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Apologia



All the terms referring to race, gender, sex, sexuality, ethnicity, and geographic origins in this book are inadequate. They oversimplify the experiences of human lives. But to offer these thoughts for consideration, I have to work with the evolving and imprecise language my culture has given me and ask readers’ forbearance.















Introduction



I am lucky to know a lot of sharp people I can share ideas with. It is interesting, though, that when I say “LeBron James” to some of them, I receive a dismissive I’m-not-into-sports response from those who tend not to mix Serena Williams with William Shakespeare. To others who understand how intrinsic athletics are to the background noise of our culture, when I say “LeBron James,” talk quickly goes from spectacular play to spectacular signification.


I might have been indifferent to sports, too, had I not come from a long line of folks who used Muhammad Ali or John Carlos or Wilma Rudolph as cautionary tales to show us younger family members where we stood in American society. I might have been completely uninterested in sports if I hadn’t grown up a New York Knicks fan (thank you for the sympathy, though mine were the 1970s Knicks), reading the Daily News from back cover (sports pages) to front (news headlines), and remembering the racial tension always on the fringes of a Celtics game. Green jerseys evoked not only a team but also memories of the Boston boycotts and violence in the run-up to public school desegregation so neatly captured in a Stanley Forman photograph taken in the same year as the American Bicentennial. In it, a young white man protesting the city’s busing plan, and holding an American flag on a pole like a javelin, threatens to impale a Black man in a three-piece suit being held up to his attacker by another white protester.1 Even with all this, if I somehow had managed to view athletics as peripheral to anything deeply socially meaningful, my experiences as a professor at Georgetown University would ensure I would never just shrug my shoulders at sports again.


Georgetown Basketball rose at the same time traditionally marginalized members of the university community pushed for more expansive and scholarly responsible curricula and programming. The sense that interlopers were undermining educational integrity played out in both the academy and the arena. The resentment directed toward the basketball team was very much a manifestation of resentment toward perceived gate-crashers entering a traditionally white space. It was yet to be public knowledge that the space many whites saw as “theirs” would not have existed had the Jesuits not sold 272 enslaved Black people in 1838 to save Georgetown from financial ruin. “Today the Society of Jesus, who helped to establish Georgetown University and whose leaders enslaved and mercilessly sold your ancestors, stands before you to say that we have greatly sinned,” Rev. Timothy Kesicki, SJ, president of the Jesuit Conference of Canada and the United States, said during a 2017 Liturgy of Remembrance, Contrition, and Hope that included the descendants of those enslaved by the Jesuits. The apology was appreciated by the over ten thousand descendants, but an apology 179 years after the fact did little to erase the presumption of white racial superiority at the heart of resistance to a changing university.2 Georgetown was not unique here. Many Black athletes at predominantly white institutions faced resentment for their presence once off the field or court. The Power Five conferences—the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC), the Southeastern Conference (SEC), the Big Ten, the Pac-12, and the Big 12—the richest and largest athletic conferences, which include schools such as Vanderbilt, Duke, Northwestern, and Stanford, generated a combined $8 billion in athletic revenue in 2019 alone, mainly on the backs of Black student athletes. These athletes generally make up less than 10 percent of student populations at their universities but over 50 percent of Division I sports teams. Professor Billy Hawkins calls this “the new plantation model,” reinforcing racist notions of Black athletes as physically superior but intellectually inferior.3


Once, while reading the Washington Post before a Georgetown basketball game, I found myself gazing at a three-quarter-profile picture of a smiling Patrick Ewing in jacket and tie. It accompanied an article about fans at a Providence College game holding signs saying ewing can’t read, and how the Georgetown center was greeted at a Villanova game with both a bedsheet proclaiming ewing is an ape and a fan wearing a T-shirt saying ewing can’t read dis.4 As a professor at Georgetown who knew how hard Ewing and other scholar athletes worked, I found the ignorant vitriol exhibited in the sports venues of higher education especially painful and unfair. Sadly, racist notions still dog Pat Ewing. The seven-foot-tall former Big East All-Star who played in Madison Square Garden, the former New York Knickerbocker whose retired jersey hangs from the arena’s rafters, was accosted by security asking to see his pass at the 2021 Big East Tournament while coaching his alma mater’s Georgetown Hoyas.5 I didn’t know it then, but all this was preparing me, sadly, for when my own son and his predominantly Black high school team took the court in predominantly white gyms to chants of “Here come the Black boys.” I saw many old race narratives in what Pat Ewing and my own son went through, along with the potential for physical violence and harm from opposing fans who believed these clichéd ideas.6


Sports are a major engine of social narratives in US culture and a valuable gauge of social temper. Fields and arenas are theaters that both reflect and influence the beliefs of viewers beyond the athletic sphere. In The Heritage: Black Athletes, a Divided America, and the Politics of Patriotism, Howard Bryant insightfully describes how sports image-making mainstreams a particular set of values. The post-9/11 shift in political attitudes, he argues, were represented through taxpayer-funded military flyovers at football and baseball games and the increasing presence and celebration of uniformed military members.7 His points raise the question of why support of the military and its imagery is not political, just patriotic, while taking a knee to support racial equality is political and antipatriotic.


Such displays at sporting events encourage an unquestioning patriotism that worships American symbols while ignoring their histories. We are supposed to honor a flag that for most of the nation’s history flew over institutions barring access to anyone not white. We are supposed to take pride in an anthem even though it was written by a slaveholder whose “land of the free” did not include Blacks, a group he called “a distinct and inferior race of people.”8 But we are discouraged from taking pride in athletes who take a knee to point to the realities of Black lives lost to police brutality and to systemic, unequal social access. The unstated double standard of sports patriotism labels those athletes un-American. That sports patriotism leans right is evident in a quip made by football star turned sports broadcaster Troy Aikman to fellow broadcaster Joe Buck as both watched a flyover. Unaware of a hot mike, Aikman said, “That’s a lot of jet fuel just to do a little flyover.” When Buck responded, “That’s your hard-earned money and your tax dollars at work!” Aikman retorted, “That stuff ain’t happening with [a] Kamala-Biden ticket I’ll tell you that right now, partner.”9


In their very configuration, sports manifest US racial histories. The fact that most of the owners of professional teams are male, white, and Republican donors, and the majority of players are not, is not coincidence but a result of existing hierarchies of class, gender, and race. It is not surprising, then, that sports reveal telling attitudes toward Blackness in US society. It is also not surprising that one of sports’ most prominent stars reveals just how much race, and particularly Blackness, is part of American DNA.


