
Nike is not powerful simply because it makes athletic shoes. Nike became powerful 
because it learned how to place a human desire inside a product. It connected running 
with freedom, basketball with greatness, training with discipline, clothing with identity, 
and a curved checkmark with the belief that a person could become more than they were 
yesterday. The company’s real product has always been partly physical and partly 
psychological. It sells rubber, fabric, foam, air pockets, and apparel, but it also sells an 
internal story about effort, courage, victory, rebellion, and belonging. 

The company began with Phil Knight, a runner from Portland, Oregon, and Bill 
Bowerman, his track coach at the University of Oregon. Bowerman was not satisfied with 
the running shoes available during the 1950s and 1960s. He regularly experimented with 
his athletes’ shoes, cutting them apart, changing their weight, adjusting their cushioning, 
and rebuilding them to improve performance. Knight approached footwear from the 
business side. While studying at Stanford, he considered whether lower-cost Japanese 
running shoes could compete against German brands such as Adidas and Puma in the 
American market. 

Knight traveled to Japan and met representatives of Onitsuka, the company that 
produced Tiger running shoes. He presented himself as a representative of an American 
distributor called Blue Ribbon Sports, even though the company was not yet properly 
operating. He secured an opportunity to distribute Tiger shoes in the United States and 
returned to Oregon to build the business with Bowerman. Blue Ribbon Sports began in 
1964 with a handshake arrangement between the two men. Knight sold imported shoes at 
track meets, sometimes working from the trunk of his car, while Bowerman supplied 
technical ideas about what runners needed. 

This beginning explains the two forces that would remain inside Nike. Bowerman 
represented the product: lighter weight, better traction, greater comfort, and improved 
athletic performance. Knight represented the story and market: how to finance the 
company, create demand, distribute products, sign athletes, and compete with larger 
corporations. Neither side could have built Nike alone. Innovation without distribution 
remains unseen, while marketing without a trustworthy product eventually becomes 
empty. 

Bowerman helped develop the Cortez, a running shoe with a cushioned midsole intended 
to absorb the repeated shock of distance running. The original version was produced 
through Onitsuka as the Tiger Cortez. When Blue Ribbon Sports and Onitsuka separated, 
disputes developed over who controlled the design and name. Nike continued producing 
its own Cortez, and the shoe became one of the company’s earliest lasting designs. By 
1973, Runner’s World described the Nike Cortez as the most popular long-distance 
training shoe in the United States. 

Bowerman’s most famous experiment involved a waffle iron. He was searching for a sole 
that would grip the running surface without relying on traditional metal spikes. Looking 

https://about.nike.com/magazine/bill-bowerman-nike-s-original-innovator
https://about.nike.com/magazine/bill-bowerman-nike-s-original-innovator
https://about.nike.com/magazine/bill-bowerman-nike-s-original-innovator


at the raised pattern of a waffle, he imagined reversing that pattern into rubber so the 
sole would have small gripping blocks. The experiment damaged a household waffle 
iron, but the idea helped produce Nike’s waffle-style outsole. Early versions were 
assembled for runners around the time of the 1972 United States Olympic track trials, 
and the later Waffle Trainer helped establish Nike as an innovator rather than merely an 
importer. 

The waffle story became perfect Nike history because it joined ordinary curiosity with 
athletic purpose. Bowerman did not begin with an advanced laboratory. He began by 
studying a problem closely enough to notice that a kitchen object contained a possible 
answer. This became part of Nike’s larger philosophy: begin with the athlete’s movement, 
identify what limits that movement, and then redesign the equipment. The company 
would later build laboratories, collect motion data, study pressure patterns, and employ 
scientists and designers, but the underlying method remained recognizable. Innovation 
begins when someone refuses to accept that the existing object is finished. 

As Blue Ribbon Sports prepared to separate from Onitsuka and manufacture its own 
products, it needed an identity. The name Nike was suggested by early employee Jeff 
Johnson, who reportedly dreamed of the Greek goddess of victory. Knight initially 
preferred another name, but Nike was short, forceful, easy to pronounce, and connected 
directly to winning. The Nike brand appeared in 1971, while the corporation formally 
adopted the Nike name later in the decade. The name gave the company an ancient 
symbol, but it still needed a modern mark. 

