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Generational– 
Cultural Differences

Seeking Common Ground

Most people admire him professionally and like him per-
sonally. Those who know him best speak highly of him. 
Twenty-plus years of honorable service to the National 
Basketball Association as a player and coach will do 
that for a man’s reputation. It almost guarantees the 
opinions of Maurice Cheeks will reek of respect. “Profes-
sional” is a word commonly used to describe him, and 
so is “quiet.” Billy Cunningham, who coached Cheeks 
with the Philadelphia 76ers, had a habit of calling him 
“smart,” the ultimate compliment for a point guard, the 
position of leadership that Cheeks played. Then there’s 
the word “classy.” Over the years, Cheeks heard that one 
a lot, too.

And early one afternoon, he heard something else: the 
N-word.

Obviously, Cheeks was surprised. That was a new one. 
But just when he thought his ears had deceived him, 
he heard it again, according to those who witnessed the 
scene. That was the kind of angry talk that belonged in 
the 1920s from someone wearing a white hood, but this 
incident happened in 2005, and the offender was wear-
ing a do-rag. He was Darius Miles, who, like Cheeks, is 
black.
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The day after a loss to the Dallas Mavericks was not 
one to remember for the Portland Trail Blazers. Cheeks, 
the head coach, had seen enough from his dysfunctional 
team. He wasn’t the only one with a beef. Miles was irri-
tated after being yanked in and out of games by Cheeks, 
and he was fed up, too. They had a testy relationship, 
which isn’t uncommon between players and coaches in 
professional sports. But this one erupted into an ugly, 
frothy mess after Cheeks angrily singled out Miles while 
the team watched film in a meeting. That’s when Miles 
used specific words, none of which were “professional” or 
“quiet” or “smart” or “classy” or any of the usual descrip-
tions directed toward a man with 20-plus years of honor-
able service to the NBA.

If the shouting from Miles toward Cheeks was alarm-
ing, the aftermath was most interesting. When details 
of their confrontation were leaked and became public, 
the media didn’t know what to do with them. Had Miles 
been a white player and angrily dropped N-bombs on his 
black head coach, the national reaction would have been 
understandably volcanic. Newspapers and magazines and 
talk radio and Internet sites would have barbequed Miles 
over an open flame of strong opinions. His reputation 
would have been destroyed. His family members would 
have drawn the window curtains in shame, crawled under 
beds, and changed their home telephone number, if not 
their last name. That makes sense. Given the racist origin 
of the word, a white player would receive his comeup-
pance for daring to use it.

But because Miles was black, the watchdog media per-
formed a collective shrug, sensing the public was okay 
with blacks calling each other that word. The morning 
newspapers did mention that Miles “repeatedly used a 
racial epithet” but mostly left it at that. The local NAACP 
chapter did not picket or demand an apology. Jesse 
Jackson did not order a march on Portland, Oregon. 
Miles’ black teammates did not whip his ass or demand 
his immediate removal from the team, as they certainly 
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would’ve done had he been white. They brushed the inci-
dent aside and remained quite friendly with him.

And the Trail Blazers organization suspended Miles for 
only two games without pay while pleading with him to 
behave in a more civil manner. The only person outraged 
was Cheeks.

“Years ago, you would never think about talking to 
someone like that,” Cheeks said later, when he confirmed 
the altercation with Miles. “I don’t think anything would 
trigger that kind of response. But it’s different now, you 
know. It’s different.”

The difference certainly wasn’t evident on the surface 
between the two men. They were born on opposite ends 
of Illinois but essentially in the same world. Cheeks came 
from the hard side of Chicago, Miles from East St. Louis, 
a town sucker-punched for decades by corruption and 

the wisdom of Maurice Cheeks did not rub off in generous 
doses to Darius Miles during their days with the portland 
trail Blazers.
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drugs and so strapped for funds that it once had to sur-
render City Hall to settle a lawsuit. As city kids often do, 
Cheeks and Miles gravitated to the basketball courts to 
escape the constant knocks of the hard life. They quickly 
developed a passion for the game and began dribbling 
their way to a velvet-rope lifestyle that neither could 
fathom as children. They beat the incredible odds and 
reached the NBA and by chance ended up in the same 
locker room—Miles as a player and Cheeks now as a 
coach.

And that was the extent of their shared experiences. 
Their backgrounds were also “different,” as Cheeks men-
tioned, primarily because of their eras. As a child of the 
1970s, Cheeks did not enjoy the same perks of instant 
fame that some teenage basketball stars do today. His 
high school basketball games weren’t televised nation-
ally. Dick Vitale, the hyper basketball commentator, did 
not foam at the mouth at the mention of Cheeks. Small 
and skinny, he was never given free sneakers or fancy 
warm-up suits by the shoe companies that constantly 
stock AAU teams today. All he received was a scholar-
ship to West Texas State, a tumbleweed school in the 
bushes, and only because a high school teammate, the 
player West Texas really wanted, asked to bring Cheeks 
along. Cheeks called home during his freshman year and 
begged to return to Chicago. His mother told him she 
would simply drive him right back to Texas. So he stayed, 
and he prospered, and he earned his degree, making his 
family proud. He was a second-round draft choice by the 
Sixers, and his first contract paid him roughly what cur-
rent NBA stars spend on their monthly cell phone bills. 
He learned about the NBA world from the lap of Julius 
Erving, the great and eloquent Dr. J, and stayed clear of 
controversy or trouble.

