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Popular Culture Pastime:  Professional Wrestling in Modern America
Professional wrestling has been a dominant force of American popular culture since its inception.  This form of entertainment had early beginnings in America as sideshow exhibitions in traveling carnivals, circuses, and vaudeville halls in the late 19th century.  Combining athletics and theatrical performance, professional wrestling made a name for itself and became a standalone genre of sports entertainment, growing in popularity throughout the 20th century, into what today is a multibillion-dollar industry.  Professional wrestling has evolved with the times, staying relevant in its formatting and its content as the face of popular culture has transformed through the years.  A few of the many reasons for professional wrestling’s longevity are the spectacular nature of the performances and the intense connection fans have with the performers.  Over the years, these aspects have remained essential in building the sport’s popularity and influence with the American public and keeping it as a relevant form of entertainment even with the rapid evolution of media in the 21st century.  With the burgeoning influence of technology and social media on American society, some forms of entertainment, such as the aforementioned circuses and vaudeville halls, have been deemed too outdated or out of touch to maintain a place in modern popular culture.  However, if anything, technology and social media have only served to make professional wrestling more accessible to the American public by altering the way people consume and interact with the form of entertainment.  Despite and in some ways because of the rapid advancements of technology and popular culture in recent decades, professional wrestling remains one of America’s favorite pastimes as well as a pillar of popular entertainment in the modern world.   
Wrestling as a sport dates back thousands of years, when men would frequently fight each other to showcase their strength and skill in ancient Rome and Greece.  According to wrestling writer K. E. Greenberg (2001) in his From Carnivals to Cable TV book, wrestling also has known roots in ancient Japan, Mexico, China, Turkey, and Egypt, as well as indigenous America, thus making it “maybe the world’s only universal sport” (p. 11).  It was even included as an event in the original Olympic games.  However, as a form of entertainment in the western world, wrestling began in 16th century England, and it was brought to the New England region of America by Irish immigrants in the early 19th century.   At the time, wrestling was merely a sideshow at carnivals and circuses; yet, similar to modern professional wrestling, “wrestlers assumed colorful names, costumes, and histories” (Greenberg, 2001, p. 13).  Even from its humble beginnings, professional wrestling relied on the spectacular in order to draw crowds and keep viewers’ interest.  Performers knew they had to use flashy clothes and impressive moves to attract people to their wrestling events instead of the acrobats, clowns, or dancing elephants in the neighboring tents.  Wrestling promoters “began copying techniques from vaudeville to keep spectators interested,” adding elements of music and comedy to the performances (Greenberg, 2001, p. 15).  Rivalries between certain wrestlers were scripted to infuse a layer of drama to the matches that kept audiences begging to see more.  Thus began the tradition of wrestling crowds being notoriously vocal, as scripted rivalries amongst the wrestlers’ crafted personas gave them someone clear to cheer for, and someone to cheer against.
Throughout the duration of the century, production of packaged wrestling shows became popular, with promoters sending “the same wrestlers to town after town to wrestle the same matches” (Greenberg, 2001, p. 16).  These traveling shows, separate from circuses and carnivals, attracted excited, passionate fans who were in attendance for the sole reason of watching men wrestle; there were no cynical nor confused audience members who had accidentally stumbled in from a different carnival act.  Crowds were not only loud, but they were also interactive.  They cheered for their favored wrestlers, booed for their opponents, and some people even threw items or tried to get in on the action themselves by taking a swing at the performers.  During this time, popular culture was often looked down upon by upper-class people who preferred elements of high culture, like classical music and literature.  These people aspired toward Victorian ideals, turning their nose up at anything produced and enjoyed by the American masses.  That being said, because of its violence, its garishness, and the enthusiastic crowd it attracted, professional wrestling quickly developed a reputation with elitists as low-brow entertainment, a far cry from its beginnings as an Olympic event.  American history professor S. Beekman (2006) writes in Ringside, “these [wrestlers and promoters]. . . transformed the ancient sport of wrestling into the modern spectacle of professional wrestling” (p. 35), which was no longer intended for an audience of elites.  While it may have been reviled by the upper-class at the time, professional wrestling boomed in popularity with the masses, and because of its early success, it has continued to evolve through technological and societal changes into what it is today.
