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THE ANATOMY OF
SCIENTIFIC RACISM

Racialist Responses to Black Athletic Achievement

Patrick B. Miller

IN THE LATE 19405, a highly regarded critic for the New York Times wrote that the modern
dance revolution had opened the way for black Americans to find themselves as “creative
artists.” The widespread embrace of new choreographic styles had enabled them, John
Martin asserted, to “release in communicative essence the uninhibited qualities of the
racial heritage, no matter what the immediate subject of any specific dance might be.”
Martin’s survey text (republished in 1963 and in 1970) ranged over a large number of
themes. But what stood out, from first version to last, was the chapter “The Negro Dance,”
with its persistent references to the “intrinsic” and the “innate.” One feature of the Negro
dancer, Martin insisted, “is his uniquely racial rhythm”:

Far more than just a beat, it includes a characteristic phrase, manifested throughout the entire
body and originating sometimes so far from its eventual point of outlet as to have won the de-
scription of “lazy. . . . Closely allied to this pervasive thythm is the wide dynamic range of his
movement itself, with, at one extreme, vigor and an apparently inexhaustible energy (though,
be it noted, a minimum of tension), and at the other extreme, a rich command of relaxation.!

For all their contributions to jazz and modern dance, Martin declared, African Americans
had been “wise” not to take up acadernic ballet, “for its wholly European outlook, history
and technical theory are alien to [them] culturally, temperamentally and anatomically” He
went on:

In practice there is a racial constant, so to speak, in the proportions of the limbs and torso and
the conformation of the feet, all of which affect body placement; in addition, the deliberately
maintained erectness of the European dancer’s spine is in marked contrast to the fluidity of
the Negro dancer’s, and the laiter’s natural concentration of movement in the pelvic region is
similarly at odds with European usage,?

If other commentators have advanced less meticulous formulations than Martin’s, they
have unselfconsciously—but no less emphatically—stacked value judgments upon matiers
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of “scientific” measurement without addressing either the segregation and racial prejudice
that largely contributed to the development of distinctive social customs and expressive
cultural practices or the hard work, discipline, and creativity that distinguish artistic inno-
vations irrespective of color or culture.

Indeed, by underscoring “a minimum of tension” or “a rich command of relaxation”
among black performers, many white intellectuals like Martin have surveyed an enormous
distance between what has been studied, which those image makers exalted for a particular
conciseness, cleverness, and formality, and what they believed to inhere and thus could dis-
parage as free or flowing or loose. At one level, references to the “pelvic region” derive from
an expansive European and U.S, literature that has reduced racial and cultural difference to
matters of sexuality. At another, the insistent contrast between mind and body within the
Western tradition renders black physicality as a kind of compensation for the absence of
cerebral qualities and the traits of a purportedly advanced, or advancing, culture.?

Beginning in the eatly nineteenth century, the distinctions that eventually found their
way into Martin’s appraisals were becoming central elements of what was considered pio-
neering scholarship in anthropology as well as the “seientific” study of history; helping to
define Western notions of civilization. Critically, an observation concerning the “natural
concentration of movement” of African Americans, when contrasted to the ideal of “Euro-
pean usage,” was meant to reinforce a longstanding hierarchy of values and standards, with
the cultural achievements of the Continent at its head. Long before Martin measured
the “aniquely racial rhythm” of jazz dancers against the accomplishments of ballerinas,
to differentiate was for many European-American commentators to denigrate. When
African-American artists and athletes pursued excellence within the boundaries of West-
ern aesthetic and agonistic traditions, they encountered more than customary biases and
myriad discriminatory acts. They confronted a discourse of difference, which, inscribed as
a set of “racial constants,” effectively discounted the efforts of black Americans or denied
the cultural significance of their achievements.

Ultimately, this particular dimension of the politics of culture has engaged a vast schol-
arship that ranges far beyond the history of racial relations in the United States. Within
one frame of analysis, the origins and development of the discourse of difference have
been examined specifically with regard to the Nazi eugenic theories that finally marked
Jews and gypsies, as well as homosexuals, for extermination. Such cultural boundary
marking has also been assessed with consideration of the linkages between gender and race
in the construction of hierarchies of privilege and subordination over time. As scholars of
postcolonial ideology and experience have demonstrated, furthermore, the ranking of
racial traits—especially as it has elaborated the dichotomy between mind and body—con-
tinues to serve as a means of suppressing the claims of people of color around the world.
What remains is the relationship between the pseudoscience of racial difference and the
pernicious social policies it both inspires and informs.t

It is significant, then, that even those who endeavor to expose and thus dispose of the
cultural hierarchies predicated on the tired old versions of ethnicity and race have lately
become involved in earnest and extensive debates over Charles Murray and Richard
Herrnstein's The Bell Curve, an elaborate ranking of so-called racial and ethnic groups in
terms of IQ—with African Americans at the bottom of the list. Scholars have also felt com-
pelled to address the claims made by Dinesh D’Souza, who in The End of Racism, has gone
so far as to describe the civilizing and Christianizing effects of slavery on the majority of




blacks in the United States.s In such instances, progressive writers and educators must still
regularly engage the persistent stereotypes concerning the “natural” Physical abilities of
blacks, which are said 1o explain the “dominance” of African Americans in sports such as
basketball and football,

To account for achievement in biologically essentialist terms effectively discounts the
traits identified with “character”: discipline, tourage, sacrifice. And therein les the signifi-
cance of inquiries into racial science when they have been applied to athletics. Ultimately,
the questions of who can run faster or jump higher are simplistic, but they are pernicious
as well as foolish if conceived a5 measures of innate racial difference. In light of this ongo-
ing cultural dynamic, john Martin’s observations not only help us understand the anat-
omy of racialist thinking in historical terms. Their similarity to more recent comments
reminds us of the persistence of “academic” racism in contemporary American society.

