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Art, like morality, consists of drawing the line somewhere.


—G.K. Chesterton


Sportsmanship is overrated.


—Malcolm Jenkins
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HOW CONOR GOT HIS RUDE BACK


JULY 8, 2021


“FUCK THAT SAUCE! Fuck that sauce! Fuck that sauce!”


It’s not every day that people jeer a condiment.


But today is not every day. Today is the official press conference for Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) 264, a mixed martial arts event that will feature, at the top of its card, a trilogy bout between Conor McGregor, the brash Irish brawler whose meteoric rise to superstardom began in 2013 when he introduced the world to his aggressive striking style and antagonizing mental gamesmanship, and Dustin Poirier, a quiet lunch-pail type from Lafayette, Louisiana, for whom nothing seems to come easy. At thirty-two years old, Poirier has never had more celebrity than he does right now, coming off arguably the biggest and most stunning victory of his career, a second-round upset of McGregor, avenging his 2014 loss at the hands of the Irishman. This fight will be something of a tiebreaker between them, but Conor isn’t one to willingly share the spotlight.


McGregor makes his entrance first. With a languid, almost bowlegged strut, he climbs onto the stage of T-Mobile Arena, just off the Las Vegas Strip, careful not to crease his immaculately tailored purple tartan suit, and installs himself on the front edge of the platform. “This is the notorious Conor McGregor,” says the PA announcer. From behind a pair of oversized aviator sunglasses, McGregor turns his expressionless face from one side of the twenty-thousand-seat venue to the other, taking in the spectacle of a frenzied American crowd overwhelmingly dressed in the colors of the Irish flag. Slowly, McGregor raises his arms, palms upturned, in acceptance of the room’s adulation.


As the PA announcer comes back on the mic to introduce his opponent—“winner of six of his last seven fights, including a January knockout win over McGregor”—the Irish fighter snaps out of this reverie. Beneath the puckering smile of Dana White, the UFC’s president and emcee for these press events, McGregor shows off the fast twitch that has made him a world-class athlete. He snatches two bottles of hot sauce—Poirier’s Louisiana Style Hot Sauce—from atop the dais and proceeds to dump them on the floor as Poirier, in a tropical shirt and shades, takes the stage to a chorus of boos. It’s vintage McGregor, this brand of insulting provocation, this in-your-face attempt to make your blood boil.


What happens next is a kind of inaudible if not wordless dance, as White blocks Poirier’s path and security rushes in from both sides of the stage, as the fighters try—or at least feign trying—to get at one another. McGregor screams through his beard. Poirier rips off his sunglasses. But they are held apart. The brawny presence of security would typically signal the end of such an episode. Poirier recognizes this and relaxes, ready to sit. But McGregor is far from finished. Practically vibrating with hostility, McGregor dances again in Poirier’s direction, his movements coiled with violent intentions. He hip-thrusts and finger-points his way around the dais, where Poirier is now on edge again, reacting to everything McGregor is doing as if strung to a psychic tether. The crowd chants oléeee, olé-olé-olé, oléeee, olé, as McGregor crosses to the other side of the stage, breaching an invisible threshold of sorts, and more explicitly invading Poirier’s space. There, with Poirier restrained, McGregor swipes another bottle of hot sauce, which he throws into the crowd.


“Fuck that sauce! Fuck that sauce!”


Before finally, mercifully, taking a seat, to Dana White’s great relief, McGregor stops directly in front of Poirier. He lingers for a beat, until their eyes meet. With his back to the crowd, McGregor offers his opponent a shrug, the purple cloth of his suit jacket rising and falling on the thick ropes of his battle-ready shoulders. But it is hardly the sheepish shrug of apology. It is instead the gesture of a transgressing drunk man after midnight—the raised eyebrow of invitation, of a gauntlet thrown, and it says, unmistakably: Whatcha gonna do about it?
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SINCE THE MOMENT TV cameras caught a glimpse of his sinewy, tattooed frame, McGregor has been known as much for his mouth and attention-grabbing antics as his knockout blows. As UFC’s head PR man Dave Lockett tells me, “Conor always brings the circus.” It’s not just the caravan of media members who follow the fighter halfway around the globe, in search of a headline. It’s also the rabid if carnivalesque allegiance he inspires in his supporters, a band of merry pranksters who follow him like he’s a one-man music festival and revel in a kind of in-crowd fun that comes, inevitably, at someone else’s expense. In the lead-up to McGregor’s UFC debut, his opponent, Marcus Brimage, was stunned by the hostility he received not just from the relatively unknown and as-of-yet unproven Irish fighter, but also from his fans, as they harassed him on social media. “They’re all over my Facebook, talking about how he’s going to whip my ass,” Brimage said at the time, adding, in disbelief: “Dude, you liked my page just to tell me that shit? That’s a lot of trouble to do that.”


(McGregor won that fight in one minute and seven seconds.)


Which isn’t to say McGregor couldn’t torment opponents on his own. Against Dennis Siver, who is maybe three inches shorter than McGregor, Conor taunted him as “too small” and “a weird looking, deformed looking guy.” He said, “I like to bully these little people,” and told the Russian-born German fighter to “kiss them feet,” while labeling him a “Nazi.”


(McGregor won that fight via knockout.)


Before a 2015 featherweight title fight against José Aldo, McGregor relentlessly taunted his Brazilian opponent. More than once, he stole Aldo’s title belt and dared him to “come get it.” At a press conference in Rio de Janeiro, McGregor made things even more personal, putting his feet on the conference table and proclaiming, “I own this town.… If this was a different time, I would invade his favela on horseback and kill anyone that was not fit to work.” When the men went face-to-face at the end of that event, McGregor said, inches from Aldo, “Look into my eyes, little man. Little Brazilian.” Then, with an exaggerated, wide-eyed pronunciation, and in the Portuguese he seemed to have learned for the occasion: “You’re going to die.”


(McGregor won that fight in a record thirteen seconds.)


There is a cruelty (and casual racism) to the way McGregor toys with his adversaries. He belittles, he baits, he boasts—it’s a potent and incendiary cocktail. He’s being mean, sure. But when McGregor is at his best, he’s also being funny and incorrigible, and he exudes a seductive if sharp charisma. He casts a kind of spell. As a fan, it feels like he’s bringing you in cahoots with him. Like he’s letting you in on the joke, even if it’s a twisted generosity. Because, of course, not everyone is being included.


These isolating tactics worked well ahead of his first fight against Poirier in UFC 178, which was considered a test of McGregor’s legitimacy as a contender and as a headlining act. (That would be the last time a McGregor bout would not serve as a main event.) In hindsight, Poirier admits McGregor got into his head. “Trash talking, it does affect you,” he says. But even at the time, it was obvious McGregor’s campaign of disrespect was pushing Poirier into the red. In addition to predicting a first-round knockout win—a guarantee on which he would deliver and then declare himself “Mystic Mac”—McGregor demeaned his opponent as “a quiet little hillbilly from the back-arse of nowhere.” He dismissed him as a forgettable competitor, saying, “He’s afraid. He’s a scared little boy. So I will go out and I’ll put him stiff, and carry on my journey.” He so thoroughly dictated the terms of rhetorical engagement at their press events that Poirier would concede shortcomings in his game based on McGregor’s prodding about his weak chin and getting “wobbled in every fight.” Said an exasperated Poirier, “I’ll be honest, yeah, I was being overaggressive. But this fight, I’ll be cool, calm, and collected.”


