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On August 27, 2016, Colin Kaepernick, the former San Francisco 
49ers backup quarterback, sat down during the ceremonial sing-
ing of the Star Spangled Banner before a preseason NFL football 

game.  Under normal circumstances, all spectators would usually rise to 
their feet to honor the occasion, however, for Kaepernick, this became a 
controversial protest against police brutality toward Black men in the Unit-
ed States of America (USA).  When asked by the media after the game to 
explain his gesture of sitting down, Kaepernick expressed that his broad 
reason for the protest was to give a “voice to the voiceless” affected by racial 
injustice and oppression in the USA.1  

Kaepernick then went on to articulate that his protest was centered, in 
large part, to discuss the number of unarmed Black men who were being 

Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL owners, when some-
body disrespects our flag, to say, ‘Get that son of a b**** off the 

field right now. Out. He’s fired. He’s fired!’  
~President Donald J. Trump at a rally in Huntsville, Alabama.
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shot and fatally killed at the hands of some White law enforcement officers.  
In his first interview after protesting the Star Spangled Banner, he stated:  

I mean, ultimately it’s to bring awareness and make people re-
alize what’s really going on in this country. There are a lot of 
things that are going on that are unjust, people aren’t being held 
accountable for, and that’s something that needs to change.

One specifically is police brutality, there’s people being mur-
dered unjustly and not being held accountable.2

In response to Kaepernick’s demonstration, the San Francisco 49ers orga-
nization issued a statement in support of his stance that read, “[W]e rec-
ognize the right of an individual to choose and participate, or not, in our 
celebration of the national anthem.”3  Despite this show of support from 
the 49ers organization, Kaepernick’s protest was riddled with mixed emo-
tions from military personnel, football players, and football fans.  

Countless White football fans argued that his stance was un-American 
and unpatriotic.  They were also perplexed that a 29-year-old biracial man 
adopted by White parents living in a post-racial America under Obama 
would take on such a cause.  Most Black football fans believed that Kaeper-
nick was exercising his First Amendment rights to address racial injustice 
and oppression.   The remaining populace, regardless of race, just did not 
want their sports and politics to be conflated.  In sports where the social 
construction of race is often deracialized during a given sporting event, 
and fans can take their minds off of reality, such a protest brought realism.

Few in the twenty-first century had witnessed a Black professional athlete 
in a sports league that generates the highest revenue in the USA use his 
celebrity in the role of activist.  But needless to say, in an American society 
where institutional and systemic racism and discrimination rules, the op-
pressive phrase, “Shut up and play football” was used instead of discussing 
the mistreatment of Black Americans.  The belief by antagonists of the pro-
test was that Kaepernick should be contractually obligated to respect the 
Star Spangled Banner, despite the historical omission where the third verse 
of the national anthem celebrates the murdering of Black slaves.   

Many American football commentators, players, and fans could not un-
derstand the impetus behind an NFL backup quarterback scheduled to 
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make close to $12 million in guaranteed monies to become the provoca-
teur and messenger for racial change in American society.  Conservative, 
Black Fox Sport’s commentator, Jason Whitlock, criticized Kaepernick’s 
protest by arguing:

When you’re a multi-millionaire with a platform as an NFL 
quarterback, gestures—and that’s all this is, is a gesture—is not 
what you’re called upon to do. He’s not John Carlos and Tom-
mie Smith. Those guys in the 1960s, when they were making 
gestures, that was all they could do. They weren’t wealthy. They 
didn’t have the power or the platform that Colin Kaepernick 
and these modern-day athletes have.4

Current Pittsburgh Steelers offensive lineman and military veteran, Ale-
jandro Villanueva, who objected to Kaepernick’s protest stated:

I don’t know if the most effective way is to sit down during the 
national anthem with a country that’s providing you freedom, 
providing you $16 million a year ... when there are black mi-
norities that are dying in Iraq and Afghanistan for less than 
$20,000 a year.5

While Kaepernick’s initial method of protest began by sitting down during 
the Star Spangled Banner, he eventually decided to take a knee after meet-
ing with former Seattle Seahawks player and Green Beret, Nate Boyer.  Ac-
cording to Boyer:

Soldiers take a knee in front of a fallen brother’s grave, you 
know, to show respect. When we’re on a patrol, you know, and 
we go into a security halt, we take a knee, and we pull security.6

Whether this symbolic protest, in general, was viewed in a positive or neg-
ative light, Kaepernick’s position as a high-profile, professional athlete who 
had made millions, and now turned social activist, galvanized people from 
various demographics to re-engage in controversial discussions in Ameri-
can society about racism and inequality.  Given these thoughts on Kaeper-
nick’s protest, it is imperative to look at how Black athlete activism may or 
may not combat racial injustice in the USA.



