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Abstract 

 I use the 2016 documentary seires O.J.: Made in America, among a 

conglomeration of other texts about O.J. Simpson to lay out my argument around the rise 

and fall of the constructed persona of ‘O.J.’ and detail Simpson’s history. I argue that the 

case study of O.J. Simpson demonstrates how hegemony operates to grant and revoke 

token status. I draw on Dana Cloud’s notion of tokenism to illustrate how Simpson was 

tokenized as an exemplary ‘good’ Black man until he was accused of murder in 1994, 

which then marked him as a criminal, invoked negative race-based stereotypes and 

resulted in the loss of his token status. I work to analyze the subject position of Black 

men and more specifically the Black male athlete, and the ways white supremacy works 

to commodify and tokenize them while simultaneously othering and imposing violence 

onto them.



Introduction 

For somebody like O.J. Simpson, who came from where he came, to have 

accomplished what he accomplished, to have that brutal fall from grace. 

It’s really an American tragedy.1 

-- Pablo Fenjves 

 

 Orenthal James “O.J.” Simpson has had a number of public personas during his 

life. Simpson began his life as the sickly child “from a tough neighborhood in San 

Francisco,” then rose to fame and became ‘O.J.’ the incredible football star, ‘O.J’ the 

spokesman from the Hertz commercials, and eventually became O.J. Simpson who was 

accused of slitting the throats of -- and murdering -- Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald 

Goldman. O.J. the beloved to Simpson the killer. How does one man navigate all these 

different identities across one lifetime?  

 I argue that Simpson occupies all these personae through achieving “token” status 

and subsequently losing this status. Dana Cloud defines tokenism as “the cultural 

construction of a successful persona who metonymically represents a larger cultural 

grouping.”2 Simpson benefited from tokenism in his rise to fame because of his athletic 

ability. As he became a celebrity he was welcomed into hegemonic, which is to say 

white, societal structures and institutions as a token Black member. As a part of this 

exchange, he shed his Black cultural identity, ignored his race, and tried to ingratiate 

                                                 
1 Pablo Fenjves Interviewed in Ezra Edelman, O.J.: Made in America (2016; Los Angeles: ESPN Films, 

2016), Online. 

 
2 Dana L. Cloud, "Hegemony or Concordance? The Rhetoric of Tokenism in “Oprah” Oprah Rags‐to‐

Riches Biography," Critical Studies in Mass Communication 13, no. 2 (1996): 122.  
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himself into white cultural norms. In this paper I will detail Simpson’s rise to fame 

through football and his road to becoming a token member of white cultural institutions. 

Drawing on scholarship focused on the intersection of race and sports, I will show how 

Cloud’s theory of tokenism can be extended to apply to more subject position groups than 

just Black women. Tokenism can be easily used to analyze the Black male athlete, with 

some important adjustments made to account for the narratives around criminality that 

affect predominantly Black men.  The strength of the case study of O.J. Simpson is in 

analyzing how he was no longer seen as a ‘good’ or ‘acceptable’ Black man and had his 

token status revoked. Using the work of Bryan J. McCann and his theorization of the 

mark of criminality “portraying black masculinity as inherently violent,”3 I discuss how 

this plays into negative race-based stereotypes and legitimizes discrimination against 

Black bodies by both culture and institutions.  

My primary source about O.J. Simpson for this project is Ezra Edelman’s 2016 

Academy Award-winning documentary series O.J.: Made in America. The five-part 

almost eight-hour documentary feature was created for the 30 for 30 series by ESPN 

films, a series dedicated to profiling famous sports icons across history. The ESPN 

website states: “It is the defining cultural tale of modern America - a saga of race, 

celebrity, media, violence, and the criminal justice system. And two decades after its 

unforgettable climax, it continues to fascinate, polarize, and even, yes, develop new 

chapters.”4 The five episodes encapsulate not just the life story of Simpson, but a 

                                                 
3Bryan J. McCann, Mark of Criminality: Rhetoric, Race, and Gangsta Rap in the War-on-Crime Era 

(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2017), 14. 

 
4 "O.J.: Made in America," ESPN, 2016, accessed May 04, 2019, 

http://www.espn.com/30for30/ojsimpsonmadeinamerica/. 
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comprehensive history of Civil Rights struggles of the 1960s, Los Angeles, and the 

political landscape of the time.  

 The series frames Simpson’s celebrity persona throughout his life, beginning with 

his early football days at the University of Southern California (USC) up until present 

day. Photos and video clips of Simpson from the sixties onward are interspersed with 

interviews with friends, reporters, fans, and other key players in the life of Simpson who 

share their memories of him and the time surrounding the height of his celebrity. While 

the documentary is primarily focused on Simpson’s life story, the filmmakers deliberately 

include history of other events that help paint a full picture of the cultural events and 

movements of the moment that helped to shape Simpson’s life. Much of this includes 

history of African Americans and Los Angeles. From Black mass movement to 

California from the deep South to avoid blatantly racist housing practices, to the 

assassination of Bobby Kennedy, to detailing the beating of Rodney King, the 

documentary tasks itself with creating a comprehensive narrative of Civil Rights 

struggles through the life of Simpson. This work this documentary does to be conscious 

of history helps to remind the viewer that Simpson’s career did not happen in a vacuum. 

This aspect of the documentary juxtaposes Simpson’s approach to talking and thinking 

about racial identity with dominant public approaches to racial identity at the time.  

 O.J.: Made in America goes further than many other documentaries and media 

events regarding Simpson in adopting this grand historical scope of the series. The 

criminal trial of The People vs. O.J. Simpson isn’t even introduced until more than 

halfway through the series, which is the focus of many other stories about Simpson. The 

series not only includes an important amount of background about Simpson and those 
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around him, but also includes information about Simpson up until the 2016 airing of the 

documentary. The breadth of the longitudinal study of Simpson in O.J.: Made in America 

is why I chose it as my main artifact for this project. The series includes not only 

important background information but also an account of Simpson after his criminal trial, 

which is crucial for the work I am doing in this paper. I seek to define the constructed 

persona of ‘O.J.’, which is well detailed in this documentary series.  

 The documentary strives to include different perspectives to get at a 

comprehensive view of Simpson as a subject and events that defined the cultural 

landscape of the time. Some interview subjects are clearly supportive of Simpson 

whereas others are not. The mix of subjects who personally know him and more objective 

interviewees like reporters helps to create a fuller picture. The documentary also includes 

photos, audio, and interviews relating to Simpson’s abuse of Nicole Brown Simpson, 

something that decidedly pro-Simpson media shies away from including in the story of 

their relationship. Simpson’s presumed guilt or innocence in the murders of Nicole 

Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman is a divisive subject that often separates and 

defines media coverage on him. Sources that presume his guilt are more likely to include 

information on the domestic violence charges brought against Simpson by Brown 

Simpson, whereas sources that presume his innocence are more likely to brush them 

under the table, as was done at the time that the charges were brought. Rhetorics around 

the privateness of domestic violence pervaded the time, and Simpson was able to 

continue being ‘O.J.’ despite the allegations.  

