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This is the first full-length biography of the lawyer-turned-sports journalist whose brash style and
penchant for social commentary changed the way American sporting events are reported.
Perhaps best known for his close relationship with the world champion boxer Muhammad Ali,
Howard Cosell became a celebrity in his own right during the 1960s and 1970s-the bombastic,
controversial, instantly recognizable sportscaster everyone "loved to hate."Raised in Brooklyn in
a middle-class Jewish family, Cosell carried with him a deeply ingrained sense of social justice.
Yet early on he abandoned plans for a legal career to become a pioneer in sports broadcasting,
first in radio and then in television. The first white TV reporter to address the former Cassius Clay
by his chosen Muslim name, Cosell was also the first sportscaster to conduct locker room
interviews with professional athletes, using a tape recorder purchased with his own money. At
the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City, he not only defended the fisted "Black Power" salutes of
American track medalists John Carlos and Tommie Smith, but he publicly excoriated Olympic
Committee chairman Avery Brundage for "hypocritical," racist policies. He was also instrumental
in launching ABC's Monday Night Football, a prime-time sports program that evolved into an
American cultural institution.Yet while Cosell took courageous stands on behalf of civil rights and
other causes, he could be remarkably blind to the inconsistencies in his own life. In this way,
John Bloom argues, he embodied contradictions that still resonate widely in American society
today.
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PrefaceWhat is the significance of a man like Howard Cosell: a sportscaster, a media figure, a
celebrity? In an unpublished oral history interview, Cosell once said that only a few years after
his death, nobody would remember who he was, that celebrity is fleeting. In some ways he was
right. Many reading this book might have no, or very little, idea who Howard Cosell was. From the
outset, then, I want to tell those readers the story of Howard Cosell, a very unlikely person to
have become one of the biggest media figures of his time. For those who remember Cosell, I
want to remind them about a sportscaster who was a product of his times, whose intellect and
political commitment made him a unique celebrity, and who became one of the principal public
figures who helped define his era.This is a biography of Howard Cosell, but even more than that,
it is a critical biography. It seeks to show why Cosell rose to fame, and how historical trends and
conditions allowed for such an unlikely figure to develop into one of the most widely recognized
people of his generation. What did Cosell mean to people? Why and how did he resonate with
audiences?Cosell’s ethnic identity is central to this book. To put it more directly, Cosell was
Jewish. Even though he almost never mentioned this on the air, it was a core aspect of his
expressive public personality, mentioned often in print if not over the air. In addition to his being
Jewish, Cosell’s career was marked in large part by his relationships with African Americans.
From an early point in his career, when he presided over the production of a documentary about
the Grambling College football team in the early 1960s, to his support for Jackie Robinson, to his
defense of baseball player Curt Flood (who sought to fight the game’s “reserve clause”), to his
defense of Tommie Smith and John Carlos, who registered their protest against the U.S.
government from the medal stand at the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games, to his highly
publicized defense of Muhammad Ali, Cosell championed the causes of African American



