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A NOTE TO TEACHERS
As with any resource, we encourage you to preview this program before
using it in your classroom.  This film discusses the many controversies 
surrounding Jack Johnson and places them within the context of the 
pervasive racism of the period.  The program contains language and 
situations that may not be appropriate for all students.
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Unforgivable Blackness: The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson,
visit www.shoppbs.org/teachers.
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On July 4, 1910, more than 12,000 people — mostly white
men — gathered in the little desert town of Reno, Nevada, to
witness the Battle of the Century. They came to see their
hero, former Heavyweight Champion of the World Jim
Jeffries, take back the title from the first African-American
ever to hold it — Jack Johnson. 

Professional boxing was one of the most popular sports of the
day.  The heavyweight championship implied more than just
extraordinary physical prowess; it epitomized the very essence
of physical and mental superiority.  Blacks were permitted to
compete for most titles, but until Johnson’s victory over
Tommy Burns in Australia two years earlier, the Heavyweight
Championship of the World had been the exclusive domain of
whites.  African-Americans were considered unworthy of the
title — not for a lack of talent, but simply by virtue of not
being white.  Jeffries had been called out of retirement as the
“Great White Hope,” who would return the championship to
the white race.

Johnson’s knockout victory over Jeffries — after 15 rounds —
sparked a wave of U.S. race riots, in which numerous African-
Americans died. Newspaper editorials warned Johnson and the
black community not to be too proud. Congress eventually
passed an act banning the interstate transport of fight films, for
fear that the images of Johnson beating his white opponents
would provoke further unrest.

Perhaps even more troubling for white America were Johnson’s
romantic entanglements with white women.  In an era when
an African- American man could be lynched for being too
friendly with a white woman, Johnson slept with whomever
he pleased and married three white women in succession. 

In 1910, Congress had passed the Mann Act, which outlawed
the transportation of women in interstate or foreign commerce
“for the purpose of prostitution, debauchery, or for any other
immoral purpose.”  While the law was intended to be used
against commercialized vice, the U.S. government used it to
make Jack Johnson pay for his success and his lifestyle.  In
1913, after a trial widely thought to be a sham even at the time,
Johnson was convicted of violating the Mann Act and sentenced
to one year and one day in prison.  

Johnson fled the country and spent several years as a fugitive 
in Europe.  In 1914, he lost his title to Jess Willard in Havana,
Cuba.  In 1920, Johnson returned to the United States, 
surrendered to authorities and served his time in prison.  He
was never again given a shot at the heavyweight title.  In 1946,
after being angered by a racist incident at a diner in North
Carolina, Johnson drove his car around a turn too fast, lost
control and was killed.

Jack Johnson defied both definition and convention.  The
story of his life is also a history of change and challenge for
America.  It is a reflection of U.S. history and also a lens
through which we can view the present.

USING THE STUDY GUIDE
This guide accompanies the film Unforgivable Blackness:
The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson and its companion Web
site www.pbs.org/unforgivableblackness.  The materials are
written and designed to serve a target audience of students in
grades 9-12.  The guide is centered on a series of multidiscipli-
nary learning activities and extension ideas, each correlating to
national teaching standards.   

Students use critical analysis, investigative techniques and creative
writing skills to explore various historical influences on American
life, including race, racism and the role of the press.  The guide
contains resources
to aid students in
researching how
social and political
realities create prac-
tical challenges in
people’s lives.  

In one lesson, edu-
cators and students
explore the “color
line” and the
effects of race and
racism on daily 
living and discuss
miscegenation and
the history of
American law
relating to interra-
cial marriage.  
In two lessons, students analyze primary documents to write
about Jack Johnson in poetic and journalistic styles.  Students
will also role-play as journalists and create sports pages reflect-
ing various historical media. 

This guide may be used in conjunction with the film or as a
stand-alone educational piece.  Throughout the course of
study, students should be encouraged to refer to additional
sources to supplement their knowledge of Johnson’s life;
American social and cultural history in the 1900s; and the
intersections of race, sports and laws. 

