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Stop asking Black student athletes
to fix America’s DEI mess

By John Celestand
Word in Black | The AFRO

John Celestand is the program director of
the Knight x LMA BloomLab, a $3.2 million
initiative that supports the advancement
and sustainability of local Black-owned news
publications. He is a former freelance sports
broadcaster and writer who covered the
NBA and college basketball for multiple net-
works such as ESPN Regional Television,
SNY, and Comcast Sportsnet Philadelphia.
John was a member of the 2000 Los Angeles
Lakers NBA Championship Team, playing
alongside the late great Kobe Bryant and
Shaquille O’Neal. He currently resides in
Silver Spring, Maryland, with his wife and
son. Credit: Courtesy photo

Back in early March, in a statement re-
leased on social media, legendary Dallas
Cowboys running back Emmitt Smith blasted
his alma mater, the University of Florida,
for eliminating its diversity, equity, and
inclusion program. Smith warned minority
athletes at Florida to “please be aware and
vocal” about the decision the university was
making, which in essence meant closing the
doors on students of color.

A few days later, NAACP president and
CEO Derrick Johnson asked “current and
prospective” student-athletes to
“reconsider any potential decision to at-
tend, and compete at a predominantly
white institution in the state of Florida.” He
pointed out that “these institutions reap
considerable financial benefits from the
very individuals they fail to stand by in mat-
ters of diversity, equity, and inclusion.”

So, should Black athletes refuse to at-
tend schools that defund DEI?

After all, today’s athletes command ma-
jor coin when it comes to NIL (name, image,
and likeness) dollars. Their ability to enter
the portal and transfer to other universities
without repercussion could, if leveraged
correctly, have a tremendous influence on
how universities handle DEI.

The question came up again this week for
me after news broke that the University of
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, plans to divert
the school’s entire $2.3M DEI budget toward
public safety and policing.

Basically, UNC “said that the opposite of
funding DEI programming is funding police,”
writer, researcher, and Harvard Kennedy
fellow Anna Gifty Opoku-Agyeman wrote on
X this week.

North Carolina brought in nearly $123
million in revenue from athletics in 2022. If
every Black athlete at the school refused to
play until the DEI budget was restored, that
would undoubtedly put pressure on the
school.

But even though today’s college athletes
are in a prime position to effect change
around DEI at universities because of their
platforms, power, and heavy influence, is
this really their responsibility?

Who should stand up for DEI?

“l don’t think it is their responsibility”
says Leashia Lewis, assistant athletic direc-
tor for diversity equity and inclusion at Vil-
lanova University.“They have an
opportunity to use their platform and voices
to make change, but it is also the responsi-
bility of athletic departments to support
them in doing that. My question would be,
are athletic departments willing to or in a
position to support student-athletes when
they have something to say or want to fight
for change?”

There’s also the reality that Black ath-
letes of the past were fighting for basic civil
rights, which made it easier to think from a
collective standpoint.

“The risk of being a social justice activ-
ist and using your platform is different now.
Many student-athletes are not willing to
take the risk,” Lewis says.

“The risk is playing time, reputation,
belief that your coach may see you as an
outcast —, especially if you are not the su-
perstar. There is also their personal brand-
ing, and NIL deals they may not want to
risk. Especially for football and basketball
players who have the highest platforms.

Some of them are not prepared to take that
risk.”

How did we get here?

The murder of George Floyd on May 25,
2020, opened a floodgate of pledges to sup-
port DEI across corporate America and be-
yond. Companies and universities jostled to
be first in line to beat their chests and
voice their support and commitment to in-
creasing opportunities to hire, accept, and
retain people from underrepresented, un-
derprivileged, and less advantaged commu-
nities.

| was always skeptical. | kept waiting for
the other shoe to drop. And now it has —
falling harder than Humpty Dumpty ever
did.

In 2023, Florida, under the leadership of
Republican Gov. Ron DeSantis, became one
of the first states to enact a law restricting
DEI efforts. It banned the state’s public uni-
versities from spending money on DEI initia-
tives and placed restrictions on how
educators could discuss discrimination in
mandatory courses. Texas, North Carolina,
and North Dakota passed similar bills later
in the year. So far in 2024, Idaho, Utah, Wy-
oming, and Alabama have passed bills that
are set to go into effect July 1.

The University of Texas and Alabama are
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Gen-Z Will Save Us All,
That's Why They're Being Censored

By Sam Judy
Dallas Weekly Magazine

As the TikTok Ban makes its way to the
US Senate, progressive organizations on col-
lege campuses advocating for Palestine are
targets of a new resolution signed into law
by Gov. Greg Abbott. Generation-Z, with
higher rates of diversity, civic engagement,
and education, could be the spark that
manifests a radical shift in US politics. And
that’s precisely why our current political
leaders fear them.

One thing the United States government
hates with a fiery, intense passion - more
than terrorism, more than world hunger,
and more than homelessness - is a constitu-
ent educated to the unsavory aspects of
western culture and politics.

| don’t think this, | know this. How else
could you explain legislation on a social me-
dia platform, primarily distinct as it’s be-
come an oasis for progressive awakening
and radicalization, advancing faster and
with more bipartisan support than policies
like marijuana legalization, universal
healthcare, or divestment from foreign
wars, that are well-received across the po-
litical spectrum?

Even as congressional action will progress
slowly on this legislative initiative, it’s con-

both ranked in the tOp five of the AP TOp 25 sidered W]dely to be largely agreeable

College Football Poll. According to USA
Today’s tracking, in 2022, these schools
brought in over $239 million and $214 mil-
lion, respectively.