athletes who asserted themselves forcefully in public debates.In addition to issues surrounding
ethnicity, Cosell was distinctive in the way he publicly expressed an overarching critique of the
very medium that employed him. I call this the “Cosell critique.” Cosell routinely expressed this
critique when he would succinctly label the practitioners of his profession, and the networks that
employed them, as shills. Shill was the perfect word for Cosell to use. It describes a person who
is secretly paid to voice enthusiasm for something being sold. Shills receive compensation for
looking honest and sincere while actually having put their integrity up for sale. Although Cosell
would use this term with increasing frequency toward the end of his life, throughout his career he
saw sports institutions and broadcasters in an “unholy alliance” with each other. He sharply
criticized the fact that networks were clients of sports institutions yet were also charged with
covering sporting events objectively.As revealing as Cosell’s identities, principles, and political
stands were, this book is also about the cultural contradictions that he embodied, which were
equally revealing of the times in which he lived. He was a product of Jewish Brooklyn who could
not hide his ethnicity or background, but who downplayed this identity throughout his career. He
had a deep fascination with sports and athletes, and risked almost everything that was dear to
him for a career in sports broadcasting, but he expressed contempt for individuals and
institutions that constituted the sports establishment. He took courageous stands for causes like
civil rights without fear of a confrontation, but at other times in his life shied away from
controversy. As much as he criticized the relationships between sports and corporate America,
he was fiercely loyal to the company that employed him. As much as he was driven by causes of
social justice, he also loved fame and the power and wealth it gave him. My book is about these
contradictions.The origins of this book go back to my days in graduate school at the University of
Minnesota. Up until that time I had developed a kind of knee-jerk dislike for Cosell, a reaction
rooted in my earliest memories of the man. From the time I was eight years old, whenever I
turned on Monday Night Football, I have to admit to yelling “Shut up, Howard!” at the television
set, just at the sound of his voice, not listening to the content of what he was actually saying. By
the time I was in graduate school in the mid-to-late 1980s, Cosell was gone from Monday Night
Football. In fact, although I had not really noticed it at the time, he was gone from television
entirely. He was not yet, however, entirely out of the public eye.It was also at this time that I was
becoming interested in popular culture as a key component of the language shared by citizens
of the United States and the world. I had taken an anthropology course on the cultural meanings
of Hollywood film, taught by a very traditional neo-Marxist. His thesis was that American popular
culture cannot allow any social analysis to enter into its narrative structures. Instead, Americans
are fed stories about individuals: heroes, villains, antiheroes, and so on. Even films that tackle
social problems, such as labor rights, end up blinding audiences to a consciousness of
themselves as social subjects and instead offer only individual action as a solution.It was not
long after taking this course that I was reading the sports page one day. Howard Cosell had a
syndicated column, and this particular one dealt with Joe Paterno, coach of the Penn State
University football team. At the time Paterno had a reputation for supporting high academic



standards for scholar-athletes, and Cosell expressed admiration for this. His larger argument,
however, had to do with the broader corruption that was endemic in the way scholarship
athletics operate in the United States, where athletes are exploited not only by universities for
what they can bring in publicity and student interest, but also by a myriad of other economic
interests for which they generate advertising revenue, concession sales, parking receipts, beer
sales, and the like.I was stunned. Here was the sportscaster whom I had derided all these years
providing a cogent social analysis. His point was actually that the problem of corruption within
college athletics was part of its very structure, and that the intervention of a heroic individual like
Paterno did nothing to change the situation. Indeed, Cosell argued, it made matters worse by
allowing more people to accept the system as fundamentally fair and in need of only minor
reforms and virtuous saviors.I brought up this article with a different professor, one who was
more up-to-date on the complexities of popular culture: the “polysemous” and “multivocal”
resonances that characterize public utterances, emancipatory possibilities, hegemonic ruptures,
and so on. Look at this, I said. Does not this column show that in fact there are people out there
who tell alternative stories, people who are part of, even at the center of, popular culture who
actually do provide social analysis? I must have been expecting to be laughed at, and having
studied Cosell closely for quite some time, I am pretty certain that it would have given him a
great deal of pleasure if I had been. This professor took me seriously, however, and said that
while he had not read the article to which I was referring, he did know that Cosell was very good
to Muhammad Ali.Let me stop here and make it clear from the outset that I do not argue in this
book that Howard Cosell was a radical or a leftist. Those who knew him well describe him as a
liberal. But when given an opportunity to stand up for progressive causes, Cosell usually took
the moderate road, and sometimes even aligned himself with the Right. He was, however,
someone who loudly professed his principles, and who at times had a keen eye that could see
right through the obfuscation of corporate self-congratulation, media hype, and pompous self-
importance. He said that the National Football League and the television networks were in an
unholy alliance, and he was right. He said that sports franchises held cities hostage in ways that
robbed communities of valuable resources, and he was right. He said that the International
Olympic Committee was a group of pompous, arrogant, medieval-minded men, and once again
he was right.I have grown to like Cosell, but that is not always an easy thing to do. The great
sportswriter Red Smith once wrote that he had tried to like Cosell but had failed miserably.
Cosell could at one moment extol a principle as unassailable and set in stone, and then turn
around and argue against that principle out of vindictive spite toward an individual he did not like.
Cosell was all too human, but to his credit, he never hid his human frailties. Cosell’s vanity, his
insecurities, his temper, and his bombastic temperament were as exposed to the public as his
keen intellect and his analytical mind.This book is not what one might expect in a typical
biography of a celebrity. I do not treat with much depth issues pertinent to Cosell’s personal life
that others have explored, his often excessive drinking being one. Instead I look at Cosell’s
unlikely rise to stardom in American culture within a number of historical and social contexts:



