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Control, Discipline, and Punish 

Black Masculinity and (In)visible Whiteness in the NBA  

Rachel Alicia Griffin and Bernadette Marie Calafell 

In the United States, numerous media headlines have been dedicated to high-
profile cases about race and racism in sport.1 Te most notorious incidents 
include Al Campanis of the Dodgers, Jimmy (the Greek) Snyder of CBS, Air 
Force football coach Fisher DeBerry, Don Imus and the Rutgers’s University 
women’s basketball team, head coaches Lovie Smith and Tony Dungy going to 
Super Bowl 41, and most recently, Golf Channel anchor Kelly Tilghman’s com-
ments on Tiger Woods. While these cases dominated the headlines, they gave 
visibility to issues of race, power, privilege, and voice in sport.2 Sport is inextrica-
bly linked with contemporary struggles surrounding racial identity, racism, and 
politics in U.S. American society,3 so much so that sports as popular culture “are 
part of the everyday experience of most people.”4 

Communication scholars have focused on issues concerning race, politics, and 
sports.5 For example, Michael Butterworth6 highlighted how George W. Bush 
utilized sports to fuel his political agenda. Fernando Delgado mapped the politi-
cal and ideological tensions present in the U.S. print media coverage of the 1998 
World Cup game.7 Other works have examined Chicano-Latino masculinities in 
boxing,8 or the framings and representations of black masculinities and bodies in 
the National Basketball Association (NBA)9 and the National Football League,10 

as well as the taken-for-granted nature of whiteness in sports.11 Barry Brummett 
argues that, as we experience popular culture, we participate in rhetorical strug-
gles surrounding dominant ideologies, power, privilege, and the social hierarchies 
in which we operate.12 As a popular culture site, we position sport (such as NBA 
basketball) as a pedagogical space that is instructive of how racial hierarchies in 
the United States reflect larger systems of domination. Margaret Duncan and 
Brummett write that the presentation of sports relies on narrative strategies such 
as storytelling, the sharing of history, and the creation of stock characters.13 As 
such, the critiques of sports and athletes “offer unique points of access to the con-
stitutive meanings and power relations of the larger worlds we inhabit.”14 In this 
chapter, we turn a critical eye toward the NBA and position the league as a site of 
struggle over meanings of race. 

Since sports are part of the everyday lives of people, NBA discourses influ-
ence the social fabric of human relations via the media. David Leonard contends 
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that professional basketball is a cultural site at which dialogues about race, class, 
American values, and national identity occur.15 Likewise, corporate discourses 
also constitute popular culture and are nationally and internationally consumed 
by people via a global media. For example, Todd Boyd and Kenneth Shropshire 
recount the cultural significance of the infamous rivalry between Magic John-
son of the Lakers and Larry Bird of the Celtics: “To side with the Lakers or the 
Celtics was to embrace a racial position and a specific set of cultural politics. . . . 
Te battles between Magic and Bird, L.A. and Boston, black and white, could 
be described as the late twentieth century’s version of an acceptable race war.”16 

Furthermore, Ben Carrington notes the “racial signification of sport,” indicating 
that “Sports contests . . . act as a key signifier for wider questions about iden-
tity within racially demarcated societies in which racial narratives about self and 
society are read both into and from sporting contests that are imbued with racial 
meanings.”17 

Tus, in this chapter, we critique the “allegorical power of sport” in relation 
to historical and contemporary manifestations of white supremacy.18 In doing so, 
we seek to show how sport as a form of popular culture reifies whiteness within 
and beyond the social institution of sport. In particular, we focus on NBA Com-
missioner David Stern. We situate his embodiment of white hegemonic mascu-
linity as a political performance that is rife with racialized messages concerning 
power, privilege, and control.19 In our examination of strategic uses of whiteness 
in professional basketball, we build upon previous rhetorical work. For instance, 
Michael Butterworth and Nick Trujillo have examined figures centrally con-
nected to sports, whiteness, and masculinity as a way to locate and problematize 
commonsense meanings surrounding race, sports, and politics.20 

Recently, the NBA has been the focus of numerous controversial media head-
lines, propelling issues of race and racism to the front pages of newspapers. Of 
specific interest in this chapter is the League’s 2005 dress code policy, which fol-
lowed the much discussed 2004 Detroit Piston’s brawl. By examining Stern’s 
reactions to racist accusations, we expose his whiteness, and make visible his 
political position and power. To do so, we highlight the contradictions embed-
ded within Stern’s claims that race is insignificant and position his rhetorical 
embodiment of white masculinity within U.S. histories in order to reveal white 
paternalistic ideologies. Stern’s symbolic representation of whiteness (i.e., power, 
authority, control, etc.) often masks the reproduction of stereotypical notions of 
blackness (i.e., deviance, immaturity, danger, etc.).21 We first contextualize sport 
and the historical relationships between black and white men. Ten, we map and 
deconstruct the discursive space of whiteness in media discourses dedicated to 
the 2004 Detroit Piston’s brawl and the 2005 dress code Stern oversaw.22 Finally, 
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we discuss the social implications of Commissioner David Stern’s embodiment 
of white, hegemonic masculinity contextually. 