The 1800s were a time before many forms of technology had been invented; there was no video equipment, no radios, no telephones, and although cameras had been invented, they were neither widespread nor convenient to use.  However, these packaged wrestling shows that toured across America during this time looked very much like the professional wrestling of today.  The concept of professional wrestling as a sideshow had undergone a tremendous evolution, as “promotional and touring techniques geared toward maximum publicity and profit. . . a clearer line of succession for national champions emerged,” both of which “helped give the sport more legitimacy” (Beekman, 2006, p. 35).  The sport was now more complex than just two men fighting each other in front of a cheering crowd.  In other words, “professional wrestling became more show business and less sport” (Greenberg, 2001, p. 16).  As that statement rang true, numerous professional wrestling “businesses” began popping up everywhere, primarily in the Northeast and Midwest regions of the country.  Promotions like Jim Crockett Promotions, World Class Championship Wrestling, and American Championship Wrestling were all united under the National Wrestling Alliance conglomerate, which dominated many smaller wrestling promotions.  Each company operated in Charlotte, Dallas, and Minneapolis respectively, and they all employed rosters full of wrestlers who performed weekly shows at venues within their respective towns.  As described in historian T. Hornbaker’s (2012) National Wrestling Alliance book, the NWA held a sort of corrupt monopoly over the industry, as they were “not afraid to use malicious tactics to stomp out a rival” (p. 25).  However, for better or worse, the NWA’s supremacy led to increased popularity for the sport, which led to increased revenue, and in turn, increased quality of the product.  This inter-regional platform allowed the promotions to expand their content and craft storylines that continued from week to week (and from region to region), as well as a chance for crowds to connect with performers on a deeper level, as they were able to see them on a weekly basis.  
American society as a whole was impacted by the invention of the radio, but the advent of the television proved to be an even more major turning point for the professional wrestling industry.  Television brought professional wrestling into people’s homes, increasing its accessibility and thereby its popularity.  According to Hornbaker (2012), “with the growth of the television medium, people of all ages were being entertained by wrestling spectacles nightly” (p. 26).  It allowed people to watch wrestling promotions from other regions to which they probably would not have had access before.  Promotions all across the country “wanted to capitalize on the TV boom to highlight the colorful grapplers they featured in local arenas. . . some bookers were able to manipulate their television interests to gain an outstanding advantage outside of their territory” (Hornbaker, 2012, p. 26).  Also, it gave people the opportunity to watch who had never been interested in attending live wrestling events before; if they did not want to deal with the rowdy crowd inside the arena, they now had the option not to.  As wrestling was broadcast on each of the major television networks, it increased in viewership as well as demand; attendance at local promotions skyrocketed during the early 1950s when televisions were first appearing in American households.  Though wrestling faced many ups and downs in ratings and mass popularity over the course of the 20th century, the product and its fans did not change much.  Crowds at live wrestling events remained loyal and boisterous as performances became even more interactive and more based in spectacle.  Storylines evolved to keep up with the changing cultural attitudes and societal norms.  Wrestling maintained its relevance and entertainment value through the years, even if its television ratings did not always reflect that.  However, as the 1980s brought videotapes and cable television into homes across America, the NWA struggled to adapt its product.  With widespread accessibility to NWA programming, people could see through the holes in the storylines, and the production no longer inspired a sense of excitement within viewers.  Eventually the National Wrestling Alliance was bought out by Vince McMahon, who owned the World Wrestling Federation.  With McMahon’s influence, professional wrestling grew in popularity and scale.  By 1987, WWF was already massively successful, as the WrestleMania III pay-per-view achieved record attendance of over 90,000 people, with over 1 million fans watching at home.  These numbers made it clear that WWF was operating on a larger scale than any wrestling promotion ever had before, as it was “the largest recorded attendance of a live indoor event in North America at the time” (Matysik, 2009, p. 171).  McMahon produced weekly televised programming in the form of WWF Superstars and monthly pay-per-view events, using big names like Hulk Hogan and Andre the Giant to promote the spectacular nature of the show and draw viewers in.  WWF programming also drew on current events at the time to increase the spectacle; pitting the All-American hero, Hulk Hogan, against European behemoth, Andre the Giant, during the height of the Cold War was no coincidence.  Booking matches based on real life rivalries and connections made viewers much more invested in watching WWF programming.  Hosting a quasi-David vs. Goliath match with patriotic undertones was one of the many ways WWF gained a reputation for producing relevant, family-friendly entertainment.