The documentary comes during a renaissance of media relating to O.J. Simpson. 

2016 also saw the premiere of the FX series The People vs. O.J. Simpson: American 
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Crime Story, based on the 1997 novel The Run of His Life: The People vs. O.J. Simpson 

by Jeffrey Toobin. It is unclear what caused the sudden resurgence of attention paid to 

Simpson. 2016 was shortly before he was released from prison and shortly after the 

twenty-year anniversary of the criminal trial.  

While O.J.: Made in America does fall into some tokenizing tropes, it works to 

move outside these in its wide focus. Dana Cloud includes a section in her article 

“Hegemony or Concordance? The Rhetoric of Tokenism in ‘Oprah’ Winfrey’s Rags-to-

Riches Biography,” on “Tribute and Biography as Token Machines.” She notes, 

“Biographical narratives of token personae acknowledge the subordinate positions of the 

oppressed, giving members of a subordinated group opportunities to identify with the 

hero of the story.”5 Building on Cloud’s analysis of the work biographical texts do to 

tokenize subjects,  I argue that the O.J.: Made in America documentary works to move 

outside these frames, as it critiques the tokenization of other biographical accounts of 

Simpson. Because of the wide variety of subjects interviewed in the series, some of them 

certainly use tokenizing rhetoric in the way they discuss Simpson and his celebrity. Many 

other subjects do work to analyze these rhetorics, though, and to contextualize the role 

they play in the narratives surrounding Simpson. The time and distance that O.J.: Made 

in America has from most of the events discussed and included in the documentary 

contributes to the ability of interview subjects to editorialize and comment on past 

tokenizing biographies of Simpson.  

 I use O.J.: Made in America, among a conglomeration of other texts about 

Simpson to lay out my argument around the rise and fall of the constructed persona of 

‘O.J.’ and detail his history. I argue that the case study of O.J. Simpson demonstrates how 

                                                 
5 Cloud, "Hegemony or Concordance?,” 124.  
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hegemony operates to grant and revoke token status. I draw on Dana Cloud’s notion of 

tokenism to illustrate how Simpson was tokenized as an exemplary ‘good’ Black man 

until he was accused of murder in 1994, which then marked him as a criminal, invoked 

negative race-based stereotypes and resulted in the loss of his token status. I work to 

analyze the subject position of Black men and more specifically the Black male athlete, 

and the ways white supremacy works to commodify and tokenize them while 

simultaneously othering and imposing violence onto them. 
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Chapter 1: Race, Tokenism, and Sport 

All [Black people] had to do was work hard, like O.J., and if they had the 

goods, the rewards would come, just like they would for O.J.6 

-- Howard Bryant 

 

Tokenism: 

It is days before the 2016 Super Bowl, and Beyoncé has released the music video for her 

new song, “Formation.” “Honey, get in here!” A white woman screams as the television 

flickers in front of her. Her husband rushes in, “What is it? What’s wrong?”7 he asks. “I 

think Beyoncé … is Black!”8 the woman exclaims, horrified. In the Saturday Night Live 

sketch “The Day Beyoncé Turned Black,” the cast members portray a highly dramatized 

reaction of a large group of white people to the release of Beyoncé’s latest single in 

which she embraces her Black heritage and expresses her Blackness in the lyrics and 

visuals of the video. The video rocks the white world in the sketch, as white people 

realize that their beloved idol Beyoncé, is, in fact, Black, despite the fact she has been 

able to brand herself as relatable to white audiences. This is a pop culture example of the 

acknowledgement of white American society’s propensity to engage in tokenism. People 

often use the term in day to day conversation, but where does it come from and what does 

it really mean? 

                                                 
6 Howard Bryant, The Heritage: Black Athletes, a Divided America, and the Politics of Patriotism (Boston: 

Beacon Press, 2018), 52. 

 
7 The Day Beyoncé Turned Black - SNL, video file, 3:24, Youtube, posted 2016. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ociMBfkDG1w 

 
8 The Day Beyoncé Turned Black - SNL. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ociMBfkDG1w
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In her piece  “Hegemony or Concordance? The Rhetoric of Tokenism in ‘Oprah’ 

Winfrey’s Rags-to-Riches Biography,” Dana Cloud uses the case study of “Oprah” to 

describe how someone from a subjugated subject position can be accepted into 

hegemonic society as a token member. Cloud defines hegemony as “the process by which 

social order remains stable by generating consent to its parameters through the production 

and distribution of ideological texts that define social reality for the majority of the 

people.”9 Hegemony defines a reality that is mediated by the people of the dominant 

ruling class. Elites govern social structures and create the systems which all members of 

society are affected by. Tokenism is maintained through hegemonic practices of white 

supremacy, class, and social power.    

This begins with a “bootstraps” philosophy, describing how Oprah came from 

humble beginnings as a working class Black woman and was able, through hard work 

and the American dream, to become a wildly successful television persona. Cloud 

emphasizes that a key component of tokenism is that the existence of these narratives 

“‘proves’ that the American Dream is possible for all Black Americans.”10 In these cases, 

the realities of structural oppression are obscured to instead peddle a rhetoric of 

individual achievement. Allowing token members into the hegemonic order is essential 

for the ruling elite to maintain existing oppressive social orders such as patriarchal 

notions of capitalism and liberalism. Liberalism emphasizes the importance of individual 

actors acting independently, which is a key part of tokenistic rhetoric.  

 A crucial component of Cloud’s argument is the creation of the persona of 

‘Oprah,’ which is a constructed persona to be tokenized and no longer the true identity of 

                                                 
9 Cloud, "Hegemony or Concordance?,” 117.  

 
10 See note 9 above. 
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Oprah Winfrey. Persona is defined as “the ethos, roles, identity, authority and image a 

rhetor constructs and performs (or that others construct for a rhetor to perform) during a 

rhetorical act.”11 The construction and performance aspects of persona are especially 

important when considering tokens. The persona of ‘Oprah’ can be constructed and 

posited within the confines of tokenism without having to confront the realities of Oprah 

Winfrey’s lived experience. She can then perform this constructed persona to show her 

token identity of ‘Oprah’. Rhetorical acts for tokens are often their public appearances, 

interviews, and times in which they are supposed to reinforce the hegemonic order. 

