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T
here’s an eerie consistency to management rhetoric 
during labor standoffs, one in which the boss insists 
that without a drastic reduction in employee pay, the 
business or government entity in question is destined 
for insolvency. The NBA’s current player lockout, a 

result of the expiration of the collective bargaining agreement 
on June 30, is no different. The owners are citing a $300 mil-
lion loss, with twenty-two out of the thirty teams said to be in 
the red. In a sluggish economy, they say, the only way to fix this 
is by cutting payroll through a hard salary cap, with a $45 mil-
lion player payroll per team . 

Included in that consistency are questions about the own-
ers’ cries of poverty. The union has argued that as much as 
$250 mil lion of those losses are from depreciation and amorti-
zation when a team is sold, and that owners can shift revenues 
among their teams and the other businesses they control that take 
in basketball-related dollars. An investigation by Forbes  showed 
that while ticket revenue was down 6 percent from five years 
ago, media revenue has grown significantly, in part because the 
league is bound by long-term contracts. Nate Silver of the New 
York Times amplified this argument, pointing out that publicly 
available estimates, via Forbes and other sources, show the NBA 
has been moderately profitable in recent years—and the profits 
that big-market teams typically earn are more than enough to 
compensate for the losses of their small-market brethren. 

The league claims these figures are inaccurate and says it uses 
Generally Accepted Accounting Principles, but this hasn’t extin-
guished doubt. Larry Coon, an oft-cited expert on NBA labor 
relations who runs NBA Salary Cap FAQ, said, “Just because 
something is legitimate from an accounting perspective doesn’t 
mean it’s a good argument in terms of dealing with the players.” 

Despite the fact that many fans dismiss sports labor conflicts 
as squabbles between billionaires and millionaires, the current 
struggle between the National Basketball Players Association 
and the owners has much in common with classic labor disputes , 
including a misrepresentation of owners’ losses and so-called 
worker excess. The union, meanwhile, claims that at no point 
during this round of bargaining has it asked for anything more 
than a firewall against givebacks, and argues that the owners are 
using a weak economy to further erode the NBPA’s power. 

The players now receive 57 percent of  “basketball related 

income,” or BRI, which includes proceeds from ticket sales, TV 
deals, etc. In addition to reducing this percentage, the league 
wants to end exceptions to the salary cap. Currently, a free agent 
can receive a salary increase of up to 10.5 percent if he retains his 
so-called “Larry Bird” rights (more on this later) and 8 percent if 
he is re-signed to another team. The league wants to cut this 
to 3 and 2 percent, respectively, according to the union. “The 
owners are looking for pretty draconian changes,” Coon said. 

From the get-go, even though the union has questioned the 
size of the losses, it has made serious concessions, including 
an offer to lower the percentage of BRI set aside for players. 
Initially the owners wouldn’t agree on a number higher than 
39 percent and insisted on other cuts as well. In June, owners 
proposed a 50-50 split, contingent on redefining BRI. Union 
officials claimed players would lose between $900 million and 
$1 billion under this new definition, according to the New York 

Ralph Nader on Lou Gehrig

Lou Gehrig was and remains my sports hero. By the 
time he retired in 1939, the Columbia University 

graduate displayed exceptional stamina (he played in 2,130 
consecutive games, whether fit or injured, between 1925 
and 1939). He epitomized the dignified athlete and didn’t 
mind playing second fiddle to Babe Ruth while setting 
baseball records for decades hence. He hit in the clutch. 
Not a natural athlete, the “Iron Horse” perfected, with 
relentless, punishing practice, his fielding at first base. 

The son of German immigrants, he warned about 
the fascism coming out of Nazi Germany before most 
politicians. 

Never a scandal, a paragon of self-control, he was 
my boyhood “role model” before those words came into 
currency. His character shone to the very end. Dying of 
what is now called Lou Gehrig’s disease, he was given 
a rousing day of gratitude and love at a packed Yankee 
Stadium. Only Lou, still in his 30s, would have thought 
to say to more than 60,000 tearing fans, “I’m the lucki-
est man on the face of the earth.” ■

Ralph Nader is a consumer advocate, lawyer and author.

