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ABSTRACT 

IDEOLOGICAL “SMACKDOWN”:  A TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF CLASS, RACE 

AND GENDER IN WWE TELEVISED PROFESSIONAL WRESTLING  

by Casey Brandon Hart 

May 2012 

The focus of this study is an in-depth intertextual examination of how the WWE 

in 2010 and by extension contemporary professional wrestling in general represents a 

microcosm of modern cultural ideology. The study examines three major areas in which 

this occurs.  The first of these areas is that of class values.  This section focuses on the 

establishment and extension middle-American values, defined as those values generally 

shared by the middle-class of the United States.  The second section of this study focuses 

on how the WWE uses racial commodification in the treatment of people of color.  Using 

concepts of Marxist power and Critical Race Theory this section breaks down the use of 

stereotypical imagery connected with Blacks and Hispanics and theorizes to possible 

social effects such representations may cause.  The final section within this analysis 

focuses on female representation within the masculine melodrama that is professional 

wrestling as epitomized by the WWE.  Specifically, the section examines the use of mean 

girl imagery through the lens of Marxist power theories.  The section theorizes that by 

building on a mean girl archetype within villainous characters, the WWE essentially 

creates a target that embodies most/all of those characteristics deemed unattractive or 

unappealing in females.  Considering the finding and analysis of the main three sections 

the final discussion extends the study by suggesting further research to test audience 

recall and response to the imagery and representation examined within this study. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COPYRIGHT BY 

CASEY BRANDON HART 

2012 

 
 





 

 

The University of Southern Mississippi 
 
 

IDEOLOGICAL “SMACKDOWN”:  A TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF  
 

CLASS, RACE AND GENDER IN WWE TELEVISED 
 

 PROFESSIONAL WRESTLING  
 
 

by 
 

Casey Brandon Hart 
 
 

A Dissertation 
Submitted to the Graduate School 

of The University of Southern Mississippi 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
Approved: 
 
__Kim LeDuff________________________ 
Director 

 
__Chris Campbell_____________________ 
 

 
__Fei_Xue___________________________ 
 

 
      __Gene Wiggins______________________ 
       
 
      __Cheryl Jenkins______________________ 
 
 
      __Susan A. Siltanen___________________ 
      Dean of the Graduate School 

 
 
 
 
 
 

May 2012



 

iii 

DEDICATION 

To my best friend, inspiration, and love of my life Kimberly. For believing in me 

when I have doubts, encouraging me when I lack certainty, and putting up with me the 

rest of the time. Thanks for all the little things you do and don’t even realize; I’m not sure 

I could have done it without you. 



 

iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I would like to thank my dissertation chair Dr. Kim LeDuff for her guidance, 

advice, hard work and remarkable patience in leading me through this process. There 

were many times I felt disheartened and unsure, but she was a constant source of support 

and encouragement. Additionally, I would also like to thank my committee members Dr. 

Chris Campbell, Dr. Fei Xue, Dr. Gene Wiggins and Dr. Cheryl Jenkins, all of whom 

inspired me throughout my time a the University of Southern Mississippi. Without their 

help and encouragement I do not know where I would be today. Finally, I’d like to thank 

Dr. John Allen Hendricks who inspired me to follow the path into academia when I was 

just an undergraduate who wanted to be on the radio and has been a sounding board to 

me ever since. To each of these individuals I owe a great deal for providing me with 

insight, wisdom, encouragement and perhaps more than anything else clarity. There were 

many times I felt lost in the woods of my own thoughts and relied of these individuals to 

show me the way.  



 

v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT........................................................................................................................ii 

DEDICATION....................................................................................................................iii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS..................................................................................................iv 

LISTS OF ILLUSTRATIONS..........................................................................................vii 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION.......................................................................................1 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW............................................................................8 

Professional Wrestling as Televised Entertainment 
Televised Violence and Linguistic Aggression 
The Arena of Public Discourse 
Masculine and Feminine Power 
Racial Representation 
Mythology 
 

III. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND RATIONALE......................................36 

IV. METHODOLOGY....................................................................................38 

Character Development in the WWE 
Knowing the Show 
In-Ring Action 
 

V. NEGOTIATING THE ARENA OF CLASS VALUES............................52 

Middle-American Values Illustrated 

VI. RAW RACIAL REPRESENTATIONS AND THE 

COMMODIFICATION OF MINORITIES IN THE WWE......................75 

Racial Representation and Commodification 
The Boyz in the Hood: Representation of Blacks in the WWE 
For La Raza: Representations of Hispanics in the WWE 
The Other: Other roles of minorities in the WWE 
 



 

vi 

VII. WRESTLING WITH GENDER AND LEGITIMATE 

FEMININITY..........................................................................................120 

Setting the Stage 
Archetypal Amazons 
Flawless Divas – LayCool and Natalya 
The Meaning of Mean 
 

VIII. DISCUSSION..........................................................................................136 

Class Values 
Racial Representation 
Female Gender Representation and Roles 
Future Research 
 

APPENDIXES.................................................................................................................149 

REFERENCES................................................................................................................153 

 

 



 

vii 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

 

Figure 

1. WWE Fan Demographics........................................................................................4 

2. John Cena – Fan Favorite......................................................................................59 

3. Batista Confronts Cena..........................................................................................60 

4. Fans Shocked at Cena’s Loss.................................................................................70 

5. “Free or Fired” Vignette........................................................................................73 

6. R-Truth...................................................................................................................84 

7. JTG (member of Cryme Tyme).............................................................................88 

8. Mark Henry versus Jack Swagger (January 04, 2010)..........................................97 

9. Mark Henry and Evan Bourne versus Ted Dibiase and Cody Rhodes  

(January 11, 2010).................................................................................................99 

10. Ezekiel Jackson (2010)........................................................................................100 

11. Rey Mysterio (2010)............................................................................................105 

12. Mysterio interacting with kids (May 14, 2010)...................................................105 

13. Alberto Del Rio (December 2010).......................................................................109 

14. Chavo Guerrero Sr. (1980s).................................................................................110 

15. Eddie Guerrero (1990s)........................................................................................110 

16. Chavo Guerrero Jr. (2000s)..................................................................................111 

17. The Great Khali and Ranjin Singh.......................................................................117 

18. Then and Now Body Comparison........................................................................122 

19. Layla as “Natalya” (October 22, 2010)................................................................131 



1 

 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 For most of its existence, professional wrestling has held a social position of 

ignobility regardless of the culture in which it exists. Be it Western Europe or North 

America this form of sports entertainment has seldom been categorized as anything but 

farcical and base. This is thanks in large part to the strong overtones of machismo and the 

grandiloquence with which the performers act out scenes of suffering, revenge, 

decadence and aggression. For decades these scenes were relegated to high school 

gymnasiums and seedy parlors, but as the years have passed organizations like World 

Wrestling Entertainment (WWE, formerly World Wrestling Federation) have grown 

tremendously. Professional wrestling has become a multi-billion dollar enterprise 

generating over $400 million in 2006 alone (Guthrie, 2007). The spectacle of staged 

wrestling may at first glance appear to be simplistic and crude. To the casual viewer it 

may appear to be little more than grown men pretending to fight. Upon further 

examination of this modern day spectacle, however, one would see that there is far more 

at play. The purpose of this study is to conduct an in depth textual analysis of 

contemporary televised professional wrestling as on display in the WWE. This study will 

specifically focus on the televised representations of sex, class and race.  

 In the 1950s, sociologist Roland Barthes wrote a book titled Mythologies 

(Barthes, 1972 (translated)) within which he examined various cultural facets of French 

society. The first chapter in this book examined what he referred to as Parisian parlor 

wrestling. This parlor wrestling was an early contemporary of what would eventually 

become the professional wrestling industry in the United States. To begin his analysis, 
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Barthes makes clear one of the most significant aspects of this spectacle, namely that it is 

not a sport in the most common sense of the term. That is not to say that it is not athletic 

or does not require some form of advanced physical prowess, but rather to make the 

argument that it is as Barthes puts it stage-managed.  To put this argument in a different 

context, consider the spectacle of Cirque du Soleil. Though technically a circus and 

acrobatic show, Cirque often packages their bevy of performances within an overarching 

theatrical performance with acrobats, strongmen/women and clowns all performing 

within an overarching theme. This theme is usually something exotic or at very least 

categorically different from that of a traditional circus. In fact, whether taking the form of 

rabbits, bugs, pixies or any other fanciful creature, Cirque du Soleil refers to their form of 

performance as artistic entertainment (Cirque du Soleil, 2011). In the same way, 

professional wrestling then and now is not referred to as a sport per say, but rather as 

sports entertainment (Mazer, 1998) indicating that the concept of sport and entertainment 

are inextricably linked in a similar fashion as art and entertainment in the presentation of 

Cirque du Soleil. 

 When he wrote of Parisian wrestling in the 1950s, Barthes pointed out that the 

audience was not drawn to the spectacle because they presumed the event was real 

combat, nor were they expecting to see real suffering or injury. In fact, Barthes pointed 

out that, should a real injury occur or some form of actual suffering take place, the 

audience of such events would most likely react very negatively. It is the illusion of 

suffering and struggle, and the connection of meaning that audiences flocked to. French 

(and consequently American) audiences did not simply want to see suffering, but rather 

they wanted to see an affirmation of their cultural values. This is to say that Barthes 
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identified that it was important for the right individuals to suffer regardless of wins and 

losses. For example, a hero who represented the virtuous working man could be beaten by 

the insidious, upper crust villain who represented oppressive upper class values and the 

audience would react with “great heat” (Mazer, 1998, p. 63). This is because they relate 

to the hero’s struggle of trying hard but being beaten by the often-unfair practices of the 

ruling class. In this hypothetical example, the real conflict is not man versus man, but 

rather class versus class. 

