
HOW	STONE	COLD	SHAPED	A	GENERATION	OF	ANTIHEROES	
Daniel	J.	Frost			

In	1996,	Stone	Cold	Steve	Austin	electrified	the	world’s	largest	professional	wrestling	organization,	the	
World	Wrestling	Federation,	on	its	signature	television	program,	Monday	Night	Raw.	He	was	unlike	any	
wrestler	that	television	audiences	had	seen	before.	He	was	not	a	villain	that	worked	hard	to	make	sure	
fans	hated	him,	in	the	vein	of	the	anti-America	Iron	Sheik	of	the	1970s	and	1980s,	nor	was	he	a	
wholesome,	vitamin-promoting	role	model	like	Hulk	Hogan	of	the	1980s	(the	character,	not	the	man	
behind	recent	scandals).	Austin	was	the	first	sports	entertainer	to	perfect	the	now	popularized	role	of	
the	anti-hero.	Mainstream	news	media	credited	him	with	having	a	tremendous	impact	on	the	youth	of	
the	1990’s	and	early	2000’s.	
	
The	proposed	research	would	examine	WWF	programming	during	the	peak	of	Austin’s	career	from	1996	
to	2003,	made	available	by	the	online	streaming	service	named	the	WWE	Network.	In	addition	to	
analyzing	historical	episodes	of	Monday	Night	Raw,	the	author	also	plans	to	textually	analyze	
documentaries	on	the	network	that	chronicle	the	Austin/McMahon	saga,	such	as	WWE	Rivalries,	as	well	
as	The	Monday	Night	Wars	series	that	depicts	the	happenings	in	the	WWF	during	its	most	successful	era	
in	the	late	1990s.	The	author	plans	to	employ	Tajfel	and	Turner’s	social	identity	theory	to	explore	how	
WWF	developed	Austin’s	character	and	why	blue-collar	audiences	gravitated	toward	him.	
	
When	global	television	audiences	heard	the	signature	sound	of	breaking	glass	to	signify	the	arrival	of	
Stone	Cold	on	screen,	they	lost	their	minds.	Despite	this	overwhelming	fan	support,	Austin	was	never	
presented	as	a	“good	guy.”	He	didn’t	tell	children	to	say	their	prayers	and	eat	their	vitamins	as	Hogan	
did,	and	he	didn’t	stand	up	to	abusive	villains.	However,	his	beer-drinking,	middle-finger-giving,	“can-of-
whoop-ass”	opening	persona	organically	grew	into	the	most	successful	aspect	of	WWF	programming.	
Austin’s	mission	was	a	simple	one,	to	get	what	he	wanted	(which	in	most	stories	was	the	WWF	World	
Heavyweight	Championship)	at	all	costs.	Whether	it	was	a	good	guy	or	a	villain,	he	was	going	to	bulldoze	
any	obstacle	that	stood	between	him	and	the	gold.		
	
Professional	wrestling	reached	its	pinnacle	of	popularity	during	the	“Attitude	Era”	that	Austin	ultimately	
kicked	off	with	his	iconic	“Austin	3:16”	speech.	The	majority	of	that	audience	was	common	blue-collar	
men	aged	18	to	34.	Austin	was	the	most	realistic	and	relatable	character	in	the	history	of	the	federation.	
Austin’s	blue-collar	attitude	made	him	a	hero,	like	a	beacon	of	hope,	for	most	of	the	audience,	despite	
his	less	than	wholesome	behavior.	People	tuned	in	week	after	week	to	live	vicariously	through	Austin	as	
they	watched	him	apply	a	beat-down	to	his	evil	tyrannical	boss,	Vince	McMahon,	the	owner	of	the	
company.	Any	tired	employee	having	a	cup	of	coffee	in	the	break	room	would	likely	say	they’ve	had	
daydreams	about	doing	just	that,	and	in	the	wacky	world	of	pro	wrestling,	not	only	was	this	possible,	it	
happened	nearly	every	week.	
	