INTRODUCTION

Jack Johnson, c. 1903

G
ar

y
P

hi
lli

ps
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



CROSSING THE COLOR LINE: THE RISE OF JACK JOHNSON

SUBJECTS: American History, Sociology, Civics

OBJECTIVE: Students will use Johnson’s life as a means to
investigate why the system of legal and de facto segregation
was inherently threatened by the legitimization of interracial
relationships.

BACKGROUND: Ask students to define what they think race 
means, as best as they can. 

n Write down a random list of different population categories
(examples might be Asians, Italians, Jews, Negroes, Pygmies,
American Indians, English, Arabs, Poles, Nubians, Iraqis,
Muslims, Melanesians, Republicans, Mayas, Ainu, Han
Chinese, Dravidians, Hindus, Africans, poor people), and
ask students which of these, in their opinion, is or is not a
race and why. 

n Now write the following statement on the board.

Nearly all observers admit that the Negro child is on
the whole quite as intelligent as those of other human
varieties but that on arriving at puberty all further
progress seems arrested .... It is more correct to say of
the Negro that he is non-moral thanimmoral.

Ask students who might have written this statement, for what
audiences, and when?  (It appeared in the 1875 edition of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 17, page 326, followed by lengthy
pseudo-scientific explanations from leading experts of the day
explaining why the Negro was mentally and physically inferior.)

Discuss the following questions:
n Why have definitions of race changed over the past 90 years?

n Do students think that some, most, or all people living in 
1875 believed that what the Encyclopaedia Britannica said
was fact?  Who benefited from this definition?  Who was 
penalized by this definition?

n If people living around the turn of the last century were so 
certain that Caucasians were superior to Negroes, why were
they afraid to let an African-American boxer fight a white 
American for  the heavyweight boxing championship?

PROCEDURE: Before viewing the film, put the following
quotation from the program on the board.

The problem of the twentieth century is the color line.
– W.E.B. Du Bois 

n Ask students to try to define the term the color line, using
whatever knowledge they have acquired before their study
of Jack Johnson. 

As students watch the film, ask them to take notes in two
columns: “The rules of the color line” and “How Johnson con-
quered the color line.”  Then discuss the following questions:

n What races were divided by the so-called color line?  
To whose advantage?

n What were some of the laws that demarcated 
segregation in the Jim Crow-era South?

n In both the North and South, what were some of the social
conventions that demarcated the color line?  
How did they separate blacks from whites and place blacks
in the inferior and subservient position?  

n What did it mean to cross the color line?  What kind
of behavior was disapproved of by whites because it crossed
the color line?

n What were some of the penalties, both formal and 
informal, for crossing the color line?

n What were some of Johnson’s methods for surmounting the
color line? 
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Jack Johnson enjoys one of his favorite pastimes. Chicago, c. 1910.

Why Jack Johnson?
Any serious study of American history inevitably engages the
question of race and the monumental hypocrisy born at our
founding; the existence of slavery in a country that had just
proclaimed to the world that “all men are created equal ....”  
In the story of Jack Johnson, these questions come to a profound
crux.  This is not just a story of supreme athletic achievement,
nor even just a story of sex — black and white relationships —
which got Johnson into so much trouble.  It’s not even wholly
about race, though Johnson’s “unforgivable blackness” 
propels this extraordinary story.  In the end, this is a story
about freedom, and one black man’s insistence that he be 
able to live a life nothing short of that of a free man.

– Ken Burns
Walpole, New Hampshire
April 16, 2004



Analyze statements about the color line.
After Johnson became the heavyweight champion in a fight against Tommy Burns in Sydney,
Australia, two newspapers commented on the fight and its relation to the color line.
Distribute these quotes and ask students to comment on their meaning in light of what 
they have learned.