 The current WWE operates within the same basic construct. Whereas Barthes’ 

parlor wrestling drew crowds eager to seek affirmation of their cultural norms, the WWE 

draws astounding weekly television audiences for the same reason. In fact, for 

contemporary WWE professional wrestling the televised product/program is the 

cornerstone of the business’s success. While Barthes focused on parlor wrestling as what 

might be described as a small-scale curiosity, the current WWE is anything but. 

Attracting audiences of every race, age and sex, the current WWE uses their weekly 

product as a primary revenue vehicle with over $520 million per year according to market 

research for the year 2009 (WWE Television Power, 2009).  

 According to the Nielson Company’s research in 2009, over 15.6 million unique 

viewers tune into one of the two major WWE programs (RAW or Smackdown) every 

week. This effectively means that these programs consistently rank among the most 

viewed cable programs every week regardless of what they are pitted against. 

Furthermore, if the most recent 2010 U.S. Census data is correct, of 308 million 

Americans, roughly 1 in 20 is a regular viewer of weekly WWE programming. 

According to the same research, of these 15.6 million unique viewers, approximately 
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62% are White with the rest evenly split between Black and Hispanic viewers 

(approximately 20%). 

 

Diverse Audience 
White 62.1% 
Black/African-American 20.2% 
Hispanic Origin 23.0% 
   

 
Figure 1. WWE Fan Demographics.This is a breakdown of WWE viewer 
demographics for the broadcast year ending in March 2009. The figure illustrates the 
age distribution of viewers is fairly balanced. Additionally, it illustrates that while 
males do still constitute over 60 percent of the viewers, female viewership is strong 
(Nielson Media Research, 2009). 
 

While not necessarily being considered a sport, RAW alone consistently drew more 

weekly viewers than NBA and MLB broadcasts combined. Similarly, being a prime time/ 

late night program, RAW drew more weekly viewers than The Tonight Show with Jay 

Leno, The Late Show with David Letterman, or any other late night program aired in a 

similar time slot. Weekly viewers of WWE programming consist of 36.2% females, and 

among their target demographic of viewers 18-49 the programs rank higher or at least 

competitively in weekly viewership than almost any other program on network or cable 

television. 

 While Barthes analysis focused on parlor wrestling held in small venues, current 

televised WWE programming is aired 52 weeks a year in 145 countries and in 28 



5 

 

different languages and has featured guest appearances of a wide variety of celebrities 

and professional athletes using the programs to cross promote their own projects.  

Examples would include Academy Award nominee Mickey Rourke participating in 

matches and verbal confrontations with WWE performer Chris Jericho in order to 

promote his movie The Wrestler. This fictitious rivalry was primarily conducted out of 

the ring in televised cut-scenes on Raw and Smackdown, and even in an interview with 

CNN in 2009. Other celebrity appearances include Donald Trump, Seth Green, a wide 

variety of professional athletes including football players, boxers, NASCAR drivers and 

even Miss USA Rima Fakih has appeared in the televised programs. Recently in 2011, 

Snookie from the television show Jersey Shore even made an appearance as a guest host 

on RAW which led to a rivalry between the reality show celebrity and several WWE 

Divas.  This rivalry resulted in weeks of cross promotion between Jersey Shore and all 

televised WWE brands leading to a dramatic showdown at the WWE Wrestlemainia pay-

per-view broadcast. This illustrates that while the current WWE is, in form, similar to 

what Barthes observed over a half century ago, it’s current televised incarnation is much 

different in many respects. 

Then and now, the heart of professional wrestling is a discourse of cultural values 

(Barthes, 1972; Mazer 1998). Within the realm of professional wrestling it is not just 

enough for two unknown individuals to beat each other up (Mazer, 1998). Wrestling is at 

its core a populist form of entertainment so a wrestler/performer must convey to the 

audience their roles within the discourse of any particular match. This is to say that the 

audience must understand whom they should cheer and who is the “salaud or bastard” 

(Barthes, 1972, p. 17). This dynamic is key to the cultural discourse of the wrestling 
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phenomenon. Barthes argued that even in this early form of wrestling a variety of 

messages are transmitted to the audience through the look, body, attitude and verbal 

proclamations of each wrestler. Some became the embodiment of French values and 

ideologies; others were effectively monsters, cads, or heels (Lachlan et al., 2009). In any 

case, the audience knew who was supposed to be the good guy and who was the bad guy. 

Modern wrestling operates in much the same way. While Barthes’ wrestling, 

however, was relegated to dimly lit second-rate halls, modern wrestling vis a vis the 

WWE is viewed primarily through the filter of the television broadcast. As a text, 

contemporary WWE broadcasts depend as much (if not more) on what happens outside 

the ring and is expressed via cut-scenes, interviews and commentary, than what 

necessarily occurs within the ring. Even from the earliest days most successful 

entertainers wore the culture as a uniform. From the out of ring escapades of Ted The 

Million Dollar Man DiBiase who regularly appeared out of the ring proving that “every 

man has his price” during the uber-capitalist 1980s, to Stone Cold Steve Austin and 

Degeneration X in the 1990s who were the poster boys for the Good-ole-boy NASCAR 

culture and Generation X cultures respectively, WWE performers have always been more 

than wrestlers. In a sense, they have been actors and embodiments of the culture in which 

they exist. This being said, even the in-ring action is viewed through the lens of the 

television camera. This means elements such as camera angles and composition can aid 

in expressing not only the immediacy Barthes argued was key in the spectacle, but 

drawing the audience into the constructed reality of the developing plot and storyline. 

This study will focus primarily on how wrestling via the WWE, operating as a 

text similar to other television programs, features archetypal characters that embody 
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cultural ideology. From this perspective, this study will examine many such characters as 

they were featured in the most recent 2010 broadcast year of WWE programming. Within 

each examination the textual analysis will be conducted from the standpoint that every 

character may be read in numerous different ways depending on the perspective of the 

viewer.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This study will be a textual analysis of the top performers during the WWE’s 

2010 broadcast year. More specifically, this analysis will examine each of the more 

prominently featured characters within the televised WWE programs as cultural texts. 

Studied along the same lines as Burns and Thompson’s (1989) early work in television 

studies, WWE programming in general will be considered herein as a “popular text” (p. 

3).  As such, and using their definition, a popular text is considered one that “appeals to a 

large, heterogeneous audience… and must of necessity be polysemic, full of a variety of 

potential meanings” (p. 3). Professional wrestling has always been populist in nature, 

appealing to what is popular and often setting the people against some elite or socially 

unacceptable other. This is especially true within televised professional wrestling in the 

fact that through televised representation of particular characters, the audience is 

essentially led to draw particular conclusions about certain wrestlers and ideologies. 

 While this study will examine professional wrestling from a semiological 

perspective, intertextuality will play a key role. Popular texts such as televised 

professional wrestling must appeal to a very diverse audience and be first and foremost 

polysemic (Fiske, 1989). Intertextuality, as introduced by Julia Kristeva (1980) is the 

study of how texts or symbols relate and interrelate with one another. Within the overall 

structural text of televised professional wrestling each performer may be analyzed as a 

text unto themselves. Kristeva argued that every text can/should be analyzed along two 

axes. These include the axis of author and reader and the axis of text against text (1980). 

Within this study this takes the form of analyzing the performer as a stand-in or 
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embodiment of some cultural trope, John Cena as the blue-collar workingman for 

instance. Then also analyzing what text said performer is pitted against. An example 

might be Cena’s feud with Chris Jericho who could be viewed as elitist. In this case the 

intertextual reading according to Kristeva’s definition would state that the first axis 

would be that of performer and audience, while the second axis would be performer 

versus performer. 

 Within textual analysis of television programs including the WWE’s RAW and 

Smackdown, it is of utmost importance to understand that while a program might have a 

dominant demographic group of viewers (white males in this case) television programs 

often succeed or fail based on their ability to reach audiences across demographic lines 

(Fiske, 1989). This means that a successful program must create an overall text that is 

recognizable and contains meaning for people in and outside their dominant audience 

group or provide meaning that is so intrinsic to the culture at large that meaning is almost 

universally shared (Burns & Thompson, 1989). 

 Within any textual analysis it is important to understand the polysemic nature of 

media as text. This is to say that every text may be comprised of many different symbols 

and each amalgamation of symbols potentially has numerous readings (Fiske, 1989; Hall, 

1980). In addressing this concept, Stuart Hall argued that due in part to the fact that 

communication along textual lines is a process of encoding and decoding meaning, how a 

person reads a text is in large part derived from the individual’s sociological position. To 

put it simply, depending on where a person stands culturally or ideologically they may 

read a text differently than someone from a different social or cognitive position. Hall 

(1980) described the three basic textual readings that will be used within this study. The 
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first he described as the dominant (or hegemonic) reading. This represents the full 

understanding and acceptance of the text’s preferred meaning. This reading is what many 

would deem obvious or normal. The second is referred to as the negotiated reading of a 

text. This reading tends to accept many of the dominant interpretations of a text, but 

leaves the door open for contradictions, personal biases and experiences, and exceptions. 