“If Billy Cunningham told me to stand on top of that 
backboard,” said Cheeks, “I’d be on top of that back-
board. Or I’d keep jumping until I got there. There’d be 
no hesitation. Nowadays, you ask them to do that, they 
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say, ‘Why?’ I was taught to respect coaches and people 
in authority and to carry myself a certain way.”

Miles was an only child raised by his mother, Ethel, 
who drove a bus. For a while the family lived near drug 
dealers. He grew quickly, and by his early teens he was 
already the most celebrated prep basketball player ever 
raised in hardscrabble East St. Louis, America’s murder 
capitol in 1992 though only 50,000 people lived there. 
He was mentioned in several national magazines. After 
his junior year in high school, he knew he was on the 
fast track to the NBA and put his schoolwork second. 
When he failed to meet the minimum score on his col-
lege entrance exam to attend St. John’s University, fans 
at a rival high school cruelly mocked him by chanting, 
“S-A-T!” They were quickly drowned out by supporters 
yelling back, “N-B-A!” Anyway, whether or not he met 
the grade meant nothing. There would be no leafy college 
campus or thesis papers or long nights with baggy red 
eyes spent in the library for Miles—only basketball games 
played in plush professional arenas filled with adoring 
and sellout crowds. The Los Angeles Clippers made him 
the third selection overall in the 2000 NBA draft. At the 
time he was the highest high school graduate taken in 
draft history.

Miles was certainly ready physically for the sometimes 
punishing grind of the NBA schedule. His body was 
already long and lean, and he could jump in quick, pow-
erful bursts. But he was far from being ready mentally 
to carry himself like an adult, mainly because he wasn’t 
one. He was a teenager raised by a mother in the ’hood. 
For too many young black men, athletically gifted or not, 
such an upbringing isn’t a recipe for success in today’s 
America. In a grown-up world that was new and unfamil-
iar, Miles was affable and polite and grounded in some 
ways, but he was immature in others. He was suddenly 
his own boss. He had a measure of celebrity and money 
and bling and cheering fans and new friends and few seri-
ous worries. On the court, his work ethic and motivation 
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were questioned. Eventually, the Clippers traded him to 
Cleveland, which sent him to Portland, where he used 
a word in his vocabulary to address his coach, a proud 
black man from a different era.

It’s not that Cheeks had never seen a black player cop 
an attitude in his day. Of course he had. But none with 
the backing of Madison Avenue, which markets and 
exploits the most destructive force known to poor black 
kids: street credibility.

What Cheeks experienced was an up-close and very 
personal brush with one side of a growing division in 
black society. One group includes individuals who will 
reject the notion of conforming to mainstream America 
and will dress and behave and do whatever they please, 
regardless of what you and I think or what message it 
might send. When he was young and reckless and not 
nearly as wise as he is today, Charles Barkley once 
boldly announced himself as “a ’90s nigger. We do what 
we want.” The other side of the divide embraces a more 
conventional way of life and distances itself from any 
behavior or lifestyle that feeds the tired images that lump 
together an entire race. Incidentally, Barkley, a devoted 
father and celebrated deep thinker, is now clearly on 
this side.

With the influx of athletes in professional sports becom-
ing younger each year, the size of the nonconforming 
group gets bigger. Understand that this has nothing to 
do with cornrows and tattoos, the street-fashion choice 
among young black athletes. Please, let’s not make too 
much out of that. To judge people solely on a fashion 
statement is racial stereotyping at its worst. Those are 
harmless cosmetic trends that mean nothing, really. 
What we’re talking about is character—about conduct 
and vision and lifestyle choices.

Allen Iverson is a hero to fans of all colors, and not 
only because he’s a terrific scorer, exciting player, and 
courageously sacrifices his body every night. He has also 
developed a cult status because of the way he looks and 
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speaks and the way he thumbed his nose at authority a 
few times. His element of defiance is offensive to some but 
revered by others. Randy Moss gets high marks for many 
of the same reasons. Latrell Sprewell, after he choked 
his coach, became a martyr when he was slapped with a 
season-long suspension by the white commissioner of the 
NBA, and later a fan favorite at Madison Square Garden 
when he played for the Knicks. The core audiences for 
those players would struggle to make a deep spiritual 
connection with, let’s say, Greg Oden.