The color line was … used in the most select pugilistic [boxing] circles as a subterfuge
behind which a white man could hide to keep some husky colored gentleman from 
knocking his block off .... It is a handy little invention which costs nothing and probably
has saved many a white man’s life .... Many men who are well known in public life today
owe their well-preserved appearance and success to this lifesaving compound.

– New York Morning Telegraph, 1908
* * * * * *

A negro is the champion pugilist.  [The] dark peoples of the earth are threatening to
play mischief generally with the civilization of the white man.  Is the Caucasian
played out?  Are the races that we have been calling inferior about to demand to us 
that we must draw the color line in everything if we are to avoid being whipped 
individually and collectively?

– Detroit Free Press, 1909

n Ask students to evaluate this quotation:

I have found no better way of avoiding race prejudice than to act with people of 
other races as if prejudice did not exist. 

– Jack Johnson

Do students think this attitude was useful to Johnson’s struggle against racism?  Do
they think it is a useful strategy for fighting prejudice today?  Why or why not? 

n Ask students to compare the strategies used by Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. 
Du Bois in fighting racism.  Where would students place Johnson in relation to the
views of these two leaders?

The Johnson-Jeffries fight in Reno in 1910 earned Johnson the definitive title of World
Heavyweight Champion.  Riots broke out across the country.  (If you did not show this
section, it begins with “A Word to the Black Man” at approximately one hour, 38 minutes
into Episode One.)
n Ask students why Johnson’s victory undermined the theory (white racial supremacy)

upon which the entire system of the color line was based.  Why were whites fright-
ened after the fight?  

Extension Activities
n Ask the class to make a diagram that expresses what they have learned about the

color line.

n Divide a bulletin board in two with a line lengthwise.  Label the line “The color line.”
Above it write “Caucasians” and below it write “Negroes.” Ask each student to write
one “rule” of the color line on an index card and place it on the color line. Topics can
include voting rights; segregation in transportation, schools, public facilities, eating 
and housing facilities; and so forth. 

n Discuss with students some of the penalties African- Americans faced for crossing
the color line, such as loss of jobs, arrest, lynching, race riots.  Also ask if 
whites were permitted to cross the color line and what happened if they did? 

n Research racial categories in the U.S. Census from its inception until today.
What do the categories reflect about changing American views about race?

Excerpts from Newspaper
Reports about Jack Johnson

“Jack Johnson is now the logical
opponent for Champion Jeffries
…. The color line gag does not
go now.  Johnson has met all
comers in his class; has defeat-
ed each and every one.  Now he
stands ready to box for the
world’s championship …. When
they meet the world will see a
battle before which the gladiator-
ial combats of ancient Rome
pale into childish insignificance.
And meet some day they will. It
is up to Jeffries to say when.” 

– Los Angeles Times,
November 29, 1903

“Personally, I [am] with Burns all
the way. He [is] a white man
and so am I.  Naturally I [want]
to see the white man win.  Put
the case to Johnson and ask him
if he were the spectator at a fight
between a white man and a
black man which he would like to
see win.  Johnson’s black skin
will dictate a desire parallel to
the one dictated by him to my
white skin.”

– Jack London 
Sydney, Australia,     
December 26, 1908

“A Negro is the champion
pugilist.  [The] dark peoples of
the earth are threatening to play
mischief generally with the 
civilization of the white man.  Is
the Caucasian played out?  Are
the races that we have been 
calling inferior about to demand
to us that we must draw the
color line in everything if we are
to avoid being whipped individu-
ally and collectively?” 

– Detroit Free Press, 1909

“If the black man wins, thousands
and thousands of his ignorant
brothers will misrepresent his
victory as justifying claims to
much more than physical equality
with their white neighbors.” 

– The New York Times, 
1910



DEFYING CONVENTION: A WORLD OF BLACK AND WHITE

SUBJECTS: American History, Sociology, Civics

OBJECTIVE: Students will examine the history of interracial
marriage in the context of Jack Johnson’s life.

