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About the book

Book Review: Playing for Keeps by David Halberstam  

In *Playing for Keeps*, acclaimed author David Halberstam takes readers

on an exhilarating journey through the life of basketball legend Michael

Jordan and the dramatic evolution of the NBA. With a blend of engaging

narratives and thorough research, Halberstam paints a vivid picture of the

intense and high-stakes atmosphere of professional basketball.  

Jordan's story is not just about his extraordinary talent and relentless drive;

it's also a reflection of how he transformed sports culture and redefined

standards of excellence. This book transcends mere biography; it serves as a

captivating examination of ambition, fame, and the complexities of the

modern sports industry.  

For anyone captivated by the power of sports or the phenomena surrounding

cultural icons, *Playing for Keeps* offers a spellbinding exploration that

will keep readers gripped from beginning to end, regardless of their

background in basketball.
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About the author

Profile: David Halberstam

- Birth Year: 1934

- Occupation: Journalist and Author

- Notable Works:

  - *The Best and the Brightest* - Analyzes the roots of the Vietnam War.

  - *Summer of '49* - A dive into the rich history of American baseball.

  - *Playing for Keeps* - An extensive exploration of Michael Jordan's life

and career.

  

Career Highlights:

- Began his journalism journey at The Daily Times Leader in West Point,

Mississippi.

- Rose to prominence as a reporter for The New York Times.

  

Legacy:

- Acclaimed for his sharp writing and insight into American culture and

history.

- Recognized with the Pulitzer Prize for his exceptional research and

storytelling abilities.

  

David Halberstam is celebrated as a pivotal figure in journalism, leaving an
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indelible mark on the fields of history, sports, and politics. His passion for

detailed investigation and narrative craft solidifies his status among the most

influential American journalists of his era.
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1. A New Era of Football: The Rise of the NFL

In the early years of the 20th century, American football was still in its

infancy, wrestling for recognition alongside more established sports like

baseball and boxing. Yet, by the mid-century, a seismic shift began to occur

within the realm of professional sports that would position football not only

as a major American pastime but as the preeminent sport of the nation. This

transformation was fueled largely by the formation and evolution of the

National Football League (NFL), which became synonymous with a new era

of football characterized by increased popularity, professionalization, and

cultural significance.

The rise of the NFL can be attributed to several pivotal influences, including

strategic moves by team owners, the establishment of television contracts,

and the thrilling nature of the game itself, which captivated audiences like

never before. The post-World War II era marked a significant turning point;

returning veterans sought recreation and entertainment, and sports became a

vital outlet for relaxation. The NFL, recognizing this growing interest, began

to capitalize on the expanding audience, particularly through television

broadcasts, which allowed fans from across the country to engage with the

game on an unprecedented scale.

One of the most notable moments in the rise of the NFL occurred in 1960

with the formation of the American Football League (AFL). The AFL's
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emergence fueled a fierce rivalry that spurred both leagues to enhance their

game quality and marketing efforts. The eventual merger of the NFL and

AFL in 1970 not only created a more cohesive professional football

landscape but also set the stage for events like the Super Bowl, which would

evolve into a cultural phenomenon. The Super Bowl quickly became more

than just a championship game; it transformed into an annual event that

brought families together around their televisions and eventually attracted

millions of viewers worldwide.

Critical to this evolution was the NFL’s ability to forge marketing strategies

that capitalized on growing media interest. The advent of televised games,

combined with innovative marketing campaigns aimed at engaging fans,

allowed the league to expand its reach beyond traditional boundaries. Iconic

players emerged as household names, whose athletic prowess was

showcased not just on the field, but through media representation and

endorsements. Figures like Johnny Unitas, Joe Namath, and later Tom Brady

became emblematic of the sport itself, drawing fans to stadiums and living

rooms alike. Their personal stories and public personas enhanced the

narrative of the game, creating drama that attracted viewers beyond just

sports enthusiasts.

The NFL also tapped into the changing dynamics of American society

during the 20th century. As America experienced shifts in culture,
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demographics, and technology, the NFL adapted to remain relevant. The

league welcomed fans from diverse backgrounds, strongly advocating

inclusivity. The integration of African-American players, which gained

momentum in the 1960s, was significant not just in terms of sports but also

reflected broader societal changes. Pioneers like Jim Brown and later figures

like Jerry Rice transcended football and became cultural icons, representing

resilience and excellence in the face of adversity.

This new era of football, defined by the NFL's rise, was not merely about the

game itself, but rather the melding of sports, media, and American culture

into a powerful spectacle. By skillfully navigating the business of sports,

capitalizing on television, and showcasing larger-than-life personalities, the

NFL elevated football from a festive pastime into a national obsession.

