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Introduction

When looking at the wild, over-the-top world of professional wrestling, it is not uncommon that one might just find themselves scratching their heads in disbelief. Perhaps one might be dismayed at watching muscle-bound-modern-day-gladiators trade a series of poorly-acted threats of pseudo-violence. Or perhaps one might take issue with the industry’s penchant for placing large-chested, scantily-clad women in sexually-suggestive storylines in what one performer called “smut TV… a raunchier, sleazier [product] not fit for kids.”
 Some – such as Parents Television Council President L. Brent Bozell III – might take issue with the fact that professional wrestling and its programs feature “foul language [and] no good characters or role models,” choosing instead to “perpetuate violence and vice while scoffing at authority and virtue.”
 Still others might be confounded with the same thought filmmaker Barry Blaustien, once rhetorically posited, saying “[after] all these years watching wrestling, one thought still stands in my mind: What sort of human being bashes another man’s skull into a ring post for a living?
 Or perhaps the thought that plagues the average viewer is simply the question of whether what they are watching is truly a “sport” or purely a vehicle for “entertainment.” As Blaustien summarizes, “I look at wrestling as theater at its most base… and… so do most of the fans. We know what’s going on. Is it a sport? Is it entertainment? It’s both. It’s, um, wrestling.”
 Of course the winners of the matches are predetermined and the violence is choreographed, but as Blaustien cryptically theorized in Beyond the Mat – his 2000 exposé of the inner-workings of the professional wrestling industry – “Wrestling is a show… but it’s not as fake as you think.”


It is from an attempt to understand the full significance of this aforementioned quote that the following examination takes its impetus. More specifically, in an effort to determine just how “real” the world of professional wrestling is, the following examination attempts to re-address a number of these questions that have long-plagued the professional wrestling industry by way of an examination of the industry’s work environment of its everyday employees. Questions as to the moral caliber (or lack thereof) of the industry’s television products not withstanding, the following examination attempts to chronologically re-examine the professional wrestling industry through a critical lens, giving particular emphasis to those instances that highlighted both the everyday nature of the industry’s work environment and to those cases of its employees that merit further attention when one considers the fact that the entire labor force of this industry remains non-unionized.

Labor movement champion John Ryan once argued for the necessity that all major fields of industry allow their employees the opportunity to organize into labor unions. Citing how unions provided employees with bargaining power, fairer systems of employee representation, and standardized industry-wide systems of wage and labor laws, Ryan claimed “the labor union is necessary, not simply because capital is likewise organized, but because the individual worker is unequal in bargaining power to the individual employer.”
 Building from Ryan’s example, one will note that workers in every major field of American employment have unionized in the near-century that followed his work. Beginning with factory-workers and spreading across virtually every major market in the United States, one should note that even the athletes who compete as a part of every major American professional sporting organization have unionized within the past 100 years. These “players’ unions” guarantee employees the right to organize to negotiate fairer systems of contracts with their owners – as recently was seen in the National Hockey League lockout of the 2004-2005 season. Furthermore, players’ unions work to establish industry-wide standards of baseline employee pay, performance-based pay increase incentives, as well as organized systems of corporate health and medical benefits to cover employee insurance costs. Should relationships turn sour, players’ unions have set up formalized systems for employee grievances and rightful grounds for employee termination – with violators of either of these policies receiving serious repercussions in the forms of harassment or wrongful termination lawsuits, respectively. Finally, these unions help set fair industry-wide standards to regulate employee drug and substance abuse, resulting in increased scrutiny and a stiff system of fines, probations and employee terminations for policy violators.

Yet despite each of the aforementioned benefits that the establishment of a professional wrestling players’ union might yield, the American professional wrestling industry remains non-unionized. This proves problematic when one considers the fact that professional wrestling is not a “legitimate” sport in the sense that the outcomes of its contests are pre-arranged, meaning that higher quality of employee performance does not necessarily translate to increased employee compensation. As such, entry-level or mid-level performers operating under this non-unionized work environment are subject to the upper-level political wranglings of well-established performers with little-to-no incentive to allow room for their coworkers’ upward mobility within the industry. As a result, many employees find themselves trapped under the so-called “glass ceiling” set just under the foot of their predecessors, and while employees attempts to gain standing in this industry they regularly find themselves subject to the indiscriminate and arbitrary firing practices of employers whose employee-termination system is – in most cases – founded on nothing more formal or authoritative than the proverbial power of the “almighty dollar.” On many occasions, this high-pressure work environment has proven self-destructive for a number of this industry’s performers; with employees often taking increased physical risks in an attempt to gain fan attention (and subsequent increase in financial compensation). 
The fact that the professional wrestling industry remains non-unionized also means that these high-risk employees are responsible for covering their own costs of healthcare and medical insurance, which on many occasions has left wrestlers to develop more cost-effective (if not legal) means to persevere trough a travel schedule that demands over 300 performances per year – a fact that has resulted in a staggering number of drug-related wrestler deaths over the past decade. Still, as wrestling companies stand to benefit from increased employee touring schedules and from the ratings and live gates that these events headlined by “old-standby” performers continue to draw, one can also see that promoters have little practical incentive to allow their employees the simple rights that so many of their counterparts in other professional sports have been granted. Ultimately, then, by examining the lives of professional wrestlers and the work environments under which they compete, one can see just how drastically this industry has been shaped by the fact that promoters have long-wielded their influence to ensure the continued refusal of worker unionization.
Brand Identity, “Hulkamania,” and a Move towards Unionization: 1980 – 1985
When examining the history of professional wrestling in the United States, one would be remiss in not beginning such a discussion with the one name that stands at the forefront of this industry. That name is none other than that of Vincent Kennedy McMahon III. – longtime wrestling promoter and current Chief Executive Officer of the publicly-held World Wrestling Entertainment corporation (WWE), formerly known as the World Wrestling Federation (WWF). As one professional wrestler once said, “Vincent McMahon is the driving force and creative genius behind the WWF” who “turned wrestling upside-down and changed [the industry] completely.”
  When Vince McMahon purchased his father’s struggling World Wide Wrestling Federation (WWWF) in 1983, the American professional wrestling landscape operated under a “territorial” mindset with smaller independent promotions sanctioning each of the bouts that would occur in its various regions or state-defined territories.
 Setting out to nationalize his organization, the younger McMahon quickly began to bankrupt many of his smaller competitors by hiring away their talent and signing them to compete exclusively for his newly-renamed “World Wrestling Federation” (WWF). As filmmaker Barry Blaustien added, “When Vince [McMahon] bought the WWF from his father [Vincent K. McMahon, Sr.], overnight he changed wrestling from a regional business to an international phenomenon.” McMahon’s gamble paid off, and his company (which went public in October, 1999)
 is presently valued at over one billion dollars; more than the New York Knicks, Rangers and Mets combined.

After bankrupting each of his major competitors and signing their talent to long-term WWF-exclusive contracts, McMahon set about establishing the WWF as not only the premier wrestling organization in the United States, but also as the premier brand of “sports entertainment” in the world. To help establish his company’s “brand identity,” McMahon gradually began to use his ever-expanding financial resources (and growing industry-clout) to subvert the names of his individual employees as he promoted the WWF name. Former WWF performer “Rowdy” Roddy Piper (real name: George Roderick Toombs) details McMahon’s approach to establishing the WWF “brand” in his 2002 autobiography, stating:
In his conspiracy to take over the [wrestling] world, Vince McMahon Jr. was making a very smart and ruthless move and only a few of us caught on to his real intentions. He wanted to corner the market, and the first thing he needed to do was sign all the best in the biz. What he was really trying to do was establish a brand – a federation that was bigger than the individual stars who wrestled in it.
Normally, when we were in an arena, the billboard outside showcased the talent that was going to wrestle that night, such as Roddy Piper vs. Hulk Hogan, and that would be what attracted the people. But McMahon slowly changed the billing on the marquee to highlight the WWF instead of putting our names out there. While our names were still drawing record crowds, McMahon was trying to make it look like it was the WWF name and not the wrestlers that was bringing in the fans.

McMahon’s shrewd attempts to market the WWF name before the names the company’s performers paid off, and once the “WWF brand” gained momentum across the country WWF performers quickly saw their individual drawing power decrease accordingly. As Piper states, “eventually, of course, the WWF name had all the power, and with the wrestlers losing top billing, McMahon could now pay them much less. It was now the WWF coming into town as opposed to whatever the main event was.”
 This fact worried performers, who had always maintained a moderately adversarial working relationship with their employers in the first place. But as times changed and the industry shifted away from the smaller, regional promotions and towards the clear emergence of larger wrestling corporations, the poorly-organized performers were faced with little choice but to acquiesce to promoters’ wishes. 
Now with his WWF “brand identity” established, the individual value of each of McMahon’s performers soon became rather inconsequential. To McMahon, his performers were merely cogs in the well-oiled WWF machine of his creation, and he regularly made it known that their participation in this machine was expendable. McMahon’s attempts to exert his authority over his performers even came across in instances as subtle as his off-screen manner of speaking with them. As Toombs continues:

[Rather than calling me by my ring-name], McMahon called me ‘Hot Rod’ [because] it’s a name I had made up before I came to the WWF and he trademarked it, hoping to capitalize on it one day. He kept calling me ‘Hot Rod’ instead of Roddy Piper because he owned that name, and it was also part of the brainwashing that he used on all his wrestlers to try and show he was in control – to him, he owned Hot Rod.