PROCEDURE: Show portions of Part Two of Unforgivable 
Blackness that deal with miscegenation.  (If you do not have 
time to show the film from the beginning, start at “I Am Not 
a Slave” at approximately 24 minutes into Episode One and 
end with “Hotter Than Hell” at approximately 59 minutes.) 
Ask students to compare these two quotes from the program:

The black brute who lays his hands upon a white woman ought 
not have any trial and all the white manhood of South Carolina
want to know is that they have the right man and they will 
have no trial.  If we cannot protect our white women from 
black fiends, where is our boasted civilization?

– Cole Blease, Governor of South Carolina, 1912

Every race-loving Negro, irrespective of his intellectual 
development, must indefatigably denounce Johnson’s debased
allegiance with the other race’s women and only express our
feeling [that] … he will get everything that is coming to him 
as far as the law is concerned. 

– The Birmingham Exchange
n What upset white people, what upset black people about

Johnson’s preference for white women?  How would you 
compare the basis for the responses of whites and blacks?

n Do you feel that
Johnson’s romantic 
preferences were
anybody’s business
but his own?  Does
he deserve to be
thought less a hero
because of his
preferences?  
Why or why not?

n Laws governing the
right to marry have
always been left up to
the states.  In 1910, 
28 states forbade
interracial marriages
between blacks and
whites.  In 1912,
Congressman S.A.
Roddenberry of 
Georgia introduced a 
constitutional amendment that tried to make all interracial marriages
in America illegal.  (It failed to pass.)  What similarities and
differences do students see between the furor in America over
interracial marriage and that over the marriage of same-sex
couples today?

THE MANN ACT
aka

THE WHITE SLAVE TRAFFIC ACT

“Whoever knowingly transports in inter-
state or foreign commerce, or in the District
of Columbia or in any Territory or
Possession of the United States, any
woman or girl for the purpose of prostitu-
tion or debauchery, or for any other
immoral purpose, or with the intent and
purpose to induce, entice, or compel such
woman or girl to become a prostitute or to
give herself up to debauchery, or to engage
in any other immoral practice shall be fined
not more than $5,000 or imprisoned not
more than five years, or both.” 

— June 25, 1910

For more information about the Mann Act, visit
the Unforgivable Blackness companion Web site
at www.pbs.org/unforgivableblackness.
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There have been countless women in my life ... they have caused 
me joy and they have been faithless; they have praised and loved 
me and they have hated and denounced me. Always, a woman 
has swayed me — sometimes many have demanded my attention 
at the same moment. 

– Jack Johnson

Top: The front page of The Chicago American
announces the arrest of Jack Johnson. 
November 8, 1912

From left: Jack Johnson with his mother; JJ with companion Clara Kerr. c. 1902; JJ with companion Hattie McClay. Australia. 1908.



Introduce the term miscegenation and ask the class what
problems segregation posed for a couple with mixed racial
backgrounds.

Read this quote to the class about a trip that Jack Johnson
and Etta Duryea Johnson took together on an ocean liner 
and ask them to spell out why the couple needed special
accommodations.

“The delicate question as to what part of the liner Mr. 
and Mrs. Johnson were to dine in was decided by Chief
Steward Tragee, who had a small table set up for them in
the dining saloon at the foot of the companionway leading
from the promenade deck.”

— The New York Times, June 17, 1911  

Walk the class through the problems an interracial couple
faced during the Jim Crow era.
n Where would the offspring of mixed race couples fit in?

How did they pose a challenge to a world divided into
either black or white?  Why did many African-Americans
try to “pass” into the white world?  What privileges were 
they permitted by white society if they hid their African-
American heritage?

n Anti-miscegenation laws were the longest-lasting form 
of legalized racial discrimination in the United States.  
In 1967, 13 years after Brown v. The Board of Education,
the Supreme Court struck down anti-miscegenation laws.
Alabama was the last state to remove an anti-miscegenation
law from its books, in 2000 (although the law was no longer
legally viable).