We’ve seen other scattered examples, where some ath-
letes “entertain” for their applauding white audiences. 
We’re very familiar with the orchestrated and over-the-top 
celebrations, especially in football, where white players, 
with few exceptions, rarely do much more than toss the 
ball to the referee. We know about the in-your-face con-
frontations, done with little or no regard for sportsman-
ship. We’ve endured several incidents of crimes involving 
black players in the NFL during a particularly trouble-
some stretch between 2005 and 2007, most famously by 
the Cincinnati Bengals and Pacman Jones, which forced 
the league to institute a strict behavior policy. These are 
the images commonly attached to black athletes, only 
because a few are willing to play those roles. When they 
do, they cultivate stereotypes. They give ammunition to 
the bigots and the ignorant.

The real shame is when this behavior becomes con-
fused with culture, because in fact this type of behavior 
and character has little to do with color or culture. It has 
everything to do with environment and circumstance. 
Which means, if you’re influenced a certain way in this 
day and age, you tend to carry yourself that way, whether 
you are white or black or born in the housing projects 
or on a tree-lined cul-de-sac. Of course, environment 
and circumstance are working against many in urban 
America, where black athletes continue to be produced 
at a disproportionate rate, where positive role models 
are scarce, where discipline and education and morality 
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aren’t always prioritized. Still, whatever image they proj-
ect is not a reflection on all black people or even all black 
athletes. It’s not cultural. If this were understood, there 
wouldn’t be sweeping generalizations made or beliefs held 
about an entire race.

“Image is exceedingly important,” said Dave Bing, the 
NBA Hall of Famer, “and the image of a lot of our young 
black athletes today is negative. Even though these 
guys are wealthy, they will never be accepted into the 
mainstream. We’ve got to start letting these guys know 
we have another generation that we’ve got to worry 
about. I think things have gotten out of hand. We just 
don’t have the same respect for each other that we had 
in years past.”

Bing stressed that only a small number of young black 
athletes insist on carrying this burden. He’s right, of 
course. I’m reassured that this wedge within the race 
isn’t entirely generational. It can’t be, because too many 
black athletes over the last dozen years have done noth-
ing to fall into racial typecasting. They’ve managed to 
conform to the norms while not losing sight of who they 
are or where they’re from. They’re the ones who provide 
a more accurate barometer for how blacks think and act 
and carry themselves in this society, both in and out of 
sports.

David Robinson is one of the most honorable men I’ve 
ever met, in and out of sports. He created, with his time, 
money, faith, and connections, a charter school in the 
most depressing section of San Antonio, where hope rarely 
reached children, mostly black, until Robinson magically 
appeared in their lives. Michael Jordan, lucky for us, 
was about as graceful as he was good. He has touched 
the lives of young black people in ways that you can’t 
imagine. Kevin Garnett went straight to the NBA from 
high school and never experienced the bumpy transition 
some feared when, as a 19-year-old, he was showered 
with the intoxicating trappings of money and fame. He 
showed more maturity than teammates 10 years older. 
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James Blake has an Arthur Ashe–like aura and is exactly 
the kind of representative we need, not only in tennis 
but in sports, period. Warrick Dunn, Tracy McGrady, 
Shaquille O’Neal, Ray Allen, Ken Griffey Jr., LaDainian 
Tomlinson, Jermaine Dye, Torii Hunter—the list is long 
and reassuring and filled with current-generation players 
who represent themselves well. But if these black athletes 
deserve a salute just for being responsible people, which 
is what we all should be, then what amount of scolding 
is proper for those who play to stereotypes?

“I’ve seen some situations that make you proud,” said 
former Packers great Willie Davis, the Hall of Famer. 
“Dwyane Wade, for example, is the kind of athlete you’d 
want to represent you in every way. He conducts himself 
well, and his performance is unbelievable. And then you 
have others who upset me because they don’t do anything 
to promote and build on what has been accomplished 
by those who came before them. These bad actors are 
demeaning, and they set an example that I’d rather not 
see from our people. I also get upset when, proportion-
ately, black athletes seem more likely to get caught up 
in bad situations away from the field, crime and things 
like that. The bad actors are constantly in and out of 
trouble.”

Davis and Bing speak for the proud old-school, the 
great pioneers who fought the very stereotypes that are 
flaunted today by those who insist on being ignorant and 
self-serving. “I was always very concerned about image, 
both on the field and off, when I played,” said Davis, with 
a heavy sigh. “I’m not saying every guy needs to be like 
that. But the bad actors need to think twice about what 
they’re doing.”

Obviously, every race has its conventional and uncon-
ventional types. White athletes get suspended, flunk out 
of college, and curse their coaches, too. Nobody has a 
monopoly on counterculture behavior. But the issue is 
which race of people is harmed most by this, in terms of 
public perception. There’s no question or debate about 
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that. It’s not even close. If a fair number of whites carry 
themselves a certain, off-centered way, nobody is chalk-
ing it up to white culture. But blacks stand more to lose, 
image wise, when a street mentality is perpetuated by 
someone who’s black. When that happens, sweeping 
indictments are made, widely held beliefs are reinforced, 
and black culture takes another unfair hit.