Class Struggle on the Court
The National Basketball Association lockout isn’t about losses. It’s about breaking the union.

Ari Paul is a New York–based journalist who covers labor and human rights. 

and of course he’s going to make every effort to play.
But at what price comes the glory? And what glory is this, 

anyway, when no one can even remember who won the Super 
Bowl two years ago? The train keeps moving along, pausing 
only to refuel with new talent and lose the dead weight of broken 

bodies. But our football-adoring society sees only the refueling, 
because the NFL carefully crafts that image. For every rookie 
who makes a team this season, a veteran loses his job forever and 
packs his bag for a lifetime of physical pain. You’d think the NFL 
would try to lighten that load. But you’d be wrong. ■

by ARI PAUL
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Times, an excessive sum when the league is claiming a $300 mil-
lion loss.

“They really weren’t serious about trying to reach an agree-
ment. This wasn’t sufficient justification for what they were 
asking,” NBPA executive director Billy Hunter said in a phone 
interview. “It was just posturing to get us to capitulate.”

In addition, the union believes that if high-profit teams like 
the New York Knicks, Los Angeles Lakers and Chicago Bulls 
share their revenue with the league, the NBA can save the hand-
ful of teams the union believes are in actual economic despair. 
“It’s the nature of the beast,” Hunter said, noting that it is for 
the good of the league for the rich teams to help out the ones in 
need. “The LA Lakers have to play somebody. If they don’t have 
any other teams in the league, then what good are they?”

Only recently has the NBA buckled, after a decade of union 
concessions. The NBA labor deal of 1999, which was re-signed in 
2005, already gave owners more controls on salaries than exist in 
the other major sports leagues. (The increase cap for free agents is 
higher in the National Football League and nonexistent in Major 
League Baseball.) Moreover, the union counters that the BRI 
percentage guarantee for players isn’t as generous as the owners 
insist. BRI is measured with eighteen types of revenue, and in 
thirteen of those categories, according to the union, operational 
expenses are deducted from the final sum, even though in some 
cases the expenses are for contract work done by a business that 
is also held by the team’s owner. There are other imbalances, the 
union believes, like the fact that players only take in 40 percent 
of the revenue of luxury boxes, a major growth area.

It’s tough for the NBPA to get its message across to the 
general public, in part because labor negotiations are compli-
cated but also because the players have often damaged their own 
image. During the lockout before the 1998–99 season, Knicks 
star and NBPA president at the time Patrick Ewing famously 
said , “Sure, we make a lot of money, but we spend a lot, too.” 
The tone-deaf image has stuck in fans’ minds and hardened the 
stereotype of players as spoiled brats who equate their bling and 
Bentleys with other people’s food on the table.

However difficult emotionally it might be for a middle-class 
wage earner to sympathize with an NBA star, what is often 
lost in the discussion is that top players like Kobe Bryant and 
LeBron James, who command high salaries along with big 
endorsements, are atypical of the NBPA. You don’t see most 
players in commercials, and while they might earn more than 
the blue-collar worker watching the finals in a bar, they don’t 
accumulate ruling-class wealth. The average basketball career, 
according to the union, is four and half years. Dallas Mavericks 
guard Jason Kidd is one of the oldest men at the factory, at 38.

If there is a settlement before the start of the season—the 
last lockout forced the cancellation of thirty-two games—it is 
not going to be between the owners and people like James and 
Bryant, but between the league and a large bloc of journeymen 
who actually do have to think about their livelihoods. It is for 
that reason that solidarity may falter as the season approaches; 
the longer the paychecks don’t arrive, the more likely that bloc 
will settle for whatever contract it can get. “It’s one player, one 
vote,” Coon explained. “A lot of players are going to be in the 
league for two years at minimum salary. These guys are numer-

ous, and they have the votes.” He noted that the NBPA, under 
the presidency of Derek Fisher of the Lakers, has come a long 
way since Ewing’s flubs a decade ago. Fisher early on saw a 
conflict coming, and he urged players to show restraint in their 
spending and prepare for a possible work stoppage.