Ask students: Why do you think it took the Supreme Court
so long to declare anti-miscegenation laws unconstitutional?
A total of 30 states passed anti-miscegenation laws, most in
the West and South. Sixteen of these states kept them on the
books until 1967. 

n How did colonial laws regulating slavery and sexual rela-
tions between Europeans and Africans lead to a definition
of race in America?

n Were anti-miscegenation laws aimed at preventing whites
and blacks from marrying extended to other races?  Where,
when and why did this process unfold?

n Were the anti-miscegenation laws aimed at maintaining the 
so-called “purity” of each “race,” or were they designed solely
to maintain the “purity” of the white “race”?

n What privileges went along with a racial classification of
Caucasian, and how did the one-drop rule (that one drop 
of Negro blood made you Negro) maintain that privilege?

n On what legal principles were the anti-miscegenation 
laws predicated?

Extension Activities
n In order to understand the history of anti-miscegenation

laws in the United States, ask the class to make a timeline.
n Investigate and compare the legal basis for instating or

voiding anti-miscegenation laws in three court cases:  
Pace v. State of Alabama, U.S. Supreme Court, 1883
Perez v. Sharp, California Supreme Court, 1948
Loving v. Virginia, U.S. Supreme Court, 1967

n Compare today’s debate about the right to marry a person of
the same sex to the fight against anti-miscegenation laws.

n Ask students to research and write about the history of
interracial romances in the American cinema.  When/
how were these romances depicted? What do the changes
reflect about American society? (Examples of movies:
Showboat, Raintree County, Guess Who’s Coming to
Dinner)
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A “MIXED RACE” COUPLE IN A SEGREGATED WORLD

From left: JJ with first wife, Etta Duryea Johnson. c. 1910; JJ weds Lucille Cameron. December 4, 1912; JJ with third wife, Irene Pineau Johnson



SUBJECT: English

OBJECTIVES: Students will analyze the media’s responses to
Jack Johnson and  role-play reporters to compose headline poems.

PROCEDURE: After viewing Unforgivable Blackness through
“A Hard Man to Handle” (at approximately 54 minutes into
Episode One), discuss the following quotations taken from the
script of the program. 

“Mistah Johnsing” is one of those Africans who look too
black to have the heart of a fighter, but he had not yet shown
the white feather.  [Still] if there is a favorite, the white man
is it.  He certainly has a host of well-wishers here and his
would be a popular victory.

– Los Angeles Times, May 16, 1902

Jack Johnson is now the logical opponent of Champion
Jeffries …. The color line gag does not go now.  Johnson has
met all comers in his class; has defeated each and every one.
Now he stands ready to box for the world’s championship .…
When they meet the world will see a battle before which the
gladiatorial combats of ancient Rome pale into childish
insignificance.  And meet they some day will.  It is up to
Jeffries to say when.

– Los Angeles Times, November 29, 1903

Good clothes and plenty of them; enough diamonds to illumi-
nate his shirt front and hands to make him a conspicuous
figure when he promenades the streets …. Seldom does a day
pass but what he will appear on the streets three to four times
in a changed attire from head to foot.

– The Boston Globe

This battle [between Johnson and Burns] may in the future
be looked back upon as the first great battle of an inevitable
race war …. There is more in this fight to be considered than
the pugilistic [boxing] title of champion of the world.

– Australian Star, 1908

Discuss these quotations by posing the following questions:
n In her essay On Boxing, the novelist Joyce Carol Oates says 

“Life is like boxing in many unsettling respects.  But boxing 
is only like boxing.”  Do you agree with this statement?  Do 
the news reporters see only boxing in the game of boxing, or 
does boxing take on other symbolism for them? 

n Does the tone of the Los Angeles Times change over the course
of a year?  In what way?  Why do you think this happened?

n The Boston Globe comments on Johnson’s wardrobe, which
has nothing to do with his fighting.  How are these com-
ments related to Johnson’s rising celebrity?  In what ways
are we obsessed with what sports figures wear today?

n The Los Angeles Times says that the gladiator fights of Rome
would pale in comparison to a Johnson versus Jeffries fight.
Do you think this statement is meant to be an exaggeration?
Why or why not?  Is hyperbole, or extravagant exaggeration, 
a common device used by sports writers?  How often is it
used by athletes themselves when describing their prowess?

n In what ways are the words from these newspapers them-
selves “fighting words” that are meant to goad the players
into action?