The third reading is referred to as the oppositional reading of a text. This is wholly anti-

hegemonic. This reading is a necessary addition to any textual analysis insomuch as it 

represents the inevitability that some individuals will react in an opposite way than the 

dominant audience. A person reading a text from this perspective will not only read a text 

in a different way than the dominant reading might suggest, but essentially will read it 

with a contradictory meaning than that of the dominant perspective (Hall, 1980). 

Professional Wrestling as Televised Entertainment 

 Since the times of ancient Greek outdoor theater, tales and myths of great 

struggle, suffering and eventual victory have been present in western society. In such 

early theaters, it was not uncommon for spectators to gather in order to watch performers 

reenact the heroic deeds and battles of heroes or the sinister schemes of villains. Scenes 

of joy, tragedy, comedy, conflict and strife were all played out before spectators in 

outdoor theaters under natural light (Barthes, 1972). In ancient times, this overtly 

dramatized spectacle of pain, conflict and victory represented a staple of cultural 

construction and entertainment. Furthermore, from the theatricality of the theater to the 

more gruesome real combat of the Roman coliseum spectators have always been drawn 

to conflict and combat set in grand arenas. However, while combat has been a staple of 

populist entertainment for literally millennia, in the relatively short span of the last half-
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century a form of entertainment has swept the globe (and especially the United States) 

that has been dubbed professional wrestling. Centuries ago audiences thrilled to the 

dramatic spectacle of Heracles’ twelve trials at the hands king Eurystheus, these days 

spectators across the country and around the world tune in week after week to WWE 

programming to witness contemporary spectacles like blue-collar hero John Cena facing 

the nefarious group the NEXUS led by the cruel and manipulative Wade Barrett.  

 In today’s culture professional wrestling, as epitomized through the television 

programs of the WWE, represents a form on entertainment unlike any other. In 

attempting to find parallels one runs into an obvious difficulty in definition. Professional 

wrestling is known by most as a purely televised phenomenon. This is not to say that 

there are not substantial crowd that attend the weekly live WWE events, but rather that 

the number of television viewers week after week dwarf those in attendance. This may 

not be surprising, after all the same is true for live sporting events. When a team is on the 

road it can be argued that very few home fans are actually in attendance at the visiting 

arena. 

WWE events are not and should not be considered true sport though (Barthes, 

1972). Conflicts are staged for the camera, performers act out roles, and the audience 

follows the drama inherent in the weeks of struggle the wrestlers endure rather than the 

statistics of wins and losses.  

From this perspective, perhaps the WWE is more closely linked with modern soap 

operas. After all, action, emotion, and melodrama are at the heart of televised 

professional wrestling. There are heroes and villains and even the most socially 

deplorable actions like wanton violence and sexual promiscuity are somehow portrayed 
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as justified through the development of storylines (Jenkins, 2005; Mazer, 1998; 

Tamborini, et al., 2005).  

Even this is not necessarily an accurate parallel though considering that WWE 

programming is live and in front of a studio audience (so to speak). The televised success 

of professional wrestling depends, in part, to the performer’s ability to “generate heat” 

with the live fans in attendance (Mazer, 1998, p. 63). Performances must be acted out 

with skill and reactions must be elicited with immediacy (Barthes, 1972). From this 

perspective, perhaps staged programs like The Jerry Springer Show or even certain game 

shows might be more analogous, but obvious differences immediately appear in this 

comparison as well. Ultimately, it must be considered that WWE programming is in a 

hybrid category with very few peers.  

While a debate the debate might be had concerning the nature of WWE 

professional wrestling as a true television program, it may be of immediate importance to 

analyze how the WWE views itself and how it is viewed in the broadcast industry. The 

WWE recognizes that the lion’s share of their success is derived from their broadcast 

presence. This includes not only the weekly television programs, but home videos, pay-

per-view events, video games, music releases, and even feature length movies released 

featuring their performers. The broadcast industry itself has recognized the unique 

position that WWE programming has within the realm of television insomuch as its 

ability to generate enormous dedicated viewership which then has led to equally 

impressive advertising revenue (McAdams, 2001; Raney, 2003; Schlosser, 1998). 

Another unpublished study released in 1999 for the television program Inside 

Edition by Dr. Walter Gantz analyzed the WWE as a televised program. In this study he 
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analyzed a year’s worth of episodes of RAW. He conducted his quantitative analysis on 

the televised occurrences of deviant behavior within the broadcasts. His report found that 

there were over 1,600 televised incidents of wrestlers or fans pointing or grabbing their 

crotches, which broke down to about one occurrence per every four minutes of 

programming. Many of these were in direct response to then popular tag-team 

Degeneration X who used that act as a symbol. He also found over 1,000 uses of the 

word hell, about 500 uses of the word ass, and over 300 televised references or depictions 

of sexual activity (Gantz, 1999; Raney, 2003). 

Televised Violence and Linguistic Aggression 

The spectacle of WWE programming draws millions of Americans every week to 

their televisions including a burgeoning number of women (Lauria, 2009) and an 

audience that crosses racial, cultural, socio-economic and national lines. While some 

scholars have looked at this entertainment phenomenon and noticed a myriad of cultural 

and sociological discussions at play, unfortunately, many have simply seen violence, base 

morality, and lowest-common-denominator appeal. Those who see more in this form of 

“sports entertainment” (De Garis, 2005, p. 210) than violence for violence sake may be 

open to the understanding that a great deal of psychological and ideological interplay 

occurs between the wrestler and the audience (Barthes, 1972) and that in every headlock 

or choke slam there is far more meaning than meets the eye (Mazer, 1998). 

Much of the research (Gerbner, 1999; Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, Signorielli, & 

Shanahan, 2002; Lachlan et al., 2009; Maguire, 2000; Tamborini, et al., 2005) dealing 

with professional wrestling and the WWE in particular focuses on the fact that violence, 

or rather the depiction and allusion to violence, is at the heart of this form of 
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performance. One study in particular, conducted by Lachlan et al. (2009), focused 

specifically on measuring quantitatively the rate of violent exchanges within the 

television broadcasts. Additionally, however, their study examined the reasoning behind 

the exchanges. Their theory was that within the cultural realm of professional wrestling 

most acts of violence would be, however tenuously, justified. This did provide some 

difficulty (Tamborini et al, 2005). One of the main difficulties in such a study was the 

definition of “justified” (p. 207).  When examining professional wrestling one must in 

many ways approach it as a world unto itself. That is not to say that it does not interact 

with the real world or may not cultivate ideology or culture (Gerbner, 1999; Gerbner et 

al., 2002), but rather that it operates under its own set of internal cultural rules as is 

normal in many television programs. While it has been argued that being a spectator of 

this form of entertainment may lead viewers to more aggressive and socially 

unacceptable behavior in the real world (Arms, Russell, & Sandilands, 1979), critical 

viewers must inevitably look past the surface and see that violence stands in for 

something else. Namely, this something else tends to be power and control over one’s 

self, circumstances, and opponents.  

Power and control is gained or lost based on very different rules than in real life 

and thus what is and is not regarded as justified becomes twisted to conform to the world 

in which the acts are taking place (Maguire, 2000). The viewers of a televised WWE 

broadcast do not want to see combatants/performers go through lengthy, detached 

discussions and debates concerning money, contracts, advertising, location and rules as is 

commonly the case in boxing before a championship bout. Much to the contrary, they are 

not concerned with the logistics but rather the meaning. Why is it imperative that 
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performer ‘A’ face performer ‘B’ at the next pay-per-view? What would a victory here 

mean for a particular performer?  These are the questions that wrestling fans posit while 

understanding that strength and violence is the vehicle by which the sought after power 

and control is obtained. 

To summarize the last two paragraphs, Lachlan et al. (2009) and others doing 

similar research (De Garis, 2005; Maguire, 2000; Tamborini, Skalski, Lachlan, 

Westerman, Davis, & Smith, 2005) finds it difficult at times to define what is and is not 

justifiable. This is primarily due to the fact that acts of violence that would be inherently 

unjustifiable in the real world are portrayed as normative within the world of professional 

wrestling (Maguire, 2000). Additionally, research (Tamborini et al., 2005; De Garis, 

2005) has shown that it is just as difficult to classify many violent exchanges as 

inherently popular or unpopular due to the fact that the spectators seem to understand that 

within this realm of perpetual perceived conflict respect is earned and violence is 

typically the only currency. In short, it is easy to identify that professional wrestling is 

founded on the illusion of conflict and violence, but it is often very difficult to come to 

any definitive conclusion as to the overall meaning derived from such acts apart from the 

context of who is committing them (De Garis, 2005). 

This concept of relativistic perception concerning violent acts within the realm of 

professional wrestling ties in closely to Barthes’ (1972) observation that it is not the 

actuality or reality of pain that appeals to audiences, but the immediacy of the 

externalized symbolic meaning of pain or suffering. The real questions then revolves 

around how much violence is exhibited and how is that violence portrayed? The Lachlan 

et al., study (2009) found that over the 36-hour sample of programming there were over 
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1100 individual acts of violence perpetrated. Strictly speaking the level of violence 

portrayed was close to 32 violent interactions an hour. Of that number over 73 percent 

were depicted as un-mandated acts or acts of violence not directly tied to the performers’ 

in-ring matches (Tamborini et al., 2005). Furthermore, a staggering 95 percent of acts 

were categorized as “over-equivalence” (Lachlan et al., 2009, p. 65) which was defined 

as “situations in which the inherent qualities of the reprisal exceeded [direct and equal 

reciprocation of violence]” (p. 64).  It is very interesting to note, however, as the concept 

of violence as text or as a characterization tool is discussed there was a marked difference 

between the instances of those performers who were characterized as faces (good guys) 

and those categorized as heels (bad guys). Of those instances of violence perpetrated 

within sanctioned, legal in-ring events 49 percent were initiated by faces as opposed to 

just 33 percent initiated by heels.  Conversely, un-sanctioned events were perpetrated 46 

percent of the time by those performers described as heels (Face = 42%). These margins, 

while not hugely significant do indicate, not surprisingly, that the actions of the 

performers do play into their overall personas. 