Sinee “race matters,” as the title of one of Cornel West’s recent books avows, we need to
discuss not only why it should but when it should not—in judgments of individual abili-
ties and accomplishments, With regard to the historical construction of racial categories,

savvy, disciplined, and controlled—has stood in striking contrast to prevailing images of
black male athletes, able and all too willing to shatter backboards with their slam dunks.
And if that juxtaposition appears too stark and simple—in light of the widespread recog-
nition of what was Michael Jordan’s mastery, not just of the mechanics of his game, but
also of modern medja techniques-—we can turn to the lecture hall. “I don’t know whether
Or not most white men can Jjump,” the historian of science Stephen Jay Gould wrote during
The Bell Curve controversy:

And I don’t much care, although T suppose that the subject bears some interest and marginal
legitimacy in an alternate framing that avoids such biologically meaningless categories ag

ston, I suppose, as an acceptable surrogate for what really troubles people of good will (and
bad, although for other reasons),”

of human diversity, still placing population groups up and down a
vertical axis of accomplishment, suggests another significant topic. Without discussing the
economic and educationa] practices that mark “racial” distinctions in the United States,
without €Xamining the concepts of whiteness and blackness in cultaral terms, and without
recognizing the facts of mixed heritage, most racialist formulations have had as their ob-
jective the demonstration of African-American inferiority, for example, on intelligence
tests. But judgments about culture or ideologies of success alsg come in response to blgck
achievement. Frequently, in reaction to triumphs by African Americans, we hear explana-
tions that qualify excellence fashioned out of the notion of “natural ability”

playing fields during the first decades of the twentieth century, mainstream comtnentators
abandoned the athletic creed that linked physical prowess, manly character, and the best
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features of American civilization. Although many African Americans had subscribed to the
ideal that achievement in sport constituted a proof of equality, 2 mechanism of assimila-
tion, and a platform for social mobility, the recognition successfut black athletes actually
received from many educators and journalists explained away their prowess by stressing
black anatomical and physiological advantages or legacies from a primitive African past®

Many academicians, beginning in the nid-nineteenth century, thus turned away from
the discourse of culture when interpreting the physical talents of blacks—and other
Others. As they became engrossed in the “scientific” analysis of racial difference, various
anthropologists and anthropometrists reached for their calipers and tape measures n
search of a gastrocnemius muscle with a certain diameter of of an elongated heel bone in
order to explain the success of certain sprinters or jumpers. In the dominant discourse, an
individual's performance was bound to attributes ascribed to the group of his or her ori-
gin. Such a racialized view of excellence defined the physical accomplishments of Euro-
peans in terms of diligence and forethought, the application of the mind to the movements
of the body, while it framed the achievements of people of color with words such as
“patural” and “innate” Ultimately, then, racialized responses to the athletic as well as the
artistic accomplishments of blacks have served both to shape and reinforce prevailing
stereotypes. In so doing, they have also served to rationalize exclusionary social practices
and discriminatory public policies.

THE HISTORY OF RACIAL RANKING
The construction of racial typologies can be traced in general terms to Aristotle’s attempt
to justify slavery. Pictorial representations of Africans dating back to Greek antiquity, as
well as the patterns of thought that shaped the characterization of Caliban and Othello, for
instance, undergird modern European racism. Such images speak to a lengthy history of
racial boundary marking and the color coding of culture. Yet it is in the mid nineteenth-
century writings of Joseph Arthur, Comte de Gobineau, that many scholars perceive the
racist ideologies that first alluded to measurable distinctions and pretended to scientific
objectivity. In The Inequality of Human Races {1853-1855), Gobineau asked: “Is there an
inequality in physical strength?” His answer, according to the intetlectual historian Elazar
Barkan “mixed aristocratic pessimism, romanticism, theology together with biology, all of
which became part of a shared European value system based on racial differentiation.”
“The American savages, like the Hindus, are certainly our inferiors in this respect, as are
also the Australians. The Negroes, 100, have less muscle power; and all these people are in-
finitely less able to bear fatigue.”¥0

Gobineaw's observations, which extended to three printed volumes, leapt from individ-
ual display to the characteristics defining a group, thus exposing powerful exceptions to
exceedingly flimsy generalizations. The anthropology devoted to the ranking of peoples
nevertheless had enormous influence, not despite but because of the inconsistencies in the
criteria it used to render innate and immutable distinctions between population groups.
What Gobineau implicitly promulgated was a bipartite notion of culture: the Western tra-
dition involved social developrments and creativity; the accomplishments of non-Western
peoples derived from natural selection and genetics. If, for those who succeeded Gobineau
as taxonomists of culture, Shakespeare and Beethoven illustrated European civilization,
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then Darwin and Galton explained all the rest. Ultimately, the African or the African
American could not win within such a framework, not even on the playing fields.!