McMahon’s creative control over his performers drastically shifted the balance of power away from his company’s employees and into the hands of the promoters. In bankrupting his competition and signing virtually every major name in the wrestling industry in North America to compete exclusively for his promotion, Vince McMahon had effectively razed and rebuilt the entire professional wrestling industry to fit his new “sports entertainment” business model – and, according to this new model, paydays would hinge not on the individual abilities of the performers themselves, but rather on the relative success of the WWF brand as a whole. In effect, McMahon had created what one wrestling journalist aptly described as “a modern-day circus… replete with strongmen, clowns, sideshow acts and beasts of burden.”
 For McMahon, the final ingredient of the WWF formula merely lied in finding one star to shine brighter than the rest to occupy the center-most ring of his newly-created “circus.” If he could successfully market one performer to serve as the WWF’s main-attraction, McMahon knew he could ensure his company’s success.

Thus “Hulk Hogan – perhaps the single greatest enemy to worker unionization in the history of the professional wrestling industry – was born. A relative unknown since signing with McMahon’s father’s World Wide Wrestling Federation (WWWF) some years earlier in 1978, the man born Terry Bollea in 1953 would receive a substantial amount of media buzz after starring under his ring-name of “Hulk Hogan” in the 1982 motion picture, Rocky III. Though Bollea had left his contract and broken ties with then-owner Vince McMahon Sr. of the then-WWWF in 1981 in order to film Rocky III, after purchasing the company from his father, the new owner (Vince McMahon, Jr.) of the recently renamed “World Wresting Federation” (WWF) rehired Bollea, hoping to garner some mainstream media attention to his newly-rebranded promotion off of his new hire’s Rocky III success.
 For the younger McMahon, Terry Bollea’s “Hulk Hogan” character represented the missing addition to his modern-day circus, and as Toombs details: 

Vince thought that Hulk Hogan was everything a wrestler should be: big and muscle-bound. Vince fell in love with him as a top draw, and the Hulkster took the opportunity and ran with it. The two started scheming about how they were going to take over the wrestling world by killing off all [of] the other top wrestling talent in New York. The decision to use Hogan as “The Chosen One” was made.

McMahon assured Bollea that the WWF was willing to put massive advertising and merchandising campaigns behind him in order to fuel the cult-of-personality-phenomenon Bollea had dubbed “Hulkamania” some years before. Convinced that the increased success of the WWF brand would only prove lucrative for their champion, Bollea signed with McMahon’s WWF and McMahon quickly set out promoting wrestling shows across the country with Hulk Hogan as the company’s champion in order to mass-market both the WWF name and the “Hulkamania” phenomenon. The gamble paid off, and by 1985 both “WWF” and “Hulk Hogan” had become household names.

Meanwhile, the remainder of McMahon’s employees became secondary players to “Hulkamania” and the WWF brand. As such, many former top-level WWF performers – such as Piper, Paul Orndorf, and Andre “The Giant” Rousémoff – were summarily lined up to serve as proverbial “cannon-fodder” opponents to Bollea’s character in the company’s continuing attempt to establish “Hulk Hogan” as their unstoppable juggernaut. While their regular defeats (though scripted) to company-golden-boy “Hulk Hogan” left the bulk of the WWF roster unhappy, McMahon continued following this course of action, believing that so long as the WWF name and “Hulk Hogan” headlined the marquee, performers would continue to agree losing to Bollea as fans would enthusiastically purchase tickets so long as “Hulk Hogan” was scheduled to appear – regardless of which other performers were actually featured on each card. Bollea concurred with McMahon’s assessment of the value of the “Hulkamania” phenomenon, claiming that the mere mention of the “Hulk Hogan” name on a night’s card would regularly entice more performers to want to appear on the same card, as “they knew I would draw more people and they would make better money.”
 Not merely content with selling out live Hulk Hogan-lead WWF events around the country, however, McMahon sought to bring his creation to a grander stage at the soonest opportunity. And, as Bollea describes, just as the “Hulkamania” phenomenon had begun to catch fire in live events around the country, “Vince decided the time was right for a really big event – something that was going to be the Super Bowl and World Series of wrestling… and he was going to call it Wrestlemania.”

For McMahon, the new medium of pay-per-view television proved a fascination; a chance to propel his then-regional promotion into the living-rooms of television audiences across the nation. If he could stage a successful event that would serve as a landmark of the wrestling year, McMahon’s brainchild “Wrestlemania” and his WWF brand would cement its staying power, regardless of what individual performers might ultimately compete under its auspices in the years that followed. As such, the first Wrestlemania was a make-or-break moment for McMahon’s WWF. As Toombs, a former WWF performer – and co-participant in the inaugural Wrestlemania main-event – notes, “Vince had a lot riding on this night. Not only was his Federation’s future riding on the success of this particular show, but his whole life’s savings was also on the line. It was either kill or be killed for him.”

Fate once again proved to be in McMahon’s favor, and the show was universally received by both wrestling fans and mainstream audiences as a resounding success, with McMahon personally pocketing four million dollars profit for one event’s work by night’s end. On the heels of the success of the WWF’s first Wrestlemania pay-per-view, top McMahon aide Jim Troy recognized that the wrestling business in the United States was on a definitive “hot streak.” ESPN columnist and wrestling historian Shaun Assael notes that Troy realized the company had struck gold with the new medium of pay- per-view when he states:
Troy realized… the time was ripe to test new technology… in 1986, after [the WWF] had drawn one hundred thousand pay-per-view buys to the second Wrestlemania, a three-city event broadcast [simultaneously] from New York, Chicago and Los Angeles. At the cable conventions he subsequently visited, cable operators were coming up to him to say that they had done unparalleled numbers… Cable operators who served as few as ten thousand customers were renting the [still-rudimentary PPV-ready adaptors] devices to as many as 18 percent of their viewers. That buy rate “made them superheroes in their markets,” Troy says. “It also created a buzz among the bigger cable companies.”

Whereas fewer than one million homes were wired for pay-per-view accessibility when the first Wrestlemania was produced in 1985, the unprecedented success of Wrestlemania phenomenon would catapult the popularity of this new media form to the point where over 10 million homes would be pay-per-view ready by the dawn of 1987.
 Though the WWF’s success in this period was largely the result of its owner’s concentrated investment in just one employee and relative lack of concern for (or, at best, its benign neglect of) the remainder of the company’s employees, the fact remained that the professional wrestling industry was riding the largest wave of popularity of its near-century-long-history, and Vince McMahon and Hulk Hogan stood side by side at its peak. This success had bred a mutually beneficial business relationship that would make both of these men multimillionaires by 1986. But – and perhaps more importantly –McMahon’s close working-relationship with his company’s top draw would prove fatal to his employees’ attempt at unionization later that year.
A Failed Move towards Union: 1986 - 1987

As “Hulkamania” and “Wrestlemania” exploded through the infant-medium of pay-per-view television, McMahon’s WWF continued to trounce the smaller promotions that simply lacked the finances to compete. Wrestling legend Ric Flair (real name: Richard Fleihr) – who competed for McMahon’s rival World Championship Wrestling (WCW) promotion at the time – commented on this situation in his 2003 autobiography, stating that WCW could regularly draw sizable houses by boasting superior cards with better-quality matches at smaller shows in local locations, but noting that while “In our traditional locations, we did really well; in other venues [where promoters were] overreaching and trying to be like Vince McMahon – we fell short.”
 Regardless of the caliber of matches his rival promotions could produce, McMahon’s WWF had simply established such a preeminent “name value” in the industry that fans seemed to forgive the fact that his company had gradually drifted away from treating professional wrestling as a legitimate “sport” and had instead began shifting their shows to a more “spectacle”-based atmosphere – characterized by performers who broke from the conventional “grappler versus grappler”-mold to instead portray larger-than-life “superstars” (replete with over-the-top character “gimmicks” and personas, expensive pyrotechnics and elaborate ring entrances) in a new hybrid genre McMahon dubbed “sports entertainment.” And by not only cornering the professional wrestling market but also by refashioning it to fit this new mold, Vince McMahon and the WWF saw unprecedented financial success by the end of 1986.
Realizing their paychecks had reached a plateau and growing tired of the fact that the only performer who seemed to be benefiting from their industry’s newfound popularity boom was one Terry Bollea (thanks to the “Hulk Hogan” character), talk began circulating among WWF employees that something needed to be done in order to check their employer’s rapidly-increasing financial (and industry-shaping political) power. Wary of McMahon’s ever-growing influence and readily aware of the rapid decline in the number of alternative outlets for which they might compete, WWF employees began clamoring for better pay, equal health benefits and a more evenly-balanced system of television exposure for the entire roster of WWF performers. Spearheading this movement was WWF announcer and former in-ring competitor Jesse Ventura – the same Jesse Ventura who would go on to win the governorship of Minnesota in 1998. By the end of 1986, the decision was made that wrestlers would begin to unionize by the time of the following year’s Wrestlemania pay-per-view (now an annual event) in order to maintain some leverage against McMahon’s expanding influence.
Getting wind of his co-workers intentions and fearing that his one-man-run at the top of the corporate heap might be in jeopardy, Bollea broke word of the story to then-owner of the then-WWF Vince McMahon before the employees’ plan could come to fruition. McMahon, in turn, promptly quashed the employees’ move towards a union, severely punishing Ventura and those other performers whom he believed were responsible for staging the coup. Even today, two decades after this failed attempt, Ventura maintains his frustration and disappointment with Bollea’s decision to act solely out of self-interest rather than for the greater good of the industry’s performers. As Ventura wrote in his 2000 autobiography:

Hogan had been a friend of mine – or so I thought – for six or eight years at that point. He was the last person I would have suspected. It turned out that Vince was taking care of him very well, and I guess he didn’t want to share that with any of the other wrestlers.

