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Abstract: 
(Student-athletes, amateurism, paternalism) 

This thesis uses parallels in the theories of amateurism in college athletics and paternalism in 
slavery to better understand college football as a system of exploitation of labor. To provide the 
reader with a background of these theories, it begins with in-depth explanations of their 
developments and various components. This study focuses on the similarities in arguments made 
by proponents of both theories, and pays particular attention to the idea that these systems of 
exploitation supposedly benefit those exploited. It compares the argument that college athletics 
creates for athletes the opportunity to receive a “free education” with the notion of slavery 
“saving” Africans by introducing them to Christianity. Through analysis of these arguments and 
the findings of multiple studies that examine the experiences of those exploited, this thesis 
reveals the inherent logical fallacies of these theories and the impact they have on those that 
operate under these exploitative systems.   
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Introduction  

During the Antebellum period, proponents of Southern slavery developed various 

defenses to combat abolitionists’ questions of immorality. These defenses included: slavery 

benefitted the slaves because they had no fear of unemployment or starvation, Southern slavery 

had evolved into a much more humane institution than in other parts of the world, the slaves had 

masters that cared for their welfare, abolition would destroy the economy, slavery was a natural 

part of civilization and beneficial to mankind as a whole, and so forth. One may wonder what all 

of this has to do with college football, but the answer is simple: there exists a striking 

resemblance between these defenses of slavery and those used today to justify the exploitation of 

labor in college football. 

Initial examination into college football as a modern version of colonialism involved 

researching whether or not similarities truly exists between these institutions. This research 

uncovered a few sources that already effectively defended this comparison by examining the 

economic and social structures of these systems, but also revealed interesting and distinct 

similarities between their defenses. More specifically, these defenses center on one basic 

principle: those exploited by the system benefit from the system. For instance, in college football 

the players receive a “free education,” and in slavery saves the African “heathens” through their 

exposure to Christianity.  

This thesis will explain that proponents of the current college athletics system developed 

the theory of amateurism as a means of rationalizing the exploitation of big-revenue college 

athletes.  It uses paternalism as a basis of comparison for the larger discussion of amateurism, 
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and will focus mainly on college football. It will compare the most prevalent arguments in 

defense of each institution—mainly that these institutions protect those they exploit and benefit 

them by giving athletes a “free education” or bringing slaves “salvation” through Christianity. 

This comparison will include an analysis of said arguments and will refute them by citing the 

experiences of those who suffer under these systems.  

Historical Setting 

This thesis will focus on the present day. Much of the secondary material regarding 

college football centers on the 1990s to the present. A national outcry occurred in this period 

regarding the “cartel-like” behavior of the National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) 

which sparked an outpouring of literature on the institution’s abuses and a need for reform. It 

will briefly explore earlier decades of the NCAA—the Association’s establishment, court cases, 

the establishment of the “student athlete” idea, etc.—but the discussion on football will mostly 

focus on present economic and academic issues. The comparison to paternalism means this thesis 

will also include a discussion of sources from the Antebellum period, mainly the 1800s. 

However, because this thesis aims to draw parallels that will put college football into the 

progression of systems of exploitative labor, it will focus on a modern historical setting. 

Historiography 

Exploitation of labor in college athletics and football in particular is a well-studied 

subject. This research has uncovered countless articles, dissertations, and novels on the subject 

that span various fields such as economics, history, law, business, and sociology. The media has 

even gotten in on the discussion—the increased number of stories breaking about college athletes 

receiving financial compensation and various academic scandals have led many people to form 
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and voice their own opinions on the subject. The comparison of football to colonialism is much 

less abundant in academic literature, but it too has been touched on. Dr. Billy Hawkins’ The New 

Plantation covers this topic in depth—in it he explains how the “internal colonial model” or 

“plantation model” relates to the black experience in major college sports. Overall, this topic is 

heavily discussed in both academia and mass media. 

This thesis will add an entirely new perspective to the examination of exploitation of 

labor in college football. Thus far, explorations into the topic have focused on the flaws in the 

institution itself, and any comparisons made to colonialism have been based on similarities in 

labor usage and the economic model. This thesis takes a different approach by examining the 

arguments in support of the current athletic system as opposed to the institution itself. It will 

focus on the theory of amateurism in college football as it compares to the theory of paternalism, 

and the arguments used in support of both. It focuses much of this comparison on the emphasis 

placed on education and Christianity in these respective arguments; many people claim that 

college football players are already paid in a “free” education in much the same way that people 

believed the slaves benefited from their situation because of their indoctrination into Christianity. 

In both arguments, proponents discuss how these institutions give opportunities that the athletes 

and/or slaves never would have had without them. This all leads to the notion that these systems 

“protect” those under their care, which effectively directs attention away from the flaws in the 

systems and the suffering of those exploited.  

Primary Sources 

The primary sources in this thesis consists of materials that use amateurism to express a 

defense of the current college athletics system or use paternalism to defend Southern slavery. 
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This includes letters, pamphlets, articles, books, interviews, speeches, and videos. The discussion 

of amateurism will center on interviews of and quotes from proponents of the theory, often in 

mass media settings. The official NCAA website acts as the foundation from which the ideas of 

amateurism spawn. This discussion will also include media sessions with coaches, university 

presidents, and conference commissioners in which they discuss their ideas on amateurism. 

These media session materials come in the form of videos and transcripts. Furthermore, this 

thesis will reference articles and opinion pieces from the media and general public that defend 

amateurism in college athletics. Many of these articles focus on the pay-for-play debate which 

will not be touched on in this thesis, but their arguments on amateurism are imperative to 

understanding the current mindset of those who support the system but do not directly impact it. 

Interestingly, all the amateurism material uncovered while researching this topic come from 

either the media or “higher-ups”—coaches, commissioners, the NCAA itself—and not from the 

athletes. This has very strong implications for the overall reality of amateurism. 

The majority of proslavery arguments come from letters, pamphlets, novels, and speeches 

written by politicians, intellectuals, and clergymen during the Antebellum. This will include the 

writings of George Fitzhugh, John C. Calhoun, James Williams, and others—all of whom 

discuss the beneficial nature of slavery in regard to its paternalistic aspects. Other important 

writings include pamphlets from Southern clergymen. These men took on the task of informing 

masters of their Christian duty to uphold the ideals of paternalism and to indoctrinate their 

slaves. All of these sources offer much the same arguments with little variation, which indicates 

the general cohesion of thought in the South regarding slavery. 
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Methodological and Theoretical Approach 

 Research into this topic was an involved process. It began with reading through 

secondary sources that discussed each system of labor in order to fully understand the 

fundamental bases for them. It then involved finding the primary sources and reading through 

each once in order to pinpoint the basis of their arguments and the evidence presented. Then it 

moved to comparing the arguments made in support of college athletics with those of slavery in 

order to find the similarities and how these arguments used the theories of amateurism and/or 

paternalism. Once the similarities were discovered and fleshed out, the process then turned to 

finding evidence based on the experiences of athletes and slaves that either supported those 

arguments or refuted them. This evidence was then used in the analysis of said arguments as a 

means of delineating the flaws in each theory.  

Theoretically, this thesis approaches primary sources by not only recognizing their 

inherent biases, but by embracing them. Research into these sources involved approaching them 

as someone looking for evidence to support these theories and who wished to prove the 

beneficiality of slavery and/or college athletics. It also must be noted that secondary sources 

played an instrumental role in the development of this thesis. Because it focuses on the theories 

of amateurism and paternalism rather than the institutions of college athletics and slavery 

themselves, secondary sources contributed to the understanding and analysis of these theories. 

Analysis of secondary sources approached them almost as if they are primary sources 

themselves—because they exemplify what others have said about these theories, they play an 

integral role in their development and therefore must be taken into account. 
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Paternalism in Southern Slavery 

 Paternalism stands as a theory of colonialism that encourages a domestic, interdependent 

relationship between master and slave in which the master acts as a “father figure.” The 

discussion of paternalism in this paper will focus on its development in the Antebellum Southern 

United States during the 1800s. Interestingly, no one succinct definition of paternalism exists; it 

has been widely debated in academia, even to the extent that it might not have existed in the 

South at all. Therefore, this discussion will combine primary sources with the ideas of 

paternalism that have been widely agreed upon. 

Paternalism developed in the South as a way to “portray slavery as a just, humane 

institution.”1 It developed out of necessity and as a response to abolitionist rhetoric in the 1800s. 

The closing of the African slave trade in 1808 dramatically shifted slaveholders’ views on 

slavery. Gone were the days that masters could punish their slaves without fear of death because 

they knew they could always buy more. After 1808, slaveholders started viewing their slaves as 

investments and came to realize that “only practices that effectively encouraged slave 

reproduction could ensure the continued growth of the region’s slave population.”2 By the 1830s, 

in response to the abolitionist outcry in the North and the impossibility of ignoring the immense 

brutality of slavery, numerous laws developed in the South as a means of affording slaves greater 

protection. These laws included the requirement of decent provisions for slaves, a curtailing of 

previously unregulated rights to chastise slaves, restrictions on “cruel and unusual punishments,” 

and making killing a slave with malicious intent murder. However, much of the master’s power 

                                                 
1 Lacy K. Ford, Deliver Us from Evil: The Slavery Question in the Old South, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 147. 

2 Ibid, 149. 
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was left untouched by law, thus making these laws minimal in their impact on the changing ideas 

regarding slavery. Perhaps the greatest motivation for developing a more humane version of 

slavery lay in society’s opinion of the masters. For one thing, the ever growing fear of slaves and 

freed blacks made society press for less cruelty towards slaves. This paranoia originated in the 

slave-owners’ increasingly making the plantations their permanent residences, news of the 

Haitian Revolution and other plots possibly developing in the South, the increasing education 

and assimilation of Africans, the expanding population of freedmen, and the “all men are created 

equal” spirit that permeated throughout slave populations during the Revolution. As a result, the 

Deep South saw a need “to make slavery a safe and profitable institution,” and thus pushed 

masters into treating their slaves more humanely. Furthermore, a master had to treat his slaves 

like his “people” in order to maintain his reputation as a good Christian and “patriarch.”3 All of 

these circumstances led to a shift in attitudes towards slavery in the South during the first 

decades of the 1800s. 