Tokens are also heavily policed, having to act within the confines of their token subject 

position. This includes furthering ‘bootstraps’ narratives, and not participating in Civil 

Rights causes to help push the narrative of individual accomplishment. Tokens have to 

claim the obstacles they have faced were not caused by larger structural issues, but 

instead are unique struggles to them. Claiming these struggles are unique to them helps 

them show how they were able to overcome them. Cloud states, “A token is the cultural 

construction of a successful persona who metonymically represents a larger cultural 

grouping. Tokens, as the word implies, are a medium of exchange, through which group 

identity, politics, and resistance are traded for economic and cultural capital within 

popular cultural spaces.”12 Cloud specifically uses tokenism with her case study of 

‘Oprah’ to explain how Black women are tokenized. The concept is able to be applied to 

other marginalized subject positions through its universality and strong definition. Other 

women of color, white women, men of color, and other marginalized subject positions 

                                                 
11 Catherine Helen. Palczewski, Richard Ice, and John Fritch, Rhetoric in Civic Life (State College, PA: 

Strata Pub., 2016), 165. 

 
12 Cloud, "Hegemony or Concordance?”, 122.  
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can also be tokenized under this definition. To apply this definition of tokenism to 

Simpson, I will focus on race-based tokenism. Race-based tokenism is dependent upon 

tokens not participating in political movements for racial justice and instead speaking out 

on how their existence and ability to overcome barriers are evidence that the current 

system works. I seek to define the ways that Simpson constructs and is implicit in the 

construction of the persona of ‘O.J.’, similar to the construction of the ‘Oprah’ persona. 

The origin of the academic definition of Token is in Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s 

1977 piece “Some Effects of Proportions on Group Life: Skewed Sex Ratios and 

Responses to Token Women.” Kanter is often cited in related literature and credited with 

coining the term. She writes, “The few of another type in a skewed group can 

appropriately be called ‘tokens,’ because they are often treated as representatives of their 

category, as symbols rather than individuals.”13 This idea of the symbol rather than the 

individual is crucial in this definition and those that follow it. Kanter takes more of a 

social science approach to defining the term and uses figures, graphs, and ratios to define 

the specific conditions that create tokenism. While focusing on women professionals as 

tokens, Kanter notes the ability of her concept to apply to different identity categories. 

She emphasizes the partial acceptance of the token, noting their “hyphenated 

member[ship],”14 meaning their minority or marginalized status is always included as 

part of their ability to be accepted into the ruling class. This distancing of the subject 

from truly being a part of the dominant class is essential to understanding that tokenism 

includes the implications of this only partial acceptance, which includes the possibility of 

                                                 
13 Rosabeth Moss Kanter, "Some Effects of Proportions on Group Life: Skewed Sex Ratios and Responses 

to Token Women," American Journal of Sociology 82, no. 5 (1977): 966, doi:10.1086/226425. 

 
14Kanter, "Some Effects of Proportions on Group Life,” 968. 
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having one’s token status revoked. Kanter also asserts that an unequal amount of 

attention is played to tokens in groups, which is especially pertinent to my project and the 

importance of celebrity in the case study of Simpson. 

A more formal definition of tokenism is found in The Psychology of Tokenism: 

An Analysis by Judith Long Laws. She defines a token broadly as “a member of an 

underrepresented group, who is operating on the turf of the dominant group, under 

license from it.”15 (51). Laws specifically examines tokenism in academia, but her broad 

approach lends her work to be applied to other fields. Laws spends time clearly defining 

the roles of Token and Sponsor, both central players in the maintenance of tokenism. She 

notes, “Both must come to know that the Token cannot completely escape her deviant 

origins and cannot participate completely in the dominant group.”16 This 

acknowledgment of the acceptance into dominant culture being incomplete is essential in 

understanding how tokenism can be revoked, which I will elaborate on within my 

analysis of Simpson.  

The general practice of tokenism has existed under other names throughout 

history. In the book Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas 

in America, author Ibram X. Kendi uses a different term to illuminate a similar concept to 

tokenism that emerged in the seventeenth century. Throughout the text, Kendi refers to 

“extraordinary Negroes.”17 By trying to maintain a racist hierarchical order, white people 

have historically tried to explain away Black people who are able to succeed despite all 

                                                 
15 Judith Long Laws, "The Psychology of Tokenism: An Analysis," Sex Roles 1, no. 1 (1975): 51, 

doi:10.1007/bf00287213. 

 
16 Laws, “The Psychology of Tokenism,” 62. 

 
17 Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America 

(London: Bodley Head, 2017), 96. 
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the barriers put in front of them. Emphasizing a liberal rhetoric of individual achievement 

has been a common strategy to try to maintain social order. Separating ‘extraordinary’ 

Black people from the rest of the population seems to be an early form of tokenism in 

that it only allows a few chosen Black people to be seen as worthy. Later Kendi writes 

about the years following abolition and the many ways white supremacy still tried to 

strike down Black people from succeeding. When it came to those who were able to gain 

some success despite the barriers put in front of them, he writes, “Nothing seemed to dent 

racist ideas, not even upwardly mobile urban Blacks… [extraordinary Blacks] could not 

‘be taken as the representative of the indolent and shiftless hundreds of thousands’ the 

Banner opined. They were extraordinary.”18 This gestures to the rhetoric of individual 

achievement used in tokenism arguments to help maintain other dominant social orders. 

Pushing a liberal rhetoric of individualized struggles and accomplishments is key in 

upholding these oppressive institutions. It is also crucial to sustaining this hegemonic 

order that members of marginalized classes are invested in the maintenance of these 

systems.  

 The ‘Oprah’ persona was created through her television program and celebrity 

through being a talk show host. Simpson gained celebrity first through being a football 

player. Simpson then constructed the persona of ‘O.J.’ through his refusal to 

acknowledge and accept his Blackness and rejection of offers to participate in Civil 

Rights causes. These are different types of celebrity, with specific histories and 

connotations. There is a robust history of the relationship between race and sport, and 

more specifically with Black men’s involvement in sport and is necessary to consider 

when approaching the case study of Simpson.  

                                                 
18 Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning, 254. 
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Race and Sport: 

Participation and success in sports has long been one of the most prominent paths for 

Black men to gain class status and acceptance. Tracing back to slavery, Black men have 

been seen solely for the physical capabilities of their bodies, and their ability to succeed 

in sports is no exception from this. George H. Sage states, “It has often been contended 

that sport is one of the most responsive social practices for serving as an avenue of social 

mobility for African Americans; indeed, it has been argued that sport has done more in 

this regard than any other social practice or institution.”19 As scholars who study the 

potential of sports for social mobility, we must interrogate the underlying reasons behind 

this potential and the often racist practices that allow for this mobility. Simpson was not 

the first Black man to gain celebrity and social status through his athletic achievements 

and it is important to consider the deep histories of sport as a venue for both racial 

progress and a place of reaffirmation of racist ideas and practices.   