Ask students to role-play newspaper reporters for an African-
American newspaper reporting on Johnson’s rise.  Instruct
them to come up with headlines and subheadings that capture
what they have seen from an African-American perspective.

Use a current newspaper to discuss with students the essence
of headline writing.

n Headlines are phrases, not sentences. They must contain a
maximum amount of accurate information in few words.

n Headlines must grab our attention  

n Headlines sell newspapers.

n Headlines use language effectively.  

Challenge students to use alliterative phrases, catchy phrases
and puns.

Challenge students to capture something about the excitement
and symbolism of a Jack Johnson fight through the composition
of a poem written exclusively with headlines.   Alternatively, ask
each student to contribute a “poetic headline” about Johnson to
a group poem.

WRITING WITH PUNCH

G
ar

y
P

hi
lli

ps
C

ol
le

ct
io

n

Top: The San Francisco Bulletin. July 2, 1910.  Left: The Chicago
Evening American.  June 3, 1911.



SUBJECTS: U.S. History, Sociology, Language Arts,
Media Studies

OBJECTIVES: Students will role-play journalists of the late
19th and 20th centuries and create newspaper sports pages,
reporting on events and editorializing about Jack Johnson’s 
life and career. 

BACKGROUND: Frequently, sports heroes gain even higher 
levels of popularity and notoriety based on how they are handled
in the press.  Modern sports legends are frequently lionized or
vilified by newspaper, radio and television, and that affects 
fans’ perceptions.

Perhaps no professional athlete was handled more controversially
by the press than Johnson.  Newspapers in the North and the South
tended to use racial slurs and epithets to support white challengers
and belittle Johnson during his reign as heavyweight champion.

In this lesson, students will be developing newspaper sports
pages chronicling aspects of Johnson’s career. Depending on

the amount of technology available in the school, the teacher
may elect to do one or more of the following activities:

n Have students develop poster presentations using
poster board to provide a layout, and have

them paste or glue stories and artwork on it.
n Use word processing software to 

create the stories and do page 
layout online.  

n Use Microsoft
Publisher or simi-

lar software to pub-
lish the sports pages as Web pages and
have them available online. 

PROCEDURE: Poll the students on
the role and influence of the press in
present-day America, especially in
regard to how the press shapes pub-
lic perception and opinion about
events and issues. (Examples include
the Vietnam War, Watergate, the
Civil Rights movement and
American involvement in Iraq.)

n Ask students to speculate on
whether the press holds undue influ-
ence over the public in regard to
agenda setting and whether there
should be government control over

the press to restrict this
influence.

n Divide students into
geographic groups.
Groups should 
represent the Northern
press, the Southern
press, the black press
and the foreign press.  

The groups’ job is to
report on Johnson’s
fights and his life out of
the ring as completely as
possible.  Field reports
(using the resources in
this guide) are available,
as are photographs of
the champion and his fights.  It is the students’ job to deter-
mine how to best cover the story, write the story, and then cre-
ate a sports page for the newspaper, highlighting the following:
n An account of at least two fights in Johnson’s career, along

with statistical information on who won the fight, “tale of the
tape” information (height, weight, reach, etc. of both fighters),
and an “eyewitness account” of the fight in Unforgivable
Blackness.

n An account of the legal trouble Johnson faced and what the
outcome of his legal fight was.

n Eyewitness statements (quotes) from at least three people
who saw that fight and were either quoted in Unforgivable
Blackness or in another source.

n An editorial regarding Johnson’s career.  Remember that an
editorial is an opinion story, and the author is trying to per-
suade his audience about a particular issue. 

n An editorial cartoon of Jackson, based on the information
researched as well as the information from the film.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES:
Students can:
n Research recent newspapers for apparent bias in coverage of

contemporary athletes and chart examples of perceived bias
in reporting.

n Write an essay either upholding or refuting the idea that the
media protects professional athletes.