Today, the NFL stands at the pinnacle of American sports, with its games

not simply reflections of athletic competition, but events woven into the very

fabric of American life, impacting culture and community across the nation.
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2. Behind the Scenes: The Personalities that
Shaped the Game

In David Halberstam's "Playing for Keeps," the narrative delves deeply into

the foundational figures and personalities that have intricately shaped the

landscape of the National Football League (NFL). This examination goes

beyond the field, shedding light on the complex interplay of ambition,

innovation, and personal relationships that have fueled the rise of

professional football in America.

First and foremost, the book highlights the significance of NFL

Commissioner Pete Rozelle, a visionary whose leadership transformed the

league into a flourishing enterprise. Rozelle's background in marketing

equipped him with the tools necessary to elevate the NFL's profile. Under

his stewardship, the NFL introduced practices like the draft system, which

helped maintain competitive balance among teams. He recognized the

untapped potential of television as a vehicle to reach broader audiences and

negotiated groundbreaking television contracts that would bring the NFL

into millions of homes across the country. An illuminating example of

Rozelle's influence can be found in his innovative approach to broadcasting,

most notably the NFL's partnership with CBS and later, NBC and ABC. His

ability to understand the importance of media led to the NFL becoming

America's most-watched sport, forever changing the public’s perception of

football.
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Another crucial personality in the shaping of the NFL was the legendary

Green Bay Packers coach, Vince Lombardi. Lombardi transcended his role

as a coach; he became a symbol of excellence and fortitude. His

commitment to winning was unmatched, and he instilled a work ethic in his

players that became known as ‘The Lombardi Way’. His famous quote,

"Winning isn't everything; it's the only thing," encapsulated his no-nonsense

approach to the game and leadership. Lombardi's impact can be traced

through his ability to galvanize teams; the Packers won the first two Super

Bowls, solidifying Lombardi's legacy as one of the greatest coaches in the

history of the sport. Halberstam illustrates Lombardi not only as a tactical

genius but also as a person who fostered strong bonds with his players,

showing that behind the mechanics of the game, human connections are

paramount.

The book also pays homage to figures like George Halas, the founder of the

Chicago Bears, who played a pivotal role in the league's early days. Halas’s

influence extended beyond management; he was a pioneer coach and a

player himself. His hands-on approach and relentless dedication laid the

groundwork for many organizational strategies that are still in use today.

Halas understood the value of a strong franchise identity, and under his

leadership, the Bears became one of the most storied teams in the NFL, thus

shaping the league's competitive landscape.
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On the flip side, the narrative does not shy away from the darker

undercurrents within the league, particularly as it relates to characters like Al

Davis, the maverick owner of the Oakland Raiders. Davis was known for his

fierce ambition and disregard for the status quo, and his confrontational style

often put him at odds with league officials. His motto, “Just win, baby!”

resonated with a rebellious ethos that attracted players who thrived under

pressure, but it also created rifts that challenged the traditional hierarchy of

the NFL. Halberstam presents Davis as a complicated figure whose

contributions to the league, especially in terms of player rights and labor

negotiations, were significant, yet whose personality often made him a

polarizing figure.

Overall, "Playing for Keeps" paints a vivid picture of the personal dynamics

that form the backbone of the NFL. It illustrates how the vision, ambition,

and sometimes contentious relationships among powerful personalities have

driven the league's evolution from a struggling enterprise into a

multi-billion-dollar powerhouse. Football lovers and casual readers alike can

appreciate how these personalities not only impacted the game but also

helped forge a cultural phenomenon that continues to thrive in American

society. Halberstam’s narrative reminds us that in sports, as in life, the

stories of triumph and struggle are often intertwined with the complex

characters who push the boundaries of what is possible.
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3. The Struggles and Triumphs of Teams and
Players

In "Playing for Keeps," David Halberstam delves deep into the world of

professional football, capturing not just the essence of the game but also the

profound struggles and triumphant moments of the teams and players who

have defined the sport. The narrative provides an insightful reflection on

how these athletes endure personal and collective challenges while achieving

greatness on the field. 

At the heart of the narrative are the players, each with their unique stories of

resilience. Halberstam details the physical and psychological strains that

come with the demand for excellence in the NFL. From grueling training

camps to injury-laden seasons, the life of a football player is anything but

easy. The strenuous nature of the game means that injuries are not just

common; they are an expected part of the sport. Players like Joe Namath and

Jim Brown epitomize how skill and determination can overcome adversity;

however, their legacies are also layered with the injuries and hardships they

endured. Namath’s knee surgeries are a testament to the physical toll of the

game. Despite retiring with a remarkable legacy, he faced immense struggles

adapting to life post-football, reflecting the harsh reality for many players

who find it difficult to transition out of their roles once the game is over.