Such assertions about Buropean superiority, as strained as they were, also constituted
arguments for white supremacy. The ideology of empire thus incorporated the so-called
feeble races into elaborate systems of hard labot: the institution of slavery in the United
States and colonial workforces elsewhere around the world. Stamina, therefore—as a kind
of brutish endurance, the ability to “bear fatigue”—would ultimately be conceived as a
trait characterizing subject peoples who would work on the plantations and in the mines
that fed, clothed, and enriched imperialism. Yet, at the same time, persistence—the exalta-
tion of hard work and steady accumulation—also stood as a key feature of nineteenth-
century interpretations of the rise of modern civilization; bourgeois values and the
doctrine of possessive individualism extolled toil over time above the heroic acts conven-
tionally associated with generals and kings. To render this cruel paradox in somewhat dif-
ferent terms: the supposed hardihood characterizing people of color was used to justify the
exploitation of their labor. Simultaneously, the cultivation of hardihood, as suggested by
exhortations to the strenuous life from Theodore Roosevelt in the United States and his
counterparts across the North Atlantic, was intended to (re)invigorate various imperial
elites. Neither the ideologues like Gobineau nor the imperialists they informed ever ad-
dressed the illogic of these patterns of thought, which only begins to suggest the contin-
gency and opportunism of such putatively “scientific” formulations.*?

At the turn of the century, standard reference books continued to include broad gener-
alizations about racial difference based on observations and measurements, Under the
subject heading “Negro,” the canonical Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1895 distinguished be-
tween cranial capacities (an average European, 45 ounces; Negro, 35; highest gorilla, 20
and underscored a differential development of the cranial sutures wherein the “premature
ossification of the skull” was said to account for the intellectual limitations of blacks. Sig-
nificantly, such prematurity was said to result in “the inherent mental inferiority of the
blacks, an inferiority which is even more marked than their physical differences.”’? Later
versions of these notations would accentuate the so-called primitive features of the Negro
physiognomy in order to explain the relative failure of African Americans—in the aggre-
gate—on intelligence tests. Such references would also inform the doctrine of racial eugen-
ics as it was elaborated on both sides of the Atlantic.!¢

By 1900, however, another dimension of scientific racism could be discerned. Rather
than simply reinforce prevailing notions of Negro inferiority, experts felt compelled to ac-
count for the extraordinary achievements of some black athletes. In the face of an increas-
ing number of victories posted by African Americans, the mainstream culture began to
qualify the meanings of excellence in sport. The Encyclopaedia Britannica had described
“the abnormal length of the arm, which in the erect position sometimes reaches the knee-
pan, and which on an average exceeds that of the Caucasian by about two inches,” and “the
low instep, divergent and somewhat prehensile great toe, and heel projection backwards
(‘lark heel’)” Increasingly, these specifications would be advanced as reasons for black suc-
cess in sports. Thus, in 1901 the champion sprint cyclist Marshall “Major” Taylor was
X-rayed, as well as measured up and down by a number of French medical anthropolo-
gists, in an effort to reveal the source of his triumphs in the velodrome. In similar terms,
comment on the speed of the black Olympian John Taylor, and on the prepossessing
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strength of the heavyweight champion boxer Jack Johnson a few years later, included “sci-
entific” speculation.

'Throughout the twentieth century, it would often be the accomplishments of people of
color in the realm of sport that particularly vexed and intimidated those who endeavored
to defend a long-standing racial hierarchy. The response would not be subtle. Indecd, the
Western discourse of racial difference carefully juxtaposed black athletic achievement—
assessed in terms of compensation——to the supposed intellectual disabilities or cultural
shortcomings of African Americans.

Critically, the initial forays into the anthropometry of athletic difference were ex-
pounded against the backdrop of increasing segregation in the United States, which
involved—beyond the enforcement of Jim Crow in housing, transportation, and educa-
tion—the exclusion of the vast majority of African-American ballplayers, jockeys, and
boxers from mainstream sporting competitions. The cyclist Major Taylor, for instance,
competed when he could in Europe and Australia because of the hostility he encoun-
tered at home. Hypocrisy was piled upon paradox when those who spoke for the domi-
nant culture began to contrast the alarming vitality of African Americans {as well as
immigrant newcomers to the United States) to the alleged degeneration of Anglo-Amer-
:ca. Such works as Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great Race and Lothrop Stoddard’s
The Rising Tide of Color against White World Supremacy reflected nearly hysterical
feelings about the links between demography and democracy. Vaguely informed by sta-
tistical data, such discussions of the relative birthrates among the Mayflower descen-
dants, the sons and daughters of the shtetl, and those who were moving from southern
farms to northern cities revealed a deep fear about the claims black Americans and
“hyphenated” Americans might well make against hallowed ideals such as equality and
opportunity.’®

