown, Iverson made the first cover of Slam, 

and up-and-coming basketball magazine. It was in 1999 when Iverson made the cover for 

the third time. This time he sported an afro, diamond earrings, platinum jewelry, and 

many tattoos. Iverson’s image, along with slam magazine, became a representation of 

black culture in sports. Powell explains, “Any basketball player who did not exude the 

‘hood was treated by Slam [magazine] as a badminton player. And neither Page nor Slam 

make any apologies for the urban slang and Ebonics prose that flow through many of the 

feature stories” (Powell, 2008, p. 197). 

Michael Jordan is an iconic athlete and a revolutionary in the athletic-marketing 

industry. One of the NFL draft prospects interviewed for this study stated, “I wanted to 
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be the Michael Jordan of football” when describing his initial reason for participating in 

football. Upon further questioning, he replied,  

I just wanted that life. Play sports and make money? I grew up 

watching old highlights of Jordan, and he was the best ever! He won in 

every way possible…including marketing. His shoes are everywhere now. 

He was the bar for me.  

 

Journalist and sports historian, William Rhoden, describes Jordan as a “dream 

come true for the NBA” (Rhoden W. C., 2006, p. 204). The NBA, Rhoden explains, was 

trying to figure out how to take the style and showmanship of the growing Black 

population in the NBA and leave behind their “inconvenient” Black features. Michael 

Jordan became the poster boy for the ideal behavior of Blacks in sports. The NBA, and 

other marketers, bottled his smooth style of play, muscularly lean body, youthful look, 

and kind smile; and they sold it to America for a great profit. The key for the NBA was to 

promote great athletic prowess Jordan’s showed while silencing the projection of his 

natural personality. Jordan’s image, whether created by the NBA and media or Jordan 

himself, showed the financial reward and white acceptance that came with being 

apolitical, usually at the expense of the Black community. The black community fell in 

love with the winning aspect of Jordan. He was praised by Black males for his ability to 

beat the likes of Larry Bird, a white NBA superstar, and all other white challengers.  

Resisting the pressure to assimilate into the dominant, Eurocentric culture allows 

for the maintenance of cultural distinction. Baller culture is an aspect of African cultural 

autonomy present in contemporary American society.  
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Football  

The structure of sports can mirror the desired socio-economic structure of a 

culture; the structure and rules of American football reflect the people who created it. For 

Westerners in the “new world” sports such as football were representations of its 

economic individualism. According to journalist and football historian, Sal Paolantonio 

“It’s corporate. It’s democratic. It’s America. (And it doesn't happen in other sports—not 

with that kind of regularity.)” (Paolantonio, 2008, p. xv).  Football is an amalgam of 

soccer and rugby. The initial development of football represents America’s attempt to use 

what it has learned from Europe, but form an independent culture and republic 

(Paolantonio, 2008, p. xiv). Paolantonio explains, “In 1876, the year of the country’s 

centennial celebration, players from Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Columbia formed the 

Intercollegiate Football Association to determine a common set of rule for what was then 

a game that sometimes looked like soccer and sometimes looked like rugby” 

(Paolantonio, 2008, p. xv). Although the first generation of games contained no 

compelling, dramatic narrative, it would be developed in a way that echo American 

ideology: competitive, patriotic, and aggressive. For Blacks in particular, football 

represents a “community,” complete with elders and individual roles that are constructed 

based on individuals’ strengths and, more importantly, community need. With eleven 

payers needed to play football, it best exemplifies a team sport. Harry Edwards argues 

that the intensity in football “brings out a sense of commitment to each other and the 

game that you really don't see in other sports.” He adds, “when those guys say, ‘Hey, 

man, I really love you and I’m so happy that you’re here,’ they mean it. I mean they 
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mean it at a level that you don't see in families. They mean it at a level that you only see 

by guys, from guys who have gone through war together or who will have each other’s 

back in a police department or fire department. It’s that level of intensity” (Paolantonio, 

2008, p. 190). 

  However, football is not without the racist and patriarchal characteristics of 

American culture. Football is centered on one player in particular: The quarterback. 

Unlike soccer or rugby, the quarterback is the “field generals, who would control the 

action and become the main protagonist in the drama of the game” (Paolantonio, 2008, p. 

xv). One of the most distinctive aspects of football is the huddle. In the huddle, all the 

players come together and receive directions and assignments from the quarterback. The 

huddle is a place of acceptance that suggests, “We are all in this together, regardless of 

race, religion, or class. And as long as we stick together, we will survive” (Paolantonio, 

2008, p. 42). Unfortunately, many things must happen before Black males are accepted 

into the “huddle,” socially, historically, and in contemporary sports. Black players were 

not always accepted on predominantly white football teams. Even when Blacks were 

accepted in the football huddle, it was only in a role that solidifies the degrading social 

assumptions of Black males. Black males were stacked in speed positions and held out of 

thinking positions such as quarterback. While the huddle is a place of unity, it has also 

been a place where Blacks were either refused or accepted if willing to take direction 

from a white man.  
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NFL 

The NFL adopts the Michael Jordan model in the marketing of Black NFL 

players. Black NFL players were discouraged from talking politics, speaking out against 

racial injustice, or even reading books of cultural development. In the film, Third and 

Long: African Americans in Pro Football 1946-1989 (2012), Walter Beach III recounts 

his time in the NFL. He tells, “We were on a plane, and I was reading a book, Message to 

the Black Man.  And, the owner says, ‘well, I don’t want you to read that’.” This type of 

depoliticizing of Black men turns them into bodies with no voice; they are economically 

valuable yet socially feeble.  The goal of capitalism is maximum profit regardless of 

whether it encourages detrimental moral character. The apolitical Black male images are 

non-threatening to the White social framework and therefore allow for maximum 

profitability. By muzzling NFL players’ voices, it weakens the social influence they have 

and gives it to the White team owners and sports agents who controlled their image. The 

commodification of Michael Jordan heavily perpetuated the benefits for White NFL team 

owners to treat Black players as profitable goods.  

What has attracted Blacks to football has been a combination of things. First, the 

fixation comes from an exclusion of Blacks from other areas that resulted in a 

malnourishment of Black cultural heroes. Second, sports are on a short list of spaces 

where Blacks feel superior and gifted (Hoberman, 5). Sports embody the stereotypes of 

Black physical superiority. Third, sports have produced hope, confidence and prosperity 

in the nihilistic Black community (Hoberman, 9). These circumstances include the 
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availability of opportunities that motivate young Blacks to succeed. Sports offer 

substantial financial reward to a portion of the population that often has limited social and 

economic opportunities. In addition, it offers an opportunity of inclusion into a white 

institution, which cannot be found in many other areas of society.  For blacks, gaining 

access to the NFL after twelve years of segregation cause many Blacks to feel that, 

“Simply in quantitative terms, black athletes have arrived” (Guttmann, 1988, p. 132).  
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CHAPTER 6 

THE HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE NFL DRAFT 

Being drafted by an NFL team can be seen as a form of acceptance for many 

BNPs. For some, it represents a level of accomplishment. Being selected by an NFL team 

to be hired signifies that he has passed the physical and non-physical tests that white 

coaches place on them. The draft is a significant aspect of this study because it is the 

doorway for many players into the NFL, and all of the spoils that come with it. Since 

many BNPs see the NFL as a way to meet many of their requirements for manhood, this 

may be seen as their doorway to manhood as well. However, the hiring practices in 

professional football, particularly the NFL, have historically been marred by racial 

discrimination. Major professional sports leagues such as Major League Baseball (MLB) 

and the National Football League were segregated for most of the 1930-1950. 

Professional football previously signed a few Black players to different teams, but 

reclaimed segregation from 1934-1946. Throughout the Jim Crow era, professional 

football teams refused to draft or hire Blacks even when they showed extreme talent. 

Even when progress was made, it did not come without conditions. The NFL reintegrated 

in a way that established a system of power that resembles slavery: Blacks doing physical 

labor at the demand and control of elite white men, resulting in extreme profits. The 

desired Black NFL prospects resemble physiques that slave masters coveted in enslaved 

Africans. Therefore, white acceptance and Black accomplishment only came through the 

willingness of Blacks to be used as property. Although contemporary Black males are 
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highly coveted in the NFL draft, the system of labor has been transformed into an 

oppressive structure of white dominance and control that perpetuates colonial structure. 

While some are thoroughly familiar with the NFL draft, others may not be. For this 

reason, it is necessary to give a full explanation of the NFL draft and its process.  

What is the NFL Draft? 

Every April, the NFL hires football players through a drafting system. Before 

being drafted, players go through rigorous physical and mental testing. Some players 

participate in senior bowl or all-star games where coaches are often present and are able 

to come in contact with them. In addition to the playing careers, the most talented players 

perform a series of drills at, what is called, the NFL combine. From playing and testing 

evaluations, NFL teams select players to hire in the NFL Draft. While hundreds of 

players are involved in the evaluation process, only a minority of them will be drafted. 

However, from the remaining players, NFL teams will still select many of them as “free 

agents.” In other words, the drafting and evaluation process involves players that will be 

both drafted and hired as free agents. Although this study uses language such as “being 

drafted,” this also includes being hired as a free agent via the NFL drafting and 

evaluation process.  

The NFL drafting process is designed to evaluate and hire new talent into the 

league while keeping a competitive balance among the different teams. This process is 

unique compared to other labor markets and hiring processes. Yet it carries the same 

forms of racial discrimination and bias found in other dimensions of the colonialism. Its 



 

 

 

103  

 

exploitative nature is the most extreme form of Capitalism on a mass scale since the 

enslavement of Africans.  

Being drafted into the NFL is highly promoted in the Black community for 

reasons of economic and social mobility. This often causes Black NFL prospects to face 

extreme pressure and desire to be drafted, not just from friends and family, but also from 

the glory given to successful athletes by the Black community. Therefore, Black 

prospects make every attempt to be hired during NFL draft evaluation process. Even 

though they may be aware that they are being racially stereotyped by White scouts, they 

have described wanting to end the interview because of poor treatment. Doing so would 

not help their employment and might cost them considerably by causing them not to be 

drafted (Dufur and Feinberg 2008).  

The NFL consists of a group of teams that act as one league when it comes to 

employment rules and contracts. It functions as a single buyer labor market also called a 

monopsony. This is different than a matching system or vacancy market in many ways. 

This monopsony has no direct competitor and only has internal trading capabilities. The 

economic structure of the NFL influences how the drafting or hiring of players is 

strategies by different teams. The objectives of the draft create a strategic setting called 

Game Theory. However, this unique form of game theory includes irrational choices 

based on racial stereotypes among other things.  
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Evaluation Interviews 

NFL teams are given the opportunity to see players run, jump, throw and catch at 

what is called the NFL Combine. In addition to the playing-film and physical evaluations, 

teams are able to interview NFL prospects for further evaluation. The evaluation 

interview consists of a timed meeting between a player and a panel of as many as five 

representatives from a team. NFL prospects are asked a variety of questions from dating 

preferences to favorite color. It is in these interviews where players and NFL team 

representatives, also called hiring agents, gather information about players by asking 

them a series of questions. Although labor laws restrict the Scouts from asking 

discriminatory question, they are able to ask those which can be used to evaluate 

character, world-view, personality, and mentality. The major problem in draft is the racial 

discrimination based on stereotypes and oppression. The interviews function as an 

evolutional tool for hiring players into the most extreme industry for colonial exploitation 

since slavery. Many scholars liken it to a slave plantation, except, as many say, “the field 

hands get paid.”  

The Structure of the NFL Draft 

The draft is made up of all the NFL teams and all of the players eligible to be 

drafted into the NFL that year. Currently there are thirty-two teams and approximately 

10,000 college football players from the National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) (Ng, 2003). The draft takes place at Madison Square Garden in New York City. 

The two day event is attended by NFL team representatives, a small crowd of fans, and 
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approximately 30 players who are projected by sports analysts to be drafted in the first 

round. The players in attendance are usually accompanied by two or three family 

members and their sports agent. The NFL teams send only a few representatives to the 

event and the rest meet privately to discuss their draft options as they become available. 

The site where each NFL teams meet to discuss their options and strategies is often called 

the “War Room” (Ng, 2003). For several decades, the first two rounds of the draft were 

held on the first day, then Rounds three through seven on the next day. Since 2010, the 

first round is held on the first day (Thursday night), the second and third rounds on 

second day (Friday night), and rounds four through seven on the third day (Saturday) 

(Silverstein, 2010). Each team has one pick during each round of the draft, but it is 

common for teams to have more than one pick in a round as a result of previous trades. 

The drafting order is determined by how teams finished the previous season. The teams 

that had the least success will choose first and the ones with the most success will choose 

last (Ng, 2003).  

Labor Market 

Conceptually, labor markets refer to the practices and institutions that govern the 

acquisition of skills and the distribution of wages (Kalleberg & Sorensen, p. 351). The 

term “labor markets” is very abstract. Generally, it is “the arenas in which workers 

exchange their labor power in return for wages, status, and job rewards” (Kalleberg & 

Sorensen, p. 351). Adam Smith famously theorized that wages should be directly related 

to the desirability of the work. Karl Marx believes that labor, where it is bought and sold 
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as a commodity, is a fundamental aspect of capitalism. He has applied his theory of class 

conflict to the social impact of the labor market. However, Marx treats labor markets as a 

homogeneous category (Kalleberg & Sorensen, p. 352). While on the other hand, Weber 

analyzes labor market structures as having different sociological categories of economic 

action. 

Kalleberg and Sorensen (1979) explain that much of the discourse around labor 

markets has developed three main areas of outcomes. One is the distribution of job 

rewards. These are inequalities of the labor market that come in the form of prestige, job 

security, and various psychological benefits.  Two is mobility and careers.  This is the 

idea that the movement among workers through the institution is important to their career 

progress.  Three is the change in the Labor Market Structures. There are some changes in 

the structure of the labor market when there are conflicts among the major actors. 

(Kalleberg & Sorensen, p. 354).  

The NFL is one of the only institutions that hire football players into the 

profession job market, and it is certainly the highest paying. There are a few other buyers 

of players’ football skills in the job market outside of the NFL. The United States 

Football League was once a major rival to the NFL. Inflating NFL salaries and television 

revenues kept the NFL as the primary buyer (Flanagan, 1989; Staudohar, 1996) NFL 

Europe was also a league where many football players went. The NFL used this league to 

develop players’ football skills. The league was established in 1995, but ceased in 2007. 

Presently, the Canadian Football League (CFL) is the second biggest employer of 
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football players. Other leagues that rival the NFL are the two Arena Football Leagues 

(AFL, AFL2) and the new United States Football League. Fortunately for the NFL, none 

of the leagues can afford to pay the same salary amount as the NFL. Football leagues are 

not the only rival to the NFL. Many players are multi-sport athletes who choose to play 

other sports rather than professional football. The National Basketball Association 

(NBA), Major League Baseball (MLB), and Ultimate Fighting Challenge (UFC) all 

employ potential NFL players for their athletic skill. However, these types of players are 

only a small ratio of the overall body of NFL prospects. While accounting for all of the 

buyers of football skills, the NFL is the major and dominating buyer of them all. So much 

so, the football labor market can be classified as a single buyer labor market-or at least 

close to it. 

In addition to the NFL having a cornered the football the market, the draft is 

structured to create an extreme form of single buyer market. Once drafted the only team 

that can hire a player is the one that drafted him. Being drafted means that once team has 

the rights to you first at least one year. No other team can hire you to play for them. 

However, the team does not have to keep the players on the team for any period of time. 

The team may release a player into the market for any other team or league to hire. When 

a team drafts a player, it illuminates competition among the buyers, yet there remains 

significant competition among the sellers (players) (Rottenberg, 1956). The teams have 

the majority of the power while players have very little. Joan Robinson (1969) calls this 

type of power in the labor market is called a Monopsony (215).  
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Many scholars including W. M. Boal (1997) have agreed that the NFL is a 

monopsony in many ways especially as it pertains to the draft. He says,  

This strategy for measuring monopsony has been used extensively 

in analyzing the market for professional athletes. Professional sports 

leagues in North America are organized with distinctive monopsonistic 

characteristics, such as the "draft" for new players, and agreements 

between teams that restrict mobility of players within the league. (Boal & 

Ransom, 1997, p. 100) 

A monopsony is when there is a single buyer in a labor market. Even if the other 

rivals of the NFL are counted as buyers, NFL massively affects the rate of wages for the 

entire market and thus satisfies the requirements for a monopsony power (Boal & 

Ransom, 1997; 2002; Rottenberg, 1956; Robinson, 1969). More importantly for this 

paper, drafted players are restricted from market mobility among other teams in the NFL 

market. This means that they only have one buyer available to them giving the market 

power to the teams. The teams dictate wages by controlling the number of players 

contending for employment. This is similar to a monopsony where a single seller holds 

power over the price by controlling the quantity (Boal W. a., 2002). 

The monopsony of the NFL draft differs from Harrison White’s (White, 1970) 

vacancy theory because of its tendency to push out veteran players. The vacancy theory 

suggests that there are vacancies in the job market that are filled by workers who then 

leave a vacancy from their previous job. Then, those vacancies are filled in a similar way. 