Moreover, Halberstam highlights how team dynamics profoundly impact
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both struggles and triumphs. Teams are microcosms of society, often

reflecting the tensions and aspirations of their broader communities. The

social stratifications and rivalries that emerge can create profound pressures.

For instance, the rivalry between the Green Bay Packers and the Chicago

Bears is more than a competition; it encapsulates regional pride and heritage

that fuels the players mentally and physically. Such rivalries push teams to

their limits, showcasing the resilience they must exhibit while also

underscoring the gratification that comes with victory.

The emotional component cannot be overlooked. Halberstam emphasizes the

camaraderie built within teams. The iconic story of the Pittsburgh Steelers

during the 1970s when they faced tremendous external pressures while also

battling personal demons became emblematic of the struggles players faced.

Coach Chuck Noll managed to unite a group of men from varied

backgrounds, molding them into champions. Their resilience during tough

times—such as Larry Brown’s struggles with injuries and personal

issues—illustrates how the sport often serves as a crucible for character

development, ultimately leading to a triumphant legacy when they claimed

four Super Bowl titles in the decade.

Furthermore, Halberstam examines the societal implications of these

struggles and triumphs. The victories of teams can stir waves of emotion

within cities, uniting disenfranchised communities and providing hope and
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joy in times of hardship. The Super Bowl victories of franchises like the

New Orleans Saints, especially after Hurricane Katrina, became more than

just football games; they were symbols of hope, resilience, and community

healing. Players such as Drew Brees not only excelled in their performance

but also became community leaders, showing how individual triumphs can

ripple out to inspire entire populations.

In addition to these narratives, Halberstam does not shy away from

discussing the darker aspects of the NFL experience—such as addiction,

mental health struggles, and the psychological effects of an aggressive sport.

These struggles are often hidden beneath the bright lights of the stadium,

where the triumphs of the game mask the personal battles many players face.

Case studies of players like Chris Borland illustrate the costs of such a

high-impact sport, where the decision to leave the game due to concerns

about long-term health highlights the complexities of triumphing in a

physically demanding environment.

Ultimately, Halberstam's exploration of the struggles and triumphs of teams

and players in "Playing for Keeps" offers readers a nuanced understanding of

what it means to compete at the highest levels of football. It is a chronicle

not just of wins and losses but of the enduring human spirit that defines the

game. Through the personal sacrifices and communal efforts of these

athletes, Halberstam uncovers the heart of American football, revealing that
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its true essence lies beyond the scoreboard in the lives of those who play the

game and the communities they represent.
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4. Media, Money, and the Business of the NFL

The National Football League (NFL) has evolved into a dominant force in

American entertainment, intertwining the realms of media, money, and

sports business with unmatched ferocity. From its early days, the league

capitalized on the potential of televised games, progressively transforming

itself into a colossal multi-billion dollar industry. David Halberstam

meticulously captures this transition in "Playing for Keeps," illustrating how

the NFL navigated the intricate dance between publicity, profit, and the

promotion of its brand.

In the 1970s and 1980s, the NFL began to understand the profound impact

of television on expanding its audience. The league's executives recognized

that live sports offered networks an opportunity to secure viewers in a way

that scripted television could not. The introduction of Monday Night

Football is often highlighted as a pivotal moment, as it showcased the

league's potential to dominate primetime television. Through this innovative

scheduling, the NFL not only created a new cultural phenomenon but also

significantly increased its television revenues. This shift established a

precedent that would see televised games form the backbone of the league’s

financial model.

Moreover, the NFL’s strategic partnerships with broadcast networks such as

CBS, NBC, and later ESPN and FOX, were instrumental in building its
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financial infrastructure. These deals were not merely transactional; they

shaped the landscape of sports broadcasting. The league began negotiating

television contracts worth hundreds of millions to billions of dollars,

outpacing any other sport in the United States. Halberstam draws attention to

how the NFL's success in media rights negotiations not only empowered the

league financially but also set the stage for a new era where sports became a

crucial component of the entertainment industry.

This emerging business model had a ripple effect throughout the

organization and its teams, significantly impacting player salaries and team

revenues. As television contracts ballooned, so too did the financial might of

franchises. Owners, recognizing the inflow of cash, became willing to invest

in high-profile players, enhancing both the quality of the game and the allure

of the league. Halberstam points to the transformation of player contracts

during this time, where athletes’ salaries skyrocketed. Figures like Joe

Montana and later players such as Brett Favre became household names not

just for their on-field prowess but also due to their lucrative contracts,

highlighting the profound link between athletic performance and media

visibility.