Ventura is not the only performer of this era to note that WWE officials were giving Hogan better treatment than they were giving his co-workers, as Hogan’s longtime on-screen-rival “Rowdy Roddy Piper” (again, real name Roderick George Toombs) claims that “Hogan was getting pampered by the Federation at the time.”
 To get a glimpse of just exactly how well Bollea was being treated by WWF officials during this time, one need look no further than to his own testimony in the federal grand jury’s 1994 investigation of the then-WWF, when a subpoenaed Bollea told prosecutors that in addition to being paid an exorbitant salary during this time, the WWF would regularly provide him with his own locker room for each performance as opposed to relegating him to sharing a communal changing area with the remainder of the WWF performers. When pressed on this issue, Hogan told defense attorney Laura Brevetti that he requested his own dressing room as he “preferred to be with the people [he] wanted other than the extras.”
 Toombs voices his frustration on this matter by adding that Hogan “wasn’t the only one doing the work to get [the WWF] product out there,” and that “there were plenty more people involved in making the WWF a success, but only a few were being justly rewarded.”


Regardless of the injustice of the situation, however, the fact remained that Bollea’s self-interest and McMahon’s decisive action had caused Ventura’s unionization attempt to fail miserably. This, of course, landed Ventura in the WWF doghouse, and – realizing that McMahon was not likely to forgive or forget what he viewed as his employee’s insubordination – Ventura departed the WWF for rival promotion WCW soon after. Left with a bitter taste in his mouth towards McMahon and company, Ventura would subsequently file suit against WWF some years later claiming that the company had engaged in unfair business practices (as was evidenced in their refusal to allow worker unionization) and that they had illegally distributed merchandise bearing his likeness. But ever the shrewd businessman, McMahon realized that the last thing Ventura needed while running for political office was a well-publicized lawsuit, and the two parties quietly settled their case out of court, thus putting the final nail in the worker’s union coffin that McMahon had forged a decade before.

Lopsided Pay Scales and the Birth of the “Monday Night Wars”: 1988 – 1997

With Ventura gone from the wrestling scene and no workers’ union in place to protect them from the questionable business practices of their employers, employees regularly began finding themselves at the mercy of the boom-and-bust cycle of the professional wrestling business. During those periods such as the early 1990’s when the industry was wracked by a federal grand jury indictment of McMahon and the WWF under suspicion of widespread steroid use (the charges would ultimately be dismissed), the American professional wrestling industry saw a substantial ebb in popularity. Wrestlers, in turn, would see their paychecks shrink and their relative popularity decline. When wrestling was “hot” (as it was in the “Hulkamania” years and again in the late 1990’s), wrestlers tended to fare substantially better. Regardless of the fiscal success of the professional wrestling industry as a whole, however, it is important to note that the non-unionized system of contracts and revenues of the professional wrestling industry has continued to fall under one of three categories for the duration of the past twenty-five years. A more-detailed examination of each of these business models follows. 

I. The Independent Promotion Business Model

The first pay system in the professional wrestling business – and the most widely employed throughout the smaller, independent promotions – is the per-appearance pay scale. Under this system of pay – which is actually a vestigial remnant of wrestling’s carnival and territory days – promoters agree to pay each performer a set “retainer” fee for his or her services. This retainer is traditionally a portion ranging anywhere from 25-50% of the performer’s overall agreed per-appearance rate, and the remainder of the payment is subsequently rendered following the performer’s performance at the scheduled event. It should be noted, however, that employee compensation at the independent level is hardly as lucrative as it can be in the so-called “major-leagues.” Roland Alexander, a promoter of a small independent wrestling circuit in Heyward, California affirms as much, saying:

There is no money in wrestling on the independent level. I mean, you’re going to make anywhere from $25 bucks to maybe $125 [a night]. Sometimes, if you’re real good you can make as much as $300 wrestling for an independent promotion. But really, where the big money is, is with the “major leagues.”

Aspiring professional wrestler Tony Jones corroborates Alexander’s assessment of wrestling at the independent level, adding “I usually make about $25 for a gym workshop… [but] don’t get me wrong – there [are] some times we don’t get paid at all. $25 sometimes is a privilege.

Under this system, wrestlers are paid much like freelance employees, receiving payment for their performances from one of any number of promotions without ever signing any exclusive or binding long-term contractual agreements. Because this business model compensates performers on a per-diem basis, it is highly practical for smaller wrestling promotions that often contract wrestlers to perform only one or a handful of area shows at a time. This model also proves beneficial to the performers themselves, for while they receive no guarantee that their services will be required for any extended period of time (and thus, they receive no lasting health or insurance policy in return for their “freelance” labor), the absence of any sort of binding or exclusive contract to one promotion allows greater flexibility for the performers to work for any number of promotions either simultaneously or in close succession.

The drawbacks to such a limited business model are equally apparent, however. In addition to the lack of job security and health insurance that accompanies such a per-appearance pay scale, as these smaller wrestling promoters are in no way contractually bound to the freelance performers that they hire on a per-diem basis, they are also in no way obligated to create, manufacture, distribute or sell any sort of merchandise that their talent might wish to produce. Yet because this first business model provides zero incentive for the organization to market the merchandise of their freelance talent, many aspiring professional wrestlers working for small independent promotions regularly find themselves attempting to sell their own merchandise in concession stands or parking lots following their performances at each event. Mick Foley – who had once wrestled for WCW as “Cactus Jack” – found his 1991 re-arrival on the independent circuit to be a bit of a rude awakening, as he was once again personally in charge of the sale and distribution of all of his own merchandise. As Foley recounted:

I had packed up plenty of Cactus Jack T-shirts that I had bought for a song from the WCW liquidator, and plenty of glossy eight-by-tens to make up for the smaller payoff. [Then] I headed out to the gimmick table [wrestling jargon for the merchandise stand]. After a few minutes, I decided to pack it in, and left with… a total gross of $12… and about a half a thimbleful of dignity.

Tom Laughlin (a.k.a. – “Tommy Dreamer”) and Peter “Taz” Senerca echoed Foley’s sentiments in the 2003 The Rise & Fall of ECW, a documentary detailing the success and demise of their small Philadelphia-based wrestling promotion, with Senerca noting that wrestlers depended on t-merchandise sales to supplement their smaller paychecks, saying “merchandise was a huge thing for us… the guys made a lot of money with their t-shirts.”
 Laughlin agreed, adding that he and fellow wrestlers would often personally be responsible for the transportation and sale of ECW merchandise as the performers traveled from venue to venue. Laughlin said:

I would bring all of the t-shirts to the shows. I would physically drive them. [ECW] had a warehouse, and [two other wrestlers] and I would load up the van [with t-shirts] for the fans to purchase… And then – after the shows – we would drive home and that Monday [following the weekend shows] we would have bandages on our foreheads [from wrestling the night before] and we would unload the t-shirts back into the warehouse.

On a whole, then, it would appear that the first business model is ideal for smaller promotions provided that its performers are willing to work on a freelance basis. The lack of job security and commission pay, however, seem to be this pay system’s undoing as employees gradually seek long-term employment and job incentives as their business model grows.
II. The World Championship Wrestling (WCW) Business Model

To compensate for these shortcomings that the smaller wrestling organizations encounter, larger wrestling organizations tend to adopt a different business model of performer compensation. Such was the case when media mogul Ted Turner entered the wrestling business in 1988 when he purchased the remnants of the floundering National Wrestling Alliance (NWA) promotion and re-branded it “World Championship Wrestling” – WCW for short. Drawing both from his own longstanding affinity towards professional wrestling as well as from his virtually limitless financial resources in an attempt to compete with the already-established Vince McMahon-driven WWF, Turner’s upstart WCW offered its employees long-term contracts and a commission-based-percentage of all merchandise sales to be paid to each individual performer according to their relative sales. 

Beginning in 1988, WCW agreed to begin mass-marketing their performers merchandise at all WCW events, which provided their performers a previously unmatched platform for exposure (and financial gain). In return, WCW required that their performers allow the organization to retain a portion of the profits from the merchandising sales (a reasonable request for such a lucrative agreement on both sides), and the company asked their performers to grant the WCW organization exclusive rights to their individual character likenesses and wrestling personae so as to streamline the marketing aspect of the merchandise sales (as well as to prevent against the same type of lawsuit that Jesse Ventura had filed against McMahon’s WWF some years earlier). As the wrestling business in the United States had so long been dominated by a just one major wrestling organization in Vince McMahon’s World Wrestling Federation, performers were eager to sign with Turner’s WCW, hoping that the organization’s deep pockets and expansive potential for exposure would easily outweigh the loss of individual rights to character likenesses.

For WCW’s part, this business model worked extremely well for the better part of the next decade. Though never really posing a substantial threat to McMahon’s WWF prior to 1996 (WCW recorded a loss of profit for each of the 8 years that preceded 1996), the performers within the organization gradually began to achieve a relative level of individual successes with the Turner-merchandising machine running in full force behind them. As such – with a blend of home-grown talent who had not yet worn out their welcome on WWF television and a few defectors from McMahon’s WWF who sought to revitalize their careers by competing for this upstart organization – Turner’s WCW ultimately dove into head-to-head competition against McMahon’s weekly flagship show, Monday Night Raw, when it launched WCW Monday Nitro on Turner’s TNT network in the fall of 1996. The weekly head-to-head rivalry between the two company’s became known by wrestling fans as the “Monday Night Wars;” a period during which the professional wrestling industry was met with heights of success and mainstream media acceptance that it had not seen since the earliest days of “Hulkamania” back in 1986. In fact, WCW Monday Nitro would go on to beat WWF’s Monday Night Raw for an astounding 83-weeklong period, oftentimes with each show drawing viewers upwards of 8 million apiece.
 


Yet despite the company’s success, like their rival WWF, WCW’s employees were not unionized, which meant that the success of the WCW programming meant little to nothing to those performers trapped just under the proverbial “glass ceiling” set just below the feet of the talent that occupied the company’s uppermost tier. While one might argue that the fact that WCW was willing to sign their performers to these long-term deals proves that professional wrestlers can still achieve success despite remaining non-unionized, one must also note that this “long-term, no-incentives”-style of contracting wrestlers proved disastrous for every WCW performer who was not considered a “main-event”-level talent. The problem here was threefold.