Sport and the Politics of Race and History 

Te history between blacks and whites in U.S. sports is replete with notions 
of white supremacy and inequality. In the realm of sport, white men have his-
torically been situated in positions of ownership and control over black male 
athletic bodies that were ideologically fixed as hypersexual, violent, and suspi-
cious.23 Ironically, black males also became representative of desired mystique and 
wonderment. Subsequently, the black male body became a site for spectacular 
white consumption and enticement, but this only worked so long as black men 
could be controlled. In this context, black males were expected and forced to 
perform for white audiences. For example, during slavery, white masters would 
enter their slaves in foot-racing competitions and jockey races to compete against 
other plantation owners’ slaves. Te owners received both the public praise and 
financial rewards for the athletic abilities and performances of their slaves.24 In 
addition to voyeuristic consumption and forced competition, arguably the most 
devastating and sickening consequence and display of the white custodial gaze 
upon black bodies was that of lynching for white pleasure. Te sport was to hunt 
for the black man whose body at the climax of spectatorship was tormented as a 
form of entertainment.25 After slavery and the illegalization of lynching, the voy-
euristic white gaze and white control over black male bodies remained steadfast; 
hence, the exploitation and appropriation of blacks by whites for pleasure and 
profit continued. For instance, in spite of their success, legendary black athletes, 
such as Jack Johnson, Jesse Owens, and Joe Louis, were criminalized, broke, and/ 
or discarded as useless at the end of their athletic careers.26 

Te historical relationships between black men and white men in sports are 
directly relevant to understanding how the industry of professional basketball 
represents, reflects, and reifies historical constructions of blackness and white-
ness. Extending our contextual understanding of history, race, and sport into 
the present day, several high-profile athletes have documented the presence of 
race and racism in the NBA, including Bill Russell, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, 
Dennis Rodman, and Charles Barkley.27 While it may be tempting to dismiss 
their perspectives based on the common extreme financial success (albeit often 
short-lived) of NBA players, Harry Edwards observed that black men who are 
extremely financially successful in the realm of professional sport learn to con-
ceal the oppressive nature of whiteness.28 Similarly, Derrick Bell reminds us that, 
“Despite undeniable progress for many, no African Americans are insulated from 
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incidents of racial discrimination. Our careers, even our lives, are threatened 
because of our color.”29 In the section that follows, we will briefly recount the his-
tory of integration in the NBA to contextualize how the contemporary white 
power structure embodied by Stern continues to struggle to control black male 
bodies hegemonically. 

Te NBA as a Racialized Space 

October 31, 1950, marked the day the color barrier in the NBA fell.30 Te honor, 
or perhaps burden, of initially breaking the color barrier in the NBA is attrib-
uted to Chuck Cooper, Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton, and Earl “Moon Fixer” Loyd.31 

Blacks and whites alike claimed the initial integration of sports as progressive, yet 
integration has also been critiqued as a vehicle of white supremacist persistence.32 

According to William Rhoden, not only did integration allow whites to have con-
trol over and gain profit from black male bodies, but they did so while claim-
ing that racism did not exist, thereby elevating themselves to being democratic 
humanitarians. Terefore, while blacks were slowly “allowed” into the league, 
they were also limited to the playing court.33 Since 1950, the overall demographic 
representation of blacks in the NBA has increased slightly. Although this pro-
cess was slow at first, a major demographic shift occurred in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, during which time the playing force became predominantly black. 
Nevertheless, the NBA’s current “front office hiring practices do not nearly reflect 
the number of players of color competing.”34 Tus, whites remain the dominant 
ethnic majority at every level of ownership and administration. Te only excep-
tion to the white majority is among the black players who, during the 2006–2007 
season, represented 75 percent (330/522) of the players, in comparison to white 
players who represented 21 percent (91/522).35 

While the NBA may present itself as an organization that has transcended 
race and racism, its history of integration, current ethnic demographics, and the 
discursive embrace of racist ideologies under the direction of Commissioner 
Stern indicate that this is not actually true. 