Without	Austin	reinventing	how	a	fan-favorite	was	portrayed,	it	would	certainly	be	hard	to	imagine	
antiheroes	having	the	commercial	success	that	they	do	in	2016.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
“SHUCKIN'	AND	JIVIN'	AND	GHETTO	BLASTERS"		

NEGATIVE	PORTRAYALS	OF	AFRICAN-AMERICANS	ON	TELEVISION'S	'WRESTLEMANIA"	
Nicholas	Hirshon	and	Lee	Benaka	

	
In	1985,	the	world’s	largest	wrestling	promotion,	the	World	Wrestling	Federation	(WWF),	televised	its	unique	brand	of	sports	
and	spectacle	to	millions	of	viewers	of	its	first	annual	extravaganza,	Wrestle	Mania.	Historians	have	recognized	how	the	early	
incarnations	of	Wrestle	Mania	signaled	wrestling’s	ascendance	to	the	highest-rated	spectator	sport	on	television,	but	little	has	
been	written	about	the	broadcasting	of	negative	representations	of	African	American	wrestlers	that	marked	the	matches.	
	
Using	George	Gerbner’s	cultivation	hypothesis	as	a	theoretical	framework,	the	proposed	research	will	examine	how	the	first	six	
Wrestle	Manias,	from	1985	to	1990,	reflected	the	negative	portrayals	of	African	Americans	that	were	common	on	television	
entertainment	programming	at	the	time.	The	study	pairs	a	textual	analysis	of	archival	television	footage	of	the	first	six	Wrestle	
Manias,	available	through	the	WWE	Network,	with	the	authors’	oral	history	interviews	with	several	African	American	wrestlers	
who	appeared	on	the	groundbreaking	broadcasts.	
	
When	exploring	racist	images	on	television	of	the	1980s,	media	scholars	have	focused	largely	on	sitcoms	such	as	“The	
Jeffersons”	(1975-1985)	and	“Diff’rent	Strokes”	(1978-1986)	while	overlooking	the	cultural	impact	of	WWF	programming	on	
public	perceptions	of	African	Americans.	Communication	research	has	shown	that	images	of	African	Americans	on	television	
can	cause	viewers	to	conceive,	change,	or	reinforce	their	beliefs	and	opinions	(Dates,	1990),	while	exposure	to	negative	Black	
portrayals	in	mass	media	significantly	influences	evaluations	of	African	Americans	in	general	(Ford,	1997;	Mastro	&	Tropp,	
2004;	Power,	Murphy,	&	Coover,	1996).	
	
Such	negative	images	were	abundant	at	the	first	six	Wrestle	Manias.	At	Wrestle	Mania	I	in	1985,	a	key	match	for	the	
intercontinental	championship	featured	an	African-American	wrestler	named	the	Junkyard	Dog,	whose	name	signals	him	as	
animalistic.	By	using	his	forehead	to	pummel	his	opponent,	the	Junkyard	Dog	perpetuated	the	myth	of	the	black	athlete’s	hard	
head.	An	announcer	even	noted	“a	lot	of	shuckin’	and	jivin’	with	the	JYD”	in	the	ring.	In	Wrestle	Mania	I’s	main	event,	the	iconic	
Hulk	Hogan	fought	alongside	“A-Team”	star	Mr.	T,	an	inherently	campy	figure.	After	Mr.	T	performed	an	“illegal”	eye-gouge,	an	
announcer	commented,	“There’s	that	street	fighting	coming	into	play.”	
	
After	Wrestle	Mania	I,	African-Americans	rarely	received	opportunities	to	win	wrestling	titles,	and	the	few	who	did	were	often	
villains,	known	in	the	wrestling	industry	as	“heels.”	The	Junkyard	Dog	sank	into	ignobility.	At	Wrestle	Mania	III	in	1987,	two	
black	athletes	met	in	a	match	between	“The	Birdman”	Koko	B.	Ware,	a	soulful,	dancing	Little	Richard	imitator	who	carried	a	
parrot,	and	“The	Natural”	Butch	Reed,	whose	tall,	wiry	manager	was	a	thinly	disguised	pimp	figure.	An	announcer	quipped	
about	Ware,	“The	B	stands	for	Buckwheat.”	
	