But the damage was done. Poirier called the fight “personal” and said, “I’ve never disliked somebody that much.” Even in private moments, Poirier would remain clenched, ruminating and fuming, as he obsessed over his smack-talking opponent. “All that talk and everything, over the months, just sat in my head. When the bell rang, I was like a deer in headlights,” says Poirier, who was pounded by McGregor for one minute and forty-six seconds before the ref stopped the fight.


As McGregor has done so often, he had put on a master class in how to tilt an opponent by using his emotions against him. And yet the McGregor who would show up six years later, when the two were scheduled to fight a rematch in Abu Dhabi, was nearly unrecognizable. Both men were thicker, about ten pounds heavier, and both had more cauliflower in their ears from the punches they’d absorbed in the intervening years. McGregor was also far wealthier. The young Irish punk who famously cashed a welfare check in the days before his UFC debut had long since parlayed his blooming fame into a growing business empire, which he has predicted will soon reach $1 billion in value. But more than any of that, the biggest change in McGregor was his demeanor. It wasn’t just that he was cordial and complimentary in his interactions with Poirier. He was, dare I say, affable. He even asked for a bottle of Poirier’s hot sauce—“I’d love to taste the hot sauce,” he said—which Poirier provided. The pair then posed for press photos, with their arms slung over each other’s shoulders, like a couple of old pals.


It was still McGregor who set the tone. But this all felt less like the preamble to a violent sporting event than a reunion show. According to Owen Roddy, McGregor’s striking coach, the reason for the change in McGregor was simple. “He doesn’t need to prove anything to anybody anymore,” he said.


Or maybe he grew lonely from all the months of social distancing. Who knows?


Whatever the reason, this warmer, more huggable version of McGregor would find himself pinned against the fighting cage, about halfway through the second round, with a badly hurt right leg (after a metronome of calf kicks), as Poirier unloaded a series of punches that eventually found McGregor with his guard down. Taking a clean shot to the face, McGregor collapsed to the mat, defenseless, forcing veteran referee Herb Dean to call the fight. In the immediate aftermath of this defeat, McGregor remained upbeat, heaping praise on his opponent. “Dustin is some fighter,” he said.


But the good vibes wouldn’t last.


Perhaps McGregor caught wind of Poirier’s honest postfight assessment that he “felt [McGregor’s] presence less, his aura less,” without the trash talk and histrionics, and took that to heart. Said Poirier, “I just saw another fighter tonight… another man who bleeds just like me.” Poirier would also tell Joe Rogan it was better for McGregor to “be an asshole.” Months later, the men shared a tense social media exchange, when Poirier accused McGregor and his team of reneging on the half-million-dollar charitable contribution he had pledged to Poirier’s The Good Fight Foundation. Tweeted McGregor, “You will pay with your brain for this attempt at smearing my name.” The sniping would continue in the lead-up to UFC 264, with McGregor spin-doctoring his loss to Poirier as a fluke, disparaging his opponent’s calf-kicking strategy as cowardly, and alleging that his wife was trying to get into his DMs on Instagram (after the presser, he’d tweet at Poirier: “Your wife wants to see the hair around my dick and balls bro”), and with Poirier giving as good as he got. “We put you on airplane mode in front of the world,” Poirier shot back through the media.


But the million-dollar question hanging over this fight and all of its extracurricular acrimony—and what would make trash talk, specifically, such a fascinating subplot of the trilogy—is how, if at all, Conor McGregor, the man frequently referred to as the “king of trash talk” by fellow UFC fighters, could regain his mental edge, after having not only made things easier for Poirier the last time around by dropping the shit-talk routine in favor of respectful dialogue, but also by losing the damn fight. Once you lose that intimidation factor, is it not gone forever? Or were the seeds of psychological warfare planted so deep in Poirier’s mind they could survive a season of dormancy? It’s a question I would put to McGregor myself.


His response: “I don’t give a bollocks about all that!”


But his actions would suggest otherwise.
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MEDIA OBSERVERS ARE split on what exactly we’re witnessing at the UFC 264 press conference. Some welcome back the “Conor McGregor of old” and praise his “return to form,” while others feel the fighter is presenting a kind of facsimile of himself—that he may be playing the same notes, but they are somehow off-key. Throughout the Q&A session, McGregor threatens, insults, and interrupts. He calls Poirier a “little bitch” and “a silly little hillbilly” and, my personal favorite, “a stupid tosspot.” At times, the attacks seem more precise and purposeful. Other times, he wields a blunter instrument, like when he predicts that Poirier is “going out in a stretcher.” He says, “I see a dead body,” and refers to Poirier as “a corpse.” By the end, when McGregor and Poirier are positioned at centerstage for a nose-to-nose promotional pose known as a stare-down—or face-off, as the UFC calls it—he seems to be almost flailing, if not entirely unhinged. Even as Dana White strains to maintain a safe distance between the two fighters, McGregor rears back and kicks at Poirier’s midsection. Though his foot misses its target, the arena fans explode.


(Give the man credit: he knows how to put on a show.)


One theory is that McGregor is acting out not just to make his opponent mad, as he’s always done, but also to once again feel the pressures of competition himself: that he is manufacturing emotional stakes—and, in turn, motivation—that might not exist otherwise. There are legitimate reasons to question whether McGregor is hungry for this fight, after all. When he first came to the UFC, he competed with an intensity that reflected a single-minded desire to improve his station in life. Now that he claims to be on a billionaire’s path, it’s not unfair to wonder how badly he wants to punch another person’s face in—or get his own face punched in—and how much physical discomfort he’s willing to endure along the way.


Or maybe the explanation is simpler than that. Maybe McGregor is the emotional one.


UFC commentator Jon Anik suggests the image-conscious fighter is genuinely upset about the way Poirier publicly accused him of reneging on his charitable donation and wants to punish him for that reputational assault. McGregor certainly gives off a bloodthirsty vibe the next day, when he and Poirier return to the stage for the ceremonial weigh-in. During the face-off that closes that event—their second such encounter in barely twenty-four hours—White keeps the feuding men comically far apart. (McGregor, shirtless in seersucker shorts, repeatedly tries—but fails—to assume his usual fighting stance, while White slaps down his advancing fists, like a cat batting a ball of yarn.) After, McGregor dials up the heat via an onstage interview with Joe Rogan when he says, “Tomorrow night, I’m going to make this man pay with his life”—pronounced loife—“and I mean it.” And then, addressing Poirier directly: “You’re dead in that octagon tomorrow night.”


Dead.


The interview ends.


Joe Rogan says, “Conor McGregor, ladies and gentlemen.”


To my mind, if there’s a change in McGregor, it’s not just that he’s so edgy; it’s that he’s so charmless, too. He doesn’t seem to be having very much fun.


To be fair, I don’t think Poirier is having much fun either. Unlike their last match, which was staged during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic and hosted in a sterilized environment on an island in Abu Dhabi, this trilogy bout is being held in front of a packed house—the first time the UFC has performed before a capacity Vegas crowd in more than sixteen months. All around, the Strip is buzzing, flashing. Folks are guzzling hurricane-style drinks, giddy to be rid of their masks. The excitement is as palpable as the 115-degree desert heat, and Poirier knows everyone here wants him to lose. As he waits backstage on the night of the fight, in the final minutes before making his walk to the cage, Poirier can feel his pulse pounding: the stress of the event becoming real. It’s a familiar rush of anxiety, these prefight nerves. He tells himself, almost like a mantra, “Here we go again.”


He needs to stay calm and block out the noise. Find a measure of peace amid the storm.