Champion of the World poster 
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[Note that while newspapers were supposed to be unbiased in their reporting
of the news, reporters in Johnson’s time also tended to use many of the same
racially charged words in their reporting that would be considered derogatory
today, but were commonly accepted by whites (and blacks) in those days.
Teachers should instruct student reporters to avoid the use of derogatory
or epithetic language.]  

PRESS PERCEPTIONS OF JACK JOHNSON
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Jack Johnson, c. 1901



SUBJECT: English

OBJECTIVE: Students will write about Jack Johnson and his opponents in the
style of Muhammad Ali’s rhyming taunts and boasts.

BACKGROUND: The African-American prizefighter Muhammad Ali (born
Cassius Clay in 1942), who dominated boxing in the 1960s and 70s, is often credited
with being the first rap artist because of his ability to create rhyming poetry.  Ali
expanded Johnson’s habit of boasting and ridiculing his opponent by transforming
taunts into poetry.  Like Johnson, Ali caused controversy — but for different reasons.
In 1967, Ali refused to serve in Vietnam, which earned him a five-year prison
sentence (reversed by the Supreme Court in 1971) and which prompted the
World Boxing Association to revoke his title and license.  Ali also caused 
controversy by converting to the Nation of Islam.

READING AND WRITING ABOUT BOXING

“When you’re as great as I am, 
it’s hard to be humble.”

“Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.”

“When you look at him it will make you sick, 
because on his face you’ll see nick after nick.” 

“Archie’s* been living off the fat of the land. 
I’m here to give him his pension plan. 
When you come to fight don’t block the door,
‘Cause you’ll all go home after round four.”

“Hell no,
I ain’t going to go.
Clean out my cell
And take my tail
To jail
Without bail

Because it’s better there eating
Watching television fed 
Than in Vietnam with your white folks dead.”

“Keep asking me, no matter how long
On the war in Vietnam, I sing this song
I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong.”
“This is a story about a man with iron fists 
and a beautiful tan. 
He talks a lot and boasts indeed, 
Of a power punch and blinding speed. 
And he went around claiming: 
‘I’m beautiful.’
How could anyone not see ‘American’
in the following? 
I’m the greatest. 
I’m the double greatest. 
I am clean and sparkling. 
I’ll be a clean and sparkling champion.”
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JACK JOHNSON 
VERSUS 

JIM JEFFRIES
JULY 4, 1910

RENO, NEVADA

THE BATTLE
OF THE 

CENTURY
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Heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali in front
of The Great White Hope theater marquee.  

Don Scott, Boxing Collectors’ News Don Scott, Boxing Collectors’ News

Don Scott, Boxing Collectors’ News

I am the Greatest!
— Muhammad Ali

*His opponent, Archie Moore
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Punches are a boxer’s primary tool against an
opponent.  Every kind of punch is designed to
serve a different purpose, and each technique
must be perfected by a boxer in order to be effective.
Accurate form, precision and timing make these
basic punches powerful tools in a boxer’s arsenal.

Feinting: Used to judge an opponent’s reactions
and prepare a boxer for offensive moves.  

Left jab: A quick punch with the left arm.  Often
the most important punch in a boxer’s arsenal
because of its power and ability to set up other
punches.  Comes directly from the ready position,
with knees bent and right guard up.  Arm twists
while punch is thrown to maximize force and
snaps back to ready position. 

Right Cross: Most powerful punch for a right-
handed boxer.  Often follows a feinted left jab.
Body pivots to the left on right foot, right arm
twists as it crosses the body.  Fist whips back and
returns to ready position.  

