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The Downward Spiral of Pro Wrestling
Hear the ROAR of excitement coming from the 6,000 dedicated fans. Feel the intense mixture of adrenaline and anticipation running through the stifling hot arena: so thick that you could literally cut through it with a knife. Your red ears ache from the loud death metal music blasting from the enormous black speakers that hang from the dome-shaped ceiling. The cheers grow louder and louder as the fans chant in perfect unison, “STONE COLD, STONE COLD.” Suddenly, it becomes pitch black and the crowd quiets down to a low whisper. Your heart begins to pump so hard that you fear it’s going to jump right out of your chest. Then, just when you can’t take it anymore, BOOM! Stone Cold Steve Austin explodes onto the glorious arena in full battle gear. The air flashes with strobe lights while red and gold fireworks shoot off in every direction and the music erupts even louder than before. The crowed is now on their feet in a complete frenzy. Welcome to the world of WWE wrestling, where corruption and violence is the name of the game. 

*********************
The question is, has it always been this way? In Genesis, it is written, “Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak. When the man saw that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob's hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the man,” Genesis 32: 22-32. Wrestling itself is one of the most ancient known sports, dating back to before the birth of Jesus Christ. Although no other matches have been or ever will be nearly as exciting as fighting an actual angel, as in the Bible account, wrestling has been able to survive through the ages, but has also undeniably taken on a completely different shape from what it once was. As the sport continues to morph through the decades, many have come to wonder where and how wrestling originated and even more, where it is headed. 

 During the 1800s, wrestling originated amoung a small group of young men who traveled around the United States in fairs and carnivals challenging men from the audience to fight them in the ring for a potential money reward. Because the battle would only end when one of the challengers was too weak to fight, the matches often lasted for several boring hours. Although there is no definitive documentary evidence indicating why professional wrestling became scripted entertainment rather than a sporting competition, some researcher’s such as Brendan Maguire believe that, “In all likelihood the first scripted match took place in a relatively obscure setting, and was probably prompted by the fact that one of the competitors was too injured to engage in a genuine contest.” (American Professional Wrestling: p26). Whatever the real reasons why wrestling changed from a sport to entertainment, there is no denying that as time progressed, a new era of raw entertainment would evolve, especially with the help of new technology in the 1950’s. Through the invention of the television, people, for the first time, were able to watch the matches in the comfort of their own home. 

By the early 1950s and into the 1980s, entire families came together  to watch the Saturday night wrestling matches. Unlike today’s wrestling the enemies in the wring often mirrored those who threatened America’s morals and beliefs during that specific time period. During the 50s, the villains were portrayed as Nazis and “Japs”, while in the 80s they were presented as large ruthless Russians. Like the bad guys, heroes too were very easy to distinguish. Famous wrestlers such as Hulk Hogan, who presented his character as a God-like hero that stood for all that was good, regularly encouraged kids to listen to their parents, take their vitamins, and say their prayers. It was during these time periods that pro wrestling’s ultimate message of defeating your enemy for the sake of your country was both encouraging and positive towards younger male audiences. Unfortunately, this message has died along with the heroes of yesterday, and in their place a completely different message has emerged: Do whatever it takes to physically and mentally beat anyone who stands in your way. This dangerous message not only emphasizes but glamorizes cheating, violence, aggression, and dominance, especially dominance over women. 

Sixty years ago, the wrestling arena was strictly a place for men. Until the mid-60s, many men felt superior to women because they controlled the finances and made the decisions, while the wife traditionally just stayed home and tended to the house and cared for the children. Today, however, women have become increasingly more independent and have successfully established themselves in the workplace, leaving some men feeling less than superior.  In order to cope with this unwelcome change, many men have turned to pro wrestling as an outlet, where domination over woman has become a huge part of the show. Used as nothing more than sex objects, women, such as the famous 1990s wrestler named Sable, were forced to continually dress in sexually provocative ways and allow the male wrestlers to grope and hit them throughout the match. Sabler also reported that after she allegedly declined the WWE’s request to show her breasts to the audience during an upcoming fight, McMahon, the business owner of the WWE, dismissed her from the company. In a later interview concerning the event, Stabler stated that wrestling, “has become so vulgar and obscene that I do not wish to participate in it” (quoted in Weeks 1999, p.18). Unless the presence of women dramatically declines in the work field and return back to the kitchen, allowing men to once again dominate, there seems to be little hope that they will ever receive fair treatment in the wrestling arena. 