130 new perspectives on race & ethnicity

Prior to Kaepernick’s protest, few modern-day Black athletes have used 
their platform in a way to spark activism.  Using Kaepernick’s protest of the 
Star Spangled Banner as a lens of understanding, this chapter will explore 
the genesis of Black athlete activism.  It is important to not only understand 
its history but also to comprehend how it has evolved throughout history.  
More importantly, this chapter looks at the impact that the modern-day 
Black athlete can have by bringing more visibility to the racial injustices 
plaguing Black Americans. Kaepernick is not the first professional Black 
athlete to engage in the act of activism, but one can surmise that his stance 
while being an NFL quarterback in the twenty-first century can create a 
greater platform to speak out against such injustices.  The intersection of 
sport and society deserves added attention as the populace of Black men 
in sports is reflected in the living embodiments of those castigated by the 
criminal justice system.

Background

History has not recognized a uniform definition of activism.  The concept 
of activism is often defined related to the type of cause.  Either practiced 
as an individual or group, the common thread of activism is to engage in 
activities/acts that lead to economic, social, cultural, and political change 
against the status quo.    In the context of sports, Black athletes have used 
their platform as a vehicle for progressive social change against racial injus-
tice.  When these athletes have chosen to champion issues of social justice, 
they have often been the subject of intense criticism and/or punishment.  
Despite the foreseen consequences, these athletes choose to participate in 
acts of activism in the fight to foster a healthier racial climate in the USA.  

During the height of the Civil Rights Era and Black Power Movement, 
which both fought to end racial discrimination in the USA, prominent 
Black athletes were emboldened with a newfound courage to protest racial 
injustices.  During the 1960s, NFL Hall-of-Fame Cleveland Brown run-
ning back Jim Brown was fundamental in creating the Negro Industrial 
and Economic Union, which helped Black-owned businesses by providing 
economic assistance and loans.  Former NBA Boston Celtic Hall-of-Famer, 
Bill Russell, was one of the key demonstrators during the 1963 March on 
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Washington where upwards of 400,000 people massed to protest high lev-
els of Black unemployment.

However, no athlete during the height of this era was more polarizing 
and took more of a pro-Black stance than the late Muhammad Ali (born 
as Cassius Marcellus Clay).  Considered as one of the greatest athletes in 
American history, Ali was a former heavyweight boxer who, after joining 
the Nation of Islam (NOI), became a staunch opponent of racial injustice 
and oppression. He spoke boldly against inequality, segregation, and other 
issues that thwarted the growth of Black Americans in the USA.   His most 
controversial stance against injustice was when he refused to be drafted 
into the U.S. Army for the war against Vietnam.   In protest, Ali stated that 
he had no quarrels with the “Vietcong.”  Rather, his quarrel was with White 
America.   In a unified stance, a collection of some of the top Black athletes 
and intellectuals in the country, which included the likes of Jim Brown, Bill 
Russell, and Lew Alcindor (later changed name to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar), 
met in June 1967 to lend their support to Ali in his objection to the Viet-
nam War draft. Because of his protest, he was stripped of his boxing title, 
banned from boxing for three years, sentenced to five years in prison, and 
fined $10,000 dollars for draft evasion.  