WWF’s popularity only increased over the course of the 1990s with the creation of its weekly Monday Night Raw show, and a television ratings war brought WWF and its competitor, World Championship Wrestling, into national spotlight.  With the inception of Ted Turner’s WCW program, Monday Nitro, which was broadcast live at the same time as Raw, both WWF and WCW surged in ratings as the two companies battled for dominance.  The showrunners played dirty during the Monday Night War, stealing performers from the opposing show and ramping up the theatrics of their own shows.  This ushered in the “Attitude Era” for WWF, in which McMahon urged wrestlers such as Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson and “Stone Cold” Steve Austin to craft bold, “superstar” personas that would resonate with audiences and create unpredictable entertainment to keep them glued to their television screens, while legendary performers did the same thing on WCW Nitro.  On one channel, viewers could see WWF wrestlers Triple H and Shawn Michaels perform rebellious acts and speak in sexual innuendos, while on the other, viewers could see WCW staples Hulk Hogan, Randy Savage, and other members of the New World Order faction assert their domain over the rest of the roster (Dunn).  Both companies created thrilling entertainment by “finding the happy medium between ‘anything can happen at any time’ and ‘it’s a big deal when this happens’” (Matysik, 2009, p. 171).  The heightened spectacle created an air of excitement at the unpredictability of professional wrestling, and nearly 10 million combined viewers tuned in to Raw and/or Nitro each week, which was the highest ratings either company had ever experienced.  As long-time WWF commentator Jim Ross said in the Monday Night War documentary series, “it made it cool to watch wrestling” (Dunn).  The Monday Night War brought professional wrestling into popular conversation across America; instead of deriding wrestling fans for being too rowdy or inquiring about whether or not it’s “real,” most people talked about the entertaining actions of the performers each week, as they exploited the spectacular nature of the programming, and the real-life battle between the companies played out onscreen.
 Spectacle is arguably an even larger part of professional wrestling programming today.  With McMahon’s company, now known as World Wrestling Entertainment, producing weekly showings of Raw, SmackDown, and NXT, they rely on complex and intriguing storylines to keep audiences tuned in.  In his “Occupy Raw” journal article, media researcher G. Canella (2016) describes it as such:
“WWE is a television drama, worldwide traveling spectacle, and multimedia corporation self-identifying as ‘sports entertainment.’  For decades it has relied on global politics, current events, and popular culture to engage its fans with characters and storylines” (p. 1376).

Wrestlers are no longer just theatrical athletes; like in other fictional television shows, the performers are fully developed characters with distinct personas.  There are “babyfaces,” who act as good guys that the crowd is supposed to adore, and there are “heels,” who act as bad guys that the crowd is supposed to hate.  Wrestlers play these roles to work the crowd and get a loud audience reaction just the same, oftentimes blurring the lines between television and reality with their characters and their actions.  In this way, professional wrestling has been described to create a sort of “myth” in which wrestlers “embody the hopes, struggles, flaws, and ideals of their fans” within the bounds of their crafted personas and their in-ring performances (Canella, 2016, p. 1376).  Fans are won over because of the emotional connection that is forged between them and the performers within the bounds of said myth.  Additionally, “in creating myth. . . every aspect of professional wrestling—from in-ring body slams and punches, to the costumes and storylines, and finally to the merchandise—must be sold” (Canella, 2016, p. 1376).  In other words, each aspect of a wrestling show must be entertaining, yet plausible.  The performers’ onscreen partnerships and/or rivalries with the other wrestlers drive the shows’ plots.  Nowadays, during any given week of Monday Night Raw’s three-hour broadcast, most of the show is merely talking instead of wrestling.  Researcher D.S. Sehmby describes professional wrestling as having a “hybrid-media form” because it has “elements resembling news, sports, cartoons, sitcoms, music videos, commercials, talk shows, soap operas, and action series” (Sehmby, 2002, p. 10).  Wrestlers either give interviews or film segments backstage, or they address the crowd from inside the ring, to promote their current rivalries and/or their upcoming matches.  Furthermore, Sehmby argues that “television wrestling utilizes so many elements of the medium that one program can sum up all that is on television” (p. 10), which is how sports entertainment attracts such a diverse audience of spectators and participants.  Ultimately, professional wrestling is a medium through which performers act as storytellers; according to popular culture researcher S. Ford (2007) in his “Pinning Down Fan Involvement” journal article, “fans know they are playing roles and that the action in the wrestling ring is drama” (p. 10).  All the not-wrestling that goes on during wrestling programming is intended to heighten the excitement during the actual wrestling matches.  