Phil Knight hired Carolyn Davidson, a graphic-design student at Portland State 
University, to create a stripe for the side of a shoe. Davidson designed a curved symbol 
that suggested movement and speed. Knight did not immediately love it, but the 
company needed to begin production and selected the design. Davidson billed the 
company $35 for the work. That inexpensive design became the Swoosh, one of the most 
recognizable commercial symbols in the world. 

The $35 payment is often told as though Davidson was simply cheated, but the complete 
history is more complicated. She was paid the hourly rate agreed upon for the design 
work, and nobody involved knew that the young company would become Nike. The 
company later honored her with a diamond Swoosh ring and Nike shares. Still, her story 
teaches something important about ownership. The labor required to create an idea may 
be brief, while the value generated by that idea can continue for generations. A person 
paid once for creating an asset does not automatically participate in the asset’s future 
growth. 

The Swoosh worked because it did not require words. It looked like motion, speed, a 
wing, a checkmark, or something passing quickly through the air. As Nike became more 
established, the company could display the Swoosh without writing its name beside it. 
Reaching that stage is one of the highest achievements in branding because the 
audience completes the meaning internally. The company no longer has to explain the 
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symbol. Decades of athletes, advertisements, memories, victories, controversies, and 
purchases are already stored inside it. 

Nike’s early success was connected to the growth of recreational running in the United 
States. Running became more than a specialized competitive event; it became an 
everyday approach to health, personal discipline, and self-measurement. Nike supplied 
shoes to serious athletes while gradually inviting ordinary people to think of themselves 
as athletes. That invitation expanded the market. If an athlete meant only an Olympian or 
professional, the customer base would remain limited, but if everyone with a body could 
be viewed as an athlete, Nike could speak to almost everyone. 

The company went public in 1980, turning early employees and investors into 
shareholders and giving Nike more access to capital. Yet running alone would not make 
Nike the cultural force it became. During the early 1980s, the company faced strong 
competition, and the fitness market was changing. Nike needed a new center of gravity. It 
found that center in basketball and, more specifically, in a rookie named Michael Jordan. 

Nike was not Jordan’s preferred company when he entered the NBA in 1984. He was 
more interested in Adidas, while Converse already had relationships with established 
basketball stars. Nike made a proposal that treated him differently. Instead of asking 
Jordan merely to wear an existing company shoe, Nike offered to build a line around his 
identity. His mother, Deloris Jordan, recognized the importance of hearing the company’s 
proposal, and his representatives negotiated a deal that included guaranteed 
compensation and royalties. 

The royalty arrangement changed the meaning of an athlete endorsement. A normal 
endorsement pays the athlete to help sell the company’s product. A royalty allows the 
athlete to participate financially in the sales generated by the athlete’s name and 
influence. Nike was betting that Jordan could become more than a basketball player 
wearing Nike. It was building Michael Jordan into an independent commercial world 
within Nike. The original arrangement reportedly paid Jordan $500,000 per year for five 
years, plus royalties, while the first Air Jordan generated approximately $126 million in 
its first year. 

Air Jordan changed sneakers because the shoe carried a personality. The black-and-red 
color treatment was bold during an era when professional basketball shoes were 
commonly white and visually conservative. The NBA objected to a black-and-red Nike 
shoe Jordan wore during the 1984 preseason because it did not comply with uniform 
rules. The story later grew into the famous claim that Jordan repeatedly wore the Air 
Jordan I, received a $5,000 fine every game, and that Nike paid every fine. The historical 
details are less certain than the advertisement suggested, but Nike understood that the 
appearance of being banned gave the product an identity no normal advertisement could 
manufacture. 
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Nike turned a uniform restriction into a rebellion story. The shoe was no longer attractive 
only because Jordan could jump, score, and win. It represented individuality pressing 
against an institution that wanted uniformity. Young people did not merely want his 
equipment; they wanted to participate in the feeling surrounding him. Nike had 
discovered that the strongest athlete partnership transfers meaning in three directions: 
the athlete gives meaning to the shoe, the shoe reinforces the athlete’s image, and the 
consumer purchases a piece of that shared identity. 