While Ali’s legal battles and banishment from boxing drove some athletes 
to turn away from such forthright protests, others concentrated on eradi-
cating institutionalized racism through disrupting corrupt economic prof-
itability (Waller, Polite, and Spearman 2012).  One person who led this 
movement was prominent Black sports sociologist and activist, Dr. Harry 
Edwards. Then, one of the organizers of the Olympics Project for Human 
Rights (OPHR), Edwards along with Black athletes he met at San Jose 
State University (SJSU), Tommie Smith and John Carlos, planned the boy-
cott of the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City.  The goals of the boycott were:   
(1) South Africa and Rhodesia be removed from Olympic participation;  
(2) Avery Brundage’s resignation as the President of the International 
Olympic Committee (IOC); (3) more jobs for African-American assistant 
coaches; and (4) the reinstating of Muhammad Ali’s heavyweight boxing 
championship.7  While the boycott of the Olympics did not prevent the 
games from going on, the most iconic moment occurred when Smith and 
Carlos stood on the medal stand after the 200-meter race and raised a Black-
gloved clenched fist signaling “Black Power.”  This symbolic gesture placed a 
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global context on the ability of sport to provide visibility to injustices.  Still, 
their protest was criticized with much vitriol, which has caused them to live 
until this day with the societal consequences of their fateful protest.  

Dormancy of Athlete Activism and its  
Eventual Evolution

After the 1968 Olympic protests in Mexico City, Black athlete activism be-
gan to wane.  This ultimately led to dormancy for nearly a decade.  When 
new social justice issues began to rise in the late 70s and early 80s, Black 
athletes no longer responded to social injustice with the same vigor. In-
stead, these athletes spoke with what Scoop Jackson, an American sports 
journalist, called “dignity” and “style.”8  

Moreover, USA-based racial injustices were no longer the only major is-
sues and concerns that Black athletes focused on during this time.  For in-
stance, late Tennis great and humanitarian, Arthur Ashe, led various causes 
upon his retirement from tennis in 1979 after suffering a heart attack.  He 
indicated, “I don’t want to be [only] remembered for my tennis accom-
plishments.”9 Ashe spearheaded causes that focused on heart health and  
anti-apartheid initiatives in South Africa.  Perhaps his most profound efforts 
in social change came during his campaign for HIV and AIDS awareness 
after revealing he also suffered from the disease.  Eventually succumbing 
to AIDS-related pneumonia, Ashe’s legacy as a humanitarian continues to 
represent the transcendence of sport as a platform for social change.  

To the contrary, many high-profile Black athletes began distancing them-
selves from societal and cultural responsibilities altogether.  For example, 
in 1993, NBA Hall-of-Famer Charles Barkley sparked controversy when 
he uttered the words, “I am not a role model. Just because I dunk a basket-
ball doesn’t mean I should raise your kids.”10 This statement stemmed from 
Barkley’s notion that parents and teachers should be role models and ath-
letes should just remain athletes without having to focus on societal issues.

In a similar vein, NBA Hall-of-Famer Michael Jordan spent most of his 
career being criticized for not taking stances on political and social caus-
es.  For example, NFL Hall-of-Famer, Jim Brown, once said in 1991 that 
Jordan’s, “main concern is the demands of corporate America.”11 He also 
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claimed that Jordan, “is not being a role model [for Blacks] in the prop-
er way.”12  Much of this criticism stems from the infamous “Republicans 
buy sneakers, too” statement Jordan reportedly made after choosing not 
to endorse Harvey Gantt, a Democrat, and Black politician, during a 1990 
U.S. Senate seat run against then Republican North Carolina Senator Jesse 
Helms.  Even more important, is the failure of Jordan to address the Black 
deaths surrounding the purchase of his Nike Air Jordan shoe.  In 2016, 
he spoke out against the deaths of unarmed Black men saying, “I can no 
longer stay silent” but continues to fail in taking a strong stance against 
sneaker-related violence.13  On the basketball court, Michael Jordan is con-
sidered the greatest of all-time, but off the court, his business practices and 
economic greed has facilitated a subculture where young Black men kill 
each other over Air Jordans.   

The logic of not engaging in activism for the sake of profit is what Bill 
Rhoden, former sports columnist for the New York Times and reporter 
for ESPN, expressed as the downfall of the athlete activist.  In his remark-
able book, Forty Million Dollar Slaves: The Rise, Fall, and Redemption of 
the Black Athlete, Rhoden (2007) argued that commercialization and the 
process of managing a situation principally for financial gain, has been 
the hindrance of activism for modern-day Black athletes. Further, he ex-
plained that these athletes had sacrificed the mission of helping the Black 
community for economic gain.  Despite the criticisms of today’s Black ath-
letes, some have decided to reignite their platform to engage in broader 
societal and cultural issues. 