This creates a “musical chairs” type effect. White argues, “an unoccupied job can draw a 

man from his tenure in another job, but an unoccupied man cannot draw a job from its 

tenure with another man” (White, 1970, p. 98). He continues to say, “Specific 
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opportunities can pull men out of their jobs, but they cannot be pushed out by 

newcomers.” Unlike White’s vacancy theory, the draft is a clear example of new players 

entering the league and pushing out veteran players. Most players do not exit the NFL 

willingly. Their teams often release them in order to make room for new players, often 

times other drafted players. Under monopsony, excess labor demand persist only when 

limited by hiring ceilings because labor supply to the firm slopes upward and creates 

persistent vacancies (Archibald, 1954). The NFL has roster limit of 53 players per team 

creating a hiring ceiling. However, the supply of high levels of football skill is limited 

and downward sloping. If a hiring ceiling did not exist, an increase in demand would 

create a decrease in skill level.  

The NFL is not a completely closed labor market because of the few other 

football leagues and institutions. But to say it is open would be a stretch given the nature 

of football skill. Highly skilled football players are limited and are only available for a 

short period of time. Most players’ football skill roughly last at a high level for a 

maximum of 8-10 years, unlike other perfusions where workers can hold positions for 30-

50 years. In addition, when players leave the NFL labor market, they almost never return. 

Therefore, other players from within the NFL usually fill the vacancies in the NFL 

market. Once a year, the draft opens the market to the college players. Yet still, if the 

NCAA is recognized as an institution of development of the NFL, it could be seen as a 

narrow or limited market with a one-way flow of labor from the NCAA to the NFL. 
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The matching system occurs when the both the interests of the buyer and the 

interests of the seller are best matched given the other buyers and sellers in the market. 

Two examples of matching are seen in students with college residential halls and Medical 

Interns with Hospital Internships. Hylland and Zeckhauser’s study of Harvard freshman 

to residence houses at Harvard. The students must choose the residential halls they would 

like to be stationed in for the semester and the school must select the students for each 

hall based on their preference. Not all students will get to live in the hall they most 

desired to if they become full. As for medical interns, Roth (1984) has analyzed the 

matching system set up in the medical field and created an algorithm.  

Intern’s rank-order the hospitals in which they are interested and hospitals rank-

order the interns in whom they are interested. The algorithm begins by matching all (1, 1) 

pairs, in which both intern and hospital rank each other first. From this point on the order 

of matching is determined first by the hospitals and then by the students. At the second 

stage, the algorithm matches all (2, 1) pairs, in which the intern ranks a hospital second 

and a hospital ranks the intern first, then (3, 1) matches, and so on until all individuals 

who are ranked first by some hospital have been assigned. The algorithm then looks at (2, 

2) matches, (2, 3) matches, an do so on until all individuals are assigned. (Winship & 

Rosen, 1988, p. S11) 

The NFL draft differs from both the residential-hall and medical-Intern models in 

one major way: the players do not get to choose the team they are hired by. The selection 

process gives the teams all the power. The players’ preference is not considered nor taken 
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into account during the drafting process. In a capitalistic system, both parties have some 

flexibility in the market place, where in the NFL draft, there is no flexibility. Players give 

up their rights of an open market and are bound to the limited market of the NFL. 

Fortunately, the player’s union enters into a labor agreement with the NFL. Nonetheless, 

the best way to describe the labor market structure of the NFL draft would be to call it a 

single-buyer semi-closed labor market or a narrow market monopsony.  

Economics of the NFL Draft 

A monopsony power results in economic inefficiency (Boal W. a., 2002). In the 

NFL, this occurs because the limited number of draft picks as well as the team roster 

limits and avoids purchasing the next players whose skills are worth more than the 

marginal cost. If teams are willing to hire more than 53 players at or above the market 

rate, the limited draft selections and roster positions creates a gap in market and lowers 

the average cost of labor below the equilibrium. Pigou calls this gap the “rate of 

exploitation” by (Pigou, 2013, p. 754). Inefficiency caused by a monopsony can be 

elevated by a price floor, which is often put in place by minimum wage laws and unions 

(Boal W. a., 2002). The players union, the National Football League Players Association 

(NFLPA), has been negotiated the salary minimum for drafted players, which is stated in 

the collective bargaining agreement. While the NFLPA tries to close the efficiency gap in 

salary, the NFL teams cooperate (the collusion model) to keep salaries of drafted players 

down. This is called an oligopsony (Boal & Ransom, 1997; 2002). In the NFL oligopsony 

model, teams jointly try to maximize profit-using collusion. The presence of a NFLPA 
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and collective bargaining agreement, to keep the salaries of drafted players up, creates a 

rigid labor market rather than a flexible one where players and the NFL can significantly 

change the salary rate. The NFLPA can bargain for higher salaries by threatening to go 

on strike or not agree to a collective bargaining agreement that does not entail a desirable 

salary structure.   

Objectives of the Draft: Game Theory 

The ostensible goal of NFL teams is to replace players with more productive 

players. This is determined by the team’s value for a particular player and the value of 

their replacement. The difference would be called, value over replacement player 

(VORP) (Burke, 2008). The level and range of football skills players possess is the most 

important quality hiring agents access, the players’ value is calculated based on 

additional factors that contributes most directly to the success of the team such as open 

positions that need to be filled, addition to team’s cohesiveness, and player’s attitude 

(Cummings & Howland, 2011). In the draft, the teams that had the least success in the 

previous season will get to choose what player they want to draft first, the team with the 

second lowest record chooses second, and so on. The most successful in the previous 

season, the super bowl winners, choose last. This order is repeated for seven rounds.  

This is done in order to promote a competitive balance among the teams.  

The game theory is such that teams will act rationally and select the players 

available with the highest value when it is their time to make a selection. Fantasy football 

analyzer, Brian Burke (2008), has called the draft an N-player zero-sum game. N-player 
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means there are more than two teams choosing players and zero-sum acknowledges that 

there is a fixed amount of available value for the entire league. This means that players 

will be drafted based on the order that they are ranked. But teams have different strategies 

for drafting and different values for ranking players (Straffin, 1993). However, teams do 

not all have the same value for each player and sometimes act less rational. Some teams 

have certain players ranked higher than others based on their value to the team’s 

situation. Some players’ style of play is more compatible with certain teams more than 

others. Therefore, teams would be better off choosing the players whom are best fit for 

their particular team (Straffin 1993). In this case, team who are aware that no other team 

is likely to take their current top choice before they are able to reach their next selection 

turn can pick their second choice and wait until their next selection to choose their top 

choice. Thus they get their first and second choices. If teams understand the drafting 

strategies of other teams, they can use this information to gain additional value in the 

draft by benefiting on the strategies of the other teams. This information will cause teams 

to act outside of the basic strategies of priority selection in the draft (Burke, 2008).  

In the NFL Draft, “if all [teams] rationally pursue their own best interests, all 

[teams] end up worse off than if they had all followed some individually less rational line 

of play” (Straffin, p. 145). In game theory the teams are assumed to act rationally, and 

without this qualifier of rationality teams make non-optimal draft selections and create a 

situation that is not strictly zero-sum (Burke, 2008). 
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Biases and Contradictions 

In game theory, the teams are assumed to act rationally. This is not true in the 

NFL draft. Teams are biased toward and against certain players for an infinite amount of 

possible reasons. It is often the cultural and racial assumptions of hiring agents that cause 

them to act contrary to rationality. Both players and hiring agents estimated it that 90% of 

the hiring agents are white and 80%-90% of the NFL prospects are Black (Dufur & 

Feinberg, 2009, p. 65). The three major areas that cause Black NFL prospects (BNPs) to 

be overvalued or undervalued and irrationally drafted by white hiring agents are the way 

in which they are stereotyped, submit to white authority, and show aggression.  

The NFL draft is a social system-economic system in the form of a labor market. 

The structure of the draft causes teams to use drafting strategies in order to accumulate 

the best collective value of players for their team. The priority selection process allows 

for weaker teams to select the most promising players in the drafting pool. The players 

who are looking to sell their football skills have little if any power to choose the team that 

they feel would increase their value. And since the players cannot sign with any other 

team, there is no competitiveness among the buyers because each team has monopsony 

power over their drafted players. If it were not for the NFLPA, player’s salaries would be 

completely dictated by the teams and surely lowered to maximize exploitation. Teams 

look to maximize the value of their selections by using the strategies of other teams to 

their advantage. This N-player zero-sum game theory assumes that the teams are rational 

in their selections, but because of preference and biases, they contradict these 
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assumptions rationality. The submission, aggressiveness, and stereotyping of BNPs 

influence teams’ selections. The NFL draft extremely complex and is not without its 

flaws.  

History of Drafting Blacks 

Historically the hiring of Black football players was hindered by white racism. 

During Jim Crow, Blacks were denied access to institutions and opportunities. The NFL 

was no different. During the early years of professional football, blacks were banned 

from participating due to segregation. In 1902, Charles “The Black Cyclone” Follis was 

the first known Black professional football player. He spent four years with the Shelby 

Athletic Club before retiring in 1906 (Fuhrman, 2008; Nasium, 2014; Ross, 2001). The 

same year Follis walked away from the game, the second Black player emerged; Charles 

Baker played two seasons as a running back with the Akron Indians (Fuhrman, 2008; 

Ross, 2001). Robert “Rube” Marshall, the first Black to appear in an NFL game, and Fred 

“Duke” Slater are other notable Black professional players in the formative years of The 

NFL. But most notable are Frederick Douglas “fritz” Pallard and Paul Robeson. In 1920, 

Fritz was the first Black player in the American Professional Football Association, which 

was renamed in 1922 to the National Football League (Lomax, 1999). Pollard also 

became the first Black head coach when he served as a player-coach of the Akron Pros in 

1921 (Lomax, 1999). Paul Robeson was another standout player for the Akron Pros and 

teammate of Polllard. The All-American Robeson used his football salary to his way 

through law school.  
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After the 1933 season, the only Black in the NFL, Ray Kemp and Joe Lillard, 

were released and no others played for twelve seasons. Kemp was forced to stay at a 

YMCA folling a game against the New York Giants after he was refused a room at the 

hotel his teammates were staying. He was released shortly after (Smith T. G., 1988). 

Lillard experienced a more spectacular career, but it was cut short when he, according to 

black sports documenter, Al Monroe, “refused to play on the vanity of whites” (Smith T. 

G., 1988, p. 256). Several great players left out of the professional league as a result of 

segregation and were forced to showcase their talents through minor club teams.  

From 1934 to 1946, the NFL unofficially excluded black players from its labor 

force. Most whites denied the color ban and claim the absence of Blacks on a lack of 

talent. However, some whites such as Coach Schlissler, conceded that there was an 

unwritten rule that barred blacks from the NFL, but he claimed that it was for their own 

protection (Smith T. G., 1988). Blacks face unnecessary danger during football games. 

Pollard stated that after he was tackled more players would pile on him and punch, grab, 

or hit him continuously. To avoid being hurt, he made a habit of rolling on his back 

immediately after being tackled and flailing his legs as if he were riding a bicycle to 

avoid being piled on (Carroll J. M., 1998).  

Harry Edwards remembers the way Black males were speaking out against the 

humiliation and insult that they were subjected to, but as, blacks, at that time, were still 

not completely free to respond as men (Edwards, The Revolt of the Black Athlete, 1969). 

Despite the success college teams showed as a result of adding Black players, the 
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professional teams refused to reintegrate (Ross, 2001, p. 49). It became apparent that the 

NFL’s racist policy was going to hold all Blacks out of the league, and there would be no 

exception regardless of how talented A major breakthrough for Pollard and the rest of the 

Black football players was the rise of integrated minor football teams. In particular, the 

Brown Bombers, a football team based in the Southside of Chicago, was formed by 

Pollard and a few other ex-pro players, both Black and White (Ross, 2001, p. 51). 

The only major work to examine the reintegration of professional football from 

1946 to 1962 is Charles Ross’s text, Outside the Lines: African Americans and the 

integration of the National Football League. Ross suggests that reintegrating the NFL 

was a slow process in which most Blacks saw only one-year contracts and served as 

“tokens” on their team (Ross, 2001). He details the impact of the Brown Bombers on the 

desire of White owned NFL to utilized Blacks in their league. The Brown Bombers were 

a successful team which Blacks hoped would beget change in the NFL’s racial policy. 

One of the most significant events in the desegregation of professional football was the 

exhibition game between the Brown Bombers, who dominated the minor league, and the 

NFL’s Chicago Bears. 

The Brown Bombers were afforded the biggest opportunity to showcase the 

talents of a racially integrated football team by hitting the gridiron with the Chicago 

Bears, on September 23, 1938 (Ross, 2001, p. 60; Smith T. G., 1988, p. 269). After no 

professional team would accept the Brown Bombers challenge, the defending NFL 

champions wanted to face off in order to gain revenue from the Black community. If the 
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Brown Bomber could pull of a win against the top NFL team, then they would sure have 

changed many people’s resistance against an integrated NFL. This game would prove to 

be a significant setback for Black players trying to pierce their way into the NFL because 

the Brown Bomber lost by a wide margin. The final score was 51-0, and the integrated 

Brown Bombers were humiliated by the segregated Bears (Ross, Outside the lines: 

African Americans and the integration of the National Football League, 2001, p. 60; 

Smith T. G., 1988). The loss downgrade the image of the minor league and the players 

involved in it. The next year, many of the top players from the Brown Bombers did not 

return to the team (Ross, 2001, p. 61). Although the game did not result in a win for the 

Black-fan favored Brown Bombers, the day’s ticket sales sparked the NFL’s desire to 

obtain revenue and attendance from Black fans. Later indications show that the motive 

for desegregating the NFL was mainly financial. Without the Bears vs. Brown Bombers 

game, there would not have been a demonstration by which the NFL could have 

benefited from the additional attendance and revenue that Black players brought was very 

high. Had the Brown Bomber won that game, it would have resulted in an increase in 

popularity among the integrated minor leagues and shown that their quality of football 

was comparable to the NFL. While it may be argued that the NFL would have started to 

immediately bring on Black players if the Brown Bombers had won, but that is doubtful.  

The NFL was clear in its decree that the NFL is a private league, and Blacks were 

not welcome; no matter how good a Black player was, he would not be accepted. The 

subliminal effect this had on the Black community was enormous. There was no influx of 

Blacks into any white dominated organization at that time. And Whites did everything in 
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their power to make football no different. Not until, owners began to realize the growth in 

attendance when Black players were found on rosters. The Chicago Bears vs. The Brown 

Bombers drew over six thousand fans whom most were Black (Ross, 2001, p. 61). The 

desegregation of the NFL was not done as a moral stand by any team in the league. The 

NFL finally decided to desegregate in order to increase profit and fans. In addition, labor 

shortages due to the war and the emergence of a rival league created a need for the NFL 

to expand employment to blacks.  

World War II (WWII) drained white men from the labor force. In many industry 

jobs during the depression of the 1920’s and 30’s when many whites were without jobs, 

Black employment was dismal and Blacks were the “last hired and first fired” (Smith T. 

G., 1988, p. 258). Similarly, the NFL declined the hire of Blacks until positions became 

hard to fill because of the deployment of many white men into battle during WWII 

(Shropshire, 1996). Difficulties fulfilling rosters force NFL teams to shrink rosters from 

33 to 25 players (Smith T. G., 1988). In addition to WWII reducing the pool of NFL 

players, there was a new professional league, the All-American Football Conference 

(AAFC), which emerged in 1946 and showed a willingness to use Black players to help 

establish the new league. The AAFC merge with the NFL in 1949. 

Even when phenomenal athletes out of UCLA became available, they were not 

selected into the NFL. Kenny Washington of UCLA was not able to initially break into 

the NFL after the completion of his stellar collegiate career. Kenny Washington was 

noted as the football player in college football (Ross, Outside the lines: African 
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Americans and the integration of the National Football League, 2001, p. 63). Not one 

NFL team challenged the segregation policy in order to sign him. His teammate, Woody 

Strode, was also a very talented player who received no invitations from a NFL teams. 

Both Strode and Washington shared the college spotlight with another teammate who 

Strode describes as the “best all-around athlete UCLA has ever had” (Ross, Outside the 

lines: African Americans and the integration of the National Football League, 2001, p. 

67). The players name was Jackie Robinson, and he played football, basketball, track & 

field, and baseball. Robinson signed with an MLB team directly out of college. 

Differently, Strode and Washington were not signed until after the prime of their abilities 

had passed. The decision to sign Black football players would have been magnified had 

the players been taken immediately after their domination of college football. The impact 

could have been similar to the domination of Major League Baseball by Robinson. The 

NFL signed the two, not for their athletic ability but for their ability boost gate receipts 

(Ross, 2001).  

When the Cleveland Rams decided to move to Los Angeles (L.A.) and play in 

Municipal Stadium, Black writers protested that no team that practices racial 

discrimination should be able to use the coliseum. Rams backfield coach later admitted 

that the team signed Washington to meet the requirements for obtaining the coliseum 

lease (Smith T. G., 1988; Ross, Outside the lines: African Americans and the integration 

of the National Football League, 2001). In order to accompany Washington, the Rams 

signed his college teammate, Strode. In his autobiography, Strode explains,  
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When Kenny signed, they had to get him a roommate. He could have gotten along 

with the white boys on the team, Bob Waterfield and Jim Hardy and all of those boys 

from UCLA and USC. But the thinking then was that he had to have a running mate, 

another black person to live with on the road. They asked him to select somebody. Kenny 

told them he wanted me. (Strode & Young, 1990, p. 142) 

In the same year an NFL team signed Washington and Strode, the AAFC’s 

Cleveland franchise signed two Black players of their own, Bill Willis and Marion 

Motley (Smith T. G., 1988). But one of the most significant moments for NFL integration 

came in 1949 when the Chicago Bears selected George Taliaferro, the first Black player 

drafted by an NFL team. Although Taliaferro was drafted by the NFL, he decided to play 

for the L.A. Dons of the AAFC prior to the AAFC-NFL merger. Taliaferro was selected 

in the same draft that the Detroit Lions selected Wally Triplett, a halfback from Penn 

State University. Although he was the third Black selected in that draft, he was the first to 

be drafted and play in the NFL (Boyer, 2009). 

