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It is July 4, 1910 and the “greatest battle of the century”, as Jack London wrote in an edition 

of the New York Herald, between Jack Johnson and Jim Jeffries is about to start. Thousands 

of people gather in Reno, Nevada to watch the fight in an arena that is specifically built for 

the grand event. First entering the ring is Johnson, who became the first black heavyweight 

champion of the world two years earlier, by defeating Tommy Burns. Since his win over 

Burns, Johnson defended his title four times before facing Jeffries, who seemed to be the last 

“great white hope” (London) to retain the heavyweight title, and with it white supremacy in 

the physical aspect of sports. The crowd does not applaud, and shouts hateful racial slurs as 

the champion enters the ring. A few moments later, as Jeffries enters the ring, the crowd goes 

wild and starts applauding ferociously. Jeffries, an undefeated champion who was retired for 

six years and started farming instead of continuing his boxing career, came out of retirement 

especially for this fight, and lost around 100 pounds during training camp (Unforgivable 

Blackness: The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson). Johnson is looking calm and relaxed, while 

Jeffries is looking mean and ready to fight. The bell rings and the fight starts. While the fight 

between Johnson and Jeffries started, the underlying fight in race relations was already being 

fought for a long time, and is still being fought till this day. Jack Johnson played a significant 

and controversial role in regards to racial issues and masculinity in the United States. In order 

to problematize his role, a deeper look into his life is required. In this essay, I will argue that 

while Johnson was both praised and criticized by the African American community, Johnson 

represented the African American community in a controversial yet mostly positive way 

inside and outside the ring by contributing substantially in overcoming racial issues such as 

segregation, and by posing as a symbol of masculinity and independence for the African 

American community, which created the foundation for future African American sports 

champions. 
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 The previously described fight between Jack Johnson and Jim Jeffries is called the 

“fight of the century” by many, because of the impact it had on society at the time, and the 

race riots it inspired that followed immediately after the fight throughout all of the United 

States. William Waring Cuney, an African American poet, wrote,  

Oh, my Lord 

What a morning, 

Oh, my Lord, 

What a feeling, 

When Jack Johnson 

Turned Jim Jeffries’  

Snow-white face 

Up to the ceiling. (1 – 8) 

The poem describes the joy that the poet felt from Johnson’s win over Jeffries. This joy was 

shared by most of the African American community, who celebrated Johnson’s victory by 

holding parades. As a result, these celebrations triggered the anger of white citizens who 

responded in violence, which turned the celebrations into race riots (Ward 342 - 47). The 

anger of the white mobs came from the fact that their last “great white hope” (London) was 

defeated, and there were no other prospects to challenge Johnson for his title. In other words, 

an African American stood at the pinnacle of masculinity in the United States, being dominant 

in the physical aspect of sports. White supremacy was strongly upheld during the early 20th 

century, sports was an area that contributed to uphold this white dominance. The physical 

aspect of sports was, and still is, seen as a sign of masculinity. Ken McLeod, a Professor of 

Music History and Culture wrote an essay titled “The Construction of Masculinity in African 

American Music and Sports”, in which McLeod explains how sports and music both 

contribute to a masculine identity. McLeod states that, “In asserting a hegemonic oppression 
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over women and homosexual men, young males are often steeped in the values of physical 

competition and dominance over their peer groups.” (204 – 05) This “physical competition” 

refers to sports, which is about being stronger, faster and more athletic than your opponent. 

Thus, sports are the ultimate proving ground for masculinity. Jack Johnson being the 

heavyweight champion of the world in boxing, a position where he seemed to be unbeatable, 

represented a big, strong and most importantly masculine black man. These positive traits, 

strong and masculine, were now representative for African Americans in general. However, 

with whites unable to accept this, these traits were turned around into negative traits, for 

example referring to being strong as being aggressive (Ward 280). As a consequence, Johnson 

now seemed to represent negative traits in the eyes of whites. Although Johnson was still 

accepted by the African American community as a hero, his later actions drew more negative 

attention. After winning the fight against Jeffries, Johnson himself continued the color line in 

boxing, not accepting to fight black boxers on the economic ground of not making good 

enough money with those fights. Therefore, Johnson’s role is a problematic one, on the one 

hand Johnson was a symbol for a hard-working, strong and masculine black man, and on the 

other hand Johnson was continuing the color line in boxing, limiting the possibilities for other 

African Americans. 