The findings of the Lachlan et al., study (2009) do corroborate that both modern 

WWE and 1950s Parisian parlor wrestling share similarities. In much the same way as 

Barthes argued that it is not the reality of combat, but the illusion of struggle (Mazer, 

1998, 2005) that appeals to the audience the Lachlan study found that the more overt, 

over the top acts of reciprocity convey what they coined a “spiral of violence” (Lachlan 

et al., 2009, p. 69). Within this spiral of violence acts of violence must not be covert, nor 

must they be subtle. As Roland Barthes (1972) put it, “Suffering which appeared without 

intelligible cause would not be understood; a concealed action that was actually cruel 
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as something less than human. These characters often display a deviant sensibility or 

ideology from what dominant white American society might accept. The starkest 

example of this during the 2010 year was The Great Khali. Reportedly standing over 

seven feet tall and hailing from India, Khali wears a stoic expression on his face during 

cut-scenes in which he is featured. He has an extremely defined chin and jawbones that 

give him a harsh, somewhat barbaric, and almost alien appearance. Within cut-scenes and 

matches he plays up this image as he hulks to the ring and is referred to at times as a 

monster, freak, or barbarian by other performers or the commentators. 

 
 
Figure 17. The Great Khali and Ranjin Singh. (WWE, 2010k). 
 

In short, it has always been part of the spectacle of professional wrestling that 

minorities are represented in simplest and often most stereotypical terms. It has also been 

true that they are typically utilized in an as-needed capacity. In much the same way as the 

uber-American performer Sergeant Slaughter, took on a new pro-Iraq persona during the 

early 1990s to serve as an object of cultural wrath during the Gulf War, other performers 
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of color are sometimes added as little more than avatars of a politically significant culture 

or nationality.  

It could be argued that within the WWE of 2010 minority performers fall 

generally fall into one of the four stages of minority representation (Clark, 1972; Josey, 

Hurley, Hefner, & Dixon, 2010). Specifically, most non-white races are still subject to 

the first stage, non-recognition. For this reason, it is difficult if not impossible to make 

any true analysis or generalizations based on trends of representation because, simply put, 

many races are nearly invisible within the WWE. This would include Native Americans, 

Asians, Middle-Easterners, Pacific Islanders and many others. Beyond this first stage is 

wear the majority of non-white performers fall. Within the second stage of ridicule would 

exist performers like Marella, Khali, Singe, as well as others that exist on such a fringe of 

the WWE Universe they don’t bear mentioning here. These races exist for little more 

than comedic relief or as objects of revulsion. The third stage of regulation encompasses 

most black performers. Within this stage the race is represented with some regularity, but 

is typically represented as one-dimensional. Regarding the minstrel and ABM 

representations this would be easily identified as accurate. Furthermore, according to 

Clark (1972) within this stage the roles and opportunities for advancement and success 

are limited. As described earlier, within the 2010 year of WWE broadcasting this is 

certainly true concerning black performers. Finally, the fourth stage of racial 

representation is respect. It could easily be argued that currently Hispanic performers like 

Mysterio and Del Rio as well as international black performers like Kofi Kingston may 

be shifting into this stage of racial representation. Within this fourth stage the race 

becomes less of a parody and enjoys a more even, multi-dimensional representation than 
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in the other three stages. They are referred to with more respect and adoration by media 

observers (for instance commentators within the realm of the WWE), and are less limited 

in their capacity for success. 

Ultimately, it is apparent that the WWE is attempting to advance some races 

(Hispanics for instance), but still fall back into using old practices of constructing many 

non-white characters using racially stereotypical shorthand. It would be valuable to 

conduct audience interviews for future research regarding how the viewers decode the 

intrinsic meaning of such performers. Do viewers recognized the stereotypical 

construction of many minority performers and what is their reaction to such characters?  
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CHAPTER VII 

WRESTLING WITH GENDER AND LEGITIMATE FEMININITY 

 From the earliest days of parlor wrestling and amateur wrestling in high school 

gymnasiums, the defining and displaying of gender has been inextricably linked with the 

spectacle of professional wrestling. Barthes (1972) wrote that in Parisian parlor wrestling 

the body of the performer was the first place to look for cultural signs and symbolism. It 

is there first the audience sees the strength, weakness, frailty, dominance or inadequacy 

of the performer. It is within the body of the wrestler, be them male or female, that the 

appeal or revulsion is first built. In most cases, this is to argue that it is the acceptable or 

preferred masculinity or femininity inherent in the performers’ bodies that holds the first 

meaning for the audience. 

 In the 1950s Roland Barthes (1972) described a performer going by the name 

Thauvin. He described him as fifty years old, obese, with a sagging body. Beyond these 

descriptors he immediately linked the body with the performer’s gendered representation 

calling him asexually hideous. Barthes goes on to describe how Thauvin, a heel within 

the performance, carries his persona within his flesh and that his appearance and 

deportment is the vehicle within which his status within the act as well as the minds of 

the audience is developed. Even at that time, Barthes points to the importance and the 

role of gender within the performance spectacle of staged wrestling. He lists several 

performers and describes their appearance and role.  

…Reinieres (a tall blond fellow with a limp body and unkempt hair) the 

moving image of passivity, Mazaud (short and arrogant like a cock) that of 

grotesque conceit, and Orsano (an effeminate teddy-boy first seen in a 
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blue-and-pink dressing-gown) that, doubly humorous, of a vindictive 

salope, or bitch (for I do not think that the public of the Elysee-

Montmartre, like Littre, believes the word salope to be a masculine). 

(Barthes, 1972, p. 17) 

 In this passage he points out that several different forms of masculinity elicit different 

responses based on the audience’s perception of what a true man should be. Orsano is 

“doubly humorous” (Barthes, 1972, p. 18) therefore because his depiction is counter-

intuitive to what is expected. A male performer must be a masculine combatant, but he 

(Orsano) is portrayed as effeminate. This conceptual juxtaposition is described as being 

the basis of appeal. Perhaps a better way of putting this is that the drastic deviation from 

what is expected provides immediacy in the reading of the sign and heat within the 

audience/viewers. 

 The same obese, or at very least realistic, performers Barthes described in Europe 

were seen in early American professional wrestling as well. Acceptable masculinity was 

defined as genuine. Performers were built as it was considered normal men should be, 

though perhaps more physically fit.  
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Figure 18. Then and Now Body Comparison. Left (WWE, 2010j). Right (WWE, 
2010p). 
 
As is apparent, in the early days of American professional wrestling masculinity was 

defined more by genuineness in appearance that it is today. Much of Wladek Killer 

Kowalski’s appeal was that he was fit, but accessible. He represented an achievable 

norm. In fact, in many of his interviews at the time he chided viewers that they must be 

more fit like him. While by no means all contemporary wrestlers look like John Cena, it 

is telling that the modern face of the WWE exhibits a masculine body that is what many 

would consider perfection. Cena is strong, perfectly toned and virtually symmetrical in 

his musculature. Others including Batista, John Morrison, and Chris Masters exhibit this 

same perfectly sculpted body. 

 The change in masculine representation would seem to have occurred in the 1980s 

with the introduction of Rick Rude. Rude was considered by many to be the first 

performer to exhibit the more modern, sculpted body-type. WWE commentator Matt 

Striker, being interviewed for their list of the 50 most influential WWE superstars stated, 

“Ravishing Rick Rude brought a new appeal to wrestling. From the neck down he was 

everything a man wanted to be and everything a woman wanted to be with. That alone 
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made you just want to watch” (Dunn, 2010). Other commentators identified him as the 

new personification of what a man should be. Rude was the first superstar to truly 

embrace and publicize what many would consider an unrealistic masculine body. He 

would regularly shame the males in the audience by telling them that this (his body) is 

what women want and what they could never be. At that time the change was not well 

received. Males in general hated his cockiness, posing, and preoccupation with his looks. 

Many women, on the other hand, flocked to his image and seemed to respond positively 

to his antics.  

Masculinity in the WWE would no longer be the same because the concept of 

masculinity, and gender roles in general, were rapidly changing and being discussed in 

the public arena. What it meant to be socially acceptable and preferable males and 

females was being discussed at great length in the social arena and media at large. During 

this period of time and on into the 1990s masculinity in professional wrestling 

transformed from what was always considered masculine, to what would be described by 

many scholars as hyper-masculine. Masculinity in the WWF (what would become WWE) 

and many of it’s competitors during the time period from the mid-1980s to the late 1990s 

was predicated on stereotypes of manhood rather than some heightened form of reality 

(Battema & Sewell, 2005; Jenkins III, 2005). 