The NFL reintegrated and began drafting Black players, not because it felt 

morally obligated, but for several other reasons: the labor shortage left by WWII, the 

emergence of a rival league, and profit. The courage of Woody Strode, Kenny 

Washington, Bill Willis and Marion Motley to pioneer NFL reintegration helped impact 

not only professional athletics but also American society as a whole, during the 1935-

1950. However, they were used as a profit-generating commodity for white owners. 

Although blacks are no longer drafted onto NFL teams as “token” players, the 
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contemporary hiring of Black players is wrapped in more egregious motives. The 

commodification of blacks has replaced the desire to keep the NFL as a white only 

establishment, with the exception of control.  

The increase in Black players in the NFL brought Black style of play. Every 

generation of Black players proved to be more entertaining than the one before. One of 

the major teams to use their Black style to entertain football fans were the black players 

from the University of Miami in the mid to late 90’s. Using the hip hop tradition of 

nicknaming to refer to the University as “the U,” a style that was familiar to hip hop but 

unfamiliar to sport at that time was plastered on national television as the U football team 

rose to national success. Equipped with the popular hip hop style and “What’s my 

name?” attitude that demanded respect, the Black players (and some of the white ones) 

became hot commodities for white controllers, who, as William Rhoden describes, 

“became addicted to this other new form of black gold” (Rhoden W. C., 2006, p. 168). 

The U had many notable NFL prospects on their roster over their most successful years, 

such as Michael Irvin, Ray Lewis, Ed Reed, Reggie Wayne, Santana and Sinorice, 

Clinton Portis, Kellen Winslow, Jr., Warren Sapp, and many more. From the 2001 

National Championship team, 34 of the record setting 38 drafted players were Black. Out 

of the astonishing 17 first round draft picks, 16 were black (Corben, 2014). 

  There has been a drastic change in the NFL’s hiring of Black players. Between 

1920-1933, thirteen black players played for various professional football teams. After 

reintegrating professional football and merging the All-American Football League with 
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the NFL in 1947, the NFL’s Black player population grew with accelerating speed. The 

Black population in the NFL has dramatically increased to the point of numerical 

domination. According to “The 2014 Racial and Gender Report Card,” 67.3% of all NFL 

players are Black (Lapchick R. , 2014). Through the NFL draft, Black players have 

savored the high salaries, fame, and enjoyment of being NFL players. However, the 

integration and increase of Black NFL players has not come without a cost. Negative 

images of Black NFL players are now used as a tool for continuing the colonization of 

Blacks. These images create confusion and culturally dislocated ideas of manhood. The 

NFL, and colonization in general, continue to be a factor in struggle for manhood among 

Black males.   
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CHAPTER 7 

CONTINUED COLONIZATION OF BLACK MEN 

The operation of the NFL and BNPs stand on a history of colonization that has 

laid the foundation for racism in American society in general and sports in particularly. 

To live as a Black person in the U.S. is to live in a predominantly racist society that 

operates in a way that teaches Black people to reject themselves as Africans. 

Colonization has contributed to the emasculation of colonized Black men by robbing 

them their own African cultural practices of manhood that are based on African 

cosmology and distorting or their conceptions of manhood by denying them of any other 

social markers of manhood (Lonsdale, 1989). Colonization continues to culturally 

dislocate BNPs by imposing Western cultural ideology on them, heavily influencing their 

conceptions of manhood. Racist social and legal structures have kept Black males from 

obtaining western forms of manhood that colonization has taught them to seek. 

According to Anderson J. Franklin (2004), this leaves Black males feeling “invisible” or 

devalued by others. As a result, they seek to prove their manhood by exhibiting and 

attempting to exhibit hyper expressions of manhood, in order to become visible; in order 

to be valued as men. To fully understand the origin and basis of BNPs’ conceptions of 

manhood, there must first be an understanding of the history of colonization, especially in 

the realm of sports, and its influence on Black manhood and Black life.  

As summarized by Jack O’Dell, colonialism is the alienation of people and the 

conquering indigenous people who are “uprooted by colonial power from their traditional 
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territory and colonized in a new territorial environment so that the very environment 

itself is ‘alien’ to them” (Ball, 2011, p. 14). European colonization has attempted to 

completely control and culturally dominate every aspect of African people and land 

(Fanon, 1964, p. 34). European colonizers invaded African groups with brutality and 

violence. They developed an institution of chattel slavery that was like none that come 

before it. In fact, the institution of slavery itself may not have had the most significant 

impact. Historian, Jearold Winston Holland, states, “It may have been the particular style 

of slavery in America that produced the greatest impact on African Americans and their 

play, recreation, and leisure” (Holland J. W., 2002, p. 42). In addition to the physical 

mistreatment enslaved Africans were subjected to, there was the psychological 

imposition of self-destructive thinking; the economic exploitation and caste immobility; 

the attempt at degradation in every aspect of society; the biological and scientific 

assertions of inferiority; the forcible removal of cultural materials and practices from 

Africans; and the vicious, violent, and total assimilation to European culture (Ball, 2011; 

Fanon, 1964; Tangie, 2006; Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2014). Colonialism 

gave power to Europeans by producing dichotomies between the civilized European man 

and the savage African man (Lonsdale, 1989, p. 83). Colonization has continued to 

function and evolve in various tactical ways. The history of Enslavement, Reconstruction, 

Jim Crow, and the end of the Civil-Rights era and Black Power movement are examples 

of a continued colonialism, as well as the continuous struggle against it. Traumatic 

experiences during these periods complicate the construction of manhood among Black 

males. 
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The emancipation of enslaved Africans did little to provide them with the 

sociopolitical rights said to be afforded to “men.” The rise of Jim Crow and the 

implementation of Black codes disenfranchised Black men (Davis R. L.). In addition to 

denying Blacks the right to vote, the image of the Black man was stereotyped as sexual 

predators and gave white Americans the motive to lynch Black men in record numbers. 

From 1882 and 1968, it is documented that over 4700, mostly Black, Americans were 

lynched (Thomas-Lester, 2005). Even George Washington acknowledged the way Black 

males were excluded from “national manhood” in United States. He said,  

They are excluded in most States from all participation in the 

government; taxed without their consent, and compelled to submit to 

unrighteous laws…They are also excluded from every branch of 

mechanical industry; the work-shop, the factory, the counting-room, and 

every avenue to wealth and respectability…Colleges and academies 

slowly open their doors to them…they are by necessity constant 

consumers, while they produce comparatively nothing, nor derive profit 

from the production of others. (Smith S. M., 2013, p. 179) 

The connection between colonialism and the Black-male-athlete experience is an 

intense and perennial one. Colonialism has had a large effect on the concept of “manhood” 

and is the driving force behind not only the structure of the NFL draft, but also the 

actions of the BNPs and NFL scouts.  

Black Bodies for Entertainment 

Throughout colonization, Blacks have been viewed by Western culture as bodies 

for labor and entertainment rather than fully human or men. During the Maafa, which is 

Swahili for “Black Holocaust,” captors would periodically have enslaved Africans 
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excursive by making them dance for the entertainment of the crew (Holland J. W., 2002). 

This dance did not serve purpose of traditional African dance. Nonetheless, the 

commodification of the Black body for white entertainment has suppressed much of the 

validity African body movement once had. After similar and extremely more horrifying 

treatment, the social and psychological scars from five to six generations of enslavement 

remain. Enslaved Africans were put to work as form of punishment. Blacks have since 

associated work with punishment and inferiority. They therefore attempt to avoid work 

by seeking “get-rich-quick” endeavors such as professional sports (Akbar, 1984, p. 11).  

Enslaved Africans who could entertain her/his master received special treatment. This 

engagement with sports continued after slavery ended. Akbar explains the function of 

entertainment and athletics to African Americans: 

Entertainers and athletes are the popular heroes of the African-

American community. Physical prowess or comic exploits are the only 

characteristics Black heroes are permitted to express. Intellectual acuity, 

prophetic vision, moral integrity, technological know-how, and managerial 

efficiency are characteristics seldom, if ever, portrayed. Consequently, the 

slave images of power persist. African-American children, as a 

consequence, strive to throw balls or sing on microphones, rather than 

seeking to explore the universe, discover cures for infectious diseases, or 

discover ways to free the starving masses in Africa or India. Such a 

preoccupation with impotent images was a device to keep the slaves’ 

aspirations in check. The persistence of such models to the exclusion of 

others perpetuates the conditions of slavery. (Akbar, 1984, p. 21) 

For leniency and protection, enslaved Africans engaged in self-expression and 

recreation such as art, dance, and sport. (Akbar, 1984, p. 20). When enslaved Africans 

showed the ability to gain the favor of slave masters, it gave them a feeling of superiority 

over the other enslaved Africans (Akbar, 1984, p. 26). Contemporary Black athletes, 
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much like the ones during slavery and Jim Crow, use sports as a tool of liberation. But for 

many of them, emancipation came by playing into the hearts of whites looking to profit 

or be entertained. Tom Molineaux was one who successfully utilized his athletic ability to 

gain freedom and prominence. He was an enslaved African who was forced into 

Mandingo fighting. According to William Rhoden (2006), Molineaux was a very good 

fighter and won his slave master lots of money. In return, his master gave him a large 

sum of money and released him. Molineaux ventured to England where he became a 

great pugilist and fought for the English heavyweight championship in 1810 (Rhoden W. 

C., 2006, p. 45). He was the first Black fighter to do so. The controversial fight that 

included Molineaux knocking down his opponent but the crowed stormed the right in 

order to distract the referee from counting the opponent out. Molineaux eventually lost 

but what was even more significant was the lack of press given to the fight in the U.S. 

press. During the early 1800’s, the image or narrative of a formerly enslaved African 

reaching success in sports outside of slavery would conflict with the white-controlled 

structure of life that slave masters promoted. However, Black-sporting success is 

embraced by western culture only when it is controlled and profited by whites, and it 

must be in line with white supremacy, which means keeping Black males from attaining 

the equality and manhood. 

The agenda of colonization has never ceased nor decelerated. Sport has 

continuously been used as a malicious instrument to advance the colonization of Black 

people, perpetuate white supremacy ideology, and advance derogative racial stereotypes. 

I would not consider the treatment of professional athletes as “neo-colonialism.” It is 
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simply a repeat of old-colonialism. Unfortunately, dealing with the issues of the past 

means dealing with suppressed pain. But, as Na’im Akbar states, “those who deny the 

lessons of the past are doomed to repeat it” (Akbar, 1984, p. 1). The use of Black 

professional athletes as token examples of a “success” in order to justify a racially 

unequal society has been done throughout American history. For example, enslaved 

Africans were used as Sports jockeys who were happy to have more privileges than field 

slaves. In an extensive exploration of the American racetrack and the white and Black 

men who made their lives on it, Katherine C. Mooney’s book, Race Horse Men, recounts 

the largely forgotten grandeur of horseracing from the 1830s to the 1910s. Mooney 

suggests that during the antebellum period, many Black jockeys were free from field 

duties and regular plantation life. But, they also experienced their own form of human 

bondage and cultural alienation while spending extended periods of time away from the 

Black community and under the authority of white owners. Some elite white men, she 

explains, described Black jockeys as “the perfect slave” (p.49) and “part of a system that 

assured white Southern turfmen that slave society could flourish in harmonious unity” 

(p.50). The same could be said for college and professional football.  

Jim Crown dictated which form of Black athlete would be tolerated in an 

American society of white supremacy. Jack Johnson and Joe Louis were the first two 

Black heavy weight boxing champions of the world, respectively. But they had very 

contrasting images and responses from whites. With Johnson sporting the championship 

crown and beating any and all white competitors, he was a threat to the white supremacy 

ideology. It was hard to argue that white boxers are superior to Black boxers with 
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Johnson emphatically proving otherwise. He was eventually found guilty of violating the 

“Mann Act” and stripped of his boxing title (Rhoden W. C., 2006). The criminal case 

against him exemplified the intolerance whites have for the “bad nigger,” especially in 

athletics.  

In contrast, the negative image of Black male athletes was softened with the 

emergence of Joe Louis. He defended his title against the German, Max Shmelling during 

the reign of Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich (Rhoden W. C., 2006). Louis became the 

first major Black athlete cheered by whites. Louis showed how Black athletes could 

conduct themselves in a way that allowed them the benefits of white acceptance. Just as 

Mandingo fighting had been used, “free” athletes could also be used to perpetuate the 

images of Black men, which supported the stereotypes imposed on them by whites.  

While Johnson immolated the type of Black man that would not be affirmed by the white, 

dominant society, Louis exemplified the manhood that was tolerated by society.  

Neo-Colonialism 

Neo-colonialism includes institutional and systematic racism and often condemns 

the more overt forms of racial oppression found in earlier forms of colonialism in order to 

avoid resistance. Kwame Nkurmah describes Neo-colonialism to be worse than 

colonialism. He says,  

In neo-colonialism, however, the people are divided from their 

leaders and, instead of providing true leadership and guidance which is 

informed at every point by the ideal of the general welfare, leaders come 

to neglect the very people who put them in power and incautiously 
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become instruments of suppression on behalf of the neo-colonialists. 

(Nkrumah, 1970) 

In addition, creating an institution of racism ensures the privilege and benefits of 

white privilege, while not having to engage in blatant forms of racial oppression. It 

allows for a hands-off approach to ensuring White privilege. Diversity and Sports 

Professor, Kevin Hoylton, says, “The problematic of race thinking for many in sport is its 

endemic omnipresent discourse” (Hylton, p. 3). Joe Feagin adds, “The central White 

framing of systemic racism is “deeply rooted, institutionalized structures of White-

created racial oppression of people of color.”  (Feagin, 2012, p. viii). Throughout sports, 

team owners have been steadily trying to structure leagues in ways that will maintain 

control over players. Like the enslavement of African people and their extraction out of 

African for their labor, contemporary institutions, especially sports, have shown to poses 

major components of colonialism from top to bottom. 

Some believe that the form of integration brought through Brown vs. The Board of 

Education (1954) was the end to racial segregation but not racial discrimination (Bell 

1979, 1993; Biko, 2002). Integration was initiated as a conscious maneuver to influence 

rather than equalizer. This form of integration, that operated more like assimilation, 

allowed the already existing complexities of white-superiority and Black-inferiority that 

manifest in a segregated society to continue in an integrated set-up. As a result, the 

integrated system is a one-way operation, with whites imposing their culture and 

ideology onto Blacks (Biko, 2002, p. 20). In addition, the migration of Blacks to white 

spaces and institutions allowed whites to better control blacks. After all, a smart slave 
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master was aware that any self-respecting human being would resist the dehumanization 

of slavery. Therefore, the slave master would systemically create a sense of inferiority in 

the African in order to keep them mentally subservient (Akbar, 1984, p. 23). The same 

operation has continued to impact the psyche of contemporary Black football players.  

The extraction of Black athletes, as resources, out of the Black nations by 

colonizers has had a deplorable effect on both the athletes and the Black community. In 

the same vein, the extraction of Black from Black communities in America continues to 

leave the community unbalanced. White resources have lured the Black talented tenth 

away from the Black community. The Black community relies heavily on sports for its 

aesthetic heroes. During the days of slavery this was also true. The winners of slave 

games often won the respect of the slave community (Rhoden W. C., 2006). 

Because of integration, Black football players were afforded the opportunity to 

attend predominantly white institutions (PWI) rather than historically Black colleges and 

universities (HBCU). PWIs fulfilled the desires of Black football players in many ways. 

PWIs served as a more resourceful institution then HBCUs. The schools were bigger, the 

facilities were more presentable, and the population was grander. Some Blacks attended 

these schools in order to attain the lifestyle of Whites. Whites had the best opportunities, 

materials, and scenery. Another major reason for Black football players to attend a PWI 

was for the opportunity to go head-to-head with White players. Blacks have often 

fantasized about physically battling Whites and playing football at a PWI gave them that 

opportunity. It was one of the few structured spaces by which Blacks could physically 



 

 

 

133  

 

and legally strike Whites. This helped build Blacks’ self-esteem. During the emergence 

of Blacks in football, like all other aspects of Black life, were determined to prove their 

legitimacy and earn respect. There were not many things that brought more psychological 

impact than watching a Black man overpower a White man in a fair match. The 

symbolism of a Black man physically defeating a White man applies to all forms of racial 

conflict. Sports writer Edwin B Henderson compares Joe Louis’ heavy weight boxing 

championship win, over the raining White champion, and an intellectual triumph over 

Albert Einstein. Henderson says, “if Joe Louis beat Professor Einstein at his own game, 

whatever it is, White men would pay no attention,” John Hoberman adds, “whereas 

knocking him on his back was sure to make lasting impressions” (Hoberman, 54). 

Similarly, the practices of knocking over White players, being uncatchable by White 

opponents, and breaking up passes that come from a White quarterback and are intended 

for a White receiver all have symbolic significance in football. 