Rhetorics of Whiteness 

We examined Stern through his strategic performances of whiteness in media 
coverage of the 2004 Detroit brawl and the 2005 dress code.36 Susan Birrell and 
Mary McDonald assert, “Reading sport critically can be used as a methodology 
for uncovering, foregrounding, and producing counter-narratives, that is, alter-
native accounts of particular events and celebrities that have been decentered, 
obscured, and dismissed by hegemonic forces.”37 We undertook a critical exami-
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nation of Stern’s discourses through the lens of strategic rhetoric to explicate how 
his embodiment of white hegemonic masculinity masks systems of domination. 
Our study follows critical rhetorical projects that are concerned not only with 
uncovering oppressive discourses, but also with highlighting how discourse can 
espouse freedom.38 To do so, we operate from a critical perspective guided by 
theories of whiteness as a way to unearth the oppressive nature of Stern’s rhetoric 
(or lack thereof ) surrounding race and racism. Similarly, in his analysis of the 
media coverage of baseball players Sammy Sosa and Mark McGwire, Butter-
worth states: “Analysis of this coverage reveals the extent to which whiteness is a 
taken-for-granted norm in discussions about race and how sports media produce 
and perpetuate a discourse that privileges whiteness.”39 Inspired by Butterworth’s 
work, we seek to make visible Stern’s white privilege and the way it extends the 
normalization of whiteness in the NBA and beyond. We also seek to highlight 
players’ voices, which are most often overshadowed and/or dismissed via Stern’s 
performance of whiteness. 

Tomas Nakayama and Robert Krizek note that whiteness is normalized 
through discourses that position it as everything and nothing simultaneously. 
Whiteness as a subject position is unmarked, and in its lack of recognition main-
tains its dominance, or normalizing position, along with being defined, and cen-
tered, contra the Other.40 Nakayama and Krizek further argue that whiteness is 
constructed as natural; therefore, whiteness eludes a critique of the systems of 
power that determine its positioning. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva refers to the invis-
ibility of whiteness as “colorblindness,” which becomes manifest as “racism with-
out ‘racists.’”41 Furthermore, Sarah Projansky and Kent Ono write, “in response 
to various social changes and social movements, the history of whiteness in the 
United States entails a history of modifications to renegotiate the centrality of 
white power and authority—this is what we call strategic whiteness.”42 Strategic 
whiteness can be tied to a new form of racism, which Patricia Hill Collins argues 
is “characterized by a changing political structure that disenfranchises people, 
even if they appear to be included.”43 Collins argues that the new racism relies on 
mass media more than ever to disseminate and justify racist beliefs and norms 
often represented as colorblind, anti-racist, and/or racially transcendent. Illu-
minating filmic representations that appear to be liberatory, while actually rein-
forcing hegemonic structures, Projansky and Ono ask, “But what kind of racial 
politics and politics of representation allow these films to claim an anti-racist 
edge while nevertheless subtly recentering whiteness in the process?”44 A simi-
lar question can be raised with regard to Stern and the perception of the NBA 
as a racial equalizer. In response to the work of communication scholars who 
call for examinations of strategic performances of whiteness within the media,45 

we examine the NBA as a site where the new racism is articulated most keenly 
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through Stern’s rhetoric, which, we argue, works to mask or normalize racism 
and hegemonic beliefs. 

Stern’s performances of white privilege and hegemonic masculinity are further 
read against other bodies of literature that have explored the nexus of white mas-
culinity and sports. Butterworth persuasively argues for understanding white-
ness as tied to civilization and American exceptionalism in baseball discourses, 
especially as it relates to Otherness.46 Trujillo’s work on Nolan Ryan and hege-
monic masculinity addresses physical force and control, occupational achieve-
ment, familial patriarchy, frontiersmanship, and heterosexuality. Motivated by 
these works, we are attentive to the relationship between whiteness and hege-
monic masculinity in order to locate frames for understanding NBA Commis-
sioner Stern’s rhetoric. Specifically, we address his history in the league, medi-
ated responses, and actions as they relate to whiteness and masculinity. Taken 
together, these fragments offer lenses through which to examine Stern’s rheto-
ric, while being mindful of the performative, textual, and contextual factors sur-
rounding him.47 