Setting the Stage 

During the 1980s and 1990s era of professional wrestling such uber-masculine 

characters as the Macho Man, the Million Dollar Man, Hulk Hogan and others embodied 

a new more two-dimensional masculinity. Sex, money, drinking, avarice, sculpted male 

bodies and generally masculine excess of any kind were on display. Women, who had 
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had minor roles within professional wrestling up to this point, became more prominent in 

the storylines as property to be won, managers who would be conniving at ringside, or 

sex symbols for the males in the audience. This created an interesting gender defining 

dynamic. Masculinity was not being defined in professional wrestling based on how men 

compete and interrelate with each other, but also how they related or in many cases 

dominated women. This might be seen at the time as a backlash to more contemporary 

and forceful forms of feminism. 

As females became more common in professional wrestling still occupied 

relatively two-dimensional roles as bit players and objects. While they did compete 

occasionally, their roles were mainly as objects to be won or conniving temptresses to 

ensnare the male superstars (Jenkins III, 2005). In 1993 the WWF/WWE built what 

would become a women’s division and in doing so debuted a much larger and more 

diverse stable of female performers. While during this time male performers maintained 

the same basic hyper masculine characters, female performers began taking on a wide 

variety of roles corresponding, intentionally or unintentionally, with traditionally 

recognized archetypal female positions. 

As the stories within the WWF/WWE became more complex, and the 

presentation became more centered on the television audience rather than specifically the 

live audience, the female’s role in these storylines became more and more pronounced 

and diversified. During the 2000s the WWE developed two different programs/brands, 

WWE RAW and WWE Smackdown. Each of these brands had their own stable of female 

wrestlers, and each developed unique storylines and roles for their female competitors. 
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Male performers still in many cases can be described as uber-masculine, and 

scholars and media researchers (Battema & Sewell, 2005, Guthrie, 2007; Jenkins III, 

2005; Mazer, 1998) over the years have looked at how masculinity is defined and built 

within professional wrestling. What has been lacking in much of this discourse regarding 

gender definition and marketing is the relatively new popularity of female wrestlers as 

performers in and of themselves, and the rise of the female fan of professional wrestling. 

The rest of this section will focus primarily on examining the new roles females play 

within the WWE, how femininity is defined internally in the characters females play, and 

how it is defined externally in how other performers relate to them. 

 It could easily be argued that at least some women have always enjoyed 

professional wresting. Even though the spectacle is sometimes thought to be for men, by 

men, a certain percentage of the average crowd has always been female. In the mid-to-

late 1980s, however, female viewership jumped tremendously with the introduction of 

more beefcake male performers (Salmon & Clere, 2005). Female viewers swooned over 

Rick Rude, Hulk Hogan, Chris Jericho, The Rock, and Val Venis, but many wanted to 

see strong women take the spotlight as well. 

With the rise and development of intricate storylines featuring specifically female 

performers, the WWE has seen their market share with females increase dramatically 

over the last several years. With the development and prominence of new storylines 

showing empowered women not exclusively as sex symbols, but rather competing in 

their own right, some studies have shown that viewing gratification among female 

viewers has increased (Lemish, 1998). Viewing among females is still not at the same 

level as among males, and perhaps never will be, but currently a little over a third 
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(approx. 36.2 % according to Nielsen Media Research, 2009) of the weekly audience for 

WWE programming is estimated to be female. 

Archetypal Amazons 

 While entire studies could, and perhaps should, be conducted regarding the 

archetypal representation of females within the contemporary WWE, that would involve 

far more time and analysis that could be done in this section. More to the point, in 2010, 

the sheer variety of female roles and performers was simple too large and diversified to 

adequately analyze point by point. The female performers within the WWE tend to fall 

into archetypal tropes like Beth Pheonix’s powerful, and quazi-masculine appearance and 

action could be construed as being representative of the Amazon, Kelly Kelly’s blonde, 

innocent and approachable demeanor might be negotiated as the All-American Girl, 

Maryce’s preoccupation with fashion, money and sexual manipulation makes her easily 

identified in the archetypal role of the seductress or gold-digger, and Mickey James’s 

playfulness, dress, and demeanor make her very obvious tomboy archetype. These are but 

a few of the over 30 female performers that were active during the 2010 year of WWE 

programming. Though several different characters associated with several different 

archetypal tropes are listed here, it is valuable to understand that no one female performer 

has exclusive rights to one particular characterization. Much to the opposite, within each 

of the brands, there are at any given time several performers who represent each of the 

archetypes. Perhaps future research could be conducted analyzing intertextually each 

archetypal characterization and the characters who represent them, but within this study 

the focus will be slightly different. 
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 While there are numerous archetypes at play within female performers in the 

WWE, they can all generally be placed into one of two major categories. Within this 

study these two categories will be described as either the Girl Next Door or the Diva. 

Before operationalizing these two terms it is important to make a clear delineation 

between the term Diva that will be used here and the term used by the WWE to describe 

their female performers as a whole. The WWE refers to all female performers within 

their organization as WWE Divas, describing them as Sexy, Smart, and Powerful. Herein, 

the term Diva will be used to specifically refer to the group of female performers who 

routinely act as villains within the WWE storylines in which they are featured. 

 Diva performers, regardless of their archetypal character tropes, all share similar 

general characteristics. Diva characters do not generally interact with the crowd, nor do 

they show deference for the viewers at home. Much to the opposite, similar to their male 

counterparts, they regularly show distain for the viewers at home and insult those fans in 

attendance. They derive power and influence within the WWE through exploitation of 

their sex appeal rather than hard work, and they are often represented to television 

audiences as two-faced and manipulative via omniscient cut-scenes showing backstage 

activities. Performers who fall into this category are generally cruel to other female 

performers both physically and verbally opting in many story arcs to assault their more 

innocent and often naïve Girl Next Door opponents with insults, innuendos and betrayals. 

 The second of the two major groups represented in the WWE so far as the female 

performer is concerned is that of the Girl Next Door. Herein, this term refers to the more 

relatable and good-natured female performers. Usually, characters who fit into this 

category are still attractive, but while Divas use their beauty as a tool to manipulate and 
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as a weapon to demean, the Girl Next Door tends to treat her appearance as a secondary 

or tertiary characteristic of who she is. This is to say, that in much the same way John 

Cena represents an embodiment of middle-American male virtues, the Girl Next Door 

generally mirrors those same characteristics from a female perspective. Girl Next Door 

performers are in general, powerful but kind, energetic and fun, strong competitors but 

humble, caring, and loyal to the fans and other performers. 

 The dichotomy between these two groups seems to parallel a social dynamic 

which was brought to light in the early 2000s with the release of the film Mean Girls. 

With the release of this film, scholars and news professionals alike began investigating 

the relational dynamic of teenage girls. Specifically, concept of legitimized femininity or 

rather socialized power derived from meeting an acculturated feminine standard. Scholars 

found that films like Mean Girls, which focused on the games teenage girls play to 

jockey for social position, undermine others they deem threats, and generally define 

themselves within the male/female social structure of high school, college or the working 

world resonated with viewers because it mirrored a reality they were familiar with 

(Simmons, 2011).  

Upon further investigation, however, other scholars argued that perhaps the 

representation of such negative features of female friendships (Behm-Morawitz & 

Mastro, 2008; Meyer, Stern, & Waldron, 2008) may do more harm than good. Regardless 

of this, most of these studies found that in a large variety of different media sources the 

concept of passive or active social aggression seemed almost inextricably linked with 

female relationships during the teenage years and beyond. Behm-Morawitz and Mastro 

(2008) referenced a 2005 New York Times article on the subject which stated, “In recent 
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years, girls have been increasingly portrayed in everything from serious journalistic 

studies to light comedies like 'Mean Girls' as tyrannical, bullying and devoted to a 

ruthless caste system” (p. 132). 

Considering the fact that this representation seems to be common within most 

other forms of media and entertainment, and consequently appears to represent a dynamic 

many believe to mirror reality, it is not surprising to find that the WWE has fully 

integrated it into their storylines. Meyer et al. (2008) argued that in many cases, while 

strength and physical prowess may be the most common source of competition and 

control among males, among females body-image and perception tends to be the 

target/weapon of choice. This is to say that while aggression is thought to be common 

among males, an “alternate aggression” (Meyer & Stern, 2008, p. 1) has taken a 

prominent place in representations of female competition and interaction. In such cases, it 

is not uncommon for control to be exercised based on physical appearance as compared 

to a socialized concept of perfection. As will be illustrated shortly, this dynamic was 

prominently on display during the 2010 WWE broadcast year. Divas were the 

consummate mean girls of the WWE while the Girls Next Door were usually their 

targets. 

Flawless Divas – LayCool and Natalya 

 In late 2009 and throughout 2010 the team of Layla and Michelle McCool, rose to 

prominence within the storylines of the female performers within the WWE. During 2010 

they became the predominant Divas or mean girls on both Raw and Smackdown. Each 

week they would come to the ring or be shown to television viewers via backstage cut-

scenes criticizing or manipulating other female or male performers based on their 
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appearance. What supposedly gave them grounds for such criticism was their physical 

appearance which they repeatedly referred to as flawless.  Along the first line of 

intertextual analysis, text to audience, the team of LayCool regularly represented 

themselves as chatty, snide, shallow valley-girl stereotypes reminiscent of those seen in 

films like Mean Girls. Their regular use of interjection phrases like like and for sure 

became a source for scorn and distaste vocalized by the commentators and echoed by the 

fans. In much the same way Deborah Cameron (2007) describes the use or lack thereof of 

useless language as being a means by which many high school girls differentiate 

themselves, such language patterns became a primary source of differentiation between 

LayCool and those performers they routinely criticized. While LayCool would regularly 

be shown walking to the ring pointing and laughing at members of the crowd while 

chattering mindlessly back and forth to each other, their targets were routinely shown to 

be deliberate and precise with their words. 

