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Sports, Racism, and the Media 

 The issue of racism and inequality in sports may be analyzed through a social justice lens. 

Social justice strives to create a reality where everyone lives in a fair, respectable, and equitable 

society. The concept of social justice also ensures equal participation of all members of minority 

groups in society through a process characterized as having the principles of democracy, 

participation, collaboration, respect, and tolerance of diversity. Social justice is also associated 

with redistribution and recognition. Recognition refers to the dignity provided to the minority 

groups of the society, and redistribution refers to an equal share of power and wealth for all 

identity groups. Generally, sports are assumed to be apolitical and meritocratic and not seen 

through the lens of equality and social justice. The success of certain athletes of color may be 

used as a talking point to suggest that racism is not a problem in sports. However, closely 

scrutinizing this paradigm beyond the surface level, the opportunities and experiences of people 

of color affected by racism become apparent. Analyzing elite sports through the lens of critical 

race theory, color-blind racism, and White colonial framework, we observe that racism is 

prevalent in elite sports access and leadership positions; and media plays an important role in 

influencing racial bias in sports. 

The realm of sports can be examined through Critical Race Theory, color-blind racism, 

and White colonial framework as they are important to explain social justice issues. This theory 

states that racism is common in society and is a part of everyday business and experience for 

people of color. People of color may hope for progress in only those goals that align with the 

purposes of the white population. The race is a social construction, and society groups may be 

racialized based on the evolution of the dominant interests of the society. Furthermore, the theory 

states that intersectionality is a positive element of society and may be appreciated because 
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individuals are likely to have identities and values that overlap with others. The unique 

experiences of people of color allow them to speak about racism competently (Hylton, 2018). 

Therefore, Critical Race Theory can aid us in identifying racist ideologies and norms in sports. 

Institutional and structural racism may also be prevalent in the sports community. Bonilla-Silva 

(2018) introduces the term “color-blind racism” to describe the prevalent racial inequalities since 

the post-civil rights era. The media is likely to broadcast over incidences of racism and capture 

public attention but may ignore the system and nuanced ways in which racism pervades society. 

The post-civil era society still operates on a White colonial framework which refers to a racially 

constructed ideology of whites influenced by the tenets of European colonialism and is still 

embedded in the institutions and structures of society (Carrington, 2010). Therefore, social 

justice in sports can be analyzed with the backdrop of insights from Critical Race Theory, color-

blind racism, and the White colonial framework. 

 Although recent decades have witnessed increased participation of people of color in elite 

sports, this increase may still represent inclusion at the surface level. Delgado and Stefancic 

(2017) use the insights from the Critical Race Theory and state that the experiences and 

opportunities of athletes of color are shaped by racism, which is an important factor in this 

regard. For example, community members and fans have been observed to direct racial epithets 

at African American athletes during and after competitions (Beamon, 2014). Furthermore, subtle 

racial attitudes may also exist within the sports team. For example, athletes of color may be 

otherized through racial microaggressions by their teammates, and these may be dismissed and 

may be classified as jokes or humorous banter. 

Furthermore, racial stacking is a common discrimination tactic against people of color. It 

refers to the disproportionate under or over-representation of athletes of color for particular team 
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positions. For instance, the quarterback position in American football is viewed as the position of 

the team leader. It has been disproportionately overrepresented by white players throughout the 

history of American football (Ferrucci and Tandoc, 2017). These patterns align with the White 

colonial framework as the White race is generally considered superior regarding intelligence. At 

the same time, African Americans are associated with better physical traits. These stereotypes of 

Black athleticism and White intellect are likely to be reproduced by the sports community 

members such as fans, experts, and commentators.  

 While analyzing international examples of racism in sports, it may be observed that the 

manifestation of racial stereotypes is highly dependent on social contexts. For instance, 

aboriginal football players in Australia with the names Nicky Winmar and Adam Goodes have 

been racially abused by the fans and excluded from playing in influential positions. Witnessing 

the incidents of racism, the commentators adopted various disengagement strategies that blamed 

the victim and displaced responsibility. These measures were used to minimize the severity of 

the incidents by portraying the players as overly sensitive (Faulkner and Bliuc, 2016). 

Furthermore, in the context of South Korea, players with pure Korean ancestry were preferred 

due to ethnic and collectivist nationalism. Still, these trends have started to change with the 

success of Hines Ward, who is an American football player of multiracial descent. The South 

Koreans have evolved from a restrictive and narrow mindset as they have named Ward an 

honorary citizen (Jun and Lee, 2012). 

Additionally, claims in Latin American countries imply the region to be non-racialist, but 

examples of racist chants have been observed, especially in soccer. For instance, the Brazilian 

player Tinga had to endure “monkey” chants during a club game in Peru (Reuters, 2014). 

Therefore, the social complexities of the region or country under consideration are important to 
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understand the manifestation of racism in sports. Ignorance of such complexities may retard the 

process of achieving social justice. 

