
CIVICS Sports • Civil Rights

The A nthem

How a small protest movement in the NFL turned into a national debate 
over patriotism, free speech, and race relations by patricia  smith

S hould professional athletes be allowed to kneel 
in protest when the national anthem is 
performed before a game? President Donald 

Trump thinks the answer is no, and that’s sparked a 
nationwide debate about patriotism, free speech, and 
race relations.

At a September political rally in Alabama, the 
president called on National Football League (NFL) 
team owners to fire players who refuse to stand when 
the anthem is played before games.

Trump’s remarks—and his tweets in the days that 
followed—generated a wave of protests and defiance 
on the sidelines of America’s most popular sport.

What had been a small number 
of demonstrations by a handful of 
black football players to draw 
attention to issues such as police 
brutality quickly grew into 
nationwide protests.

On September 24, nearly all the 
players on three teams—the 
Pittsburgh Steelers, the Tennessee 
Titans, and the Seattle Seahawks— 
stayed off the field until the 
anthem was over. Players and 
coaches on dozens of other teams 
knelt or locked arms during the 
anthem in dramatic displays of 
team unity. Many condemned 
Trump for being divisive.

“To have the president trying to

intimidate people—I wanted to send a message that I 
don’t condone that,” says Julius Thomas, a Miami 
Dolphins tight end who knelt during a recent game 
against the New York Jets. “I’m not OK with somebody 
trying to prevent someone from standing up for what 
they think is important.”

But the protests received a far more mixed reaction 
from fans, many of whom object to the idea of dragging 
politics into their beloved sport.

"If you want to protest, go somewhere else,” says 
Donna Murray, who attended a New England Patriots 
game in Foxborough, Massachusetts. “I think if they did 
it in a different [place], more people would listen.”

Sports and Patriotism
The protests—and the various 
ways Americans responded to 
them—raised many important 
questions. Do players have a right 
to use their fame to draw attention 
to causes they care about? How do 
we define patriotism? And is this 
the sort of issue a president should 
weigh in on?

Most Americans take a great deal 
of pride in our national anthem, 
“The Star-Spangled Banner.” 
Playing it before sporting events 
has become a patriotic ritual.

This probably has to do with 
America’s unique history, says
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The Dallas Cowboys, led by the team’s 
owner, Jerry Jones (center), kneel before 
the national anthem on September 25.

“ R espect fo r  O ur C o u n try ”
Orin Starn, a professor at Duke
University in North Carolina. Unlike most nations, the 
United States is a country of immigrants who are 

£ bound together more by ideals—that all people are 
t created equal, for example—than by a common 
|  religion or ancestry. That’s why symbols and rituals 
s that represent those ideals, such as the 
|  flag or the national anthem, have suchm
|  deep significance, according to Starn.
5 The recent demonstrations
<
|  intensified a debate that began last
0
1 year. That’s when Colin Kaepernick, 
s then a quarterback for the San 
|  Francisco 49ers, began kneeling during the playing of 
» the national anthem to highlight police brutality andz
2 racial injustice.

Kaepernick, who has been out of a job so far this 
|  season because no team has signed him, isn’t the first 
|  athlete to be criticized for disrespecting the anthem.

In 1968, at the Olympics in Mexico City, Mexico,
<
: African-American sprinters Tommie Smith and John
|  Carlos each raised black-gloved fists—a gesture meant
3 to call attention to racial injustice in the U.S.—on the 
d medal stand as the anthem played. They were
* suspended from the U.S. team for their actions.

Because the majority of football players 
kneeling on the field are African-American, 

some people say Trump’s comments were racist. But 
he has denied that, tweeting that the issue “is about 
respect for our country, flag, and national anthem.”

A week after the widespread demonstrations, most
players stood during the anthem, aware 
that many of their fans were unhappy 
with the protests. The players looked 
for alternate ways to demonstrate, such 
as by kneeling before the anthem and 
then standing when it started.

Kenneth Shropshire, of the Global 
Sport Institute at Arizona State University, says he’s not 
surprised by how conflicted people are over the issue.

“As a nation, we think of sports as a distraction and 
something that brings us together, so we struggle when 
these kinds of controversies come up,” he says. “But 
race and politics have always been part of sports.” ♦

W ith  reporting  by The New York Times

CORE QUESTION Do you agree with the 
protests during the national anthem? Write a 
paragraph explaining your answer.

“ Race and  
politics have  
alw ays been  

p art o f sports.”
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