In the 1830s, the South underwent a complete ideological reconfiguration, with 

paternalism at the forefront of this new ideology.4 The main component of this theory lies in the 

protection slavery supposedly gave the slaves.5 Southerners believed that the investment masters 

made in slaves meant that they cared for their slaves’ welfare and thus accepted responsibility for 

making slavery a humane and profitable institution which encouraged cooperation, productivity, 

and faithfulness. Masters bestowed this protection by recognizing slave humanity, treating the 

                                                 
3 Willie Lee Rose, “The Domestication of Domestic Slavery” in Slavery and Freedom, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1982), 22-27. 

4 Ford, Deliver Us from Evil, 508. 

5 Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 5. 
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slaves like family, and acts of stewardship—which most often took the form of indoctrination of 

slaves into Christianity.6  

Recognition of the slaves’ humanity makes paternalism singularly distinct from other 

slavery ideologies. It derived from two places: the new laws regarding slave management and the 

emphasis on Christianity in paternalism. By regulating the treatment of slaves, the judiciary 

system recognized the “slaves’ right to life and limb” and established them as legal persons—in 

essence, they were no longer just property but had some basic human rights.7 Christianity also 

played a part in the increased recognition of slave humanity; paternalism required that masters 

acknowledge the “spirit as well as flesh” of slaves, and thus must bestow upon them moral 

treatment.8 Although masters had to recognize the souls of their slaves, they saw them as 

“perpetual children” that could not reach the level of intelligence of the white man.  

Acceptance of the humanity of slaves led to the enforcement of “familial treatment.” 

Slaveholders domesticated slavery by infusing it with admired ideals of the Victorian family: 

“cheerful obedience and gratitude on the part of the children (read slaves), and paternalistic 

wisdom, protection, and discipline on the part of the father (read master).”9  The main premise of 

this argument comes from the idea that slaves had a high value to masters, and thus were treated 

well to ensure their value remain high. This familial treatment meant that slaves were well fed, 

well clothed, well housed, and not overworked. Slaves must have had time to rest, which 

                                                 
6 Ford, Deliver Us from Evil, 147. 

7 Rose, “Domestication of Domestic Slavery,” 23. 

8 Reverend H.N. McTyeir, “Master and Servant,” Duties of Masters to Servants, (Charleston: Southern Baptist 
Publication Society, 1851), 25. 

The ideas presented in this publication exist in almost every other paternalism text found while conducting this 
research. This essay is used as the main source because it offers the most succinct and comprehensive list of the 
correct ways to treat slaves. 

9 Ibid, 21. 
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included leisure time and observing the Sabbath. Any punishment must only correct bad 

behavior and not cause too much harm—as a father would punish a child.10 Masters made sure to 

treat their slaves well because it not only maintained the value of their investment, but also made 

them look like good, Christian masters; “[the slaves’] looks reflect his character.”11 By treating 

the slaves like children, slaveholders hoped to foster in them a sense of loyalty and obedience 

that would encourage them to want to remain slaves and be productive workers. 

One of the main ways in which the “benign” master acted as a fatherly figure to the 

slaves was through acts of stewardship, which most often took the form of education in 

Christianity (which will be discussed in great length in the next section). This is based on the 

Christian emphasis on conversion; because “the master has souls as well as bodies under his 

care,” the responsibility fell to him to ensure that those souls reached heaven.12 This religious 

instruction included making worship accessible by either taking slaves to worship with the white 

family or creating for them their own chapel, giving them time to increase their knowledge of 

Christianity—time which must be taken out of work, not rest—and teaching them the messages 

in the Bible.13 This teaching of the Bible is important because it emphasizes the Christian 

message of “servant, obey your master;” as will be discussed later, although slaveholders 

claimed to teach the whole Bible, they often focused solely on this “Gospel of Obedience.” The 

overarching goal of all of these aspects was to “teach servants cheerful obedience” and create a 

                                                 
10 Ibid, 8-26. 

11 Ibid, 21. 

12 Ibid, 36. 

13 Ibid, 38-43. 
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system of slavery that would encourage cooperation, productivity, and faithfulness in the 

slaves.14 

Amateurism in College Football 

For the entirety of its existence, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) has 

touted its theory of amateurism as the purest, most admirable form of athletic competition. It has 

made numerous claims that it seeks to protect athletes from the corruption of commercial 

professionalism and to promote high academic achievement in its so-called “student athletes.” 

But for as long as the NCAA has been around, people have criticized amateurism. Although 

ideal in a theoretical sense, the consequences of amateurism far outweigh the real benefits—

especially since amateurism mostly harms the very people it claims to protect. The following 

section will introduce the theory by examining its foundation, the cartel-like behavior of the 

NCAA, and the restricted rights of those under the system. 

What It is and Where It Comes From 

Before delving into the issues surrounding the myth of amateurism, one must first learn 

what it entails. NCAA amateurism exists in two parts: one, “participation should be motivated 

primarily by education and by the physical, mental, and social benefits to be derived” and not 

financial compensation; and two, “student-athletes should be protected from exploitation by 

professional and commercial enterprises.”15 In general, an athlete loses amateur status if he/she: 

contracts with professional teams; receives a salary for participating in athletics; tries-out, 

                                                 
14 Reverend A.T. Holmes, “The Duties of Christian Masters,” Duties of Masters to Servants, (Charleston: Southern 
Baptist Publication Society, 1851), 133. 

15 NCAA Academic and Membership Affairs Staff, NCAA 2012-2013 Division I Manual, (2012), 4. 
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practices, and/or competes with professionals; has an agent or agrees to be represented by an 

agent.16 This comprises the basic premise of the NCAA’s use of amateurism, but by no means 

defines the theory entirely. 

Interestingly, an official, universal, and legal definition of the word “amateur” does not 

exist. According the Kenneth L. Shropshire, “the definition of an amateur is left up to whatever 

governing body is regulating the particular athletic event or organization.”17 The lack of an 

official definition springs from the power of words. In his essay “Politics and the English 

Language,” George Orwell makes the point that political words such as “democracy” and 

“fascism” do not have clear definitions and the attempt to write an agreed-upon one is constantly 

turned down. Politicians do this so that they may wield a word such as “democracy”—commonly 

accepted as something pleasant and desired—in whatever way they choose; defining that word 

would restrict its use.18 The NCAA uses a vague “definition” so that they may use it in 

whichever way best benefits the situation. Recognizing this reveals an overtly political tone that 

contradicts the supposedly noble premise of the theory. 

The foundation of amateurism also muddies the perception of college athletics as a pure 

institution for a noble cause. Many people claim amateurism was born out of the Ancient Greek 

Olympic Tradition; however, numerous studies have revealed that there exists "no mention of 

amateurism in Greek sources, no reference to amateur athletes, [and] no evidence that the 

concept of 'amateurism' was even known in antiquity;” in fact most Greek Olympians were 

compensated in some form. Shropshire points out that organizations and proponents of 

                                                 
16 Ibid, 60. 

17 Kenneth L. Shropshire, “Legislation for the Glory of Sport: Amateurism and Compensation,” Seton Hall Journal 

of Sport Law, vol. 1 (1991), 8. 

18 George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language,” (1946). 
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amateurism falsify the origins of the theory to make it seem more “pure” and “moral” in the eyes 

of the public.19 Some theorize that academics tied to universities and organizations created this 

pure persona in order to mask the true, extremely problematic beginnings of amateurism. In 

actuality, the idea was born in Victorian England out of a very oppressive atmosphere. The 

Amateur Athletic Association of England drafted the first published definition of amateur in 

1866, which barred an amateur from engaging in competition for money or prizes, teaching 

athletics as a profession, and having a career as a “mechanic, artisan or laborer.” Aristocrats 

founded Amateur Athletic Club for the soul purpose of giving themselves the chance to compete 

against each other without having to include professionals—a term which not only denoted 

compensation for play but also one’s social status as an inferior person of “questionable 

character.”20 To be sure, the entire ideal of amateurism centered on exclusionary and classist 

principles. This leads one to wonder why the NCAA would base its entire institution around 

oppressive, elitist ideas. 

The problematic nature of amateurism inevitably slipped into college athletics. The 

NCAA’s goal at its foundation in the late nineteenth century was to protect athletes from 

professional corruption—very well-intentioned but destined to fail. In the decades preceding its 

formation, professionalism and corruption quickly spread through collegiate sports: schools 

allocated large sums of money to football; coaches’ salaries exceeded even the highest paid 

professors; gambling abounded; and colleges began admitting professionals into the universities 

for the sole purpose of playing football. In 1905, President Teddy Roosevelt summoned 

representatives from Harvard, Yale, and Princeton to curb the growing violence and corruption 

                                                 
19 Shropshire, “Legislation for the Glory of the Sport,” 10-11. 

20 Ibid, 12. 
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in college football, and the NCAA materialized later that year. Nonetheless, commercialization 

continued to swirl around the sport, including greater press coverage, public interest, alumni 

contributions, and excessive recruiting abuses—all of which led to diminished educational values 

that negatively impacted the student-athlete. Furthermore, colleges continuously refused to 

adhere to NCAA regulations in order to openly pay athletes. In 1948, the Association adopted 

what it referred to as the “Sanity Code” as a means of limiting financial aid given to athletes—

aid could not be based solely on athletic ability but must take student needs and academic 

accomplishments into account. Although universities refused to uphold the strict punishments of 

the Code and it was eventually repealed, many view this as the beginning of the NCAA’s 

operation as an “effective cartel.”21 This cartel behavior blew up to mass proportions during 

Walter Byers’s tenure as Executive Director of the NCAA from 1951 to 1987. In perhaps one of 

his biggest achievements, he successfully negotiated television contracts that for a few years 

gave the NCAA the majority cut of the profits and complete monopoly over which games would 

be aired. This ensured that as television viewers and revenue grew, so did the NCAA’s power.22 

This behavior disproves the notion that college athletics is an amateur institution that “protects 

student-athletes from commercialism”; in the words of Walter Byers himself, “collegiate 

amateurism is not a moral issue. It is an economic camouflage for monopoly practice.”23  

One of the main components of amateurism—and also one of the most indicative aspects 

of its exploitive nature—is the NCAA’s use of the term “student-athlete.” The NCAA claims that 

it seeks to protect college athletes, whom it regards as “students first;” however, the very 

                                                 
21 Andrew Zimbalist, Unpaid Professionals: Commercialism and Conflict in Big-Time College Sports, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1999) 7-10. 