The Revitalization of  
Black Athlete Activism

Colin Kaepernick has been the first Black athlete in almost two decades 
to take a hard stand against racial injustices plaguing the USA. While the 
likes of LeBron James and others have been supportive of Kaepernick, and 
have made social statements by wearing T-shirts that read, “I can’t breathe” 
when Eric Garner was killed in 2014 by a law enforcement officer in New 
York, none have taken a stance as controversial as Kaepernick kneeling 
during the playing of the national anthem.14  
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Kaepernick’s protest and the actions of other Black athletes can be traced to 
the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement.  In 2012, the death of 17-year-old 
Trayvon Martin and subsequent acquittal of the assailant, George Zimmer-
man, ignited the protest movement known as BLM.  Three black women, 
Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors and Opal Tometi, pioneered this proactive, 
decentralized movement to help further legitimize the value of Black men 
in American society.  Yet, it was the death Michael Brown Jr., an unarmed 
18-year-old in Ferguson, Missouri, that gave the BLM movement a nation-
al platform.  Through a firestorm of protests in Ferguson and across the na-
tion, the BLM movement called for more police accountability to address 
the pattern of deadly force against unarmed Black men.  

The BLM movement has become an influential voice for the Black com-
munity.  However, it is through the actions of such people like Kaepernick, 
who have a greater platform, which gives the movement more visibility 
and credence.  His alignment with the BLM movement has received much 
criticism.  Opponents of the movement have claimed that it has caused 
more divisiveness in the USA than it has created unity among those in 
the fight against injustices that plague the Black community. Moreover, the 
term BLM has prompted individuals who disagree with the movement to 
come up with other campaigns such as “All Lives Matter.”   This statement is 
meant to defend the importance of every human life, but it as well neglects 
the root of the initial argument, which is that some White law enforcement 
officers have fatally murdered unarmed Black men without penalty.  It is 
without question that Black lives do matter less than White lives to the 
criminal justice system.  Thus, the statement, “All Lives Matter” helps to 
contribute to the institutional and systemic racist practices of law enforce-
ment officials.  

Some have expressed that “All Lives Matter” and similar movements re-
flects a view of “racial dismissal, ignoring, and denial.”15  In a White House 
forum on criminal justice reform, former President Barack H. Obama de-
fended BLM by expressing that: 

I think that the reason that the organizers used the phrase Black 
Lives Matter was not because they were suggesting that no one 
else’s lives matter ... rather what they were suggesting was there 
is a specific problem that is happening in the African American 
community that’s not happening in other communities.16
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Despite criticism of Kaepernick’s alignment with the BLM movement, it 
is statements like those of former President Obama and support from the 
masses that work hand-in-hand to spark and maintain a national discussion. 

Support of Kaepernick’s Protest

Such attention to the eradication of racial injustice led Kaepernick to be se-
lected to the October 2016 cover of Time Magazine. In an article addressing 
the reasoning behind Kaepernick’s Time Magazine cover, Columbia Uni-
versity Associate Professor of English, John McWhorter, explained that not 
standing for the Star Spangled Banner does not suggest a lack of allegiance.  
He argues that this inference is “seemingly designed more as a way to hate on 
someone than to grapple with the complexities of the real world.”17

McWhorter’s point is incredibly valid considering the fact that professional 
sports teams were paid nearly $10.4 million between 2012 and 2015 by the 
Department of Defense (DOD) to appear patriotic as a recruitment tool, 
thus, manufacturing patriotism.  Specifically, this “paid patriotism” includ-
ed such spectacles on-field color guard, ceremonies, and the singing of the 
Star Spangled Banner.18  Republican Senators John McCain and Jeff Flake 
were paramount in discovering this “paid patriotism.”

Roger Goodell, the NFL commissioner, claimed to be uninformed of this 
recruitment tool brokered between the DOD and NFL teams.  In his re-
sponse to Senators McCain and Flake, he wrote:

With respect to more specific claims around recruitment funds 
being used for tribute activities, we are conducting an audit of 
all contracts between our clubs and the military service branch-
es or state National Guard units… If we find that inappropriate 
payments were made, they will be refunded in full.19

In 2016, Goodell acknowledged that the NFL was reimbursing U.S. tax-
payers more than $720,000 for the act of receiving monies for “paid patrio-
tism.” All of this works in conjunction to dismiss the bullet-proof narrative 
that the NFL is a patriotic entity with strong core American values.  How 
can Kaepernick be un-American and unpatriotic when kneeling during 
the Star Spangled Banner when the NFL is selling patriotism to its consum-
ers?  In fact, using the consumer’s tax dollars.  



