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Graham Neal
Capstone Context/Description
Introduction:

My research object that I am analyzing is the fifth episode of ESPN’s “The Last Dance”
documentary. The documentary is a 10-episode series that recounts the career of Michael Jordan
and his Chicago Bulls, leading up to their sixth and final championship that they won in 1998.
Episode 5 specifically is largely centered around key milestones in Michael Jordan’s career such
as his first shoe deal with Nike, his second championship in 1992 with the Chicago Bulls, and his
Olympic gold medal with Team USA soon after that. The episode also spends time emphasizing
Jordan’s global image and the extent of his fame at the time. Throughout this storytelling, the
documentary chronologically bounces back and forth between these storylines while also
advancing the central narrative of the series: Jordan’s final season with the Bulls in 1998. This
paper will outline the surrounding context of “The Last Dance” and the cultural significance
that the documentary series had in order to show why it is worth analyzing.

This episode is a form of cultural technology which seeks to challenge/sustain a
collective memory of Michael Jordan. Technologies have an important role in instructing how an
audience ought to remember something. This idea is echoed in Erll’s “Memory in Culture”
which says that “whatever we know about the world, we know through media” and that “the
individual only gains access to socially shared knowledge and images of the past through
communication and media reception.” (Erll, 115). “The Last Dance” functions in this very way,
giving an individual access to their own version of a cultural memory surrounding Michael
Jordan. Because the episode works to construct a collective memory, this episode of “The Last

Dance” is a productive site for communicative analysis.



Neal 2

Description and Context:

The documentary centers around Michael Jordan and his final championship with the
Chicago Bulls. Michael Jordan is regarded as one of the greatest basketball players in the history
of the National Basketball Association. Originally from Brooklyn, New York, Jordan played
three seasons of college basketball at North Carolina. He famously hit a game-winning shot in
the 1982 National Collegiate Athletic Association Championship as a freshman, which helped
him to eventually be selected third overall in the 1984 NBA draft by the Chicago Bulls
(Basketball Hall of Fame). Jordan would spend 15 total years in the NBA, putting together one
of the greatest careers that the sport has ever seen. In his 15 years of playing, he won six NBA
Championships, three from 1991-1993 and another three from 1996-1998 after briefly retiring
from the sport. Jordan was named the Finals MVP in each of his six championships. Along with
this, Jordan earned 5 NBA MVP awards, 14 NBA All-Star selections, and 10 AIl-NBA First
Team selections (Basketball Reference). After putting together what many regard as the greatest
basketball career ever, Jordan officially retired in 2003 (Encyclopaedia Britannica). Jordan
would then be inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame in 2009.

Jordan’s status as a superstar goes well beyond the NBA. Most notably, Jordan had a
huge economic impact through his Jordan shoe brand. In 1984, Michael Jordan signed an
unprecedented five-year, $2.5 million contract with Nike. This move forever shifted how brands
market athletes, as Nike brought in over $100 million from the Jordan brand less than a year after
releasing Jordan’s first signature shoe, the Air Jordan 1. Moving forward, brands became much

more focused on securing athlete endorsements and sought to model Nike and Jordan’s
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partnership (Baum). Thus, Jordan’s impact stretched beyond basketball as his own fame and
success had a lasting impact on athlete endorsements.

Due to his success and cultural impact, before “The Last Dance” documentary even aired,
there was already a mythic memory surrounding Jordan's final season with the Bulls. Some
memories have been simplified and centered around the pivotal moment of that season: Jordan’s
shot at the end of game 6 of the NBA Finals to win the championship for the Bulls (Glassbrook).
Due to the Bulls’ lack of success after Jordan’s career, the memories from that season have
seemingly been passed down from older fans to newer ones (Silverstein). Thus, “The Last
Dance” did not shed light on some unknown story. Instead, it reinforced and altered an already
existing collective memory surrounding Jordan.

ESPN first announced that they were creating “The Last Dance” documentary in 2018.
They released a trailer, stating that the docuseries would “chronicle the untold story of Michael
Jordan and the Chicago Bulls' dynasty and includes never-before-seen footage from the 1997-98
championship season” (ESPN, 2018). ESPN had a long history of producing documentaries
before this. ESPN launched their documentary service, titled “ESPN Films,” in the spring of
2008. In celebration of the brand's 30th anniversary, ESPN launched their “30 for 30” initiative,
committing to produce 30 documentaries from their first 30 years for television or even theatrical
release in partnership with Walt Disney Studios (ESPN FILMS). ESPN and Walt Disney Studios
brought in independent, successful filmmakers, directors, and storytellers in order to produce the
highest quality documentaries that they could (Bayer). These filmmakers were granted creative
freedom, resulting in unique forms of narrative styles being incorporated into each documentary.
The results were wildly successful, so much so that documentaries won awards in film; most

notably in 2017, 30 for 30’s “O.J.: Made in America” won an Academy Award for Best
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Documentary Feature, showing just how far ESPN had come in their production of
documentaries (Matloob).