IT’S SUCH AN AMERICAN STORY: poor boy from “broken” home in poverty-stricken neighborhood makes good. It’s such an American story: poor Black boy from “broken” home in poverty-stricken neighborhood makes good, then at the apex of his career “nigger” is spray-painted across the gate to his home. LeBron James is the protagonist in both these very American tales, one a success story the nation loves because it shows its benevolence, the other the latest installment in an ongoing chronicle of racial hatred. James is a particularly evocative example of the ways in which Black athletes are incorporated into American mythmaking, but also of how they put the lie to those myths. As one of the most visible representations of Blackness in national and global cultures, James is a target for those uncomfortable with the demographic shifts in their known worlds. LeBron hate has roots in the old myths that mire the US in racial polarization. His presence on the court, in media, in politics, and in the urban landscape he builds in his hometown, Akron, Ohio, provides many opportunities to show how timeworn narratives shape-shift to accommodate themselves to an era when racism increasingly goes by other names.


As a poor boy who made good, James incarnates the American dream and should be America’s darling, but the antiblackness that forces repeated racial reckonings makes him as hated as he is loved.10 Because of basketball’s Blackness (more about this later), the sport subjects James to a particular kind of antiblack scrutiny, but it also provides him with the means to undermine it.


I want to be clear as to what I mean by antiblackness. Antiblackness is a cornucopia of ideologies that have been used to facilitate the dominance of the many by the few. It utilizes skin color to create a global pigmentocracy enshrined into law, social practices, and institutions where those placed at the bottom of social ladders tend to have darker skin. Antiblackness doesn’t just affect Black people. The ideology behind the reductive Black-white divide easily mutates to make any group undesirable, as once indicated by directives such as “No Irish Need Apply,” “We Serve Whites Only—No Spanish or Mexicans,” “Gentiles Only,” “Chinese? No! No! No!,” “No Indians, No Dogs Allowed.” The racism felt by many—including immigrants, those of the Islamic or Jewish faiths, Asians vilified during a global pandemic, anyone deemed not white—is informed by a global antiblackness that teaches humans to rank skin-color difference, with lighter being better. At the start of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, when many were trying to evacuate, antiblackness made it difficult for Ukrainian citizens and international students of African descent to leave as refugees. Some reported that white Ukrainian border agents and citizens groups forced them to wait while white Ukrainians were allowed to board trains to the border. Once arriving at neighboring nations, they again faced difficulty entering because of their race.11 Because its main aim is to sustain white privilege—not necessarily to the benefit of white people—the principles of exclusion behind antiblackness became a plug-and-play system where no new setup was required to adapt to a change in imagined enemies. The thinking at the base of antiblackness—that it is OK to shape laws and institutions to ensure one group’s dominance over others—also undergirds arguments over land use, voting, immigration laws, affirmative action, reproductive rights, sexual identities, and educational curricula.


A focus on antiblackness should not be viewed as ignoring other histories of unfairness; rather, it is a useful means of showing that those histories are interconnected, stemming from the ways antiblackness is foundational to the United States. Ideas of American freedom, citizenship, and rights were all constructed in opposition to Blackness. Indentured servants brought to the United States from Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and other European nations were persuaded by antiblack ideology to support an economic and social system that yoked them to exploitative contracts that often lasted a lifetime but gave them the tenuous comfort of not being Black and thus not being a slave for life. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, antiblackness encouraged other racial and ethnic groups to mark their own belonging in US society by distancing themselves from Blackness. Antiblackness is larger than individual acts of racist hatred, language, or behavior that may easily be condemned, apologized for, and forgotten. Because it is so tied to worldwide histories of imperialism and colonialism, it is a systemic way of thinking that results in massive social and economic injustice perpetrated on those with darker skins.


In a perverse way, antiblackness makes how Blacks are treated in society an index of that society’s humaneness. The antiblackness at the root of George Floyd’s 2020 murder, for instance, sparked global responses because the unjust ideas at its base resonated with many. South Korean protesters at the US embassy held signs reading, no pride in killing black people. Pakistani Pasban Democratic Party members marched against his death with posters of his photograph captioned, let him breathe. In Frankfurt, Germany, demonstrators held placards declaring, your pain is my pain, while marchers in Marseille, France, proclaimed, laissez-les respirer (Let Them Breathe). Blackness resonates in spaces where unjust social hierarchies keep many different knees on many different necks. Pulitzer Prize–winning Illinois poet laureate Gwendolyn Brooks, in her poem “I Am a Black,” wrote, “BLACK is an open umbrella,” and recognized that the Black example provides much insight into other racial and cultural histories.12


Over the arc of his career, LeBron James has been variously framed as the Black child of a Black teen mother, a runaway slave, and a Black jock out of his depth in political activism. His tendency to resist these projections by attaching an unapologetic Blackness to his brand has made him both a lightning rod for and a bulwark against antiblack sentiments. His rise to stardom coincided with a growing white grievance that vilified him because of its own fear of inevitable cultural change. When we view James as cultural subject and not just athlete, unresolved tensions between Blackness and antiblackness become apparent. Rather than using celebrity to transcend Blackness, he uses it to give Blackness a place of prominence in American narrative-making, leaving a cultural record of how much Blackness is loved, hated, misunderstood, and just plain cool in an America that has changed and yet not changed.


















[image: image]

Cleveland Cavaliers fans wear T-shirts with a message for LeBron James during the game in 2010 when James returned to Cleveland as a player for the Miami Heat.


(Greg Nelson/Sports Illustrated via Getty Images)
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“We Are All Witnesses”


When Joe Louis—the Brown Bomber, the Dark Destroyer, the Alabama Assassin—faced heavyweight champion Primo “the Ambling Alp” Carnera in 1935, a riot-ready fifteen hundred police patrolmen, three hundred detectives, fifty-nine mounted police, and two emergency squads with tear gas were mobilized. We’d like to think such a show of force wouldn’t be needed at a sporting event today, but a basketball game in Cleveland, Ohio, on December 2, 2010, suggests otherwise.