historical trends like the Red Scare and the civil rights movement, the development of mass
media and consumer culture, the formation of mass media institutions, and the gender politics
surrounding sports and broadcasting.This may be a book that Cosell would have enjoyed, but I
imagine there are many passages that he would not have liked. In fact I have a vision of him
storming into the Almighty’s office waving a copy of this book in the air and screaming, “Did you
read what he wrote about me?!” Of course, if the Almighty is all-knowing, She will not have to
read it. So I hope that She will grant mercy upon me for any transgressions I may have
committed in the course of writing this volume. And if Cosell’s spirit is still alive out there, I hope
he will understand that this is a book about a most remarkable public figure in the history of
American media, someone who managed to reach the very highest heights of celebrity and
fame yet made a social vision the central component of his life’s work.
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IntroductionCosell can be seen in the dressing rooms of fighters, both before and after every
major bout, at the ballparks and just about every other place sports news is likely to develop. “I
try to get my guests to think out loud,” explains Cosell. “My approach to sports coverage is three-
dimensional. Being on the scene where news of dramatic impact is being made, going beyond
the news story itself by asking searching questions and maintaining a spirit of friendship with
sports personalities.”—ABC Radio Network press release, August 29, 1958In 1976 Yale
University refused to allow radical historian Herbert Aptheker to teach a seminar on his friend
and colleague W. E. B. Du Bois as part of a one-semester student-organized program for
undergraduates. The course would have paid Aptheker very little. It was a class that offered
lecturers from outside the university an opportunity to teach, and gave students the chance to
work with emeritus faculty and nonacademics who had built interesting careers. Aptheker was a
historian whose work in the 1940s on the history of slavery in the United States had broken new
ground. He seemed to be ideally suited for such a program, except for one thing: he was a
communist.The same semester that Aptheker was denied a seminar position at Yale,
sportscaster Howard Cosell was allowed to teach a class titled “Big Time Sports and
Contemporary America” in the very same program. To the leftist historian and Yale Ph.D. Jesse
Lemisch, this was an irony that symbolized a larger corruption which he saw historically
characterizing Yale, an irony he drew upon in the title of an article he had published in the



Newsletter of the Radical Historians Caucus, “If Howard Cosell Can Teach at Yale, Why Can’t
Herbert Aptheker?”1For Lemisch, it seemed that Yale was far more fascinated by the glow of
media celebrity than it was by the ideas of a scholar who could teach from firsthand experience
about one of the most significant historical figures of the twentieth century. What is more, Yale’s
blacklisting of Aptheker was for Lemisch a manifestation of what he had seen as the institution’s
long-standing racism and anti-Semitism. Yet if he had looked more closely at Cosell’s biography,
Lemisch might have been able to add yet another ironic twist. Just a little over twenty years
earlier Cosell had himself been in danger of being blacklisted for having represented a union
whose West Coast secretary had been called before the House Un-American Activities
Committee. Just fifteen years earlier he had been kept off the air for reasons that he felt had to
do with anti-Semitism. And just eight years earlier he had put his career on the line as one of the
few broadcasters to have defended loudly and publicly the political actions of African American
athletes such as Curt Flood, Tommie Smith, John Carlos, and Muhammad Ali.While Howard
Cosell may not have been a Trojan horse for the Left when he arrived at Yale for the 1975–76
academic year, neither was he simply a talking head. By 1976 Cosell may have been a relatively
benign—if not, for many, annoying—popular entertainer and sportscaster, but he was also a
remarkably unlikely person to emerge as perhaps the most universally recognized figure in
sports broadcasting. He was a sportscaster, yet the flickering screens of the country’s television
sets had rarely projected before viewers the image of a less athletic physical specimen. He was
respected for bringing journalistic integrity to sports reporting, yet he had very little training in
professional journalism before he entered broadcasting. He excelled in a medium that, by the
mid-1960s, rewarded banality and homogeneity, yet he thrived on controversy, forcefully
expressed strong opinions, and spoke with an accent seasoned by his Brooklyn upbringing. He
entered broadcasting in the wake of the McCarthy era during the 1950s, yet he excelled in part
because of his outspoken support for the controversial cause of civil rights.Understanding who
Howard Cosell was and why he became such a central figure in the media culture of the United
States is part of the mystery that I explore in this book (but do not promise to solve). When I
asked media insiders their opinions, they often explained the Cosell phenomenon with a single
word: “storyline.” The term refers to the ability of a media commentator to connect individual
human events to some larger story that is meaningful to audiences. Those interested in the
study of language might use the term “narrative” to refer to the same thing. Without narrative or
storyline, the events of the day’s news, or the actions of very fit people running around on a field,
are random and meaningless. Storylines connect these actions to ideas, ethics, and emotions
through narratives that audiences recognize and to which they respond.Howard Cosell was a
master of this kind of storytelling, but he did not introduce storyline to sports coverage. As a
case in point, long before Cosell, Grantland Rice connected college football to epic storylines,
such as when he termed the Notre Dame backfield the “Four Horsemen.” As Rice’s biblical
reference suggests, sports journalists have long employed narratives that are familiar to a
culture, and that evoke strong emotional responses. Such narratives have a universal quality,