Mis-Education of Black Male Athletes 

Carter G. Woodson’s highly revered book, The Mis-Education of the Negro, 

suggests that PWI’s academic curriculums are set up to place Blacks in positions such as 

manual labor or trades and place Whites in positions of ownership. His theories are 

further examined through Juwanza Kunjufu’s study, The Conspiracy to Destroy Black 

Boys. Both, Kunjufu and Woodson, find it detrimental for Blacks to be systemically 

filtered into inferior jobs through the academic curriculum. (Kunjufu) In practice, 

however, this curriculum often reflected the biases of the culturally dominant majority. 
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Seemingly, the education of Black football players at White schools was replaced with 

White prescription.  

Black football players at PWIs received forms of education that were arguably 

unhealthy to their self-esteem and consciousness. At HBCUs, Black football players 

enjoyed closer student-faculty relationships and better social integration than at PWIs. 

They joined HBCU campus social clubs and attended campus events (Webster 2002, 

Steinfeldt 2009). The players at Black colleges benefited from a cultural institution that 

was sensitive to their cultural behavior and evaluated them accordingly. HBCUs provided 

an environment that was geared to meet the needs of Blacks and football programs geared 

to meet the needs of Black players.  

However, for Black male athletes, the Black identity is often suppressed and 

replaced with an “athletic identity.” At Black schools during the 1960’s and 70’s, college 

coaches were the overseers of players’ athletic, social, and academic life. HBCU coaches, 

much like teachers, carried the responsibility of developing boys into men with firm 

conviction. In addition, the physiological impacts of having a person with the same skin 

color in command increased the self-esteem of Black players. Blacks were not afforded 

this privilege at PWIs. By 1996, there had been only fourteen Black head coaches at a 

PWI in the 100-year history of college football (Gerdy, 2000, p. 83). Black players left 

their communities, role models, and mentors to enter PWIs (Lapchick R. E., 2003, p. 

305). By the mid 70’s, college football integration was in full swing. However, the 

integration of coaches and teachers at PWIs remain futile. Black football players found 
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themselves on White campuses without high-quality Black male figures to model 

themselves after.  

For many athletes, athletic identity is their primary, identity (Beamon, 2012). 

Some Black athletes have failed to develop alternative identities or opportunities outside 

of football. Therefore, their primary objective of reaching the NFL becomes one of the 

only opportunities to maintain their athletic identity. In addition to BNPs lacked of focus 

on academics and career development, universities have been accused of academic 

exploitation of Black football players (Singer, 2005, p. 368). Academic exploitation 

leaves Black athletes ill prepared to take on future career or academic opportunities and 

enhances their dependence on their athletic identity. Along with the media, families and 

friends of Black athletes contribute dominance of their athletic identity. For many Black 

athletes, their families and friends become enthralled in their athletic participation and 

success (Beamon, 2012, p. 203; Beamon, 2010). Even strangers value and define them 

based on their athletic achievements (Beamon, 2012, p. 205). The athletic identity is also 

fed by the lack of challenges many Black players have had to their athletic succeed 

throughout their lives leading up to the draft. Continuing to participate in sports allows 

Black athletes to participate is perhaps the only thing they are comfortable doing as a 

primary job, and it allows them to be more than a “normal” or “regular” members of their 

family and community (Beamon, 2012, p. 204).  

Scholars argue that Athletic identity is connected to male identity but takes away 

from their racial identity and causes athletes to be unconscious of racial discrimination 
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(Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003, p. 163). Black athletes are 

socialized in an environment outside of the Black community and in an environment 

where they train, travel, live, and compete with other athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, 

Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003, p. 165). Those athletes who express racial pride or who 

are often labeled as having an attitude and disciplined by being ostracized or receive less 

playing opportunities. Black athletes who do not express racial pride are labeled “good” 

and “acceptable” athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, 2003, p. 

166).  

Psychological Conditioning 

The Martinican psychoanalyst, Frantz Fanon, argues that the validation of 

manhood in the mind of many Black males comes from through whiteness and white 

affirmation (Jackson R. L., p. 736; King, 2004). In his seminal text, Black Skin White 

Masks, Fanon theorizes on the phenomenon of the Black male by using the Freudian 

method of psychoanalysis to examine the sub-consciousness of a Black immigrant of 

France, Jean Veneuse. Fanon’s theory argues that the Black male neurotic and suffers 

from an inferiority complex brought on by the colonization and white supremacy. Fanon 

argues that Black men seek affirmation of his manhood through white men. Fanon states, 

“Above all, he wants to prove to others that he is a man, that he is like them” (Fanon, 

1986, p. 48). In Fanon’s engagement with the discussion of race, he links gender and 

race, giving a unique and sometimes different analysis of Black men and Black women. 

For the Black male he describes a feeling of anxiety and obsession with whiteness that 



 

 

 

137  

 

dominates the personality. According to Fanon, the Black male suffers from an inferiority 

complex that subscribes to the notion that everything associated with white culture is 

superior that all that of Black culture. Subsequently, the black male desires acceptance by 

the white world and “to indulge in the most secret privileges afforded to white men in 

order to combat the inferiority ascribed to them” (Fanon, 1986, p. 51). Fanon’s theory 

suggests that the problem with the black man is that he seeks to have his value affirmed 

by seeking legitimation through assimilation to whiteness. Fanon states, “Here is our 

Black man ‘who through his intelligence and hard work has hoisted himself to the level 

of European thought and culture” (Fanon, 1986, p. 48). However, Fanon adds, “but he is 

incapable of escaping his race” (Fanon, 1986, p. 48). BNPs often seek similar acceptance 

into the colonial arena of the NFL where scouts, who are almost always white males, 

determine who gains accesses. Fanon’s theory speaks to the sub-consciousness of the 

Black male.  

Asante argues that the fixation on whiteness is a direct result of cultural 

dislocation. Many Black males suffer from what Asante calls “dislocation” from the 

African center. This is the inability in recognizing one’s ancestor and their culture: it 

signifies that the person who fails to do so is either insane or s/he has some ulterior 

motifs. Of course, there are people who are ashamed of their past, culture, and heritage, 

and to be accepted by other cultures they often do not hesitate to desecrate their own 

culture. This, according to Asante, is due to the mis-education that deliberately develop 

their dislocation. Some Blacks are so far dislocated from their own past, culture, and 

ideology, and simultaneously extremely indoctrinated with a Eurocentric world-view 
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which sees Black males as inferior to White males, that they distance themselves from 

anything of their cultural past. Fanon says, the Black man “would not be a man of the 

past and would not exalt his past, or any past” (Asante, 2007b, p. 12). Their 

disengagement from their past makes way for an acceptance of European world-view. 

According to Asante, “we permit a dysfunction between who we are and who we are told 

we ought to be” (Asante, 2007a, p. 158). Therefore, many BNPs conceptions of manhood 

is dislocated and heavily based on a Eurocentric world-view due to colonialism. 

Unfortunately, history has shown that Black men, even when working from a European 

or Western world-view, have been rejected from manhood. Especially since white males 

have acted as the hegemonic gatekeepers and definers of such an achievement in U.S. 

society.  

 

 

The inability to achieve a Western form of manhood, in addition to being 

culturally dislocated and functioning from an Eurocentric world-view, leaves many Black 

males feeling invisible according to Franklin (2004). He argues that the symptoms that 

occur as a result of the invisibility syndrome are frustration, chronic indignation; 

pervasive discontent and disgruntlement; anger, immobilization, or increasing inability to 

get things done; questioning one’s worth, disillusionment and confusion; feeling trapped; 

conflicted racial identity; internalized rage; depression; substance abuse; and loss of 

hope. He identifies the keys to overcoming invisibility as recognition, satisfaction, 

legitimacy, validation; respect; dignity, identity. These qualities have been extremely 

hard to come by for Black males because of the pervasiveness of white supremacy that 
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has been built into the foundation of Western culture, especially in the U.S. The NFL 

may be one of the only places Black males can find heavy concentration of these 

qualities. But even here, they are not obtained without consequences.   

A White Supremacist Society 

Colonialism carries a white supremacy Ideology. In his book, Consciencism 

(1970), Nkrumah argues that white supremacy is an ideology that permeates all aspects of 

a colonized society. He outlines the foundational areas of white supremacy ideology as 

Economic, Political, and Social. Each one has a specific role in creating, protecting, and 

advancing white supremacy ideology. 

The economic exploitation of Black players is found in the egregious attempt to 

establish a valuable labor force by turning them into revenue generating commodities that 

are exploited by financial elitists. In the post-antebellum, economically depriving Blacks 

is one way of keeping them dependent on whites (Akbar, 1984). According to Marx 

(1867, 1977 ), capitalism must maintain a bourgeoisie class and a working class or an 

industrial reserve. By ensuring that certain groups occupy of the lower classes, the other 

groups occupy of the upper class. It is in the interest of the dominant class that values 

individual power to exploit and strain other groups to sustain their economic position. Du 

Bois called this “the wages of whiteness.” There is also a material advantage that 

positions Europe as the dominator of the world (Mills, 1997, p. 33) Racism allows for a 

distinction between the White, dominant class and the lower-economic groups of Blacks 

and “Others.” Edna Bonacich argues that the poor state of Black males make “Niche 
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Workers” for exploited labor. Blacks are marginalized group that is motivated by poverty 

and lack alternative opportunities. Their vulnerable state leaves them susceptible to 

control and exploitation, which are both heavily present in football. Therefore, Black 

males make the best labor force for a sports industry full of exploitation and white 

control.  

Politically, the racial representation in NFL’s leadership is almost racially 

identical to slavery. There are no majority owners of an NFL franchise. Yet, the players 

make up over 65% (Lapchick, Hoff, & Kaiser, 2014). The NFLs profits are dependent on 

the production of its players just as the profits of the planter are dependent on the work of 

his slaves. (Fountain & Finley, 2010, p. 1). While it must be understood that the average 

salary of an NFL player is over a million dollars, it must also be understood that 70% of 

Black players end up broke only three years after their playing career is over. With many 

Black football players placing a priority on athletics, Black football players find 

themselves ill prepared to face the financial responsibilities of life without the NFL and 

places them (back) in lower economic class. So although Black NFL players are making 

a considerable amount of money in the NFL, many of them fall short and others end up 

broke in the long run. Creating a social and athletic environment that puts an emphasis on 

football causes many Black football players.  

Another way our society uses sports to push Blacks to the lower economic classes 

is by perpetuating the images of Black masculinity that carry negative long-term effects. 

This insures that stereotyping of Blacks shuts them out of many opportunities and 
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maintains an industrial army of Black proletariats. The protection of Capitalism is the 

protection of an imperial group of colonizers (Ball, 2011). This does not happen through 

economics and politics alone.  

Social tools such as media must work to perpetuate the social image and operation 

of Black athletes. One of the ways Black football players have been psychologically 

colonized is through mass media. Jared Ball explains, “in support of a continuing 

colonialism, that is in support of the continued expropriation of labor and wealth, and the 

spirit and culture of African American and, by extension and connected to, the rest of the 

world” (Ball, 2011, p. 5).  Capturing the minds of Black football players deters them 

from working outside the framework of colonization. Providing them with an identity “in 

a web of anti-self-images generating a personal and collective self-destruction, is more 

cruel than the shackles on the wrists and ankles” (Akbar, 1984, p. 2). The pervasiveness 

and influence of Black-male-athlete images in the media are used to maintain and 

advance white supremacy ideology (Ball, 2011, p. 13). The societal agreement and 

acceptance of these images contribute to what is known as the social and racial contract.  

In the 1947 text, Social Contract, Jean-Jacques Rousseau argues that the only 

foundation for legitimate authority in human societies is Agreement (Rousseau, 1947, p. 

173). The social contract systemically connects the people to social and government 

power. It is the agreement or social pact between the communities of people that holds 

the most power (Rousseau, 1947, p. 173). The social contract and its clauses are never 

formally enunciated, but they must be recognized and enacted the same throughout 
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society (Rousseau, 1947, p. 180). The laws are constructed to protect the agreement to an 

ideology and system of values. The original state of Nature would out power individuals, 

so humans had to develop a central direction and act in concert or their power would 

perish (Rousseau, 1947, p. 179). 

The social contract enlists the protection of freedom for individuals. Therefore, 

the social contract is able to provide both freedom and unity for the community and its 

constituents (Rousseau, 1947, p. 180). Group strength and protection comes simply by 

association with the contract (Rousseau, 1947, p. 180). Charles W. Mills claims that the 

social contract is an amalgamation of several political, moral, and epistemological 

contracts (Mills, 1997, p. 9). He argues, “With the growth of slavery and European 

capitalism, the social contract takes on a racial component that allows for the 

maintenance of the elite group, whites. Thus the racial contract is constructed” (Mills, 

1997, p. 63). This allows for the freedom of all men to be amended to the freedom of 

white men. The there is a psychic benefit from being a member of a herrenvolk racial 

contract. Mills defines the Racial Contract: 

The Racial Contract is that set of formal or informal agreement or 

meta-agreements…between the members of one subset of humans, 

henceforth designated by (shifting), “racial”…criteria C1 C2. C3 …as 

“white,” and coextensive...with the class of full white or white-ruled 

polities the whites either already inhabit or establish… (Mills, 1997, p. 11) 

He goes on to describe the transformation of the racial stratification: 

  By the nineteenth century, conventional white opinion casually 

assumed the uncontroversial validity of a hierarchy of “higher” and 
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”lower,” “master” and “subject” race, for whom, it is obvious, different 

rules must apply. (Mills, 1997, p. 5) 

The social and racial contract allows for a successful transformation of overt 

colonization to a more covert form through institutional and systemic racism. The 

invisibility of neo-colonialism throughout sports is only possible through the 

psychological enslavement of Black athletes.  

The Continuation of Colonialism 

Colonization continues to preserve itself like an infection that has yet to be cured. 

Blacks have shown resisted colonization in many ways, but colonization continues to 

evolve and reshape itself making it harder to resist. Most recently, colonization has 

avoided resistance by engaging in racial appeasement. Blacks have not been given their 

“piece of the pie,” but are now receiving crumbs in order create the appearance of 

progress. Paulo Freire calls this “false generosity.”  He describes it as charity that 

reinforces the dehumanization of those seeking charity. It is only meaningful insofar as 

injustice is still perpetrated (Freire, 2000).  

Although Blacks have experienced progress over time, Derrick Bell (1992) warns 

us that much of this progress can be attributed to the interests of whites converging with 

the interest of Blacks. Bell argues that “Interest Convergence” is when the dominant 

group’s interests match those of the oppressed groups. It is a way for the dominant group 

to give off the illusion of generosity and have their actions appear to be serving the 

interest of the oppressed groups. When in actuality, they are ultimately benefiting from 
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these actions, most times more than the oppressed groups. The successful images of the 

few Black players who are materialistic and addicts of material goods, popping bottles of 

the most expensive brands are marketing companies dream. The interests of the 

Oligarchies (White male leaders of the financial sector who benefit from consumers 

spending money) lies in the obsession Black NFL males have with material consumption. 

The commodified players become billboards for the products they fashion. Black NFL 

football players along with other entertainers influence the product consumption of many 

Black males and lead to product sales. Therefore, the high salaries of a few NFL players 

benefit the White-controlled economic market more than it does the players.  

There is a White supremacist continuum of the Black male image that spans from 

images of male slaves to the images of NFL players (Lewis, 2010). Black players’ 

physical abilities and athletic prowess have become the emphasis of the NFL’s selection 

process. The three-day scouting combine is televised and covered heavily by the media. 

Players dress in skintight clothing in order to both perform well and expose their 

muscular structure to NFL representatives. Likewise at action blocks, male slaves were 

stripped half or entirely naked. They were coated with grease in order to make their skin 

shine and appear healthy (Bancroft, 1959, p. 282). In an article, Back on the Chain Gang: 

Why the Eighth Amendment and the History of Slavery Proscribe the Resurgence of 

Chain Gangs, one ex-slave mentions, "They examine you just like they do a horse; they 

look at your teeth, and pull your eyelids back and look at your eyes, and feel you just like 

you was a horse" (Gorman, p. 446). In the NFL drafting process, players’ intense efforts 

are in hopes of being drafted into the NFL: a socio-athletic construct that will heavily 
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reward them, financially, for performing well. Owners, scouts and managers spend the 

entire combine, as well as countless weeks leading up to the draft evaluating the annual 

pool of possible draftees in order to best select players who will benefit their 

organization. In an article called Race and the NFL Draft: Views from the Auction Block, 

by Mikaela J. Dufur & Seth L. Feinberg, Blacks players made statement similar to those 

of slaves. They were noted saying,  

They were referred to as “young bucks” and “work horses,” and noted that 

coaches and general managers were constantly coming up to them to touch 

and evaluate their bodies in passing at the hotel. Players used terms like 

“poke” and “prod” to describe their medical evaluations, and said the 

exclusively White medical staff did not even ask permission prior to 

inserting fingers into their mouths to examine their teeth. (Feinberg, 2008) 

After the slaves were selected and paid for at the auction, they traveled to their new home 

(Gorman, p. 446). As well, after an NFL team selects players, they immediately fly to the 

team’s facility. The similarities of the NFL Draft and the Slave Auction Block are 

endless. It promotes the ownership of Black male bodies for their physical abilities and, I 

suggest, diminishes Black males’ intellectual aptitude. Whites perceived Black male 

chattel to be unintelligent, born with physical stature, animalistic, and therefore great for 

performing physical work without defiance. From this concept, the ideology of “the 

dumb Black brute” is birthed and can be linked to the image of the “dumb Black football 

player.” Though given much attention in the media, people rarely acknowledge the NFL 

draft as an event that perpetuates the image of the dumb Black brute. Some scholars 

argue that athletes show intelligence through coordination, speed, and other physical 

abilities (Hoberman, 1997). They describe intelligence as mental strength that is shown in 
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many forms including physical action and reaction. Although the theories of intelligence 

bring understanding to this topic, it is not the theories that are being studied; it is the 

NFL’s perception of intelligence that is being examined. Theoretically, NFL teams want 

players who can play and show “football intelligence,” also known as “on-the-field 

intelligence.” Similarly, slave owners want slaves with agricultural keenness. Yet, slave 

owners maintained leverage over their slaves by not allowing them to learn to read or 

write. When evaluating the studies done on Black-student athlete’s GPA and graduation 

rate, it is thought by many scholars that the same leverage tactics that slave owners used 

on slaves are being used on Black players (Oates T. P., 2004). Therefore, it can be said 

that the NFL draft is responsible for both perpetuating slave-like commodification of 

Black male bodies and the social image of the dumb Black brute.  