The hate and anger were palpable in the Quicken Loans Arena when LeBron James first faced his former hometown team as a player with the Miami Heat. He began his career in Cleveland and became a superstar there, and this was his first season playing for a team that wasn’t the Cavaliers. Extra security, plainclothes police, and special agents were in place. Fans who happened to be white could be seen lined up in one row wearing T-shirts whose letters spelled lebum and in another wearing shirts that spelled betrayed. In another row, a fan held a sign that said, witless, punning the 110-by-212-foot Nike billboard located adjacent to the arena that read, we are all witnesses.1 Another T-shirt read, victim, and one replicated The Lion King’s Broadway poster, changing the play’s title to “The Lyin’ King.” Plastic cups replaced the beer bottles arena authorities feared might be used as projectiles. Of course, many players face anger, boos, and jeers when returning to their previous homes, especially if they were beloved—Brett Favre returning to Green Bay’s Lambeau Field as a Viking, or Alex Rodriguez returning to Seattle as a Ranger—but the bottle ban and the coordination between law enforcement entities suggested an institutional response more reminiscent of riot prep than fan management.


James’s teammates all felt it. The negative energy of the space was tangible to Udonis Haslem, who was grateful that he was with his Miami brothers. Cavalier center Ryan Hollins recalled that everywhere James went, people were yelling for his head: “They wanted a flagrant foul. They wanted us to physically harm him.” Hollins’s observation that “this wasn’t a sporting event. Even the referees didn’t know how to call it” was also evident in Chris Bosh’s relief that the team was able to exit the arena safely: “There was tension. That’s the most I’ll say. There was tension, but we got out of there alive.” Miami coach Erik Spoelstra noted that the mood was unique, something he had never experienced before, a hostility so thick it could be cut with a knife. Lithuanian-born Heat center Zydrunas Ilgauskas recalled that seeing a father and son eating pizza on his way to the arena at first brought perspective, that this was just a game, not a matter of life and death, a thought that soon evaporated as he entered the hostile arena and felt as if the crowd would tear the team apart. The lasting memory for one security guard was seeing pure hate in an enclosed space and feeling a need to keep close to James.2


That kind of hate stimulates some athletes, and it did James. “Once I hit the court in warm-ups, you could hear the boos,” he recalled. “It was probably the loudest I’ve ever heard boos in my life. I felt the animosity. I felt the scrutiny. But once the ball was tipped, I’m in my safe haven. There’s nothing that can stop me from trying to be the best I can be.”3 And nothing did, not the boos, not the chants of “Akron Hates You.” In the first three minutes, the game was tied, but then came James doing a feline reverse layup from under the basket, a defensive stop for a long jumper, and a face-up jumper just for good measure. By the end of the first quarter, James had ignited a 16–0 run. A hush filled the Q. The game seesawed back and forth, but in the third quarter, James went five for five and put on a clinic, scoring 24 of his 38 points. To his points total he added five rebounds and eight assists. Miami, who had entered the game at 11–8, won, 118–90, and would go on to win nineteen of their next twenty games (the Cavs entered the game at 7–10 and went on to lose thirty-five of their next thirty-six games).


The James hate in the Quicken Loans Arena was in keeping with what seems to be a growing contemporary need to express outrage, but it was also in keeping with past violence associated with Black athletes. Once word got out that Jack Johnson had beaten James Jeffries for the heavyweight boxing champion title of 1910, the Associated Press reported, “Race rioting broke out like prickly heat all over the country late today between whites, angry and sore because Jeffries had lost the fight at Reno, and negroes, jubilant that Johnson had won.” As Hank Aaron approached Babe Ruth’s home run record and the stacks of death threats grew, one from a writer who even threatened to kidnap Aaron’s daughter, he had to register in hotels under aliases and be ushered through the back doors of ballparks. The night he was expected to break the record, the Atlanta Braves tripled stadium security. Aaron’s mother said her hug for her son at home plate after his historic home run was as much to shield him from snipers as to congratulate him.4 Racism, like Cadillacs, comes in a new model every year, Malcolm X once observed, and each of these athletes faced their era’s racism. Now it was James’s time to fight the good fight.5


To associate one of the highest-paid and seemingly beloved athletes of the twenty-first century with antiblackness might seem a cognitive disconnect to some, but while James has economic power and a freedom denied earlier generations of Black athletes, he is still subject to the same ideas that cast previous sportspersons as performers, not thinkers. Black athletic accomplishment was fine until it threatened white supremacist protocols by moving beyond the field or arena. James broke protocol not by beating a great white hope or deposing a sultan of swat, but by asserting his own Black self and controlling his own destiny.


James’s self-willed Blackness emerges against a twenty-first-century backdrop where old racial content still swirls. As his brand developed, it was used in clichéd ways. A 2008 Vogue cover shoot, for instance, became for journalist Mike Freeman “an Annie Leibovitz monstrosity that portrayed him as a 21st century King Kong, a black brute capturing a helpless white woman.”6 James was the first Black man to grace the magazine’s cover. He was pictured in athletic gear, bouncing a basketball, his face mimicking a primal scream, his arm around the waist of a smiling Gisele Bündchen, who was fully clothed in a jade Calvin Klein Collection silk organza dress, her hair windblown by a photographer’s fan. The color of her dress was just a few shades different from one worn by an almost bare-breasted white woman in a faint, clutched by a gorilla, in a US Army World War I recruitment poster that read, destroy this mad brute. enlist. It’s an old trope—defenseless white woman (and by extension white civilization) under threat from a Black “brute.”7 Vogue, a magazine whose racial awareness frequently borders on superficial performance, could have selected another, more conventional shot of James and Bündchen, but instead went with a sensational version evoking Black animalism. James, rightly, took heat for not being more selective with how his image had been used. He tried to shrug off the criticism, saying the cover was “just showing a little emotion. We had a few looks and that was the best one we had.” The justification rings hollow, but the James on the cover was only five years out of high school and not yet educated in the full significance of what that image would mean to a larger public. The fame and notoriety of being on an international magazine cover with an internationally famous model was no doubt heady for an emerging star, and he had yet to learn about the price of the ticket. Joining the NBA and becoming King James, and now to some King Kong, were, effectively, a painful education. Though he commented at the time, “Everything my name is on is going to be criticized in a good way or bad way. Who cares what anyone says?,” he cared.8 And he was learning. The next time James appeared in Vogue, he was photographed reclining on the lawn in his backyard, his wife Savannah with him, her arm on his shoulder, the photo part of a profile of the couple’s efforts to augment Akron’s ability to serve its people. The more James takes control of his persona, the more he, the Black husband and father married to his high school sweetheart, comes into view.9 That first Vogue cover so easily resurrected long-standing narratives of Black masculinity because they never went away.