This isn’t restricted to sports. This strikes a nerve 
throughout black society and forces a race to conduct a 
much-needed self-inspection. It’s what encouraged Bill 
Cosby to switch from comedian to passionate community 
leader who lectured blacks on their ideas about raising 
children and conducting their lifestyle. The tendency of 
some blacks to embrace the very worst stereotypes was 
also captured with clever brilliance by comedian Chris 
Rock with his riff about how “I love black people, but I am 
tired of niggas,” who Rock says “ruin it for everybody.”

These prickly observations met with backlash, as 
expected, by some in a black society who are dead-set 
against airing dirty laundry in public and would rather 
keep attention focused on the white power structure. 
Cosby, in particular, was savaged by a number of blacks. 
They thought he was harping mainly on the downtrod-
den, who are powerless and vulnerable. But there was 
also a silent majority in the black community that took 
notice and lent support. Cosby became a refreshing 
voice, especially when compared to the dreadful collec-
tion of self-appointed black leaders who are fearful of 
criticizing the people they claim to represent. Cosby’s 
take was applauded by black teachers and scholars and 
parents, and he found himself besieged by invitations 
to spread the gospel in the places that need to hear it 
most. Arguably, Bill Cosby became the most important 
black man in America the moment he started preaching 
self-responsibility. Rock’s “I love black people” sketch, 
performed before a mostly black audience, drew an ova-
tion that was louder than the laughter. Not only was it 
funny, it was approved.
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Clearly, these two entertainers are not the only people 
in black America who take offense at those who feed the 
harmful stereotypes and images. With so many govern-
mental and societal forces against black people, why do 
some insist on being a force against themselves? Why, for 
example, has some popular black music been degraded 
by platinum-selling gangsta rappers, who glorify the N-
word and the ghetto in their tacky videos and gush about 
their bitches and ho’s? Rap is certainly well-represented 
in my iPod by those artists who are positive and thought-
ful. But somewhere, after KRS-One and Public Enemy 
and other great godfathers of hip-hop and rap, the lyrics 
and the message took a serious turn for the worse, to 
the point where it goes through heavy screening before 
it reaches my grade-school daughter. This music is quite 
a comedown from the romantic soul of Sam Cooke and 
inspirational vibe of Earth, Wind & Fire. And why has 
the black community as a whole endorsed this not only 
through silence, but in sales? Tell me: Did Dr. King really 
die just so some of us could breathe life into the very 
racist images he tried to destroy?

“Not everyone is into that hip-hop lifestyle,” said Len 
Elmore, the former NBA player, Harvard Law grad, and 
current broadcaster who grew up in working-class Brook-
lyn. “But if you go into certain areas, yes, that’s about all 
they have to hold onto. There’s not a lot of hope there. 
Some use that as an anthem and guiding force in their 
lives.”

Because sports often reflect society, and because of the 
high status and media visibility we give athletes, their 
behavior cuts deeper and reaches farther. That’s not 
particularly fair; all they do is play ball. But such is the 
celebrity-worshipping world we created. Given a choice, 
I’d rather have the eye of America trained on the legions 
of blacks from all walks who nourish their children, ele-
vate their communities, and show a willingness to mesh 
comfortably into the mainstream while staying true to 
their heritage. You can imagine my horrific reaction, for 
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instance, while watching the men’s 4 3 100-meter relay 
team at the Sydney Olympics, the biggest televised sports 
event of the year, conduct the longest and silliest victory 
lap in history. Suddenly, stereotypical misbehavior went 
global. As they danced around the track, Maurice Greene, 
Jon Drummond, Bernard Williams III, and Brian Lewis 
wrapped the flag over their heads, under their arms, and 
around their waists while making muscle poses, facial 
contortions, and even wearing their medals as monocles. 
They claimed they were only having fun. They admitted 
their mistake, and we must judge them on their body of 
work, not on a moment. But on that day, I could only 
shake my head and wonder what the world thought about 
us now. Until then, we had the good sense to confine that 
act to the States.

Both sides of the great black racial divide were played 
prominently and intensely during a turbulent 2005 
season for the Philadelphia Eagles. Several months 
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Sydney Olympics was accused of over-the-top celebration.
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before, they lost the Super Bowl to the New England 
Patriots, a better team, but not before two interesting 
developments took place. The first was the courageous 
effort by receiver Terrell Owens, who managed to play the 
entire game and strike fear into the Patriots despite a sore 
ankle he seriously damaged late in the regular season. 
The second was the astonishing final-minute meltdown 
by quarterback Donovan McNabb, who looked sluggish 
and unsure in the huddle and at the line of scrimmage 
while the Eagles tried in vain to mount a comeback.

Owens and McNabb didn’t have the best of relation-
ships, and the reasons were evident enough. They had 
different personalities; McNabb was quiet by compari-
son, though personable and easy going, whereas Owens 
was gregarious and outrageous. The other reason was 
jealousy. McNabb had a contract worth over $100 mil-
lion. Owens was one year into a contract he thought was 
already outdated and unfit for a player who clearly helped 
the Eagles reach the Super Bowl.