In Race, Sport and Politics, author Ben Carrington traces the history of ‘the Black 

athlete’ and situates Black struggles for equality in the study of sport. He examines the 

commodification of the Black body in sport and the prevalence of white supremacy in 

narratives surrounding Black athletes. He argues sport plays an integral role in the ways 

racial categories are constructed, stating: “Sport has become an important if somewhat 

overlooked arena for the making and remaking of race beyond its own boundaries.”20 

This provides context around the specific ways sport has created and reinforced tokenism 

                                                 
19 George Harvey. Sage, Power and Ideology in American Sport: A Critical Perspective (Champaign, IL: 

Human Kinetics, 1998), 282. 

 
20 Ben Carrington, Race, Sport and Politics: The Sporting Black Diaspora (Theory, Culture & Society) 

(Sage Publications, 2010), 3. 
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across history. The concept of ‘the Black athlete’ persona is also useful to utilize in 

discussion of Simpson’s created personas. Simpson realized early in his career that his 

athletic talent was his ticket to fame and fortune, and he would have to craft a persona 

that was compatible with an athlete subject position to succeed. This is how ‘O.J.’ was 

born. 

In Beyond the Cheers: Race as Spectacle in College Sport by C. Richard King 

and Charles Fruehling Springwood, the authors seek to examine representations and 

demonstrations of whiteness, redness, and Blackness in college sports. King and 

Springwood deconstruct the spectacle surrounding the Black athlete, arguing that white 

media scrutinizes Black bodies with respectability politics, and introduces notions of 

criminality. The intersection of race and sport and race and criminality is also linked 

through their basis in racist notions around the Black body. Arguments around natural 

strength of Black bodies harkens back to discussion of athletic and criminal potential. 

Black male bodies are often coded as athletic, criminal, or both.  

Commodified and Criminalized: New Racism and African Americans in 

Contemporary Sports, a collection of essays edited by David J. Leonard and C. Richard 

King, fights back against widely held assumptions about sports and racial progress. The 

essays take on a series of case studies of Black athletes to show the insidious ways that 

anti-Black racism still permeates professional sports. This includes discussions of the 

ways sport and fame can obscure Black identities and force the Black athlete to “mute his 

Blackness.”21 The intersections of the way Black bodies are both commodified through 

sport and celebrity, and criminalized through racial stereotypes, and state-sanctioned 

                                                 
21 David J. Leonard and C. Richard King, Commodified and Criminalized: New Racism and African 

Americans in Contemporary Sports (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012), 251. 
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violence are incredibly relevant to the case study of Simpson. Simpson purposefully 

played into these stereotypes around commodification when trying to brand himself and 

create his image, purposefully muting his Blackness. The same reasons Simpson’s body 

used to be praised for its athleticism were then used against him when he was accused of 

murder and marked with criminality, Bryan J. McCann notes the ways that being marked 

as criminal legitimizes and okays oppression and marginalization of Black bodies. 

Analyzing the links between Blackness, athleticism, and criminality is key to 

understanding the case study of Simpson and the subject position of the Black male 

athlete.  

Linking Simpson’s story to larger histories of Blackness and sports helps 

contextualize the use of his story as a case study, and how his life was simultaneously 

similar to and different from the lives of many other Black athletes. Ultimately, despite 

his attempts to deny his racial identity, Simpson could not escape this reality of living in 

a Black body.  
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Chapter 2: Making ‘O.J.’, The Colorless Icon 

When I asked him I said we were trying to get Black athletes to 

understand they have a role in the current civil rights movement, his 

response was “I’m not Black, I’m O.J.”22 

-- Harry Edwards 

 

Early Life:  

Orenthal James Simpson “had a typical ghetto upbringing.”23 Growing up in a 

lower class neighborhood in San Francisco, Simpson had many health problems as a 

child. Simpson came from rough circumstances of his upbringing growing up poor, 

Black, and sick in San Francisco, conforming to the narrative of the “rags-to-riches” saga 

as described by Cloud as key to tokenism. Biographical accounts of Simpson’s life often 

include information on his meager upbringings to further emphasize a rhetoric of 

individual achievement and how he was able to overcome his struggles. From high school 

on, his ticket to bigger and better things became clear: his athletic potential. After 

recovering from his childhood ailments, Simpson discovered his natural athleticism and 

talent for football among other sports. After playing at City College of San Francisco, he 

went to the “land of milk and honey,”24 Los Angeles, to play for University of Southern 

                                                 
22 Harry Edwards, Interviewed in Edelman, O.J.: Made in America. 

 
23 Orlando Patterson, Rituals of Blood: Consequences of Slavery in Two American Centuries (New York, 

NY: Basic Civitas, 1998), 260. 

 
24 Danny Bakewell, Interviewed in Edelman, O.J.: Made in America. 
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California. Simpson moved down to USC with his first wife, Marguerite, and they 

became two of very few Black students on campus. Simpson proved himself and his 

talent not only on the football field but on the track as well, competing in both sports at a 

varsity level. The football program was the face of USC, in the middle of the city in 

which celebrities were made, and Simpson became the face of USC football. At USC, 

“O.J. had a glimpse of the white world and the privileges it offered to a promising athlete. 

He set his sights on succeeding in that world and never turned back.”25 There at USC was 

where ‘O.J.’ was born.  

 

‘O.J.’: 

The stories vary when it comes to the adoption of the infamous nickname ‘O.J.’ -- 

some say the fruity drink helped him overcome his childhood ailments, but it soon 

became clear why he kept it. Jeffrey Toobin writes: “The creation of a public image--that 

is, defining what ‘being O.J.’ meant--had been Simpson’s life work.”26  Similar to the 

identity of ‘Oprah’ described by Cloud, the ‘O.J.’ persona was not quite Simpson’s 

authentic self, but a heavily constructed public persona that became his mission to 

sustain. ‘O.J.’ could be whatever Simpson wanted it to be, and for him, most importantly 

in his construction and performance of the persona of ‘O.J.’ was that ‘O.J.’ was colorless. 

Historically, in discourses about race, white and colorless have been used synonymously. 