First, the non-unionized contract system was not responsible to any standardized system that could guarantee adequate exposure for all of the company’s performers. As wrestling historian R.D. Reynolds notes:
The company was… hot enough at this point that very few, if any of the wrestlers could actually be considered ticket sellers. Instead, the name “WCW” itself sold tickets, usually on the first day, before a card was ever announced (142).

This meant that while the WCW brand itself was enough to sell out entire arenas (and thus the company had virtually nothing to lose by main-eventing their programs with fresh, up-and-coming talent), there was no system in place that guaranteed that employees would be given such opportunities. And as such, while the organization continued to sell out venues across the country at the mere mention of the company’s “WCW” name, virtually all of the company’s main-event-level programming for the better part of four years remained dedicated to an elite handful of performers – one of whom (perhaps not-so-coincidentally) just happened to be Terry “Hulk Hogan” Bollea, who had left McMahon’s WWF and joined Turner’s WCW in 1996. This meant that when fans ultimately tired of seeing the same dozen-or-so performers headline each event (as they did when ratings and attendance began to slip in 1998), the company had not given adequate exposure to the majority of their workforce who had spent years floundering at company’s the mid-card level at best. As such, many performers chose to use any way out of their contract that they could find (lawsuits, buyouts, suspensions, injuries, drug violations, etc.) in order to leave WCW to seek their fortunes elsewhere despite the fact that their employer was riding a continued wave of unprecedented financial success.

The second shortcoming that the lack of employee unionization caused WCW meant that every main-event-level WCW performer was responsible for negotiating the terms of their contracts independent of one another. This meant that despite being guaranteed a job with WCW for the duration of their contract, performers were in no way actually responsible to any sort of standardized system of employee evaluation that might ensure an acceptable measure of professionalism and employee performance. With no system of accountability in place (and with the standing guarantee that top-level workers would be compensated regardless of their behaviors), many WCW performers would regularly abuse this system by engaging in a variety of unprofessional behaviors, both on and off-screen. Such was the case with Scott Hall, a recovering alcoholic but an instrumental figure in the success of WCW’s ratings war against WWF, who regularly began appearing on WCW programming while intoxicated knowing that his position within the company was assured regardless of his behavior.
 Such also was the case when one-time WCW champion Scott Steiner repeatedly broke character on national television (in what is reported to have been a steroid-induced rampage), one time telling the national television audience that WCW programming was not worth watching and another time instigating an unscripted brawl after attacking a fellow performer backstage. As punishment in each instance (but with no union board with whom his coworkers could register any complaint), Steiner was suspended from WCW television – with full pay.

The third – and perhaps most fatal – flaw of WCW’s business model was that in addition to providing their employees with long-term contracts, WCW contracts granted many of their “top-level” performers’ creative control over their respective characters. In short, this meant that while match outcomes remained predetermined, each main-event level WCW performer reserved the right to modify and/ or reject any proposed match outcome at will. In an industry whose success derives entirely on employee’s willingness to participate in staged bouts with predetermined outcomes, the “creative control” clause proved a nightmare for everyone outside of the select few main-event-level performers who showed no hesitation in exercising it on a repeated basis. To appease the “creative control” whims of some few top WCW performers, match outcomes were changed, performers were dropped from programming, and entire shows were re-scripted with little to no notice. What was worse, rather than provide adequate television time to new performers in order to provide WCW fans with fresh and exciting programming, many of the company’s top-level performers refused to relinquish their so-called “spots” at the top of the company, repeatedly exercising creative control clauses to ensure that no up-and-coming-performer ever posed any credible threat to their already-established characters. 
For WCW employees, the lack of a unionized workforce made for a mass of infighting as dozens of talented performers were powerless to speak out against the backstage political wranglings of a select few of the company’s main-event performers so desperate to defend their place at the top of the corporate heap. Much like Terry Bollea had done to Jesse Ventura’s unionization attempt ten years earlier, those performers at WCW’s uppermost level (Bollea once again included) simply refused to share their spotlight for fear of it damaging their own financial stability.  Each of these factors ultimately lead to the company’s untimely demise in 2001, when – after having lost 95 % of their paying audience from just four years after being valued at approximately $500 million – WCW would be purchased by longtime-rival Vince McMahon’s WWF for a mere $3 million.


III. The World Wrestling Federation (WWF) Business Model

In the third business model – the one adapted by McMahon’s WWF – performers each sign contracts on a yearly (or semi-yearly) basis for what is known as a downside guarantee. This money is a fixed dollar amount that is guaranteed to the performer for the duration of said contract, regardless of whether or not an employee performs on every date for the remainder of that contract or suffers an injury at any time that might prevent him from wrestling for the remainder of the year. To prevent from repeating the mistakes made by WCW’s system of signing performers to long-term (and many times, simply outrageous) contracts, McMahon’s WWF has traditionally opted to sign their performers to larger, though shorter contracts – thus giving the workers continued incentive to perform to a certain level of expectation, and giving the company the option to renegotiate the terms of the agreement should a performer fail to meet the company’s expectations. 

In addition to this continual cycle of reassessment of a performer’s value to the company, WWE traditionally builds a series of “extras” into each performer’s contract so as to give them incentive to improve their standing by the time they are to resign their contracts in what is effectively their next employee evaluation. Though employee health insurance is not one of these added extras, these worker incentives tend to dissuade even the most union-minded of employees by reinforcing an artificial environment of “each against all” by rewarding individual performers over one another. For example, as wrestling journalist Scott Keith details:

If a performer wrestles on a Pay-Per-View event [the company’s largest monthly source of income], (s)he receives x dollars, usually a percentage of the event’s live gate attendance. If a performer wrestles in the main event of one of these Pay-Per-View contests, he/she gets x+y dollars, a bigger piece of the pie. If a performer wrestles a certain fixed number of ‘house-show’ dates per month [smaller, non-televised shows], (s)he gets a chunk of that pie, too. If a performer sells a certain number of t-shirts [or other merchandise], (s)he gets a percentage of those sales as well.

Ultimately, then, wrestler “salaries” are paid on a commission-basis in proportion to the percentage of revenues each performer brings the company. At the end of each year, all of the aforementioned sources of revenue are tallied, and – should a performer’s actual revenue fall short of their downside guarantee – they are then paid the difference in the form of one lump sum (with the provision, of course, that the company reserves the right to take this failure to meet one’s downside guarantee into consideration once a performer wishes to renew his/her contract). From a business-standpoint, this financial model would seem ideal, as it virtually guarantees that performers whose revenues fall short of expectations can expect to see their respective downside guarantees to be lowered upon their next renewal of their contract, whereas performers whose revenues regularly exceed their respective downside guarantees can expect to see a raise upon resigning.

No one business-model is perfect, however, and without the protection of a wrestlers’ union to stabilize wage control, the chief problem that WWF’s incentive-based employment system has encountered is that swings in the overall popularity of the professional wrestling business have made this incentive-based system somewhat hard to regulate. When business is good, baseline performer downside guarantees usually are set higher – say, for example, $200,000, as was the case in 1998.
 But when popularity of the wrestling industry swings to the off-cycle, downside guarantees are lowered accordingly – say, in 2003, when everyone not already considered to be a “main event” performer was scaled back to downside guarantees in the neighborhood of $125,000 a year.
 As Keith points out, “the effect of this cut in downside was simple: guys who depended on house show and merchandise revenue to feed their families (to compensate for the money lost in the lowered downside guarantees) began rushing back from what would normally be a serious injury.”
 Such was the case when WWF competitor Bret Hart was once sidelined with a knee injury, for as Hart explains:

I was out for about 7 weeks, and they promised that they’d look after me. But after a while I realized that the checks weren’t going to get any better than a couple hundred bucks a week, so I was back in the ring way sooner than I should have been.

Under the (equally problematic, but undeniably lucrative) WCW system, performers were at least given a guaranteed contract, which meant that there were substantially less serious injuries simply because performers would slow down and take the needed time to heal so as not to risk furthering injuries for fear of financial instability should they miss the necessary recuperative time.  Unfortunately for performers for both WCW and WWF, however, the ratings war between their two companies simply made it impossible for them to justify taking extended amounts of time off to heal properly. As such, injuries became increasingly frequent and disturbingly more severe. In the five years that followed the inception of the so-called “Monday Night Wars” of 1996, for example, eight of the industries top performers would undergo spinal fusion surgeries to correct broken necks.

Pawns in a Ratings War: The “Montreal Screwjob” of November 7, 1997
As the ratings war between these two companies escalated throughout the mid-to-late 90’s, employers struggled to keep performers under their employ while their competition regularly attempted to lure employees away with the opportunity to sign more lucrative contracts with the  promise of a number of the aforementioned bonuses. During this era marked by a continuing game of one-upsmanship between the two major promotions, wrestling historians observe just how readily the true nature of exactly how professional wrestling organizations valued their employees fully came to light.

In many cases, the WWF struggled to retain performers as they found themselves on the short end of a bidding war against the deep-pockets of the Ted-Turner-owned WCW. Such was the case when top WWF performers Scott Hall, Kevin Nash, Larry Pfol (a.k.a. – “Lex Luger”) each jumped ship from McMahon’s WWF to join Turner’s WCW, with each man appearing on WCW’s flagship Nitro program within a week’s time of their departure.
 Furious that WCW was merely importing top-level WWF performers to their main-event scene without having done anything to establish these performers for themselves, WWF even went as far as to file suit against Turner’s WCW in 1996, claiming that WCW had engaged in “unfair business practices” by having these newly-hired performers appear under the WCW banner portraying what effectively amounted to the same characters that McMahon’s WWF had created.
 Though the lawsuit was eventually dismissed, the fact remained that competition between these two companies was certainly fierce throughout this “Monday Night Wars” time-period, with both companies vying for even the slightest amount of leverage to unseat the other in the ratings battle. 
This heightened competition lead to increasingly questionable business tactics, to say the least – including such instances as those when WCW announcers would regularly reveal match outcomes of simultaneously-broadcast-WWF bouts prior to the WWF’s airing of said contests (as WWF’s Raw was taped in advance whereas WCW’s Nitro was broadcast live).
 In retaliation, WWF proudly dedicated Raw airtime to any disgruntled WCW employees with a grievance to air against their former employer, on one occasion going as far as to allow Sean Waltman – a recently-defected WCW employee – the opportunity to break character on national television, boasting that a number of WCW employees “would be standing [on WWF television] beside [him]” were they not “being held hostage by World Championship Wrestling” and their binding long-term contracts.
 WCW’s competition proved strong, however, and McMahon’s WWF found itself on the losing end of an 83-week-long streak of ratings victories for WCW’s Nitro.