Despite the differences, McNabb never held a beef with 
Owens and even invited Owens to the annual parties held 
at the quarterback’s New Jersey mansion. But that wasn’t 
enough to pacify T.O., who mentioned how he “wasn’t the 
guy who got tired in the Super Bowl,” an obvious slap 
at McNabb. Owens later called McNabb a “hypocrite” 
and then seemed to question, in a thinly disguised way, 
McNabb’s blackness.

First, Owens charged McNabb with being a “company 
man.” Now that can be construed in a few ways. Either 
McNabb was simply loyal to an Eagles management that 
awarded him the big money and promoted him as the 
team’s star. Or McNabb was a house Negro. Owens left it 
up to us to decide. Then came an Owens interview with 
Michael Irvin, then a guest commentator for ESPN and 
a silly-acting player in his own right during an otherwise 
great career with the Dallas Cowboys. With McNabb 
struggling to perform through an abdominal injury, Irvin 
wondered if the Eagles would be better off with Brett 
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Favre as the quarterback, a suggestion wholeheartedly 
endorsed by Owens. With Favre being white, this struck 
a sensitive nerve with McNabb, who played a position 
once considered beyond the intelligence of blacks.

McNabb felt betrayed by Irvin but mostly by Owens. He 
wondered if their attacks amounted to a “black-on-black 
crime,” an unfortunate choice of words given that nobody 
was murdered, which happens far too often in urban 
America. But McNabb simply echoed the same phrase 
used earlier by Sam McNabb in a spirited defense of his 
son in a Philadelphia Daily News story. And no matter 
how clumsy either McNabb response was, their disap-
pointment was understandable. It only deepened when 
the publisher of the Philadelphia Sun, who also happened 
to be president of the Philadelphia branch of the NAACP, 
did a racial pile-on.

J. Whyatt Mondesire criticized McNabb for abandoning 
the scrambling ability that made him an extra threat, all 
for the intentional purpose of escaping the stereotype of 
the running black quarterback. Once again, McNabb’s 
authenticity as a black man was questioned, and once 
again by someone who was black.

The racial implications were obvious. A quarterback 
who has conducted himself professionally even during 
times of crisis, who obviously is intelligent, who was 
raised by both parents under one roof, whose style of play 
began to lean toward a more conventional manner for an 
NFL quarterback, and whose personality and character 
is more befitting of someone in mainstream America was 
somehow less black. Meanwhile, a flamboyant, mouthy, 
and belligerent receiver who can’t resist putting on a freak 
show in the end zone was somehow more black.

This kind of warped thinking supports a decades-old 
and self-defeating attitude in parts of black society, that 
someone who speaks good English and is educated and 
may even prefer rock music over rap has hopelessly 
lost his racial identity, if not his mind. His “blackness” 
comes into question, as if there’s a company manual 
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on how to be black. It’s just another reason why black 
society should be sensitive about self-created images and 
the astonishing value placed on street cred, which cel-
ebrates stupidity and self-destructive behavior. Get this: 
Owens acts a certain way and therefore he’s definitely a 
black man; McNabb doesn’t and therefore he’s not black 
enough. That’s another way of suggesting that one side 
of the great black divide is 100 percent pure, while the 
other Souled Out.

Nobody ever mentioned the word “sellout” and Allen 
Iverson in the same breath. The graphic story of how 
Iverson’s basketball skills helped him escape extreme 
poverty and danger in Hampton, Virginia, is so worn 
that it’s bald. How he was born to a 15-year-old single 
mother. How his family’s house sat above the city’s sewer 
line, which broke often and filled the floor with a layer of 
sludge, making his younger sister sick. How his natural 
father mainly stayed in jail and out of Iverson’s life. How 
a bowling-alley brawl at age 17 nearly halted his ath-
letic career at the high school level until an intervention 
by Governor Douglas Wilder reduced Iverson’s jail time 
to only four months. How he went to Georgetown and 
became a star. How he unveiled a head full of cornrows 
at the NBA All-Star Game, starting a follicle trend, which 
further endeared him to teenage fans in urban America 
and wannabes from the suburbs. He is truly an American 
success story.

But because of his grim background and his disre-
gard for the mainstream, Iverson made no apologies for 
tweaking authority figures, especially coaches, or being 
cited for carrying a concealed weapon, or being accused 
of threatening to kill a family member during a domes-
tic spat. He felt he owed it to himself to be himself, no 
matter what images it sent, and also owed it to the many 
kids in Hampton who grew up like him. Even when Iver-
son turned 30 and the media, anxious for a new angle, 
started applauding Iverson’s delayed maturity, he suf-
fered embarrassing lapses. Shortly after being named 
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captain of the 2004 Olympic team, he missed practice, 
and two years later he arrived late the night of the 76ers’ 
final home game, which was Fan Appreciation Night.