Te Arrival of David Stern 

David Stern began his career with the NBA in 1978 as legal counsel. He became 
the league’s executive vice president in 1980 and commissioner in 1984.48 Prior 
to his appointment, in the NBA’s so-called darkest hour, major news articles 
reported that three out of four NBA players were on drugs.49 When Stern 
was appointed, the league was in severe turmoil.50 League controversies in 1984 
included franchise failure, a lack of corporate sponsorship, labor issues, drug use, 
and accusations of racism. Stern described the situation this way:“Tis is the first 
sport where it became fashionable and allowable to talk about race. Our problem 
was that sponsors were flocking out of the N.B.A. because it was perceived as 
a bunch of high-salaried, drug-sniffing black guys.”51 Hence, from the onset of 
his career as commissioner, Stern normalized whiteness as a nonracialized space 
by repeating discourse that marked the racialized “other” as criminal. He echoed 
white middle-class sensibilities, while maintaining the invisibility of whiteness 
as a normative position of structural advantage. In many ways, Stern embodied 
hegemonic civility (a tactic he draws upon frequently): “normalized or natural-
ized behavior—appropriate behavior—even as the action can be incivil or even 
silencing in order to uphold the hegemonic order . . . Hegemonic civility is an 
organized process which results in suppressing or silencing any opposition, in 
favor of the status quo.”52 Stern also affirmed Collins’s argument that, “Te com-
bination of physicality over intellectual ability, a lack of restraint associated with 
incomplete socialization, and a predilection for violence has long been associated 
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with African American men.”53 Reading further into Stern’s comments regard-
ing the perception of the league “as a bunch of high-salaried, drug-sniffing black 
guys,”54 Maharaj contends that, from Stern’s perspective, an economic solution 
was necessary to address the NBA’s issues; economic in that league profits could 
be improved by managing perceptions of NBA players (namely black men) in 
the media spotlight. In this sense, Stern’s role as the white patriarch who could 
restore order to an out-of-control organization brimming with uncivilized play-
ers becomes visible. 

As a leader in the professional sports industry, Stern is widely credited with 
having saved the league from bankruptcy, expanding the franchise, capitalizing 
on star power, marketing, engaging international initiatives, and serving the pub-
lic. He has secured his reputation as the most successful commissioner in profes-
sional sports.55 In doing so, he has been described as “a thinker,” “an innovator,” 
“brilliant,” and “progressive.”56 Speaking to his financial skills, a mere ten years 
after his appointment as commissioner, the league had increased its annual rev-
enues by 1,600 percent.57 

In addition to that success, Stern has been positioned as a cultural icon 
through his management of meaning. To anyone remotely familiar with profes-
sional basketball, he has become symbolic of power, discipline, and rescue. More 
specifically, when members of the NBA (owners, teams, referees, players, etc.) 
become a media spectacle, it is Stern who comes to the forefront of the organiza-
tion as a white patriarchal figure to soothe the public rhetorically and thereby 
repair any damage to the NBA’s image. Yet, despite his most concerted efforts to 
do so and simultaneously declare the NBA a space in which race does not matter, 
he falls subject to suspicion. We argue that Stern has become a complex symbol 
of racism, paternalism and, indirectly, slavery itself. In the following section, we 
highlight Stern’s reactions to the 2004 Pistons brawl and the 2005 dress code as 
a means of further understanding his performance of whiteness and its strategic 
reification of dominant power structures. 

2004 Detroit Brawl 

On November 19, 2004, during a game between the Detroit Pistons and the Indi-
ana Pacers, a brawl ensued that included both players and fans engaging in physi-
cal altercations at the Palace of Auburn Hills in Michigan. Te contact between 
players and fans began after a Detroit fan threw a cup of liquid on Pacer Ron 
Artest, who had just been engaged in an on-court conflict with Piston player, 
Ben Wallace. Reacting immediately, Artest climbed into the stands after the fan 
who had thrown the cup of liquid on him, and mayhem ensued. In a visual sense 
the racial composition of NBA players and fans was striking: all of the players 
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involved were black, while most of the fans were white.58 Although no one was 
seriously injured, the incident played repeatedly on media channels for weeks. 
Te media described the brawl as a great disaster in American sports history, and 
the event became a source of humiliation and embarrassment for the NBA.59 

To understand the cultural and political impact of the brawl, we must remem-
ber that the white voyeuristic gaze is deeply rooted in U.S. American sport. Te 
intent of the gaze is to commodify blackness so that it appeals to consumers will-
ing to spend the most money consuming the sport, which tend to be white middle 
and upper-class people. According to Jack McCallum, the image of the black play-
ers fighting with mostly white fans “will not sit well with those white fans who 
see some African American players—lavishly paid, richly tattooed and supremely 
confident—as the embodiment of all that is wrong with sports.”60 In this light,  
the brawl takes on a new meaning as a moment in which issues of race, class, and 
gender became of public significance. In essence, the “innocence” of sport and the 
ability of it to function as a racial equalizer was brought into question. 