As for the fight itself, the first round is filled with exciting action, as Conor comes out kicking. Against McGregor, these opening salvos are often the most critical moments, as we discover whether his campaigns of abuse will bear competitive fruit and possibly draw an opponent outside his game plan in pursuit of hell-bent retaliation. But Poirier remains careful, calculated, restrained. He knows what he’s gotten himself into. The crowd sings its olé-ing soccer song, as both men bounce in fighting stance and exchange exploratory blows. The attacks slowly escalate. Calf kicks followed by chin-seeking punches. At about the round’s midway point, a more brutal phase takes hold, as the fighters go to the mat. Poirier mashes his fists into McGregor’s face. When able, Conor responds with a series of stinging elbow strikes to the top of Dustin’s skull.


It’s painful to watch.


“Herb Dean better not stop this,” a reporter sitting next to me says, when it briefly seems Poirier has gained the upper hand. The referee watches closely but does not intercede.


I wonder if this moment of almost intimate violence will ever end.


And then: it’s over.


With about fifteen seconds left in the five-minute round, Poirier stands up. McGregor greets him on his feet, unleashes two kicks and a lurching right hand. Poirier responds with a left. But as McGregor steps back, he crumples to the mat. It’s an unnatural fall, and he quickly scoots back on his ass to brace himself against the cage. Poirier pounces, with his fists firing like pistons, and McGregor turtles in place until the end-of-round bell sounds, signaling a short interlude of peace. But Herb Dean has no choice but to call the fight. As becomes evident from video-board close-ups, and from the simple fact that he remains on the mat, there is no way McGregor can go on: when he took that step back, his lower leg snapped in half, a break of the tibia and fibula.


“Oooooh,” the arena crowd cringes in unison, as the replay shows on the big screen.


For a mixed martial arts (MMA) newcomer like me, the whole thing has been a fascinating and heart-pounding display. Each violent collision charged by the sky-high stakes that mounted ahead of the competition. But the most interesting exchange of this main-event fight comes after the actual combat is over. As Dean raises Poirier’s hand, in an announced TKO victory that McGregor has already taken great screaming pains to ensure they caveat as “a doctor’s stoppage,” the winning fighter can’t seem to take his eyes off his fallen opponent. He even taunts the injured man, swaggering toward him in a mock rendition of McGregor’s signature walk: the leaned-back, arm-swinging billionaire strut. In this moment, it becomes suddenly clear how much each fighter has, in his own way, gotten under the other’s skin: despite the many bodies that now crowd the octagon, an emotional rope remains taut between them. All week, Poirier has demonstrated an outward calm, repressing his instinct for anger, for payback, for indulging McGregor’s endless provocations. He understood the competitive consequences of allowing emotion to cloud his preparation—as he puts it, “fighting is chaotic” and any distraction, no matter how small, can lead to a fast and bloody end—and thus dismissed his opponent’s verbal tempests as just “noise.” But now he’s done staying above the fray. In truth, he was deeply offended by McGregor’s promise at the ceremonial weigh-in to not just beat him but to leave him lifeless. (“You don’t say that type of shit to people,” Poirier would later say.) Of course, McGregor has made death threats before—in fact, he used similarly morbid language only a day earlier at the press conference—but there was something about his tone that felt different to Poirier. Heavier. Like an escalation. Like he meant it.


No longer holding his tongue, Poirier says, “This guy is a dirtbag.”


But it’ll take more than that to chasten McGregor. From the floor of the octagon, Conor offers his analysis in a postfight interview: “I was boxing the bleeding head off him. Kicking the bleeding leg off of him.… This is not over!” He even sneaks in a few more personal attacks, as Poirier is somewhat reluctantly being escorted out of the cage. He says, “Your wife is in me DMs. Hey, baby. Hit me back up, I’ll chat to you later on. I’ll be at the after-party at the Wynn nightclub, baby.”


It’s remarkable in its way, these outbursts from McGregor (which would continue into the next day on social media). Even with his leg in pieces, the fighter is hyping his next bout, finding a way to spin his loss in this one, fulfilling his paid obligation to promote an after-party at a nearby hotel, and trying to renew his rent-free lease inside the mind of Dustin Poirier. It’s a lot to take in. But what it isn’t is surprising. Over the past decade, there may be no more widely recognized, openly offensive, or prolific trash-talker than Conor McGregor—and despite the broken-bones outcome at UFC 264, there may be no better recent example or more comprehensive showcase of what trash talk has to offer than this trilogy bout. From the first barb on Twitter to the final moments of verbal chaos in the cage, nearly all of trash talk’s various permutations and potential functionalities were on prominent display.


What makes McGregor’s fights fascinating from a trash-talk perspective is not just that he never misses the chance to turn routine press events into Kabuki theater, or that his self-promoting bravado and penchant for manufacturing drama—for transforming even small disagreements into epic and battle-worthy affairs—hook the rooting public like a well-produced soap opera. Nor is it just that he leverages this unusual skill as a showman to simultaneously seek a competitive edge by testing his opponents’ ability to focus and digest stress via relentless and insulting provocations. Nor is it just that the Irish fighter refuses to show any restraint whatsoever: that he pushes the boundaries of antagonism to their ethical limits—well beyond the borders of good taste—and has proven, time and again, willing to say practically anything in service of his competitive ends, while leaving others to worry about any moral ramifications or why exactly he seems to get away with it.


It’s not just any of these things. It’s all of them, and more.


In the pages to come, that’s what we’re about to explore.
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QUITE LITERALLY, TRASH talk is the language of competition. It’s a specific form of incivility—“competitive incivility,” as some sociologists put it—which allows people to communicate when they’re going head-to-head. But the nature of that communication is always up for negotiation. Both tactically and tonally, trash talk runs the gamut: it can be used to self-motivate, distract, build hype, or even construct bonds of personal intimacy; it can likewise be funny and playful, strategic and needling, or insulting, edgy, and aggressive. There are times when some folks insist trash talk crosses the line—that it goes too far. (Poirier felt that way.) But those lines are often ill-defined.


At its most basic level, when someone talks trash, that person is offering up a challenge that both acknowledges the fact of competition and seeks to further define its contours: it raises the stakes of the confrontation and asks whether one’s competitors can metabolize that added pressure without losing focus—or if they’ll instead become emotional, or distracted, or question their abilities to succeed. Talking trash makes the outcome of a contest matter more than it otherwise would.


Nobody wants to eat their words.


Our public awareness of trash talk has spiked over the last three decades, which is when, some have argued, the practice sprouted across the sporting landscape like an untreated weed, like a scourge. But it’d be wrong to think about trash talk as a purely athletic—or even purely modern—phenomenon because that misunderstands this ancient mode of communication, which exists across cultures, has gone by many names, and may well be encoded in our DNA, passed down from our earliest ancestors. In a 2018 paper published in the academic journal Human Nature, two Cornell researchers consider the possibility that trash talk has been “selected across evolutionary time because its benefits outweigh the potential costs.” But even if you put science aside, it’s easy to see that trash talk is here to stay. It’s the juicy stuff of Twitter beefs and diss tracks, of guilty-pleasure headlines and the mudslinging of never-ending political campaigns. It’s on the lips of CEOs, comedians, gamers, online commenters. Even your mom.


(Just kidding. I’m sure she’s a nice lady.)


And yet, despite this ubiquity—and despite trash talk’s possible primeval origins—there has never been any serious (or even nonserious) exploration of the topic. Where did trash talk come from? Why are we so drawn to it? Does it even work? What are the rules of engagement? The best ways to respond? What happens when trash talk goes wrong? Instead, trash talk has regularly been dismissed as frivolous and unserious, even as marketers leverage its cultural signification for commercial gain. Mostly, and especially in the United States, trash talk is treated as little more than verbal static, or worse, it’s stigmatized and racialized and used as an excuse to punish and control other people’s behavior.