 Besides using useless language and acting in the expected aloof and dismissive 

way toward the viewers and fans most heels tend to do, the real source of characterization 

and subsequent analysis herein comes from the actual interactions between LayCool and 

other performers. While the team was present on most episodes of WWE Raw and 

Smackdown during 2010 (thus the importance of using them for this analysis) one rivalry 

in particular stood as generally indicative of most competitive meetings between Divas 

and Girls Next Door. 

 In late 2010, a story arc involving LayCool and the performer known as Natalya 

began as LayCool, in what had become their normal routine, began to publicly criticize 

Natalya’s weight and physical appearance. Natalya, as is another trait common for Girl 
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Next Door characters, has a much more athletic build than either Layla or McCool. She is 

shorter and more muscular. She was also very much the tomboy at this time, usually 

coming to the ring as part of the Hart Dynasty which included her and two male 

performers. When Natalya won a match on November 27, 2010 and became the Number 

One Contender for LayCool’s shared championship, the rivalry began.  

Over the next several weeks, every episode of Raw or Smackdown included some 

exchange between LayCool and Natalya. Specifically, most of the exchanges revolved 

around one major concept, what a woman should look like. McCool and Layla repeatedly 

ridiculed Natalya for being fat, speaking with a slight lisp, or being too boyish. During 

one episode of Smackdown on October 22, 2010, Layla even appeared in the ring with a 

beard and mustache, speaking in a low and raspy voice as a parody of Natalya. During 

this parody, McCool, playing the role of Brett Hart, called Natalya an embarrassment, 

barely female, and proceeded to explain how he worshiped LayCool because they were 

real, beautiful women who were flawless.  

 
 
Figure 19.  Layla as “Natalya” (October 22, 2010). (WWE, 2010e). 
 

In truth, Natalya actually played very little role in this rivalry other than being the 

target for petty and often cruel ridicule from LayCool. In one of the few exchanges where 
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Natalya actually responded to LayCool’s criticism, she began speaking about how her 

uncle Brett Hart had taught her to stand up for herself, when LayCool’s introduction 

music interrupted her and LayCool came to the ring to once again criticize and demean 

her based on her appearance. Appendix #1 is a full transcript of the conversation which 

ended with Natalya saying that LayCool had proven with their insults that their “IQ’s 

were as low as their combined, non-existent, waist sizes” (Neidhart, 2010). The exchange 

ended as other Girl Next Door performers including Eve Torres, Melina, and Gail Kim 

came to the ring and chased LayCool into the stands where cameras caught the fans 

booing and rejecting the duo.  

 This exchange, and numerous others like it, is representative of the general way 

most of the female oriented storylines were carried out during 2010. In a way similar to 

what scholars have recognized within films like Mean Girls or even have recognized in 

female high school social interaction (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2008; Cameron, 2007; 

Meyer et al., 2008; Simmons, 2011), there is usually a clear interaction between 

beautiful, talkative, manipulative, conceded and cruel Queen Bees and the more modest 

and reserved average girls.  This was clearly the case in 2010 within the WWE’s female 

oriented storylines. As this exchange illustrates, the modest Girl Next Door character 

rarely occupies much space, insomuch as it is usually her Diva competitor(s) that spends 

a great deal of time posturing and insulting while, she quietly endures. From a dominant 

reading one might argue that this simply speaks to taking the figurative high road in such 

interactions. From a deeper negotiated reading, however, the fact that heroic female 

performers rarely speak on the mic unless they are directly challenged, and even then 

usually very briefly, might indicate a preference for more quite and less domineering 
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women. After all, as is the case of LayCool in this example, the villainous Diva character 

in such exchanges is usually represented as shrill, chattering, and domineering in that she 

is usually shown to interrupt the program any time she pleases. If these traits are 

indicative of the villain, it is not surprising that the heroic female is often the direct 

opposite. 

 Another differentiation between what could be described as the preferred female 

and the reviled female would be in intellect. As the exchange between Natalya and 

LayCool illustrates, there is a strong tendency for WWE story arcs involving female 

competitors to draw a line between a vicious pretty girl and a virtuous smart girl.  

Cameron in her book (2007) focused on the difference between male and female social 

interactions found that in many cases conflict among high school girls may often fall 

along these lines with popular, pretty, or mean girls being categorized as stupid or 

shallow, while less popular or more average looking girls strove to be smart as a means 

by which to clearly differentiate themselves. In the case of Natalya and LayCool, this 

dichotomy is clearly made with LayCool flippantly and incessantly chattering about 

Natalya’s appearance, and Natalya criticizing their IQ. In such an exchange, which again 

is illustrative of other female interactions during 2010, a clear commentator and audience 

preference is shown for Natalya who is humble, smart, and has an average/athletic build 

rather than LayCool who have physiques more akin to fashion models but are mean, 

shallow and regularly represented as lacking in intelligence.  

The Meaning of Mean 

 It is telling that within the WWE’s 2010 broadcast year, the basic dynamic 

illustrated in the conflict between Natalya and LayCool was duplicated numerous times. 
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Other examples included Melina (hero) versus LayCool (villain), Gail Kim (hero) versus 

The Bella Twins (villains) and Eve Torres (hero) versus Maryse (villain). In each case the 

heroic character was represented as being kind, at least relatively humble, and fairly 

silent in the overall interaction. The villainous character, however, was in each case 

talkative, cruel, egotistical, and materialistic. This differentiation between the heroic Girl 

Next Door and the villainous Diva may be generalized as indicative of a preferred form 

of femininity.  

Historically, many feminist scholars have argued that the media has propagated an 

image of the preferred female as being thin, passive and most importantly not taking up 

too much space (Kilbourne & Jhally, 1999). While within the WWE it could be argued 

that steps are being taken to advance the image of females as powerful and more than sex 

symbols with the rise of more full-figured performers like Natalya and Mickie James, it 

still must be acknowledged that the single most obvious trait all female villains have in 

common is that they take up very large amounts of social space relative to their heroic 

counterparts. This is to say that while it is a rare thing for a heroic, Girl Next Door 

character to appear on camera or in the ring to talk to the audience or viewers at home, 

almost every week within the WWE some female villain is shown interrupting the 

program to insult some other performer or the viewers. While it can’t necessarily be 

argued that heroic females are invisible within the WWE, they seem to be relegated to a 

certain role and do not regularly challenge that role. Villainous characters operate very 

differently. While their heroic counterparts generally remain exclusively in female 

oriented storylines, they regularly make appearances within the greater male oriented 

story arcs as temptresses (Melina), amazons (Beth Phoenix), seductresses (The Bella 
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Twins), or gold-diggers (Maryse). Thus it could be argued that within the WWE there is 

an underlying message that women can be powerful, influential, and successful so long as 

they stay within their proper roles as women. Once they begin to dabble within the affairs 

of men, women become impediments or villains. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

DISCUSSION 

 Though the spectacle has gone by many names over the last six decades, parlor, 

amateur, or professional wrestling has always been more than just two individuals 

fighting. It has been more than a staged conflict between two men. Within the 

performance there has always existed a framework of social or cultural meaning that 

gives the conflict significance. In much the same way as the meaning of theatrical plays 

are rarely limited to the denotative actions of the performers on stage, the meaning 

intrinsic within the spectacle of staged wrestling goes beyond the performers in the ring. 

 Barthes (1972) argued that within the very bodies of the performers there was 

social and cultural meaning, and that through their movements and actions cultural 

conflicts were negotiated and social norms and mores were reinforced. In the early 

examples of staged wrestling examined by Barthes the stories were simple and the 

meanings were basic. Movements and motivations needed to grand and instantly 

recognizable. Due to the fact that the extended story arcs common in contemporary 

professional wrestling did not exist in the early days of the spectacle, immediacy of 

meaning was of vital importance. Spectators needed to be able to immediately understand 

who was the face (hero) and who was the heel (villain). Furthermore, in order for 

meaning to be negotiated, they needed to be able to recognize what social structures or 

cultural values were being represented by each of the performers. Body type, costumes, 

props, and speeches (though far less common then) formed the basis for this 

understanding of meaning. 
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 Throughout the years, the art of professional wrestling has evolved and changed 

to keep up with contemporary values, sensibilities and technology. As television became 

more universally accessible small organizations, which put on wrestling exhibitions in 

high school gymnasiums and small arenas expanded and grew into massive, television-

oriented corporations like the WWE. The spectacle of staged wrestling itself changed as 

the years went by as well. As professional wrestling became more of a regularly televised 

masculine-melodrama rather than a centralized event-based production, storylines and 

character development expanded tremendously. Meaning associated with popular 

characters became more complex and cultural conflicts that once took minutes to resolve 

within a single match, could now be built, shaped and resolved over literally months of 

action and interaction. With the rise of pay-per-view events, professional wrestling was 

given an effective vehicle for both making money and resolving these extended story 

arcs. Television audiences would tune in week after week to be exposed to the antics and 

struggles of their favorite performers, but then would be forced to pay additional money 

to witness the possible resolution of such struggles. 