22 Taylor Branch, The Cartel: Inside the Rise and Imminent Fall of the NCAA, (San Francisco: Byliner Inc., 2011), 
chapter 4, Kindle edition 

23 Zimbalist, Unpaid Professionals, 19. 
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existence of the term “student athlete” aids in the exploitation of these players. The term was 

coined by Walter Byers in 1953 to “assist NCAA member schools in their fight against 

workmen’s compensation insurance claims for injured football players.”24 This goes against the 

entire idea of “protecting” the athlete; if the NCAA and member universities truly cared for the 

well-being and future of their athletes, they should assist them when their work for the 

universities derails their futures. The case of Kent Waldrep highlights this point. In 1974, Texas 

Christian University (TCU) running back Kent Waldrep, in a game against the University of 

Alabama, ran the ball towards the Crimson Tide sideline and was swallowed by tacklers. He was 

transported to the hospital with a broken neck and almost complete paralysis. For roughly twenty 

years, he endured extensive physical therapy with no help from TCU—but plenty of assistance 

from Alabama head coach Bear Bryant. Throughout the 1990s, he pressed a lawsuit against TCU 

for workers compensation, during which time the university successfully used the "student-

athlete” idea. Waldrep stated that he should have employee status because TCU recruited him as 

a football player—not a student—and provided the necessary equipment for the job much as an 

employer would. Nonetheless, the court rejected his appeal, claiming he was not an employee 

because he “had not paid income taxes on financial aid that he could have kept even if he quit 

football.”25 

NCAA and Member University Revenue 

The initial notion of protecting college athletes from “exploitation by professional and 

commercial enterprises” is nearly impossible today, especially in regards to big revenue sports. 

                                                 
24 Ibid, 37. 

25 Taylor Branch, The Cartel: Inside the Rise and Imminent Fall of the NCAA, (San Francisco: Byliner Inc., 2011), 
chapter 5, Kindle edition. 
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These athletes simply cannot be protected from commercialism when they operate under a 

system driven purely by profit. Clothes, shoes, hats, dinnerware, lawn ornaments, tents, grills, 

chairs, bedroom furniture—all items sold with logos of universities, and all of which the labor of 

these athletes makes possible. The popularity of these teams and thus the demand for team 

products simply would not exist without the labor of the players. The mass revenue generated by 

their labor furthers this argument. 

 In order to better understand how the NCAA exploits players economically, one must 

first understand the notion of the Association as a functioning cartel. In essence, a cartel is a 

group of competing entities that create a formal agreement to fix prices in order to ensure their 

mutual benefit. The NCAA operates as a cartel in a number of ways. Firstly, the member schools 

participate in open collusion (price fixing and limiting competition) by subscribing to 

standardized rules. These rules allow for the restriction of growth in student-athlete 

compensation (scholarships and grant-in-aids) while revenue from their labor increases 

exponentially. They also allow the NCAA to profit from their labor through television contracts 

and multi-billion dollar deals with brand names such as Nike. Furthermore, the NCAA excludes 

school-brand names and other capital from its regulation, allowing for things such as stadiums, 

training facilities, and tantalizing recruitment packages to endure unregulated expansion. This 

proves that profit and not amateurism sits at the heart of the NCAA; it values the revenue 

generated by big-time athletic programs over educational and economic fairness, and as such 

allows schools to do whatever it takes to draw talent to them. Most importantly, the value of 
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football players to schools are much larger than the value of the education they receive. This 

price fixing violates antitrust laws and is the key factor in the exploitation of athletes.26 

One may ask: just how much does the NCAA and member universities profit from these 

players? According the NCAA’s Consolidated Financial Statements, the association made 

$871,687,872 in total revenue as of 31 August 2012, with $70,916,444 of that as “surplus 

revenue” after expenses. Eighty-one percent of this revenue comes from television and 

marketing rights fees, mainly from the Association’s contract with CBS Sports and Turner 

Broadcasting that amounts to $10.8 billion over fourteen years. The rest of the revenue comes 

from championships. The NCAA’s expenses pans out as follows: $503,798,667 went to Division 

I member schools, $143,612,152 paid for championships, programs and tournaments across all 

three Divisions, and the rest went to “Association-wide programs” and management. 27   

To examine the revenue made at universities, this analysis will now turn to a comparison 

of three different institutions. The first, Florida State University (FSU) made $43,085,121 from 

football during the 2012-2013 season; its total revenue came in at $100,049,444. FSU spent a 

total of $90,278,878 on athletic expenses, with a surplus revenue of $9,770,566. The next school, 

the University of Texas at Austin, made $109,400,688 from football, and $165,691,486 total—

the most total revenue generated by a university in 2012. Texas spent $138,269,710 on athletic 

expenses, and came up with a surplus revenue of $27,485,882. Finally, Stanford University made 

$25,564,646 off of football and $52,354,985 in total revenue. Stanford came up equal with 

                                                 
26 Arthur A. Fleisher III, Brian L. Goff, and Robert D. Tollison. The National Collegiate Athletic Association: A 

Study in Cartel Behavior. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 7-9. 

27 National Collegiate Athletic Association and Subsidiaries, “Consolidated Statement of Activities,” (2012), 3, 
http://www.ncaa.org/wps/wcm/connect/public/NCAA/Finances/Revenue. 
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expenses versus revenue.28 These schools denote interesting trends in college football. FSU and 

Texas made more money than Stanford most likely due to their location in the South—the home 

of the most hardcore college football fans. Furthermore, Stanford spent the same amount of 

money on male scholarships that the other two spent on male and female scholarships combined, 

which implies a greater emphasis on academics (which would not be surprising given its status 

as the “Ivy League of the West”).  

Just how much did these schools spend on scholarships, exactly? FSU spent $8.7 million 

on athletic grants-in-aid that must be spread amongst 535 varsity players, although not every 

player can receive one. Sixty-one percent of that ($5,303,019) went to males on scholarship. 

Given that the NCAA only allows schools to offer grants-in-aid to eighty-five football players, 

this amounts to roughly $19,075 per player. Interestingly, the school paid $8.3 million dollars to 

its head football coach and staff—a total of twenty-two people.29 Texas spent $5,172,409 on 

scholarships for 312 male varsity players, with about $16,578 for football players. Finally, 

Stanford spent $9,338,694 on 462 male players, with $20,213 going to footballers.30  

Restricted Rights 

The NCAA’s numerous restrictions further denotes the exploitation of these players. One 

seemingly unnecessary restriction comes in the form of meal plans. Until recently, the NCAA 

                                                 
28 “Equity in Athletics Data Cutting Tool,” US Department of Education, accessed 20 November 2013, 
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It must be noted that these numbers do not represent the profits generated by the majority of universities with 
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restricted the number of meals schools are allowed to offer student athletes to a maximum of 

three. Right away one sees the problem with this; these are (often rather large) grown men 

constantly burning calories; their bodies need constant sustenance and limiting available food 

does not assist in athletic training, especially given that many players do not have the money to 

pay for food outside of their meal plans. On April 16, 2014, the NCAA’s legislative council 

approved a proposal that will allow schools to offer unlimited meal plans and snacks. 

Interestingly, this change came days after University of Connecticut’s basketball player Shabazz 

Napier revealed to the press that he would often “go to be starving” because he could not afford 

food and did not have the time nor the means to get to the grocery store.31 

One may ask why these athletes do not simply get a job to cover their necessary 

expenses. The answer: the NCAA restricts their employment options. In 1998, the NCAA passed 

Proposition 62 which allowed Division I athletes to hold part-time jobs during the academic 

year, which it previously prohibited. However, these jobs could only amount to an income of 

$2,000 annually.32 It is difficult to understand the reasoning behind this restriction and its fervent 

opposition. Opponents claim that it creates opportunities for abuses such as players receiving 

compensation for work not performed and it will be difficult to police, but these seem like minor 

difficulties compared to actively restricting constitutional rights. If student-athletes are truly 

“students first” as the NCAA claims, it makes no sense that it would restrict their right to seek 

employment while non-athletes may work however they choose—unless, of course, these 

athletes are in fact contracted employees of the NCAA.  

                                                 
31 “Council approves unlimited meals,” ESPN.com, 16 April 2014, http://espn.go.com/college-
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Perhaps the most evident instance of economic exploitation of these players is the 

restriction on profiting from their own names/likenesses. The NCAA restricts athletes from 

receiving financial compensation from the use of their names or likenesses, even if the use is not 

athletically related.33 Cases surrounding these restrictions often arise, such as the recent Johnny 

Manziel autograph scandal during which the Heisman Trophy winner fell under investigation for 

collecting profits from the sale of his autograph. Some of these instances are direct violations of 

NCAA rules, but others appear ridiculous. In 1996, Darnell Autry, a star running back at 

Northwestern and aspiring actor, got offered a role in a movie filmed in Rome. However, the 

NCAA claimed that because previous athletes launched film careers off of their athletic fame and 

that he would not have been offered the role if not for his football accomplishments, he would 

therefore forfeit his eligibility if he took it. Autry took his case to court, which forced the NCAA 

to modify this rule; given that non-athletes have been able to pursue acting careers while enrolled 

in universities, the Association reasoned that athletes could too—so long as they did not receive 

financial compensation.34  

The revenue generated by college football and the massive restrictions of rights against 

athletes reveal that the entire ideal of amateurism has hypocritical components and a multitude of 

flaws. For one, the notion of athletes getting “paid in an education” completely contradicts the 

supposed point of amateurism. In fact, the Amateur Athletic Union, the former association 

governing athletic participation in the Olympics, heavily criticized the NCAA for providing 

scholarships to athletes. They believed that this was an “impure” form of amateurism.35 To them, 

if the NCAA wants to successfully peddle the notion that these athletes “play for the love of the 
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sport,” it cannot provide any incentive whatsoever. The very idea of “play for the love of the 

sport” does not exist anymore. With the rampant commercialization and American obsession 

surrounding athletics, it is unrealistic to suppose that every single athlete at these universities 

only plays because he/she enjoys the sport. In fact, polls of athletes reveal that it is just the 

opposite: forty-four percent of black athletes in 1990 believed they would go pro, a number 

which has more-than-likely grown in recent years.36 The majority of these players—at least the 

star players who make the most revenue for universities—attend college so that they have the 

best chance at going pro. However, only about two percent of football players are drafted into the 

NFL, which means they will need to fall back on their “free” education.37 However, as the next 

section discusses, this education is often worthless. 