“The Last Dance” first aired on April 19th, 2020 when the first two episodes premiered
on ESPN nationally and Netflix (who helped produce the series) internationally. Every week,
two more episodes would air until the final two episodes were released on May 17, 2020. The
show has a unique form of narrative structure. Director Jason Hehir described it when he said
that “we have two simultaneous timelines: one from the 1997-98 season [when the NBA
Entertainment film crew had almost unfettered access to Jordan and the Bulls], and then the
through line of Michael’s whole career, from 84 to *98.” (McCallum). Thus, the episodes slowly
tell the story of Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls’ sixth and final championship season in
1998. All the while, it goes back and recounts all the key moments in Michael Jordan’s career
that led him to be competing for a sixth championship.

Each episode of the series adds to an argument as to how Michael Jordan should be
remembered. The first episode of the series introduces the central narrative: the Chicago Bulls’
going into their 1997-1998 season, looking for a third consecutive championship and sixth in the
career of Michael Jordan. Visual text at the start claims that, going into the season, the Chicago
Bulls granted “unprecedented access” to a film crew to document their season, and that this
footage is what led to the production of the series. The episode shows that it was clear to many of
the players that this would be the last season with the team's core group of players intact, as Bulls
General Manager Jerry Krause had tension with many of the players on the team and was willing
to tear the team apart and rebuild. Meanwhile, the episode flashes back to Jordan’s college career

and path to the NBA.
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The next few episodes are centered around Michael Jordan’s prominent teammates,
coach, and the impacts that they had on his career. Specifically, the second episode of the series
is much more centered around Jordan’s longtime teammate Scottie Pippen. The episode
highlights Pippen’s hostile relationship with team management over his pay in his career, and
how he had to miss time during their final 1997-1998 season with a foot injury, requiring Jordan
to step up more for the team. The third episode, similarly, explored Jordan’s longtime teammate
Dennis Rodman. The story showed his key role in providing energy to the team during their last
dance season, while simultaneously showing off his unconventional off-court antics. Finally,
episode four placed focus on legendary Bulls coach Phil Jackson, his coaching philosophies, and
his backstory. All while these stories are being told, flashbacks continue to recount the career of
Michael Jordan, leading up to his first career championship in 1991.

The next episodes in the series shift the focus almost entirely to Michael Jordan. As
mentioned before, the fifth episode in the series is centered around Jordan’s rise to fame as a
global icon. Episode six centers around an almost opposite plot point, as it talks about moments
where Jordan’s image was tarnished by factors such as gambling, conflicts with teammates, and
outside pressures from media and fans. Despite these stressors, though, the Bulls would still be
able to win their third championship with Michael Jordan in 1993. Episode 7 continues the focus
on outside pressures facing Jordan as it recounts the murder of his father in 1993, leading to
Jordan announcing his retirement and pursuing a career in professional baseball briefly before
announcing his return to the NBA. Episode 8 then discusses how the Bulls did not find
immediate success after Jordan’s return as many remember. Instead, Jordan had a rough start
back into the sport and the Bulls were eliminated in the 1995 Eastern Conference semifinals that

year.
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The final two episodes place a much more central narrative on the 1998 season, which the
episodes had slowly been recounting for the audience as it told past narratives. Episode 9 tells
the story of the heated 1998 Eastern Conference Finals matchup between the Bulls and the
Pacers, where the Bulls emerged victorious. The episode also flashes back to the Finals the year
prior against the Utah Jazz and Jordan’s famous “flu game” in order to set up the story of the
1998 NBA Finals rematch against the Jazz to be told in Episode 10. Episode 10 talks about the
Bulls eventually winning their sixth championship against the Jazz, led by an iconic game-
winning shot by Jordan. The episode then concludes the series as a whole by touching on how
the dynasty would be dismantled by poor team management after this championship and the
overall legacy of Michael Jordan.

As mentioned before, while all of these episodes work to construct/sustain/challenge the
collective memory of Michael Jordan in a certain way, my analysis is centered around the fifth
episode in the series. This episode has a few main storylines; one of which is Jordan’s time on
the 1992 Olympic team, also known as the “dream team,” and the storylines that went into their
gold medal that summer. The episode also covers the initial rise of the “Air Jordan” brand, which
connects it to the main storyline of the 1998 season as it shows Jordan playing his final game of
his career in New York and wearing his first original shoe. Finally, the episode touches on
various plot points like Jordan playing in the 1998 All-Star game, his relationship with the late
Kobe Bryant, and controversy surrounding Jordan staying silent in politics.