Uppercut: Upwards-thrown punch designed to 
hit an opponent’s chin.  Usually part of a multi-
punch combination and best used when a boxer 
is very close to the opponent.  

Hook: One of the most technically difficult
punches to throw because it requires perfect pre-
cision, timing and coordination.  Aimed to get
above an opponent’s arms to the side of the head.
Lead with a left arm in an “L” shape parallel to
the floor and pivot hips, hand and toe around.
Should be a fast, short and direct punch that
makes contact flush with the knuckles. Snap back
to ready position.

THE ART OF BOXINGPROCEDURE: Instruct students to read Ali’s poetry aloud in their
own personal styles.  When they are familiar with his words, ask
students to analyze the verses.

Ask students the following questions:
n Which quotations do students think qualify as poetry; 

why or why not?
n Would these statements be as effective written out as sentences?  
n Which are meant to taunt an opponent?  

What would be their effect?
n Which quotation is the most effective in terms of making us feel

that Ali is above any opponent’s reach and is unconquerable?
n Which of these is a political statement?  A statement about race?
n Which of these most elevates the role of African-American boxer

in American life?
n Which of these makes the claim that Ali is simply 

a great American?

Show the class a fight sequence from Episode One of Unforgivable
Blackness.  Ask students to imagine what Johnson is feeling before,
after and during a fight.  
n What is he thinking about himself?  
n What is he thinking about his opponent?  
n In what way does a heavyweight champion deserve to boast?  

n In what way can taunts weaken the opponent’s confidence?

Ask students to jot down some specific information 
about Johnson’s opponent in the fight.  
n Does he have a weak spot, something that 

distinguishes him physically?  
n Can his name be used to create a pun or rhyme?  
n What poetic exaggerations can students dream 

up for their boasts? 

Instruct students to use this information to compose three or four
taunting or boasting poems that capture Johnson’s personality and
bravura in Ali’s writing style.

Gary Phillips Collection Brown BrothersBrown BrothersGary Phillips Collection



THE COMPANION WEB SITE
Visit the Unforgivable Blackness Web site at www.pbs.org/
unforgivableblackness to find additional lesson plans and
learning activities as well as behind-the-scenes information
about the making of the film, biographies of the filmmakers,
extensive background on Jack Johnson and much more.
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RESOURCES

STANDARDS
The teaching activities in this guide were designed to meet curriculum
standards outlined below where applicable.  However, we recommend
that you closely examine the resource content for your individual 
classroom needs. 

American History from the National Center for History in the
Schools www.sscnet.ucla.edu/nchs/

n Era 6. Standard 2: Massive immigration after 1870 and 
how new social patterns, conflicts, and ideas of national 
unity developed amid growing cultural diversity.

n Era 9. Standard 4: The struggle for racial and gender 
equality and for the extension of civil liberties.

Civics and Government from the National Standards for Civics 
and Government www.civiced.org/912erica.htm
Standard III. D.:

n The place of law in American society; judicial 
protection of the rights of individuals.

Standard V. B.:
n What are the rights of citizens; explain the importance to the 

individual and to society of such personal rights as due process of 
law and equal protection; freedom of expression and association; 
how personal rights are secured … by such means as the rule of law.

Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McRel)
www.mcrel.org/

n Social Sciences (Behavioral Studies) Standard 4: 
Understands conflict, cooperation, and interdependence
among individuals, groups and institutions. 

n Historical Understanding Standards 1 and 2: 
Understands how to analyze chronological relationships 
and patterns; Understands the historical perspective.  

n United States History Standards:  Understands issues 
and perspectives of different groups during the 
Progressive era; Understands the social and cultural 
influence of former slaves in cities of the North.

n Language Arts Standards: Writes persuasive compositions;
Understands the philosophical assumptions and basic beliefs 
underlying an author’s work; Uses a variety of criteria; 
Understands how the type of media affects coverage of events 
or issues; Understands the ways in which image-makers carefully 
construct meaning; 
Understands the role of the media in addressing social 
and cultural issues.