Soon after the brawl, Stern held a public press conference, in which his task 
was to repair the NBA’s tarnished image, apologize, and publicize the punish-
ments being handed down. He said, “Te actions of the players involved wildly 
exceeded the professionalism and self-control that should fairly be expected from 
NBA players.”61 As a result of the brawl, the following disciplinary actions were 
taken: Pacer Ron Artest was suspended for the remainder of the 2004–2005 sea-
son, Pacer Stephen Jackson was suspended for 30 games, Pacer Jermaine O’Neal 
was suspended for 25 games, Pacer Anthony Johnson was suspended for five 
games, Pacer Reggie Miller was suspended for one game, Piston Ben Wallace was 
suspended for six games, and Pistons Elden Campbell, Derrick Coleman, and 
Chauncey Billups were suspended for one game.62 When asked if the heaviest 
penalty leveraged against Ron Artest (suspended for the remainder of the sea-
son) was a unanimous decision, Stern replied, “It was unanimous 1-0,” asserting 
his absolute power to enforce this decision.63 He followed by saying,“I don’t mean 
to make light of it, it was my decision. And I decided it . . . it is my responsibility 
to decide on penalties for player conduct and this is the one I decided on.”64 Stern 
made it very clear that the boundary had been set for player behavior as a result 
of the brawl. Stern said: “I am less concerned in the future, because whatever 
doubt our players may have about the unacceptability of breaching this bound-
ary, they now know the line is drawn and my guess is it won’t happen again; cer-
tainly not by anyone who wants to be associated with our league.”65 In essence, if 
another player were ever to dare to enter the stands again, he would face serious 
and deliberate consequences. 

Despite Stern’s explanations, noticeably absent was any acknowledgment of 
players’ perspectives. Following the incident, several players called attention to 
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the fans who were also responsible. For example, Quentin Richardson said,“Man 
there are going to be some lawsuits. You don’t think some of those fans aren’t 
going to want some NBA money?”66 David Harrison offered, “Nobody gets paid 
to have stuff thrown at them unless they’re circus clowns in a little booth.”67 Simi-
larly, when asked if Artest was at fault, Alonzo Mourning responded, “Hell no, 
it’s not Artest’s fault. What has this come to, when a fan feels he has the right 
to throw something at a player on the court?”68 In a similar vein, Sam Cassell 
said, “If the fans throw something, we’ve got to protect our honor.”69 According 
to the players, their astronomical salaries do not justify or mitigate the racialized 
mistreatment they experience as black professional athletes.70 It is important to 
note that, officially, both players and fans violated the social contract of sport: the 
players by entering the stands and the fans by coming onto the court.71 However, 
Stern’s decisive punishments implied that the black players were largely at fault. 
According to Linda Tucker, “Such dismissals of the players’ perspectives entirely 
overlook the players’ experiences and knowledge of what it means to be Black 
men in the United States.”72 

Stern’s embodiment of white patriarchal control as the commissioner is 
located in the hypermasculine space of sport, which embraces performances of 
toughness and dominance.73 Stern’s actions and discourse can be read critically as 
bringing order and civility to the brute force of black masculinity. Collins argues 
that the myth of upward social mobility through sports is governed by the rule 
that one must “submit to White male authority in order to learn how to become 
a man.”74 Tis mythology and rule is apparent in Stern’s role as patriarch, falling 
under what Collins calls the father-figure thesis that “assumes that young Black 
men need tough coaches who will instill much-needed discipline in the lives of 
fatherless and therefore unruly Black boys.”75 Clearly, the brawl is emblematic of 
white (male) voyeuristic consumption, the fear of blackness, and the dominant 
need for black, male bodies to be safely contained. Tus, in the moments when 
the black players came off the court and went into the stands, blackness became 
uncontrollable, spilling into the safety of white space, and the arena became a 
savage space where the black bodies of the players climbing into the stands were 
represented as “violent beasts” going after “innocent” white fans. Having a “black” 
threat in “white” space was especially problematic from the League’s standpoint 
because of the corporate bottom line. A significant proportion of league revenue 
is generated based on the NBA’s ability to provide and guarantee a safe space 
for whites to consume blackness. Tis explains why the penalties handed down 
were racialized and lopsided against the black male athletes, since the league itself 
failed to take any major responsibility. 