“The Last Dance” documentary had a massive cultural impact upon release. In terms of
viewership alone, the series averaged 5.6 million viewers per episode, with 6.1 million viewers
for the debut episode, making it the most watched documentary in ESPN history. The series also

won the award for Outstanding Documentary or Nonfiction Series at the 72nd Emmy Awards
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(ESPN, 2023). The show similarly had a huge impact on social media: the show was the #1
trending topic on Google and Twitter after the first episodes aired. Additionally, ESPN posts
related to the documentary on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter combined for 9 million
engagements (Beer). Much of this buzz was due to the show premiering during COVID-19
lockdowns, when there was very little sports content being produced. A quarantined audience
granted the show a massive audience and a widespread cultural impact.

More than just popularity, “The Last Dance” received overwhelmingly positive reviews
from viewers. For example, the series received a 95% critic rating on Rotten Tomatoes, with a
95% audience score as well. Critics praised the series, saying that the series is “a character
study” that has been put together “expertly.” Others said that the series “presented Jordan’s
basketball idiosyncrasies unfiltered” (Spin.ph). Along with high praise, the show revitalized
interest in Michael Jordan’s brand: the Air Jordan brand saw a 40% increase in sales and a 68%
increase in website traffic after the show premiered (Fataar). Thus, the documentary had widely
positive reception from viewers and critics, so much so that Jordan himself gained increased
cultural attention and popularity.

Interestingly, reception of “The Last Dance” has been much more mixed from other
former Chicago Bulls that were included in the documentary. Specifically, one former Chicago
Bull, Horace Grant, ranted about the show, claiming that it made “the majority of [the Bulls]
look incompetent” (Knobloch). Similarly, he ranted about how the show didn’t give the Bulls’
second best player, Scottie Pippen, the respect he deserved. Pippen himself was very vocally
opposed to his portrayal in the documentary, as he said in his memoir that the documentary
“glorified Michael Jordan while not giving nearly enough praise to me and my proud teammates”

(Pippen). Dennis Rodman, another one of the Bulls’ star players during Jordan’s career, also
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backed this sentiment, saying that Pippen was “underrated,” “underpaid,” and that “he should be
holding his head up higher than Michael Jordan in this documentary” (Ahmad). So, although
much of the reception of the documentary from fans was very positive, the actual players
depicted in it were very critical of it, largely because of the emphasis that it placed on Michael

Jordan over the rest of the team.

Initial Conclusions:

All of these various receptions surrounding “The Last Dance” shows just how culturally
large and impactful the documentary was, and why it is such an important object to be analyzed.
It is clear that the documentary had an active role in shaping how an audience remembers
Michael Jordan. It is important to analyze this constructed memory with a communicative
analysis to understand how the documentary instructs audiences to remember historical events in
a particular way. As I begin to conduct my research into the fifth episode of “The Last Dance,”
the initial conclusions that I have for this research object are that it strongly seeks to manipulate
the collective memory surrounding Michael Jordan. More specifically, it seeks to sustain the
already mythic, larger-than-life figure that many portray him as, and even strengthen this
perception in the way in which it describes his presence on and off the court. Specifically in this
episode, there are many instances of his off-court presence being illuminated through
descriptions of his global image, his commercial impact through the shoe industry, and his role
in American politics. I look to dive deeper into these topics in my analysis as I strive to answer
questions like what does the episode do to the memory of Michael Jordan, how does it
sustain/challenge existing portrayals of Jordan, and in what manner is the story told in order to

be compelling towards its audience? Examining the episode with these questions should give me
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insight into what argument this episode and documentary make for how Michael Jordan ought to

be remembered.



Neal 10

Bibliography

Ahmad, Adel. “*he Should Be Holding His Head up Higher than Michael Jordan’ -
Dennis Rodman Sides with Scottie Pippen over His Negative Portrayal in ‘the Last Dance’
Documentary.” Basketball Network, 6 July 2025, www.basketballnetwork.net/off-the-
court/dennis-rodman-sides-with-scottie-pippen-over-his-negative-portrayal-in-the-last-dance.

Baker, Kendall. “Chicago Bulls Documentary ‘The Last Dance’ Becomes Must-Watch
Quarantine TV.” Axios, Apr. 2020, www.axios.com/2020/04/20/the-last-dance-chicago-bulls-
michael-jordan.