 Substantial racial inequities characterize the administration and leadership domains of 

elite sports. It is demonstrated by comparing the total number of individuals of color to the total 

number of white individuals in the sports industry. For example, according to Lapchick and 

Balasundaram (2017), 80% of the National Basketball Association (NBA) players are people of 

color. Still, only% of CEO positions, 10% of manager positions, and 30% of the head coaching 

positions are held by people of color. A similar number is observed in the U.S. National Football 

League (NFL), as people of color form about 73% of the players, but there is no colored CEO or 

President of an organization, 19% of the General Manager positions and 25% of the head coach 

positions are held by people of color (Lapchick and Marfatia, 2017). 

Furthermore, 25% of the players in the English Premier League are African American, but out of 

92 clubs, only 4 clubs have managers of color (Lewis, 2014). Racial inequality in administration 

and leadership positions is also associated with the White Colonial Framework, as racial hurdles 

may be present at different structural levels. From a macro level point of view, access to 

leadership positions for people of color may be influenced by racial policies that promote 

unequal employment opportunities. At the intermediate level, opportunities for people of color to 

achieve leadership roles are influenced by racial stereotyping in the hiring and selection 

committees. Discrimination is not only evident at the initial levels of the career but throughout 

the progression of the career of a player of color. The organizational climate also plays a role 

because the environment may not value diversity and halt the progress of people from diverse 

backgrounds (Cunningham and Singer, 2010). Therefore, a broad range of factors is responsible 

for decreasing the opportunities for people of color to enter leadership positions and progress in 
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their sports careers. It demonstrates that it is important to understand that racism may be 

systemic in sports institutions, and appropriate strategies may be developed to address the issue 

by examining the interactions between different factors.  

 A number of studies have been conducted that investigate the representation of African 

American athletes in the media. Sports journalists repeatedly used accessible discourses to 

describe athletes based on race and ethnicity throughout history. A general pattern obtained from 

the studies suggests that the media represents African American athletes as having natural 

athletic abilities, amazing bodies, and a lack of intellect (Bradbury et al., 2011). Case studies in 

the United States have found that sports media portrays African Americans as physically 

superior to the extent that they may be considered dangerous, animalistic, hyper-masculine, and 

criminal. This type of discourse was named “ghettocentric logic” because it was used to 

associate African American athletes with crime, poverty, unruliness, and ghettocentric streets 

(Andrews and Silk, 2010). 

Furthermore, the expressions of nationalism and patriotism are also linked with the race of the 

individuals. For example, the national team fans are likely to adhere to ideas that characterize the 

nation as a homogenous and pure White race. This has been demonstrated by Van Sterkenburg 

(2013), as the Dutch national football team is reconstructed by the sports media and the audience 

as a White football team, excluding the team member with migration backgrounds. Furthermore, 

the study also observed that the majority of the white population believed that the presence of 

players belonging to ethnic minorities in the national team was a problem as it threatened the 

team's identity.  

 The portrayal of African Americans as naturally athletic in the media contrasts with the 

portrayal of White athletes as intellectually superior. Studies show that white athletes are usually 
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associated with tactical qualities, discipline, mental and leadership skills (Bradbury et al., 2011). 

This narrative may have dangerous implications as it may play a role in strengthening White 

privilege and increasing disadvantages for minorities. This narrative may influence the audience 

to associate leadership qualities with White individuals. Constant reinforcement of racial 

stereotypes by the media is likely to embed the psyche of media consumers and coax them into 

discriminatory behavior. 

 Athletes have taken a stance against racial injustices throughout history, and resistance to 

racial inequities in sports is not new. They aim to direct society's attention towards the exclusion, 

inequality, and institutional racial patterns in sports. A number of athlete activists, including 

Muhammad Ali, Jim Brown, John Carlos, and Tommie Smith, fought used their influence to 

fight against racial discrimination. For example, Carlos and Smith used the platform of the 

Olympics to protest and highlight the injustices faced by their fellow athletes. Therefore, the 

notion that sports are apolitical may not be true because it has served as a ground for 

demonstrations particularly related to race. Through the lens of Critical Race Theory, resistance 

demonstrated by the athletes is a challenge to the dominant and unfair aspects of society.  

 Recent developments in sports are progressive as the athletes have taken it upon 

themselves to combat racism and abolish racial structures. For example, Kevin Boeteng of A.C. 

Milan led his team off the football field as a form of protest against the racist chants from the 

opposing fans. Additionally, Howard Gayle, who played for Liverpool, refused to accept the 

honor of becoming a member of the British Empire because of the racist history. NBA players 

also played their part by wearing shirts with captions of “I Can’t Breathe” to recognize the 

suffocation of Eric Garner. There are numerous examples of demonstrations in which athletes 

use collective voices and experiences to resist racism inside and outside the sports domain. 
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 The path to achieving racial justice in elite sports is filled with difficult terrains because 

racism has penetrated the sports industry at various structural levels. Therefore, the fight against 

racism must focus on the systemic aspect of racism and consider the interpersonal, institutional, 

and societal interactions in developing an anti-racist strategy. It is clear that persistent resistance 

is necessary to move towards an equitable and just environment. The fight against racial injustice 

must continue, and sports stakeholders must build on the foundation laid by various athletes. 
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