The media is also a way to perpetuate detrimental images of Black manhood. 

Showing images of successful Black men in the media to give the impression of Black 

progress is a form of tokenism. Tokenism is the misrepresentation of Black phenomena 

by overgeneralizing using on or a few Blacks as an example. Some people use the images 

of Black NFL players as Black economic development or the presidential election of 

Barack Obama to justify their claims that race is no longer a major factor in the 

opportunities given to people in U.S society. The increasingly growing population of 

Black NFL millionaires does not reflect the economic progress of Blacks. Nor does the 

election of a Black president to a post-racial society. Although, individually, the Black 

NFL players and President Obama are Black, male and successful, they do not represent 

the total population of Black people in terms of economic, political, and social progress.  
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Black NFL players are paraded as tokens of successful Black men, while 

unemployment and poverty among Black males remain at disgraceful levels. While the 

NFL’s visual representations of Black men help influence BNPs’ notions of Black 

manhood, the types of Black men most acclaimed are those who have display an 

acceptance of white culture and beliefs. Michael Jordan is an iconic athlete and a 

revolutionary in the athletic-marketing industry. Journalist and sports historian, William 

Rhoden, describes Jordan as a “dream come true for the NBA” (Rhoden W. , p. 204). The 

NBA, Rhoden explains, was trying to figure out how to take the style and showmanship 

of the growing Black population in the NBA and leave behind their “inconvenient” Black 

features. Michael Jordan became the poster boy for the ideal behavior of Blacks in sports. 

The NBA, and other marketers, bottled his smooth style of play, muscularly lean body, 

youthful look, and kind smile; and they sold it to America for a great profit. The key for 

the NBA was to promote great athletic prowess Jordan’s showed while silencing the 

projection of his natural personality.  

The NFL adopts the Jordan model in the marketing of Black NFL players. Black 

NFL players were discouraged from talking politics, speaking out against racial injustice, 

or even reading books of cultural development. In a film, Third and Long: African 

Americans in Pro Football 1946-1989 (2012), Walter Beach III recounts his time in the 

NFL. He tells, “We were on a plane, and I was reading a book, Message to the Black 

Man.  And, the owner says, ‘well, I don’t want you to read that’.” This type of 

depoliticizing of Black men turns them into bodies with no voice; they are economically 

valuable yet socially feeble.  It supports their non-threatening image within the White 
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social framework and therefore allows for maximum the profitability. By muzzling NFL 

players’ voices, it weakens the social influence they have and gives it to the White team 

owners and sports agents who control their image. The commodification of Michael 

Jordan heavily perpetuated the benefits for White NFL team owners to treat Black 

players as profitable goods.  

There are those however whose image stands outside the category of 

“marketable” and has more of a humanistic orientation. These players convey a different 

display of Black masculinity. However, bell hooks, a writer on Black masculinity, 

cautions, “Black males who refuse categorization are rare, for the price of visibility in the 

contemporary world of White supremacy is that Black male identity be defined in 

relation to the stereotype whether by embodying it or seeking to be other than it” (Hooks, 

p. xii). 

Colonization has had a large effect on the concept of “manhood” as it refers to 

Black males. The calculated development of auto-colonialism causes BNPs to perpetuate 

the oppression, which was initiated by colonizers, by conditioning Black minds with a 

Western, capitalist worldview. Blacks have become white supremacists in their own 

respects. They carry a desire to be white and accept white ideals and ideologies, which 

continues to color their conceptions of manhood. BNPs suppress their Black cultural 

identity and embrace alternative identities, such as American and/or Athletic identities.  

Also, Black males have been alienated from the form of the very form of 

manhood promoted to them by Western hegemonic society and have become invisible. 
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As a result, Black males fiercely pursue extreme characteristics of manhood, at all cost, 

in order to prove their value as men. The extremely macho images of Black NFL players 

have been very appealing for Black males looking to acquire such extreme aspects of 

manhood. In this study BNPs conception of manhood are similar, at very least, to the 

qualities they understand NFL players to have. Their extreme desire to reach the NFL can 

be attributed to their desire to obtain extreme characteristics of manhood.  While there are 

many other institutions of pedagogy that complicate the concepts of manhood among 

Blacks, the prevalence of sports in American society makes the NFL one of the most 

powerful ones.   
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CHAPTER 8 

MANHOOD AND THE NFL 

By looking at how BNPs conceptualize manhood, we can see that it remains filled with 

African cultural concepts that have survived colonialism. But, because of the influence of 

colonialism, it is also riddled with Western cultural concepts as well. Although both 

Western and traditional African forms of manhood both contain similar components, they 

are different in the orientation, grounding, and acquisition of these components. In 

addition, BNPs characterization of a man is almost identical to how they characterize 

NFL players. And, the things they hope to gain or display by playing in the NFL are the 

most noted aspects of what they consider as manhood: Strength, Independence, Wealth, 

etc. However, they described the way the NFL and NFL players, unique from most other 

institutions, present extreme forms of these an extreme level. This suggests that the NFL 

is an ideal place for Black males seeking to acquire manhood by obtaining extreme 

characteristics of manhood.  

Manhood 

That idea of manhood has different based on time and culture. While, there is no 

specific definition of manhood (Gilmore, p. xii), several have attempted to try and define 

it.  John Piper defines manhood—or “mature masculinity” as he calls it—by stating, “At 

the heart of this maturity is the sense of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for, and 

protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relationships” (Piper, p. 29). 
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There are some general traits of masculinity and manhood that transcend cultural 

differences (Jackson R. L., 1997). Much of the common characteristics of manhood are 

wrapped in the “three P’s”: Protector, Provider, and Partner/Procreator (family oriented) 

are (Hunter & Davis, 1992, p. 468; Majors & Billson, 1992, p. 1). According to Major 

and Billson (1992), manhood is “being responsible and a provider for self and family” (p. 

30) 

African Manhood 

In contemporary American society, concepts of manhood embraced by Black 

males tend to be based on individual’s own definition. In contrast, African cultural 

manhood, as I define it, is an achievement of moral maturity in thought and practice, as 

outlined by African cosmology. It is acquired through the process of a rites-of-passage 

ritual and determined by the community authorities. Unfortunately much of African 

culture has been colonized. In precolonial African culture, the concept of manhood was 

primarily a socially owned and operated construct (Ortner & Whitehead, 1981). An 

African form of manhood is acquired based on collective affirmation and structured 

systems. Through his examination of oral literature and anthropological accounts, Daniel 

Black (1993) finds that the status of manhood in pre-colonial West African was usually 

attained via four consecutive stages: boyhood rites of passage, demonstrations of physical 

prowess as adolescents, husbandhood and fatherhood. The African cultural concept of 

manhood is based on the development of good character in males. In fact, in African 

culture, reaching manhood involves mastering the ability to operate with good character, 

which is defined by African cosmology (Akbar, 1991). Nsenga Warfield-Coppock (1998) 
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states, “Africans maintain that appropriate values and moral conduct are necessary for the 

privilege and distinction of being considered an adult” (p. 122). Therefore, African 

concepts of manhood call for appropriate values and morals as requirements for manhood 

(Warfield-Coppock, p. 122). 

Madhubuti gives his definition of manhood in his book, Black Men: Obsolete, 

Single, Dangerous? He states, “your people first, a quiet strength, the position of oneself 

so that observation comes before reaction, where study is preferred to night life, where 

emotion is not seen as a weakness. Love for self, family, children, and extensions of self 

is (sic) beyond the verbal.” Madhubuti defines manhood as a mature form of masculinity: 

“a self-conscious facet of his identity, which promotes stability, cohesiveness, humility, 

sensitivity, self and cultural awareness, and spiritual connectedness within the family” 

(Jackson R. L., p. 741).  With close examination and an African cultural lens, we see that 

BNPs still hold many of the cultural concepts of manhood within traditional African 

culture. Unfortunately, we also see the reaction to colonization in BNPs conceptions as 

well. The maintenance of African cultural traditions and, simultaneously, the acquisition 

of European culture among Black males allow them to flux in identity expression and 

appropriately asserted it based on the cultural context (Jackson R. L., p. 735). But for 

many Black males, this flux is involuntary and subconscious.  

European Manhood 

Western culture has dominated the mainstream contemporary concept of 

manhood (Jackson R. L., p. 738). The contemporary Western concepts of manhood 
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include “[a preoccupation] with power, material acquisition, competitiveness and 

hedonism” (Jackson R. L., p. 734; Warfield-Coppock, p. 123). In some aspects of western 

society, manhood is ascribed based on age (Warfield-Coppock, p. 122). The “three P’s” 

are based on patriarchal principals in Western culture. The provider is a breadwinner who 

can produce financial stability to the home. This is mainly because money is often 

associated with power and the patriarchal man must be in power. The protector provides 

safety. The basic concept of the protector is to keep the family from any physical harm or 

destruction. This justifies the display of physical strength and aggression. The procreator 

does not simply mean having children, but also raising children to take over the 

patriarchal male role. The domination and destruction of the indigenous Native people by 

Columbus in the “New World” reveals of the way manhood and masculinity for 

Europeans is associated with the will to dominate and colonize. Before Columbus, 

African explorers coming to the “New World” did not seek domination. This shows that 

their masculinity and manhood was not defined by domination and destruction of people 

who were not like them. (hooks, 2004, p. 2). Paulo Freire (1970) argues that oppressed 

people tend to model their manhood after their oppressors. Therefore, many Black males 

base their manhood on western hegemonic concepts of manhood. Frantz Fanon argues 

that the validation of manhood in the mind of Black males comes from through whiteness 

and white affirmation (Jackson R. L., p. 736; King, 2004).  

Alienation and (Re) Construction of Manhood 

In order to understand the complexities of Black male conceptions of manhood, 

we must first have an comprehensive understanding of the attack on African manhood, 
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alienation of black males from western concepts of manhood, and the (re) emergence a 

particular form black manhood that functioned as a defense mechanism to maneuver the 

European requirements of manhood. European forms of manhood were not afforded to 

most black men. Manhood was impossible to secure. The enslavement of African men 

destroyed much of their ability to fulfill their roles of manhood…attempting to secure 

[black] manhood often appears useless” (Black, 3, 4). 

Since the start of enslavement, the attempt to dismantle the manhood of Black 

males was meant keeping them “in their place” through degradation and shame. Black 

states, “One of the goals of enslavement, to be sure, was to destroy any sense of power 

and pride the African male possesses, that is, his manhood, and captors went to great 

lengths to achieve this end” (Black, 6). Maurice Wallace (2002) explains further: 

 It is a vast symbolic universe of conflictual, mutually negating 

identification that thwarts every effort of his to be certain of when and 

where he was born, which racial community—black or white—is 

authentically his, or what the nature of manhood might be for him (given 

that black men and boys under slavery have lived outside of the free white 

contexts in which sex and gender difference were purposefully 

established)…’within the domain of slavery, gender or culturally derived 

notions of man and womanhood do not exist.’ (p. 85) 

Robert Staples’ (1982) book, Black Masculinity, is one of the first examinations 

of Black masculinity and manhood. He argues that black men are in a conflict with 

Western hegemonic definitions of masculinity and manhood:  

I see the black man as being in conflict with the normative 

definition of masculinity. This is a status which few, if any, black males 

have been able to achieve. Masculinity, as defined in this culture, has 

always implied a certain autonomy over and mastery of one's 
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environment. It can be said that not many white American males have 

attained this idea either. Yet, white males did achieve dominance in the 

nuclear family. Even that semblance of control was to be largely denied 

the black man. During slavery he could receive the respect and esteem of 

his wife, children and kinsmen. But, he had no formal legal authority over 

his wife and children. And, there are numerous and documented instances 

of the attempts of the slave owning class to undermine his respect and 

esteem in the eyes of his family…. 

Black men have always had to confront the contradiction between 

the normative expectations attached to being male in this society and the 

proscription on their behavior and achievement of goals. Surely, this has 

psychological ramifications, which have yet to be explored or understood. 

Instead, he is subjected to societal opprobrium for failing to live up to the 

standard of manhood on the one hand and for being super macho on the 

other. (Staples, p. 2) 

Black males actively struggle to possess manhood in spite of the racist institutions 

and social illnesses that deprive them of familial, social, and economic prosperity (Hunter 

& Davis, 1992, p. 467; Warfield-Coppock, p. 135). Even when adequately preforming the 

requirements for western hegemonic manhood, they have still been rejected and alienated 

from it (Gaston, p. 370; Hunter & Davis, 1992). In a patriarchal society, the absence of 

Black men at the head of their families, and the matriarchy of Black women has resulted 

in Black males feeling impotent (Hunter & Davis, 1992, pp. 466-467; Hunter & Davis, 

1994, p. 22). 

In the book, Black Skin White Masks (1986) Frantz Fanon argues that the 

validation of manhood in the mind of Black males comes from through whiteness and 

white affirmation (Jackson R. L., p. 736; King, 2004). In other words, Black males 

continue to seek and desire to have their manhood affirmation from whites. In fact, 

according to scholars, such as Hunter and Davis (1992), Black males have reacted to their 
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rejection from the hegemonic or mainstream forms of manhood by attempting to prove 

their qualifications for manhood according to white standards by exhibiting hyper-

masculinity, rather than mature masculinity (Majors & Billson, 1992). In other words, 

they try to perform manhood rather than actually becoming men, according to hooks 

(2004). They described this as “the pathology and despair of the Black underclass” and 

include “hyper-aggressiveness, hyper-sexuality, excessive emphasis on appearance of 

wealth, and the absence of personal accountability” (Hunter & Davis, 1992, p. 467). 

African American Studies scholar, Kobena Mercer, suggests that the struggle of Black 

males torn between contrasting ideas of manhood as “merely a social identity in crisis. It 

is also a key site of [ideology and] ideological representation’ where a major ‘contest of 

competing…forces is played out’” (Wallace, 25). However, the way in which Black 

males have reacted to their rejection from the mainstream forms of manhood has shown 

their African agency by reproduced an African cultural tradition known as “the cool.”  

Agency  

In an attempt to survive, develop self-worth, and protect their dignity in spite of 

their alienation from contemporary western manhood, Black males activated their agency 

by prioritizing a different structure of manhood characteristics (Hunter & Davis, 1992; 

Majors, 1998; Gaston, p. 374; Hunter & Davis, 1994, p. 21). This unconventional 

construction of manhood gives Black males an alternative foundation for building healthy 

self-esteem (hooks, 2004, p. 14). In addition, it’s a way for Black males to be self-

defining agents, rather than being defined by others (hooks, 2004, p. 147; Hunter & 
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Davis, 1994). Much of this is found in, what Richard Major and Janet Billings (1992) 

call, the “Cool Pose.”  

The cool pose is a form of posturing and expression that Black males have used in 

order to protect their dignity and cope with the social attack on their manhood that Black 

males are subjected to on a daily basis. In addition, it empowers them, eases their pain, 

and provides them with social visibility where they once had none (Majors & Billson, 

1992, p. 5). This cool exterior can function as a façade that protects the various 

vulnerabilities of Black males (Majors & Billson, Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black 

Manhood in America, 1992, p. 28).  

Major and Billings argue that the cool pose comes out of many West African 

cultural traditions. One of these traditions is “masking”—covering of the true and 

authentic self with a more functional expression that allows for protection physically, 

emotionally, or spiritually.  Another is creativity and spontaneity.  However, “cool” itself 

has foundational roots in African cultural expressions. According to Major and Billings, 

and cultural anthropologist, John Janzen, the importance of cool originated in Nigeria. 

The Nigerian name, Ewuare, literally means, “it is cool” (Majors & Billson, 1992, p. 57). 

A Yoruba ruler from Ilobi carried the name Oba tio tutu bi asun, which means, “Cool and 

Peaceful As the Native Herb Osun” (Majors & Billson, 1992, p. 57). Also, in the 

sixteenth century, Yoruba dancers would have frozen facial expressions while dancing to 

express cool as a patient outlook and collectedness of mind. Spiritually, cool means a 
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sense of control, symmetry, correct presentation of self, and sophistication. Majors and 

Billing further explain how cool, in African culture, is a part of character: 

To exhibit grace under pressure is akin to exuding royal demeanor. A noble 

confidence and mystic coolness of character, ashe, reveals an inner spirituality and peace 

that marks the strongest of men. True ashe is a reflection of true inner strength, just as 

cool pose is often the mask that hides inner turmoil and anxiety. That mask became a 

matter of survival, as well as of spirituality during the grim transfer of Africans to the 

Americas via enslavement. (Majors & Billson, 1992, pp. 57-58) Majors and Billson 

articulates how the cool pose is present in sports: 

Sports are an ideal stage for expressiveness and the cool pose. 