connecting victories on the field to broad heroic cultural themes. For example, in the 1970s, NFL
Films framed the success of the Dallas Cowboys during the decade by pronouncing them
“America’s Team,” evoking a myth of American exceptionalism and western grit that extended
even beyond the famous thesis of Frederick Jackson Turner.Roone Arledge, Cosell’s boss in the
sports department at the American Broadcasting Company, consciously applied narrative
storylines to event coverage, making it a signature of ABC’s sports programming. Cosell was in
fact very good at this, but he was also something of a rebel within the traditions of sports
storytelling. He liked to frame sports not just within universal themes but within topical ones that
were relevant to his times. He not only celebrated those whose actions conformed to
conventional plotlines (Cosell loved portraying almost any successful athlete as someone who
had faced the adversity typical of the hero of a Horatio Alger story), but also enjoyed telling the
stories of those who did not conform to conventions, those whose lives away from the athletic
field or basketball court or boxing ring generated controversy. While Cosell entered a profession
that celebrated the hero, he often exalted the antihero.Perhaps this made Cosell a particularly
well suited spokesman for the generation following the racial integration of American sports.
During this period a number of African American athletes such as Curt Flood, John Carlos,
Tommie Smith, Bill Russell, and Muhammad Ali upset a complacent sports-watching public by
calling attention to their country’s racist history and legacy. They were successful athletes, but
their victories did not translate easily into models of athletic heroism that had been crafted a
generation earlier, when major league sports were racially segregated and open only to whites.
Cosell’s most compelling storylines, like those he followed with Muhammad Ali, were not ones
that led to an uncomplicated triumphant conclusion but instead were characterized by tensions
left unresolved.In this sense Howard Cosell was a political figure. He and others have written
that he seriously contemplated running for the United States Senate late in his career. My
understanding of Cosell’s political significance, however, is broader than any desire that he
might have had to hold political office. Cosell would likely have found the mainstream political
arena far too confining. Instead, his political role can be discerned in the meanings that emerged
from his career as a sports broadcaster. On the most obvious level, he used his platform on the
national stage to advocate for social justice and to relate sports to larger issues that were
particularly relevant to life in late-twentieth-century America. This was probably most true during
the first half of his career, as he was rising within the ranks of ABC and its famed sports
programming division. Even more than this, however, Cosell was a popular figure who took the
perspective of someone who, in an earlier era, would have been marginal to American society
and brought it into the very center of cultural life in this country. His own storyline was that of the
underdog. As is often true, however, the closer Cosell got to the center of cultural production, the
more diluted his critical perspective became.In fact, as Cosell emerged as an increasingly
ubiquitous presence within sports broadcasting and the mass media during the 1970s and early
1980s, his style was transformed into a caricature, as fans and detractors increasingly identified
all of his critical ideas as mere accessories of a boorish egomaniac. Yet at the same time, it was