As such, in increasingly desperate Vince McMahon found himself in what appeared to be the bleakest of situations. By hiring away former WWF talent and catapulting them into their main-event scene, WCW’s Nitro had consistently out-rated the WWF’s Raw on a weekly basis for the better part of two calendar years. What was worse, WCW had begun to make overtures towards longtime WWF employee (and then-current WWF World Champion) Bret “The Hitman” Hart. Still, Hart remain unconvinced by WCW’s lucrative offer, and chose instead to renegotiate his contract with McMahon’s WWF in January of 1997 so as to ensure that the company would pay him $3.65 million over the each of the next 20 years.
 As the competition between the two organizations intensified, however, WWF continued to find themselves on the losing end of the ratings war, and in a desperate attempt to attract viewers, McMahon convinced Hart that his “Hitman” character – a perennial WWF “babyface” (“good guy”) – should “turn heel” (become a “bad guy”). To accomplish this task, McMahon instructs Hart (a natural-born Canadian) to lambaste the American fans for demonstrating a lack of morals in an era where traditional lines of “good” and “bad” are becoming increasingly blurred. In the process, McMahon repackages Hart’s “Hitman” character from one of a lifelong hero to one whose primary task is to become the most-hated “heel” (villain) on the WWF roster by agitating the audience.
  The idea works, and fans begin buying tickets to WWF shows in hopes that they might see any WWF “babyface” (“good buy”) give the now-villainous, “holier-than-thou” Hitman-character his comeuppance. 

This would have appeared to mark a seeming turnaround of fortunes for both McMahon’s struggling-WWF and for Hart’s stay at the top of the company’s popularity heap. However, as filmmaker Paul Jay speculates, perhaps McMahon’s motivations for “turning” his most marketable hero’s character into the most-hated man on his roster were much more devious. For as Jay explains in his 1999 documentary Hitman Hart: Wrestling with Shadows, “At some point, Vince knows that he is going to ask Bret to leave [the WWF] and he decides that if he’s going to leave, its better that he leave with less value.”
 Jay argues that the business-savvy McMahon soon realized that he had re-signed Hart to a contract he could not afford to pay, and rather than pay him for the duration of his contract, McMahon chose instead to re-package Hart’s “Hitman” character into one that fans would hate in an attempt to decrease the character’s value prior to jettisoning him off to the rival competition. Jay’s argument is strengthened by the fact that McMahon would ultimately call Hart into a private meeting several months after renegotiating his contract (and subsequently turning his character from hero to villain); telling Hart  that “the [WWF] company is in financial peril,” and that he could not afford to pay Hart the remainder of his contract. In this meeting, McMahon also told Hart that he “would be doing him a favor if he went to work for Turner[’s WCW].”
 
In deference to McMahon’s request, Hart renegotiated with WCW to match his currently-inflated WWF offer (to the tune of $3.65 million a year) and he agreed that his last match with the WWF would be at the main event of the company’s annual Survivor Series pay-per-view on November 7, 1997 – which (coincidentally) was scheduled to be held in Hart’s home town of Montreal. At this event – in yet another of the company’s countless scripted fights – WWF owner Vince McMahon decided that his departing champion Bret Hart would lose his World Champion title to challenger and WWF-up-and-comer “Shawn Michaels” (real name: Michael Hickenbottom). The catch, of course, is that McMahon and Hickenbottom agreed on this pre-scripted match outcome without informing the then-champion (Hart) of how the match will result.
 In short, despite the fact that the final 30 days of Hart’s WWF contract guaranteed him “reasonable creative control” over the direction of his character and the outcome of his matches, McMahon and Hickenbottom circumvented Hart’s creative control in a closed-door meeting and agreed to change the outcome of the bout’s pre-determined “finish” (which originally was to end in a no-contest) without ever obtaining Hart’s approval. Rather than allow Hart’s WWF career to end on the mutually-agreeable note that the two parties had previously discussed, McMahon instead informed referee Earl Hebner that Hart was to lose his WWF Championship when the referee called for the bell after the “Shawn Michaels” character placed Hart’s character into the “Hitman’s” own trademark hold (in a “spot” that all parties had discussed, but that Hart believed would not signal the end of the match).
 McMahon’s plan worked to perfection, and his co-conspirator (Hickenbottom) was crowned WWF champion when Hebner called for the bell while Hart’s character is locked in a submission maneuver, giving both fans in attendance and worldwide audiences (via the pay-per-view-medium) every reason to believe that Hart had submitted to his own trademark hold in his very own home town – two crippling blows to the character’s credibility.
 What’s worse, these blows to the “Hitman” character’s credibility were exacerbated by the fact that Hart (as per McMahon’s instruction) had spent the better part of the previous year destroying his character’s value as a longstanding hero by his constant derision of the American wrestling fans.

Left with nothing more than a character whose value was virtually worthless on the heels of what wrestling journalists have dubbed the “Montreal Screwjob,” Hart said that McMahon and the WWF “murdered this ‘Hitman’ character,” citing the fact that they had completely destroyed his character’s credibility and thus utterly negated his ability to draw an audience in their treatment of his character prior to releasing him to compete for Turner’s WCW.
 Like Jay, Hart remained convinced that WWF had found themselves in a financial situation out of which they could not maneuver, and rather than compete with WCW’s lucrative offer, they simply chose to sell them the “Hitman” character as “damaged goods” in payback for the company’s earlier success at transplanting WWF performers to their main-event scene in the years that had preceded 1997. As Hart detailed in Jay’s documentary:
Vince McMahon has always had this mentality of treating wrestlers as circus animals. All of these wrestlers that have broken their backs working this long for years end up with nothing when it’s over. And then they take you out back and they put a slug in the back of your head and they dump you out… that’s the life of a professional wrestler.”

And with no wrestlers’ union in place with whom he might register a formal grievance against his employer’s unscrupulous business practices, Bret Hart – self-described as McMahon’s circus animal – found himself powerless to fight the authority that his ringmaster yielded.
Drugs, Injuries and Wrestler Deaths: 1997 – 2001


When looking at the “circus”-like atmosphere of professional wrestling, one might be inclined to compare this industry with the recent “circus”-like landscape of Major League Baseball – an organization that recently found itself under congressional scrutiny for allegations of rampant steroid use. When hearing testimony regarding these allegations, house and Senate committee members became openly frustrated as players’ testimonies became “furtive” at best and “blatantly untrue” at worst. Democratic Congressman Tom Lantos of California was even quoted as saying that when it came to hearing any sort of truth amid the spotty and furtive testimonies of the athletes, “I increasingly feel a theater of the absurd unfolding here.”
 But if the circus of steroid use in Major League Baseball is indeed the backdrop to “a theater of the absurd,” then surely the rampant drug abuse in the professional wrestling industry would make this latter sport’s this theater’s foremost case study – perhaps even the “Samuel Beckett” of the steroid “theater of the absurd” of professional sports. 
Wrestling journalist Scott Keith states that “drugs in wrestling [have become] an accepted thing at this point,” and that whereas one wrestler’s drug-overdose death in 1997 “sent shockwaves” through the wrestling community, numerous drug-related deaths that followed have “barely caused anyone in the industry to bat an eyelash” in the years that followed.
 Since 1997, over a dozen professional wrestlers under the age of 40 have died from complications resulting from overdoses of prescription pills or recreational drug use. Increased travel schedules don’t help matters, and drug use rates tend to correlate to increased frequency of injuries as employees find themselves self-medicating or rushing back from serious injury through the use of controlled and/or illegal substances. Without an industry-wide system of health care, each of these non-unionized performers are left to cover all of his or her own medical expenses, including those expenses incurred by performance-related injuries. In fact, as Reynolds detailed in his exposé of the last-days of WCW:

[One employee] who had been severely injured in the line of duty was sent a letter 

informing him that he’d been on the shelf for so long that [the company] was cutting his pay in half. Not only that, but as of [two months from the date of his pay-cut], they could fire him.... The deal, which was written into most of the [WCW] contracts was that if you got hurt and were going to be out for a long time, your pay was cut in half until you were able to return. Actual sports stars in the real world could not believe their ears when they heard this.

Former WWF employee Jake “The Snake” Roberts agreed with Reynolds’ assessment of the ill-effects of the industry’s “pay-for-play” method of employee compensation and hectic travel schedule, adding that in an attempt to compensate with their non-unionized and (at times) chaotic work environment, many of the industry’s performers developed serious addictions to illegal or controlled substances. As Roberts admitted in a candid 2000 interview:

A lot of people don’t understand. [They ask] “If you were making that much money, why didn’t you take three months off and stay with your kids?” Because if I took three months off, I’d have been fired. When I was working for Vince McMahon, I was obligated to wrestle every day. 
I used to tell myself that I would never do drugs. Never ever! It’s for losers! [But when] we were wrestling 26, 27 days a month, twice on Saturday, twice on Sunday, catching eight, nine airplanes a week; it was basically a necessity [to use drugs] just to continue. You took pills to go to sleep. You took pills because of your pain. You took cocaine to wake up so you could perform, [and] when you go to sleep you take sleeping pills [again]. It’s a trap, you know?