136 new perspectives on race & ethnicity

In addition to the Time Magazine cover, Kaepernick gained support when 
teammate, Eric Reid, joined in the protest.  Several of his teammates ex-
pressed that his willingness to fight for this important cause helped him 
gain locker room support that was absent before the protest. 49ers safety, 
Eric Reid, said, “I just wanted to show him I support him; I know there 
are other people in this country that feel the same way.”20  Later, members 
of the Seattle Seahawks, Miami Dolphins, and Denver Broncos joined in 
the protest by either interlocking as a team in a sign of unity, taking a knee 
or by standing during the Star Spangled Banner while raising the “Black 
Power” fist.  By week 10 of the 2016 NFL season, it was estimated that ap-
proximately 48 NFL players from 13 NFL teams had exhibited a gesture in  
support of the protest.21  Kaepernick’s protest was perceived by most around 
the league and on his team as an inspirational act.  His teammates voted 
him the recipient of the Len Eshmont Award given to the player who best 
exemplifies inspiration and courage.  Kaepernick’s actions even prompted 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, a long-time activist against racial injustice, to back 
the protest: 

What should horrify Americans is not Kaepernick’s choice to 
remain seated during the national anthem, but that nearly 50 
years after [Muhammad] Ali was banned from boxing for his 
stance and Tommie Smith and John Carlos’s raised fists caused 
public ostracization and numerous death threats, we still need 
to call attention to the same racial inequities. Failure to fix this 
problem is what’s really un-American here.22

Support for Kaepernick grew outside of the NFL when U.S. women’s na-
tional soccer team player, Megan Rapinoe, protested the Star Spangled Ban-
ner during a soccer match against the Chicago Red Stars.  Rapinoe, who 
is White and openly gay, expressed that she understands “[W]hat it means 
to look at the flag and not have it protect all of your liberties.”23 Likewise, 
#VeteransForKaepernick social media hashtags began to emerge featuring 
veterans who supported him for his efforts against racial injustice.  Even-
tually, support trickled-down to high school and middle school football 
players who kneeled in protest during the Star Spangled Banner; although 
many of them were reprimanded by their respective school districts.24  
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Measuring the Kaepernick Protest

On March 2, 2017, Colin Kaepernick informed NFL organizations and 
followers of the protest that it had come to an end.  The goal of using his 
platform to bring attention to racial injustice and oppression in the USA 
was accomplished.  But how influential and effective was the Kaepernick 
protest?  How do we measure it?  Did the protest actually accomplish its 
intended goal? These questions are yet to be answered in evaluating the 
failure or success of the Kaepernick protest.  

What we have seen is the political pushback from detractors who contin-
ue to believe that the Kaepernick protest was wrong and his framing of law 
enforcement officers made them a target. Despite Blacks and Democrats at 
the state level of government introducing legislation to address police bru-
tality, more political momentum was gained from Republicans introducing 
“Blue Lives Matter” bills further insulating the institutional and systemic 
racist practices of law enforcement officials.  At the state level, lawmakers in 
14 states have introduced more than 32 bills in recent legislative sessions to 
include law enforcement officers under hate crime protections despite the 
number of officers killed in the line of duty decreasing from previous years.25

On May 26, 2016, Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards signed into law 
HB 953, which amends the provisions of law regarding hate crimes by 
providing additional protections and penalties under Louisiana’s current 
hate crime laws for law enforcement officials who are targeted due to their 
chosen profession.26  During the legislative process, the bill was called the 
“Blue Lives Matter” bill, a backlash to the BLM movement.  In a statement 
on the Office of the Governor website, Bel Edwards explained:

The men and women who put their lives on the line every day, 
often under very dangerous circumstances are true heroes and 
they deserve every protection that we can give them. They serve 
and protect our communities and our families. The overarching 
message is that hate crimes will not be tolerated in Louisiana.27

In spite of this institutional push back, Kaepernick has been unwavering in 
his efforts to not only bring more awareness but on an individual level, cre-
ate programs to help underprivileged children.  Kaepernick has launched 
one initiative, Know Your Rights camp.  According to its website, it “is a free 
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campaign for youth fully funded by Colin Kaepernick to raise awareness on 
higher education, self empowerment, and instruction to properly interact 
with law enforcement in various scenarios.”28  There are camps in Chicago, 
New York and the San Francisco Bay Area.