What they neglect in this analysis of the cool side of black masculinity is 

how it too does not require any type of good character and collective 

objectives. It is a response to the alienation of manhood in American 

society but is still maintains western concepts that are destructive to black 

people. In addition, the cool pose is not inclusive of all images of black 

masculinity. However, it dominates much of the sports world. The cool 

pose has become a major component in Black sports culture. It is a vehicle 

for expression. It is where black men can show dominance, display 

creativity, and release pent up aggression. (Majors & Billson, 1992, p. 76) 

The cool pose allows Black males to confront hardships often presented to them 

without being humiliated, losing their dignity, or having their spirits broken. It keeps 

Black males from falling further into the nihilism that hinders that the Black community. 

The cool pose is a way to liberate both the Black community and the individual self. In 

fact, using the cool pose to collectively (re) construct manhood is itself linked to 

traditional African culture. Black (1993) argues that the “cool” that is expressed by Black 

males is “the search for balance and harmony in many African communities.” He 
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continues to say, “this Black male virtue accompanied African men to America and could 

serve as a mechanism taught by the contemporary Black community to keep Black boys 

alive” (Black, 8). Black’s reference to balance and harmony can be traced back to that 

spirit of Ma’at, the Egyptian goddess who symbolizes balance and order. The cool pose 

symbolizes the agency of Black people and is filled with the collective spirit of Ma’at.  

The concept of manhood for Black males is very complex. Black males attempt to 

meet the dominant, mainstream roles of manhood, while simultaneously meeting the 

similar and unique requirements that the Black community places on manhood (Hunter & 

Davis, 1992, p. 465). Kimberly J. Chandler calls this the “Juggling act.” She explains, 

“the Juggling act was a reflection of the dueling tension between assimilating to the 

dominant society versus performing their Organic Selves” (Chandler, 2011, p. 70). For 

Black male athletes, their additional athletic identity further contributes to the 

complexities in their conceptions of manhood.  

Thabiti Lewis’ (2010) summary of Black male athletes is be one of the best to 

capture almost all of the mechanisms at work in the complex identity and ideas of 

manhood among Black male athletes: 

[Contemporary Black athletes] have a sense of self-determination, 

independence, and freedom that grew out of Black Nationalism and the 

Black Power generation. If storied former heavyweight champion Jack 

Johnson “represents a new modern position on race manhood somewhere 

between the archetypes of Booker T. Washington’s skilled trade laborer 

and W.E.B. DuBois’s ‘talented tenth’ professional/intellectual”(Baldwin, 

196), [Back athletes’ represent post-civil rights expectations of equality, 

opportunity, and hope without any compromise or displays of public 

humility.  
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[Contemporary Black athletes] are somewhere between a young 

Muhammad Ali, Michael Jordan (particularly the young Jordan), and 

Allen Iverson. While many [contemporary Black athletes] are very 

individualistic, some of poor moral character and perhaps ungrateful to the 

civil rights generation for their good fortune, they do know poverty and 

the failed promises of “the Dream.” I think that their general determination 

to maintain control of their bodies is their way of expressing freedom and 

agency in opposition to mainstream Anglo cultural ideology and morality. 

(p. 28) 

Utamaduni Bwana Analysis 

By using the UB table to analyzing BNPs responses to the questionnaire and 

survey, the research found that BNPs conceptualize a complex form of manhood that is in 

line with the textual content. While black men exhibit a form of manhood based in 

African culture and traditions, they continue to promote concepts of manhood that are 

aligned with western, hegemonic culture. hooks states, “Often black males are unable to 

think critically about their lives because of their uncritical acceptance of narrow life 

scripts shaped by patriarchal thinking. (hooks, 2004, p. 86). According to the data, the 

three most significant categories for BNPs conceptions of manhood, using the UB table, 

are Power and Control (Strength), Self-Determinism & Accountability (independence), 

and Financial/Material (Wealth).  

While athletic identity takes away from BNPs racial identity, it is highly 

associated with manhood. Athletic identity may be the cause of a disconnection to the 

Black community for the Black athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & 

Manuel, 2003; Beamon, 2010). Nonetheless, the cultural norms that athletics imposes on 

them have a heavy influence on their conceptions of manhood. Overall, the 
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characteristics that the participants associated with NFL players are the same as they 

associated with manhood: Financial/Material Gain, Strength, and Independence. 

However, they also associated fame with NFL players and noted it as one of the main 

reasons for attempting to become an NFL player. 

Power and Control 

Mostly all of the participants mention “strength” as a characteristic of manhood. 

Even though, the media continues to perpetuate negative images of Black athletes that 

emphasize their physical strength and athleticism. At times, the media attributes Black 

athletes’ success to their physical abilities rather than their intelligence. Timothy J. 

Brown further explains, “the physical prowess of the Black athlete was widely accepted 

as the reason why African Americans dominated so many popular sports” (Brown T. J., 

2011, p. 150). However, Hunter and Davis (1992) caution that emphasizing Black male 

on toughness, athletic prowess, aggressiveness, and violence is aimless, dangerous, and 

leads to a maladaptive model of manhood that is detrimental to the health of the Black 

community (p. 469).  

According to scholars and participants, physical prowess is a major characteristic 

of manhood (hooks, 2004; Majors & Billson, 1992; Messner, 1990). However, the 

presence of physical prowess does not suggest the absence of intelligence or mental 

strength. In fact, participants noted that mental fortitude in the form of courage and 

fearlessness, perseverance, and determination is also a characteristic of manhood. One 

respondent claims that being a man means being “Strong; mentally, physically, and 
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spiritually.” Furthermore, much of these physical and mental characteristics are taught in 

African rites of passage rituals to young males learning how to be men (Black, 1993). 

This suggests that showing strength is part of one’s African cultural tradition.  

According to the UB table, exhibiting strength in order to establish and maintain 

power and control over others is not an essential characteristic manhood for Africana 

Cultural Retention & Creations. Overall, participants scored a 2.37 on the UB survey, 

which suggest that BNPs find this to be of low importance for manhood.  

Physical Strength and Athletic Prowess 

The expression of strength, in the form of violence and aggression toward others, 

is often associated with Black males. Much of this aggression comes from built up 

frustration. This is a result of Black males not getting the privileges that Western culture 

promotes for men due to the social illnesses and racial oppression that emasculates Black 

men (Majors & Billson, 1992; hooks, 2004). Majors and Billson (1992) argue that many 

black men see violence as a way of showing control over their lives. In addition, they see 

it as a way to maintain and implement pride within themselves (p. 28). Some of the 

participants suggested that part of manhood is being able to display dominance and 

control over women. Sometimes this is displayed in a physical manner.  

In 2014, an elevator security tape surfaced containing a Black NFL starting 

running back, Ray Rice, in a physical altercation with his then-fiancée, Janay. The tape 

shows Rice slap Janay and, as a result, her head hits the railing, knocked Janay 

unconscious (Bien, 2014). hooks attributes this type of rage exhibited by Black males 
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toward women to the influence of slavery. She says, when slavery ended these black men 

often use violence to dominate black women, which was a repetition of the strategies of 

control white slave masters used (hooks, 2004, p. 4). Having the physical strength to 

protect women and others can also be a form of dominance and control. One player 

claimed that as a man he must be able to physically protect the honor of his loved ones or 

his own honor if someone attempted to disrespect him through “his girl”. He said, if 

anyone was ever to go and speak to her in a certain way, I was ready to fight in order to 

protect what I loved.  

hooks argues that sports (especially football) are a way for Black males to both 

release their rage and exhibit manly characteristics of power. She says, “They had to be 

taught that it was acceptable to use violence to establish patriarchal power” (hooks, 2004, 

p. 3). Therefore, the hyper-aggression and hyper-violence found the NFL is an ideal 

environment for Black males looking to prove their manhood. Toughness violence and 

disregard of death and danger are used as mechanisms of survival and are often 

associated with manhood (Majors & Billson, 1992, p. 34). The NFL is the perfect 

institution to display these characteristics.  

But not all forms of strength and physical prowess by Black males are rooted in 

Western cultural patriarchal power. According to Black (1993), physical prowess and 

virility were qualities in males that brought respect and admiration. Physical strength was 

often displayed during sporting activities, mainly wrestling. Black (1993) explains, 

“Wrestling was so central to the acquisition of manhood in traditional West Africa that 
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the demonstration of one’s virility via this sport is spoken of in the people’s lore” (p. 47). 

He goes on to explain, “The ‘real’ demonstration of one’s virility was confirmation that 

one’s boyhood had been replaced by manhood” (p. 50).  

What stood different from the way participants described manhood compared to 

the way they described NFL players was the reverence they gave to their physical 

strength. Many of the respondents mentioned the speed, athleticism, and overall talent of 

NFL players. Some simply described them as “the best.” One participant said, “I thought 

NFL players were these, almost, godly figures. They were a rare breed. They weren't like 

everyone else. They were these super humans.” 

Mental Strength 

Participants have also suggested that power and control are characteristics of 

manhood that are also displayed through non-physical strength. For many of the 

participants, strength is shown through courage and fearlessness. One simply stated, “to 

be manly is to not be afraid of things. You have to be the one to step in and comfort 

people. You have to be able to step in and handle things. If you show fear, then people 

behind you will be afraid.” Another said, “[a man] never backs down, he’s not afraid of 

anything, and he's willing to do whatever.” Others reiterated these sentiments, one 

saying, manhood entails “Being strong and capable of doing things; strong enough to 

handle adversity.” These characteristics of manhood are also present in African cultural 

teachings of manhood. In African cultural rites of passage rituals, young males were 
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taught discipline, emotional stability, perseverance, respect and unity through various 

sporting activities (Black, 1993).  

Majors and Billson (1992) discuss the cool pose as a way for Black males to 

maintain pride and display control over their lives. They explain being cool as: 

a trademark of sophistication that proves that the black male can 

function well under pressure. Coolness is a stabilizer that minimizes 

threatening situations and earns respect from others. Cool pose may be 

linked with slickness, neat appearance, verbal manipulation, and the 

ability to stay out of trouble. Although the “cool cat” may appear 

indifferent to the problems around him or seem impervious to pain, 

frustration, or death, he is unlikely to allow his deeper feelings to surface. 

If he lifts his protective shield, he risks appearing timid. Cool pose helps 

him achieve a stern, impersonal masculinity in the face of adversity. (p. 

28) 

Self-Determinism, Independence & Accountability 

For BNPs, independence involves being self-determining and results in total 

accountability. Yet, independence sometimes leads to individualism. One participant 

stated that independence is a characteristic of manhood that means, “He is able to do 

what he wants, when he wants to do it.” While being self-determining on one’s own 

cultural terms is part of Afrocentricity, it is one’s own communal cultural terms; the 

terms of the entire community of people. BNPs display a form of self-determination on 

their own individual terms. In African culture, according to Black, independence is still 

aligned with the collective. After one has acquired manhood, he was not free to simply 

“do what he wants.” His conduct was constantly under scrutiny by others in the 

community and if his ego got out of hand, the community did not hesitate to correct him 
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(Black, 1993, p. 68). There is a African proverb that says, “however rich a man is, it is 

not right to plunder his things with big pans” (Christaller & Lange, 2000, p. 10). 

In an attempt to somewhat reject western hegemonic cultural norms, many Black 

males take on a defensive position to protect their own beliefs (Hunter & Davis, 1994). 

One participant responded, “A man is someone who stands up for what he believes in and 

doesn’t allow other people or society to tell him what to do or how to act.” Another 

respondent agrees, “if you can stay true to who you are, you're a real man.” The way in 

which BNPs have associated manhood with their own independence mirrors the beliefs of 

Marcus Garvey, founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). 

Garvey associated manhood among Blacks required independence and urged Black men 

to be seek separation from white society (Carroll B. , 2003, p. 17).   

Unfortunately, the participants showed little knowledge or interest in their African 

cultural history and traditions. Madhubuti (1991) argues that too many Black males lack 

consciousness and do not seek understanding of their own existence. He states, “they just 

do not know who they are” (p. ii). Therefore, although the Black males exhibit a 

resistance and deviation from some of the western cultural beliefs imposed on them, they 

struggle to find alternatives replace them with. As a result, their independence becomes 

based on their individualism. In other words, they rely on themselves, and do for 

themselves. One participant describes manhood as just that; “Not relying on anyone for 

help.” Another agrees, “Men don’t have to rely on anyone.” This particular participant 

then took it a step further by stating, “They are looked up to by young people and act as a 
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role model. This suggests that this BNP is sees manhood as being not only independent, 

but also depended on by other non-men.  

According to the UB table, the ability to make reasonable, healthy, and mature 

choices, which one is responsible for, rather than simply autonomous choices, is a 

characteristic manhood within Africana Cultural Retention & Creations. Overall, 

participants scored a 2.63 on the UB survey, which suggest that for BNPs this is of low 

importance. 

Madhubuti argues that the lack of consciousness among Black males plays a 

major part in their individualism, because it leaves them confused about their identity. He 

references and African saying that says, “If you don't know who you are, any history will 

do” (Madhubuti, 1991, p. ii). In this state of confusion, Black males rely on only 

themselves and define their manhood based on their ability to be an individual without 

rules and able to “do what he wants,” as mentioned earlier. Some Black males see the 

lawlessness of other Black males as a show of manliness, creating an admiration for 

criminals. For them, manhood means not being bound or regulated by any cultural, 

social, or even legal system. They share the notion that freedom is an indispensable 

condition of their manhood.  

Being in a position to make autonomous decisions over one’s life is a requirement 

for manhood according to the majority of the participants. One said, “A real man handles 

his responsibilities at any cost and doesn’t take no for an answer.” For some participants 

manhood is associated with being financially independent. For others, manhood means 
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being responsible and providing for one’s family. This means being able to afford 

material resources or, as one respondent said, “to be stable. To have your own car and 

place to live.” Participants expressed that NFL players have plenty of material and 

financial wealth from which to display extreme forms of independence. One of the 

participants said, “I looked at [NFL players] as having the means to do what they 

wanted.” Another agreed, “They rich and free.” 

For BNPs who see lawlessness as a sign of manhood, becoming an NFL player is 

ideal since, for some, NFL players exhibit extreme forms of lawlessness, in fact, some 

participants view NFL players as having a free pass to break the law. One of the former 

BNP admitted, “[NFL players} could do what they wanted and get away with things.” 

Financial/Material Gain 

When it comes to material acquisition and financial gain, both Africana Cultural 

Retention & Creation and Assimilated Eurocentric Hegemonic Culture include it as a 

characteristic of manhood. However, Africana Cultural Retention & Creation indicates 

that is acquired in order to reach other goals, rather than simply for the sake of having it. 

Participants indicated money or wealth throughout the study and scored a 2.47 on the UB 

survey. This suggests that BNPs find this to be of low importance to their conception of 

manhood. The topic of wealth is an important one since 11 of the 15 respondents 

identified growing up in poverty.  

Money and wealth is a major characteristic of manhood for Black males. The 

majority of the participants described being independent, gaining respect, and providing 
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for one’s family as characteristics of manhood. But, they also suggested that those things 

require the acquisition of financial resources and wealth. As one participant describes, “[a 

man] must look out for his family and provide for them.” Although financial stability is a 

part of African cultural manhood, what is absent in African culture is the way Black 

males, according to the cool pose, seek to display a hyper form of wealth in order to 

emphasis their ability to meet the requirements for manhood (Hunter & Davis, 1992). 

hooks (2004) agrees and adds, “Hedonistic materialist consumerism with its 

overemphasis on having money to waste has been a central cause of the demoralization 

among workingmen of all races” (p. 29). She is suggesting that Black males desire for 

extreme wealth is causing them to overlook and degrade work that will provide them with 

only moderate wealth. In a system the value the acquisition of money as the standard of 

patriarchal male value, reaching the NFL provides demoralized black males who are 

unable to gain the employment that will affirm their patriarchal manhood with comfort 

(hooks, 2004, p. 20). 

The attempt to be hired by an NFL team may come from fear of working a 

“regular” job and being in a subservient role. In the antebellum south, Blacks were forced 

to work on plantation. Off plantations and outside of the antebellum period, work meant 

taking directions from a white man and ruled by his demands. Thus, work becomes 

synonymous with punishment and loss of respect” (hooks, 2004, p. 23; Akbar, 1991). 

Nathan McCall writes in his book, Makes Me Want to Holler, ”I took on the attitude 

about work that a lot of brothers I knew had: ‘If getting a job means I got to work for the 

white man then I don’t want a mother fuckin’ job’” (hooks, 2004, p. 25). While playing 
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for an NFL team is in fact working for a white man (every owner is a white male) and 

many BNPs liken the NFL draft to the slaver (Dufur & Feinberg, 2008), many players 

consider the alternative employment to be more degrading. To BNPs, the difference is in 

the amount of money that is made by NFL players. One participant explains how he sees 

the structure of the NFL by saying, “[NFL players] are slaves, absolutely!” When asked 

why he continued participate in the NFL draft, he excitedly added, “Those slaves get paid 

a lot of money!”  