Black leaders like W, E. B. Du Bois—-alongside the guiding lights of the new immigrant
groups—did indeed seek full participation in the social, economic, and political main-
stream, though they demanded fairness not merely as a measure of their numbers but on
the basis of their contributions to American culture. And according to the “muscular as-
similationists” among them, there was o better argument for inclusion than success in the
“national” pastimes. Major Taylor and Jack Johnson were not the first African Americans
to make their mark in sports, and it was clear to racial reformers that they would not be the
last to tread “the hard road to glory” Well before the appearance of Joe Louis and Jesst
Owens in the 1930s,and 2 decade later, of Jackie Robinson, black leaders saw in athletics :
platform for social change.1®

Resistance to such assertions was formidable, however. Those who would maintain Jin
Crow guarded the portals of the stadium just as they stood at the schoolhouse door. Other
reinforced racial hierarchy by constructing elaborate frameworks to distinguish betwee:
the laurels won by whites and blacks in sport. During the interwar period, anatomy an
physiology were frequently invoked to explain the athletic success of African American:
circumnscribing declarations that prowess in contests of speed, strength, and stamina be
spoke fitness for other realms of endeavor. In the idiom of sports, to deny the correspor
dence between athletics and other accomplishments (more profound and long-standing
aumerous mainstream: commentators “moved the goal posts.”

By the 1930s, generalizations from individual performances to group characteristh

dominated many descriptions of black prizefighters, such as the heavyweight champic
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Joe Louis. Likewise, to account for the medals won by the sprinters Eddie Tolan and Ralph
Metcalfe during the 1932 Olympics and by Jesse Owens, Metcalfe, and many other African-
American champions at the Berlin Games of 1936, white commentators insisted that black
success derived from innate biological advantages. Early in the decade, E. Albert Kinley—
whose claim to expertise was that he was an X-ray specialist—repeated the canard about
the elongated heel bone, then predicted more world records for African Americans in
events that depended on a certain kind of anatomical leverage. Working from a similar
premise, Eleanor Metheny, 2 well-known physical educator, conducted a number of stud-
ies on body proportions. Though somewhat guarded in her conclusions, she asserted that
kinesiological differences—in the movements generated by individuals with longer legs
and narrower hips, for instance—could account for black dominance in sport. Signifi-
cantly, and ultimately ironically, Metheny would declare that a different, somehow defi-
cient chest construction, as well as lower breathing capacity among biacks, handicapped
them in endurance events such as distance running. In David Wiggins’s apt phrase, “great
speed but little stamina” became the watchword for many white commentators on black
athletics. In formulations repeated both in scholarly journals and the popular press, the
science of sport further insinuated itself into the broader history of racism in the United
States.”

If experiments like those conducted by Metheny were as flawed in their conception as in
their conclusions, other writers appeared just as intent on defending myths of Anglo-
Saxon or Aryan superiority. “It was not long ago,” wrote the track-and-field coach Dean
Cromwell in 1941, “that his [the black athlete’s} ability to sprint and jump was a life-and-
death matter to him in the jungle. His muscles are pliable, and his easygoing disposition is
a valuable aid to the mental and physical relaxation that a runner and jumper must have.”
The attempt thus to “historicize” racial difference in sport revealed a significant strand of
popular thought. To invoke an African past, the primitive Other, a state-of-being predi-
cated solely on physical prowess, was literally to denigrate what flowed from it. By ex-
tension, it was also to exalt its presumed obverse—civilization and the attributes of the
dominant order."?

Cromwell’s interpretation was a curious notion of nature and culture at odds. It imag-
ined that when blacks in Africa had been off running and hunting, the ancestors of white
athletes were composing symphonies and building cathedrals, which placed their descen-
dants at a substantial disadvantage at the modern-day Olympics. If the black athlete’s
“easy-going disposition” lay at or near the center of his success, then again by contrast,
white competitors may have been thwarted from starting blocks to finish line by their par-
ticular worries about the fate of Western civilization.

Such luridly imagined observations as Cromwell’s never stood alone or without ampli-
fication. Tn the ensuing years, black athleticism fell prey to the Harvard anthropologist
Carleton 5. Coon, who began his commentary on the inherited advantages of African
Americans in sport with a depiction of their slender calves and loose jointedness. But what
started with anatomy ended with a striking analogy, 2s was 50 often the case with racial sci-
entists. The biological features that suited African Americans for certain sports, Coon de-
clared, were characteristic of “living things (cheetahs, for instance) known for their speed

and leaping ability.” Two later chroniclers of the history of college football continued to
rely on gross stereotype, though they had relocated their analogies from the African jungle
to the American palladium. “Because of their tap-dancer sense of thythm and distinctive
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leg conformation, blacks excel as sprinters,” John McCallum and Charles Pearson averred.
«Jt follows naturally that on the football field they stand outas broken field runners”* The
links between these comments and the discriminations advanced by the dance critic John
Martin are unmistakable.