A Comparison of Arguments 

 This section will compare arguments made by proponents of amateurism and paternalism, 

and will attempt to refute those arguments by documenting the realities of those exploited by 

these systems. It will include a discussion on the use of education and Christianity as means of 

justifying the systems of amateurism and paternalism (respectively) along with racial and class 

divisions encouraged by this justification, and the use of gratitude to further enforce their 

beneficiality.  

“We Are Helping Them” 

 “How do you put a price tag on education?” Kevin Anderson, athletics director at the 

University of Maryland at College Park, reiterated this question multiple times throughout his 
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interview for the documentary Schooled: The Price of College Sports. In his eyes, the 

opportunity to receive a free education is one that many athletes would “never” receive if the 

ideal of amateurism were not in place.38 He is not alone in this belief; the idea that college 

athletics allows low-income students academic opportunities they could not afford on their own 

permeates higher education, stemming from the NCAA and spreading to university 

administrators, coaches, and even the players themselves. On the surface, this seems a noble 

cause, and for many athletes may denote the truth. However, compounded with the immense 

profits universities and the NCAA generate from the labor of athletes who lose their basic rights 

makes this notion seem more like rationalizing exploitation than a noble cause. Even more 

importantly, it uses the exact same language that slaveholders used to justify slavery in the 

South. Both amateurism and paternalism have explicit tones of those in power “saving” those 

exploited. In Amateurism, this saving occurs through a “free” education; in paternalism, it is 

through Christianity. 

 It seems higher education has reached an almost religious status in today’s society: it 

frees people from ignorance and opens doors to a better future that are inaccessible to those 

without it, thus acting as the only means of achieving “salvation.” It is the ultimate ideal—in 

order to lead a successful life, one must have a college education. This rhetoric helps the 

universities in two ways: portraying higher education as the only means of achieving success 

creates an extreme demand for a rather low supply and thus enables universities to charge 

exorbitant prices for admission. This further perpetuates the “Ivory Tower” ideal of higher 

education in America—the idea of higher education as some pure, noble venture only fit for the 

best and brightest instead of something that should be available to everyone. In regards to 
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amateurism specifically, this rhetoric has the benefit of reinforcing the “pure” and “noble” nature 

of big-revenue college sports. Inextricably linking college athletics with America’s high opinion 

of college makes it difficult to criticize the way in which the system operates. Proponents of 

amateurism use this rhetoric effectively by painting college athletics as the only way many of 

those in need can achieve the “salvation” that higher education brings.  

The NCAA official website acts as the model for the official viewpoint of amateurism. In 

its document entitled “The Value of College Sports,” the very first value listed is “College 

Education.” It cites a recent 2013 study by The College Board which claims that “the median 

lifetime earnings of bachelor’s degree recipients are 65 percent higher than those of high school 

graduates”—which further enforces the “need” for a college education in order to be 

successful—and states that access to this opportunity is the biggest value of college sports.39 This 

perfectly illustrates how the NCAA wields education to justify its big-revenue sports; by framing 

education as a valuable opportunity, the NCAA can combat any questions of exploitation by 

claiming that football and basketball players receive compensation in something of even more 

value than their participation in athletics. 

This payment in education argument continues to stand as the most reiterated one for 

proponents of amateurism. It can be found in nearly every interview of NCAA officials, 

conference commissioners, university administrators, and coaches when discussing the idea of 

amateurism, as well as countless news articles and opinion pieces. Each time the argument is the 

same—“athletes are paid in something more valuable than money”—with little variation. In 

“Compensation for the Student-Athlete: Preservation of Amateurism,” Jeff Brown claims that 
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“although the NCAA excludes full athletic scholarships from the definition of ‘pay,’ most people 

would surely include scholarships in their definition of pay.”40 One can hear the same argument 

reiterated throughout the documentary Schooled during the various interviews of NCAA officials 

and university administrators. Bob Costas, Sportscaster for NBC, also expresses the seemingly 

noble premise of amateurism in his argument against pay-for-play: “I think the argument [for 

pay-for-play] is predicated on a woeful premise that really the education doesn’t matter that 

much. But… you are being offered something of tremendous value, something that many 

families scrape and save a lifetime to provide for their children.”41 This reiterates the notion that 

education is a noble investment filled with almost religious connotations, and connects directly 

to the paternalistic rhetoric of justifying colonialism through “saving” the slaves.  

One of the main defenses of slavery is that God created it to introduce the “heathen” 

Africans to Christianity, thus making slavery at its core a “benevolent institution.” This theme 

arises time and again during research into paternalism. In “A Defense of Southern Slavery 

Against the Attacks of Henry Clay and Alexander Campbell,” an anonymous clergyman frames 

his defense around this premise by claiming that the slaves’ “purchase and shipment to a 

Christian land, to exist in perpetual bondage under the Caucasian race… [is] a most merciful 

deliverance.” He furthers this defense by describing slavery as a better means of introducing 

Africans to Christianity than converting them in Africa because leaving them in Africa would not 

“equal the condition of southern slavery as to the means of introducing the principles of 
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Christianity and civilization.”42 John C. Calhoun also reiterates this notion of African salvation 

through slavery in his speech on the Senate floor on 6 February 1837: “Never before has the 

black race of Central Africa, from the dawn of history to the present day, attained a condition so 

civilized and so improved, not only physically, but morally and intellectually.”43 In all of these 

documents, the argument remains the same: the slaves benefited greatly from their enslavement 

due to the salvation they receive through their “benevolent, Christian masters,” and the 

protection born out of that salvation. 

The theme of protection represents a prevalent component of the paternalist defense of 

colonialism. George Fitzhugh laid the groundwork for this idea in his works “Sociology for the 

South” and “Cannibals, All!;” these are radical works, but still very telling of the paternalistic 

mindset. In these essays, Fitzhugh argues that capitalism and free society injures the poor and 

marks the downfall of civilization, even to the point of claiming that “the love of personal liberty 

and freedom from all restraint are distinguishing traits of wild men and wild beasts.”44 He makes 

these claims by examining historical sources on the lives of freed serfs in Europe, the conditions 

of wage laborers in Europe and North America, and the lives of slaves in the Antebellum South. 

Based on these examinations, Fitzhugh believes that emancipation would harm the slaves more 

than slavery; in his discussion of the condition of freed serfs after the end of serfdom in Europe, 

he claims they became like “wild animals” in their pauperism, beggary, and thievery.45 He 

further believes that free competition would be too much for slaves to handle, and that they 
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would fail under a society that encourages their oppression.46 The larger argument put forth in 

these essays is the notion that slavery has far greater benefits than “free labor.” In this argument 

the theme of protection weighs heavily; Fitzhugh believes that slaves ought to remain enslaved 

so that they may rely on their master’s protection. He even states that the slaves have an interest 

in remaining so because they have a value in this protection.47 On the other hand, wage laborers 

have absolutely no protection because no one has made an investment in them—they are 

disposable and replaceable.48 This protection or lack thereof trickles into other aspects of the 

lives of the poor. “Cannibals, All!” examines the dilapidated housing of the poor, their lack of 

food, and the fact that capitalist society put all of the burden of taxes on them.49 This also means 

that “free laborers must work or starve while slaves are supported whether they work or not;” in 

other words, young, elderly, and sick slaves still have decent housing and food while freed poor 

in the same situation would die.50 Even those slaves who do work only do so for approximately 

nine hours per day, whereas free laborers work most of the day with little rest to ensure enough 

income for food.51 Tying this notion of protection to Christianity, Fitzhugh makes the final point 

that slavery teaches those enslaved moral conduct through their observations of white masters 

and introduction to Christianity, while free laborers fall into lives of thievery, beggary, and moral 
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ineptitude.52 To Fitzhugh, a society without slavery is a society that has lost touch with 

Christianity.53 

Although radical, many of the ideas put forth in these essays have been supported in other 

paternalist sources. James Williams’ Letters on Slavery represents a prime example. He furthers 

the idea that emancipation of slaves and their integration into society goes against nature and 

God’s desires, which ties into Fitzhugh’s’ notion of anti-slavery as anti-Christian.54 He also 

makes the claim that anti-slavery is unfaithful to Christianity because it denies the supposed 

“Christian duty” of whites to convert slaves. Like many others, Williams believes God created 

slavery as a means of introducing Africans to Christianity, thus taking slavery away would 

contradict God’s plans.55 He furthers this argument by citing the various instances of slavery in 

the Bible, and claiming that these instances prove God’s desire for slavery.56 Others offer a 

similar paternalistic defense of slavery as well. In the previously mentioned “Defense of 

Southern Slavery,” the clergyman uses the Bible to describe “God’s benevolent institution” by 

describing the protection and salvation slavery brings to those enslaved. He claims that southern 

slavery saved Africans from lives of warfare, tyranny, and idolatry in Africa and introduced them 

to protection, guardianship, and provisions. He mentions the food and shelter the masters who, in 

their “Christian sympathy” felt compelled to give, but the predominant focus of his defense rests 

on the immense benefit afforded the slaves by their training and conversion to Christianity and 
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protection under the guardianship of their masters.57 This adds to the slavery-is-beneficial 

argument, but also has the effect of exonerating the masters of any sin. Since slavery is ordained 

by God, the masters simply did their Christian duty in converting the slaves; but because the 

masters are so caring and benevolent, they take it a step further and offer protection, food and 

shelter. This leads one to wonder what the slaves themselves thought of this protection. Included 

in the same compiled publication of pamphlets as “A Defense of Southern Slavery” is a piece 

written by Harrison Barry, a slave in the 1860s who believes that slavery does in fact offer the 

protection and salvation that paternalists describe. He believes that slavery is ordained by Divine 

Law and it offers slaves the protection that being free in Africa or the United States would not 

have.58 This seems to suggest that slaves agreed with and somewhat enjoyed their protection 

under slavery (although one must be wary of the possibility of subterfuge on the part of his 

master); however, as will be discussed later, this opinion was not upheld by the majority of 

slaves. 