Two years later, James evoked another deep-rooted race narrative via what became known as The Decision, the name itself suggesting some historic moment, the kind about which you will later ask or be asked, “Where were you when?” After seven seasons with the Cleveland Cavaliers, James had become an unrestricted free agent. To hype his signing announcement, his management team and freelance sportscaster Jim Gray floated the idea of a television special to ESPN.10 Broadcast during prime time and viewed around the world, surprisingly (or maybe not) the event became an unforeseen avatar of America’s peculiar institution.11 “I’m going to take my talents to South Beach and join the Miami Heat” became casus belli, the improbable occasion of a new civil war between those who thought James a greedy, ungrateful athlete and those who knew that he was the most underpaid athlete in the NBA. The NBA draft system, where the worst teams compete in a lottery to see who gets the best prospects, mandates that a player must go to whatever team “wins” him and gives the player no say in where he goes. In James’s case, it also allowed Cleveland to pay him far less than he was worth. The NBA salary cap limits how much owners can pay their players, and James has never earned a salary to match his market value. By many estimates, he was underpaid by 50 percent. When he left Cleveland, Forbes estimated that the value of the Cavaliers dropped 25 percent while the Heat’s value rose 30 percent.12


The public anger that led to images of James’s flaming Cavalier jersey, arm- and neck-holes still visible enough for the mind to fill in a human form, seemed just steps away from suggesting the same for the man himself. It was difficult not to be reminded of what other things get burned in Black life—crosses, homes, successful business districts, human flesh itself. The scorched uniforms were explained as a response to the Cavaliers being informed of James’s decision only minutes before the show aired. “It’s not about him leaving,” insisted Dan Gilbert, Cleveland Cavaliers owner. “It’s the disrespect. It’s time for people to hold these athletes accountable for their actions” (italics mine).13 The phrase “these athletes” belongs alongside “them” and “those people,” terms that implicitly assert race supremacy and evoke distaste, as in Donald Trump’s query about immigrants: “How do you stop these people?”14


Reverend Jesse Jackson unpacked Gilbert’s meanings when he wrote:


Mr. Dan Gilbert’s accusations, expressed in an open letter to LeBron James after his announcement that he will play next year’s NBA season for the Miami Heat, have legal and social implications for the league, its union and the character of LeBron James. By saying that he has gotten a free pass and that people have covered for him way too long, Gilbert suggests that LeBron has done something illegal or illicit.


He speaks as an owner of LeBron and not the owner of the Cleveland Cavaliers. His feelings of betrayal personify a slave master mentality. He sees LeBron as a runaway slave.…


LeBron is not a child, nor is he bound to play on Gilbert’s plantation and be demeaned.15


Jackson could so easily make use of the enslavement analogy because the NBA, as an organization with, to date, only one Black owner among thirty white owners and a player population that is approximately 72 percent Black, has reincarnated the plantation structure. Slavery’s afterlife continues to display itself in contemporary sports institutions.16


The race narratives surrounding James are not all cross-racial, however; some contain inconvenient intraracial truths. It’s the 2016 NBA championship series. You’re the dark-skinned son of a single mother, you’ve risen up through the poverty of Akron, and now in a strange twist of fate, you’re about to face a team with a record-setting 73-win season led by a less-famous Akronite whose father once played for your current team, the Cleveland Cavaliers. Stephen Curry left his schooling early, too, declaring for the 2009 NBA draft a semester shy of graduating from university (his bachelor’s degree was conferred in 2022, at a special ceremony held in his honor). Perhaps spending three and a half years at Davidson College, one of the wealthiest private liberal arts colleges in the country, exempted Curry from being typecast as a greedy athlete when he opted to go pro, or perhaps it was the color of his skin. Few commentators and talking heads play up this contrast because the colorism at its root tends to be a conversation held within the circle. But as articles bearing titles such as “The Unbearable Lightness of Being Stephen Curry,” “The Color Line: Stephen Curry’s Prominence Resurfaces Issues of Colorism Among Blacks,” and “Too Pretty to Play? Stephen Curry and the Light-Skinned Black Athlete” make evident, colorism, the result of historical racism, influences perceptions of the two stars.17 Though the baby-faced assassin is as edgy, as competitive, as politically vocal as James, he is read differently. When Curry chanted “Hey Hey, Ho Ho, Donald Trump has got to go” with fellow demonstrators in a Palo Alto Black Lives Matter protest, it did not earn him the badge of dangerously woke athlete in mainstream media coverage.18 Indeed, Curry’s lighter skin almost unraces him in the popular imagination. His contrast with James recalls the sentiments of the old lyric: “If you’re white, you’re alright / If you’re yellow, you’re mellow / If you’re brown, stick around / But if you’re Black, get back.”


Brute imagery, plantation nostalgia, and colorism are familiar tales revealing the continued presence of antiblack attitudes in a US that perpetually struggles with racism. LeBron James is just the latest character written into the old plots, but his penchant for controlling his own story frequently upends passé narratives and shows that the United States is hardly postracial. Because of historical perceptions, James’s dark Blackness attracts the nastiness that comes when Black athletes step outside the lines society has drawn for them.


James was born into Reagan’s America in 1984, at a moment when antiblackness was increasingly masked as policy designed to end Black dependency. The Reagan administration’s prevailing storyline typed efforts to address historical racial discrimination as unfair advantages given to the undeserving whose unequal opportunity was of their own making. Since systemic racism did not exist, no government recourse was needed. Reagan’s administration mounted a sustained war against Executive Order 11246, which required government contractors to take affirmative action to ensure equal opportunity in employment. After all, the popularity and success of Oprah Winfrey, Michael Jordan, and Bill Cosby proved that no such assistance was needed. James’s own success could be seen as testament to the Reagan-era self-sufficiency narrative were it not for the fact that many of his later efforts have attempted to counter the impoverishment caused by Reagan’s cuts to needed social services.