After midcentury, racial science often focused on the triumph of black athletes in the
track-and-field events of the Olympic Games. The stopwatch and the tape measure
seemed to offer a certain validation to the claims of the hereditarians that significant and
fixed anatomical and physiological differences accounted for the medals won by black
Americans in the sprints and jumps. But then, rather suddenly; racial commentators were
confronted by the stellar efforts and world records of African distance runners. On the
heels of successive gold medal performances in the marathon, steeplechase, and 10,000-
meter race by competitors from Pthiopia and Kenya during the 1960s, the notion of fast-
twitch and slow-twitch rmuscle fibers—which had for a time been used to distinguish
between the speed of blacks and the starmina of whites—was displaced as a frame of analy-
sis, Substituted for it were assertions that strove o mark differences between East-Africar
and West-African physiques, long and lithe versus compact and muscular. From the van
tage not so much of a later era but of a different ideological stance, this swift shift in expla
nations suggests that the persistence of scientific racism lay not so much in the consistenc
of the science but in the constancy of its racism.

Figure 17-1

“Comparison of White and Negro competitors in the same event [400-meters}, with the photographs
enlarged so both have the same sitting height {actually head-to-buttock distance).” J. M. Tanner, The
physique of the Olympic Athfete. This study of 137 track and field athletes at the 1960 Rome Olympic
not formally assert a correlation between physique and performance, but it dwelied on racial differer

in fimb structure, proportion, and size.
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At odds with such racially essentialist notions, an increasing emphasis on cultural in-
terpretations of African-American success in sports characterized the social science of
sport as well as mainstream journalism. A five-part series by Charles Maher in the Los An-
geles Times, March 24--29, 1968, that surveyed current biclogical studies of black athletic
performance concluded that hard training and motivational factors accounted for the in-
creasing success of African-American athletes. Mainstream sociological opinion had
begun to yield the same conclusions.20 These were noteworthy developments whose stress
on black struggle and triumph within the boundaries marked by the athletic establish-
ment reflected the growing influence of the civil rights movement and its integrationist
appeal.

5till, the (bio)logic of athletic taxonomy remained largely in place. Indeed, it received its
most thorough exposition in 1971 when Sports Hiustrated published Martin Kane’s “An
Assessment of ‘Black is Best,” 4 survey of expert commentary on racial difference and ath-
letic achievement intended to be impressive in its range. In fact, the findings of assorted
anatomists and the observations of a number of successful athletes overwhelmed other
perspectives. The article ignored historical and sociological considerations of discrimina-
tion on the playing fields and beyond. Conversely, it failed to discuss the notion that athlet-
ics offered a platform for social mobility or a move from margins to mainstream for many
who were acutely aware of their cutsider or minority status. Despite a slight qualification
here and there, Kane’s main point was ultimately that “physical differences in the races
might well have enhanced the athletic potential of the Negro in certain events.”2.

RESPONSES TO THE RACIAL “SCIENTISTS”

References to innate athletic differences between population groups persisted well beyond
the era of desegregation in sport. But such ways of thinking have also provoked a variety of
reactions, often passionate and profound, from black Americans. From Du Bois at the turn
of the century to educators and athletes such as Harry Bdwards and Arthur Ashe in our
own time, most African-American conunentators have objected to the use of stereotype
and the misuse of science to distinguish the accomplishments of black and white athletes.
Utgently and insistently, many intellectuals and activists in the civil rights movement have
asserted that the claims made by excellent black athletes against the mainstream rhetoric of
equality and opportunity have stood for the larger aspirations of Afro-America. They have
also drawn upon the findings of numerous physical scientists and social scientists, who
have disproved the allegations of biodeterminism and dismissed the idea of legacies from a
primitive past.

During the early years of the century Du Bois enlisted a new generation of anthropolo-
gists led by Franz Boas to refute the tenets of scientific racism. In 1906, at the invitation of
Du Bots, Boas delivered a paper titled “The Health and Physique of the Negro American” at
the eleventh annual Atlanta University Conference. Emphasizing the significance of cul-
ture in perceived racial differences, he was instrumental in prompting young African-
American scholars, such as Zora Neale Hurston, to undertake research in black folklore
and culture, Through the first half of the century, Boasians were popular speakers on the
campuses of historically black colleges. The environmentalism embraced by an increasing
number of social scientists in the ensuing years seemed to remove black athletic accom-
plishment from the shaky anthropometrical foundations first advanced by ideologues like

335




336

PATRICK B. MILLER

Gobineau and to place excellence in sport, for instance, within the sturdier frames of
analysis that address social circumstance and cultural innovation.?

At the same time, biological scientists also challenged the generalizations based on
anthropometry. Few if any offered findings more emphatic or timely than the African-
American scholar W. Montague Cobb. Drawing on his experiments in physiology and anat-
omy, particularly his biopsies of the muscle tissue of Jesse Owens during the late 1930s,
Cobb assailed the proposition that specific biological determinants could account for black
athletic success. With reference to the prevailing classification systems, the Howard Univer-
sity professor declared without equivocation that the “Negroid type of calf, foot, and heel
bone” could not be found in the Olympic champion; if anything, Cobb asserted, the diame-
ter of Owens’s gastrocnemius conformed to “the caucasoid type rather than the negroid.”