Michael Jordan’s greatness made the partnership believable. Advertising could magnify 
his image, but it could not manufacture his performances. Every impossible-looking 
shot, championship, dunk, scoring title, and competitive moment added new emotional 
value to the product. Nike then used filmmakers, photographers, designers, writers, and 
musicians to translate that performance into culture. The company was not simply 
documenting an athlete. It was constructing a modern mythology around flight, 
determination, style, and winning. 

Spike Lee became central to that translation. His Mars Blackmon character, originally 
created for the film She’s Gotta Have It, appeared beside Jordan in Nike advertisements. 
Mars was humorous, energetic, obsessed with shoes, and culturally recognizable in a 
way that traditional corporate advertising was not. The commercials connected 
basketball, Black filmmaking, urban speech, humor, fashion, and sneaker desire. They 
helped make the Air Jordan meaningful even to people who never intended to play 
organized basketball. 

Nike did not create Black sneaker culture by itself. Adidas, Puma, Converse, Pro-Keds, 
and other brands already carried meaning in Black communities, basketball courts, 
hip-hop, and street fashion. Run-DMC’s relationship with Adidas demonstrated that 
musicians and their audiences could move products without traditional sports 
advertising. What Nike did with Jordan was build a more complete and commercially 
controlled system around the athlete. The shoe, clothing, advertisements, release 
schedule, logo, colorways, and athlete’s achievements all supported one another. 

This is where Nike’s influence on Black culture becomes both powerful and complicated. 
Black athletes, musicians, filmmakers, designers, and consumers helped turn Nike from 
a running company into a global cultural institution. Jordan, Spike Lee, Bo Jackson, 
Charles Barkley, Penny Hardaway, Deion Sanders, Kobe Bryant, LeBron James, Serena 
Williams, and many others gave the brand credibility, personality, language, and 
emotional meaning. Black communities were not merely customers at the end of the 
process. They were major producers of the cultural value that made the products 
desirable around the world. 

Yet the corporation usually owned the final system. Nike could sell the image, control 
production, set release quantities, determine distribution, and capture the largest share 
of revenue. Michael Jordan’s royalty arrangement gave him unusual participation in the 
value bearing his name, but most people who influenced sneaker culture did not receive 



comparable ownership. This is a central difference between being visible in a market and 
owning part of that market. A culture can make a product valuable while the company 
owning the trademark accumulates most of the permanent wealth. 

Nike continued combining technology with storytelling. Former aerospace engineer 
Frank Rudy introduced the idea of placing pressurized cushioning units inside shoe 
soles. Nike used Air cushioning in the Tailwind beginning in 1978, but the technology 
became culturally explosive when the company made it visible. Tinker Hatfield’s Air Max 
1, released in 1987, exposed part of the Air unit through a window in the midsole. The 
customer could now see the technology being purchased, which made the engineering 
easier to understand and the design easier to recognize. 

Visible Air demonstrated how Nike converts technical features into symbols. Cushioning 
hidden inside a shoe may improve performance, but a visible Air window can become 
part of fashion. Nike repeated this approach with Zoom Air, Flyknit, foam systems, 
carbon-fiber plates, self-lacing concepts, and other technologies. Some innovations 
produced genuine performance improvements, while others became equally important 
for their visual and marketing value. Nike understood that technology sells most 
effectively when people can see it, name it, and explain it to someone else. 

Advanced Nike running shoes later raised questions about where equipment ends and 
assistance begins. Carbon plates, responsive foams, and carefully engineered shapes 
helped runners use energy more efficiently. Record-breaking performances forced sports 
organizations to consider whether certain shoes produced an unfair advantage or simply 
represented the natural progress of equipment. The argument resembled earlier debates 
about swimsuits, bicycles, rackets, and other sporting technology. Nike’s influence 
helped make the shoe itself part of the competitive discussion rather than a passive 
object beneath the athlete. 