The use of education in amateurism directly parallels paternalism by also using this 

rhetoric of protection. Wallace Renfro, a retired Vice President of the NCAA, expresses the 

fundamental premise that “because [student athletes] should be motivated by education and 

participation in sports, they should be protected from the influences of commercialism and 

professionalism.”59 He uses the original purpose of the NCAA, which did indeed develop out of 

a desire to help these athletes, and applies it to the current situation. However, he fails to realize 

that commercialism and professionalism have already infiltrated college athletics, and keeping 
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athletes from profiting off their labor does not make them immune to this influence but actually 

makes the influence more harmful. As will be made clear later, these athletes are very aware of 

how much money they make for the universities and the NCAA, so withholding the fruits of 

their labor only increases their feelings of exploitation.  

A very interesting phenomenon occurs in the support of amateurism: some have such a 

high opinion of education that it leads them to trivialize college athletics in their arguments. 

Harvey Pearlman, Chancellor for the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, discredits the athletes as 

being the source of the profits made from big-revenue sports and instead claims that the 

investments that universities and alumni make generates the revenue. He states that “these are 

just kids having opportunities they otherwise wouldn’t have.”60 Furthermore, Dabo Swinney, 

head football coach of the Clemson Tigers, believes that “college athletics are a privilege” and 

the main priority should be education.61 While seemingly paradoxical in nature, this actually 

goes a long way in helping the system of exploitation. By trivializing the athletic experience, 

universities and the NCAA are thus able to justify exploiting athletes by creating the idea that the 

importance of athletics pales in comparison to the value of a college education. This in turn 

increases the pure and noble perception of education in the public eye which then enables the 

system to continue.  

The incongruities in arguments further arise when others take the opposite route in their 

defense of amateurism by claiming “if you do not want to be in college sports, don’t be,” which 

in a sense devalues the importance of a college education. Jim Delaney, Commissioner of the 
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Big 10 conference, attempts to lay out all the alternative options to college athletics during a 

press conference: 

Maybe in football and basketball, it would work better if more kids had a chance 

to go directly into the professional ranks. If they're not comfortable and want to 

monetize, let the minor leagues flourish. Train at IMG, get agents to invest in 

your body, get agents to invest in your likeness, and establish it on your own. But 

don't come here and say, 'We want to be paid $25,000 or $50,000.' Go to the D-

League and get it, go to the NBA and get it, go to the NFL and get it.62 

This “don’t get a college education if you don’t want one” places a greater emphasis on 

athletics, which in turn undermines the entire premise of amateurism. Furthermore, Mr. 

Delany fails to recognize the huge monopoly the NCAA has on training for the pros. The 

simple fact is the NFL does not have a minor league, all of the resources and scouting 

goes to universities, and that “since 2006, only three US born basketball and football 

athletes have been drafted to the pros without college.”63
 

 All of this rhetoric of a “free” education also has the added benefit of getting the general 

public on board with exploiting athletes—almost to the point of bitterness. The overwhelming 

popularity of college athletics combined with the high importance placed on education and the 

apparent “advantages” that players receive coalesce to create the “dumb jock” stereotype that 

permeates society. Scott Bierman’s article “Paying Amateur Athletes Would Ruin College 

Sports” represents this “dumb jock” stereotype in a rather scathing manner; he claims that if 
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college athletes receive compensation for playing sports, then so should “the girl who is studying 

to become a doctor or the guy who is studying to become a chemist.” However, he does not 

realize the guy studying to be a chemist can go get a big internship at some multi-billion-dollar 

pharmaceutical company and get paid, whereas the “internship” that college athletes participate 

in they do for free. He also brings up the fact that many non-athletes work multiple jobs to pay 

for college because they did not get scholarships, which harkens back to the “free” education 

argument and furthers the claim that these athletes benefit because they do not have student loans 

to pay off.64 However, this education comes with a price, and for some is barely an education at 

all. 

The Reality 

Proponents of amateurism do a terrific job of convincing the public that college sports are 

purely beneficial for these athletes, predominantly because of the access to education they 

receive. Mark Emmert, current president of the NCAA, has stated that “we value deeply the tie 

between athletics and the classroom and believe that athletics and academics can lead to the best 

educational experience that a young man or young woman can possibly have.”65 However, 

graduation rates of college athletes, academic level performance, and the existence of academic 

clustering all indicate that this “free education” has multiple faults which the NCAA, 

universities, and American athletic culture as a whole must address. 

In the NCAA’s “The Value of College Sports,” they claim college athletes benefit more 

from the education they receive than non-athletes because they “graduate at rates higher than 
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college students in general.”66 They come to this conclusion by using the system they call the 

Graduation Success Rates (GSR), which compares the grad rates for athletes to the Federal 

Graduation Rate (FGR) for that university. The most recent GSRs released by the NCAA come 

from 2006, which make it appear that Division I football players graduate at a higher rate than 

non-athletes—a fact that the NCAA mentions as much as possible. However, this system of 

graduation rate recording “does not provide a valid comparative measure across all Division I 

universities, primarily because it does not take into account the diversity of students and 

universities included in the measure.”67 The GSR has a vast number of limitations: it only 

measures full-time athletes on athletic scholarships and therefore excludes non-scholarship 

athletes, “walk-ons,” and athletes that might receive scholarships at a later year, which together 

make up half of the athletic population; it has a lag of about seven to eight years and does not 

provide “real time” feedback; it does not take into account the varying levels of academic rigor; 

and it excludes individuals who transfer to different schools.68  Furthermore, accurate 

comparisons must account for the differing academic goals of universities (i.e.: prestigious 

private school versus large public state university) and must include “a data set of gender, race, 

sport, academic credentials, household income, parental education level, curricular and 

extracurricular activities, and financial aid information” for both athletes and non-athletes.69 The 

University of South Carolina’s Collegiate Sport Research Institute has developed a better means 

of recording graduation rates called the Adjusted Graduation Gap Study. Although not perfect, 

this system attempts to make graduation rate comparisons more specific by removing part-time 
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non-athletes from the equation; given that student-athletes must attend university full-time to 

remain eligible, it makes more sense to only compare them to full-time non-athletes. By 

removing part-time students, the graduation rate for non-athletes rises above the rates of athletes. 

However, one must recognize that this method only compares athletic conferences, and does not 

compare individual schools. Nonetheless, this study shows that athletes do in fact graduate at 

lower rates than their full-time non-athlete counterparts; it found that there is a negative gap of -

18 overall in FBS conferences. All of this indicates that athletes are not receiving a full education 

of equal value to the labor they put into their universities.70  

Eric Ferris, Mark Finster, and David McDonald created an extensive report that examines 

multiple facets within graduation rates, which highlights some interesting points. They found that 

in general, as university rates increase so do athletic rates; however, in what they call the “effect 

of the ‘betters,’” athletic graduation rates in relation to their non-athlete counterparts tend to 

decrease as university graduation rates increase.71 Finally, in what they call the “effect of the 

victors,” “as broad-based athletic success increases, athlete graduation rates, relative to their 

cohorts, tend to decrease.”72 Overall, they found that athletes tend to be more “average” than 

non-athletes and that colleges lower academic qualifications for student athletes in order to 

pursue the goal of athletic and academic excellence.  

Graduation rates do not tell the whole story regarding the value of an athlete’s education. 

There have been a multitude of studies conducted across twenty years that lend credence to the 

notion that on average athletes in high-revenue sports perform at lower academic levels than 
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their non-athlete counterparts. Dean A. Purdy, D. Stanley Eitzen and Rick Hufnagel conducted a 

study of Colorado State University athletes over a ten year span and concluded that “they entered 

with poorer academic backgrounds, they received lower grades than their non-athletic peers, and 

fewer of them graduated.” They found that scholarship athletes performed worse than non-

scholarship and partial-scholarship athletes, which they attribute to the possibility that these 

athletes feel they “owe” coaches their undivided time and that they are usually the best athletes 

who focus on going pro rather than receiving a degree.73 John Fizel and Timothy Smaby found 

that Penn State athletes in 1995 have proportionately lower SAT scores than their non-athlete 

counterparts and that the GPA of football players is less than average as it lies in the 39th 

percentile of the student body. The authors claim that athletes enter the classroom with a 

competitive disadvantage further exacerbated by the time required for athletics. They further 

believe that universities exploit athletes by not providing them with the education they deserve. 

“If the university is willing to bring in athletes as ‘disadvantaged’ students, then the university 

should consider allocating more resources to help the athletes overcome their disadvantages.”74 

One interesting phenomenon in college athletics is the occurrence of “academic 

clustering,” which involves a large percentage of athletes in a particular program taking the same 

major. In 2008, USA Today released a report which revealed that eighty-three percent of Division 

I schools have at least one major in which members of a high-profile team cluster. The report 

looked at 9,300 junior and senior football, baseball, softball, and men’s and women’s basketball 

players from 142 Division I schools. It also defines a “cluster” as twenty-five percent of athletes 
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in a larger team (10 upper classmen or more) and thirty-three percent in a smaller team. To put 

all of this in perspective, the report found that 53.7% of FSU football players cluster majors in 

the Social Sciences.75 This does not necessarily denote a “bad” thing, as many aspects factor into 

a student’s decision of major; however, the report also highlights numerous stories from athletes 

who pursued or were pushed into “athletic-friendly” or “easy” majors.76 Many education analysts 

believe this indicates instances of academic fraud—certain majors may have sub-par academic 

standards to make passing easier, advisors may be inappropriately influencing an athlete’s 

decision, or athletes may choose to take easier classes as a means of freeing up more time to 

cope with the extreme demands of high-profile sports. This is all done in order to keep athletes 

eligible for competition, and not to “prepare [them] for a satisfying career.” The authors of this 

report consider over half of the reported clusters “extreme” (forty-percent or higher), which 

furthers the evidence that universities have a greater concern with keeping players eligible rather 

than providing a satisfying educational experience. As former Boise State safety Marty Tadman 

succinctly states: “you're going to school so you can stay in sports. You're not going for a degree. 