Even the color commentary that is broadcast to TV viewers during matches focuses on the spectacle of the event.  While commentators do describe the actions of the wrestlers from an athletic standpoint, they also act as storytellers, emphasizing the rivalry between the performers, thus adding weight to all the action that takes place in the ring.  The spectacular element of professional wrestling “keeps fans emotionally and financially engaged in the product” (Canella, 2016, p. 1376).  Researcher S. Ford describes this process of engagement as “the continuing weekly storylines that culminate in pay-per-view grudge matches, only to build a new set of matches for the next pay-per-view, provide[s]… a never-ending set of narratives to follow as each wrestler on the roster move[s] from feud to feud” (Ford, 2005, p. 12).  Knowing that a certain wrestler has an intense rivalry and a tumultuous history with their opponent creates higher stakes for their match; it could potentially draw higher viewership, as well as a more passionate reaction from the crowd.  
Some people ridicule professional wrestling for its emphasis on what Canella (2016) calls the “carnivalesque” (p. 1377), likening it to a soap opera for its dramatic storylines, “long form storytelling” (Jones, 2019, p. 6), and characters.  As researcher L. Jones states in her “All Caught Up in the Kayfabe” essay, “serious sports fans tend to shun it, citing its alleged ‘fakeness’ as a reason not to engage with it” (Jones, 2019, p. 3).  However, similar to the Victorian-era deriders who once turned up their nose at wrestling’s appeal to the masses, wrestling’s reputation does nothing to discourage fans’ love of sports entertainment.  According to wrestling historian L. Matysik (2009), “for every snob that snickers, there is someone with a doctorate who prizes wrestling’s garish fun” (p. 9).  With its diverse cast of characters and universe of storylines on a variety of different shows and platforms, there is something in professional wrestling for everyone of different ages, races, genders, sexualities, socioeconomic backgrounds, etc., to enjoy.  Crowds at live wrestling events are like a microcosm of American culture in their diversity and their enthusiasm for the content they consume.  Live audiences can be a huge influence on the success of wrestling shows, “play[ing] a pivotal role in the construction of the narrative” (Ford, 2007, p. 3), as well as a sort of barometer to measure that success.   In fact, wrestlers perform and act out certain roles for the main purpose of getting a reaction from the crowd in attendance of the event.  Researcher J. Jones (2005) describes the process in his “Call and Response in Professional Wrestling” sociological study:
“From the moment wrestlers walk out to the ring before the match, they are performing a particular role for the crowd.  The wrestler may start yelling at those fans in the front row, make obscene gestures or completely ignore the crowd altogether, doing so to project their character to others.  Those in the crowd react to this and start playing their role in the performance.  The crowd may start cheering or booing the wrestler, hold up signs either in favor or jest of the wrestler, along with many other ways to be a part of the show.  There are some instances where the fans become a part of the show by responding to what a wrestler says or does” (p. 1).

Live crowds act as a sort of lens through which the TV viewers at home watch wrestling programming, as their amount of rowdiness displays the level of excitement or boredom that is palpable in the arena.  Ford (2007) describes live wrestling performances as a “communal acting event” in which “fans go not just to participate as spectators but also as performers” (p. 3).  According L. Jones, fans participate in such a way because “professional wrestling’s mode of storytelling… invites [the crowd] to empathize with the suffering, defeat, betrayal, and revenge being played out in the ring… and these themes call forth emotional responses and ultimately cathartic effects on the part of the audience” (Jones, 2019, p. 8).  The spectacle of professional wrestling directly results in audience interactivity and engagement.  If the fans cheer for a good babyface or boo for a bad heel, that means those wrestlers are “over” with the crowd, and they are effectively performing those roles.  To be over with the crowd is a good indication that one will also be over with digital audiences, meaning the performers are successfully developing the myth that keeps wrestling afloat.  Described as “business to its owners, career to its practitioners, and practically religion to some of its followers” (Matysik, 2009, p. 10), professional wrestling is notorious for attracting fans who are extremely dedicated and passionate about the product.  In this modern age of technology, the connection between wrestlers and fans plays a vital role in professional wrestling’s adapting with the times and its continued success within the realm of popular culture.  According to an article published by N. Wilson, “WWE has developed a reputation for being an innovator and an early adopter of new technology” (2015).  Just as McMahon saw a need for the “Attitude Era” throughout his ratings battle with WCW, WWE has seen the need for increased connection and accessibility to fans during this time of unlimited availability to information through technology.