In one sense, Iverson’s willingness to inspire black kids 
who have little or nothing is commendable. He did not 
dump his friends from Hampton once he made the NBA. 
He showed the neighborhood kids an honorable way to 
make good money. Ask any of his teammates, past and 
present, in the NBA, and they’ll tell you Iverson is one 
of the most genuine people they’ve ever met, that he has 
a good soul underneath the tattoos. Feel free to wonder 
if Iverson blew a big chance to be a trailblazer, given his 
clout in urban America. Wouldn’t it have been helpful 
had he returned to college to get his degree or if he dem-
onstrated the importance of being prompt? And not gone 
on a silly rant about “practice,” as he did when his coach 
merely asked him to attend a few? Or not mocked the 
NBA’s dress code, which was only meant to make young 
black men keep their oversized shirts and bling and baggy 
pants at home and appear presentable and respectable 
while on the job? Wouldn’t the kids in Hampton, almost 
none of whom have any chance of being NBA stars them-
selves, gain more from that? Wouldn’t they adopt those 
critical life lessons and apply them in school and beyond? 
Or would Iverson lose his authenticity and connection 
and street cred with that audience?

On that latter note, Iverson definitely stood to suffer, 
in terms of bankability, on Madison Avenue had he gone 
mainstream and, in effect, sold out. The companies 
that flocked to Iverson did so largely because he was a 
thrilling player to watch and a tough little guy who con-
stantly scored against bigger and stronger players. No 
question. But there was the other side of Iverson they 
wanted to exploit, too. He reflected well on the street. In 
that regard, he wouldn’t have nearly as much appeal if, 
let’s suppose, he wore a corporate haircut or constantly 
preached religion. He could not be the basketball version 
of Will Smith.
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The footwear of choice for many of Iverson’s followers 
was sneakers, and it made him Reebok’s biggest bas-
ketball spokesman. Like other professional athletes, he 
couldn’t touch Michael Jordan for sales, but Iverson, 
much edgier than Jordan, managed to tap into another 
vein nonetheless. A company whose financial health 
depended in part on the image it sent to urban kids and 
suburban wannabes had its Basketball Jesus, someone 
who gave Reebok street cred. And regardless of any nega-
tive connotations that came with that, street cred meant 
money, and no company ever turned down the chance 
to make as much bank as possible.

In a sense, the professional sports leagues are capi-
talizing on bad behavior by all athletes, especially the 
stereotypical kind by blacks. It was no coincidence that 
Randy Moss had the highest-selling NFL jersey in the 2005 
season, his first with the Raiders, even though it was a 
noticeably poor season by Moss’ standards and the Raid-
ers were losers. Even without scoring tons of touchdowns, 
Moss still had a street image that he cultivated the moment 
he entered the NFL, and that image stayed with him from 
Minnesota to Oakland. Iverson’s jersey is a big seller for the 
NBA, and in an interesting twist, Kobe Bryant’s jersey sold 
briskly the year after a rape charge was brought against 
him, a charge that ultimately fizzled and was settled out of 
court. Then there’s the pot of gold created by video game 
cartridges, some of which emphasize end-zone dancing and 
hip gyrating done primarily by digitally enhanced black 
cartoon characters. Yes, stereotypical behavior has gone 
cyberspace in a big and profitable way.

What the sports leagues have discovered, to the delight 
of their financial health, is that the same black athletes 
the leagues claim to distance themselves from are making 
millions for the leagues by way of licensed apparel, the 
cash cow of the new millennium.

“The athlete in the 21st century has become completely 
commodified,” said Harry Edwards, the sports sociologist. 
“He has become a marketing vehicle to sell the game and 
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the products. The dancing and acting up in the end zone, 
the NFL doesn’t want it to go too far, but if they wanted to 
eliminate it, they could. They want the athlete out there 
doing it because of the marketing success, the jerseys 
that it will sell, and the people who will be talking about 
it in the office the next day.”

Thankfully, there are limits to commercialism, which 
explains why Ron Artest wasn’t exactly overwhelmed with 
endorsement offers after he punched his way through 
the stands and instigated the NBA’s saddest hour, the 
infamous brawl that interrupted the Pacers–Pistons 
game in 2004. In the span of roughly 20 raw minutes, 
the disturbing images of large black men committing 
acts of violence were replayed before a country too often 
bombarded by such nonsense on the 6 o’clock news. A 
few black men gave fodder to popular attitudes within 
a society that makes the connection between thuggish 
tendencies and black males.

An unnecessarily hard foul from Artest on Ben Wal-
lace resulted in Wallace shoving Artest by the throat, 
and then Artest retreating to a scorer’s table, where he 
lay down, seemingly in an effort to mock and inflame the 
situation. This certainly was nothing new for Artest. In 
short time, he replaced Dennis Rodman for stupidity and 
nuttiness by bashing a TV camera and hurling small TV 
sets from courtside tables at Madison Square Garden, by 
giving cheap shot fouls, and by other unsportsmanlike 
behavior that managed to suck thousands of dollars in 
fines from his wallet. 