Professional wrestling stunts are wild, and often dangerous. In an attempt to grab fans attention, performers often take their bodies to extreme physical lengths to convey a sense of realism in their choreographed violence. As Reynolds notes, in many cases “the lower-card guys were so desperate to get noticed that they would come up with idiotic and dangerous moves.”
 As a result it became common that even the most “safe” of wrestling cards resulted in one or two employees suffering at least some sort of minor injury – usually ranging from bruises or strains to stitches and blood loss. Still, without the protection of a workers’ union, performers were left to attribute their recurring injuries to the mere “cost of doing business,” and – as mentioned before – many performers continue to find that painkillers help to take the edge off. Yet even though drugs can help mask the nagging injuries, performing on even the most minor of injuries can ultimately lead to more serious and lasting ones. One bad fall or “bump” on an already weakened performer can prove crucial to weak body part, and as such, it’s not the big “hits” that hurt performers, but rather the simple toll that the smaller ones can take after time. Since 1997, for example, 8 wrestlers have suffered spinal cord injuries – each a result of gradual degeneration of spinal tissue due to prolonged periods of stress.

In some extreme cases, however, the lack of a performers’ union to regulate standards of safe employee behavior results in the exception to this aforementioned rule of attritions, and performers suffer tremendous – even tragic – results from taking the “big risk” stunts. Such was the case for Bill Goldberg, a WCW employee whose career nearly ended after his character was scripted to go “on a rampage” backstage at a WCW television show. The “rampage” was supposed to culminate with Goldberg “punching” through the window of a nearby limousine with the help of a concealed lead pipe hidden in his hand. The problem was that the cameras were still rolling when Goldberg accidentally dropped the pipe, and in an attempt to save face, he threw his elbow into the limousine’s windshield so as to break the vehicle’s glass. Not surprisingly, the window did not cave properly and Goldberg lost 31.5 liters of blood.

The lack of an industry-wide system of guidelines mandating a safe employee work environment can also be attributed to the tragic death of Owen Hart – the late brother of the same Bret Hart who found himself on the receiving end of such an unceremonious corporate jettison in 1997. Portraying “The Blue Blazer,” an aspiring superhero-like character at the WWF’s Over the Edge pay-per-view on May 3, 1999 at the Kemper Arena in Kansas City, Owen Hart fell some 60 feet from the arena ceiling after his harness malfunctioned following what was supposed to have been a dramatic “superhero-like entrance” that would have seen him lowered to the ring from the arena rafters. Hart was killed immediately upon impact with the ringpost. Numerous reports have cited the fact that Hart repeatedly told WWF officials that he was uncomfortable performing such a high-risk entrance, but the company convinced him to go along with the scripted descent after assuring him the entire stunt would be carefully monitored. A malfunction in Hart’s harness would prove otherwise, however, and his widow would ultimately receive substantial vindication for the death of her husband when the WWF agreed to an out-of-court settlement over Hart’s wrongful death lawsuit for a non-disclosed sum in 2004.


In each of these cases, one can see how professional wrestlers have suffered due to their industry’s refusal to allow them to unionize. Increasingly hectic performance and travel schedules cause wrestlers to self-medicate and to rush back from injury to avoid termination. Without the benefit of an industry-wide healthcare system, performers develop drug and pain-pill addictions in order to continue their performance of such a physical (though choreographed) craft on a nightly basis. Still, many of those who persevere through injury find themselves out of action for months or years at a time as they recuperate from surgeries (at their own expense) that are the result of their continued aggravation of smaller injuries. Moreover, mid-level employees regularly risk serious injury through continued attempts at high-risk maneuvers in an attempt to garner fan attention in hopes to escape from under an unchecked company-wide “glass ceiling.” And, in the most extreme of cases, some employees even find themselves permanently injured or worse simply because they had no union protection against relentless employers who script highly-dangerous stunts. 
Code of Conduct and Employee Dismissal: 2001 – 2005

In addition to the aforementioned risks of injury, drug dependence and lack of healthcare, without the protection of a standardized system of job-security that a unionized work environment would provide professional wrestlers often find themselves at the mercy of promoters whose employee-termination practices are, at best, inconsistent and, at worst, unscrupulous. Under this catch-as-catch-can system, employee behavior remains unregulated, and grounds for employee termination fluctuates wildly on a case-by-case basis. This is not to say that corporate firing of employees is entirely arbitrary, of course. In fact, there is documented evidence that many employees released from major wrestling organizations have actually asked the company to be let go. Oftentimes, performers and promoters will mutually negotiate an employee’s release on grounds of creative differences. 
Such was the case in 2005 when Noreen Greenwald was unhappy with the direction that WWE writers had proposed for her character, “Molly Holly” – who had been a longtime performer for McMahon’s recently-renamed World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) organization following the company’s name-change in response to a lawsuit filed by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) who shared the same initials. The organization asked Greenwald to continue performing as a “heel” (wrestling jargon for a “villain”) while Greenwald hoped to “turn face” – the wrestling term used to describe a character’s shift from “villain” to “hero.” Unable to come to an agreement satisfactory to both parties, the two sides mutually agreed to part ways and Greenwald was released in April, 2005.

Despite the lack of any “official” standardized system of employee behavior and expectations (as a unionized labor force would virtually guarantee), however, it bears noting that many performers have been released from contracts due to inappropriate, unprofessional or illegal behavior. World Wrestling Entertainment’s firing of Terry Gerin (who had wrestled for the company as “Rhyno”) in April of 2005 is one such example. According to web-reports, as WWE made its final arrangements for its annual WrestleMania pay-per-view – the company’s biggest show of the year – they relocated their entire two-show roster to Los Angeles, California (where the event was to be hosted) to spend a week’s time promoting the show through mainstream media appearances, autograph sessions, press conferences and fan-ceremonies. As the WWE had garnered the attention of a mainstream media that had traditionally ignored their pseudo-“sport,” all employees were instructed to be on best behavior.
 To WWE’s dismay, however, Gerin destroyed a ceramic flowerpot in the foyer of the Universal Sheridan Hotel (where WWE had lodged many of its employees for the week) after having what was reported to have been an argument with his wife during a corporate reception. According to reports, “WWE management took [Gerin] back to his room and he did not return to the party. Management was upset because they booked the room for [Gerin] and thus he was representing them. Plus a lot of fans and other people saw his blow-up.”
 As a result, Gerin would receive his walking papers within a week of the incident. It should be noted, however, that at the time of his firing Gerin had not been used on WWE television for several months, meaning that his role in the company at the time of his firing was merely that of an “enhancement talent” – the wrestling term given to those performers whose purpose it is to fill out the undercard of a show. 
While WWE’s release of Terry Gerin seems completely justified given the circumstances of his behavior (i.e. – he broke something that his company did not own after having a public argument with his wife), here one should note that this case stands as evidence of the inconsistency that is intrinsic to a non-standardized (non-unionized) system of employee termination. This seems particularly evident when Gerin’s case is compared to the case of Steve Williams, better known to wrestling fans and non-wrestling fans alike as “Stone Cold” Steve Austin, another longtime WWE performer of a much more well-known status. Often recognized as what one author would call “the biggest merchandise seller and marketing phenomenon in wrestling history,” Austin is often single-handedly credited for rejuvenating WWE and the American professional wrestling industry in the mid-1990’s. Senior Vice President of WWE Talent Relations Jim Ross was once quoted as calling Austin “the featured performer [during] the biggest ‘up-period’ in [the wrestling] business’ history.”
 To fans and detractors alike, Austin’s character – a beer-swelling, middle-finger-raising redneck – was the very embodiment of the so-called “WWE Attitude.” 
As such, it goes without saying that the publicly-traded WWE had invested a great deal of (both literal and figurative) stock in the “Steve Austin” character. Moreover, the company’s treatment of Steve Williams – the performer behind the “Steve Austin” persona – stands in direct contrast to their treatment of Terry Gerin – the lesser-known performer behind the “Rhyno” character. This became particularly evident in June of 2002 when Williams – who had recently taken sabbatical from WWE television while still remaining an active member of their roster – found himself at the center of a frenzy of national media attention when he pleaded no contest to a misdemeanor assault charge for striking his wife during an argument in the couple's San Antonio home.
 Williams was sentenced in County Court to one year probation, fined $1000, ordered to attend a domestic violence counseling course, and directed to perform 80 hours of community service. Following his subsequent divorce from Williams later that year; Williams would be arrested again in March of 2004 for another incident of domestic abuse, this time with charges stemming from his then-girlfriend, Tess Broussard.
 Shockingly, WWE officials did nothing to punish Williams for his actions, opting instead to allow him temporary leave from his contract only to resign him as a full-time performer later that same year. Most recently, WWE contracted Williams to appear in a three-picture deal under the company’s WWE Films banner.

In short, Terry Gerin was fired for giving his company a proverbial “black-eye” while it was under the intense focus of media spotlight. Still one must bear in mind, of course, that while WWE felt that Gerin had embarrassed them by his actions, the story of his termination (and his actions which lead to it) did not receive any mainstream media attention whatsoever – likely because both the actor and the incident seemed insignificant as Gerin was only an “enhancement talent” for an organization with roughly 100 other performers. Still, while the fact remains that bit-player Gerin was fired for potentially making his company look bad in the eyes of the mainstream media, one must also note that this same company did absolutely nothing in to punish Steve Williams – the man behind the “Stone Cold Steve Austin” character who WWE officials regarded as “the featured performer” of WWE programming – after his arrest and domestic abuse charges drew a deluge of negative publicity from the national media. Though Gerin’s irrational behavior in April of 2005 was hardly justifiable and WWE had every right to terminate his contract as a result, Williams’ actions (and the subsequent media attention they drew) easily warranted his termination. But without the existence of any formalized system of employee behavior in place, the power of the almighty dollar prevailed and WWE officials welcomed their prodigal money-drawing son in Williams back with open arms, while an equally irresponsible but less profitable Gerin was left unemployed.