It’s time for trash talk to get its due.


Not everyone with whom I spoke for this project was convinced my efforts were worthwhile. A number of people told me I was reading too much into the topic, that I was wasting my time. “You’re overthinking it,” said former NFL cornerback Orlando Scandrick. Meanwhile, former NBA guard and Larry Bird mentor Quinn Buckner told me he’d be surprised if we could talk about the subject for even fifteen minutes, and then politely declined to try.


But many others saw the potential—or were at least willing to humor me.


In reporting this book, I interviewed more than two hundred people, including academics, professional athletes, wrestlers, boxers, mixed martial artists, referees, sports reporters, performance psychologists, debate coaches, comedians, neurobiologists, social scientists, cultural critics, historians, marketing gurus, content-moderation experts, linguists, moral philosophers, political strategists, and high-ranking military officers, among others.


Occasionally, these conversations led me to some unlikely locations, like a professional-wrestling academy in South Jersey, where I learned about the art of promotion, and the famed Comedy Store in LA, birthplace of the ultratransgressive insult show Roast Battle. At one point, I found myself at the Camp Mackall military training facility outside Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where the army runs a high-stress survival course called SERE. About a month after that, I was down in Key West, at the Special Forces combat-diving school, where soldiers must solve panic-inducing problems while confronting their most primal fears.


(Call it a lesson in mental toughness.)


I always knew this book was going to be about more than trash talk. As I see it, it’s also about civility and moral dilemmas and the kinds of people we want to be. It’s about risk tolerance and stress hardiness and anxiety and the ways in which we as humans have always sought to endow our lives with deeper meaning. It’s about mindfulness, personal insecurities, and the importance of being brutally honest in our self-assessments, even as we push ourselves to the absolute limits of our abilities. Perhaps most of all, though, it’s a book about learning to perform under pressure, like those military divers, because that’s what trash talk does, fundamentally: it ups the competitive ante.


It puts more on the line.


It demands to know: Can you handle this?


Throughout my two-plus-year journey into the depths of trash talk, my goal has been to strip away the sensationalism and stigma and to provide instead some shape and precision to what has otherwise been a flattened conversation. I wanted to uncover not only the art and science of talking smack but also some of its definitional properties: what it is, what it isn’t, and how we can otherwise make sense of humanity’s enduring impulse to boast, to antagonize, to play mind games with our rivals. Ultimately, it’s my hope that, by getting at these truths of trash talk—by understanding why we talk so much crap and to what end—we might also better understand ourselves as social and competitive creatures because, if I’ve learned nothing else, it’s that talking trash is inescapably part of who we are as human beings. It’s part of who we’ve always been.


Fucking with another man’s hot sauce, however—that might be a McGregor original.
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LOOK WHO’S TALKING


LET’S GET SOMETHING out of the way up top: trash-talkers like Conor McGregor may have the capacity to be first-class assholes, but talking shit is hardly anything new or aberrant, or the sign of civilizational decline; if anything, it might be the mark of intelligent life. As Sigmund Freud once put it, paraphrasing the English writer and neurologist John Hughlings Jackson, “The man who first flung a word of abuse at his enemy instead of a spear was the founder of civilisation.”


Really, you’d have to flip pretty far back through the pages of human history to find the first example of trash talk. It dates to biblical times, at least, when David said to Goliath, “I will strike you down and cut off your head,” enraging the big man and baiting him to come within range of his shepherd’s sling. And to the age of Homer, whose epic poems are drenched with smack-talking deities, leaders of men trying to spur on their troops (Agamemnon: “You pansy archers, you’re a disgrace to Greece!”), and braggadocious warriors, who don’t go into battle without first trying to big-time each other with tear-you-down taunts and stature-building boasts. As Tlepolemus said to Sarpedon, “You have a coward’s heart, and your race is dying.… I don’t care how strong you are, / You’re going through Hades’ gates, beaten by me.” Certainly, any fan of contemporary combat sports would feel right at home hearing the swaggering challenge of Epeius during the funeral games in the Iliad, when he grabs the first-place mule and says, “Anybody want the [second-place] cup as his prize? / Because no Greek alive is going to beat me / In boxing.” Meanwhile, if Odysseus had managed to just keep his mouth shut, instead of mocking the blinded Cyclops as he made his escape, there wouldn’t even be a damn Odyssey.


Point is: Trash talk is as deeply ingrained—if occasionally ill-advised—a feature of human behavior as religious faith or going to war. It is part of who we are and part of how we communicate, especially when in competition—whether we’re vying for pride, social status, or scarce resources, like a first-place mule. “It’s almost one of the primal forms of communication,” says Jonah F. Radding, an assistant instructional professor of classics at the University of Chicago, whose interest in our ancestral propensity for talking smack led him to develop a course on invective poetry through the ages. “Almost as soon as you develop literature, you have trash-talking literature. I don’t know if it’s necessarily our finest aspect, but it’s one that I enjoy.”


And what’s not to enjoy?


There’s Archilochus, a Greek lyric poet writing around 650 BCE, who, as Radding tells me, “does get really personal. I’m thinking especially about sexual exploits with this person’s daughter, basically.” There’s Aristophanes, who was active a couple of hundred years later and would savage fellow poets and contemporary politicians to the point that he claimed to have been sued for slander. And there’s Catullus, a Roman poet and truly petty vulgarian. In one poem, which was long deemed unpublishable in modern English (or at least a fully uncensored version), he calls out two men by name, to whom he threatens to “dick you in the face.” In yet another, he accuses someone of being “softer than a baby bunny’s fur” and the owner of “a dusty, cobwebbed dick”—insults he levels because, as best I can tell, this person stole his good napkins. “As far as I know, that is not a euphemism for anything,” laughs Radding, when I ask about the missing linens. “That seems to just be the reason he wrote this poem.”


Of course, personal put-downs and quippy one-upmanship don’t have to be captured in verse.


By the time Catullus was threatening to turn people “pecker-faced,” invective had spilled off the page and suffused Roman society. This time “was rougher than in other periods,” according to Martin Jehne, a professor of ancient history at Technische Universität Dresden in Germany. He says, “The quota of personal insults was very high.” It was high in the political sphere, where senators disparaged opponents in an effort to rally their supporters. It was high in the judicial system, which contained no fact-based investigations but trials by character assassination. (“They insult each other, especially the defendant, in a terrible way,” says Jehne.) And it was high in the private gatherings known as convivium, where men would attack one another, in escalating verbal combat, in an attempt to show off their erudition and wit, knowing that highlights of the affair would leak to the wider Roman public. “If you got insulted, you cannot defend yourself by trying to prove that this is wrong. You can only insult the others even more. That is the rule,” says Jehne.


That moment in Rome may have represented a high point for vituperation—or low point, depending on your perspective—but it’s important to recognize this instinct to talk shit has existed not just throughout time, but also across cultures, from the joking relationships known as sinankunya in West Africa to the derisive bickering of Jewish sages in the Talmud, a compilation of rabbinic arguments.1 Sometimes this trash talk presents as a tactic or feature of competition and sometimes as a kind of in-group code. At times, it serves key social functions, as is the case with the Ju/’hoansi people, an ancient population of hunter-gatherers who live in the deserts of southern Africa and have a tradition of insulting a hunter’s meat when he returns with a kill (which is done as a kind of social leveler, to both avoid feelings of jealousy and to prevent establishing “unnecessary” hierarchies, per anthropologist James Suzman). Surprisingly often, trash talk transforms into the arena of competition itself. Dating back to pre-Islamic times, there were ritualized and widespread verbal duels, dressed up as poetic contests, throughout the Arabic world, which became a hallmark of social and cultural gatherings and of intertribal relations. Among the genres the poets employed were fakhr (boasting about oneself or one’s tribe) and hijā’ (defaming one’s opponent). And while either bragging or disparagement could be the name of a particular game, it’s easy to recognize these strategies as two sides of the same coin. As Dutch historian Johan Huizinga puts it in his 1938 book, Homo Ludens, which explores the importance of play in human society, “boosting of one’s own virtue as a form of contest slips over quite naturally into contumely of one’s adversary.”