In professional as well as popular journals, Cobb extended his analysis in important
ways, He was neither the first scientist, nor the last, to underscore the salience of physical
variations within population groups as well as between them. Nevertheless, he discussed
that notion within the context of sporting accomplishment and thus engaged, at an early
date, the athletic typologies then in place. What is more, Cobb indicated his clear sense that
racial mixing subverted any assertion about fixed and isolated genetic determinants of
muscular or mental prowess. Howard Drew had been a co-record holder in the 100-yard-
dash and the first black sprinter to be acclaimed “the world’s fastest human,” Cobb noted

Figure 17-2

Responding to myriad assertions about racial differences in calf size and the formation of the heel bone,
W. Montague Cobb—noted Howard University anatomist and physical anthropotogist—undertook
anthropometric measurements of the great black sprinter Jesse Owens. In the words of historian David
Wiggins, Cobb sought to determine "if racially linked physical characteristics accounted for differences in
sport performance.” Cobb, shown here in his lab with Owens, “ultimately concluded that proper training
and [the] motivation to succeed were the most important factors in determining athtetic success.”
Courtesy of the Chicago Defender.
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in 1936. But Drew was also light-skinned and “usually taken for a white man by those not
in the know.” Edward Gourdin, the Harvard sprinter and former world-record holder in
the broad jump, was similarly light skinned. “There is not one single physical feature, in-
cluding skin color, which all our Negro champions have in common which would identify
them as Negroes,” Cobb asserted. A mixed heritage, he concluded, obviously removed such
stellar athletes from consideration when rigid racial dichotomies were being cast, thus ex-
posing as arbitrary and contrived the very principles of racial taxonomy.2*

Cobb’s scientific investigations stood among a host of scholarly articles and books that de-
bunked biodeterminist assertions regarding athletic performance. Yet they have ultimately
not been sufficient to counter prevailing speculation on black success in sport. Neither, for
the most part, have been the arguments of the sociologist Harry Edwards, whose stinging re-
sponses to the Kane article, in addition to his other writings and position statements, have
both inspired and informed numerous critics of racism in sport and society. Nor have the ap-
peals of such popular figures as Arthur Ashe, Jr., whose three-volume text, A Hard Road to
Glory, documented a history of white hostility to black effort and accomplishment in the
realm of athletics. These commentaries might well have sent the innatists to the sidelines for
good. Sadly, however, the muscular assimilationists—whether they positioned themselves as
moderate or militant in the civil rights movement—have been largely unsuccessful in alter-
ing the terms of discourse from the natural to the cultural and social.?

The massive resistance to the efforts of the integrationists might begin to explain why
other African-American commentators have come to subscribe to essentialist considera-
tions of physical hardihood and athletic prowess. The attempt to strategically appropriate
the notion of racial difference—to turn it on its head, as it were—may have been born of
frustration. It was clearly sustained by considerations of cultural natienalism and Black
Power during the late 1960s and 1970s. But today such racialism is not only manifest in
African-centered assertions regarding distinctive patterns of cultural development; it also
makes its appeal through the notions of melanin theory, no less weird or pernicious than
the pronouncements of coach Cromwell or the journalist Kane. Although the various
tenets of Afrocentrism certainly speak to racial pride, it is important not to confuse such a
sociological phenomenon with a selidly grounded school of critical analysis; while Afro-
centrism may be good therapy, as one prominent scholar has noted, itis not good history.26

Like cultural nationalism, black racial essentialisin serves many purposes, though its sepa-
ratist assertions and implications do much more than reinforce the notion of a fixed social
identity and a consolidated political stance. They also divide persistent racial reformers from
those who have attenuated their commitment to the civil rights crusade. The distinctions be-
tween integrationist appeals and essentialist formulations have not always been sharply
drawn, however, just as the hazards of perpetuating athletic taxonomies have not always been
apparent to some black athletes and African-American commentators. Edwin Bancroft Hen-
derson, for example, for more than fifty years one of the leading chroniclers of black sport
and perhaps the foremost promoter of the ideal of “muscular assimilationism,” devoted his
career to civil rights activistn. Yet in what seems a striking departure from his campaign to es-
tablish a level playing field of athletic competition, he embraced, at least in some measure,
the prevailing discourse of difference. Specifically, in a 1936 article in Opportunity, the jour-
nal of the National Urban League, he alleged that it might have been the rigors of the Middie
Passage that had winnowed the slave population, allowing only the fittest to survive. It was
from this group, he suggested, that the great athletes descended.

337




338 PATRICK B, MILLER

When one recalls that it is estimated that only one Negro slave in five was able to live through
the rigors of the Middle Passage, and that the horrible conditions of slavery took a toll of
many slaves who couid not make biological adjustments in a hostile environment, one finds
the Darwintan theory of survival of the fit operating among Negroes as rigorously as aiy se-
lective process ever operated among human beings. There is justa likelihood that some very
vital elements persist in the histological tissues of the glands or muscles of Negro athletes.”’