A Tale of Two Brothers: WWE Employee Termination Policy 2003 – 2005
As demonstrated above, the inconsistent nature of WWE’s employee termination policy is underscored largely by the power of the almighty dollar. And, in at least one case, this exact brand of misguided capitalism can be held responsible for WWE’s unequal treatment of two employees from within the very same family. Such is the story of Matt and Jeff Hardy, two brothers from Cameron, North Carolina who entered the WWE organization as a tandem in the late-1990’s. Though neither man fit the prototypical “wrestler” mold – each weighing just 200 pounds or so and standing less than 6’ tall – the two quickly developed a loyal fan following as fans became enthralled with their high-energy, high-risk style of performance. After spending two years competing solely in tandem bouts, WWE officials felt the time was right to separate the two performers in order to create two up-and-coming “superstars” instead of one. The two formally dissolved their on-screen partnership in 2001, allowing both Matt and Jeff the opportunity to establish themselves as “singles” wrestlers. 

Jeff, the younger, more athletic (and more conventionally attractive) of the two Hardys, quickly found popularity in the singles ranks, with strong merchandise sales and matches that continually drew some of the company’s strongest undercard ratings. At this same time, however, success began to take its toll on the younger Hardy, and he developed a serious addiction to controlled and illegal substances – including a particular dependence on what many sources have reported was L.S.D. Jeff’s drug problems began to evidence themselves on-camera as the young performer became increasingly lethargic and careless, missing pre-scripted “spots” – wrestling jargon for planned high-risk maneuvers designed to energize the crowd – and, at times, simply forgetting to go along with the pre-determined outcome of the bout.
 At the same time, Jeff Hardy began missing and showing up late for television tapings (an act that resulted in a company fine) and failing company drug tests – which earned him a temporary suspension (with pay). Yet WWE continued to support Jeff Hardy for the better part of two calendar years despite his personal problems largely because he continued to sell quite a bit of merchandise and he remained very popular with the fans.
 After failing a second drug test in April, 2003, however, WWE was forced to terminate Hardy’s contract – though they did so while still leaving “the door… open for his return… were [he] to clean himself up in rehab and demonstrate that he could stay clean.”

This being said, one will note that the story of WWE’s treatment of Matt Hardy – Jeff’s older brother – is quite different. Matt Hardy, a dedicated lifelong student of the professional wrestling industry, had even gone as far as to found his own independent wrestling promotion some years prior to being hired by WWE. Matt Hardy was even once quoted as saying that professional wrestling was a business he “eats, sleeps and breathes,”
 a claim that manifested itself both in the fact that Matt had been responsible for introducing the business to his younger brother, Jeff and to his longtime girlfriend, Amy Dumas – who WWE would ultimately hire as “Lita” to serve as the tandem’s on-screen valet beginning in 1999. Yet though Matt Hardy possessed a deeper commitment to the wrestling business than his younger brother, he experienced a harder time than his younger brother in finding a niche in singles competition after the dissolution of their on-screen partnership. Compounding the problem of his initial inability to establish himself as a solo performer, Matt Hardy voluntarily withdrew from a number of WWE events and television tapings throughout 2002 in order to help Dumas with her yearlong rehabilitation process as she recovered from a non-wrestling-related neck injury in 2002.
 Undeterred despite taking time off, the elder Hardy spent the better part of the next three years developing his craft and supporting Dumas in hopes to establish both performers as more marketable characters for WWE. The efforts were met with mixed success, however, as Dumas’ “Lita” character grew popular with fans while fan response to Matt Hardy remained relatively lukewarm. As such, in order to allow further room for each character’s individual development WWE officials proposed yet another on-screen split – this time between the characters of “Matt Hardy” and “Lita.” Ever a company man, Hardy agreed and the two characters were divided such that each would perform on a separate roster from the other, with Dumas’ “Lita” signed to perform solely on the Raw roster (once she had healed from injury) and with Hardy’s character scheduled to compete exclusively with the company’s Smackdown! brand.

After floundering in the WWE “midcard” (the wrestling term given to the level of performers not-yet considered to be main-event-caliber draws) for much of 2002, fans finally started to take to Hardy’s latest alteration to his on-screen character – one that saw him portraying “Matt Hardy, Version 1.0,” a cocky, egocentric “heel” (villain) with a smarmy-streak. Matt Hardy’s villainous “Version 1.0” character became so popular with fans, in fact, that audiences actually began cheering for him in spite of the character’s penchant for rule breaking and cowardice. Realizing that they were sitting on a potentially marketable-commodity, WWE officials agreed to allow Hardy to “turn face” – wrestling jargon used to describe a character’s on-screen persona change from “villain” to “hero”. Hardy agreed to this proposed change in his character on the condition that he might be reunited with his real-life girlfriend (Dumas) in an on-screen pairing; citing the fact that the two characters performance on opposing sides of a split roster for over a year had taken its toll on the pair’s real-life relationship.
 WWE acquiesced, and not only did Matt Hardy (the performer) become a new “face” (or “good-guy”) addition to WWE’s Raw roster, but “Matt Hardy: Version 1.0” (the character) also saw an on-screen reunification with the increasingly-popular “Lita” character – his longstanding real-life girlfriend, Dumas.

It appeared that whereas his brother’s success-induced drug addiction had caused him to implode, Matt Hardy’s perseverance and longstanding dedication both to his employer and to his girlfriend were finally paying off. But in a heartbreaking twist of fate, just as his career had begun to show signs of an upswing, Matt Hardy found himself sidelined with a serious knee injury in late 2004 that put him out of action for six months. What was worse, while Hardy spent the next six months undergoing surgeries and rehabilitation for his injury, his relationship with Dumas began to falter as she became romantically involved (off-screen) with another member of the WWE roster, Adam “Edge” Copeland.
 When the injured Hardy received word of Dumas’ infidelity and the fact that her relationship was with not only another WWE performer (an already-married one, no less) but also with Copeland – who had been a longtime friend – Hardy was crushed. Making matters worse, wrestling tabloids quickly got a hold of this story and Hardy’s “dirty laundry” soon became public knowledge to the wrestling fan community (Incidentally, this is precisely how this information became available for inclusion in this particular examination).
 In an attempt to quell rumors and to “set the record straight,” Hardy authorized Thomas Simpson, a webmaster of his official fansite to post what he called “his side of the story.”  

Realizing that any formal acknowledgement of this incident by a company employee might cause damage to the reputation of its performers (particularly the reputations of Dumas and Copeland), WWE management took issue with Hardy’s post and called each of the three involved performers (Hardy, Dumas and Copeland) in for private meetings to ensure that their personal issues did not develop into backstage problems. Copeland, a top-level WWE performer known to fans as “Edge” was verbally reprimanded for his actions and told that he, Dumas and Hardy should take special effort to “sort the incident out amongst themselves.”
 Dumas, whose “Lita” character was engaged in an ongoing WWE storyline at the time of the incident, was warned not to let this personal matters affect the quality of her on-camera performance. But in Matt Hardy’s “personal” meeting – held via telephone – WWE Talent Relations Coordinator John Laurinatis served Hardy with his formal release from the company, citing his unauthorized posting of personal employee information as grounds for termination.

“For [WWE] to take the cheap way out and release me while I'm sitting at home, coming off such terrible circumstances is just really bad business… it was a real bullshit thing,” Hardy said in an interview the week following his release.
 Hardy defended using his website to post his side of the story, noting that “the situation was going to get out regardless, I mean we are all in the public eye. Once it started coming out in bits and pieces on the Internet I went ahead and addressed it because I was not going to look like the bad guy.” Moreover, Hardy felt betrayed by the WWE organization in the fact that he was fired while the other two employees received only verbal reprimand. “There's a situation where you've got a guy – Adam Copeland – who's married already and he's committing adultery with my girlfriend. And this situation isn't reprimanded and I'm the one sitting at home and they end up taking the cheap way out by getting rid of me.”

The story of WWE’s differing treatment of the “Hardy Boys” stands as a particular testament to its indiscriminate and unequal practice of employee termination. In the aforementioned cases, one can see how the company gave preferential treatment to Jeff Hardy – whom they viewed as the more marketable of the two – despite his lack of commitment to the business. As one journalist noted, Jeff Hardy was clearly given preferential treatment by WWE management and “chance after chance to get his life together,” as his merchandise sales continued to soar while his personal life all-but-collapsed. 
 Moreover, it bears noting that Jeff Hardy’s WWE release was an open-ended one, and that the company made it clear that they would gladly welcome him back if he were only be able to pass their drug test. Meanwhile, it must also be noted that this same company effectively abandoned Jeff’s older and more dedicated brother Matt in perhaps one of his greatest times of need, choosing to fire him via telephone while he recuperated from an injury following an incident over which he had absolutely no control. Furthermore, at the same time as WWE fired Matt Hardy over what amounted to the potentially-explosive nature of his personal problems, this same company completely neglected to punish those two employees who were most responsible for this incident simply because of their respective characters’ higher level of marketability and relative standing within the company. But without a standardized system of employee code of conduct in place, both men found themselves powerless at the mercy of WWE management, whose sole focus on the monetary “bottom line” resulted in a series of decisions that were inconsistent and arbitrary.