Basketball Hall of Fame. “Michael Jordan.” The Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of
Fame, www.hoophall.com/hall-of-famers/michael-jordan/. Accessed 5 Sept. 2025.

Basketball Reference. “Michael Jordan Stats, Height, Weight, Position, Draft Status and
More.” Basketball Reference, www.basketball-reference.com/players/j/jordamiO1.html.
Accessed 5 Sept. 2025.

Baum, Brent. “How Michael Jordan Revolutionized the Sneaker Industry-and Our
Relationship to Shoes.” Temple Now | News. Temple.Edu, 13 Sept. 2024,
news.temple.edu/news/2023-04-03/how-michael-jordan-revolutionized-sneaker-industry-and-
our-relationship-
shoest:~:text=For%?20the%20first%20time%20in,year%2C%20$2.5%20million%20endorsemen
t%?20deal.

Bayer, Scott. “Tackling Sports History: ESPN’s ‘30 for 30.”” International Documentary
Association, 24 July 2024, www.documentary.org/column/tackling-sports-history-espns-30-
30#:~:text=%22SportsCentury%20was%20ESPN’s%20first%20real,t0%20come%2C%22%20S

chell%?20says.

Beer, Tommy. “Michael Jordan and ‘the Last Dance’ Was a Social Media Phenomenon.”
Forbes, Forbes Magazine, 18 May 2020, www.forbes.com/sites/tommybeer/2020/05/18/michael-
jordan-and-the-last-dance-was-a-social-media-phenomenon/?

Encyclopaedia Britannica. “Michael Jordan.” Encyclopcedia Britannica, Encyclopadia
Britannica, inc., 3 Sept. 2025, www.britannica.com/biography/Michael-Jordan.

Erll, Astrid. Memory in Culture. Translated by Sarah B. Young. New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2011.

ESPN Films. “ESPN Films Established.” ESPN Press Room U.S., 3 Mar. 2008,
espnpressroom.com/us/press-releases/2008/03/espn-films-established/.

ESPN. “The Last Dance - 2018 Trailer - ESPN Video.” ESPN, ESPN Internet Ventures,
www.espn.com/video/clip/_/id/28987097. Accessed 6 Sept. 2025.



http://www.basketballnetwork.net/off-the-court/dennis-rodman-sides-with-scottie-pippen-over-his-negative-portrayal-in-the-last-dance
http://www.basketballnetwork.net/off-the-court/dennis-rodman-sides-with-scottie-pippen-over-his-negative-portrayal-in-the-last-dance
http://www.axios.com/2020/04/20/the-last-dance-chicago-bulls-michael-jordan
http://www.axios.com/2020/04/20/the-last-dance-chicago-bulls-michael-jordan
http://www.hoophall.com/hall-of-famers/michael-jordan/
http://www.basketball-reference.com/players/j/jordami01.html
http://news.temple.edu/news/2023-04-03/how-michael-jordan-revolutionized-sneaker-industry-and-our-relationship-shoes#:~:text=For%20the%20first%20time%20in,year%2C%20$2.5%20million%20endorsement%20deal
http://news.temple.edu/news/2023-04-03/how-michael-jordan-revolutionized-sneaker-industry-and-our-relationship-shoes#:~:text=For%20the%20first%20time%20in,year%2C%20$2.5%20million%20endorsement%20deal
http://news.temple.edu/news/2023-04-03/how-michael-jordan-revolutionized-sneaker-industry-and-our-relationship-shoes#:~:text=For%20the%20first%20time%20in,year%2C%20$2.5%20million%20endorsement%20deal
http://news.temple.edu/news/2023-04-03/how-michael-jordan-revolutionized-sneaker-industry-and-our-relationship-shoes#:~:text=For%20the%20first%20time%20in,year%2C%20$2.5%20million%20endorsement%20deal
http://www.documentary.org/column/tackling-sports-history-espns-30-30#:~:text=%22SportsCentury%20was%20ESPN%E2%80%99s%20first%20real,to%20come%2C%22%20Schell%20says
http://www.documentary.org/column/tackling-sports-history-espns-30-30#:~:text=%22SportsCentury%20was%20ESPN%E2%80%99s%20first%20real,to%20come%2C%22%20Schell%20says
http://www.documentary.org/column/tackling-sports-history-espns-30-30#:~:text=%22SportsCentury%20was%20ESPN%E2%80%99s%20first%20real,to%20come%2C%22%20Schell%20says
http://www.forbes.com/sites/tommybeer/2020/05/18/michael-jordan-and-the-last-dance-was-a-social-media-phenomenon/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
http://www.forbes.com/sites/tommybeer/2020/05/18/michael-jordan-and-the-last-dance-was-a-social-media-phenomenon/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Michael-Jordan
http://espnpressroom.com/us/press-releases/2008/03/espn-films-established/
http://www.espn.com/video/clip/_/id/28987097

Neal 11

ESPN. “‘The Last Dance’: The Untold Story of Michael Jordan’s Chicago Bulls.” ESPN,
ESPN Internet Ventures, 19 Apr. 2023, www.espn.com/nba/story/ /id/28973557/the-last-dance-
untold-story-michael-jordan-chicago-bulls.