Ultimately, James’s position as an activist icon was cemented during an NBA championship played in a COVID-19 pandemic bubble while a pandemic of Black homicides at the hands of police was enabled by legislative and judicial institutions that were also facilitating voter suppression. He honed a social voice that matched his impact on the court and promised to eclipse it. No athlete is referenced as frequently in commentaries on Black politics as James. He has positioned himself as what some once called a “race man,” a term that also calls attention to the gendered dynamics of Black activism that makes him more recognizable (and better paid) than the Chicago Sky’s Candace Parker, or the Atlanta Dream’s Elizabeth Williams, or the Washington Mystics’ Tierra Ruffin-Pratt, or retired player Jason Collins, the first active male athlete in a major North American professional team to come out as gay. Considering James as a race man illuminates how traditionally defined American Black masculinity blinds us to other identity configurations involved in the fight against antiblackness, a blind spot he will use his own platform to correct.


James is a hypervisible Black public presence at a time when Black people themselves are facing continued threats of erasure. Gentrifying Black neighborhoods displace whole communities. Gerrymandering, limiting access to absentee voting, and restricting or prohibiting ballot boxes threaten Black political presence. On a more symbolic yet nonetheless toxic level, pending legislation in states including Georgia, Florida, and Texas seeks to ban Black histories from curricula in the name of preventing hurt feelings, resulting in the removal of a Black presence from the American historical record.19 Ironically, amid all this erasure, Blackness has become a commodity, so that even without Black people, it is present. Daniel Rosensweig observes that “local merchants, and city officials have, perhaps unintentionally, introduced Blackness as a replacement for Black people. From hip-hop music… to high-topped, shade wearing, and pelvic thrusting mascots, the contemporary stadium environment is replete with images and sounds suggestive of standard white projections of African American hipness.”20 The Brooklyn Nets, for example, use Basquiat-inspired art to decorate the Barclays Center arena, whose construction displaced Black residents and businesses in a gentrifying Brooklyn. NBA players’ odes to Martin Luther King Jr. proliferate in mid-January, sponsored by an organization sympatico with ideas of equality but not with equity in its organizational hierarchy. The idea of Blackness masks the absence of meaningful Black participation in social, economic, and political areas. James is both the idea and actuality of Blackness. The idea of him conveys Black success and provides comfort to those who want to deny that racism impacts Black life. The actuality that he insistently reminds us of, however, is that he was “supposed to be a statistic,” the type of Black child American society writes off every day.21


No matter how much James succeeds, he is still Black. That’s a good thing, and it’s an inevitability of American racism. It’s a good thing because all his production—from game to publicity to politics—centers Black life, art, expression, and vision. It’s an inevitability of American racism because being an NBA All-Star, a gold medal Olympian, a four-time NBA champion, a four-time NBA Finals MVP, and a philanthropist known the world over still cannot prevent the word “nigger” from marring his home. Sadly, James’s experience is not unique. Karen Russell, daughter of basketball legend Bill Russell, recalled that her family returned from a weekend away to find their home burgled, her father’s trophies smashed, feces in her parents’ beds, and nigga spray-painted on the home’s walls.22


James’s talent on the court, his sense of humor in interviews and tweets, his generosity—all show why he is loved. Why he is hated is less explicit and is not about him; rather, it is about us and who we think we are as citizens of the United States. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar writes:


I’m often asked whether there’s a significant difference between the black athlete activists of my era and those of today. In the ’60s and ’70s, there were fewer of us: Muhammad Ali, Jim Brown, Tommie Smith, John Carlos and a handful of others. Today, a lot more are speaking out. Sadly, aside from numbers, there’s not much difference because so little has changed. Athletes are still punished for using their constitutional rights, and the things we protested 50 years ago are still happening. And some members of the public are more outraged at being reminded that little has changed than the fact that little has changed.23


James has used his fame to make sure we right what has not changed, and in doing so he has met pushback from those resisting any social change they fear will erode their privilege. But his stances have made him a cultural hero to others, and as Abdul-Jabbar explains, “To laud anyone as a cultural hero, that person would also have to embody as well as promote some of the core values of that culture. LeBron has done that through his outspoken political and social advocacy, especially in support of racial equality.” Abdul-Jabbar had been critical of James’s initially weak support of COVID-19 vaccinations, an on-court gesture that garnered a fine, and James’s sometimes use of profanity when speaking with the media, but he has always recognized James’s social commitment, one activist legend to another.24


On February 7, 2023, James broke an Abdul-Jabbar record that had stood for thirty-eight years, ten months, and two days to become the NBA’s all-time leading scorer. James, who always saw himself as a pass-first guy rather than a scorer, entered the game needing 36 points to beat Jabbar’s record of 38,387. With 10.9 seconds left in the third quarter, he decided on a fadeaway jumper from the left arm, not the signature Abdul-Jabbar sky hook he had been practicing all week. Nothing but net. Abdul-Jabbar was there to witness the success, and his words of praise had resonance beyond basketball: “Breaking a sports record is a celebration of the human drive to push past known limitations, to redefine what we are capable of. It is an acknowledgment that humans have the capacity to always be improving, physically and mentally.”25


There is a Black way of understanding witnessing as described by poet and professor Elizabeth Alexander. For Alexander, witnessing imparts “a practical memory” that “crucially informs African Americans about the lived realities of how violence and its potential informs our understanding of our individual selves as a larger group.”26 Through his refusal to transcend race, through his repeated desire to control the storylines involving him, LeBron James calls us to witness his contesting of false narratives and the dangers that believing those narratives pose to a democratic society. We witness this through his archive—his play, his image, his ads, his social media presence, his advocacy—all of which center the lived realities of Blackness. This might be his most radical act yet.
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A billboard of LeBron James erected in his hometown as part of a voter registration initiative.