The concept of social media had obviously never been thought of when professional wrestling first came to America, yet in today’s world, it plays a large role in the success of sports entertainment.  Though fans’ influence on the show is “ultimately limited and shaped by the writers and bookers” (Canella, 2016, p. 1381), social media allows fans to discuss wrestling content differently than ever before.  Sites like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Youtube, and Tumblr are all platforms through which users can share and discuss multimedia content at any place and any time.  While fans have been using message boards to talk about wrestling since the internet’s inception, social media provides the opportunity for instant feedback from others as well as a direct connection with performers.  Fans have the opportunity to comment directly on performers’ posts and sometimes even message them privately, while many wrestlers use social media accounts to promote their brand or their persona.  WWE’s Chief Brand Officer, Stephanie McMahon states in an interview that, “[WWE’s] talent uses their social media accounts to continue to drive storyline and engagement.  It creates an ecosystem for. . . fans to continue storylines throughout the week 24/7” (Wilson 2015).  In other words, fans have constant, quasi-unlimited access to WWE content.  In an interview with Muscle and Fitness magazine, WWE superstar Kofi Kingston talks about social media and how, “it’s a very special time. . . People have a lot of access to WWE Superstars” (Felstead 2019).  Social media is a way for fans to vocalize their opinions besides just chanting in the arena, and it is also a way for professional wrestling executives to track what is popular with the masses.  Examining hashtags and searching certain keywords on the aforementioned social media sites can tell people what is trending and what the conversational climate is like at the current time, thereby showing what is over with fans, and which part of the professional wrestling myth is not selling; as Kingston stated in his interview, “You can literally see what the people want” (Felstead 2019).  Not only does social media lend fans a voice and give them direct access to wrestlers, but it also gives professional wrestling executives insight on how to stay relevant and continue to appeal to audiences, both online and in the real world.  In fact, “Nielsen, the company responsible for Nielsen TV ratings for decades, has begun switching to social media ratings as a more effective and accurate total of who’s actually watching the shows interactively,” and apparently, “WWE has consistently proven to be one of the biggest winners in this category” (Greer 2017).  Raw and SmackDown consistently trend on Facebook and Twitter each week during their live broadcasts, as well as major pay-per-views like WrestleMania and Royal Rumble.  In today’s world, this is clear evidence of professional wrestling’s relevance in popular culture, as it continues to be a trending topic of discussion in the online sphere.