Artest came from the Queensbridge projects just across 
the East River in New York, where he was viewed as a 
saint by people who knew firsthand about his soft and 
caring side. True enough, Artest was almost childlike 
in nature, naïve to a degree about the real world, which 
amused his teammates and coaches, first at St. John’s 
and then in the NBA. But Artest clearly had anger issues, 
and they flared once again when a dim-witted fan at the 
Palace in suburban Detroit approached and hurled a cup 
of liquid onto Artest’s chest.
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In a reflex action, Artest charged through the stands 
and began throwing roundhouse rights at the person 
he thought was guilty, thus starting the madness. Even 
more inexcusable than Artest was Stephen Jackson, his 
teammate, who went looking to make blood, not peace. 
Funny thing about Jackson—two years later he was 
cited for firing his gun in the air outside a nightclub in 
Indianapolis, forcing NBA commissioner David Stern to 
issue a plea to his players: “Leave your guns at home.” 
The mob mentality at the chaotic Palace also sucked in 
Jermaine O’Neal, who didn’t have anywhere near the rap 

ron artest sparked a nasty scene when he charged after 
a fan into the stands during a game between the Indiana 
pacers and Detroit pistons.
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sheet of Artest but who nonetheless applied one of the 
most vivid shots of the night when he cold-cocked a fan 
who made the mistake of venturing onto the court, look-
ing for a piece of the action. Lost in the reaction to the 
riot was the fact that several black athletes and coaches 
desperately tried to police the situation in a responsible 
manner—but by then, it was too late. The images were 
already packed and gift-wrapped and ready to be spread 
by a media age that gravitated toward shocking footage. 
The black athlete was again under siege, partly by his 
own doing.

Not surprisingly, Artest wasn’t universally condemned 
over the ensuing days by his fellow black athletes. Not 
wanting to risk alienating themselves from the fraternity, 
most repeated the company line, saying, “I would’ve done 
the same thing had I been under attack,” even though a 
cup of liquid barely constitutes being under attack. Any 
criticism of Artest by other NBA players was mildly placed. 
Few dismissed Artest and the others for perpetuating yet 
another round of stereotypes that a weary black society 
had to deal with. Instead of blaming the people respon-
sible for sending a bad message, most critics inside and 
outside the NBA blamed anyone in the sports world who 
dared to make any racial leap of faith.

Not until the following season, when Artest selfishly 
asked for more shots and played the victim in an inter-
view with the Indianapolis Star newspaper that ultimately 
got him traded to Sacramento, did his teammates finally 
take a tough stand. And it came from O’Neal, who lost 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in fines and suspen-
sions when he blindly followed Artest into the riot. O’Neal 
said he was through making sacrifices for Artest, and you 
only wonder what took him so long.

The only other good news to emerge from the spectacle 
was that even the hip-hop community, quite literally, 
wasn’t buying Artest. When he showed poor judgment by 
using the media storm to promote a group of singers he 
bankrolled, the tactic didn’t work, and the CD didn’t sell. 
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And then, after being sent to the Sacramento Kings in 
2007, Artest was charged in a domestic spat. He couldn’t 
run from trouble, or hide.

What players like Artest fail to show a suspicious 
America is that most blacks in this country aren’t poverty 
stricken or severely challenged educationally. Far from it, 
actually. Fact is, the black middle class is booming, larger 
than ever before. There are swelling suburban pockets 
outside Atlanta and Washington and New York that are 
filled with Huxtables, the fictional yet functional family 
from The Cosby Show. Test scores for black students in 
all walks of society are up (though not at the levels of 
whites or Asian-Americans) as are the numbers enrolling 
in college. The American Dream, once sheer fantasy for 
a majority of blacks during Jim Crow and even as recent 
as the late 1960s in this country, is not only well within 
reach, it’s being squeezed in some cases.

When raised in a caring, two-parent household, exposed 
to a wide variety of educational experiences, and prop-
erly taught how to conduct themselves in a reasonable 
manner by responsible role models, these black kids have 
the same cheery outlook as their white neighbors. What a 
surprise. Of course, that doesn’t come with a guarantee. 
It doesn’t mean some kids won’t drift and become socially 
inept. It doesn’t mean they won’t become unwed teenage 
parents. It doesn’t mean they won’t go on a killing spree 
in a shopping mall. But with only 13 percent of juvenile 
delinquents coming from families with the biological 
mother and father in the house, it does reduce the odds 
somewhat significantly. That’s what a firm foundation 
does for children. It gives them a tremendous head start 
to succeed in society as adults. It prepares them for life’s 
challenges and teaches them how to handle a variety of 
tricky situations.

And then there are the blacks left behind in our rotting, 
neglected urban communities, such as Queensbridge. 
They never recovered from the white man’s racism. 
They’re still largely victimized by substandard educational 



Souled Out?

��

opportunities, drugs, alcoholism, crime, menial jobs, 
limited motivation, absentee fathers, and teenage moth-
ers. And bigotry—because they are the most vulnerable 
blacks and thus the easiest to discriminate against.