In 1988, Nike introduced “Just Do It,” created through the advertising agency 
Wieden+Kennedy. Dan Wieden adapted the phrase from words associated with convicted 
murderer Gary Gilmore before his 1977 execution, removing the original darkness and 
turning the structure into a universal call to action. The phrase worked because it 
bypassed detailed reasoning. It did not ask whether a person felt ready, possessed 
perfect equipment, had received approval, or was guaranteed success. It reduced the 
distance between intention and action to three words. 

“Just Do It” also expanded Nike beyond elite sports. The message could apply to a first 
walk, a difficult workout, a return from injury, a championship attempt, or a private 
decision to begin. Nike advertisements placed world-famous athletes beside ordinary 
people, allowing the audience to see struggle as the common language between them. 
The professional athlete’s performance was extraordinary, but the emotional command 
was available to everyone. Nike made aspiration feel inclusive even when many of its 
products remained expensive. 



This is one of the company’s greatest marketing achievements. Nike rarely centers the 
shoe for the entire advertisement. It centers a conflict: fear against courage, failure 
against persistence, limitation against imagination, or the individual against an 
established boundary. The product appears as the equipment worn during that conflict. 
Consumers then associate the emotional victory with the brand, even though the shoe 
did not create the courage. 

Nike’s storytelling later extended into public controversy. In 2018, the company featured 
Colin Kaepernick in the thirtieth-anniversary “Just Do It” campaign. Kaepernick had 
become internationally known for kneeling during the national anthem to protest police 
brutality and racial injustice. The campaign produced support, boycotts, destroyed 
products, political criticism, and enormous attention. Nike accepted the possibility of 
losing some consumers while strengthening its relationship with younger and more 
socially conscious audiences. Online data reported by Reuters showed a sharp increase 
in sold-out Nike merchandise after the campaign appeared. 

The Kaepernick campaign can be understood as both a public stand and a calculated 
business decision. Corporations do not stop being corporations when they enter a moral 
discussion. Nike knew its audience, understood the cultural moment, and expected the 
controversy to intensify attention. That does not automatically make the message false, 
but it means corporate activism should be examined through both values and incentives. 
A company may support a meaningful cause while also converting that support into 
brand loyalty and sales. 

Nike also transformed college sports. Its contracts placed the Swoosh on uniforms, 
shoes, sidelines, courts, fields, and televised events. Phil Knight’s relationship with the 
University of Oregon helped finance facilities, equipment, uniforms, and a powerful 
athletic identity. Oregon football became known for frequently changing uniforms, 
turning each game into a design release and recruiting presentation. The relationship 
showed how a university team could function simultaneously as an athletic program, 
entertainment property, marketing platform, and extension of a commercial brand. 

That influence created opportunity but also raised questions. Universities and 
corporations earned enormous value through college athletes who, for many years, were 
restricted from earning directly from their names, images, and likenesses. Nike could sell 
jerseys and build campaigns around college sports while the athletes’ compensation 
remained limited mainly to scholarships and educational benefits. Changes allowing 
athletes to profit from name, image, and likeness have altered that arrangement, but the 
deeper tension remains. Modern sports constantly negotiate who performs, who owns 
the image, who assumes the physical risk, and who receives the wealth. 

Sneaker collecting created another economy around Nike. Limited releases, retro 
Jordans, collaborations, regional exclusives, and controlled quantities turned certain 
shoes into scarce objects. Nike’s SNKRS platform made releases feel like competitions in 
which many customers entered and few received the right to buy. Bots, resellers, 
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backdoor sales, and resale platforms increased the sense that shoes could function like 
investments. A product with a retail price of two hundred dollars might immediately 
appear elsewhere for several times that amount. 

Scarcity protects excitement, but it also changes the relationship between product and 
customer. A shoe designed for movement may remain unworn because wearing it could 
reduce its resale value. Young consumers may spend beyond their means to obtain 
social recognition attached to a limited release. Violence surrounding desired shoes has 
sometimes been blamed simplistically on sneaker culture, when the deeper issue 
involves inequality, status pressure, scarcity, and the way consumer society teaches 
people to measure worth through visible possessions. Nike did not create all those 
conditions, but its marketing became exceptionally skilled at operating inside them. 