“Fisher has a much better handle on it. He knows that when 
there’s a downturn, they are going to bear some of the brunt of 
that, but they’ve done a lot to corral the players,” Coon said. 
“They were a lot more naïve in ’99 and now they are a lot more 
savvy.”  Hunter said  player solidarity has strengthened as the own-
ers’ stance has hardened: “I think we’re much better prepared.”

NBA commissioner David Stern told reporters in May that 
both sides were eager to come to a deal because a lockout would 
be “destructive for our business, from the owners’ perspective 
and the players’ perspective.” But Coon observed that the “own-
ers would rather sacrifice an entire season than continue to play 
under an economic system they think is broken.”

Shorter contracts  mean less economic security for players, 
as does a hard salary cap. Robert Boland, associate professor of 
sports management at NYU, points out that it is also a bad idea 
for certain owners, especially if a final deal scraps the aforemen-
tioned Larry Bird exception, which allows a team to go over the 
cap if it re-signs a player who has become a free agent. Suppose 
you’re one of the league’s stars—say, LeBron James—and 
your team is based in Cleveland, a town so undesirable that an 
infamous YouTube video proclaims one of its most redeeming 
features is that it’s “not Detroit.” You enter free agency, and 
Cleveland can’t go above the cap to re-sign you. Now, what 
motivation do you have to stay in a gloomy, cold Rust Belt city 
rather than play for a powerhouse team in a place where you 
can hang out on the beach in December, like the Miami Heat? 

Dahlia Lithwick on Toller Cranston

My sports hero as a kid? Easy. Toller Cranston. 
If you weren’t a Canadian growing up, or simply 

believed that men’s figure skating really wasn’t a sport, you 
may not have heard of the guy. But trust me when I say 
that he single-handedly reinvented men’s skating. Even 
watching him decades later, it’s still clear that it’s largely 
because of him that the sport went from a sequence of 
jumps, spins, jumps and grins to something that looks like 
a poem. I logged hours on the couch next to my mom 
watching him in Skate Canada after Skate Canada, and 
I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I was subversive enough, 
even at 7, to love that he would rail against the starchy for-
mal requirements of the sport (they finally did away with 
compulsory figures for men years and years later) and 
insist that it was all just, well, groovy art. Look him up on 
YouTube, all twisting wrists and craned neck. The crowds 
went nuts for him because you could see that he was born 
to do precisely what he did. The hardware—which mostly 
eluded him—was just gravy. ■

Dahlia Lithwick is a senior editor at Slate.
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“Every collective bargaining agreement has unintended conse-
quences that change the game periodically,” Boland said.

But there is a broader class struggle in this dispute, and it 
extends far beyond the basketball court. It won’t just be the 
players who will lose paychecks  if there is no resolution. The 
owners will also be effectively locking out a vast labor force sur-
rounding the game. This includes everyone from the highly paid 
sportscaster to the low-wage coliseum parking-lot attendant to 
the part-time concession stand worker, all of whom contribute 
in some way to BRI, and all of whom have rent and mortgages 
to pay. Michael McCann, director of the Sports Law Institute 
at the University of Vermont, points out that without a season 
people may be less likely to buy sports apparel, a blow to the 
retail sector. And what will happen to servers at sports bars who 
depend on big tips on game night? “They’re the most vulnerable 
victims, because they have no seat at the table,” he said.

Through that lens, the struggle is really not about bil-
lionaires versus millionaires but billionaires versus everyone 
else—including consumers, some of whom perhaps need to 
revisit a scene from the classic comedy Airplane! A young boy 
visits the cockpit of an airliner mid-flight and discovers the 
co-pilot is basketball legend Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, who denies 
his identity despite the boy’s adulation. But the star buckles 
when the kid says his father believes Abdul-Jabbar’s defensive 
game is lacking and that he only gives a hundred percent in 

the post-season. Insulted, Abdul-Jabbar grabs the boy’s collar 
and says, “I’m out there busting my buns every night. Tell your 
old man to drag Walton and Lanier up and down the court for 
forty-eight minutes.” 