(Megan Jelinger/AFP via Getty Images)
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King James Way, Akron, Ohio, 44308


Gloria James gave birth to LeBron four years after the fortieth president of the United States handily won office on a platform advocating his party’s perception of the right family values, increased military spending, and “trickle-down” economics. The landslide victory also enabled the Reagan-era crusaders to change the language of race in the US, using people like Gloria and her son to do so. Being born into the rise of a new conservatism seems fitting for someone who would later be used by an even more fanatical conservatism as a symbol of everything threatening the greatness of America. Reaganesque rhetoric criticizing a welfare state was transferred to a new moment, but still with the aim of making sure assets remained in the hands of the privileged, not people like the Jameses. Frequently, both mother and son were shrouded in popular cultural images that presented them as the undeserving who were burdening the country with crime, moral decay, and dependency.


Despite some conservatives’ nostalgia that views Ronald Reagan as a moral center meriting placement on Mount Rushmore or on the US dime, he was the president who opposed the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. As governor-elect of California, he supported the repeal of that state’s Rumford Fair Housing Act, which outlawed discrimination in housing sales or rentals, arguing that it inhibited the rights of individuals to dispose of their property as they wish. While not renting to Blacks or “others” might be morally wrong, his reasoning went, it was equally wrong to “to give one segment of our population rights at the expense of the basic rights of all our citizens.”1 What was significant about these acts was their institutional impact. Unlike his personal racism—revealed, for instance, in comments made to former President Richard Nixon that referred to African diplomats as “monkeys” and “still uncomfortable wearing shoes”—his implicitly racist legislative actions materially affected Black lives.2


At whistle-stops, the actor turned president metamorphosed the Republican Party’s southern strategy into performance using people like James and his mother to foster a new kind of antiblackness. Lee Atwater neatly outlined the deception:


You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you can’t say “nigger”—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like forced busing, states’ rights and all that stuff. You’re getting so abstract now [that] you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is [that] blacks get hurt worse than whites.


And subconsciously maybe that is part of it. I’m not saying that. But I’m saying that if it is getting that abstract, and that coded, that we are doing away with the racial problem one way or the other. You follow me—because obviously sitting around saying, “We want to cut this,” is much more abstract than even the busing thing, and a hell of a lot more abstract than “Nigger, nigger.”3


Reagan popularized the doublespeak that gave the nation a new lexicon in which terms such as “welfare queens” and “black bucks” were code for undeserving Black people. In presidential stump speeches he referred to a nameless woman with “80 names, 30 addresses, 12 Social Security cards and is collecting veterans’ benefits on four nonexisting deceased husbands,” adding, “And she’s collecting Social Security on her cards. She’s got Medicaid, getting food stamps and she is collecting welfare under each of her names. Her tax‐free cash income alone is over $150,000.”4 He expressed the sentiments that later would be directed toward Gloria James when she bought her son a $50,000 Hummer for his eighteenth birthday and triggered an eligibility investigation. Reagan’s coinage “strapping black buck,” which in northern geographies he often softened to “some young fellow,” could have referred to Gloria’s son, a young man who by the age of fourteen was being marketed nationally and internationally.5 Both James and his mother were automatically framed by these new tropes of antiblackness. Their representations were influenced by the welfare queen cliché and were ready rationales for cutting community services, federal housing assistance, and school lunch programs.


In the early hours of Christmas Day 1987, when James was almost three, his grandmother Freda M. James Howard died of a massive heart attack at age forty-two. Like so many Black women never recognized as such, she was a hero. She was born and lived in Akron her entire life, working at the Western Reserve Psychiatric Habilitation Center. From her home on Hickory Street she provided sanctuary to many in her community, and she is remembered in her obituary not only as being survived by “daughter, Gloria James; sons, Terry and Curtis James; grandson LeBron,” but also as a solace to “a host of loving cousins, other relatives and friends.”6


Hickory Street is a study in contrasts. As it snakes parallel to the Little Cuyahoga River, crossing sets of train tracks, it looks like a rural road in the serene landscape of the Ohio and Erie Canal Towpath Trail, but the blight of dumped garbage, intermittent drug dealing, and an occasional dead body show why some call it a ghetto. Though it lies just a few minutes from the heart of Akron, when James lived there it had no supermarket or drugstore, and with the exception of Zippy’s Pizza, most businesses didn’t deliver to the neighborhood. Some of Hickory Street’s dilapidated houses had river views that would make future developers drool. The nails of the neighborhood’s first basketball hoop—a milk crate hammered to a telephone pole—were taken from a barn behind the James house, and it was here that young LeBron played the game with older boys.7 Back in 1939, a real estate map with accompanying descriptions that contained the categories “Foreign families,” “Nationalities,” and “Negro” depicted the area as “suffer[ing] from a general run-down condition and bad reputation… heavily populated by foreign-born and colored… high concentration of undesirable element.” Property in this area if acquired should be “sold at once.”8 Redlining made sure that little had changed by the time Freda and her children, Gloria, Terry, and Curtis, were occupants. Banks and financial institutions wrote off these areas as unworthy of investment, and likewise wrote off the people living there. Devalued homes lead to devalued property taxes, devalued schools, and devalued economic opportunities for residents with little formal education. But as many who have grown up in these neighborhoods know, people fend for themselves and others.


Gloria had planned to return to school—she was only nineteen when her mother died—but in the wake of Freda’s death, she and her son would be forced from their home. The house was a Victorian that—with its porch, four bedrooms, and pear trees and blackberry shrubs—must have been grand at one time. By 1987, though, it was just old and badly in need of repair. Along with her brothers, Terry and Curtis, twenty-two and twelve respectively, the young mother was overwhelmed after her own mother’s passing. Though neighbors came together to provide food and clothing for toddler LeBron, the family home’s deterioration was rapid. It was soon condemned, and the young siblings had to find their own ways. When LeBron was between the ages of five and eight, he and his mother made twelve moves between twelve different dwellings. The only constant in their migrations, sleeping on the couches of his coaches or his mother’s friends, was a small backpack that held his few belongings.