Nakayama and Krizek write in their piece Whiteness: A Strategic Rhetoric, “the 
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experiences and communication patterns of whites are taken as the norm from which 

Others are marked.”27 Simpson worked hard to not be marked as other, and wanted to 

conform to this hegemonic notion of colorlessness. He never openly claimed whiteness, 

but tried to craft ‘O.J.’ to fall within the norms. Over the course of many years ‘O.J.’ 

wore the labels of celebrity, athlete, TV personality, spokesperson, and actor, but did not 

want to be associated with the institutionalized oppression and struggles of other Black 

people. Simpson prided himself on the creation of this persona, famously saying, “I’m 

not Black, I am O.J.”28 when asked if he would involve himself in the plans for the 1968 

Olympics protest. This public proclamation of his identity solidified his becoming a 

symbol; people understood what it meant to be ‘O.J.’, and he performed the persona to 

meet these expectations.  

This direct refutation of his racial status helps push an individual achievement 

rhetoric, and emphasize that he sees himself as part of the hegemonic order. Cloud states, 

“The rhetoric of tokenism...participates in the hegemony of liberal capitalism in so far as 

it acknowledges Black voices. But redefines oppression as personal suffering and success 

as individual accomplishment.”29 Simpson’s creation of ‘O.J.’ and specifically an ‘O.J.’ 

who is “not Black” clearly separates his life and narrative from a categorical subject 

position based on Black struggles and emphasizes a rhetoric of individualism. Simpson 

highlights this ideal further by using this statement to justify why he does not want to 

participate in a Civil Rights protest; he feels as though it is simply not relevant to him. 
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“O.J. was saying I want to be judged not by the color of my skin but I want to be judged 

by the content of my character and most of all the caliber of my competence, I think I’m 

the greatest football player this country has ever seen and that’s all I want to be judged by 

- don’t tell me I’ve got to do this ’cause I’m Black.”30 Simpson harkens back to his 

competence as a football player, the grounds on which he is tokenized and accepted into 

the hegemonic order. He underlines why he should be welcomed and celebrated, and not 

have to deal with the possible negative consequences of the color of his skin. Similarly to 

how Nakayama and Krizek cite how white is often seen as “drained of its history and its 

social status; once again it becomes invisible,”31 Simpson yearned for invisibility of his 

race at this time. He branded his personas and performed them to try to not acknowledge 

his racial status.  

 

‘The Juice’: 

 

Simpson not only cultivated the persona of ‘O.J.’, but also ‘The Juice.’ In the 

volume of the International Library of Negro Life and History entitled The Black Athlete: 

Emergence and Arrival, Edwin B. Henderson interviews Simpson while at USC in 1968. 

He writes, “Orenthal James Simpson doesn’t get many laughs over his given name, but 

the All-American halfback from Southern California couldn’t be happier with his 

nickname ‘Orange Juice.’ ‘Some day,’ he once said, a smile lighting up his handsome 

face, ‘it could make me a lot of money.’”32 Even at this early stage of his career, Simpson 
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knew the importance of branding himself correctly in order to be accepted by a white 

audience. Labeling himself as ‘The Juice’ led to an immediate relatability; Americans 

knew and loved orange juice, and therefore it was easy to know and love the man who 

went by the same name. Frank Olsen, former CEO of Hertz, stated: 

He could schmooze around and get ingratiated, ’cause he was “The Juice.” Street-

smart, this man was an Einstein. He could cunningly and calculatingly figure out 

exactly what these white people were thinking about, but he was also that way 

with Black people. It was almost magnetic, they were just drawn to it. And I don’t 

care who was there, when he got to the room, it was, “The Juice is here.”33  

Olsen was clearly blown away by Simpson’s ability to interact with what seemed like all 

types of people. What he doesn’t note is how this charisma and ability to interact with 

anyone was behavior he learned over time of how to exist as a symbol and token 

successfully. People of the dominant ruling class want to be able to point to how 

extraordinary Simpson was, emphasizing a rhetoric of individual achievement.  

Another important element of being ‘the Juice’ or ‘O.J.’ was that these names 

were whitewashed, easy to say and didn’t make white people uncomfortable. Having to 

say Orenthal James Simpson forced people to confront that their beloved ‘O.J.’ did not in 

fact stand for all-American orange juice, part of their complete breakfast. By commonly 

referring to himself in the third person as ‘The Juice,’ he further cemented his status as a 

symbol, there for the exchange and no longer a person. He branded himself in the most 

universal way he could, and by referring to himself in the third person, he tried to merge 

his identity with that of the symbol he has constructed of himself. Calling himself ‘The 
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Juice’ or ‘O.J.’ made a spectacle of himself, and branded himself as there for the 

entertainment of others. Eric Lott writes in his book: Love and Theft: Blackface 

Minstrelsy and the American Working Class, about the history of Blackness as being a 

source of entertainment for white audiences. He writes “‘Blackness is a matter of display 

or theater.”34 Although Simpson rejected his Blackness, his performance and public 

perception of his racial identity undoubtedly relied on these decades long tropes of 

Blackness. By branding himself with these nicknames he made himself palatable and 

displayed his constructed persona for white audiences entertainment.  

 

From Athletics To Advertisements: 

 

A new chapter began in Simpson’s life when he started to make this crossover 

from football to being a spokesperson and advertisement personality. Simpson had a 

moderately successful football career after the initial excitement over his college career 

and his first couple of years in the NFL. After his talent on the field began to dwindle, 

Simpson realized that he needed to find some other way of sustaining his token status if 

he wanted to keep his spot in hegemonic white society. Maintenance of Simpson’s token 

status was a full-time job. He needed to constantly cultivate being ‘O.J.’ and ‘The Juice’ 

and couldn’t let the realities of living in a Black body become apparent. He had to think 

strategically about what other sectors of fame Black men were allowed to exist in as 

tokens, and the choice became clear: television and advertisements. Simpson had to 

slightly shift his token persona to successfully exist in these spheres, he had to 
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acknowledge his Blackness and that was the reason he was chosen for advertising and 

acting jobs. Instead of rejecting his Blackness as he did in the past, he needed to brand 

himself as a respectable, good, and appropriate Black man.  

Simpson did both scripted television and film roles and appeared as himself in 

advertisements or shows. “Being a cheerful athlete who deflected attention from Black 

revolt worked so powerfully in Simpson’s case not because he crossed over from Black 

to White. Instead, those attributes had meaning largely because he remained African 

American as they enabled him to crossover from athlete to advertisement.”35 Being a 

Black man who refused to participate in Civil Rights causes made white people feel safe. 