Fataar, Leila. “6 Brand Lessons from Michael Jordan’s The Last Dance.” UK,
CampaignUK, 27 May 2020, www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/6-brand-lessons-michael-jordans-
last-dance/1684290.

Glassbrook, Harvey. “Remembering ‘the Last Dance’ 25 Years Later.” Chicago Bulls On
S1, Sports Illustrated, 16 June 2023, www.si.com/nba/bulls/old-school/remembering-the-last-
dance-25-years-later?

Hehir, J. (Director). (2020, April). “The Last Dance.

Knobloch, Jared. “Ex-Bulls Champion Calls out Michael Jordan after ‘the Last Dance.’”
Chicago Bulls On SI, Sports Illustrated, 3 Sept. 2025, www.si.com/nba/bulls/news/ex-bulls-
champion-calls-out-michael-jordan-after-the-last-dance.

McCallum, Jack. “Last Night on ‘the Last Dance’: Episodes 5 & 6.” SI, Sports Illustrated,
4 May 2020, www.si.com/nba/2020/05/04/last-night-on-the-last-dance-episodes-5-and-6.

Matloob, Hasnain. “Documentary 30 for 30: Groundbreaking Sports Series Reveals
Hidden Truths.” Factual America Podcast, Factual America Podcast, 27 Dec. 2024,
www.factualamerica.com/documentary-digest/unmasking-sports-legends-30-for-30s-shocking-
revelations-exposed

Pippen, Scottie. ""He Couldn’t Have Been More Condescending’: Scottie Pippen on MJ
and ‘The Last Dance.” GQ, 8 Nov. 2021, www.gq.com/story/scottie-pippen-unguarded-book-

excerpt.

Silverstein, Jack M. “Bulls Fans Need New Nostalgia.” Medium, Chicago Bulls
Confidential, 24 June 2023, medium.com/chicago-bulls-confidential/bulls-fans-need-new-
nostalgia-6ab6fddaac77.

Spin.ph. “‘The Last Dance’ Scores 95% on Rotten Tomatoes.” Spin.Ph, SPIN.ph, 20 May
2020, www.spin.ph/life/guide/the-last-dance-scores-95-in-rotten-tomatoes-al374-20200520?



http://www.espn.com/nba/story/_/id/28973557/the-last-dance-untold-story-michael-jordan-chicago-bulls
http://www.espn.com/nba/story/_/id/28973557/the-last-dance-untold-story-michael-jordan-chicago-bulls
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/6-brand-lessons-michael-jordans-last-dance/1684290
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/6-brand-lessons-michael-jordans-last-dance/1684290
http://www.si.com/nba/bulls/old-school/remembering-the-last-dance-25-years-later?utm_source=chatgpt.com
http://www.si.com/nba/bulls/old-school/remembering-the-last-dance-25-years-later?utm_source=chatgpt.com
http://www.si.com/nba/bulls/news/ex-bulls-champion-calls-out-michael-jordan-after-the-last-dance
http://www.si.com/nba/bulls/news/ex-bulls-champion-calls-out-michael-jordan-after-the-last-dance
http://www.si.com/nba/2020/05/04/last-night-on-the-last-dance-episodes-5-and-6
http://www.factualamerica.com/documentary-digest/unmasking-sports-legends-30-for-30s-shocking-revelations-exposed
http://www.factualamerica.com/documentary-digest/unmasking-sports-legends-30-for-30s-shocking-revelations-exposed
http://www.gq.com/story/scottie-pippen-unguarded-book-excerpt
http://www.gq.com/story/scottie-pippen-unguarded-book-excerpt
http://medium.com/chicago-bulls-confidential/bulls-fans-need-new-nostalgia-6ab6fddaac77
http://medium.com/chicago-bulls-confidential/bulls-fans-need-new-nostalgia-6ab6fddaac77
http://www.spin.ph/life/guide/the-last-dance-scores-95-in-rotten-tomatoes-a1374-20200520?utm_source=chatgpt.com