Despite the harsh punishments the players received, Stern did describe the 
fans’ behavior at the Palace in particular but also at large as inappropriate. Explic-
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itly, he expressed his “shock” at and “revulsion” for the incident in its entirety, 
rather than focusing solely on players. In addition, he said, “We patronize our 
athletes and our fans by accepting the fact that they should be allowed to engage 
in something less than civilized conduct.” Stern continued: 

Over the years, at all sporting events, there’s developed a combination of things. 

First, the professional heckler, who feels empowered to spend the entire game direct-

ing his attention to disturbing the other team at any decibel level, at any vocabulary. 

Ten, an ongoing permissiveness that runs the gamut from college kids who don’t 

wear shirts and paint their faces and think that liberates them to say anything, to 

NBA fans that use language that is not suitable to any family occasions.76 

Despite his addressing the problematic behavior of sports fans, what Stern did 
not directly admit to was how the league creates franchise environments that are 
likely to spark racialized violence and aggression. By stating that the brawl was an 
isolated incident, Stern framed it as a disastrous fluke, overlooking the roles of 
capitalism, racism, and sexism as they work together to form the environment in 
which sport is consumed. More pointedly, the NBA’s capitalistic desire for profit 
created an entertainment atmosphere that included alcohol, obnoxious noise-
makers, freebees, cheerleaders, and music to hype up the crowd and keep fans 
coming back. While none of these decisions on behalf of the league are directly 
responsible for the brawl or other instances of violence in franchise arenas, they 
heighten tensions that reinforce hegemonic masculinity. Hence, sporting arenas 
are designed to appeal to white patriarchal culture in which violence, aggression, 
and alcohol consumption are encouraged as expressions of manhood. Tese 
sports arenas include predominantly white fans and black players, which inevita-
bly produces cultural clashes in a society organized in part by racial hierarchies.77 

2005 Dress Code 

In the aftermath of the brawl and the collective bargaining process, the NBA 
adopted a new dress code for players (not applicable to the predominantly white 
coaches or owners), to be enforced on opening day of the 2005–2006 basket-
ball season.78 Te dress policy restricted players from wearing shorts, T-shirts, 
throwback jerseys, trainers, sneakers, work boots, do-rags, chains, pendants, and 
medallions. Te players were required to wear collared dress shirts or turtlenecks, 
dress slacks or dress jeans, sport coats, and presentable shoes with socks when 
attending league events and not in uniform.79 According to Stern, “we decided 
that the reputation of our players was not as good as our players are, and we 
could do small things to improve that.”80 Further justifying the new policy, Stern 
explained: 
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Tere are different uniforms for different occasions. Tere’s the uniform you wear on 

the court, there’s the uniform you wear when you are on business, there’s a uniform 

you might wear on your casual downtime with your friends and there’s the uniform 

you might wear when you go back home. We’re just changing the definition of the 

uniform that you wear when you are on NBA business.81 

Stern’s executive decision to change the image of the NBA via dress elicited pro-
test and accusations of racism. 

Contesting the dress code, Stephen Jackson was quoted as saying that the 
“NBA’s new dress code is racially motivated.”82 Jackson was also quoted as saying, 
“as far as the chains, I definitely feel that’s a racial statement. Almost 100 percent 
of the guys in the league who are young and black wear big chains. So I definitely 
don’t agree with that at all.”83 Paul Pierce of the Boston Celtics said,“When I saw 
the part about chains, hip-hop and throwback jerseys, I think that’s part of our 
[black] culture. Te NBA is young, black males.”84 Allan Iverson, believed to be 
a strong motivation for the new dress code after wearing military fatigues, a do-
rag, and a baseball hat on an ESPN television broadcast, said, “Tey’re targeting 
my generation—the hip hop generation.”85 Vowing to protest, Iverson also said, 
“I dress to make myself comfortable. I really do have a problem with this. It’s just 
not right. It’s something I’ll fight for.”86 He was also quoted saying, “just because 
you put a guy in a tuxedo, it doesn’t mean he’s a good guy,”87 and “You can put a 
murderer in a suit, and he’s still a murderer.”88 

In a dismissive response to the players’ protest and public accusations of rac-
ism, Stern responded, “If the dress code affects black players more than others it 
is more because of circumstance than design.”89 Furthermore, regardless of the 
resistance from Black players who felt racially targeted by the new dress pol-
icy, Stern indicated with certainty that the dress code would be complied with 
since, from his perspective, the new dress code is in the best interest of the NBA 
image.90 Te possible consequences for violating the new policy included fines, 
game suspensions, and being fired. In response to players’ opposition to the pol-
icy, Stern took an authoritative stance: “If players are really going to have a prob-
lem, they will have to make a decision about how they want to spend their adult 
life in terms of playing in the NBA or not.”91 Stern’s veiled threat of unemploy-
ment for the players reinforced the weight of his comments. Allan Iverson, who 
initially strongly opposed the dress code, was later quoted as saying,“I don’t have 
a problem with it. I’ll do it for the rest of the season.”92 