*********************

You tremble as the vibrations from the crowd’s cheers move from the sole of your shoes all the way up to your fingertips. Everyone is standing on tip toe, including you, nervously waiting to see what the fierce Stone Cold Steve Austin’s next move is going to be. Slowly, he paces back and forth in the arena with a look a fierce determination written across his face. Suddenly he rips the microphone from the small ref’s hand and yells out in a low scratchy voice, “Batista, come out and fight me like a man!” A round of undeniable boos ring out from the audience as the six foot five, 225 pound animal walks out onto the ramp taking an extra minute to flex his bulging, perfectly tanned biceps and triceps for the crowed to admire. Hatred for Batista quickly fills your veins as he runs into the ring and punches Steve Austin right in the face.  Back and forth, the two larger than life men viciously attack each other until Stone Cold hits his opponent so hard that he falls out of the ring and onto the hard cement floor.  “STONE COLD, STONE COLD” the fans scream, but before you know it, Batista is standing back up equipped with a gray metal chair he’s found on the ground. Quickly, the animal jumps back into the arena and smashes Austin’s bald head wide open with the chair. Red blood dramatically gushes out onto the two men and all over the blue mat. Stone Cold looks disordered as trash and half eaten burgers and corndogs rain down onto the ring from the audience in an attempt to distract Batista long enough for their wounded hero to get himself together. “Will he be able to make it?” you think to yourself. Eyes glued to the center of the ring as sweat drips down your face and your eyes well up with fear. Smelling like armpit and beer, but knowing that it doesn’t matter at all. Nothing right now matters more than, somehow, helping your idol find the strength to get up and pulverize Batista.   

**************************
One feature that has not changed over the decades in professional wrestling is the fact that it thrives on the interaction between the spectators and the wrestlers. Although it was not to such an extreme sixty years ago, the wrestlers still expect to ignite emotion from the crowed while the audience still expects to see a spectacle unlike any other. The match itself is best described by famous wrestler, The Rock, who stated that he thinks a lot of people “live vicariously through WWF characters,” that some of them want “to be able to put people down-like their bosses and get away with it” (quoted in Whoriskey. E-5) The match itself is a live, highly physical, male-oriented play in which the crowd is actually able to fulfill their wildest and most aggressive fantasies by living through the wrestler. Another component that has remained the same over time is the lack of concern from the wrestling fan to whether or not the match is “real”. For them, truth in wrestling has never been no more a problem than truth is in theatre. Like magic, where people know it isn’t real but still find it entertaining, people come to watch wrestling because they too find it fascinating. The fans never, nor will they ever, come to see reality. They want the illusion of it.

***************************
As Stone Cold Steve Austin straightens up and quickly wipes the blood from his face, a sudden stream of pride runs through your body causing your knees to slightly buckle. Turning back around to face the giant, Batista realizes that Stone Cold has not given up the fight yet. Fear begins to appear on his face as his opponent picks up the bloody chair from the floor and holds it above his head. “All right, Batista; now I’m going to kick your ass!” Austin yells out above the fans growing cheers. The now obviously scared wrestler turns to make a run for it but too late! Right as Batista swings around Stone Cold brings down the chair so hard on the man’s head that he is knocked out unconscious. Before the referee is able to stop him, Steve Austin runs at his motionless opponent and hits him several more times on his legs with the chair. The crowed is ecstatic as victory music and fireworks fills the arena. Joyfully, you watch your idol run around the ring, jumping on top of the ropes and waving to the crowed. You hold up your sign as high as you can that reads, “YOU’RE THE MAN STONE COLD STEVE AUSTIN” with a sense of pride and accomplishment. Tonight, you too are a winner. 

*******************************
Wrestling, unlike traditional sports, has always strategically attracted a certain kind of fan. It is the sport for the “losers” of society. Many spectators are low income workers, welfare recipients, or immigrants who are finding little success in what is supposed to be the land of opportunity. To these people, WWE has become their primary outlet for expressing anger and aggression. In watching their favorite wrestler dominate over an annoying referee or kick a bossy security guard in the face, they are imagining themselves dominating their own unfair bosses and their enemies. For the first time, these underdogs get to make the rules, they get to tell people what to do, and most importantly they get to exert power through their ability to intimidate, threaten, and scare other men. Once they imagine themselves in that ring and part of that crazy world, they are finally a “real man.” 

Today, WWE embodies a particular narrative of hyper masculinity, in which bullying, intimidation, and humiliation is all intertwined, forming the acceptable ways in which males are supposed to behave. Years, ago, it was enough to just beat your opponent but in today’s society, beating him is no longer enough. In order to be considered the “winner” you must not only defeat him but humiliate and disrespect him in front of thousands of people as well.  For many, it is these promoted messages that make wrestling such a dangerous source of entertainment. For others, these are the very reasons why they consider wrestling to be so entertaining.  

Never would that small group of men in the 1800’s guess what would become of their beloved sport in the next hundred years. Starting out as just a way to earn money at local carnivals and later forming into a sport entertainment which allowed people to easily see evil continually conquered is now a “sport” that has morphed into something ugly where no one is the hero and everyone looks like a villain. Today, in the arena where both men and woman are continually beaten and the concept of rules is nonexistent, the question remains: where is professional wrestling headed? Sadly, with an owner (McMahon) who, “has said repeatedly that he will promote whatever sells and that he is not the conscience of the country.” ( quoted in Maguire p 56.), the combination of a failing economy and a seemingly undefeatable enemy, it seems that WWE will continue to promote negative messages and people will continue to use wrestling as their excscap from reality.     