Nike’s global manufacturing system presents the company’s most serious contradiction. 
The brand tells stories about human potential while relying heavily on contracted 
factories where workers manufacture products far from Nike’s Oregon headquarters. 
During the 1990s, activists and journalists exposed low wages, excessive hours, child 
labor concerns, unsafe conditions, and abusive practices in parts of the athletic-wear 
supply chain. Nike initially emphasized that it did not directly own many factories. Public 
pressure eventually demonstrated that legal distance did not remove moral responsibility 
from the company ordering and profiting from the goods. 

In 1998, Phil Knight publicly acknowledged that Nike had become associated with 
sweatshops and announced reforms involving worker ages, factory monitoring, health 
standards, and transparency. Nike developed codes of conduct, disclosed more supplier 
information, and became more active in monitoring factory conditions. Those changes 
mattered and influenced expectations across the apparel industry. However, a code 
written at corporate headquarters does not automatically change every worker’s daily 
experience. Enforcement, purchasing prices, production deadlines, freedom to organize, 
wages, and remedies for violations remain essential. 

The labor issue has not disappeared. Nike states that its suppliers must follow standards 
concerning wages, hours, safety, child labor, forced labor, and worker treatment. 
Independent reporting has continued to find gaps between corporate averages and what 
some workers receive. A 2025 investigation of payroll records from a Cambodian factory 
that had produced Nike clothing found that only a small portion of workers earned the 
amount suggested by one of Nike’s global wage claims. More recent worker accounts 
from Indonesia similarly challenged the usefulness of presenting one worldwide average 
for factories operating in very different economic conditions. 

This contradiction belongs inside Nike’s history, not at its edge. The same global system 
that makes products widely available and creates employment can also place 
tremendous pressure on workers with limited bargaining power. Consumers may pay a 
high price because of design, advertising, athlete agreements, distribution, corporate 
overhead, and brand value, while the factory worker receives only a small portion of that 
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price. Expensive products do not automatically produce high wages. The value created 
by branding and the value received by labor can exist worlds apart. 

Nike’s influence remains undeniable. It changed running shoes, athlete endorsements, 
basketball marketing, sports advertising, college athletics, sneaker collecting, streetwear, 
product design, and the economic possibilities available to a small group of superstar 
athletes. It helped transform Michael Jordan from an endorsed athlete into the center of a 
lasting business. It showed corporations how a symbol could carry a philosophy and 
how an advertisement could sell emotion without explaining the product in detail. Nike’s 
current corporate family includes Nike, Converse, and Jordan, allowing it to participate in 
performance sports, heritage footwear, basketball culture, fashion, and everyday 
clothing. 

The company’s deepest teaching is that people rarely buy only the object. They buy what 
the object allows them to feel, remember, signal, and imagine. Nike took a shoe and 
surrounded it with the runner’s discipline, Jordan’s flight, Serena’s power, Kaepernick’s 
protest, the designer’s creativity, the collector’s desire, and the ordinary person’s hope of 
beginning. The Swoosh became valuable because millions of human stories were 
attached to it. The symbol itself remained simple while the meaning beneath it became 
enormous. 

Nike also teaches us to distinguish inspiration from ownership. Wearing the shoe may 
create confidence, but it does not perform the work. Admiring an athlete may awaken 
discipline, but it does not replace practice. Participating in a culture does not 
automatically mean owning the companies that profit from that culture. The person who 
creates value must understand contracts, royalties, equity, intellectual property, 
manufacturing, and distribution, because talent without ownership can enrich everyone 
surrounding the talent. 

Nike began by asking whether Japanese running shoes could compete with German 
footwear. It grew by asking whether an unknown American company could develop its 
own product. It exploded by asking whether one basketball player could become an 
entire brand. It endured by learning that every generation needs a new reason to believe 
the Swoosh speaks to them. The company’s influence rests in that continuous movement 
between performance and meaning, but its full history reminds us that victory should be 
measured by more than sales. A complete victory must also consider the athlete, 
designer, consumer, factory worker, community, and every person whose labor gives the 
symbol its power. 

 