This doesn’t mean a kid raised by an overwhelmed 
mother in the projects will definitely become a criminal. 
It doesn’t mean he or she will drop out of high school and 
become a teenage parent. It doesn’t mean this kid will 
drift from one dead-end job to another and be sentenced 
to a life of living paycheck to paycheck. But 85 percent 
of teenage prisoners grew up in fatherless homes, so it 
increases the odds somewhat significantly. That tends 
to happen to the average black child tagged with these 
disadvantages. In the race of life, they’re five paces behind 
at the start and will pick up too much heavy baggage 
along the way to catch up to the pack.

The options for these kids, as they grow, are limited 
because of their circumstances. There will be no weekend 
trips to Disney World, nights at the opera, or summers 
spent in Paris visiting the Louvre. Most days, for the boys 
anyway, it’s an afternoon spent on the football fields 
or basketball courts. Their parents, or parent in most 
cases, may struggle to pass down the gift of knowledge, 
unlike middle-class black parents, who tend to be col-
lege educated themselves. Too often, poor single teenage 
mothers who don’t have a firm grip on life, or haven’t 
experienced much life, are burdened with the task of 
being the primary role model for their kids. Therefore, 
kids aren’t being raised by adults. Kids are being raised 
by kids. Babies are teaching babies.

This is the incubator in which black athletes, those who 
reach the professional level or simply play in college, are 
created. They’re not flooding the NCAA or NBA or NFL 
from suburbia. They’re coming straight off the unforgiving 
streets. They’re poor and desperate. This is no surprise 
or revelation. This has been going on for decades.

But there’s an interesting new twist. The black athletes 
who reach the pros in this era tend to be younger than 
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ever before. Teenagers are being thrust into an adult 
world and told to act like one, or expected to, anyway. 
That’s just not reasonable for some. That often means 
even with the small army of advisors and counselors 
assigned to that young pro player, he might stick with 
the habits he learned from the streets.

“You have to understand,” said Kenny Smith, the ex-
NBA player turned TV personality, “the people who are 
mentors can teach these athletes a lot of things, but they 
can’t teach them how to be a star and deal with a lot of 
money. They can’t show them how to deal with those 
vices and the availabilities that athletes have. The fame. 
The number of women. The new friends. The luxuries. 
Doors are open that aren’t normally open. Not only are 
they opened, they’re kicked in. You’re exposed to a world 
that really is a music video. And nobody can prepare 
someone for that, unless they’ve been there before. Most 
haven’t.”

Another factor is money. A big factor, actually. When 
it appears a teenager might be talented enough to play 
sports for a living, he becomes instantly empowered. 
In poor families, which obviously are quite common in 
urban America, he’s suddenly seen as the breadwinner, 
the provider, the winning lottery ticket. That changes the 
attitude of people around him, especially if those people 
have dreams of becoming dependent on him for their own 
welfare. At 17 and 18, an age when he should be getting 
advice, he’s giving it. He’s suddenly the boss of the house, 
and everyone tells him what he wants to hear.

Perhaps this was the case with Darius Miles, who had 
tremendous athletic ability in his favor but almost no 
idea at first how to balance it with maturity and wisdom. 
Truth is, Miles should never even have been a member of 
the Trail Blazers, should never have been in a position to 
cuss at his coach and use the N-word. He was supposed 
to have a long career with the team that drafted him, 
the Clippers. But weary of waiting for Miles to mature 
on and off the court, the Clippers gave up on him fairly 
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quickly, unusual for someone drafted so high and con-
sidered to be a big part of the team’s future. Curiously, 
Miles became expendable the year after the Clippers, in 
perhaps their wisest decision in franchise history, traded 
for Elton Brand.

Brand was raised in Peekskill, New York, a town 25 
miles north of New York City that’s a suburb in name 
only. Peekskill is strictly blue collar with gritty streets 
and a healthy population of poor blacks, which makes it 
decidedly unique in upscale Westchester County, pep-
pered with estates and old money.

Like Miles, Brand was mostly raised by his mother, 
a shy woman who nonetheless demanded and received 
respect from her son. As he grew tall and strong, Brand 
began taking daily train trips south to New York to play 
summer-league basketball, and he ultimately made his 
high school team a state power. But most impressive 
about Brand very early was his character. The rough side 
of Peekskill couldn’t touch that. There was no nonsense 
about him or a hint of trouble. He went to Duke and in two 
years became the finest basketball player in the country 
and the top draft pick overall by Chicago. When the Bulls 
foolishly traded him, Brand quickly became the graceful 
face of the Clippers franchise, someone who combined 
charm and intelligence and leadership with solid play 
to gain respect. He took it upon himself to join UNICEF 
and fight AIDS. In that sense, as a success story and 
inspiration to those who share his background, Brand 
became the ultimate stereotype-buster. He proved that 
not every black athlete raised poor by a single parent will 
turn out alike.

While Brand helped lead the Clippers to the playoffs 
in the 2005-2006 season, Miles lapsed into another irra-
tional act of defiance. He changed into street clothes at 
halftime during a game late in the season. This irritated 
Nate McMillan, who had replaced Maurice Cheeks as 
coach prior to the season, and who also happened to be 
black. But at least Miles showed progress, in one regard. 
The only N-word McMillan heard was Nate.