James saw himself as a nine-year-old nomad, but in fifth grade the wandering eased when he went to live with Frankie and Pam Walker, their daughters Chanelle and Tenesha, and Frankie Jr., the friend whose bedroom LeBron shared. Their greatest gift to him was stability. The ordinary things—making beds, taking out the trash, cleaning the kitchen, waking up every day to go to school—were training for him, though he may not have known it at the time. James had missed most of the fourth grade, but because of this move, in fifth he had perfect attendance. Living in the Walker home allowed him to relax, to develop what would become a trademark sense of humor, and more importantly to attend school regularly, something that many take for granted but is not a given for the other “many” who lack basic stability. Eventually, Gloria was able to get on her feet, and with the help of a rental assistance program, mother and son moved into a two-bedroom flat in the Spring Hill Apartments. The complex stood on the site that had once housed millionaire Alexander Adamson’s mansion Highland Springs, a showplace with waterfalls and ornamental gardens that he built in 1903 with his wife. When the mansion was razed in 1965, it was replaced with a mid-rise apartment block. The building’s terraces wouldn’t have fooled anyone who had grown up in or around “the projects” built in the 1960s and 1970s. The architecture was unremarkable, and few personal touches distinguished one unit from the next. When the Jameses lived there, building managers were rare sights, the elevator worked when it felt like it, and vandalized washing machines made it hard to do a load of laundry. But living in Spring Hill gave LeBron his own room—whose walls were quickly decorated with posters of Michael Jordan, Deion Sanders, Kobe Bryant, Allen Iverson, and Tracy McGrady. James remembers getting his first key: “It was like a kid getting a brand new Mongoose bike for Christmas. Just having that stability, and it just felt like home.”9


Years later, the Akron Beacon Journal described an early July day at the Spring Hill Apartments:


As the rest of the country prepares to remember Independence Day, a small neighborhood on Akron’s near west side was celebrating its own ongoing fight for freedom. The freedom to live in a safe environment. Freedom to watch their children play carefree on the lawn. Freedom from passing drug dealers on the way to the mailbox.


The residents of Spring Hill Apartments say there is a long war ahead of them, but yesterday they won a significant battle.


They had a picnic.10


The neighborhood had not changed much since James lived there, and its history was not unique. Like other disenfranchised predominantly Black areas, it became so through historical practices that went as far back as the Black Codes of 1804, which made Ohio an early state to use the law to limit Black mobility, Black property ownership, and Black employment options. Later, when Akron constructed the Innerbelt, a highway designed to connect suburbs and city (and whose effectiveness is still debated today), residents of this community, again not uniquely, were displaced by the thousands, and by the 1970s the neighborhood had shuttered its primary school and was battling a drugs-powered underground economy. A bit of a renaissance had begun at the time the Jameses moved in, but LeBron would still grow up dodging dealers and bullets, recalling, “I saw drugs, guns, killings; it was crazy.”11 But dealers can recognize talent. Their survival depends on doing so. They left him alone because they respected what he signified: a future beyond.


Growing up in neighborhoods like LeBron’s, if you’re one of the lucky ones you don’t necessarily know you are disadvantaged until you leave. Although such communities pose hard-core economic challenges and sometimes serious threats to personal safety, they also provide respite from an external white gaze. In them you are legible. In them you don’t have to explain your circumstances, because those circumstances are everyone’s. Surviving within them gives you the boldness to take received rules and rewrite them. When James remembers Akron as “a place you could put your arms around, a place that would put its arms around you,” he voices the empowerment that comes from remembering roots in order to navigate often hostile spaces.12 “If one is continually surviving the worst that life can bring, one eventually ceases to be controlled by a fear of what life can bring,” observed James Baldwin, and this was a key part of James’s confidence long before he became a star.13 Recalling what you’ve seen, what daily grinds you and others have survived, recalling the beauty, humor, cynicism, and grace of Blackness within these spaces, gifts you the swagger you need to flout folks who will later tell you to shut up and dribble.


In the year LeBron was born, Gloria would have had to contend with budget cuts to education and job-training programs as well as cuts to child-enrichment programs such as Head Start that might have helped her. Neoconservatives thought that private and corporate wealth were the best stewards of social health, especially if tax rates were cut and money allowed to “trickle down” to those in need. At a time when the median income for Black families was $15,432 (compared with $27,686 for whites), when expenditures were being cut for the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program, a sixteen-year-old mother with little formal education faced a steep climb.14


Popular talk surrounding James and his mother affirmed the “pathology” of their situation and implied that they, especially Gloria, were at fault.15 Neighborhoods like Springhill Gardens lost geographic specificity and became Anywhere, Inner City. In nightly news broadcasts they were typified as endemically deviant. On television, Black parents who nurtured children within these neighborhoods were nowhere to be seen. Instead, television shows such as Webster (1983–1987) and Different Strokes (1978–1985) depicted Black boys who were conveniently orphaned and adopted by white parents. These young men were disembodied from extended family and communities, and the only path to upward mobility was through the generosity of white saviors. James and his mother fit perfectly into a narrative of lack, but the narrative was tweaked in his case. Rather than a white savior, James had basketball. But as we will see, that, too, came with its own narrative of Black deviance.


The story of a Black boy, child of a single mother, rising from poverty to NBA stardom is so frequently highlighted in newsreels it is almost trite, but interestingly, it is a story atypical of the NBA. In his opinion piece, “In the N.B.A., ZIP Code Matters,” after surveying a broad set of data, former quantitative analyst Seth Stephens-Davidowitz concludes that “for every LeBron James, there was a Michael Jordan, born to a middle-class, two-parent family in Brooklyn, and a Chris Paul, the second son of middle-class parents in Lewisville, N.C., who joined Mr. Paul on an episode of ‘Family Feud’ in 2011.” ESPN writer Peter Keating concurs: “Contrary to popular perception, poverty and broken homes are underrepresented in the NBA, not overrepresented.”16 Even though stories such as James’s are atypical, the media often uses them not only to provoke sympathy for young men who have made it without father figures, but also to color the predominantly Black NBA as lacking wholesome family values.


While James’s zip code was inauspicious, the zip code of the high school he attended was not. In many ways, St. Vincent-St. Mary provided the class advantage that youth in James’s economic circumstances do not have. Nonetheless, the undercurrents of Reagan-era values still typified him not as a striving teenager but as someone gaming the system. Over the course of his high school career—through the controversies surrounding his Hummer H2 and the throwback jerseys he received as gifts—the more prominent he became, the more he and his mother were seen through antiblack lenses. Had James and his mother been constituted differently, they might have stuck to the script ascribed them—that of the once poor, now rich athlete, humbly grateful to God for a success that could only happen in the United States of America—but neither is the type of person to acquiesce to outside opinion. In spite of public disapproval, neither is afraid to go off book.