Thirty-five years later, the Yale graduate and NFL star Calvin Hill echoed Henderson’s
peculiar notion. Black athletes were “the offspring of those who [were] physically and
mentally tough enough to survive,” Hill asserted. “We were simply bred for physical quali-
ties” This explanation resonated for a number of African-American commentators and
athletes who had embraced certain elements of the Black Power movement.?3 Recast in a
more positive way, such thinking drew attention to an African past and pride in physical
accomplishment, which would eventually be manifest in many achievements by black ath-
fetes. In telling counterpoint, the basketball player Tsiah Thomas argued in 1987 against
“the perpetuation of stereotypes about blacks”: “When [Larry] Bird makes a great play, it's
due to his thinking and his work habits. If’s all planned out by him. I¢'s not the case for
blacks, All we do is Tun and jump. We never practice or givea thought to how we play. If’s
like I came dribbling out of my mother’s womb.?

The most solid reaction to notions of white supremacy at the time, the construction of
an idealized black superhero in sports, has also played into 2 cultural taxonomy that ranks
athletes as performers (with the line between the symbolic and substantive importance of
their accomplishments still firmly drawn}. Paradoxically, such assertions of a “strategic es-
sentialism” have served to tighten the boundaries around the athletic ghetto. As the cul-
tural historian and social critic John Hoberman argues passionately, when the foremost
black cultural heroes are the celebrities of the football field and basketball arena, and when
they are held in esteem mainly for their innate abilities, the effect is to diminish the signifi-
cance of other African-American Jeaders as well as the years of dedication that lie behind
their accomplishments.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

If racial essentialism was ever in retreat during the era of civil rights and national libera-
tion, as some scholars maintain, its resurgence has been dramatically illustrated in recent
years. Indeed, the emergence of melanism seems but a sidelight to other renderings of dif-
ference and dominance that reflect traditional patterns of thought within the mainstream
culture. One of the most notorious episodes of “typing” occurred in the late 1980s when a
major-league baseball official, Al Campanis, stated that blacks performed well on the field
but lacked “the necessities” to occupy managerial positions or places of responsibility and
authority in the front offices of sports organizations. Another involved Jimmy “the Greek”
Snyder, a bookmaker rurned loose on television, who Tinked the heritage of slavery to the
modern playing field. “The slave owner would breed his big black with his big woman s0
that he could have a big black kid?” Snyder maintained. The consternation evinced by their
respective interviewers and the summary firing of both men indicated a shift of values and
standards toward such public declarations and their racist underpinnings. Yet many Amer-
icans continue to mark racial differences in the athletic arena in terms both calculated and
crude. Toward the end of the 19961997 basketball season, a sportscaster was fined by the
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NBA for his retrograde appraisal of black athletic ability. Commenting on a stellat play by
one athlete, David Halberstam, who announced the games for the Miami Heat, remarked
that “Thomas Jefferson would have been proud of that pass. When Thomas Jefferson was
around basketball was not invented vet, but those siaves working at Thomas Jefferson’s

farm, 'm sure they would have made good basketball players.”®
Clearly, such instances draw attention to the prevalence of racialist thinking about ath-
letic accomplishment. Other commentary has been less forthright in addressing the mean-

ing of the success of blacks in sport. In the aftermath of the firing of Jimmy the Greek, the
syndicated columnist Richard Cohen vaguely suggested that civil rights activists would

want to steer clear of any assessment of the racial dimension of physical attributes for fear
ellectual and psychological distinctions. Raising the issue of “politi-

of having to engage inf
cal correctness,” Cohen then shied away from further speculation about racial difference in

sport or other endeavors.?!
Cohen's comments nevertheless made their way into the much more purposive argu-
ments of Dinesh D’Souza in The End of Racism, 2 book that deals with scientific racism

g its most atrocious pronouncements and ignoring its ¢ritics. Thus

principally by repeatin:
in a short section conceraing athletics, intended to set up his selective digest of 1Q statis-
¢ has long prevailed

tics, D'Souza not only recapitulated the “categorical imperative” tha
he also reiterated the notion of compensation. «1t stands to reason

among racial scientists,
that groups that are unlike each other in some respects may also differ in other respects,’

D’Souza contends offhandedly. “Why should groups with different skin color, head shape,
and other visible characteristics prove identical in reasoning ability or the ability to con-
struct an advanced civilization? If blacks have certain inherited abilities, such as improvi-

satiopal decision making, that could explain why they predominate in certain fields such as
chess, and astron-

jazz, Taps and basketball, and notin other fields, such as classical music,

omy” The end of racism indeed.*?
The racial essentialism that continues to shadow much of the commentary on sport is

confined neither to American cuiture nor to considerations of the achievernents of African
for example, titled