Additionally, the advent of cable television and the rise of sports networks

like ESPN have further amplified the commercial success of the NFL.

Halberstam discusses how these platforms created even more opportunities
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for coverage, analysis, and fan engagement, transforming the league into an

all-encompassing media spectacle. The NFL Draft, Super Bowl, and even

weekly matchups became major events not only for fans but also for

advertisers, illustrating how the league’s operations and marketing strategies

were intricately woven into the fabric of American culture. This prominent

media presence also facilitated the rise of fantasy football, which amplified

viewership and engagement, further intertwining consumer spending with

the NFL brand.

Halberstam also delves into the implications of the NFL's financial success,

examining how the inflow of capital influenced not just operations but the

social dynamics within the league. Deciding to promote parity, the league

implemented salary caps and revenue-sharing models, which were designed

to maintain competitive balance among teams. While these measures were

beneficial to the overall branding and fan engagement, they also sometimes

sparked conflict between owners and the players’ association, illustrating the

complexities of economic interests in professional sports.

Through "Playing for Keeps," Halberstam artfully articulates how the

marriage of media and money has transformed the NFL into not just a

sporting league but a cultural institution. The fusion of lucrative television

deals, innovative scheduling, and strategic marketing propelled the league to

its current stature, making professional football a cornerstone of American
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entertainment—a legacy that continues to evolve today.
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5. Legacy of Legends: The Impact of the Game
on American Culture

David Halberstam's "Playing for Keeps" delves into the multifaceted legacy

of American football, particularly through the lens of the National Football

League (NFL) and its profound cultural significance. The impact of the

game extends far beyond the realm of sports, influencing societal norms,

values, and even the economy. In understanding the legacy of legends, we

must examine how American football has shaped both individual lives and

the collective psyche of the nation.

Football, especially at the NFL level, is more than a game; it is a cultural

phenomenon that reflects and symbolizes the American experience. The

sport emerged as a significant pastime during the early 20th century,

capturing the hearts and minds of fans across the United States. With the rise

of professional leagues, including the NFL in the 1960s, football gained a

foothold not only as entertainment but also as a formative aspect of

American identity.

One of the most notable legacies of football is its role in unifying diverse

communities and fostering a sense of belonging. Teams, from the Green Bay

Packers to the Dallas Cowboys, have become cultural institutions, eliciting

fierce loyalty and spirited rivalries that transcend race, ethnicity, and

geographic boundaries. For instance, the Super Bowl often serves as an
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unofficial national holiday, where millions gather, regardless of their

backgrounds, to celebrate a shared love for the game. This phenomenon

emphasizes the power of football to bring people together, creating bonds

that often outweigh societal divisions.

Additionally, Halberstam highlights how legendary players, such as Johnny

Unitas, Joe Namath, and later, figures like Tom Brady, not only dominated

the field but also became cultural icons. Their stories of perseverance,

triumph over adversity, and unmatched talent inspire generations. For

instance, Namath's charismatic persona and his guarantee of a Super Bowl

victory in 1969 revolutionized the sport, changing how players interacted

with the media and fans. Such personalities help to humanize the game and

elevate it to a cultural narrative that resonates with audiences on a personal

level.

Moreover, football’s impact on American culture is also evident in its

embrace of change and societal progress. The NFL has become a platform

for social issues, particularly in recent years, as players have used their

visibility to address critical topics such as racial inequality, police brutality,

and mental health. The protest movements initiated by figures like Colin

Kaepernick, although controversial, highlighted the transformative potential

of football to influence conversations beyond the sports arena. This capacity

to serve as a catalyst for change underscores how the game is intertwined
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with the broader social fabric of America.

Economically, the NFL has influenced American culture through its

extensive reach and its role as a powerhouse in the entertainment industry.

Major broadcasting deals, expansive merchandising, and marketing

strategies illustrate the economic behemoth that the league has become.

Events like the Super Bowl generate billions in revenue, affecting everything

from local economies to national advertising strategies. The cultural

significance of the NFL can be seen not only in its athletic performances but

in how it shapes consumer behavior and trends across the country.

In conclusion, Halberstam’s "Playing for Keeps" paints a compelling picture

of the NFL’s legacy as an integral part of American culture. From its

unifying force among diverse populations to the inspirational stories of its

players, football has left an indelible mark on society. The game continues to

evolve, reflecting and shaping the American experience in ways that are both

profound and lasting, solidifying its place as more than just a sport, but as a

significant cultural institution.
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