In addition to the Know Your Rights camp, Kaepernick pledged on his per-
sonal website to “donate one million dollars plus all the proceeds of my 
jersey sales from the 2016 season to organizations working in oppressed 
communities, 100k a month for 10 months” and has donated $900,000 to 
date.29  These philanthropic acts in conjunction with the protest led Time 
Magazine in 2017 to name Kaepernick one of its 100 most influential peo-
ple.30  All of these efforts by Kaepernick show how Black athlete activism 
can work to combat racial injustice and oppression in the USA.  

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have analyzed the activism of Colin Kaepernick.  He 
has become the face of Black athlete activism in the twenty-first century.  
Even with the stern pushback from those who objected to his gesture of 
kneeling during the playing of the Star Spangled Banner, Kaepernick has 
been steadfast in his efforts to be an agent for social change.  His act of indi-
vidual activism received the attention of Dr. Harry Edwards who donated 
some of Kaepernick’s memorabilia to the renowned National Museum of 
African American History and Culture’s sports exhibit.  In high praise, Dr. 
Edwards said, “[I]t should be put right there alongside Muhammad Ali.  
He’s this generation’s Ali.”31

The Kaepernick Effect played an essential role in bringing attention to 
the issue of police brutality and racial injustice in the USA.  However, 
notwithstanding, this chapter concludes three important points: (1) The 
un-American and unpatriotic framing of the Kaepernick protest ultimately 
overshadowed the fundamental problem, which is police brutality against 
Black men.  In the 365 days following his protest, law enforcement officers 
murdered 223 Black Americans32; (2) Republicans lawmakers will continue 
to introduce legislation to safeguard law enforcement discretionary pow-
ers; and (3) As long as President Trump advocates for a “law and order” 
society, this problem will continue. 
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During the beginning of the 2017 NFL season, Kaepernick has yet to sign 
with a new team despite having comparable or better statistics to other 
quarterbacks who signed in the off-season. Heading into the first week 
of preseason games, twenty-six quarterbacks had been signed ahead of 
Kaepernick in the off-season.33  Moreover, even after Kaepernick has said 
to NFL organizations that he will stand for the Star Spangled Banner in 
the upcoming year, teams have been reluctant to sign him to a contract 
for three reasons: (1) NFL organizations are concerned about how public 
perception will affect profit and revenue; (2) According to an anonymous 
NFL executive, Kaepernick is “genuinely hated” for his stance; and (3) The 
“Trump Effect.”34  This has prompted some to believe that the NFL is pur-
posely blackballing him for his protest and not evaluating him on the basis 
of his performance on the football field.  

Seattle Seahawk Pro Bowl defensive back, Richard Sherman, expressed in 
March of 2017 when 12 quarterbacks had been signed before Kaepernick: 

[Y]ou see…quarterbacks, who have never played at a high level 
being signed by teams…it’s difficult to understand.35

In August of 2017 in a USA Today interview, Sherman’s opinion on the 
issue grew even stronger.   He said during the interview that the reluctance 
from NFL organizations to sign Kaepernick was “not about football or col-
or. It’s about, ‘Boy, stay in your place.’”36   

NFL analyst, Bucky Brooks, in an NPR interview indicated that NFL exec-
utives are concerned about facing a PR dilemma with signing Kaepernick.  
In the interview, he stated:

No one would actually go on record and say he’s not signed 
yet because of the protests, but it certainly plays into the de-
cision-making process when you’re trying to determine be-
tween multiple players at a position who would I rather bring 
in - someone who is devoid of controversy versus someone 
who may have some stuff that comes with him when it comes 
to dealing with the backlash and the PR nightmare that could 
ensue when you sign him.37