… It's a joke."77 

The “dumb jock” trope still exists in college athletics, in part because of the flawed 

system imposed upon these students. They must work seventeen-hour days, during which only 
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about a third of that time is dedicated to education.78 The flaws in the system create an 

atmosphere of athletic performance over educational accomplishment—a fact further 

emphasized by the constant string of academic scandals and law suits. Many athletes feel that it 

is “more valuable for [them] to get a C on an exam and an interception on Saturday than it is for 

[them] to get straight A’s and no interception on Saturday.”79 A flawed system of graduation rate 

recording, constant studies that reveal lower academic standards for athletes, and academic 

clustering, create a disparaging amount of evidence that disproves the notion that college athletes 

are “students first.” 

In much the same way that education does not completely benefit college athletes, 

Christianity was not a salvation for slaves under paternalism. The basic foundation of 

paternalism—that it benefits the slaves by converting them to Christianity—rests on the premise 

that slavery converted more heathens than any missionary efforts in foreign lands.80 However, a 

recent study conducted by Daniel L. Fountain in his book Slavery, Civil War, and Salvation 

found that slaves did not embrace Christianity as wholly as previously believed; in fact, his 

estimates put it at fewer than three in ten conversions between 1830 and 1870.81 He believes that 

access to religious instruction, the nature of the Christian message offered to slaves, and slave 
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religious identity limited the true number of slave conversions. 82 Contrary to the theory of 

paternalism, slave profitability held a much higher importance in the minds of slaveholders than 

their Christianization. Many masters did not allow or provide worship, but their reasons for 

doing so vary.83 For one thing, many white southerners had limited exposure to Christianity 

themselves, which means they did not have the knowledge or the desire to convert their slaves.84 

Furthermore, other slaveholders did not want to convert slaves out of fear that educating them 

would increase their desire for emancipation and possibly lead to rebellion.85 This stands as one 

of the great ironies of paternalism; the theory grew out of a fear of freed slaves, but masters 

avoided the main premise out of fear that Christianity would increase slave desire for freedom. 

Slaveholders employed many means by which to control what aspects of Christianity the slaves 

learned and how they worshiped. After the Nat Turner Rebellion, the South drafted laws that 

prohibited large gatherings of slaves, which in turn meant that slaves were not allowed to 

conduct independent worship.86 The only worship service they could attend was that of the white 

church, and their ability to do so was limited by the need of an overseer willing to go with them 

and the permission of only certain slaves to attend.87 Some even went so far as to severely punish 

slaves for not complying with imposed restrictions, even to the point of threatening to “whip a 

slave if [they] found him praying.”88 Most importantly, the laws prohibiting slaves from learning 

to read made access to and understanding Christianity nearly impossible. This meant that slaves 
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had to be converted orally by masters and overseers who either had little knowledge of 

Christianity themselves or only sold slaves the part of it that emphasized obedience, which 

decreased the value of the religious message the slaves received.89 

Because of this filtered version of Christianity, many slaves either refused the religion 

altogether or adapted it to fit their views. For one thing, many slaves did not accept Christianity 

because they saw themselves as inherently different from whites, and thus saw no logic in 

accepting the religion of their oppressors.90 Furthermore, they did not buy into the religion 

because they saw whites as hypocritical in nature; in seeing the inhumane and inconsistent 

actions of their masters, many slaves got a poor idea of what Christians ought to be and thus 

refused the religion because they saw it as immoral.91 The message of Christianity they received 

also played a large role in why many did not convert. The predominant message during oral 

conversion centered on the theme of “servants, be obedient to your masters” which emphasized 

salvation through “moral behavior and obedience to whites.” Because slaves were unable to 

verify this modified Christianity by examining the Bible themselves, they simply disregarded the 

religion altogether. Many immediately recognized this form of Christianity as the “invention of 

designing men,” while others had doubts about a God who would create them for the sole 

purpose of serving whites.92 But even though many slaves did not convert to Christianity, this 

does not mean slaves went without religion; in fact, Fountain supplies ample evidence to suggest 

that other religions made their way to the antebellum South. Some religions such as Islam and 

African tribal religion journeyed with the slaves from Africa while others worked as a synthesis 
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of Christianity and some African Traditional Religious belief—such as Voodoo, a blend of West 

African religions and Christianity. Interestingly—as is the way with religion—those slaves that 

did not convert to Christianity still adhered to many Christian beliefs, as these other religions had 

many Christian elements, particularly the conjure faiths that blended it with African tribal 

religions.93 

Those who did accept Christianity did not do so in the way their masters intended; 

instead, the slaves adapted Christianity to their worldviews by disregarding certain aspects of 

“white Christianity.” One of the biggest ways in which they rejected the modified version taught 

to them was by believing that slaveholders would go to hell. As Frederick Douglass stated: 

“slaves knew enough of the orthodox theology of the time to consign all bad slaveholders to 

hell.”94 Beyond this damnation, many slaves believed that at some point white and black roles 

would reverse and that whites would become the slaves, thus constituting an earthly punishment 

for their sins.95 This is another great irony of paternalism, as the masters used Christianity to 

justify their behavior at the same time that slaves recognized the immorality of their behavior 

because of Christianity. The slaves further rejected “white Christianity” by opposing white views 

on morality. Many stole from their masters, claiming that “white folks set the bad example of 

stealing—you stole us from Africa, and… if any got free here, you stole them afterward.” They 

further justified theft by stating that they could not help but steal because they had nothing, and 

that they had a right to what they stole because it was “the labor of [their] hands.”96 On the other 

hand, some slaves rejected white Christianity by adopting extreme moral virtue, to the point that 
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they viewed themselves as morally superior to their masters. They clung to Christ as the symbol 

of their earthly martyrdom, and believed they had more humanity than their masters.97 The belief 

that they had more humanity than slaveholders is especially ironic, given that one of the facets of 

paternalism is the acceptance of slaves as “lesser” humans.  

The slaves’ acceptance of their own humanity plays an important role because, contrary 

to white’s intentions when converting them, it is one of the many ways slaves adapted 

Christianity—they used the religion as a means of developing a sense of self and community. 

This concept comes into play in the slaves’ ideas of Heaven and Hell. They envisioned Hell as 

not only a place of eternal suffering, but also as slavery while on earth—with the master in the 

role of the devil.98 In contrast, Heaven is a place of salvation, but also a place in which slaves 

could converse with God. Many slaves believed that in Heaven they could ask God questions and 

have an open dialogue with him, while in Hell the only communication is monological on the 

part of Satan. This distinction is important to the development of self in the minds of slaves; 

“[they] knew that the devil, like the master, did not deem them qualified to be dialogical 

partners.”99 In this way, the slaves used Christianity as a means of discovering their own 

humanity as well as a means of reaching a place where that humanity would be recognized in 

return. It is also important to note the distinct allusion to the master-as-devil—it represents 

another failure of paternalism. Instead of slaves seeing masters as just, moral beings for 

introducing them to Christianity, they saw whites as the antithesis. 
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The final way in which slaves denied “white Christianity” was by assimilating African 

religious traditions into their worship. One example is the use of communal singing, mainly the 

dialogic “call-and-response” type that represented a conversation amongst slaves. This type of 

singing furthered their sense of humanity, gave them a sense of worth, and bound them together 

as a community.100 Along with this communal singing developed hand clapping and foot patting, 

both of which slaves used in lieu of African drums during the ritual percussion aspect of 

worship.101 Other assimilated aspects include “shouting” as a means of expressing possession by 

the Holy Spirit and the appeal of the Baptist faith because of its emphasis on immersion baptism, 

which recalls the importance of water rituals in African traditional religion.102 The omnipotence, 

justice, omniscience, and providence of God also had a high appeal, as this exactly parallels the 

qualities of the High God of African traditional religion. Even though they were not taught these 

aspects during their oral conversion, “few slaves illegally learned to read the whole Bible, while 

others heard the Word and retained it.”103  Finally, slaves adapted Christianity to their worldview 

by viewing their experiences with slavery as parallels to many stories in the Bible. Embracing 

Jesus Christ as a fellow earthly martyr stands as one example; however, the story of Exodus and 

the Israelites’ escape from slavery in Egypt most relates to their suffering. They saw the Exodus 

as an “archetypal event” for slaves, and believed that theirs would come with the North’s victory 

in the Civil War.104 
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Racial and Class Divisions 

The idea that college athletics gives players opportunities they never could achieve on 

their own not only works as a justification for amateurism, but also has distinct tones of 

superiority. Simply saying “they never could achieve this on their own” implies that these 

athletes (read low-income minorities) do not have the intelligence nor the drive to make better 

futures for themselves without the benevolent, noble assistance of high-paid and high-power 

university administrators, coaches, and NCAA executives. It sounds like charity for the poor 

instead of the business deal that it actually is. By placing these athletes at an inferior level, these 

arguments effectively enforce racial and class divisions between low-income athletes and 

university administrators.  