 Now that Johnson seemed unable to be defeated inside the ring, the public would turn 

to Johnson’s private life in order to defeat a symbol for African Americans. As far as 

Johnson’s private life goes, it was not very private to say the least. Because of Johnson’s 

widespread fame, his private life was out in the open, and Johnson did not seem to mind it 

(Unforgivable Blackness: The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson). In particular, the champion’s 

romantic life was controversial, since he openly had white women as lovers. Whether this 

shed positive or negative light on the African American community depends on perspective. 

During the early 20th century there were two significantly influential African American 



4 
 

scholars, who both shared different perspectives. The first of these scholars was Booker T. 

Washington, who commented indirectly on Johnson: “a man with muscle minus brain is a 

useless creature.” (qtd. in Dray 194) Washington’s quote shows that he was disapproving of 

Johnson’s actions outside of the ring, basically saying that Johnson did not think about his 

actions in terms of representing the African American community. Washington was one of the 

first intellectual leaders of the African American community at the time. In Washington’s 

autobiography Up from Slavery, he describes his personal development from a former slave 

child to a scholar. Furthermore, Washington was an advocate of smoothening race relations 

by getting better education for African Americans, so that they could pull themselves up in 

society. In addition, Washington was in favor of adapting to the dominant white cultural 

norms, in order to prevent hostility from whites. Since Johnson did not receive much 

education, participated in a sport that, according to many, is in no way intellectual, and openly 

acted how he pleased, Washington’s critique of Johnson seems to be logical. However, next to 

Washington, there was another influential African American intellectual leader, who stood at 

the other side of the spectrum and defended Johnson in his actions, this man was W.E.B. Du 

Bois. Du Bois wrote the following on Johnson: “Why then this thrill of national disgust? . . . It 

comes down, then, after all to this unforgivable blackness.” (Du Bois 181) As Du Bois states, 

it comes down to “unforgivable blackness”, no matter what Johnson did, it would be 

associated as a negative action, because he simply was black. Similar to Booker T. 

Washington, Du Bois wrote an autobiography, called The Souls of Black Folk. In his 

autobiography Du Bois wrote about “double-consciousness” (12) of being both black and 

American. Furthermore, Du Bois was in favor of black independency, in contrast to 

Washington, who issued for affirmation to the dominant white culture. Applying Du Bois 

standpoint to Johnson’s case clarifies the defensive attitude of Washington towards Johnson. 

Since the boxer openly acted as he pleased and went as far as choosing white women as his 
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sexual preference, an act which often was met with being lynched, Johnson broke through the 

color line and stood symbol for an African American man who made independent choices 

which were not influenced by his surroundings. This independence was an aspiration that Du 

Bois stood for, and as a consequence he was a defendant of Jack Johnson. Again Johnson’s 

role is problematic and depends on perspective. Johnson consorting with white woman can, 

on the one hand be seen as a provocative action that inspired tensions between races, which 

disadvantaged African Americans in their struggle for equality, on the other hand, the act of 

interracial consorting can be seen as a radical approach to breaking through the color line and 

advancing African American independence. 

 "Ghost in the house! Ghost in the house! Jack Johnson's here! Ghost in the house!" 

(qtd. in Ward 476) yelled Muhammad Ali's corner man, Drew "Bundini" Brown, during 

several of Ali’s fights. Since Ali had seen the play The Great White Hope, written in 1967 by 

Howard Seckler, Ali identified with the lead character of the play. The lead character’s name 

was Jack Jefferson, but his story was that of Jack Johnson. Johnson’s story is an important 

and controversial one in history. Granted that Johnson’s actions could be seen as both 

progressive and harmful to the advancement of African Americans in United States society, 

Johnson nonetheless paved the way for later African American sports champions, who can 

partially thank their possible successes to Jack Johnson. 
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