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The Politics of Racism in Sport 

 

On April 28, 1967, world-class boxer Muhammad Ali became one of the first African-

American athletes to speak out against racial issues in the United States. Ali openly opposed the 

Vietnam War and resisted the draft, effectively sparking an anti-racism and anti-war revolution 

in the country. On August 26, 2016, San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick was 

noticed sitting during the American National anthem as a protest against racism and the senseless 

police killings of unarmed black people in the United States. Kaepernick’s protest, which 

continues until today, has sparked a national conversation about racist police practices and 

athletes’ roles as advocates for political change. We are yet to see if Kaepernicks’ actions will 

spark a revolution as important as Ali’s, but his actions have taken over the discourse in sports 

and undoubtedly started the process of a revolution, prompting modern athletes to become 

political activists.  

 

Muhammad Ali is perhaps the most well-known and important athlete to take a political 

stance again racism in America. After already garnering attention for converting to Islam and 

changing his name from Cassius Clay, Ali spoke out against the Vietnam war and resisted the 

draft, famously saying “Man, I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong” (Block). Ali quickly 

became one of the most hated public figures in the country in the prime of his career, stripping 

him of his best fighting years, costing him millions of dollars, forever altering his image, and 

eventually putting him in debt (Block). Ali believed strongly that the Vietnam War was wrong 

and racist, saying, “I won’t be used by powerful white men as a tool to kill other people who are 

fighting for their own beliefs and freedoms, and neither should you, especially if you’re poor 

and/or black” (Block). Ali sacrificed a lot of his career and money to stand up for what he 

believed in, and the impact of his actions were enormous. A month after Ali publically 

denounced the war and the draft, support for the war slipped below fifty percent for the first 
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time. Two months after Ali was convicted of draft dodging in June of 1967, only 27 percent of 

Americans approved the war (Block). Ali went on to become an advocate for the anti-war 

revolution and solidified himself as the peacemaker and counter-culture icon young Americans 

yearned for. 

 

Aside from Ali, the most famous display by athletes against racism in the United States 

came from Tommie Smith and John Carlos, gold and bronze medalists in the 1968 Mexico 

Olympics 200-meter dash. After the race, Smith and Carlos stepped into the winners podium 

decked out in black socks and gloves and raised their firsts above their heads, promoting black 

power and silently protesting discrimination against blacks in the United States (Chow). Smith 

and Carlos were expelled from the Olympic games and were criticized by the public, but the 

athletes were sick of experiencing racism and felt they had to do something. As Smith said, “it is 

very discouraging to be in a team with white athletes. On the track you are Tommie Smith, the 

fastest man in the world, but once you are in the dressing rooms you are nothing more than a 

dirty Negro" (Chow).  

 

Apart from Ali, Smith, Carlos, and a few other examples of black athletes standing up 

against racism in America, African American athletes have historically not been visible 

advocates for political change despite being the most visible symbols of black success. Hall-of-

Fame basketball player Charles Barkley famously said, "I am not a role model. Just because I 

dunk a basketball doesn't mean I should raise your kids" (Chow). Michael Jordan, perhaps the 

most talented and most famous black athlete of all time, had the same mindset. In 1992, Jordan 

was asked to support Harvey Gantt, a black Democrat in North Carolina who was running for the 

U.S. Senate. Jordan declined in order to benefit his sneaker company, reportedly telling a friend 

that Republicans buy sneakers too (Chow). Jordan’s stance is representative of the modern 

athlete, whose business and brand-focused attitude allows black athletes to make subtle political 

statements with T-shirts and tweets but discourages them from meaningful actions that could 

jeopardize their careers. For example, on November 30 of 2014, five St. Louis Rams players 

jogged onto the field with their arms raised by their heads, protesting the shooting death of 18-

year-old Michael Brown by invoking the gesture used before his murder. In December of 2014, 

NBA stars like Derrick Rose and Lebron James sported “I Can’t Breath” T-Shirts referencing the 
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final words Eric Garner uttered before being choked death by policemen. Actions like these have 

become more common in the past few years, but they are miniscule efforts in comparison to 

what could be done, and are not enough to have a real impact on society outside of the sports 

world. These gestures prove that in modern sports culture, there is too much money and fame at 

stake for athletes to risk everything by becoming a controversial political activist (Block).  

 

The fact that in recent decades so few black athletes have stood up against racial 

oppression is precisely why Colin Kaepernick, a black quarterback playing in the NFL (the 

biggest sports league in North America), kneeling during the National Anthem is so significant. 

America is a very nationalistic country that takes pride in their national anthem. Not only is the 

anthem sung ahead of every professional sports game in the country, but also people are 

expected to stand, take off their hats, put their hand on the heart, and sing along. Importantly, 

many Americans associate the national anthem with the American military, thus not standing for 

it is seen as disrespecting the military and those who have given their lives for the country. 

American militaristic pride is why much of the public is appalled by Kaepernick’s actions 

despite the quarterback explaining, “I'm not anti-American. I love America. I love people. That's 

why I'm doing this. I want to help make America better” (Witz). 

 In defense of his actions, Kaepernick said, "I am not going to stand up to show pride in a 

flag for a country that oppresses black people and people of color. To me, this is bigger than 

football and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way. There are bodies in the street 

and people getting paid leave and getting away with murder" (Wyche). Kaepernick added that 

like Muhammad Ali, he is willing to risk everything to stand up for what he believes in. "This is 

not something that I am going to run by anybody," Kaepernick said. "I am not looking for 

approval. I have to stand up for people that are oppressed. ... If they take football away, my 

endorsements from me, I know that I stood up for what is right" (Wyche). Kaepernicks’ actions 

have spiraled out in the world of sports, sparking a national conversation about how athletes can 

use their platform to raise awareness about issues affecting minorities in America, like 

systematic racism. Many athletes have commended Kaepernick for taking such a brave stance 

and few are even joining him in kneeling during the anthem. According to Kaepernick, "those 

conversations are important to have because the better we understand each other, the better we 



	 4	

know each other, the better we can deal and communicate with each other which ultimately 

makes everyone, puts everybody in a better position" (Witz). Kaepernick also announced that he 

would donate the first million of his $11.9 million salary this season to charitable organizations 

associated with his cause (Witz).  

 

 All across the world of sports, from soccer to football to baseball to basketball, athletes 

have a platform to stand up against the injustices of racism and the ability to become political 

activists and change the world. But for the most part they don’t. They don’t because they are 

scared. Scared that they will be hated by portions of the public, scared that they will lose money, 

and scared that they will lose the chance to play the one thing they know how to do and have 

trained their entire lives for. They are scared because the public views actions against racism as 

isolated cases of individuals like Kaepernick making a stand rather than a movement because 

they happen so rarely in modern sports. But if today’s athletes all rose to the challenge and stood 

up against the racial issues in America together, creating a national movement, it would be 

impossible for the leagues or the public to discipline them. After all, this is sport we are talking 

about and people are not going to boycott their favorite sport because athletes are standing up for 

what they believe in. 

Muhammad Ali realized in 1967 that racial problems in America are much bigger and 

more important than any athlete ever will be. Kaepernick realized this too, and he took a brave 

stand against racism that we have only seen the initial reaction to. Has Kaepernick started a 

revolution similar to Ali’s? We are yet to see. But one thing is for sure: Athletes, black and 

white, need to follow in Kaepernick’s footsteps. Athletes need to be brave and they need to stand 

up for what they believe. Because if a internationally beloved star and future billionaire like 

LeBron James can’t make a difference, who can? 
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