While well-known performers may use the platforms for developing their characters and expanding their rivalries with other wrestlers to the digital world, many indie performers use social media to gain a following, share their in-ring work, and advertise for their promotions.  In many ways, social media is said to have brought many “non-WWE offerings” and independent wrestling promotions into the spotlight, as they have been “embracing the opportunities of the digital age and its promise for the bold, creative and self-motivated. . . by foregoing traditional media channels to connect with fans, sell their wares, and promote their skills on a global scale” (Zimmerman 2018).  The internet allows for more access to wrestling promotions outside of WWE that may not be available through television.  The spreadable nature of multimedia content such as photos, videos, and GIFs as well as the potential for anything to go viral evens the playing field for wrestling promotions on social media, despite WWE’s huge following.  WWE has solidified its spot as the number one wrestling company in the world based on television ratings, economic value, and brand recognition.  As Greer mentions on the Social Media Index website, “it’s the most accessible promotion in the world and the easiest to digest for the most casual of fan” (2017).  However, the company does not quite have a monopoly on the sports entertainment world.  Companies like Ring of Honor, Impact Wrestling, New Japan Pro Wrestling, and All-Elite Wrestling all have dedicated followings, as do countless independent and regional promotions.  The Social Media Index is a ranking of the top 105 wrestling promotions around the world based on a count of the combination of total followers on Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, and Instagram accounts.  While WWE has a staggering social media index score of 73.9 million, Impact Wrestling has 3.12 million, Ring of Honor has 1.19 million, and NJPW has 748,000 (Greer 2017).  All-Elite Wrestling was founded in 2019, after the count was conducted and the article was published.  The promotions’ numbers may be miniscule compared to WWE, but they are also quite impressive considering WWE’s enormous economic backing, brand recognition, and global dominance of the sports entertainment world.  Impact Wrestling has longevity on its side in its struggle for popularity, as the promotion has been around since 2002, when it debuted on Spike TV channel as Total Nonstop Action.  Ring of Honor has aired on television since 2009 on Sinclair-owned local TV stations.  The Spike and Sinclair cable television networks simply do not have the same reach as Fox and USA Network, on which WWE airs SmackDown and Raw respectively.  Additionally, it is worth noting that Ring of Honor has since surpassed Impact’s social media following by expanding its TV visibility through Sinclair and pay-per-view programming, as well as establishing its own streaming service, FITE TV, in 2018.  While New Japan Pro Wrestling is produced in Japan and not available on American cable TV, NJPW remains popular through its streaming platform, pay-per-view programming, and its various affiliations with WWE, Impact, and Ring of Honor performers.  All-Elite Wrestling is new to the wrestling scene, yet is already extremely popular due to the majority of its roster being former WWE superstars with large fanbases.  AEW Dynamite, a two-hour program, airs weekly on the TNT television channel, and it has been described as “the first company with major financial backing to take a swing at beginning to compete with WWE on a major level in nearly two decades” (Silverstein 2019).  With Dynamite airing on Wednesday nights at the same time as WWE’s NXT broadcasts, and its roster being comprised mainly of disgruntled former WWE superstars, there is potential for there to be another ratings war in the near future that will usher in a new era of entertainment for the two promotions. Though none of the aforementioned promotions have the same following or influence as WWE, even AEW, they all have dedicated fans and provide unique perspectives to the professional wrestling world.  The social media index examining over 100 promotions around the world makes it clear that the professional wrestling industry has grown exponentially since the days of the National Wrestling Alliance.  By there being a lot of different programming available, it allows for a diversity of content for people to enjoy and discuss on social media, thus keeping professional wrestling—whether it’s WWE, or it’s the 105th most popular wrestling promotion in the world—an integral part of a worldwide conversation surrounding television, entertainment, and popular culture.  
Though social media has undoubtedly had a big impact on the world of professional wrestling and the way fans interact with content, another form of technology that has resulted in vast change for the industry is television.  The face of television has completely transformed over the past 20 years.  Though it would be accurate to say that viewership of professional wrestling programs on TV have faced a major decline since the ratings Golden Age of the “Attitude Era,” this is during a period of time in which “ratings declines have become standard in TV, even for hit shows” (Adalian 2020).  Professional wrestling has remained an influential part of popular culture, but popularity and success are measured much differently in 2020 than they were at the beginning of the 21st century.  Thanks to the rise of online streaming platforms, television ratings are no longer the be-all, end-all of success in the popular culture world, especially not for professional wrestling.  That is made clear by the fact that Nielsen now examines social media interactivity in its ratings count.  In today’s world, streaming numbers, social media followers, merchandising, and live event ticket sales all contribute to wrestling promotions’ level of success.  