Americans. A 1993 article from a popular New Zealand magazing,
“White Men Can’t Jump”—how ironically it is hard to tell—documented the increasing
prominence of native peoples in rughy, 2 sportlong :dentified with British colonialism as 2
means of toughening those who administered the Empire, Amid a wide-ranging discus-
sion of changing demographics in New Zealand as well asan analysis otherwise sensitive to
Maoriand Samoan cultural patterns, several white sports figures speculate, first, 01 the in-
nate abilities vis-a-vis the acquired skills of Polynesian squads. “Polynesian players were
naturally superior to us in talent;” one former player declared, “but 2 lot of them aren’t

there now because they didn’t have the discipline for physical conditioning. They lacked

the right kind of mental attitude. Theyd just turn up and play.” Said another, it was once

the case that “your typical Polynesian rugby team would have just lost their head in a pres-
sure situation. It was almost as if it was the Polynesian way 10 do something really stupid
that gave the game away, Another passage indicates the malleability of such typologies,
however. Polynesians have come <o excel at the sport because they are bigger now and play
a “more physical and confrontational” brand of the game. Inevitably size will win out in
such appraisals: “The Polynesian is hasically mesomorphic, tending to be big-boned, mus-
cular, of average height, wide shoulders, thin waist” one trainer asserts. “They have 2

higher proportion of fast twitch muscle fibre which is the source of their explosive style
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and the reason they are fast over short distances”” Contrasting feats of character to mere
physicality, the article offers yet another instance where innatist constructs can be placed
in comparative perspective, encouraging us to generalize somewhat about the phenome-
non of racial essentialism. In New Zealand as in the United States, athletic competition has
offered a way for people of color to fashion significant emblems of identity and pride as
well as to challenge the discriminaiory practices of old. It is a critical commentary on both
social systems that those initiatives are still contested, that racialist thinking continues to
gqualify such hallowed notions as sportsmanship and fair play, equality and opportunity.®®

s in the representation of population groups have long

Significantly, taxonomic convention.
stood as the predicate of social authority, That the dominant culture can employ them—
and modify them when necessary—t0 maintain hierarchies of privilege and subordination

means that minority cultures cannot use such typologies in the same ways. Tf the strategy of
“muscular assimilationism”™—a prominent element of the civil rights campaigns of the
swentieth century—has not been entirely successful in creating 2 Jevel playing field, it is
more certain still that the separatism manifest in Afrocentrism and melanin theory is
patently self-defeating in the long run. Moreover, to the extent that many African-American
youth exalt athletic heroes over other role models—spending their formative years in “hoop
dreams”—the emphasis on athletic striving has been overplayed. What remains is yet an-
other troubling fact. Even as sociological surveys and a new generation of biographies and

Figure 17-3

The 40-yard dash, timed as a part of the NFL draft process each spring. The image depicts the black

athletic as performer, while an array of caaches determines the standard of measurement and judges the
skill and fitness of the athlete. Although i this photograph, taken in 1995, twoe of the coaches are Adrican
American, the percentage of black players in the NFL still greatly exceeds the percentage of black

coaches and officials. Courtesy of the Arizona Daily Star.
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memoirs tell us about the increasingly multiracial character of U.S. society, the discourse of
innate and immutable racial difference still looms large in the popular consciousness. A re-
cent addition to the long shelf of pseudoscientific racism, Jon Entine’s Taboo: Why Black
Athletes Dominate Sporis and Why We're Afraid to Talk About It promises that futire genetic
research will provide the evidence he begs for—mainly concerning the success of Kenyan
runners in the marathon and Steeplechase. Though historians, anthropologists, and sociol-
ogists shredded the book, it received a mild reception by most sports columanists, which may
reveal the deep~rootedness of racial lore in America.

Ultimately, for intellectual historians, cultural theorists, social scientists, as well as jour-
nalists who hope to engage entrenched modes of racialist thought and to create a more ex-
pansive conception of culture, it may be well as a first step to adopt a new perspective
regarding the texts devoted to innatist thinking. Central to this undertaking would be the
compilation of a roster of phrases and pronouncements that clearly links academic racism,
past and present. To be sure, as we strive {o move beyond category, the idea of an index
of racialist literature involves a troubling dimension. Yet it is nevertheless crucial that
progressive, or expansive, thinkers on the subject—rather than institute- and foundation-
based conservative ideclogues—become the cartographers of the contemporary discus-
sion of race. Better still, though from a different interpretive position, we might start
erasing racial boundaries altogether.

With notions of history and collective memory in mind, perhaps it would be wise to
evaluate such books as The Bell Curve, The End of Racism, and Taboo, deftly written as they
might seem to some reviewers, through the same lens that we would use to assess the es-
sentialist observations of the dance critic John Martin, as contrived as they were and re-
main. From there we could examine the arguments still insisting on a broad-based
anatomy of racial difference with an eye toward the ideological stance they share with
those who spoke before, with the sportswriter Martin Kane, for instance, with the anthro-
pologist Carleton Coon, and with Coach Cromwell. We could allude, then, to the polemics
on white supremacy by Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard as well as to the protounce-
ments on European superiority by the Count de Gobineau. For, “essentially,” de Gobincau
and D’Souza are of a kind. To read such works together, indeed to draw the significant con-
nections between nineteenth-century social theories and the most recent versions, would
ultimately reveal the shared racism of their premises as well as of their prescriptions.
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