Although Stern’s justification of the new policy rendered the hip-hop style 
of dress closely associated with professional basketball a “raceless” uniform, it is 
vital to recognize that hip-hop is far more than a mere uniform; rather, it is a 
cultural performance that represents a generation, a lifestyle, and a personae.93 

From a position always already mindful of whiteness, one can see how the dress 

127 Control, Discipline, and Punish 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

code—by banning throwback jerseys, work boots, do-rags, chains, pendants, 
and medallions—also limits expressions of blackness that are associated with 
hip-hop style. Reflecting upon the stance of the NBA against hip-hop styles of 
dress, Jeffrey Lane asserts that the league made a defiant decision to redefine its 
relationship to hip-hop.94 Taking further note of the NBA’s interests espoused 
via Stern, the dress code is a clear indication of the leagues’ move to separate dis-
tinctly from hip-hop culture, regardless of some player’s identification with the 
hip-hop generation. Even more indicative of the labor of whiteness in the NBA 
is the explicit ban of jerseys and sneakers, two items associated with hip-hop that 
also contributed significantly to the league’s $3 billion in league merchandise sales 
in 2004.95 Terefore, the implementation of the policy denotes a desire to con-
trol “blackness” for profit. In essence, cultural artifacts of hip-hop (“blackness”) 
are acceptable for sales, but not for image. To replace the banned items, the code 
called for collared dress shirts or turtlenecks, dress slacks or dress jeans, sport 
coats, and presentable shoes with socks—all of which are aligned with a white, 
upper-class style of fashion. Te dress code policy positioned Stern as superior, 
which affirms the historical ideology of white paternalism rooted in chattel slav-
ery. Terefore, the dress code in and of itself becomes symbolic of the desire to 
control and dilute the expression of blackness according to white norms. 

Implications 

Since 1989, the Center for the Study of Sport and Society and the Institute for 
Diversity and Ethics in Sport have released a Racial and Gender Report Card, 
grading the NBA on racial and gender representation. For the 2006–2007 sea-
son, the NBA remained an industry leader, earning an “A” for racial diversity, 
which supports the image of the NBA as a progressive organization. In addi-
tion, David Stern is one of the most highly acclaimed commissioners in sports 
history. Te NBA’s reputation as progressive league and cultural symbol, as well 
as Stern as symbolic representation of what a business leader should be, coupled 
with imagery of “good” and “bad” black men in the NBA, is important. Given 
U.S. American history, the cultural significance of Stern positioned as a white 
man overseeing a predominantly black playing workforce becomes exceptionally 
problematic. Our study suggests that Stern utilized his white male identity to 
assert power, maintain control, and reinforce the status quo of whites as the brain 
trust of the organization, while blacks were confined to their bodies and posi-
tioned at the mercy of whites. Terefore, while Stern embodies a strategic posi-
tion to protect organizational profit, the players are situated in tactical positions 
always in reaction to the [white] powers that be.96 We are not arguing that white 
men cannot be positioned as superior to black men in organizational hierarchies, 
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but rather we are offering a framework to critique the cultural implications of 
Stern’s performance. We illuminate one facet of the representation of the new 
racism, which is defined by the idea that race is insignificant and is no longer as 
prominent as it used to be. Our inquiry also offers a means for scholars to con-
tinue the close examination of the strategic performance of whiteness in sport at 
the intersections of multiple identities, such as race, sexual orientation, national-
ity, and gender. 