 Professional wrestling has been categorized by the news media and scholars as 

base, crude, simplistic, vulgar, low-brow, and as having little or no redeeming value. In 

2010, however, the WWE took steps to make their particular product more family 

oriented and perhaps, in some regards, more progressive. The truth remains, however, 

that professional wrestling relies not on being a vehicle for social, cultural, or political 

change, but rather being representative of the culture in which it exists. The spectacle of 

professional wrestling today, operates on the same basic principle Barthes recognized in 

the 1950s. In order to succeed and resonate with viewers and fans, it must be populist in 
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nature; it must re-enforce those values and sensibilities of the masses. For this reason, 

whether in the realm of class values, racial representation, or female gender roles and 

characteristics, it is not surprising to find that the WWE in 2010 was in many ways 

behind the social curve with regard to progressive ideology. 

Class Values 

 It is important to understand at the onset of any discussion of class as it relates to 

the WWE or professional wrestling in general that class rarely refers to actual socio-

economic level of the performers, viewers, or audience. Rather, class refers to a set of 

perceived class values. What is perhaps the most similar socio-cultural parallel to this 

would be Marxist concepts of bourgeois values and sensibilities versus those of the 

working class proletariat. It is not necessarily the fact that one person is wealthier than 

another, but rather that one believes to be of a higher or lower social class or caste than 

another. 

 This dynamic is one of the oldest means by which performers either connect with 

or build heat with the spectators. A performer who espouses the middle-American values 

of hard work, loyalty, honesty, rugged individualism, self-sacrifice and then genuinely 

acts such characteristics out within his or her story arc will generally become a heroic 

figure within the broadcasts (Larson & Bailey, 1998; Mazer, 1998, pp 50-92). 

Conversely, most villains separate themselves from the viewers and audience by rejecting 

or perverting such values. During 2010, in almost every rivalry, whether male or female, 

it could be argued that one character represented all or some of the values identified in 

that section as middle-American, while the other (villainous) character rejected and 

perverted at least one of those values. 
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 Considering that this differentiation based on class values formed the basis of 

almost every rivalry and conflict within the WWE in 2010, and has historically existed 

even as far back as Barthes original analysis in 1950s Parisian parlor wrestling, it is very 

unlikely that such cultural conflict will disappear from the spectacle as time goes on. It is 

important to recognize, however, that while in the early days of staged wrestling this 

form of class warfare was simplistic and relied on two-dimensional, instantly 

recognizable tropes of high, middle, and lower class values, contemporary wrestling has 

become much more complex in this regard. Performers have weeks in most cases to 

develop themselves as the embodiment of a particular matrix of social values. They have 

the ability to not just become the embodiment of good or evil, but rather develop a more 

nuanced character who relies on legitimate reasoning and motivation within the 

constructed reality of the WWE Universe, rather than simply playing a pre-ordained role.  

Similarly, story arcs involving such conflicts of class values have become 

infinitely more complex as the extended story arc of Cena versus the NEXUS illustrates. 

Viewers are now exposed to internal dialog and private conversations via omniscient cut-

scenes. They are brought into the motivations, reasoning, and contextual repercussions of 

events via made-for-television vignettes and weekly recap montages. Through all of this 

the viewer is exposed to not only the immediacy of what happens within the ring, but a 

far broader context within which such struggles occur. It is reasonable to conclude that as 

time goes on that the stories and class value struggles that form their basis will continue 

to gain complexity, but it would be surprising if they ever shifted away from the basic 

middle-American values that resonated strongly with fans during 2010. 

Racial Representation 
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 Though both black and Hispanic audiences are growing for the WWE weekly 

broadcasts it must be acknowledged that representations of such performers still tend to 

rely on generally accepted stereotypical images. During 2010, it was very common for 

black performers to either be represented as the commodified amalgamation of rap/hip-

hop culture or as angry savage animals. Within this representation many were depicted as 

criminals, in the case of JTG and Shad, or as at very least having a criminal past and 

tendencies such as MVP. Similar in form to what scholars (Balaji, 2009; Bogle, 1989; 

Campbell, 1995; Dyson, 2004; Guerrero, 1993; Hurt, 2006) have identified in the news 

media, movies, television shows and music, the minstrel representation in the WWE 

appears to serve as a means by which to couch black performers within a construct that is 

socially palatable to predominantly white audiences.  This is to say that while the 

performers who are represented in this way may be shown as criminals or scallywags, 

they rarely hold any real power, are often the sources of their own defeat, and usually 

serve as little more than comic relief within the storylines in which they are featured.  

This essentially keeps the black man in a safe place as he relates to the predominantly 

white audience while allowing him to serve as a token performer of color. 

Apart from the myriad of depictions of black individuals as minstrels or criminals, 

the second most common representation was that of the beast or animal. Generally 

speaking this was the stereotypical Angry Black Man image. Brooding, angry, cruel, 

ominous and tremendously violent, these characters rarely spoke and stood as either 

impediments for white characters or pawns to be use by other performers for their own 

advancement.  While not as common within the WWE as the minstrel, this representation 

of black masculinity is frequently mirrored within movies, television and music (Balaji, 
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2009; Dyson, 2004; Guerrero, 1993).  The message inherent in the representations of the 

Angry Black Man within the WWE was clear, fear the black man who is too powerful.  

Often these ABM characters were shown as beasts or monsters who, when left to their 

own motivations, would randomly prey on other performers for no other reason but for 

the joy of causing pain.  As opposed to minstrels who were seldom shown to have power, 

ABM characters were powerful (at least physically, but abused their power by acting like 

cruel, mindless animals.  This representation of black men as something less than human 

is certainly not new, nor is it limited to professional wrestling, but it is troubling to see it 

perpetrated in such an obvious way within contemporary culture. 

 Hispanic performers enjoyed a more even handed representation during 2010. 

They could be heroes or villains, and they could win or at least compete for 

championships, but it must be acknowledged that be them the Guerreros, Rey Mysterio, 

or Alberto Del Rio, there were only a handful of Hispanic performers active at any given 

time and they usually played very limited roles.  Furthermore, the roles that these 

Hispanic performers did play were usually influenced, though subtly in most cases, by 

many of the traditional stereotypes of Latin American culture.  The image of the bandito 

still existed within Chavo Guerrerro Jr., concepts of the luchador, la raza (the 

community/people), and adherence to the Catholic faith practices were carried within 

Mysterio, and Del Rio represented a brash, pro-Mexico over U.S. ideology that generated 

a great deal of heat within the WWE fan base.  Overall, Hispanic performers within the 

WWE in 2010 appeared to be subject to less stereotyping, but it is important to recognize 

that some commodification of culture did still occur. 
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 As 2010 came to a close the WWE, perhaps recognizing that their viewers of 

color were increasing, quickly began introducing more performers of color into their 

stable of active performers both male and female. This trend continued into 2011 and is 

currently still in effect with new Hispanic luchador performers like the hugely popular 

Sin Cara, Pacific Islander Diva Tamina (who was first featured in 2010), and the newly 

debuted India performer Jinder Mahal. Though in many cases the WWE does still appear 

to fall quickly back into more two-dimensional representations of people of color, in 

2010 it appears that the organization began taking proactive steps to include a more 

diversified male and female stable of performers. 

Female Gender Representation and Roles 

 It could be argued that within 2010, female performers were perhaps more 

prominently showcased than any other time in the history of the WWE. Every week on 

each brand there was some female-oriented story arc at play. In addition to this, on Raw 

in particular female performers regularly played central roles within cross promotion of 

the WWE brand and others via interaction with guest hosts.  This heighten level of 

visibility of female performers was a unique development during 2010 and has continued 

on into 2011 on both Raw and Smackdown. 

 During 2010, however, it must be acknowledged while female visibility was 

perhaps higher than ever before and their roles were more diversified than previous years, 

they basically did fall into two basic categories. Within this study these categories were 

described as Divas and Girls Next Door. Divas were by far the most prominently visible 

female performers during 2010, but were commonly represented in an overtly negative 

light. They were selfish, egotistical, cruel, and manipulative. They regularly used their 
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physical beauty and sex appeal as either a means by which to control events within the 

WWE or as a weapon to demean and destroy other female performers. Subsequently, 

these performers’ beauty was usually also accompanied with a tendency to act shallow, 

unintelligent and ditzy. These representations stood in stark contrast to their Girl Next 

Door counterparts/targets who were regularly characterized as being smarter, more loyal, 

and perhaps more down to earth and accessible. These Girl Next Door heroines were also 

regularly played by female performers who were more average in appearance than their 

counterparts. 

 Unfortunately, it must be said that along with the virtuous characteristics 

embodied by the WWE heroine came a drastic reduction in visibility. More often than not 

in 2010 villainous Divas appeared on either brand week after week taunting the viewers 

at home, audience member and other performers until a Girl Next Door character was 

forced to stand up to them. In most cases, like that of Natalya and LayCool, the heroic 

female performer, however, did not receive much screen time, nor did she converse very 

often either live or in cut-scenes. Much more often, Diva performers were set up as 

figurative straw men to be knocked down eventually by a Girl Next Door character. 

These Diva characters essentially were used to embody many of the negative mean girl 

stereotypes discussed by scholars studying media representation of female social 

aggression over the last several years (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2008; Meyer et al., 

2008; Simmons, 2011). 