Arguments in support of amateurism in college football have distinct racial overtones. In 

the documentary Schooled: The Price of College Sports, an older, white, Southern gentleman 

from the Naval Academy approaches Taylor Branch—the author of the book on which this film 

is based—and says “the student does not have consent—you can’t have the animals running the 

zoo in a college education.”105 For one thing, this phrase implies that these athletes are not 

intelligent enough to control their own lives, thus furthering the “dumb jock” trope. But more 

importantly, it articulates the centuries-old racist stereotype of the black person as animal, given 

that the majority of athletes in big-revenue sports are black. This bears a striking similarity to the 

paternalistic argument that slavery benefits those enslaved because they are immoral heathens 

that need the white man’s help. George Fitzhugh claims slavery benefits both the slave and 

society as a whole because masters police the behavior of their slaves and enforce morality on a 

                                                 
105 Schooled. 



42 
 

 

group that would otherwise fall into immorality and crime without this protection.106 Phrases like 

“we are giving these men opportunities they never could have achieved on their own,” “they 

need our protection from corruption,” and “you can’t have the animals running the zoo” imply 

that these athletes are savages that cannot succeed on their own and therefore require a 

“benevolent institution” to look out for their well-being—while at the same time profiting greatly 

from their labor.  

These racial overtones spring directly from the sheer number of black athletes in big-

revenue athletics. Dr. Hawkins in The New Plantation found that fifty-one percent of football 

players that participated in the 2008 Bowl Championship Series were black, but these 

percentages are even higher in schools such as Florida, Virginia Tech, and Oklahoma where they 

reach the sixties and even seventies.107 Because blacks make up a majority of collegiate football 

players (and on average eighty percent of starters), they represent the group that generates the 

most revenue for universities. This has a foundation in the racist notions that permeate American 

society. Hawkins makes the argument that blacks are the majority of revenue-producing athletes 

because society views them as physically superior but intellectually inferior. Their bodies and 

athletic prowess are coveted while their intellectual abilities are almost always denied. This 

parallels the paradoxical view of slaves’ humanity in paternalism. Even though whites 

recognized slave humanity, they did not regard slaves as fully human; in fact, they were seen as 

“a special and different kind of humanity” and as perpetual children.108 Fitzhugh reiterates this 

idea and uses it to further his arguments by claiming that the competition of free society coupled 
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with the meager intellectual capacity of “negroes” would lead to their eventual extermination.109 

This provided double the benefits for paternalism: acknowledging slave humanity allowed 

slaveholders to argue that slavery is much more humane than it once was while justifying 

enslavement as a means of “helping lesser beings.”  In much the same way, enforcing racial and 

class divisions enables universities and the NCAA to continue to exploit athletes while at the 

same time justifying it by helping those “unable to help themselves.” 

There are distinct racial tones in the value of an athlete’s education as well, particularly in 

regards to graduation rates and academic clustering. The University of South Carolina’s 

Collegiate Sport Research Institute’s Adjusted Graduation Gap Study found that black players 

consistently graduate at lower rates than whites. Furthermore, Billy Hawkins conducted a study 

of an unnamed institution in the Southeastern Conference in order to reveal academic clustering 

of black and white football players as well as average possible salaries from those majors over a 

twenty-year period. He found that in the years 1991, 1996, and 2001, there was a significant 

amount of clustering in the Arts and Sciences, Consumer Economics, and Education. Black 

football players cluster in these majors at a higher rate than white players, and all of these majors 

do not have a specific GPA requirement outside of the university’s core. This trend denotes that 

black players take “easy” majors at a higher rate than whites, which furthers the notion that 

blacks are only recruited for their physicality and not the academic contributions they could 

make to schools.110 

Many athletes are not oblivious to this exploitation. In her article “Used Goods,” Krystal 

K. Beamon chronicles the opinions and experiences of twenty former Division I African 
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American athletes. The study found that most felt “their [educational] attainment was not a 

reflection of the university’s emphasis on academic success of student-athletes, but through their 

sheer determination.”111 In fact, most emphasized that the university cared more about their 

athletic performance than their education. Furthermore, most expressed that the “benefit” they 

received is nowhere near the revenue they generated for the universities, and even worse that the 

universities did not adequately prepare them for careers after college. In regards to scholarship 

shortfalls, multiple men commented on how the dismal “thirty dollar a month” check was not 

enough on which to live.112  But the over-riding sentiment among African-American athletes is 

the feeling of “used goods;” they feel the universities used their skills for four years without 

upholding their end of the bargain, and at the end discarded them.113 

Class divisions play an important role in college athletics as well. It could be argued that 

the NCAA works to actively keep big-revenue athletes in poverty. Under the section entitled 

“Scholarships” in “The Value of College Sports,” it claims that “a full men’s basketball 

scholarship can be worth at least $120,000 per year, when factoring in goods, services and future 

earnings,” furthering the notion that athletes are in fact paid for their participation in college 

sports with athletic scholarships, or a “free” education.114 As proven by the writings of Jeff 

Brown and Scott Bierman, this idea has made its way into the minds of the general public. 

However, this claim does not take into account that very few college athletes actually go pro—
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1.2% of college basketball and 1.7% of college football players, to be exact.115 And since college 

athletes actually graduate at lower rates than non-athletes, many do not have a degree to fall rely 

on. But this mention of “full” scholarships also brings up a larger issue. One of the biggest 

critiques of the Association is that it violates anti-trust laws by agreeing to cap athletic stipends 

and scholarships at below the cost of attendance. The National College Players Association has 

found that across the country, athletes on “full” scholarship actually had to pay on average 

$3,222 out-of-pocket to cover expenses in 2010. For example, at FSU the scholarship shortfall of 

football players is $4,128, which means that they received less than $20,000 (estimated cost of 

attendance on which athletic grant-in-aids are based) a year.116 Furthermore, the NCPA found 

that 85% of college football and basketball players live below the federal poverty line.117 This 

evidence is supported by numerous scandals surrounding players receiving “illegal” payments 

under-the-table that have come to light in recent years. The constant stories of players taking 

money in order to buy groceries or pay rent prove the destitute situation in which many of these 

players live. 

Further evidence to support the notion that the NCAA aims at keeping athletes in poverty 

comes in the restriction placed on the athletes’ abilities to have a job that makes more than 

$2,000 annually. Given that the national scholarship gap is $3,222, athletes still have a shortfall 
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of $1,222 even after employment. This leads one to question the necessity of ensuring that the 

student-athlete does not make more than the estimated cost of attendance. In Billy Hawkins’ 

book, he claims “the internal colonial situation breeds economic success and security for the 

colonizer, but for the colonized only economic dependency.”118 This is one of the most important 

components of the colonial model as it allows the system to keep working in favor of the 

colonizer. Applying this concept to the NCAA reveals that it must keep athletes in poverty so 

that they remain economically dependent upon it and therefore must continue to work under its 

rules in order to survive, and it successfully uses the guise of amateurism to do so.  

Compounded with this scholarship gap, the existence of the “One-Year” Scholarship 

Rule furthers the evidence that the NCAA does not care about the education of these athletes and 

furthers the class divisions. The Association only allows schools to provide eighty-five 

scholarships to football players per year, which means that universities must approach them 

strategically. In order to aid in this, the NCAA adopted the “One-Year Rule” which offers 

athletic scholarships on a one-year, renewable basis, instead of the four years of ensured money 

common in academic scholarships. This gives the university the option to pull a player’s 

scholarship at any point throughout his eligibility for any reason—be it staffing changes, injury, 

or poor on-field performance, none of which relates to academics. Even worse, most of the time 

players have no idea this rule exists.  Often universities recruit a player by promising a full 

scholarship, but then pull the scholarship in subsequent years in order to give that scholarship to 

a new recruit.119 Not only do “full” grant-in-aids often fall short of estimated costs of attendance, 

but players live in fear of having them revoked. This inevitably leads to players focusing more 
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time to on-the-field performance rather than in-the-classroom study in order to ensure their 

scholarships are not pulled. But even further, university officials literally hold all of the power in 

determining whether or not a student of lower socioeconomic status can continue his or her 

education. In essence, the “One-Year Rule” disproves the notion that the NCAA and member 

universities are most committed to the student-athlete’s education. 

Keeping athletes in poverty works in much the same way paternalism did—it ensures that 

athletes remain totally dependent on the NCAA and universities for their livelihood. In turn, the 

masters/universities rely on the slaves/athletes for economic prosperity. These interdependent 

systems also require reciprocity to work—which, as discussed in the next section, did not always 

pan out the way those in power intended. 

Gratitude and Ingratitude: The Oppressor’s Need for Obedience vs. The 

Oppressed’s Agency 

“In society much turns on the giving and receiving of equivalences, but where 

equivalence is out of the question, gratitude enters as the substitute.”120 Proponents of 

amateurism and paternalism have mastered manipulating feelings of gratitude and ingratitude in 

these inherently unequal systems. In order for both systems to appear to work, those exploited 

must show gratitude for the things they receive. One of the main facets of paternalism is the 

teaching of the “Gospel of Obedience,” which encourages slaves to show their gratitude for the 

protection and nurturing they receive by obeying, remaining loyal to, and working efficiently for 

their masters. In fact, the entire theory of paternalism has its foundation in the reciprocity of 

obedience for protection. The masters believed that slaves had an obligation to feel grateful 
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because of everything slavery has given them, and “desperately needed the gratitude of slaves in 

order to define themselves as moral human beings.”121 This means that in order for the theory to 

hold, the majority of slaves must have showed unwavering gratitude. College athletics has a 

similar system. The NCAA website hosts a video in which NCAA Woman of the Year Kayla 

Shull talks about how grateful she is for the academic opportunities that college athletics has 

opened up for her.122 UCLA running back Jonathan Taylor perfectly summarizes the viewpoint 

of many college football players in Schooled: he states that he is very grateful for the 

opportunities football has provided for him and the education he receives, but at the same time 

feels the system fails athletes for not giving them the provisions they need to survive.123 

 But with such an extensive level of exploitation, systems like these inherently foster 

resentment and resistance. Ironically, if the resistance is minimal, it can actually help those in 

power. Painting resistance as ingratitude allows those in power to demonize those who speak out 

and further enforces the systems. The Cam Newton eligibility controversy perfectly exemplifies 

this; when news broke about his father demanding money during his son’s recruitment in return 

for his performance, the media called him “ungrateful” and “selfish” as a means of further 

justifying amateurism. This manipulation of gratitude is described in Schooled as well; as former 

Tennessee football player Arian Foster describes how many athletes kept silent regarding their 

opinions of exploitation in order to not harm their chances of going pro, an image of a sign 

displaying this message appears: “Attention NFL Scouts: I will not discuss the following players. 