From Monopoly to Recession: 2003 - 2005
From Vince McMahon’s vantage point, however, that “bottom line” remains the sole focus of his organization, and the individual trials or hardships of the employees of his company are quite inconsequential to when compared to the overall success of his organization. In fact, McMahon argues that the unprecedented success that his company experienced in 1997 and in the years that followed was merely the direct result not of the quality of his employees and their respective dedication to his company, but rather of the creative energy that he and his writers had mustered as they faced stiff competition with WCW programming. As McMahon told a reporter from the Atlanta Journal-Constitution in an interview in March, 2005:

In some ways, I miss our great rivalry. We were both burning the candle at both ends, and it was a question of whose candle was going to burn out first. Because it was such an intense rivalry, both sets of talent were overexposed and overworked. At that pace, someone is going to burn out. We couldn't really have a meeting of the minds. I couldn't have just called Ted [Turner] and said, “Hey, let's slow down and both live for a while.” That's antitrust, and you can't do that. Our country isn't based on that. It's based on competition. And certainly there was no goal by our company to be the sole survivor at this level of the business today. It just happened that way. As such, by us being the only game in town, so to speak, it creates an awesome responsibility for us now.

Having just acquired both of its major competitors (WCW and ECW) within one year’s time in 2001, McMahon’s WWE was left with an overabundance of talent that was extremely popular with the wrestling fan base. As a matter of perspective, in addition to the WWE roster of close to 70 active competitors at the time of the purchase of these two rival organizations, the importation of established talent who were still-signed to WCW and ECW contracts at the time of their company’s buyout left the WWE with an additional 30 performers, nearly a dozen of whom had achieved “World Champion” status with their former employers. In short, with a roster of nearly 100 performers expected to fill a mere four hours of television a week, WWE officials – McMahon included – shrewdly assessed that there was money to be made in showcasing these new stars.
 
Believing that WWE – now the sole-survivor of a longstanding industry-wide promotion war – could not survive with just one “brand” of 100 wrestlers on the same roster existing as a monopoly, WWE officials felt that a “brand extension” (that is, the splitting of the company’s talent roster into two smaller rosters to compete on separate television shows) was, at the very least, something that they needed to try.
 Being that WWE already produced two separate television shows each week (SpikeTV’s Raw on Monday Nights and UPN’s Smackdown! on Thursdays), the decision to divide the roster between the two shows seemed the natural decision to alleviate both the aforementioned issues of talent over-saturation and lack of competition.
 The thought amongst WWE officials was that the separate rosters would serve both to give more air-time to each individual performer (as less performers were on each show) and to create an artificial sense of competition between the two “brands,” so as to track ratings and fan reaction to assess which half of the roster put on the better show. 
But – and certainly more to the point – perhaps the greatest reason for the roster division lied in the fact that McMahon aptly observed that a divided roster meant that his company could stage twice the number of live shows annually, with different rosters performing nightly in separate towns from one another. In yet another example in the industry’s Machiavellian capitalism, the belief was that the demand that would surely accompany employees’ increased travel schedules was rather inconsequential when compared to the fact that twice the number of live shows translated to twice the live-gate ticket and merchandise sales.
As such, the WWE roster was divided into two separate rosters on March 25, 2003 – with half of the talent assigned exclusively to the company’s Monday night show, Raw, and the other half of the roster assigned to the company’s Thursday night broadcast, Smackdown! In theory, the company as a whole would benefit as the divided roster would solve the problem of overexposure of talent by reducing each performer’s appearance schedule to one televised program a week. From the employees’ perspective, the idea seemed both practical and lucrative (though more demanding from a travel perspective), as the divided roster seemed to bring with it the promise of increased exposure for lesser-established performers. This, in turn, created great excitement amongst the now-split rosters, as for the first time in what seemed like ages, lesser-exposed performers were now faced with that elusive possibility for upward mobility that their lack of unionization had so long denied them.

But when the so-called “brand extension” took effect in March, 2003, employees quickly began to realize that something was afoul. In short, WWE’s past failure to provide adequate exposure to the bulk of employees outside of their few select “main-event”-level performers came back to haunt them. After years of depending on the same familiar faces to populate their main event scene (and, by extension – after years of indoctrinating their audiences with the belief that only a handful of performers had achieved “superstar” status), WWE ratings and live gates plummeted when fans simply refused to believe that these newer, lesser-known performers could actually defeat their better-known opponents. 
This error can be seen as the backlash to McMahon’s earlier refusal to grant more evenly-distributed television exposure to a larger portion of his roster (something that employees had clamoring for since the unionization attempt of 1986). Had McMahon and company only but given his employees the proper level of exposure that their talent had demanded for so long, perhaps fans would have accepted these new performers’ arrival on the “main-event scene” as something worth watching. As Reynolds explains:

The biggest money-drawing feuds of all time all had one thing in common: fans believed that either side could win. That was the key to wrestling: that feeling that the men pitted against each other in the squared circle were each capable of pulling off the victory. Think back to any sporting contest you’ve ever seen. The most intriguing matchups are those in which both sides appear to be on equal footing. Why would anyone want to watch a wrestling match, a predetermined one at that, in which one side was portrayed as never having a chance?

But after being inundated with the same handful of “main-event” level performers for the better half of the decade, fans were largely unresponsive to the notion that any other performer was, in fact, either worthy or capable of competing at the “main event” level of WWE programming. 

In order to see just how poorly the roster split fared with the average viewer, one should give particular attention to the company’s monthly pay-per-view figures during this time period. Pay-per-view events, held monthly, are both the company’s largest single source of revenue and their largest ratings-drawing shows. The success of these events is measured in two ways – both in terms of the “live gate” (i.e. – the actual number of tickets sold to the arena for the event itself) and in terms of the event’s “buyrate” (a number representing the percentage of the WWE fan base who purchase and watch the event from their homes via pay-per-view cable or internet). To illustrate just how unsuccessful WWE was in marketing these new performers as worthy of competing in their main-event level, one should observe that the company’s May 2003 Judgment Day event – WWE’s first show since December 1997 not featuring one of the company’s “big four” performers (the Rock, Triple H, Steve Austin or the Undertaker) in the main event – drew a live gate of 13,000 fans and a pay-per-view buyrate of 0.78 of WWE’s regular audience (310,000 buys); as compared to the same company’s WrestleMania XIX pay-per-view of just two months earlier, which drew a live gate of 54,097 and a buyrate of 1.4 (560,000 buys). – almost a 400% drop.
 

As the pay-per-view ratings during this “brand-extension” period indicate, WWE fans were simply not convinced of the star-power of these relatively unknown (or at least previously underexposed) performers. WWE had spent the better part of 5 years marketing their entire product around the success of only a handful of their employees. In the process, they continued to deny the majority of their employees both the opportunity for upward mobility within the company’s pre-determined system of match outcomes against already established stars as well as the proper television exposure it would take to make theses lesser-known performers stars themselves. And so long as the casual fan refused to believe in the star quality of these previously underexposed performers, the concept of “separate” rosters simply wouldn’t work. Scott Keith notes that the “separate” show rosters were quickly rearranged and modified on the heels of mixed fan reaction, lowered attendance gates and substantial decline in television ratings, and the notion of the “competition” between the two shows quickly became more of an obvious footnote to WWE’s desperation to appease their bloated roster.
  Whereas the divided roster promised to create new stars and give increased television exposure to the lesser-known talent of the so-called “mid-card” of each roster, the prompt re-shuffling of WWE rosters following their failed 2003 “brand-extension” (and the company’s current business “slump”) stand as testaments to the long-overdue fallout that resulted from WWE’s failure to provide the same system of fair and equal television and marketing exposure to their entire roster that this same labor force had been clamoring for since the Jesse Ventura-lead unionization attempt almost 20 years before.

Conclusion


In examining each of the case studies, events and employee accounts detailed above, one can clearly see that the landscape of the American professional wrestling industry has drastically been altered by promoter’s refusal to allow for worker unionization. And, as one can see from the evidence presented above, for Vince McMahon’s World Wrestling Entertainment organization – now the sole-surviving “major league” wrestling promotion in the United States today – the impetus to allow for worker unionization yields little practical benefit. By not allowing workers to unionize, WWE reserves the right to reduce their employees to mere supporting characters in the continuing attempt to place the company’s “brand identity” at the forefront of their everyday business dealings. 
In this system, individual employee rights are regularly disregarded – or worse, violated. The non-unionized workforce also proves problematic as paranoia and self-interest dominates company locker rooms, meaning that workers find themselves set against one another not only in the staged matches in which they compete but also in the system of backstage politics that underwrite these bouts. With no wrestlers’ union in place to prevent against unscrupulous employers and their Machiavellian-brand of “almighty dollar” capitalism, wrestlers remain powerless to stop the corporate machine as employee injuries, healthcare costs and cases of drug-related-wrestler-fatalities continue to skyrocket. The increased touring schedule of the modern-day wrestling environment only serves to exacerbate each of these problems, but as McMahon’s WWE remains the “only game left in town,” so to speak, his company continues to exploit their non-unionized labor force for every cent that they can, going as far as to divide the company’s roster in half simply to produce twice the number of events in the same year’s time. And, even for those employees who are willing to acquiesce to their employer’s ever-expanding monetary pursuits, there remains no industry-wide system to regulate employee conduct or a standard for proper grounds of employee termination. 
In effect, Vince McMahon’s successful quelling of his employees’ 1986-unionization attempt completely destroyed any hope that his employees might ever gain equal footing with their employer, thus reducing them to mere cogs in the professional wrestling industry machine. As if each of these cases weren’t evidence enough of how little professional wrestling promotions actually value their employees, Senior Vice President of Marketing for World Wrestling Entertainment Jim Bell once summarized the company’s use for its performers, saying:
There’s a direct similarity between WWE and the Muppets. Family owned company, the whole business based in performance and characters, with real human beings playing characters. In our case, they just don’t happen to be using puppets.

Finally, in a particularly chilling moment of insight – perhaps even more revealing of the true nature of the professional wrestling business than Vince McMahon’s intentional destruction of the Bret “The Hitman” Hart character in 1997 – WWE Senior Vice President of Talent Relations once concurred with his colleague’s assertion that corporate employees merely serve as human “puppets,” insisting that “I could care less who wins, [and] I could care less who loses. As long as we’ve got an ass every 18 inches [the width of an average stadium seat], I’m a happy man.”
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