Simpson was clearly invested in maintaining the hegemonic social order and succeeded 

in framing himself as an exceptional Black man who was able to cross over after 

overcoming individual struggles. Simpson gained celebrity through his series of very 

public endorsements and sponsorships, most famously when he became the spokesperson 

for Hertz Rent-a-Car. Simpson carried a universal appeal: he became a part of the 

dominant hegemonic order, and the elite wanted to buy a product that ‘the Juice’ was 

marketing. Black audiences were also excited to finally begin to see some representation, 

even if it was through a tokenized figure like Simpson. The rhetoric Simpson pedaled 

was that if he could succeed, other Black people could too through hard work and pulling 

themselves up by their bootstraps. While ultimately that emphasized individual 

achievement and negated the institutional structural oppressions faced by all people of 

color, it was also an uplifting and encouraging message to hear on the surface level. Ben 

Carrington notes, “Sport’s emphasis on competition and individual achievement helped 
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to make it an exemplar of this new, consumer-based, social formation in which the 

spectacularization of everyday life led to the possibility for ‘stars’ and ‘celebrities’ to 

emerge.”36 Simpson was partially so popular because he said to Black audiences that 

they, too, could be famous like ‘O.J.’, whether or not that was actually possible. People 

wanted to buy from companies Simpson was a spokesperson for because they wanted to 

be rich, famous, and glamorous just like him, and the easiest way to achieve that seemed 

to be buying from the companies he supported, most notably Hertz. 

The Hertz commercials were well known, full of glamorized shots of Simpson 

running through an airport while white people, mostly conventionally attractive white 

women, looked on and cheered him on. Simpson was famous in his athletic career for his 

ability to make spectacular runs on the football field, so it made sense for running to be 

the focus of the advertising he starred in. In Race, Sport and Politics, Ben Carrington 

writes, “Whether or not Black athletes were talented actors mattered little compared to 

how they looked. In this sense, Black film actors held a similar position to female 

actresses, whose main function was to occupy the space of desirable objects, to be looked 

at and to be seen rather than to speak.”37 This furthers Simpson’s token subject position 

as more of a symbol than anything else. He was broadcast on television in ads millions 

watched and elevated his celebrity status, transforming him into a cultural icon. It was not 

as important what Simpson would say in these advertisements or appearances, for his 

body said it all. As a Black man occupying these spaces in what was deemed as 

appropriate ways, he was able to translate his celebrity from the field to the screen. He 
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also paved the way for other Black male athletes to one day do the same, showing that it 

was possible to make the transition from athletics to advertisements. “Simpson’s appeal 

to white men in meetings, airports and offices ultimately turned on his status as an 

acceptable and exemplary Black man, not as a colorless fellow worker.”38 The 

‘appropriateness’ of his conduct continued to be the defining factor in his fame, having a 

Black man inhabit a space while staying within the confines of his token status. Simpson 

was so special not because what he did was extraordinary, but because he was doing it all 

while looking Black and acting white. This idea of a hyphenated identity, as defined by 

Kanter as key to tokenism, was crucial in Simpson’s success in advertising. Simpson 

branded himself as an exemplary Black man who was able to exist within the hegemonic 

order and not question it. 

Both Simpson and those who fell into the role of his sponsor, as theorized by 

Laws, benefitted from his token status. “What white America got out of it was they could 

point to somebody that had ‘made it’ and demonstrated unequivocally that we are more 

than willing to not just accept you, but to embrace you. What O.J. got out of it was 

money, fame, celebrity.”39 The social capital gained by white people over the 

‘acceptance’ of Simpson was a clear motivating factor in allowing him to continue to 

occupy his token status through his career shift. Simpson got to continue to be ‘O.J.’ and 

make quite a bit of money while doing it. Hegemonic white society was able to continue 

to enforce an oppressive discourse of liberalism and individual achievement as long as 
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Simpson continued to reaffirm it in his public statements. Simpson felt that the money 

and fame made it all worth it.  

Simpson would eventually engage in behavior that led people to question his 

appropriateness and ability to exist within the strict confines of tokenism. Simpson 

divorced his first wife, but not before publicly beginning to date Nicole Brown, a 

beautiful young white waitress. Linda Williams, author of Playing the Race Card: 

Melodramas of Black and White From Uncle Tom to O.J. Simpson, states, “Simpson’s 

athletic and social success, his historic crossing of the color line to sell products to white 

and Black audiences alike, his possession of a Brentwood mansion where African-

Americans had once been barred, his possession of a white wife where miscegenation had 

once been a crime, made him seem race neutral.”40 Simpson’s financial success and 

interracial relationship simultaneously ingratiated him into the hegemonic order while 

also reminding people that it was not too long ago Black men were lynched for engaging 

in these same behaviors. Simpson did not realize the ways white supremacy was poised 

to punish him for these same factors some people said helped him be a part of white 

cultural institutions.  
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Chapter 3: The Mark of Criminality & ‘Becoming’ Black 

All of Simpson’s lawyers and all of his men couldn’t make O.J. white 

again.41 

-- Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw 

In the early morning of June 13, 1994, Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend 

Ronald Goldman were found stabbed to death on the steps of Brown Simpson’s 

Brentwood home. This came approximately five years after Nicole Brown Simpson 

separated from O.J. Simpson and brought spousal battery charges against him. Simpson 

pled no contest to the charges, reportedly telling Brown Simpson he would kill her during 

the domestic violence attack in question. The following years included more calls to 

police involving domestic violence and Simpson showing up at Brown Simpson’s 

residence in a threatening manner. These incidences stayed very private, not seeming to 

affect Simpson and his almost universally positive reputation. It is likely this was for two 

reasons: the first is Simpson’s close relationship with the Los Angeles Police 

Department, the second being rhetorics around domestic violence as a private matter and 

one to be kept within the family. Ruth Rosen writes about the history of violence against 

women in her book, The World Split Open. She notes “The police, who regarded 

domestic violence as a private matter, rarely interfered.”42 A shroud of shame and privacy 

covered discussions of domestic violence in the 1990s and still exists today. Simpson was 

able to continue his ‘career of being ‘O.J.’’ despite being convicted of spousal abuse. The 
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previous domestic violence charges and the huge amount of evidence at the scene and at 

Simpson’s residence led Simpson to quickly become the main suspect of the murder 

investigation.  

 Simpson was arrested on June 17th, 1994, after an almost fifty-mile slow speed 

police chase. I argue that it was at this moment, of his arrest, memorialized when Time 

Magazine published their cover story about Simpson’s arrest on June 27th, 1994, that 

Simpson was branded with the mark of criminality and lost his token status.  