They are selfish, lazy and have NO concept of team. They cannot help you win football games.” 
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In essence, universities use gratitude to shame players and potentially completely damage their 

futures for accepting money or speaking out regardless of the reason—even if it is just to get 

money for food. By portraying situations like this as isolated incidents, universities and the 

NCAA can continue to enforce the pure, moral nature of amateurism and its goal of protecting 

athletes from monetary corruption. Proponents of slavery made similar claims: they believed that 

the relatively low instances of slave revolts proved that slaves enjoyed the protection of 

slavery.124 

While understandable in theory, evidence suggests that instances of resistance and 

displays of agency in these systems are far more numerous than “isolated,” which proves the 

inherent failures of these systems. Bottom line: if they worked the way proponents claimed they 

do, there would be little need for resistance. The athletes and slaves would feel content in their 

positions and would rarely resist. The fact that these groups recognize their exploitation and 

attempt to use their agency proves the existence of flaws in both systems. Slaves showed 

resistance in various ways. According to Eugene Genovese, their accommodation to paternalism 

also acted as a form of resistance unto itself; because slaves recognized that their masters 

required obedience to maintain their reputations, they created the appearance of gratitude as a 

way of manipulating their masters.125  In this way, the slaves shaped their own positions under 

the theory of paternalism by choosing to accept the system, which means their perceptions of 

their rights and humanity exceeded the perceptions of their masters. Furthermore, their 

withholding of obedience constituted a form of resistance, which occurred in various ways.126 As 

previously discussed, they often used religion as a form of resistance by subverting the messages 
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they were taught, incorporating African tribal religions into their worship, and believing their 

masters would suffer in hell. Even more importantly, slaves saw in Christianity the justification 

for rebellion and resistance, even though masters indoctrinated them to make slaves docile and 

obedient. For some, the decision to escape paralleled the conversion experience, with much 

emotional and psychological struggle and then the recognition of the providence of God. In this 

way, many slaves viewed escape as sanctioned by God and therefore necessary. Slaves also saw 

justification for rebellion in Christianity, with many believing that it is morally imperative in 

those instances when the master’s will conflicted with God’s. But these acts of rebellion were not 

simply active revolts or sabotage; often, merely the act of praying constituted rebellion because 

they prayed for their freedom.127 Then of course there were the large slave revolts such as the 

Nat Turner Rebellion. This has important implications for paternalism because it reveals the 

hypocrisy of the theory; the rebellion lead to laws that banned teaching slaves to read and 

allowing them to gather, which in turn hindered their ability to learn Christianity. 

In recent years, many athletes have wielded their agency and spoken out in resistance to 

amateurism in college athletics in ways akin to the great slave rebellions. One of the most 

prominent cases is the current “Ed O’Bannon Suit.” This case derives from the rule allowing the 

NCAA to use an athlete’s name and/or likeness in whatever way they choose, even after the 

athlete no longer plays in college. The most obvious instance of this is the collection of NCAA 

video games produced by EA Sports. The NCAA sold video footage of famous plays and players 

(which fans can also purchase on DVDs for $29.99) to EA Sports, which the video game maker 

then used to depict the same jersey numbers, height, weight, skin color, and predominant features 

of players in these big plays.  For years, the NCAA has directly profited from the likenesses of 
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current and former college athletes, and these athletes have never seen a cent of this money. The 

NCAA justifies this by claiming that the athletes have “no rights in their own athletic 

accomplishments.”128 In 2009, former UCLA basketball player Ed O’Bannon filed a class-action 

antitrust law suit against the NCAA and EA Sports, claiming that he should receive a portion of 

the profits because he no longer operates under NCAA regulations. The Association denies this 

by stating that he is not allowed to share in the revenue because it is a product of his time as a 

student-athlete. The suit centers on Part IV of the “Student-Athlete Statement” which requires 

each athlete authorize his/her “name or picture… to promote NCAA championships or other 

NCAA events, activities, or programs.”129 The case has gathered national media coverage and 

has attracted both current and former college football and basketball players to the cause. Two 

major developments in the case have occurred in recent months. EA Sports has conceded with 

athletes by announcing that it will stop producing the games and settled their part in the suit by 

paying between 200,000 and 300,000 former football players “something substantive.”130 This 

indicates the strong chance this case has of falling in the players’ favor. More importantly, the 

judge on the case has certified the class action suit could move forward in challenging the 

NCAA’s rules prohibiting compensation beyond grants-in-aid, but denied their pursuit of 

compensation for past damages. In the case, the "plaintiffs seek certification to pursue an 

injunction barring the NCAA from prohibiting current and former student-athletes from entering 

into group licensing deals for the use of their names, images, and likenesses in videogames and 

game broadcasts." This decision has massive implications because it opens the door to a 

complete reworking of the current college sports economic system. Furthermore, it recognizes 
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the rampant antitrust violations in the NCAA rules, stating that the requested injunction to 

eliminate these restrictions is “necessary” because without it, “all class members -- including 

both current and former student-athletes -- would potentially be subject to ongoing antitrust 

harms resulting from the continued unauthorized use of their names, images, and likenesses.”131 

Anti-trust cases serve as more examples of athlete resistance. One instance of this is 

recent law suit against the NCAA regarding the “One Year Scholarship Rule.” In 2010 Joseph 

Agnew filed a class action lawsuit regarding the cancellation of his scholarship and the forced 

cap on grants-in-aid; he based his case on antitrust violations and the fact that pulling his 

scholarship made it impossible for him to complete his degree.132 Although the case was recently 

thrown out, it laid the groundwork for future cases to succeed—future cases such as the current 

Shawne Alston lawsuit. On March 6 of 2014, the former West Virginia football player filed a 

suit against the NCAA and five major conferences for “agreeing to cap the value of an athletic 

scholarship at less than the actual cost of attending school.”133 The suit seeks to represent all 

athletes on “full” scholarship from February 2010 to the present and wants the NCAA to repay 

damages to those in the class equivalent to the difference between the scholarships granted and 

cost of attendance. If approved, this suit will go a long way to easing the exploitation of these 

athletes. 

Perhaps the most important instance of athletes wielding their agency comes in the recent 

Northwestern case involving athletes attempting to unionize. On 28 January 2014, Ramogi 
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Huma, President of the National Collegiate Players Association (NCPA), filed a petition on 

behalf of quarterback Kain Coulter and Northwestern football players to get them recognized as 

a labor union.134 The NCPA is the author of the report that found the scholarship gap between 

“full” grant-in-aids and cost of attendance, and the organization behind the All Players United 

movement last fall—the movement that saw many prominent football players write APU on their 

gear in protest of the NCAA’s concussion regulations and scholarship rules. The players 

petitioned to unionize in order to minimize brain trauma risks, raise scholarship amounts to cover 

cost of attendance, prevent players from having to pay for sports-related injuries, increase 

graduation rates, protect educational opportunities by banishing the “One Year Rule,” prevent 

schools from using sports-related injuries as ground for canceling an athlete’s scholarship, 

establish and enforce efficient safety guidelines, allow athletes legitimate employment 

opportunities and the right to profit off their own names/likenesses, prohibit the punishment of 

entire programs for the violations of a few athletes, guarantee athletes are granted an athletic 

release if they want to transfer, and allow all athletes to transfer one time without punishment.135 

On March 27, Chicago’s National Labor Relations Board approved the petition to unionize, 

citing the hours athletes commit to their sport and the fact that scholarships are directly tied to 

on-field performance as their qualifications as employees.136 While a huge victory now, this case 

is nowhere near finished and will more than likely make its way to the Supreme Court. But in the 

meantime, it has the potential to completely redefine college athletics. Most importantly, it will 
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prove whether or not the NCAA honestly cares about the rights of these athletes; the Association 

could easily pull all athletic scholarships as a means of denying their right to unionize, but this 

will make them look hypocritical and completely undermine the idea of amateurism granting 

athletes great educational opportunities. 

Conclusion 

 College athletes are not slaves, much in the same way that college football is not slavery. 

These athletes willingly enter the system and have the ability to exercise free will (although it 

must be reiterated that many do not understand the system they enter into and all have their 

rights stripped from them in the process). The goal of this thesis is not to imply that amateurism 

and paternalism are one-in-the-same, but to prove that there exists inherent, distinct similarities 

between the two that create cause for alarm. The main similarity comes in the supposed 

“salvation” these systems grant those they exploit—a “free” education in amateurism and 

exposure to Christianity in paternalism. Along with these benefits comes the alleged protection 

from corruption allotted to those under the system; in college athletics, amateurism protects the 

athletes from the corruption of professionalism, and in paternalism slavery protects the slaves 

from the horrors of poverty in a capitalist society. This thesis has examined the major arguments 

in support of each theory, compared them, and then refuted them using evidence based on 

analysis and the experiences of those exploited. Both amateurism and paternalism are extensive 

topics that this thesis does not even come close to exploring in full, with many different facets to 

explore and routes to take in research. Nevertheless, this thesis has used the comparison between 

these two theories as a means of shedding light on the issues of exploitation in college football. 
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 Although these theories appear eerily similar, they have one very important difference: 

the intent of those in power in regards to those exploited. Unlike slavery, the NCAA developed 

with purely good intentions; but the lure of profound profits and the influence of a capitalist 

society turned what began as protection into exploitation. Thus, the exploitation of college 

athletes is not born out of the intent to exploit, but rather out of a capitalistic attitude and fierce 

determination to uphold amateurism. The NCAA, universities, and the general population of 

college-football lovers have become so focused on keeping athletes in amateur status that they 

have forgotten the reason amateurism developed in the first place—to protect and support young 

college athletes. There is no easy solution to this, as the current system of college athletics has 

deep connections with systemic institutions of racial and class oppression exacerbated by an 

emphasis on capitalism. Nevertheless, in order to begin fixing this deeply ingrained problem in 

our culture, we must turn away from the façade of strict adherence to the amateur ideology and 

instead focus on the needs and rights of the athletes. Only then will any positive change occur. 
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