Similar traditions of “slanging-matches,” in Huizinga’s words, can be found in Old Norse literature in contests known as mannjafnaðr (translated as “the comparing of men”); in the practice of Scottish flyting, which were poetic insult battles popular in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and which emerged, in the words of scholar Kenneth Simpson, “as both social phenomenon and literary genre”; and in the drumming matches of the Greenlandic Inuit, which would be initiated in lieu of judicial proceedings when one member of a tribe had beef with another (not unlike the trials in Roman times). To the beat of the drum, combatants would heap abuse upon their opponent—offensive words that ranged from silly to slanderous—and the audience determined a winner.


“It is remarkable how large a place these bragging and scoffing matches occupy in the most diverse civilizations,” writes Huizinga. That was one of Radding’s big takeaways from developing his curriculum, too. “There really are kind of infinite traditions you could choose from,” he says, citing zajal, a Lebanese pastime of improvised poetic dueling—duels that have attracted north of thirty thousand spectators—as a standout example. “This desire to engage in trash talking in a competitive format seems to practically be a universal human desire.” Michael Adams, a linguist and provost professor of English at Indiana University, agrees. “It’s typological,” he says. “It may be shaped in these particular cultures, but it’s somehow grounded in human nature so that it erupts, it manifests itself differently in different and completely unconnected cultures.”


In that sense, there should be nothing remarkable about this seemingly innate urge to boast, to razz, to challenge—to build oneself up and, if necessary, tear another down, or at least hurt their feelings. In theory, we should be able to recognize trash talk for what it is, wherever and whenever it appears: the language of competition. And yet, when it comes to situating the eruptions of this deep-seated impulse within a modern context specifically, many of us fail to find the through line from past to present or from one culture to the next. Instead, when folks start talking mess, we just about lose our minds.
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THE FIRST TIME the phrase trash talk appeared in an American print publication, it received a casual mention in a 1981 Washington Post story. It wouldn’t reappear anywhere for three years. The Miami Herald would trot out the term a couple of times in 1984, while the Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post would each use it once two years later. But it wasn’t until the early 1990s that things really took off.


In the three-year period beginning in 1990 and ending on December 31, 1992, there were 311 newspaper articles that mentioned trash talk. In 1993 alone, there were 734, and then close to 8,000 over the rest of the decade. As the New York Times Magazine put it when it gave trash talk the long-form feature treatment, “1993 seems destined to be remembered as the year of Trash Talk,” which it defined as “the various gratuitous ways by which players distract, intimidate and infuriate their opponents.” Indeed, America’s (mostly white) sports editors had picked up on this momentum and were further shaping popular conception by assigning a rash of trend stories, presenting readers with what they overwhelmingly framed as a wholly new and exotic behavioral phenomenon—sometimes with a hey-look-at-this tone of pulling back the curtain and other times with alarmist warnings about the end of sportsmanship. “‘Sounds different,’ you could hear sports editors across America saying in their Monday morning meetings,” Mitch Albom writes in The Fab Five: Basketball, Trash Talk, the American Dream, his 1993 book about the University of Michigan’s men’s basketball team, which scandalized large swaths of the nation with their brash manner, baggy shorts, and black socks.


Phil Taylor was maybe America’s first journalist on the trash-talk beat. In 1992, as a staffer for Sports Illustrated, he penned what was likely the earliest piece in a national magazine on trash talk as a modern phenomenon—a nice byline for a young writer—even if he knew perfectly well the behavior wasn’t exactly new. “I really could have written that story almost out of my head,” says Taylor, who grew up hearing trash talk on New York’s basketball courts. “It was talking shit or cracking on somebody. I always thought that label, trash talk, was just a euphemism or a way of sanitizing talking shit. This is the PG-rated version.” But when he tossed out the idea during a pitch meeting, dubious it would gain much traction, his editors’ eyes lit up. “It seemed to a lot of my editors to be this unbelievably new phenomenon, and [they wanted to] get out there on the cutting edge.” Equally surprising to him was the reader response. Mail poured in from subscribers across the country, who “found that to be an eye-opening piece,” in Taylor’s words, and were in disbelief about some of the things said in the course of competition. “Why aren’t there more fights?” they wondered.


Some athletes were bemused by the attention being paid to their verbal sparring. “Everybody was like, ‘That’s a thing?’” remembers B.J. Armstrong, who was playing for the Chicago Bulls at the time. Even his boys back in his hometown of Detroit gave him shit. “They would say, ‘If all you got to do is talk trash, I should be in the NBA.’” He laughs. “I was perplexed by it at first, but I guess it was new to a lot of people.”


From that perspective, there was something noteworthy about trash talk—at least to those (again, mostly white) segments of the population who were unfamiliar with this specific form of competitive hostility. How else to explain the bewildered reaction from so many readers or the bug-eyed excitement of so many of America’s editors? “I felt like I was introducing it to the world,” says Taylor. “And in a way, I was.” But in another way, he was merely the most recent interpreter of an age-old phenomenon.
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BEFORE THE 1880S, baseball was considered a gentleman’s game. There were governing sets of ethics, and umpires were held in high esteem. Arlie Latham must have missed that particular memo.


A decent hitter and burner on the bases, Latham starred on a St. Louis Browns team that won four consecutive pennants starting in 1885. But it was his badgering antics—a cutthroat brand of gamesmanship that completely upended the previously genteel sport—on which his reputation would be built. At the time, players served as base coaches, and Latham, whom baseball writer and historian Bill James calls “a natural antagonist,” would do whatever he could to annoy and distract the opposition. Beyond relentlessly yelling loud and insulting things, he would race up and down the third-base line just as the opposing pitcher was delivering his pitch. (This led to the adoption of the coach’s box.) Out-of-town newspapers remarked on his “insane whooping,” “incessant howling,” and “disgusting mouthings,” while labeling him a “clown.” But the public shaming failed to have an effect. Latham’s teammates would join in on the verbal abuse, as the Browns won 75 percent of their home games from 1883 through 1889. Before long, other teams followed suit.


This essentially was the start of the great baseball tradition known as “bench jockeying”—the practice of heaping abuse on your opponents in hopes of interfering with their concentration or otherwise diminishing their performance. Sportswriter J. Roy Stockton once called it “probably the greatest cruelty in the American sports picture.” John McGraw was among those to pick up the mantle from Latham. As a player in the 1890s, he helped pioneer the strategy known as “inside baseball,” which was all about finding and exploiting microadvantages of any sort, from tripping base runners to violently intimidating the umps. This knack for nastiness would continue when McGraw—who was said to have “a genius for making enemies” and to have “broke[n] the spirits of some fine men”—became a manager, allegedly going so far as to hire private detectives to dig up dirt on opponents for in-game fodder. “I don’t even know if I would call it bench jockeying; there’s probably a stronger word for it,” says baseball historian and McGraw expert Steve Steinberg. “It was almost unbelievable, the kinds of things he would say.” Even Babe Ruth admitted McGraw got under his skin. During the 1922 World Series, with McGraw relentlessly riding him, Babe delivered an embarrassing two-for-seventeen performance at the plate, as the Giants humiliated the Yankees.2 As Baseball Hall of Famer Frankie Frisch explained, “If you spot a weakness in the other guy’s temperament, you’re a fool not to go after it. If he shows he resents it, pour it on.”