Basketball fans  demand the best from players, and that 
makes sense. Fans are entitled to expect that if they are pay-
ing—whether through pricey tickets, premium TV or the tax 
dollars that finance stadiums—they should get the most bang 
for their buck. But basketball is work. And just as Abdul-Jabbar 
described, it is hard work the average person is incapable of 
doing. It requires constant practice, carries the specter of 
injury and can only be performed in an athlete’s youth. The 
same can be said of many other professions, such as firefight-
ing. And while one might scoff that we don’t need basketball 
the way we need first responders, the reality is that any work 
stoppage in a major sports league has enormous and harmful 
economic consequences.

The reality here is that the owners are using a recessionary 
market to justify economic restructuring that would put more 
money in their pockets, taking it from the highly skilled laborers 
who make the product so singularly mesmerizing.  There is an 
impulse in the United States to say to skilled workers that they 
can afford to take some cuts. But that impulse typically stops at 
CEOs and owners. Maybe this high-profile labor struggle is an 
opportunity to confront that logical inconsistency.  ■

Adam Gopnik on Joe Namath 

My first sports hero, in a long and ever-expanding 
gallery, was Joe Namath, the great quarterback of 

the New York Jets, who brightened my largely lonely and 
isolated but imaginatively vital Canadian adolescence.

I recall precisely the moment I fell in love with Broadway 
Joe. In those days the imagery of pro football was controlled 
by NFL Films, which had the instinct to glorify the game not 
by showing it as the violent blue-collar thing it really was then 
(George Plimpton’s books are good on that reality) but by 
making it seem epic, and above all by grasping—OK, squeez-
ing to death—two visual devices. One was the slow-motion 
fall of the ball, spinning with impossible-seeming regularity 
toward the open thrust-out hands of the receiver and then 
coming to rest there—religiously, as it seemed, rather than 
being merely snatched athletically. The other device was 
the strange power of steam-breath, emitted by giant men 
in capes. Both, set to orchestral music, with the Dr. Doom 
voice of a Philadelphia broadcaster, John Facenda, made the 
game matter. I happened to catch one such highlights show, 
featuring the Jets, on a Saturday afternoon in 1968, and that 
sight—the ball flipped from Namath’s hand, the camera rush-
ing to follow its long, long arc, the ball settling down at last in 
Don Maynard’s hands—converted me. Namath had a unique 
throwing motion—or semi-unique, as Dan Marino, another 
West Pennsylvania boy, the only passer who was as beautiful 

to watch, shared, or rather borrowed, it—of holding the 

ball by his ear and flipping it forward with a decisive single 
twist of his upper body. He didn’t plant and throw; he looked 
and fired. It was such a beautiful, such a firmly fixed thing to 
see when he was “on.” The worst—the most disloyal—thing 
I’ve ever done was to have missed a legendary hockey game, 
Team Canada’s 3–2 victory over the Russians in Moscow in 
1972, which set the pace for their comeback in the famous 
“Summit Series,” in order to watch Namath against Unitas 
in what became a legendary six-touchdown-pass game. Twice 
Unitas—still very much the canny field general, with his own 
insouciant pigeon-toed drop; Unitas and Montana were the 
two best QBs to watch run backward—led the Colts to touch-
downs. And twice the ensuing drop, as Curt Gowdy liked to 
say, was instantly answered by Namath throwing another 
scoring bomb to the still-underrated tight end Rich Caster. It 
was the coolest, most knavishly assured thing I’ve ever seen 
in sports. (Namath made the cover of Time magazine, a very 
big deal in those days, for that one game.) Joe was cool, but 
what stirred me about him was not the playboy stuff, which I 
was already wise enough to know was naff and embarrassing, 
but the image of poise under pressure and the thrill of a last-
minute decision zipping home. Like George Best in British 
football, he had a genius that was too short-lived and too 
quickly drowned in drink, but he gave a too-inward-turning 
teenage boy confidence in the authority of action. ■

Adam Gopnik, an award-winning author, 
is a staff writer at The New Yorker. 
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