 Whether intentional or unintentional, the discursive dynamic that is created by 

such characterization lends itself to the negotiated reading that preferred femininity can 

be strong, assertive, honest, accessible and legitimate regardless of physical size. 
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Legitimate femininity, however, must not be too visible. A woman can be powerful 

within her sphere, in the WWE this would be either as a competitor for the Divas’ 

Championship or the Women’s Championship, but should not venture into the affairs of 

men where they may simply become chattering, empty-headed, impediments. This is a 

very disturbing concept to see played out in contemporary society, but was present 

numerous times during the 2010 WWE broadcast year on both Raw and Smackdown. 

 At very least it must be acknowledged that some steps forward have been made, 

even if they were small and faced with contradiction. Perhaps the most encouraging sign 

regarding female representation to come out of 2010 is the acceptance of a more realistic 

female body image. In 2009 performer Mickie James was ridiculed on air and challenged 

behind the scenes for her real life weight issues. In 2010 and 2011 more performers like 

Natalya, Tamina and the much heavier Karma have become prominent figures within the 

WWE. It is unlikely that the thin, sculpted, fashion model body type will ever disappear 

from the WWE or professional wrestling as a whole, but during 2010 the first steps were 

taken to legitimize the acceptance a more diversified female form. 

Future Research 

 This study has focused primarily on conducting an intertextual analysis of 

performers’ roles and characterizations within the WWE. It has also focused on the 

WWE as primarily a television product. Ultimately, this study is designed to be a form of 

introductory analysis on the current state of professional wrestling. The WWE, as easily 

the most successful professional wrestling organization, makes a perfect vehicle for such 

an analysis. Using this analysis, conducting future research in several key areas would be 

very interesting and useful in developing a greater understanding of professional 
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wrestling not just as fake fighting, but as a highly popular and successful form of 

American theater and cultural creation. 

 First and foremost, conducting several audience analyses based on the findings of 

each section of analysis contained herein would be able to test audience perception of 

character roles and representation. As is usually the case in such intertextual analysis, it is 

one thing to examine the text, but it is something different to examine directly how an 

audience decodes the meaning of the text. From an academic perspective we essentially 

know what we’re looking for which might tint the results. By conduction further studies 

including perhaps focus groups of weekly viewers or exit interviews at live events a more 

complete picture of the overall effect of WWE characterization and story development 

may be gained. 

 Additionally, one or more content analyses of the actual television broadcasts 

could reveal interesting results. Specifically, as the WWE has seen dramatic growth in 

viewership of both people of color (around 40% in 2009 according to Neilson Media 

Research, 2009) as well as women (around 33.6% in 2009 according to Nielson Media 

Research) it would be interesting to see how prevalent each group is shown via tight 

crowd shots during the weekly broadcasts. By comparing contemporary episodes to those 

of the past it might reveal that the WWE has increased representation of a female and 

non-white fan base during their programs in response to rising viewership. If such a 

correlation were shown then it could perhaps be argued that by showing more female fans 

and fans of color to viewers at home, the WWE is attempting to make their programs 

more accessible to such demographics. 
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 Similarly, a content analysis focusing on the presence of children in WWE 

broadcasts might be interesting as this study has found that shots children were 

prominently used to develop character affiliation and indicate audience reaction to 

viewers at home. By conducting a more formalized inquiry into the presence and use of 

children in WWE broadcasts it could be determined if, as some press releases from the 

WWE have indicated, they are attempting to make their programs more family friendly in 

nature. 

 The WWE and other professional wrestling organizations generate hundreds of 

millions of dollars each year just from ad revenue based on their televised 

products/programs. This does not even take into account the revenue generated from their 

merchandise, live events, web presences, video games, movies, television shows and 

other cross promotional ventures. As indicated early in this study, if the numbers are 

correct, roughly one in twenty Americans tune in each week to see the exploits of their 

favorite professional wrestlers. They love some, and love to hate others. One way or 

another though, they tune in and are exposed to an intricate, complex negotiation of racial 

stereotypes, gender representation and role legitimacy and class values. All of this is 

couched within the context of sports entertainment that, with the advent and evolution of 

cable, satellite television and the Internet is accessible across the country and around the 

world. As scholars, it is not enough to simply write off this spectacle as unimportant or a 

splash in the pan. It is time to recognize the evolution and cultural significance of this 

form of unconventional cultural theater. 

 It is clear that professional wrestling should be viewed by scholars as more than 

base entertainment, fake fighting, shock media or simple masculine melodrama.  The 
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spectacle is and has been at its core an ideological smackdown within which concepts of 

social normality and moral prerogatives are embodied by performers and pitted against 

one another.  More research into this novel form of televised entertainment should 

certainly be conducted, but scholars should not make the mistake of limiting the scope of 

their research to just the functionality or obvious aspects of the performance.  This would 

be akin to studying art by simply focusing on either the subject the artist chose to paint or 

the techniques they chose to use without recognizing that the two are interconnected and 

without analyzing the broader meaning and social context of the piece as a whole.  From 

the 1960s on into contemporary society, professional wrestling in America has been more 

than just a television show.  In a very real way it has been a pop culture phenomenon, and 

today it represents a social juggernaut that both reflects culture and modifies it through 

amplification. 

 As a researcher, recognizing the special and unique role professional wrestling 

plays within society is key.  From fashion to linguistic cues professional wrestling has 

traditionally interconnected with American society.  It operates via hyperbole and 

commodification of ideology.  With this in mind, professional wrestling represents a 

special breed of television animal within the cultural landscape of contemporary media.  

While many other programs may generally attempt to represent more progressive 

ideology by challenging social roles, and combating or trying to eliminate stereotypes, 

professional wrestling uses these elements for sake of immediacy.  It is difficult if not 

impossible to imagine professional wrestling operating in any other way when one 

considers how inextricably these dynamics are woven into the fabric of the spectacle.  

After examining the state of professional wrestling as represented in the WWE, and 
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considering the immense market appeal it still enjoys, one might consider it a kind of 

cultural anchor slowing progressive ideology.  While there are signs that professional 

wrestling is coming around in some respects concerning race, gender and class, all 

indications appear to point to this form of popular entertainment perpetually existing 

behind the social curve now and into the future. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
(Natalya) 

Well for two divas who call themselves flawless, LayCool you are about as cheap 
as the high heels Layla threw at me at Hell in the Cell. You know my uncle Brett has 
taught me a lot in life, but the most important thing he ever taught me was to stand up for 
myself. So in two weeks at Bragging Rights, the only thing LayCool is going to be 
throwing is a big ol’ temper tantrum because I’m walking away the Unified Divas 
Champion! 
 
(LAYCOOL MUSIC BEGINS) “You’re not enough for me!” 
 
(McCool) 
 Natalya… Natalya… Natalya… We hate to come out here and interrupt this 
beautiful heartfelt speech, but all we keep hearing is “blah, blah, blah…” 
 
(LayCool in unison) 
“…Blah!” <Giggles> 
 
(McCool) 
 Not to mention that these poor people have been looking at that… <Points to 
Natalya> When they could clearly look at this! <LayCool posing for cameras> 
 
 
(McCool) 
 In all seriousness though Natalya, we want you to know that we “totally” respect 
you…  You have courage that no other Diva has, right Lay? 
 
(Layla) 
 She sure does… 
 
(McCool) 
 I mean week after week, month after month, day after day, you come out on 
national television knowing we’re in HD right? <Commentator Cole laughs> 
 
(Layla) 
 Michelle… I don’t think she knows what that is!  
 
(McCool) 
 Obviously, it’s high definition Natalya which means the whole world gets to see 
all your flaws! 
 
(Layla) 
 …and yet you stand there and expose yourself despite clearly inheriting your 
dad’s facial hair gene… Bravo! We commend you! 
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(McCool) 
 Good Job! 
 
(Layla) 
 But what these people don’t know is that you have to shave yourself before every 
single show. Otherwise she’d look like… 
 
(LayCool in unison) 
 …This! 
 

 
 
Natalya Comparison Television Graphic (October 11, 2010). (WWE, 2010i).  
 
 
(Commentator Cole) 
 <Laughs> Wow! That’s great! 
 
(McCool) 
 Between that picture and your figure Natalya you have no problem looking 
exactly like… 
 
(LayCool in unison) 
 … “The Anvil” 
 
(Natalya) 
 Well congratulations both of you. After last week’s headset fiasco, you’ve both 
proved to be the most annoying divas in the WWE… 
 
<CROWD EXPLODES IN CHEERS> 
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(Commentator Cole) 
 That’s rude… 
(Commentator Lawler) 
 That’s true! 
 
(Natalya) 
 … and after tonight’s great experience you’re only going to confirm that your IQ 
is lower than your combined, non-existent, waist size… 
 
(McCool) 
 That means we’re skinny! 
 
(Layla) 
 Did I lose weight? 
 
(McCool) 
 You’re like a size zero! 
 
(Layla) 
 No way! You’re like a minus zero! 
 
(McCool) 
 Your like a minus zero infinity! 
 
(Layla) 
 I’m so happy! Thank you! 
 
(McCool) 
 Um, jealous much Natalya? 
 
(Layla) 
 Yeah! A little Jelly? 
 
(McCool) 
 We are the greatest Divas in WWE history! 
 
(LayCool in unison) 
 DUH!!! 
 
(Layla) 
 Oh yes we are! And I mean, the best there is, was… 
 
(LayCool in unison) 
 and ever will be! <Giggles> 
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(McCool) 
 Though you and all these idiots out here might be too ignorant to show it… All 
the Divas respect us! In fact… 
 
(LayCool in unison) 
 … They love us! 
 
<CROWD BOOS> 
 
(McCool) 
 Now hit our music! 
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