In a move that would foreshadow The Decision later in his career, James and the friends who became his high school teammates—Dru Joyce III, Sian Cotton, Willie McGee, and later Romeo Travis—broke script by exercising their own agency in order to follow their dreams. They believed in themselves and wanted to build their own dynasty. As fifth graders, Joyce, Cotton, and James played together as the Shooting Stars, an Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) squad organized by Dru Joyce II, better known as Coach Dru, the man who taught James the fundamentals of basketball. Each player came to the team by a different route. Dru Joyce III (aka Little Dru) was the son of the coach. Sian Cotton was a recruit from The House of the Lord, the Joyces’ church, and Coach Dru saw James playing basketball at the Summit Lake Community Center. When the Shooting Stars finished with a qualifying record, they persuaded Coach Dru to enter them in the AAU tournament, where they placed ninth out of sixty-four teams. Later, because his college-aged older brother took him out of an environment where their parents wrestled with drug addiction and his schooling was haphazard, Willie McGee joined the team in the seventh grade. The last member of the quintet, Romeo, whose economic circumstances, like James’s, made him move from house to house, transferred to St. Vincent-St. Mary, and the Shooting Stars became the Fab Five.
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LeBron James with his St. Vincent-St. Mary High School teammates during the EA Sports Roundball Classic at United Center in Chicago on March 31, 2003.


(Garrett Ellwood/National Basketball Association via Getty Images)








If you were a Black high schooler in Akron, if you had basketball talent, you were expected to attend John R. Buchtel High School, the majority-Black basketball powerhouse (and alma mater of Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Rita Dove), unless you were Little Dru, who was too small, too thin, to have any serious shot at playing varsity for Buchtel. The player the Shooting Stars called “the General” because of his tenacity made a decision. He would attend St. Vincent-St. Mary, where he had built a relationship with its future head coach, Keith Dambrot.17 Little Dru first had to break the news to his father, then a coach at Buchtel, and then to his stunned teammates, who had never envisioned what James referred to as “the band of brothers” breaking up. So they all chose to attend St. Vincent-St. Mary High School, where they became the first all-Black basketball squad to play for the Fighting Irish in the predominantly white school’s history. Since the group had played together in their community, the move was seen by some as racial betrayal. Sian Cotton’s brother Lee remembers, “The whole family was considered outsiders by Akron’s black community. We were cast out.”18 Even though they were only teenagers, James and his teammates carried the weight of representation. As in times past, people still needed their sports messiahs. But the boys decided to direct their own destiny, a pattern James would repeat throughout his life.19


For many Black students, seeking better academic opportunities often meant transiting between two worlds, leaving the familiar for an uncertain welcome. “Starting high school is intimidating, no matter who you are,” James reflected as he entered the school he calls St. V. “There was no overt racism, but I did have this feeling of discomfort, as if I truly had walked into a separate orbit.”20 Overt racism might be declining, but core attitudes remain. A familiar athletic cliché began to surround James, suggesting that he had superior physical skills which his mental skills would never match, that he was in a school with a solid academic reputation solely because of his ability to play basketball. The fact that he was an honor-roll student who loved education did little to undermine these tropes. Eventually James found ways to make St. V his own, in spite of microaggressions and the low expectations of others. His experiences would lead him to ensure that phenomenal basketball talent wasn’t a requisite for the freedom and prosperity that come from good educational foundations.


In 2002, no one watched a televised high school basketball game because most broadcast outlets didn’t think it was worth their time. Time Warner Cable and St. Vincent-St. Mary broke that pattern when they agreed in principle to air Irish games on pay-per-view. Time Warner had approximately four hundred thousand subscribers in Northeast Ohio. “There are 15 counties that Time Warner services and there are thousands of people who want to see St. Vincent-Mary play but weren’t able to get tickets,” Bill Jasso, vice president of public affairs at the cable company said. “To our knowledge, we don’t know if anything like this has ever been done. It’s definitely a unique situation.” All St. Vincent-St. Mary wanted was to find a way to broadcast the game in the school’s library for the throng of fans locked out from the stadium, but Time Warner had bigger ideas. The strategy surprised many, but not the school’s athletic director, Grant Innocenzi, who had become accustomed to the new world James’s notoriety was creating. “With some of the things that have been happening recently, nothing surprises me,” he said. Fan response ranged from “With pay-per-view, we’ll get a chance to see a child prodigy in our area, and it’ll just add to the LeBron James euphoria” to “LeBron James is not worth paying to see. He’s just a high school kid playing Division (II) ball.”21


On December 12, 2002, St. Vincent-St. Mary, which had dominated state play, faced the number-one team in the nation, Virginia’s Oak Hill Academy, Carmelo Anthony’s alma mater, at the Cleveland State Convocation Center. Outside the center, satellite television vans were packed like sardines in the lots, and photographers from across the nation navigated the halls to get a look at LeBron James. Fans in the stands numbered 11,523, some having paid $100 for a courtside seat to this high school basketball game. Scouts from several NBA teams were there, along with some professional Cleveland Browns football players who had come to see the phenom. The game began, and James missed his first three jumpers. “I came here with high expectations,” noted Hall of Famer Bill Walton, who had requested to broadcast the game for ESPN so he could get an up-close look at James. James and the rest of the St. Vincent-St. Mary team couldn’t synch. But then came the dunk in transition. James’s elevation, extension, and windmill, plus the exclamation mark he put on the end of the shot, signaled a sea change, and St. Vincent-St. Mary hit its stride. A behind-the-back pass turned assist interrupted broadcaster banter and had legendary college basketball newscaster Dick Vitale thundering, “Are you serious?! Are you serious?! Are you serious?! How many college guys or NBA guys could make that pass in transition?! In the NBA that’s a jam for an adult!” Walton added, tongue in cheek, “He seems to have overcome a sluggish start.”22 The rolls, the dishes, the dunks continued, and St. Vincent-St. Mary upset Oak Hill, 65–45. As James exited the arena, he went to a stairwell where Bill Walton was standing to shake hands:
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