 

Mark of Criminality:  

Bryan J. McCann coined the term Mark of Criminality in his text by the same 

name in 2018. He describes in the beginning of the text: “In short, the mark of criminality 

is a rhetorical genre of performative Blackness that privileges hypermasculinity, 

hyperviolence and hypersexuality as central characteristics of Black subjectivity.”43 The 

mark of criminality can be ascribed to a subject and used as a discriminatory lens. By 

using historical assumptions around Blackness and masculinity, the mark of criminality 

works to further disenfranchise individuals. McCann goes on to state: “This book 

proceeds with a conceptualization of the mark of criminality as a pervasive and unstable 

genre associated with the state’s ability to name, surveil, and contain public enemies and 

their communities, as well as the tendency of those communities and others to employ the 

mark of criminality to various ends.”44 This introduces the role of the state in attributing 

the mark of criminality to subjects. The mark of criminality is both cultural and 
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institutional, as will be pointed out in the case of Simpson. Being branded as a criminal 

has a laundry list of repercussions and largely cannot be reversed.  

 The mark of criminality is used to further existing stereotypes and further 

subjugate populations who are already discriminated against. McCann argues, “Those we 

identify as criminal become our public enemies, and the justificatory rhetorics 

accompanying their punishment tend to reinforce prevailing norms of nation, race, class, 

gender, sexuality and religion. When we speak of crime in a dominative sense, then, we 

are describing who ‘we’ are and are not.”45 Employing an ‘us vs them’ rhetoric is 

common in describing ‘criminals,’ pretending as if not every human being at some point 

in their lives has committed an indiscretion deemed ‘criminal’ by a certain group. 

Categorizing a person or group as criminal somehow seems to make it okay to openly 

discriminate against them. Simpson fell prey to the mark of criminality when he became 

a suspect in the murders of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman. I argue this 

happened once Simpson was arrested and a heavily edited reproduction of his mugshot 

was published as the cover of Time Magazine.  

 

Time Magazine: 

On June 27, 1994, Time Magazine published an issue entitled “An American 

Tragedy” in large red letters over a heavily darkened reproduction of Simpson’s June 

17th mugshot [included in Appendix A]. The people at Time Magazine who designed the 

cover purposefully darkened, or blackened, the photo of Simpson. This, I argue, was the 

moment that white Americans were forced to confront the fact that Simpson was, in fact, 
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maybe not the exceptional ‘good’ Black man they had thought. Stereotypes and 

assumptions surrounding Black men began to run rampant and both physically and 

metaphorically color the way audiences saw Simpson. Once he was branded with the 

mark of criminality he could be categorized as a ‘bad’ Black and deserving of whatever 

punishments he was to receive. By digitally and purposefully blackening the photo of 

Simpson, Time Magazine branded Simpson with the mark of criminality. Time made 

Simpson appear darker Black than he actually was, and by using his mug shot photo, 

invoked iconography of criminality and guilt. “Critics charged that the magazine had 

deliberately made Simpson look more sinister and guilty--that the photo was altered to 

play into the stereotypical image of a Black criminal.”46 Simpson spent most of his career 

gracing magazine covers, but in much different circumstances; he was no longer given 

the privilege of being portrayed as an athlete or a spokesperson, but a Black man and a 

criminal. Linda Williams writes: “The famous Time mug shot that digitally darkened his 

skin, froze his movement, and wiped the confident smile off his face represented a radical 

reversal of the smiling athlete who had so gracefully faked out opponents or leaped with 

casual ease through airports.”47 Simpson spent close to twenty-five years building his 

persona and token identity, and had it all taken away in a single accusation, most notably 

memorialized on this magazine cover. By associating Simpson with Blackness in the 

altering of the photo, and with criminality in the use of the mugshot, a long history of 

racist linkage of Blackness and criminality continues. Carole A. Stabile discusses in her 

book White Victims, Black Villains: Gender, Race, And Crime News in US Culture the 
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ways in which Black subjects are othered in media in an effort to maintain white 

supremacist hegemonic order. Also, as McCann notes, the mark of criminality is often 

ascribed to Black male subjects to specifically associate them with hypermasculinity and 

hyper-violence in Simpson’s case. 

The politics imposed onto the Black body are often restrictive and reinforce 

negative racialized stereotypes. C. Richard King and Charles Fruehling Springwood 

write, “The history of attempts to position the Black body, in particular, the Black male 

body, as animalistic and bestial has fostered the cultivation of two overlapping, 

articulating discourses of Blackness: the Black body as naturally athletic and the Black 

body as criminal.”48 The same strength and speed that created success for Simpson on the 

football field could also have helped him in murdering Nicole Brown Simpson and 

Ronald Goldman and quickly getting away. On the field he was praised for his 

athleticism and strength, so much so it created the basis for him to be accepted as a token. 

It is ironic that this same physicality that allowed him his token status would 

hypothetically take it away. Simpson fell victim to both of these stereotypical rhetorics 

surrounding Black men, and they ruled the public discourse surrounding him. Simpson 

spent most of his career able to control much of the public discourse around him, in 

crafting his personas of ‘O.J.’ and ‘The Juice’, and this was lost when he was marked as 

criminal.  

 

                                                 
48 C. Richard King and Charles Fruehling Springwood, Beyond the Cheers: Race as Spectacle in College 

Sport(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2001), 116. 

 



31 

Losing ‘O.J.’:  

Jewelle Taylor Gibbs writes, “In just one year, O.J., legendary athlete and media 

personality, had become Orenthal James Simpson, murder defendant and media freak.”49 

Note that Gibbs states that ‘O.J.’ is gone and now he has reverted to Orenthal James; the 

tokenized constructed persona has fallen apart and he is back to his pre-fame self. 

Referring to Simpson as Orenthal James also further invokes that Simpson is in fact not 

white and part of the dominant hegemonic order. This becomes clear in O.J.:Made in 

America, at Simpson’s arraignment, when he is asked, “Mr. Orenthal Simpson is that 

your true name sir?”50 At that moment the veneer of being ‘O.J.’ has fallen away and he 

must confirm he is in fact Orenthal, despite how long he’s been running away from that 

reality. It is symbolic that this moment comes in a courtroom, often the venue where the 

mark of criminality is imposed. Simpson pauses for close to ten seconds before 

responding to the question, turning and asking his attorney what to do before finally 

responding. The presumed bailiff then asks to start again, Simpson seems shaken by the 

whole encounter. It is possible this is his first time in a courtroom and also possible this is 

his first time having to respond to being called Orenthal for many years. Approximately 

two minutes later in the documentary, footage from the same hearing plays, but this time 

over the clip plays audio, “You are looking at inmate number 4103970”51 as Simpson 

exits the courtroom with the bailiff. Being referred to as simply a number goes even 

further than not being called by his persona nickname; it is undoubtedly dehumanizing. It 
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is clear how the mark of criminality has taken everything away from Simpson in this 

moment as he is sent back to jail after the hearing. This shot fades into a photo of his 

mugshot, and then into the darkened Time Magazine cover, further cementing how 

Simpson has been marked as criminal.  