Almost all of the participants associate NFL players with not just wealth, but 

extreme wealth. Most of the participants said “wealthy” or “rich” when describing their 

image of NFL players. Their desire to be drafted is heavily involves the amount of money 

they stand to make. Many of them also suggested becoming an NFL player and having a 

high salary would provide the means to “be better men,” as one respondent said.  

Being the breadwinner is a role in western culture historically reserved for men. 

However, due to the social racism that left many Black men unemployed, Black women 

were often the primary breadwinners. In fact, In the 1960’s, white males criticized Black 

males for not fulfilling the patriarchal role as it pertained to work and family (hooks, 

2004, p. 9 & 13). Many of the participants mentioned the way being hired and highly 

paid by an NFL team would provide BNP with extremely resources to fulfill the role of 

the provider. One described being hired by a team by saying, “It’s a way to get paid to 

play and make money to provide for your family.” Another said, “I want to get my family 

out of the bad situation that they are in.” Another made a similar comment, “When you 
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have that amount of money, I would be able to buy my mom and buy my sister whatever 

[they] wanted.” Participants described not simply being the breadwinner or financial 

provider of their families, but being the “savior” of their families by financially 

supporting their family’s move out of poverty. One of the young males responded, “I 

want to make money. I want to get my family out of the bad situation that they are in.”  

Family 

In the UB table, being a contributor to the family, treating his mate as an equal, 

and being spiritually connected to his mate is a characteristic of manhood according to 

Africana Cultural Retention & Creations. However, displaying dominant over his mate 

would fall in line with Assimilated Eurocentric Hegemonic Culture. Warfield-Coppock 

states, “African cosmology, the masculine-feminine connection is part of the balance of 

spiritual energies” (Warfield-Coppock, 1998, p. 122). She adds that this male-female 

connection is based on the natural laws. The participants scored a 2.63 on the UB survey 

for the questions regarding family and relationships. This suggests that BNPs find this 

type of family practice to be of low importance to their conception of manhood. This 

indicates that participants, overall, believe that on the one hand being a contributor and 

treating women as equal is a characteristic of manhood but on the other hand, some 

contradicting aspect of them see dominance and control in the home as a characteristic of 

manhood. According to scholars, much of this can be attributed to how they view the 

responsibilities of men (Black, 1993; hooks, 2004). BNPs have emphasized their 

responsibility as a provider for their family and neglected spiritual cohesion. This 
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suggests that the financial relationship between men and their family takes precedence 

over the spiritual relationship according to BNPs conceptions of manhood.  

Husband/Mate 

Participants associated wealth with manhood in many ways. For many of them, 

acquiring wealth enables one the ability to financially provide for their mate and children. 

While the association of wealth with manhood is present in African culture, it is not 

entrenched in patriarchal dominance the way it is in Western cultural. Black males in the 

U.S. are taught that they are responsible men if they get a job, bring home their earnings, 

and financially providing for their family’s well-being (Madhubuti, 1991). Yet, poverty 

and a lack of job opportunities have prevented many Black males from being responsible 

in this sense. (hooks, 2004; Madhubuti, 1991; Majors & Billson, 1992). With minimal 

alternative opportunities to financially provide for a future mate, many of the BNPs 

expressed feeling unprepared financially to fulfill what they believe to be the role of a 

man, in regards to a relationship with a woman. One participant stated, “I feel like I’m 

not ready for a big time relationship, because I am not in a place to do the things that I 

would be required to do. But, like, making it to the league…I’d be set; I’d have enough 

money… more than enough money to take care of my girl.” Staples (1982) argues that 

many Black men shy away from committed relationships and marriage because of the 

fear that they will not be able to live up to the expectations of them to be a provider, 

especially given the social issues that heighten unemployment and poverty among Black 

men. The fear of not being able to provide does not hinder BNPs desire to have non-

committed relationships with women. Having a non-committed relationship does not 
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necessarily mean the woman they dated were not committed or led to believe to be in a 

committed relationship; it means that the BNP was not committed to the woman they had 

relations with. For many of the respondents, being desired by women was an affirmation 

of worth and value. One respondent candidly admits, “when I was coming out of college, 

I had a whole lot of girls. I wanted to have as many as I could juggle. And I knew that 

once I got to the NFL I would have more.” Then, he concluded his comments with a large 

smile. While obtaining a mate is a level within the process of acquiring manhood in 

African culture, the patriarchal womanizing that involves objectifying, misleading, and 

devaluing of women is not in line with African culture and cosmology. A womanizing-

type relationship structure allows BNPs to have emotional control over their relationships 

and often their partners. However, it is not conducive to building a spiritual connection, 

which is a requirements African cultural manhood.  

Manhood in traditional African culture involves having an earnest respect for 

one’s wife (Black, 1993, p. 60). A few Ghanaian proverbs recited to young males were, 

“Courage is shown on the battlefield, not in the house” (Christaller & Lange, 2000, p. 6) 

and “A good wife is more precious than gold” (Christaller & Lange, 2000, p. 299). 

Although husbands were expected to be the head of the household, they did not seek to 

dominate or control their mate. A major misconception about families in African culture 

is that women were simply “kept” by the husbands. In reality, the wives stayed occupied 

with their daily tasks like cooking, basket weaving, molding pottery, and tending to 

children (Franklin & Moss, 2000, p. 15). In fact, a wife’s role often called for more 

mental and physical strength on a daily basis (Black, 1993, p. 62).  
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Fatherhood 

Although none of the participants had children at the time of the study, a small 

number of them took an interest in fatherhood. One of the participants stated, “I want my 

kids to have what I didn’t. I want them to not have to struggle.” Another respondent said, 

“Reaching the [NFL] will make it so that my kids will look at me and know that I 

accomplished something at the highest level. My kids will be proud of that.” The problem 

with his statement is that it suggests that not making it to the NFL may result in his kids 

not being proud of him. The fear of looking like a failure or not looking like a 

“superman” to one’s children causes many Black males to abandon their fatherly position 

if they do not get hired by an NFL team and leave their children to be raised by single 

mothers (Powell, 2008, p. 22). Now, by no means does a single-parent home always 

result in the children becoming criminals or worse. But, it does leave them more 

vulnerable to be victimized by social ills.  

What is also startling about the participant’s remarks about fatherhood is the way 

in which they desire to be looked up to by another person. To them, manhood may 

include the ability to simply provide for their children and have people who look up to 

them. If this is the case, then raising children is not as important as having children in 

their conceptions of fatherhood or manhood. Unfortunately, absent fathers has been an 

issue that has plagued the Black community for the last four decades. 

Etan Thomas writes on the fatherhood of Black athletes in his book, Fatherhood: 

Rising to the Ultimate Challenge. In this book, Thomas describes the 1998 Sports 
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Illustrated (SI) cover that criticized pro athletes having multiple children out of wedlock. 

He notes that this SI edition came during a crisis of absent fathers in the Black 

community. He states, 

That story became the nation’s working template for the black male 

athlete and fatherhood. From that day forward it would act as a superstereotype, 

haunting us for decades to come….Black male athletes became the model for the 

tragically irresponsible dad. Every story about black athletes and fatherhood—to 

some extent, every story about black men and fatherhood—was set against the 

backdrop of the SI cover story. (Thomas & Chiles, 2012) 

Spirituality and Humanism 

Spirituality and good character toward others are major aspects of Africana 

Cultural Retention & Creations. Many of the participants mentioned some aspect of 

spirituality and benevolence within their characterization of manhood. In addition, they 

scored 3.37 on the UB survey, which indicates that honoring the well-being of others as a 

part of their spiritual belief system is of high importance to for the BNPs conceptions of 

manhood.  However, the history and impact of Christianity on Black lives cannot be 

overstated and certainly have an impact on BNPs’ conception of manhood. The notion of 

a white God has Martin Luther king promoted a model of manhood grounded in Christian 

love and spiritual freedom (Carroll B. , 2003).  

Some scholars, such as Michael A. Gomez (1998), argue that the Christianity that 

was performed by Blacks in the antebellum period was originally based on African 
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spiritual rituals and simply disguised in Christianity in order to avoid persecution from 

slave masters. Unfortunately, it has become increasingly impacted by Western beliefs and 

values and a lot of the African spirituality within in it is either unrecognizable or gone. In 

his book, Christianity Before Christ, John G. Jackson argues that Christianity is actually 

based on African culture, originating in ancient Kemet. While this may be true, the form 

of Christianity displayed in America has been heavily colored and altered by Western 

culture. Nonetheless, Black males gain much of their spiritual influence form the 

Christian religion, rather than an African spiritual system.  

Almost none of the participants directly described connection between the 

spiritual and the material. One respondent stated, “I feel like playing football is what God 

chose for me. It’s a calling for me. God gave me this talent, and I’m going to use it to 

make it to the NFL. That way, I’m in a position to help people.”  Other participants 

indirectly connected their physical talents with nature.  One participant said, “I want to go 

to the NFL cause playing football is what I’m good at. It comes natural for me.” 

According to Wade A. Boykin (1983), African culture places spiritual life force—organic 

harmony with nature. While Western culture centers on materialism and mastery over 

nature.   

Warfield-Coppock (1998) states “Africans maintain that appropriate values and 

moral conduct are necessary for the privilege and distinction of being considered an 

adult.” A few of the participants suggested that human decency was a part of manhood. 

One gentleman described manhood as “Showing respect for self and others.”  
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Cultural Grounding, Orientation, and Consciousness 

According to the UB table, Cultural grounding, orientation, and consciousness are 

essential characteristics manhood within Africana Cultural Retention & Creation. When 

it comes to being grounded in African culture and history and having knowledge of self, 

the participants posted the lowest score of all the categories on the UB survey with a 

score of 2.20. This suggests that BNPs find that cultural grounding, orientation, and 

consciousness is of low importance to their conception of manhood. Similarly, cultural 

and social consciousness was the least discussed topics when participants were discussing 

their characteristics of manhood.  

Most of the participants, when asked about African culture, expressed that they 

knew very little. Once again, Madhubuti argues that Black males are “unconscious.” 

Akbar describes consciousness as awareness; “the ability to see accurately what is” 

(Akbar, 1991, p. 12). In other words, understanding the world, how things function, and 

one’s role in it. This does not occur by accepting what one is told. Consciousness and 

awareness comes from seeking truth. Akbar states, “consciousness is to have some 

accurate image of one’s self and the world in which one finds himself (Akbar, 1991, p. 

12). Madhubuti argues that the prevailing consciousness of Black males is not an African 

cultural one but one of survival (Madhubuti, 1991, p. 6). Scholars attribute the lack of 

cultural consciousness and knowledge of self for African men to the imposed western 

culture. Black men have been taken out of their own minds and “put into this insane 

mind” (Akbar, 1991, p. 15). 
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Entrance into Manhood 

It cannot be stated enough that traditional African (mainly West African) cultural 

definition of manhood is based on culturally specific rites-of-passage (Jackson R. L., p. 

737).  Our ancestors had a clear concept of manhood and a systemic way to teaching the 

characteristics of manhood to young males. The goal of this system is to turn young 

males into men (Franklin & Moss, 2000, p. 22; Akbar, 1991, p. 10). In Western culture, 

particularly in the U.S., males are legally and socially regarded as “men” once they reach 

18 years old. At this age, they gain legal rights that are afforded to adults. It is at age 21 

that males are given the right to drink alcohol. The acquisition of certain forms of 

autonomy, responsibility, and expectations in western culture is often based on age. In 

African culture, “the community, not the individual, their worth, or their age, decided 

when one had reached manhood” (Black, 11). According to the UB table, completing the 

rites of passage ritual is requirement for manhood according to Africana Cultural 

Retention & Creations. The participants scored a 2.63 on the UB survey suggesting that 

they generally consider a systemic rites of passage ritual to be of low importance to their 

conception of manhood. Some of their responses may be influenced by the lack of rites of 

passage systems available to Black males.  

For some of the participants, dealing with the hardships of their childhood was, in 

a sense, a form of rites of passage. Although it may not have equipped them with the 

same virtues instilled through African cultural rites of passage, it helped develop 

strategies, tactics, and an understanding of survival. One participant declares, “I had to 

become a man at an early age. I had to deal with stuff that men were dealing with.” 
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Although, in African culture, the community, as a whole, dictates when a male has 

reached manhood; BNPs often depend on their own declaration. A different participant 

added, “No one dictates my manhood but me.” For many BNPs, The acquisition of 

manhood is self-declared. Black explains, “The European concept of manhood does not 

have a collective basis. There is no system of entry into manhood. Therefore, no wonder 

it has been defined on an individual basis” (Black, 11).  

Two white NFL prospects where asked if they consider themselves “men.” Both 

said, no. They expressed that they have yet to master the characteristics of manhood.  

When the 15 BNPs where asked the same questions, all of them said, “yes.” With Black 

males feeling alienated from the Western hegemonic realm of manhood, many of them 

feel the need to defend their manhood even they have yet to acquire it. In addition, 

without any definition of manhood, it gives anyone the power to declare themselves men, 

whether they have reached manhood or not.  

For many of the participants, the NFL functions as a rites of passage institution 

similar to the systems that exist in traditional West African culture. During West African 

rites of passage rituals, the men in the community would frequently take the young males 

away from the women and put through a training of sorts on the characteristics becoming 

of a man (Black, 1993). Similarly, the NFL provides a continued Man-boy relationship 

between coach and players. In fact, it provides for a community of male mentors who 

teach younger Black males appropriate behaviors, beliefs, and values (Sabo & Panepinto, 

1990).  
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Additional Connections between Manhood and the NFL  

One of the most influential things impacting BNPs actions and worldview is the 

athletic identity and expressions of BNPs (Gaston, 1986; Beamon, 2010; Beamon, 2012; 

Brooks & McKail, 2008; Hunter & Davis, 1992). According to Krystal Beamon (2012) 

BNPs often overemphasize the role of athletics and nurture only one identity, the athletic 

identity, causing “identity foreclosure.” Beamon defines identity foreclosure as “a 

commitment to an identity before one has meaningfully explored other options or 

engaged in exploratory behavior, such as career exploration, talent development, or 

joining social clubs or interest groups.” Beamon describes identity foreclosure and 

athletic identity further: 

Most people have self and social identities that include multiple 

roles and statuses such as employee, student, fraternity member, etc., so 

that when one changes or ceases, the individual still has a strong self-

concept. In terms of athletic identity foreclosure, athletes tend to choose 

this self-identity before they have considered other possible roles and 

statuses. They forgo exploration of other talents, interest, hobbies, or 

occupations and center their identity on athletic participation and 

achievement. Foreclosure begins early in life for many athletes and the 

resulting behavior and self-identity is often reinforced by peers, teachers, 

parents, and coaches. The social identity is shaped by significant others, 

the public, and the media’s continued glorification of athletes and 

overemphasis on athletics, particularly for African-American males. 

(Beamon, 2012, p. 196) 

Athletic Identity 

For the majority athletes, Athletic identity is their primary identity (Beamon, 

2012). Some Black athletes have failed to develop alternative identities or opportunities 

outside of football. Therefore, their primary objective of reaching the NFL becomes one 
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of the only opportunities to maintain their athletic identity. In addition to BNPs lacked of 

focus on academics and career development, universities have been accused of academic 

exploitation of Black football players (Singer, p. 368). Academic exploitation leaves 

Black athletes ill prepared to take on future career or academic opportunities and 

enhances their dependence on their athletic identity. Along with the media, families and 

friends of Black athletes contribute dominance of their athletic identity. For many Black 

athletes, their families and friends become enthralled in their athletic participation and 

success (Beamon, 2012, p. 203; Beamon, 2010). Even strangers value and define them 

based on their athletic achievements (Beamon, 2012, p. 205). The athletic identity is also 

fed by the lack of challenges many Black players have had to their athletic succeed 

throughout their lives leading up to the draft. Continuing to participate in sports allows 

Black athletes to participate in perhaps the only thing they are comfortable doing as a 

primary job, and it allows them to be more than a “normal” or “regular” members of their 

family and community (Beamon, 2012, p. 204).  

Scholars argue that athletic identity is connected to male identity but takes away 

from their racial identity and causes athletes to be unconscious of racial discrimination 

(Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, p. 163). Black athletes are 

socialized in an environment outside of the Black community and in an environment 

where they train, travel, live, and compete with other athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, 

Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, p. 165). Those athletes who express racial pride or are often 

labeled as having an attitude and disciplined by being ostracized or receive less playing 
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opportunities. Black athletes who do not express racial pride are labeled “good” and 

“acceptable” athletes (Brown, Jackson, Brown, Sellers, Keiper, & Manuel, p. 166).  

For BNPs who view themselves primarily as athletes, there is little desire to 

prepare themselves for much else outside of football. In fact, they have trouble seeing 

themselves as anything other than athletes. So for many BNPs, being selected by an NFL 

team is the only employment opportunity they have. For others, it just seems like the 

natural progression their athletic life. One participant expressed, “This is just what I do: 

play football in high school, go to college, then get signed to a team.” 

Fame and Affirmation 

Reaching the NFL for BNPs will not only provide wealth, display strength, and 

solidify their independence; but it also bring success and fame. For many BNPs, the 

opportunity to reach the NFL functions as an opportunity to be successful. While it has 

been shown throughout this study that sports is not an alternative to “real life” racial and 

economic oppression faced by blacks, they are a reflection of it (Messner, 1990). 