Known as “holler guys,” bench jockeys became standardized across baseball. Those who were most successful at harassing the opposition—whether due to a sharp wit, a piercing voice, or a capacity for creative slurs—could even maintain a roster spot after their actual baseball skills had outlived their usefulness. Ray Kolp, who played twelve seasons in the big leagues, was one such hanger-on. He was at his best against the squat slugger Hack Wilson, a favorite target, who once got so fumed he charged Kolp in the dugout after safely reaching base on a single—and without even calling for time. Satchel Paige was another master of the craft, though the legendary pitcher did his talking from the mound. Paige would jaw at batters and base runners and brought a measure of self-assured swagger that other jockeys—who relied instead on needling tactics—often lacked. His mind games went beyond the typical insulting fare. Paige named his pitches—like the bow-tie, the trouble ball, and the midnight creeper—and unsettled hitters by telling them exactly which one was coming or by calling in his fielders, confident in his ability to strike out the side. “I’m going to throw smoke at yo’ yolk,” he would yell. According to Paige biographer Larry Tye, the pitcher possessed “a special kind of courage,” not just for what he said, but also to whom he said it. Even in the time of Jim Crow, Paige openly challenged “the fiercest white opponents.” Says Tye, “He simply loved to talk, and to taunt.”


Bench jockeying wasn’t exactly a well-kept secret. As would happen with the advent of the term trash talk decades later, magazine editors assigned breathless feature stories about what Esquire would call “the verbal needle.” That piece, which ran under the headline “The Brutal Art of Bench Jockeying,” was published in 1959, thirteen years after Baseball Magazine ran an item that seemingly captured the attitude of the era, entitled “You Have to Learn to Take It.” In 1965, Sports Illustrated ran a piece on Gene Mauch, then manager of the Philadelphia Phillies, which hinted at shifting tides. Opposing players claimed Mauch “gets very personal” and “says things you just shouldn’t say.” His matter-of-fact response: “It makes some of them less effective, and the idea is to win.”


The brutal art did seem to be losing steam in the second half of the twentieth century, though, as evidenced by a string of stories published by Baseball Digest—“What Happened to the Art of Bench Jockeying?” (1975); “Bench Jockeys Are a Dying Breed” (1976); “Where Have All the Bench Jockeys Gone?” (1983)—and even one in the New York Times, under the headline “Lost Art in Baseball” (1983).


In hindsight, the relation between bench jockeying and what we now call trash talk seems obvious—they are variations on a theme, like so many of the slanging matches of distant history. Which is why, on the one hand, it’s hard to believe that collective memories could be so short, or imaginations so limited, that only ten years would pass between the purported death of bench jockeying and the rise of trash talk as a new phenomenon and hardly anyone would make the connection.3 On the other hand, this seeming blind spot is less surprising when considered within the wider cultural context of America—specifically, its racial context. Take Satchel Paige, for instance. His verbal style—which, perhaps tellingly, was left out of so many of those midcentury trend stories on bench jockeying—mixed boastful mind games with playful repartee with a kind of put-it-on-the-line showmanship. It was also meant, at least in part, for public consumption.


Paige’s career spanned four decades—five, if you include his one-game stint with the Kansas City Athletics at the age of fifty-nine, in which he threw three shutout innings. He spent most of that time pitching in the Negro Leagues. There, he picked up on a custom of “showboating and clowning” that grew out of Black baseball’s “itinerancy, inconsistent competition, and the need to attract crowds,” as Jules Tygiel writes in Baseball’s Great Experiment: Jackie Robinson and His Legacy, and that dated back as far as Arlie Latham’s first antics. Black ballplayers were also known for putting a premium on aggressive base running and developing a style of play known as “tricky baseball,” which accentuated guile and gamesmanship. But even as Black players increasingly filled out major-league rosters, white crowds would have seen this style—to the extent they recognized it at all—as foreign, lacking the necessary reference points. Equally alien to white crowds would have been oral traditions like the dozens, a ritualized insult game endemic to Black communities that deeply informed not only the language of competition for so many Black athletes, but also, ultimately, what we now broadly conceive to be modern American trash talk.
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IN THE EARLY moments of a 1998 playoff game between the Green Bay Packers and Tampa Bay Buccaneers, there was a brief stoppage in play as the referees untangled a special-teams skirmish. Somewhere off camera, reigning NFL MVP and future welfare fraudster4 Brett Favre was idling near Bucs defensive lineman Warren Sapp. He turned to Sapp and asked offhandedly, “How much do you weigh?”


A disruptive force on defense, Sapp wasn’t used to quarterbacks engaging him in conversation, much less questioning his girth. And so, while he answered Favre—“Three-oh-seven Friday”—it wasn’t until the next whistle that he really responded.


“It dawned on me,” Sapp says. “I said, ‘What? You think you can outrun me?’”


Favre: “Oh, I’ll outrun your big ass.”


Sapp liked what he was hearing. He shouted back, “Don’t worry. I’ll give you a chance to prove it.”


Favre and Sapp continued barking at each other the rest of that day and pretty much every other time they played. After a Sapp sack on Favre—which he would do eleven times over the course of his career—the quarterback turned to see who had dragged him to the turf. “Who you think it is?” Sapp asked. The two jawed so much that Favre’s teammates would literally forbid him from talking to Sapp. “As good as he was as a player, he was equally as good as a talker, and if you were not careful, you would get caught up in that,” per Favre.


Favre wasn’t the only one to hold that opinion. In a 2006 Sports Illustrated piece about trash talk in football, multiple players singled out Sapp as best in class, while the New York Times dubbed him “one of the great blabbermouths in the game.” But if you ask Sapp about this reputation—and I did—he’ll tell you it’s off the mark. “I really wasn’t that big of a trash-talker,” he says. “I just got into conversations with certain dudes.” It’s not that he denies talking; he just doesn’t think of it as trash. Todd Boyd would agree with this sentiment. As the University of Southern California professor and chair for the study of race and popular culture explains, “I mean, talking trash—it sounds disposable. The metaphor is disposable.”


Says Sapp, “Call it the dozens. Or call it shit talking. That’s all it is.”


As a kid, Sapp learned to engage in verbal combat both at home, where he was the youngest of six siblings, and in the neighborhood, where he would pedal the bike he asked his mom for every December—as either a birthday or Christmas gift—to wherever his friends were hanging out, where he knew they’d be talking shit. “That was our entertainment. That was our fun,” he says. “When we got together, we talked about each other.” According to the activist H. Rap Brown, who changed his name to Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin, the dozens served as linguistic training for many Black youth, too. As he writes in his 1969 memoir: “Hell, we exercised our minds by playing the Dozens.” And: “We played the Dozens for recreation, like white folks played Scrabble.”


If you didn’t grow up with it, perhaps the easiest way to understand the dozens is to think about the game as the exchange of your-mama jokes—combatants trying to one-up (and even upset) each other, while vying for verbal and creative supremacy via any vulgar means necessary. Usually, this would transpire before an inciting crowd of observers who served to heighten the accolades of success and deepen the humiliation of defeat. But the dozens isn’t so easily defined—neither in format nor content. According to some accounts, the dozens can be traced to the early days of the United States, when it was played by enslaved people, while Elijah Wald, in his deeply academic book on the subject, Talking ’Bout Your Mama: The Dozens, Snaps, and the Deep Roots of Rap, makes the case that the game has African roots. As an informal pastime played in schoolyards, on front stoops, and in barrooms, the dozens can claim no unifying theory. It’s always evolving, defined by its participants, informed by context, and infused with local flavor. For many, the dozens is known by other names—like joning, slipping, capping, bagging, or snapping—and individual experiences with the game can be equally varied.