Translation: Athletes most definitely
have some pull.

Athletes have always been on the front-
lines.

Athletes and college students have al-
most always been on the frontline of
change. Many professional athletes, such as
Muhammad Ali, Bill Russell, Jim Brown,
Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf, Colin Kaepernick,
Tommie Smith, and John Carlos, took
stances but also sacrificed their personal
lives and careers.

“Historically, athletes have used their
platforms to speak for justice or to make
change and bring attention to injustices
that are in our society,” Lewis says.

“Much of the DEI work in athletics right
now has existed as a result of athletes
speaking up in response to Colin Kaepernick
in 2017 taking a knee and also in response
to George Floyd being murdered,” she says.

As everyone knows, though, Kaepernick’s
football career was destroyed by his deci-
sion to protest.

Is this what we are expecting of today’s
college athletes?

What if they are prepared to take that
risk?

“Right now, the climate in college athlet-
ics across the country in terms of DEI is not
as active as it was in 2020,” Lewis says.
“There are other things taking priority now
like NIL, the transfer portal, unionizing the
student-athlete, and having them be consid:
ered employees for the institution.”

There is no definitive answer to this di-
lemma. If student-athletes covet their indi-
vidual earnings and opportunities more than
the collective justice for the silent, minori-
tized, and marginalized communities lack-
ing the power to speak up for themselves,
then the conversation about risk doesn’t
matter.

And riddle me this: What would | have
done back when | was a student-athlete in
the late 1990s if | had a million-dollar NIL
deal on the table?

Would | have sacrificed for the collec-
tive? If that were the case, then should |
have even been asked to?

Lewis doesn’t believe so.

0“My call to action is to the ecosystem
around them,” she says. “Why do they
(athletes) have to risk everything for justice
when we’ve talked so much about support-
ing the whole athlete and that we need to
give them everything they need to perform?
So, in a sense, this is a performance, and
we need to give them everything they need
to succeed.”

within the halls of the House and the Senate
building. It’s like Nancy says, “Tic-tac-toe,
a winner. A winner.”

But unintelligible ramblings from
someone’s grandmother aside, the high-
ranking Democrat and Ronald Reagan fan
speaks subjectively on the TikTok ban when
stating that this “is not an attempt to ban
TikTok, it’s an attempt to make TikTok bet-
ter.” Because what’s good for the US gov-
ernment is not always good for the people
of this country.

So no, | don’t think it’s a coincidence
that a platform mainly used by young Amer-
icans, who have either just entered the po-
litical sphere or are approaching it, is being
treated as a potential digital center for pro-
paganda because government entities can
less effectively censor its content.

Aside from government rhetoric on Tik-
Tok holding racist undertones, a ban of the
platform would be a hit directed against
Generation-Z. Our current political leaders,
many of whom have made careers on block-
ing critical and consequential legislation to
appease lobbyists, hold an enormous fear
for younger voters.

Younger voters, Gen-Z in particular, are
less likely to go along with the status quo.
They are less likely to follow the reasoning
that the political establishment lays out for
why our policies are so regressive compared
to the rest of the world.

Whether this is related to the false de-
piction of universal healthcare as inefficient
and ineffective, Nestle misleading consum-
ers and lawmakers to prevent the establish-
ment of federally-required paid maternity
leave, or AIPAC’s normalization of Zionism
through infiltration of American politics,
Gen-Z is not taking the bait. And distinc-
tively, Gen-Z doesn’t seem to be going the
way of the former hippies of the Baby Boom
or the previously anti-establishment modern
beatniks of Generation-X. In fact, they’re
doubling down once they leave college.

In both Texas and the United States
overall, as educational spaces are typically
seen as a catalyst for political awakening,
college campuses are similarly receiving a
significant amount of scrutiny. Gov. Greg
Abbott recently signed a bill into law crack-
ing down on ‘anti-semitism’ on college cam-
puses.

Students for Justice in Palestine at the
University of Texas at Dallas have been par-
ticularly active in organizing spaces. Work-
ing closely with other national organizations
like Palestinian Youth Movement and the
Party for Socialism and Liberation to orga-
nize demonstrations advocating for the peo-
ple of Palestine and condemning the actions
of Israel, students are under threat of cen-
sorship from their university and even ex-
pulsion, as outlined by Abbott’s measure.

“By misrepresenting pro-Palestinian de-
mands for justices, he tarnishes the reputa-
tion of Palestinian and pro-Palestinian
activists while claiming to protect students’
rights,“ SJP of UTD said in a statement last
month. “[Abbott] is aware that student-led
organizing for Palestinian freedom is a rap-
idly growing movement across our con-
nected Texas campuses, and he
purposefully seeks to silence our voices.”

While UT Austin made headlines for sanc-
tioning students for pro-Palestinian activ-
ism, schools in California and Tennessee
have had students arrested following advo-
cacy for the people of Gaza. This confirms
that Texas is not an anomaly with its crack-
down on ‘anti-semitism.’

But ‘anti-semitism’ in this sense is simply
a dog whistle for anti-Zionism. Ironically,
the conflation of Judaism with Zionism
shows parallels with the repurposing of the
swastika as Nazi imagery from its previous
context across Hindu, Buddhist, and Indige-
nous American faiths as a symbol of peace
and prosperity.

Zionism, a bipartisan colonial and nation-
alist movement, is being more widely re-
jected by Gen-Z than any other age group.
For many people, realizing anti-Zionist be-
lief is a gateway to rejecting the colonial
system overall. The United States, a colo-
nial empire, does not like that.
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