during this era, when he appeared weekly on Monday Night Football, that Cosell also had the
greatest access to the public. It is at the time of his greatest banality that Cosell may also have
had the greatest impact, simply because his very presence—his accent, his opinions, and his
use of language—all connoted a history, one that could not be erased, even within a medium
that erases history better than any other.In his memoir Cosell he wrote: “Arrogant, pompous,
obnoxious, vain, cruel, persecuting, distasteful, verbose, a show-off. I have been called all of
these. Of course, I am.”2 Cosell was a television personality who placed his human frailties
before viewers as few others have done before or since. His remarkable rise to a central place in
American culture from such modest origins, and his subsequent decline as a network sports
analyst, might be attributed to his complex personality traits. Cosell was indeed ambitious,
extremely intelligent, hardworking, opinionated, self-centered, and all of the other things for
which he was famous. Some might write a book about a man like Cosell that places the analysis
of his psychological traits and personality profile at the center of his biography.This book,
however, draws primarily on three categories of information. First, I look at the story of Cosell’s
own life. His upbringing typified the experiences of many second-generation Americans whose
parents immigrated to the United States from Europe during the early years of the twentieth
century. As the child of Jewish immigrants from Poland, Cosell grew up in the ethnically divided
world of Brooklyn during the 1920s and 1930s. From an early age he exhibited a strong drive to
succeed—a driving ambition to propel himself to a higher station in life. Upward mobility plays a
leading role in his accounts of his own life story, and so does assimilation, or at least the desire
to escape the expectations of his parents. While the degree of his ambition was exceptional, his
desire to assimilate was not. He characterizes his move into broadcasting as a symbolic break
from his family, his community, and his background. For Cosell, this seems to mark the trajectory
of his life until the 1972 Olympics, when the terrorist killings of the Israeli team embittered him
and led him to focus more on his Jewish identity.Second, this book explores the media and
culture apparatus that developed from the 1940s through the 1960s, which provided Cosell with
the opportunity to reach a mass audience and to achieve a central position in American cultural
life. Although Cosell was an unlikely celebrity, he grew up in the right place at the right time. New
York was the center of the commercial broadcasting establishment in the early years of its
formation, and particularly the sports and news broadcasting establishment. Getting a foot in the
door was not easy for Cosell; his broadcasting career would not begin until he was thirty-six
years old, and he did not appear regularly on network television until ten years after that. Yet by
working in New York, first as a lawyer, then as a local sports broadcaster and freelance radio
sports reporter, he was able to gain access to a national television audience. He also had the
good fortune to have begun his television career working for an affiliate of ABC, a fledgling third
commercial network that was the severed limb of the National Broadcasting Company, grafted
from the old NBC network in the 1950s when antitrust infringements forced the split.
Undercapitalized and in search of an audience hook, ABC invested in sports and was more
willing than other networks to take a risk on a personality like Cosell.Not only was Cosell lucky to



be able to gain access to network television, but also he did so at a time when the three major
broadcasting networks—the Columbia Broadcasting System along with ABC and NBC—
dominated national television. In most U.S. television markets between 1960 and 1980, viewers
had far fewer channels to choose from than they would later with the advent of cable, satellite,
and digital television. There were only these three network stations (if that many), and perhaps a
public television station and two or three independent stations, all of which broadcast over the
airwaves for free, and all but public broadcasting gaining their revenue from commercial
advertising. In fact, during most of Cosell’s career, viewers would not even have owned
videocassette recorders. This meant that network television personalities commanded far more
attention than they would in later years, and the few stars who emerged, such as Ed Sullivan,
Walter Cronkite, or Howard Cosell, became almost universally recognized throughout the
country.
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Jim Broumley, “A Really Good Read. I took a couple of classes from Dr. John Bloom about five
years ago. When I saw that he was the author of this book I wanted to give it a try even though
I'm not a fan of sports history. I'm glad that I did. It was a really good read.I grew up with Howard
Cosell, Monday Night Football, Wide World of Sports, and Muhammed Ali. However I was not
aware that behind the scenes of what, until I read this book, I considered to be simply sports
entertainment programming, was a demonstration of social change at work. I was unaware that
Howard Cosell was the first broadcaster to acknowledge Muhammed Ali's name change from
Cassius Clay, nor did I ever stop to recognize Cosell's further support of civil rights. I was also
unaware of the prejudices against Mr. Cosell's ethnicity that had to be overcome for him to rise to
his position in sports broadcasting. Quite frankly, it never occurred to me that Howard Cosell
was Jewish, or that it mattered. Things have certainly changed in the last forty years, and some
credit can be given to Mr. Cosell.John Bloom has expertly weaved together a work of popular
sports history with academic social analysis. The best evidence I can provide is that the book
lead to a lively discussion about 70's sports around my house. If it makes you talk about it, it
must be a good book.”

Allen Dieterich-Ward, “Excellent Scholarly Overview. This is an excellent scholarly overview of
Cosell's career and its cultural significance. It should appeal to both a scholarly and popular
audience.”

The book by John Bloom has a rating of  5 out of 2.9. 4 people have provided feedback.
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