While social media has provided the smaller and independent wrestling promotions the means to expand their following, digital streaming has allowed WWE to stay on top in the wrestling world.  In 2014, WWE Network launched as an online streaming service, which was McMahon’s answer to the digital content boom.  While television ratings may have gone down, over 1.5 million people around the world have subscribed to WWE Network and have access to their programming at any given time.  A WWE Network subscription provides access to archived content from WWE, WCW, NWA, and AWA promotions, as well as live Raw and SmackDown show broadcasts, and live pay-per-view broadcasts.  WWE even produces original content like podcasts, reality shows, cartoons (both kid-friendly and for adults), and documentaries to appeal to viewers of all ages and backgrounds.  For some countries, like Japan, in which WWE does not broadcast on television, WWE Network is the only way for them to access such programming.  While this has made DVD sales and pay-per-view sales decrease dramatically—to the point where cable providers like Dish Network and DirecTV have considered no longer offering WWE pay-per-view programming—it has caused a surge of subscribers and viewers of WWE content.  Many people rush to subscribe to WWE Network before major pay-per-view events like Royal Rumble, WrestleMania, and SummerSlam, because it is cheaper than actually purchasing each pay-per-view through cable providers.  Similar to social media, WWE Network provides a platform for WWE superstars to continue their storylines across several mediums, through the network’s live broadcasts, backstage interviews, podcasts, and other original content, much like Stephanie McMahon’s reference to the “ecosystem,” or the myth, that superstars are creating for fans.
Additionally, WWE Network has been responsible for the rise of WWE NXT.  Known as the “Next Generation” of superstars, NXT started out as WWE’s Orlando developmental training facility, where contracted wrestlers would go and practice performing in front of a crowd before they were ready for Raw or SmackDown, has evolved into its own brand of content, with its own weekly television broadcast on Wednesday nights.  This is mainly because of WWE Network’s broadcast of NXT programming.  People found it exciting to watch the up and coming superstars on the program before they made their big break—as production was overseen by Stephanie McMahon’s husband and wrestler, Triple H, instead of Vince McMahon, NXT showcased fresh storylines and talent at a WWE-level quality.  An essay published on ESPN, “NXT is the Blueprint for WWE’s Future” describes the main difference between NXT and other WWE offerings, as “NXT offers a commitment to telling a cohesive story on both an individual and a roster-wide basis” (Fiorvanti 2019).  Because of NXT’s smaller scale compared to Raw and SmackDown, performers are able to focus on their weekly performances instead of promoting next month’s pay-per-view.  The promotion’s smaller roster proves advantageous, as “consequences and alliances carry over from match to match and intersect and interact with everything else going on on a weekly basis, so that it feels less like a show where the scripting overwhelms every performance and more like a platform that lets its biggest stars sink or swim” (Fiorvanti 2019).  The show’s “indie-inspired can-do spirit with wrestlers and writers giving 110 percent” was groundbreaking, and NXT’s popularity on WWE Network resulted in WWE investing in more NXT content (Greenlee 2012).  NXT remains extremely popular as a separate entity from WWE programming, though it is still financially backed by the company; NXT was ranked at number 2 on the social media index, and it frequently trends worldwide on Twitter and Facebook during its broadcasts.  
That is what the face of professional wrestling looks like today:  a television following that is smaller than it used to be, but still consistent in the age of a collapsing ratings system, supplemented by social media, digital streaming, executive-produced and fan-made podcasts, merchandise, and live event ticket sales.  Though it is unclear what the future holds in terms of technology, one thing has been made evident over the course of professional wrestling history:  promotions that adapt to technological and societal changes will thrive, and those who fail to adapt will not make the cut.  While WWE may be the dominant force in terms of viewership and marketing, as Stephanie McMahon says “WWE reaches over 650 million homes worldwide” (B2C), there are still over 100 other wrestling promotions around the world that are available through television, streaming websites, and/or social media, that people have access to at any time and any place.  A far cry from its days as a carnival sideshow, professional wrestling has proven to be an innovative source of entertainment that has withstood the test of time.  Though the current professional wrestling industry may be facing a decline in television ratings, which at one time would have meant failure, it is booming in terms of its online presence and its place in conversations about popular culture.  WWE, as well as other professional wrestling promotions, has developed a product that depicts various issues and trending topics within American society through its unique method of storytelling, contextualizing them inside the wrestling ring.  It has remained relevant through its fans’ devotion and reputation with critics.  In today’s world, it is one of the most accessible forms of entertainment out there—between television, streaming, social media, and live events, nearly everyone has the ability to watch professional wrestling.  And with so many promotions out there, there is a little something for everyone of all ages and backgrounds.  It has been a popular form of entertainment since it was first brought to America, and it remains so in today’s world.  Even with the rapid evolution of technology and popular culture, which has resulted in different measures of success than what once was, professional wrestling remains one of America’s favorite pastimes during an era in which it seems like the market has been saturated with entertainment.
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