For some, like Sapp, the dozens is an activity undergirded by affection and bonhomie. It is a prosocial endeavor—a bonding ritual—even if there are a few sharp edges. As Steve Jones Jr., the basketball coach and son of ABA star Steve Jones, describes it to me, talking shit was his dad’s “love language.” Todd Boyd can relate. “My parents talked shit, like regularly. Like every day. It doesn’t get any closer than that,” he says. “After a while, that’s the normal mode of discourse. That’s how Black people talk. Black people I grew up around, anyway.” This dynamic would speak to what are known as “joking relationships,” which were defined by the pioneering social anthropologist Alfred R. Radcliffe-Brown as consisting of “a peculiar combination of friendliness and antagonism,” in which intimacy can masquerade as hostility. In which, in other words, insults aren’t to be taken personally.


But just as play fighting can become the real thing, the dozens can be a dangerous game: sometimes people get hurt. “It is a risky pleasure,” as Zora Neale Hurston put it. In 1939, the white American psychologist and sociologist John Dollard was the first person to give the dozens serious academic attention in his paper “The Dozens: Dialect of Insult.” He noted that “the themes about which joking is allowed seem to be those most condemned by our social order in other contexts.” Dollard saw the game not just as idle entertainment, but also as serving a utilitarian function for Black folks living in an openly racist society, specifically as “a valve for aggression” that would have otherwise and rightly been directed at white people, which would also have likely led to violent consequence.


Various other ideas and theories about the functionality of the dozens have emerged over the years, though Wald asserts that “all are interesting as much for what they reveal about the explainers as what they tell us about the game.” But while there may be no authoritative account—and while the meaning of the game to one person can be in direct contradiction with what it means to another—the explanations are instructive. Some, for example, have cast the game as a means of negotiating social status, a puberty or initiation ritual, an in-group signifier, or a mechanism of survival. These all speak to a kind of testing—a challenge being presented.


This last functionality, in particular, has gained traction with many. In 1970, the psychologist Joseph White writes in Ebony “that the brothers and sisters use the dozens as a game to teach them how to keep cool and think fast under pressure.” The following year, in their book The Jesus Bag, psychiatrists William H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs describe the dozens as “a highly evolved instrument of survival” that introduces Black youth “to the humiliations which will become so intimate a part of their life.” They write, “In the deepest sense, the essence of the dozens lies not in the insults but in the response of the victim.” Nigerian poet, scholar, and journalist Onwuchekwa Jemie—who links the dozens to similar West African traditions—describes this learned stoicism as a kind of immunization process: “It is as if the system is inoculated with virtual (verbally imagined) strains of the virus.”


But to gain true inoculation, one’s immune response has to be put to the test. And in that sense, the goal of the game is to not just best an opponent, but to get them to lose their cool. It’s why H. Rap Brown described the dozens as “a mean game,” wherein “what you try to do is totally destroy somebody else with words.” He continued: “The real aim of the Dozens was to get a dude so mad that he’d cry or get mad enough to fight.” As Dollard writes in 1939, “it is good technique to attack the other fellow at his weak point, if that be found” and that “the one who fights first tends to be viewed as the ‘weaker kidder.’” Warren Sapp can barely imagine his childhood duels devolving into fisticuffs: “No, you throw a punch and nobody is going to hang out with you. You soft-skinned bastard.”


And yet violence was always a possible outcome with the dozens. Any insult contains an implicit and necessary threat, a violation—it’s what gives the insult its power—and if you’re going to disparage someone, especially by “getting close to dangerous truths in comical ways,” as Wald puts it, that invites retaliation, verbal or otherwise. But even more than that, the dozens could be deployed at times with the explicit intention to hurt or to escalate an encounter to physical conflict. That distinction may not always be clear. As Jemie writes, the dozens is “always ambiguous and double edged. Always, it could be used either to amuse or abuse.” Many who understood the dozens for its bloody potential felt it was best avoided altogether, per Wald. At least one Mississippi establishment even hung a sign to that effect in the late 1920s: If you want to play the dozens, go home. Others opted out simply because they didn’t want to get their feelings hurt.


Soft-skinned bastards.
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THE DOZENS EXISTS within a constellation of similar insult-dueling traditions in the African diaspora. Others can be found in Colombia, Ecuador, Barbados, Jamaica, and elsewhere. In Trinidad and Tobago, for instance, there is picong, sometimes known as extempo, which emerged in relation to calypso music, where it featured improvised insults and heated battles between performers using stage names like the Mighty Sparrow and Lord Executor. In the introduction to his biography of the Trinidad-born writer V.S. Naipaul, Patrick French describes picong as a “style of conversation… where the boundary between good and bad taste is deliberately blurred, and the listener sent reeling.” Dozens-style corollaries exist across other cultures, too, like razzing in Native American communities and albures in Mexico. On the Faroe Islands, there is a Viking tradition of taunts known as duga at taka or “knowing how to take it.”


Still, to properly understand the connection of the dozens to modern trash talk, it must be situated not just within a broader landscape of insult games and rituals, but also within the wider oral traditions of Black Americans, like the epic poems known as toasts, which relate sensational tales of boastful badmen and cunning folk figures, and the speech events known as signifying. Signifying is a term with a somewhat slippery definition, but it can be used both as a synonym for verbal duels like the dozens and in reference to a rhetorical manner of speaking that conceals a person’s true intention by saying one thing while meaning another. Each of these traditions places a premium on improvisation, cleverness, and verbal skill and contributes to a generalized conception of talking shit, which Boyd defines as “a way of speaking in which you consciously violate the rules of modesty, humility, and perhaps decorum.”


But while Black culture has always been steeped in oral traditions—and has always helped shape what is conceived of as American culture more broadly—it really wasn’t until Black figures started moving into the mainstream that large white audiences had to swallow their first, unadulterated dose of dozens-inflected shit talk. In that progression, there is no more important figure than Muhammad Ali, the veritable godfather of modern trash talk. Even though that term was still decades away from being coined, no one would deny the brash young boxer who burst onto the scene in the early 1960s—known as the Louisville Lip and Gaseous Cassius (in reference to his name at the time, Cassius Clay)—was doing anything but talking trash. It wasn’t that he was the first Black athlete to offer boastful challenges or dabble in competitive mind games, but as a headline-grabbing athlete in an individual sport, he was the most prominent person to bring that Black style of talking shit to an enthralled national—and even global—television audience, even if many often clucked in disapproval. “A lot of people called him a loudmouth. Even many Black people didn’t like the way he carried himself,” says Boyd.


