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Introduction

Who'll be my role model
now that my role model is gone?
—Paul Simon, “You Can Call Me Al”

“NO ATHLETE 1S ONLY AN ATHLETE,”
writes Debra Shogan in her book The Making of
High-Performance Athletes: Discipline, Diversity,
and Ethics (199g), and this is almost self-evidently
true. “Despite the detail of sport discipline, athlete
identity is not consumed by it. Athletes, like other
people, participate in a number of overlapping con-
flicting disciplines that together produce a distinc-
tive hybrid identity for each person.” All high-
performance athletes are products of the social and
cultural systems that created them, of the systems
and ways of life that value their activities and their
achievements; further, they are emblems, exemplars,

and representations of those systems in ways that
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virtually no one else is or no one else can be. The
“hybridity” of star athletes—their construction as
athletes and the intersection of that construction
with the other constructions that define them in a
number of complex, even conflicted, ways—makes
them compelling social figures, both transcendent
and constrained. This book is divided into two
parts. The first section is comprised of three case
studies and, in the second part, commentaries on
the significance of the high-performance, hybrid
athlete in post-World War I America are offered.
Part I, based on a set of lectures, and Part I, com-
posed of previously published non-academic essays,
were conceived, taken together, to be an entity, an
interlocking statement, a sustained examination of
race, high performance athletics, and history.
High-performance athletes are social construc-
tions, as we all are, but they are peculiar in their
construction, singular. High-performance athletes
are not merely social roles or a collection of habits
and customs; they are mythologies. On a certain
level, athletes are a special sort of socially constructed
mirror that reflects a romanticized version of cul-
tural honor and cultural virtue. Athletes can be
heroic and celebrated for their heroism in their per-

formance in the way no artist or worker in another
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line of work can, for the athlete can symbolize the
honor of a group or nation in dramatic, even melo-
dramatic, terms. High-performance athletics is per-
haps the most theatrical and emotional form of rit-
ualized honor that we have left in the world. Of
course artists and other nonathletic types have be-
come national and group heroes,” but a great high-
performance athlete can more easily be elevated to
this role because he or she is usually young, and
vouth has an intensely charismatic appeal to most
people; he or she has obtained a standard of excel-
lence that is self-evident and objectively measurable
and has had to achieve greatness by performing
under enormous public and competitive pressure.

[ examine African American athletes in this book
because they offer an instructive and a complex
view, a compelling ironical perspective of athletic
honor as they represent, in part, a group that was
historically considered socially without honor: they
are, arguably, the most imposing hyvbrid figures in
American sports. A certain ambiguity clouds the rep-
utation of African American athletes even today;
they cannot seem to shake their social degradation.
What else could explain a book such as William
Rhoden’s Forty Million Dollar Slaves: The Rise,
Fall, and Redemption of the Black Athlete, which