To truly put this in a holistic perspective, Kaepernick is now being treated 
worse than NFL players who have committed manslaughter (e.g., Donte 
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Stallworth), who have obstructed justice in a criminal case involving two 
counts of murder (e.g., Ray Lewis), who have been arrested for DUI and 
drug possession, who have fought and killed dogs (e.g., Mike Vick), who 
have committed domestic violence (e.g., Ray Rice), and who have commit-
ted sexual harassment, sexual assault, and rape (e.g., Ben Roethlisberger).38 

In the wait to be signed by an NFL team, Kaepernick continued to be un-
daunted by the criticisms surrounding his stance in the 2016 season.  Even 
that of President Trump who suggested he is partly the reason NFL teams 
have refused to sign Kaepernick by telling a crowd in Louisville, Ken-
tucky, “[T]hey [NFL owners] don’t want to get a nasty tweet from Donald 
Trump.”39  Trump’s comments should be taken literally given his support 
from majority-White NFL owners. 

Kaepernick is potentially facing football martyrdom in a professional 
league where the majority-White NFL owners in positions of power lean 
Republican and conservative, whereas, the majority of the Black players 
(70%)40 on the field lean Democrat and liberal.  This was shown on the 
campaign trail when NFL owners such as New England Patriots owner, 
Robert Kraft, donated to Trump’s campaign and openly endorsed him 
while he was making derogatory comments about women, Hispanics, 
Muslims, Immigrants, and Black Americans.  Other owners such as Dan 
Snyder of the Washington Redskins, Shad Khan of the Jacksonville Jaguars, 
Bob McNair of the Houston Texans, Woody Johnson of the New York Jets, 
and Stan Kroenke of the Los Angeles Rams donated to Trump’s campaign 
as well.41  After the presidential election, the Guardian reported that NFL 
owners donated more to the Republican Party than the Democratic Party.42

There is no question that Colin Kaepernick helped to spark a national de-
bate on a glaring problem.  But how will history remember his protest?  Jim 
Harbaugh, his former head coach for the San Francisco 49ers from 2011 
to 2014, said in a 2017 Sports Illustrated article that he views Kaepernick 
as “a special person and a hero.”43 Harbaugh, who wrote the 2017 Time 
Magazine feature to celebrate Kaepernick as one of its 100 most influential 
people, profoundly said:   

I thank Colin for all he has contributed to the game of football 
as an outstanding player and trusted teammate. I also applaud 
Colin for the courage he has demonstrated in exercising his 
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guaranteed right of free speech. His willingness to take a posi-
tion at personal cost is now part of our American story.44

Kaepernick’s influence has continued into the 2017 NFL season.  Several 
Black and White players have raised the “Black Power” fist, kneeled, and 
sat.  After the first week, the NFL Players Association (NFLPA), a labor 
organization that represents players, awarded him with the NFLPA Com-
munity MVP award despite not being signed to a team.  A protest that NFL 
owners and adversaries thought would go away with Kaepernick out of the 
NFL has grown among players. Support from White players such as Seattle 
Seahawk, Justin Britt, and Philadelphia Eagles, Chris Long, and some from 
the Cleveland Browns have helped to continue the protest.  Their partici-
pation as White males showed a more unified front across racial lines and 
further contributed to legitimizing Kaepernick’s stated reason for his pro-
test: To give a “voice to the voiceless.”

Kaepernick’s decision to kneel during the Star Spangled Banner exhumed 
the honor, cultural significance, and power of a Black athlete acting as an 
agent for social change in the USA.  It is in this honor that Kaepernick must 
stand which cements his dedication to the protest from the very beginning 
when he said, “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.”45

Discussion Questions

1.  How do the efforts in activism put forth by modern-day Black ath-
letes parallel with Black athletes from the Civil Rights Era? What are 
the differences?

2.  How should a Black athlete such as Colin Kaepernick deal with the 
dilemma of being told to “Shut up and play football”?  What do you 
think?  Is it good or bad for a Black athlete (or an athlete in general) 
to voice their opinion on a societal issue or participate in a form of 
protest?  
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Web Exercise

1.  Read the article, “Trump vs. The wide world of sports: A timeline.” Go 
to:  https://theundefeated.com/features/trump-vs-the-wide-world-of-
sports-a-timeline/.  How has President Trump’s comments affected 
athlete protests in the world of sports?  
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