There was no denying the man had a hell of a mouthpiece, though, from his pompous predictions (which he usually backed up) to his promotion-minded antics to his strategic disparagement of opponents. And the boxer’s success—both within and beyond the ring—rippled throughout Black communities and American culture at large. In the 1970s, Black baseball players started to make Ali-like statements—“When the leaves turn brown, I’ll be wearing the batting crown,” bragged Dave Parker—while Black basketballers increasingly unleashed what was considered a showy style on the court. “All of a sudden, they’re playing in-your-face, trash-talking, acrobatic, aerial basketball,” says Theresa Runstedtler, an associate professor of history at American University and the author of 2023’s Black Ball, which is about the impact of Black basketball players in that era. That expressive and improvisational manner was an outgrowth of the street game, which was incubated on city playgrounds like Harlem’s Rucker Park and indoor gyms like Detroit’s St. Cecilia’s—venues that naturally accommodated dozens-style verbal duels as part of their put-up-or-shut-up character of competition, where glory and humiliation were always on the line, where a dunk was the pinnacle of dominance, and where the crowds could be as vicious as any opponent. George Gervin, the Hall of Fame basketball player known as the Iceman, still remembers performing before those Detroit crowds. “I played in front of the hood, who was very critical,” he tells me. “If you come down, and you can’t play, they gonna dog you.” Plenty of competitors couldn’t handle the added pressure, he says, “and a lot of them caved in.”


Len Elmore, a college standout at the University of Maryland who played ten years in the pros, credits the street game for teaching him necessary lessons in competition. In his first experience with organized basketball, as a sophomore in high school, Elmore played a scrimmage against the powerhouse Boys High School in Brooklyn. At the opening tip, he was greeted by an elbow to the face. “My mouth is bleeding, and up and down the court, guys are pushing me, telling me I can’t play, you ain’t nothing but a punk, you know, all of that stuff,” he says. “And I’m thinking, well, I didn’t sign up for this!” Even though he had grown up playing a gentle version of the dozens, this was a more visceral and physical form of taunting. “That was kind of my first taste of real smack talk.” But after a summer playing at Rucker Park, Elmore returned for his junior year with a different mentality, which he showed off in a rematch against Boys High. “They toss the ball up, and honestly, I knocked the shit out of the guy,” he says. “Now I am the one blocking shots, pinning them against the backboard, staring guys down.” He had learned not only the importance of playing with physicality and attitude, he says, but also “how important it was not to be embarrassed.”


“That’s what the game was about,” per Richard “Pee Wee” Kirkland, a streetball legend, who went toe-to-toe against pros like Julius Erving and Tiny Archibald but abandoned his career in favor of a more lucrative life of crime. “It was about living up to what you said,” or facing the public shame of coming up short. James “Fly” Williams was another playground icon whose breathtaking talent led to frustrating fizzles—but his foundering had nothing to do with off-court opportunities. According to Vincent M. Mallozzi’s Asphalt Gods, which chronicles the history of the Rucker Park summer tournament, Fly was one of the brittle-minded. He couldn’t handle the aggressive jabbering from players like Kirkland. “I’d let guys get into my head,” Fly says. Still, as he explains in Doin’ It in the Park, a documentary about pickup basketball in New York City, “This is the place where all that garbage come from.”








[image: image]











AROUND THE SAME time as the influence of the dozens was trickling up from streetball courts to the pros, there was another emergent cultural force that came to shape what we now think of as trash talk, a new music category bubbling up from the same cultural cauldron: hip-hop. “This is a whole genre of music built around shit talking. That’s what hip-hop is,” says Boyd, who brings up “Rapper’s Delight” by the Sugarhill Gang, which was released in 1979 and is widely credited as the first hip-hop track. “That whole song is talking shit.” As were the back-and-forth diss tracks that broadcasted individual beefs (like the invective poetry of old) and the freestyle rap battles—clear extensions of both the dozens and other dueling traditions, like cutting contests in jazz—that took off after tapes of an onstage confrontation between Kool Moe Dee and Busy Bee Starski went 1981’s version of viral, passed from palm to palm. According to the Brooklyn-raised rapper Talib Kweli, freestyle battling soon grew from an obscure hobby that only existed in the shadows of places like New York’s Washington Square Park to a “supercompetitive, fierce art form” that could be found on street corners and in schoolyards everywhere. For both basketball and hip-hop, “the playground became a new locus for the convergence of black expressive culture,” Onaje X. O. Woodbine, an American University assistant professor of philosophy and religion, writes in his book Black Gods of the Asphalt: Religion, Hip-Hop, and Street Basketball.


But what happened on the playground didn’t stay on the playground.


Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, as hip-hop gained pop-cultural purchase and the sports world increasingly adopted changing styles, “the culture becomes more visibly Black,” per Boyd. He says, “The mainstreaming of hip-hop, the mainstreaming of Black athletes in various sports—that’s the mainstreaming of shit talking.” And the mainstreaming of the dozens along with it. As a result, America’s predominantly white sports editors and its similarly hued chattering class suddenly found themselves in need of a way to talk about what was happening on the courts and ball fields—what felt to many in the country as new and uncharted: not just because of what was being said, but also because of who was saying it. Specifically, trash talk as a term was created primarily by white people to describe the behavior of Black athletes in this time. It was an attempt to allow the uninitiated to understand all that sneering bravado and fearless raising of the stakes—all that dang noise.


But trash talk was always an imperfect term because, aware of it or not (usually not), it also spoke to these wider trends, outside of sports, and the deeper linguistic traditions from which they came. Even as a high schooler, David J. Leonard, now a professor in the School of Languages, Cultures, and Race at Washington State University, Pullman, was struck by the reductive thinking. “Trash talk was attributed to the influence of [college basketball programs like] Michigan or UNLV or the NBA,” he says, “and not like, hey, this ain’t that much different than those chants we did in Little League.” Omitting that connective thread from the media coverage had consequences. It allowed the conversation to focus—sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly—on race, with the behavior framed as exceptional, deviant, and worthy of punishment. Often the coverage was inflected with notes of moral panic, which comes as no surprise to someone like Warren Sapp. He says, “So white boys didn’t have it? And when it got introduced and they were the ones getting the shit talked to them, the finger pointed in their face, they felt inferior so they stigmatized it, like they stigmatize every fucking thing else the Black man does? It’s America. Welcome to America.”


For all the brouhaha, though—and for all those folks who clutched their pearls or otherwise misunderstood the nature of this ancient behavior of competition—there have been others who recognized something important amid the moralizing discourse. It’s a trash-talk truism that performers like Muhammad Ali have expertly leveraged time and again by twisting public attention forever in their direction: talking shit can be good for business.


Footnotes


1 A particularly delightful trash-talk exchange in the Talmud comes in Bava Metzia 84a, when a woman insults a couple of overweight rabbis by telling them their children can’t be their own because they’re too fat to have sex, and they respond by boasting about the size of their dicks, saying: “For as the man is, so is his strength.”



2 Bench jockeying also led to one of the iconic moments of Babe Ruth’s career: the called shot. While there remains debate as to what exactly Ruth did with his hands—and whether he was in fact predicting the spot where he would hit a home run—the at-bat came during a crescendo of verbal abuse, which had been building across the 1932 World Series. “Ruth comes up, and the place is going crazy. Guys are out on the field, literally out on the field, taunting him. Can you imagine?” says Ed Sherman, author of Babe Ruth’s Called Shot. “He definitely was being taunted, probably unlike any ballplayer before or since, and he responded. It’s an incredible moment.”



3 Credit where credit is due: some did. In a 1994 column about trash talk for the New York Times, Robert Lipsyte recognized the term as “the latest label for a line of hostile chatter that goes back at least to Cain putting down Abel.” He wrote: “Call it Homeric boasting, bench jockeying, psyching out.”



4 Allegedly.







OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_pt1.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
PUBILICAFFAIRS





OEBPS/images/Art_ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781541788930.jpg
“RAFI KOHAN\

TRAS
TALK

Th OlyB kAb ut
vals That

I tTtIG bg

'lllll





OEBPS/images/Art_preface.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
" RAFI KOHAN

TRASH
TALK

The Only Book About
Destroying Your Rivals That
Isn’'t Total Garbage o

)
PUBLICAFFAIRS
New York