However, many of the participants in this study carry a distorted view of this. They 

believe that football will provide a truly equal opportunity for success that is not afforded 

to them through barely any other industry or avenues.  The prevalence of this distortion 

leaves too many Black males without any employment opportunities once football fails 

them (Edwards, 1984). Thus, football becomes the best, and for many it is the only, 

opportunity to garnish admiration from family, friends, the Black community, as well as 
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white-American society. In fact, the fame given to most NFL players may be one of the 

highest levels of admiration in American society.  

Black men desire to be honored and bring honor to their family. In West African 

culture famed wresters, like great warriors, “brought immeasurable honor and prestige to 

their communities” (Black, 1993, p. 54). Like West African wrestlers, competing against 

men at the highest level gives BNPs a sense of manhood within themselves (Black, 

1993). With the media coverage and televised games, NFL players are on a heavily 

watched stage where many people will recognized the skill and mental strategies that are 

mastered and subjected on more established men.  

Scholars have argued that the family, parents and siblings, is the earliest and most 

influential impact on socializing youth into sports (Beamon, 2010). In addition, the Black 

community has always praised the success of Black male athletes. It contributes to the 

social pressures placed on Black male football players to reach the NFL. Black men are 

rewarded and celebrated for their athletic achievements. Though, in most other aspect of 

their lives Black males face ridiculed or made to feel invisibility; feeling that one’s not 

valued or recognized. While the Black-male struggle to acquire manhood may be 

partially caused by a lack exposure to Black men role models, and, the positive Black 

role models who are exposed are seen as “sellouts” or “Uncle Toms” (Harrison C. K., 

1998, p. 53). Yet, NFL players such as Michael Vick and Ray Lewis are seen as cultural 

icons. One participant talks about living up to the examples set by his family and friends 

who played professional sports before him: I saw a bunch of people I looked up to, 
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people who mentored me, and I saw them going pro and the way people looked at them. I 

was like, ‘If I don't make it, I’m a failure’. I wanted to accomplish what they 

accomplished.” 

Anderson J. Franklin argues that a few remedy for “Invisibility Syndrome” are 

recognitions and validation. Feeling that their community sees them and their life has 

value to the community. The majority of the participants talked about wanting to gain 

fame by becoming an NFL player. Once again, though participants felt that they could 

garnish limited recognition in industries other than sports, they felt that the NFL provided 

an opportunity for extreme form of recognition. It brings fame and praise.  One 

participant said, “I don't see nothing special [in NFL players]. But they have a job where 

they made lots of money and have lots of fans. That's what makes them great.”   

The ability to function on their own terms, being fearless, showing extreme 

confidence, and a displaying African aesthetical athleticism are characteristics that make 

Black NFL players authentic representations of the “street culture” within the Black 

community. The existence of these characteristics in the NFL allow for Blacks to 

maintain their “street credibility,” as discussed in previous chapters. Many of the 

characteristics are described by the participants and shared among their peers, specifically 

other Black males. For the majority of the participants, playing in the NFL allows them to 

reach a cultural form of manhood that is based on the characteristics shared by their peers 

and community. In fact, BNPs who are hired by NFL teams will have the opportunity to 

display an extreme form of these characteristics.  
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The process of adamantly chasing manhood through athletic participation leaves 

Black males ill equipped to function outside of sports (Gaston, 1986, p. 371). Some 

scholars argue that some males fear being mature: “responsible, spiritually grounded self-

conscious state” (Jackson R. L., 1997, p. 737). Thus they perform manhood rather than 

actually being men (hooks, 2004). Sports allow them to be considered “men” without 

having to be mature (Akbar, 1991).   
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CONCLUSION 

This study uses both qualitative and quantitative (mixed) methods to examine the 

conceptions of manhood for BNPs. It first builds a foundation from which to better 

understand the Black male athlete by examining the meaning of sports and describing the 

NFL drafting process. It then contextualizes the Black male athletes’ worldview by 

examining the history and significance of colonization. By interviews and surveys 15 

former, future, and current BNPs, I was able to examine their conceptions of manhood 

and organize them into themes.  

The study found that independence, strength, and wealth are BNPs leading 

characteristics of manhood. These characteristics area culturally oriented in both African 

and Western traditions supporting the argument that colonization has culturally dislocated 

Black males from their African center. However, in many aspects of this study, BNPs 

show that they are not totally dislocated and maintain many African cultural traits and 

traditions. 

Overall, BNPs struggle to attain manhood in any form. Additionally, their 

struggle is augmented by their sports environment, which places them on the receiving 

end of white dominance and control. In Chapter 7, I describe the effect colonization has 

had on the black male. What cannot be overlooked is the continuation of neo-colonialism 

that impacts how BNPs view themselves and their role in society as Black men.  With 

little knowledge of themselves and their cultural or racial background, they have accepted 
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foreign cultural ideas that obscure the image they have of themselves and the markers for 

and process of reaching manhood.  

In addition to reaching manhood according to the cultural environment of the 

Black community, being drafted into the NFL also allows BNPs to reach the Western 

hegemonic cultural manhood that is heavily patriarchal. Being hired by the NFL is ideal 

for BNPs looking to show a hyper-expression of dominance and individualism that is 

augmented by materialism. According to the majority of the participants, NFL players are 

not only revered by the Black community, but also celebrated by many in the white 

community—though the white community’s treatment of Black athletes is complex and 

sits outside the scope of this study. Many of the participants talked about the privileges 

that NFL players have. When asked about the characteristics of and NFL player, a 

respondent said, “These guys got all the privileges and had all the money and power.”  

The BNPs that participated in this study expressed their conceptions of manhood 

that, for the most part, aligned with much of the scholarship that has been produced on 

this subject. The participants’ conceptualization of manhood is constructed with African 

cultural characteristics but is also riddled with western cultural aspects as well. Their 

ideas of NFL players are almost identical to the characteristics they identify in manhood. 

Thus, they see NFL players as holding much of the characteristics of manhood that they 

conceptualize. With the alienation of Black males from certain forms of manhood, many 

of the BNPs are seeking affirmation of their manhood by exhibiting hyper forms of 

manhood. After all, they connect their manhood to their value and maturity as human 
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beings.  The NFL is an ideal place to have one’s manhood affirmed. Not only do NFL 

players carry most of the characteristics of manhood, but they display extreme forms of 

it. A man is independent; NFL players do whatever they want. A man has wealth; NFL 

players are extremely wealthy. A man is strong; NFL players are extremely strong both 

mentally and physically. It is not hard to see that for many BNPs, their attempt to reach 

the NFL is motivated by their attempt to reach manhood in the process. Unfortunately for 

them, they must be pre-approved by white, male scouts who often times dehumanize 

them during and beyond the hiring process. 

Unfortunately, it is not necessary for an NFL player to academically excel or 

morally mature in order to be successful at football. Regardless, the perpetuation of 

culturally unconscious or dumb and athletic Black males resonates through younger 

generations. This effect is heavily felt when considering the percentage of players who 

fall short of the NFL. The number of college football player drafted into the NFL is 1.7% 

(Newlin, 2010). The chance of a high school player reaching draft success is 

astronomically low, 0.08% (Newlin, 2010). While football is a prosperous vocation for a 

few, it will not be the main source of income for most Black boys who seek financial 

stability. Yet, the images of Black manhood perpetuated by the NFL influence the 

identity of most Black males. The perpetuation of glamorized, socially and culturally 

unconscious, and un-intelligence images of Black NFL players not only leaves Black 

boys unprepared to reach take on forms of significant employment or move on to a higher 

level of education, but it also confuses conceptions of manhood. The NFL is not the only 

institution that provides Black males with extreme characteristics of manhood. The 
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Army, Wall Street, and the National Basketball Association are other institutions that 

carry hyper-masculine cultures. Like the NFL, they too are heavily controlled by white 

males. These are all viable options for Black males seeking manhood through the 

affirmation of white males.  

This study is not without its limitations. It does not lend enough attention to the 

role of Black women in conceptions of manhood outside of the family structure. While I 

doubt that many of the participants find marriage to be a requirement for manhood, they 

rarely spoke about women outside of discussions on family and wives. This leaves a void 

in the study where more can be studied on womanizing and monogamy in relation to 

manhood. Also, there is little discussion on sexuality as in the conception of manhood. 

This is done purposefully. The interview sessions did not serve as an environment that 

was personal enough to discuss the participants’ sexuality or views on sexuality. It was 

difficult to get participants to open up about how they truly felt. The responses received 

may have been untrue or bias for many reasons such as hiding one’s sexuality. 

Additionally, a sample with stronger draft prospects (better players) could render 

different results. Potentially being a projected high draft pick, having a higher future 

income, facing a longer playing career could impact the results of this study. But, it, most 

likely, would not have changed the study in any significant way.  

In conclusion, more rites of passage rituals and organizations that are centered on 

African cultural manhood must be created for the liberation and maintenance of African 

cultural manhood. We, the Black community, must not rely on the institutions established 
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and popularized by white-America to provide our young boys their manhood. If this 

study helps push us in that direction, then I will have taken a step toward fulfilling the 

responsibility I hold to Africa and her people.  
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

Characteristics of Manhood 

 

1. How would you have described a “man?”  

2. What does it mean to you to be “manly?” 

3. What are some of the characteristics you associate with being a 

man? 

i. Family/husband/boyfriend 

ii. Independence/Responsibilities 

iii. Physical features 

4. What are 5-10 words you would use to describe a “real man?” 

5. What is the role of a Black man in your community? 

6. Which of those characteristics are most important for manhood? 

 

Characteristics of NFL player 

 

7. What words would you use to describe an NFL player physically, 

mentally, and off the field? 

8. What are 5-10 words you would use to describe an NFL player? 

 

Motives for making the NFL  

 

9. Tell me about why you will attempt to become an NFL player. 

10. Describe some of the things you believe the NFL would provide 

you with. 

11. Describe any alternative occupational opportunities you have. 

12. Why do you choose the NFL over other occupational 

opportunities? 
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Evaluation interviews and Level of Desire to reach the NFL 

 

13. Describe your level of desire to reach the NFL. 

14. If at all, describe how football resembles life. 

15. Describe how much of the success in your life is determined by 

you making it to the NFL. 

16. If you had a negative experience in an NFL evaluation interviews, 

would you continue to participate in them? Why/Why not? 

17. Do the evaluation interviews remind you of the “slave auction?” If 

so how? 

18. If yes to question 17, why would you continue to participate in a 

system that made you feel? (See description previous questions)? 

 

The relationship between NFL and manhood 

 

19. If so, describe how you think the NFL would make you a better 

man. 

20. Do you believe that being an NFL player would best provide you 

with the things that “real men” should have? If so, how? 

21. If so, describe how you consider NFL players are more or less 

“men” than non-NFL players. 

22. Do you feel the NFL is as a place where your hard work will be 

recognized and/or rewarded? If so how? 

23. Do you feel that you have been trained to play professional 

football better than you were trained to be anything else in life, 

occupational or otherwise? 
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APPENDIX B 

UTAMADUNI BWANA (UB) TABLE  

 
Africana Cultural Retention & 

Creation  
Assimilated Eurocentric 

Hegemonic Culture 

1. Power and Control 

Having the power and control 
(Strength) to withstand and 
overcome life’s obstacles 

Power and control over other 
people  is not a requirement for 

manhood 

Having the power and control 
(strength) to dominate others 

 

2. Independence, Self-
Determinism, & 
Accountability 

The ability to make reasonable, 
healthy, and mature choices, 
which he is responsible for 

The ability to make clear and 
autonomous choices, even 

unhealthy ones 

3. Material/Financial Gain 
Material gain is only a means 

toward other goals 
Material gain is the end goal in 

and of itself 

4. Family 

Being a contributor to the family 
as and treating his mate as an 

equal that he is spiritually 
connected to 

Husband is the dominant and in 
charge of keeping control in the 

home 

5. Spirituality and 
Humanism 

Having spiritual principals that 
are connected to the well-being 

of other people 

Spirituality is not a major 
component of manhood 

Being nice to other people is not 
a requirement for manhood 

6. Cultural Grounding, 
Orientation, and 
Consciousness 

Being grounded in African 
culture and history 

Having knowledge of self  

Complies with mainstream 
cultural concepts and lacks 

knowledge of who he is 

7. Entrance into 
Manhood 

Cross through a Rites-of-
Passage ritual 

Reach the legal Age 
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APPENDIX C 

EMAIL PARTICIPATION REQUEST LETTER  

Date 

 

Dear ____________________________, 

 

John Johnson recommended me to you as a potential participant in my study of NFL draft 

prospects. I am a fourth year doctoral student in African American Studies at the Temple 

University doing research as part of a study required for my graduate degree. I will also 

be the principal investigator for this study. 

 

The title of this study is “Drafting into Manhood.” I am studying Black NFL prospects’ 

conception of manhood and their motives for trying to reach the National Football 

League. 

 

You are invited to participate in this study. Your participation is voluntary. If you choose 

to participate, please responding to this email. I know your time is valuable, so I plan to 

limit the interview to no longer than 90 minutes.  

 

I appreciate your participation in this research study. For any questions regarding the 

study, please feel free to e-mail me at drew.brown@temple.edu, or call me at 404-438-

0762.  

 

Thank you. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Drew Brown, Ph.D. Candidate 

Temple University 

African American Studies 

1115 Polett Walk 

810 Gladfelter Hall 

Office: 215-204-2770 
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  APPENDIX D 

UTAMADUNI BWANA (UB) SURVEY 

1. What is your age? 

2. How do you racially identify yourself? (Multiple answers may be selected for this 

item only) 

3. When was the first time you participated in the NFL evaluation process? 

4. What is/was your primary position in football while being evaluated by the NFL? 

Each question was answered using a likert scale with these options: Not Important, Low 

Importance, Neutral, High Importance, and Extremely Important 

As an NFL prospect, how important is the following characteristics and qualities to 

you when determining if someone has reached “manhood?” 

 

5. The autonomy to make your own choices, good or bad 

6. The ability to make choices that are good for the community 

7. Being the head of the family and keep other family members in order 

8. The ability to work side-by-side with intimate partner 

9. Only raising children in a way that helps Black people as a community 

10. Having a spiritual connection with family 

11. Struggling against the evils and injustices in the world 

12. Being honest and trustworthy 

13. Being spiritually connected to the Universe/God 

14. Do whatever it takes to become successful, regardless of how it affects others 

15. Having power and control over things and people 

16. Material and/or financial success 

17. Using material and/or financial gain toward more significant goals 

18. Being knowledgeable of African culture 

19. Identifying as a decedent of Africa 

20. Crossing through a Rites-of-Passage ritual 

21. Reaching the legal adult age 
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APPENDIX E 

OPENING SCRIPT AND CONSENT 

Title of research: Drafting into Manhood 

Investigator and Department: Drew Brown, African American Studies 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a Black future and former 

NFL draft prospect who have or will participate in at least one NFL evaluation interview 

after 2004.  

What should I know about this research? 

Someone will explain this research to you. 

It is up to you whether or not you take part. 

You can choose not to take part. 

You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

Your decision will not be held against you. 

You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, contact 

me at, 

Temple University, 

1115 Polett Walk, 

810 Gladfelter Hall, 

Philadelphia PA 19122, 

Email: drew.brown@temple.edu 

215 204 2770 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You 

may talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the 

following: 

The researcher is not answering your questions, concerns, or complaints. 

You cannot reach the researcher. 

You want to talk to someone besides the researcher. 

You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

mailto:drew.brown@temple.edu
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Why is this research being done? 

The question this dissertation attempts to answer is, “what are Black males hoping to gain 

from reaching the NFL that is worth the sacrifice, and is it associated with their concepts 

of manhood?” The research will allow us to better understand the reasons behind Black 

male participation in the NFL evaluation process. In addition, it will give us further 

understanding of how Black males’ attempt to be “men” impacts their desire to reach the 

NFL. 

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that you will be in this research for until the completion of the dissertation 

(May 2015). 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

You will be interviewed for approximately 30 minutes where I will ask you a series of 

questions regarding you experiences as an NFL prospect. Your responses will be used as 

data for my study on Black NFL prospects. The after the interview, you will receive a 

follow-up email thanking you for your participation and asking if you are experiencing 

any negative reactions because of the interview. There is less than minimal risk in 

participating in this study. 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 

people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, Temple 

University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates, and other 

representatives of these organizations may inspect and copy your information. 

You may decide that you do not want your data used in this research. If you would like 

your data removed from the study and permanently deleted please email 

drew.brown@temple.edu requesting to withdraw from the study and have all data 

removed.  

 

If Applicable: Please do not disclose research procedures and/or hypotheses to anyone 

who might participate in this study in the future as this could affect the results of the 

study. 

Your participation in this study will be seen as consent.  

 

 

mailto:drew.brown@temple.edu
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Useful Contact Information: 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, its purpose or procedures, or 

if you have a research-related problem, please feel free to contact the researcher, Drew 

Brown at 215-204-2770 

 

If you feel upset after having completed the study or find that some questions or aspects 

of the study triggered distress, talking with a qualified clinician may help. If you feel you 

would like assistance please contact Crisis Response Center location at Temple 

University Hospital, Episcopal Campus at 215-707-2577. In the case of an emergency 

please call 911.   

 

***Please keep a copy of this form for your future reference.  Once again, thank you 

for your participation in this study!***  
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APPENDIX F 

UB SURVEY QUESTIONS AND RESULTS 
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APPENDIX G 

IRB APPROVAL FORMS 
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