Randy Martin and Toby Miller comment, “If we are to think the world of 
sport, but also to imagine the world through sport, we begin to see that sport has 
more to teach us than can be learned from any single game.”97 We build on this 
perspective by asking scholars to consider what else we might find if we exam-
ine the performance of marginalized and/or privileged identities in the context 
of sport? We ask what additional lessons are being taught to multiple audiences 
through the NBA and in particular Stern? Commenting on the implications of 
race, Stern said, “Tat’s both fact of life and a cop-out, I deal with that as a mar-
keting problem, as a challenge. It was our conviction that if everything else went 
right, race would not be an abiding issue to the N.B.A. fans, at least not as long as 
we handled it correctly.”98 Stern articulated and normalized the dominant belief 
that race is insignificant, while privileging a white supremacist capitalist patri-
archal viewpoint.99 In fairness, it is also important to recognize that, like Stern, 
many black players are in pursuit of capitalistic profit and often publicly comply 
with (or at least do not publicly resist) dominant ideologies of whiteness. While 
their complicity in the context of history is both frightening and problematic, 
it is different from Stern’s efforts to appease, strengthen, and reproduce white-
ness. Tus, although both are likely driven by desire for profit, black male athletes 
are functioning on a “field of power” in which the rules, interests, and desires of 
whites are rooted at the foundation.100 Te predominantly white owners, man-
agers, coaches, advertising executives, media outlets, and consumers define the 
parameters in which black male professional athletes operate. While complicit, 
black athletes are packaged, sold, disciplined, and dehumanized under the gaze 
of whiteness as objects for voyeuristic consumption. Tey are situated as “infe-
rior” regardless of the price tag. Perhaps this reflects the mind-set of the fan who 
felt justified to throw a cup at Artest which sparked the 2004 Detroit brawl. 

Shome reminds us that whiteness is maintained not necessarily by overt dis-
plays of whiteness, but rather by its everyday “unquestioned racialized social rela-
tions that have acquired a seeming normativity and through that normativity 
function to make invisible the ways in which whites participate in, and derive 
protection from, a system whose rules and organizational relations work to their 
advantage.”101 Given this, it is vital that we continue to unpack Stern’s discourse to 
reveal its insidious contributions to the normalization of whiteness. When Stern 
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situates himself, or is situated, as white, he inhabits a cultural “position that is 
secured, maintained, and enjoyed through a structural deprivation of advantages, 
opportunities, and benefits to people of color.”102 Given Stern’s implicit loyalty 
to corporate interests, there are political, social, and economic implications for 
the NBA’s success as an organization that has “transcended” issues of race and 
racism, including but not limited to the negative representations of black mascu-
linity, affirmation of whiteness as superior, and the often forgotten yet appalling 
circumstances that surround most black males in contemporary U.S. American 
society. In this chapter, we have sought to address how a white man in a posi-
tion of extreme power, managing the black face of the NBA, begs our atten-
tion as critical scholars to be mindful of the importance of seemingly liberating 
“post-race” projects. In essence, we believe that there is a larger set of discursive 
principles being embedded in our beliefs and practices through sport that lends 
itself to the perpetuation of white superiority and black inferiority. In this vein, 
our analysis of Stern necessitates ongoing dialogue that critically reflects upon 
not only the workings of whiteness in sports but also the ways in which critical 
understandings of race and racism in sport can aid in positive social transforma-
tion. Tus, without critical and ongoing critiques of whiteness, people of all eth-
nic backgrounds will continue to ingest messages of indifference, dismissal, and 
disregard, which will subsequently stymie the movement for racial equality. 

Notes 

Tis chapter is derived from a larger dissertation project entitled White Eyes on Black Bodies: His-
tory, Performance, and Resistance in the NBA that was written by Rachel Griffin and advised by 
Bernadette Calafell. Both authors would like to thank the editors and the anonymous reviewers 
for their challenging questions and thoughtful remarks. Without their patient support, carving 
this chapter out of the larger project would have been far more difficult. 

1. Given the lack of agreement within the literature relied upon, the terms race and ethnicity 
will be used interchangeably throughout this chapter. 

2. From a critical standpoint, all of these events have rendered issues of race and racism in 
sport highly visible. In 1987, when asked if racial prejudice might explain the lack of blacks in 
Major League Baseball in managerial and ownership positions, Campanis responded,“No, I 
don’t believe it’s prejudice. I truly believe that they may not have some of the necessities to be, let’s 
say, a field manager, or perhaps a general manager. So it just might be— why are black men, or 
black people not good swimmers? Tey just don’t have the buoyancy.” In 1988, Jimmy (the Greek) 
Snyder was fired by CBS Sports after commenting on air that blacks were “bred” to be athletes. 
In 2005, Air Force Coach Fisher DeBerry was reprimanded for insinuating that his black players 
were faster than his white players. In 2007, Don Imus was suspended and then fired after refer-
ring to the women on Rutger’s basketball team as “nappy-headed hos” on his radio show. Also in 
2007, NFL coaches Lovie Smith and Tony Dungy were celebrated as the first two African Ameri-
can coaches to compete at the Super Bowl. Lastly, Kelly Tilghman was suspended for two weeks 
after suggesting that those who want to challenge Tiger Woods should “lynch him in a back 
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