The mark of criminality continued to haunt Simpson long after he was acquitted 

on the murder charges in criminal court. Simpson at first returned to his Brentwood 

home, but faced social ostracization in the largely white neighborhood and eventually 

moved. Jewelle Taylor Gibbs writes: “As the months passed no one seemed very 

interested in buying what O.J.--aging athlete, second-rate movie star, and compromised 

celebrity--had to sell.”52 Simpson, now branded as a criminal, had lost his endorsements 

and advertisements and was so ostracized that acting gigs were few and far between. He 

was now much too old to go back to football and ‘O.J.’ and the ‘The Juice’ seemed things 

of the far past. Simpson’s ‘re-racing’ was stark and rapid, leading to the relevance of 

using his story as a case study. Simpson completely lost his token persona and faced the 

harsh consequences of now having to live as Orenthal James Simpson and no longer 

‘O.J.’. 

 

Just Another Black Man: 

 

Cloud’s notion of tokenism is posited on the ideals of individual achievement as 

how tokens describe their success and minimize the reality of structural oppressions. 

Simpson’s fall from token status proves how connected his struggles are to other Black 
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men in America. “The case ‘was not about O.J. at all, rather about the Black American 

male and the willingness of the criminal justice system to destroy him symbolically, by 

making an example of a Black man who dared to be arrogant as well as rich and 

famous.”53 This reasoning for the punishment Simpson faced again harkens back to the 

reasons cited for Black men to be lynched. By being not only wealthy and a celebrity but 

also by defying social norms in his confidence and comfort within the hegemonic order 

led to the extreme backlash he faced. Once Simpson was marked as criminal he faced 

more intense ostracization than most Black men, as is gestured at in this quotation, it 

seemed to anger white Americans specifically that this man who they had allowed as a 

token into their realm was what they feared all along. Sport Agent Mike Gilbert stated in 

the final episode of O.J.: Made in America: “All the black people in my life used to tell 

me, man, white America will turn on you, and they will zip up your n*gger suit on you so 

fast and they will forget about you like that.”54 Simpson was seemingly erased from 

hegemonic culture, and cast off to where Black Americans branded with the mark of 

criminality are sent, a place of social ostracization and none of the perks previously 

offered to him.  

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw writes: “Simpson’s fall from grace was potentially 

meaningful because it suggested that even the few who won the celebrity lottery might 

still be divested of everything on the basis of one thing they continued to share with the 

rest of African Americans-- their race.”55 Crenshaw illustrates well how easily celebrity 
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can be reversed, but race obviously cannot be. It also shows how precarious tokenism 

truly is, simultaneously the ticket to becoming a token can also be the detriment that leads 

to the revocation of the token status. This is the strength of the case study of Simpson, his 

story shows that this revocation of token status is congruent with the tenants of tokenism 

and an extension of the theory.  
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Conclusion 

O.J. had had the audacity to succeed at the white man’s game, to marry the 

white man’s woman, and to live in the white man’s world, but underneath 

all his veneer of upper-middle-class success and sophistication, O.J. 

Simpson was just another Black man who had stepped out of his place56  

-- Jewelle Taylor Gibbs 

 

 Jeffrey Toobin ends his famous 1997 book The Run of His Life: The People vs. 

O.J. Simpson by stating, Simpson “remains confident that, in time, he will be able to 

resume his former career of being O.J.”57 In this paper I argued that this is an impossible 

goal for Simpson. While he did at one point fall into the category of being a token as 

defined by Dana Cloud, he fell from token status when he was accused of the murders of 

Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman, and was branded a criminal.  

 This thesis extends Cloud’s notion of tokenism by defining the precarity of the 

subject position in a case study that illustrates how easily the privileges of tokenism can 

be taken away. I do not contradict Cloud’s thesis or other theorists’ ideas of tokenism, but 

instead argue that the case study of Simpson pushes it in an important direction to 

acknowledge. In this paper I show how the revocation of token status is an extension of 

tokenism, it is a likely outcome considering how difficult it is to successfully maintain a 

token subject position. This is an important inclusion in the theory of tokenism, as it truly 

shows the instability of token status and pushes it one step further than any other scholar 
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has formally. I also argue that Simpson’s fall from token status was specific to the fact he 

is a Black male, and would not apply in the same way to other identity groups. The 

framework I create around incorporating theories around criminality to the Black male 

athlete as token is original and can be extended to further case studies. I contribute 

uniquely to scholarship on the tokenization of Black male athletes.  

 In terms of the contributions this thesis has made in the growing field of 

Scholarship on Simpson himself, no other scholar has analyzed him specifically as a 

token. Many authors who write on Simpson use other terms to describe his social 

positioning, but I argue that token is the term that fits best. His creation and performance 

of the personas of ‘O.J.’ and ‘The Juice’, his refusal to engage in Civil Rights causes and 

his ability to brand his story as one of individual achievement show how clearly he fits 

into the category of token.  

While Oprah stays happily in her token position close to twenty-three years after 

Cloud published her piece, Simpson sits in an unknown location, just released from 

prison, out of the public eye. The effects of the mark of criminality are wide reaching, 

able to completely tear one’s life apart. These effects must be examined under a critical 

lens. This mark of criminality is undoubtedly rooted in white supremacy and oppressive 

institutions whose aim is the maintenance of the current hegemonic social order. What 

does this mean in terms of making a  value judgement on Simpson? At the end of the day, 

Simpson is a Black man who received the unjust treatment so many Black men receive, 

that of being branded a criminal and losing much of his life because of that. Statistics say 

that one in three Black men born today will be incarcerated at some point in their lives. 

These men will face the repercussions of being incarcerated for long after they are 
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released from custody. They will likely be discriminated against both socially and 

institutionally, being more likely to be denied by possible employers, to struggle to obtain 

housing, and may not be able to vote, to name just a few examples.  

 The final episode of O.J.: Made in America ends with a voice recording of 

Simpson, who was incarcerated at the time this documentary aired. A shot of the outside 

of the correctional facility he was held in spans the screen as Simpson is heard in a 

voiceover, crying, saying, “Please remember me as the Juice. Please remember me as a 

good guy. Please.”58 His final plea remains the same as his first, a desire to be tokenized.  

 

 

                                                 
58 Edelman, O.J.: Made in America.  
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