In	1988,	Wrestle	Mania	IV	included	an	opening	match	with	Badnews	Brown,	a	so-called	“Harlem	street	fighter”	whose	
trademark	move	was	the	“Ghetto-blaster,”	a	cowardly	kick	from	behind	to	the	back	of	an	opponent’s	head.	When	Brown	won,	
he	raised	his	gloved	fist	in	a	gesture	similar	to	a	Black	Power	salute	used	by	Black	Muslims	in	the	1960s.	Another	African-
American	wrestler,	Virgil,	exemplified	the	negative	image	of	a	black	man	as	a	servant	to	a	white	master	when	he	interfered	in	a	
match	on	behalf	of	a	treacherous	white	wrestler.	
	
One	of	the	opening	matches	of	Wrestle	Mania	V	in	1989	featured	a	symbol	of	African	pride	named	Akeem	the	African	Dream.	
Although	Caucasian,	Akeem	was	positioned	as	an	African-American	figure,	lamely	trying	to	break-dance	and	displaying	a	map	of	
Africa	on	his	large	back.	Akeem	teamed	with	a	symbol	of	American	Southern	pride	named	the	Big	Boss	Man,	a	former	prison	
guard	who	was	reportedly	fired	for	being	too	brutal	with	inmates,	many	of	them	presumably	black.	
	
The	study	will	conclude	with	Wrestle	Mania	VI	in	1990,	when	Rowdy	Roddy	Piper,	one	of	wrestling’s	biggest	stars,	appeared	in	
half-blackface	in	what	has	been	categorized	as	one	of	the	most	racist	images	in	WWF	history.	
	
Given	the	rise	in	cultural	prominence	of	Wrestle	Mania	in	the	1980s,	this	study	will	aid	our	understanding	of	the	racist	messages	
perpetuated	to	millions	of	viewers	of	the	WWF’s	pioneering	television	programming.	
 
 
 
 
 



 
	
	
	

THE	EX-RATED	OSCAR	WINNER:	SEX	AND	SOCIETY	IN	THE	MAKING	
AND	RATING	OF	MIDNIGHT	COWBOY	

Naeemah	Clark	
	

In 1969, director James Schlesinger introduced Midnight Cowboy to movie going 
audiences across America. The film is a character study of friends, Joe Buck and Ratso 
Rizzo, who hustle on the streets of New York for survival. Due to its mature content, 
profanity, and sexual content, the film was initially assigned an R-rating from the Motion 
Picture Association of America’s recently established rating system. However, after 
consulting with psychiatrists, the MPAA changed Midnight Cowboy’s R-rating to an X 
(for audiences 21 and over) out of concern that the film’s homosexual content would 
harm younger viewers. This paper will use primary sources such as interviews with the 
filmmakers, critical reviews, and trade press to better understand how the content was 
created and received. Additionally, secondary sources will be used to examine the 
cultural norms of the late 1960s that would conspire to make Midnight Cowboy the first 
and only X-rated film to win the Academy Award for Best Picture.  

This topic is worthy of presentation for two reasons. First, the current entertainment 
media industry is delving more and more into discussions of sexual identity. A study of 
the one of the first mainstream films discussing into sexuality when social mores were 
evolving is timely and could be of interest to conferees. Second, a presentation about a 
film where a grittier 1960s New York City is essentially a character in the film would be a 
perfect addition to a communications history conference in New York. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
"’YOU’VE	SIMPLY	GOT	TO	LIKE	FOOTBALL	THESE	DAYS,’HOW	NEWSPAPER	COVERAGE	OF	A	

FOOTBALL	RIVALRY		
HELPED	BUILD	COMMUNITY	IN	THE	1920S.”	

	
Caitlin	Cieslik-Miskimen	

 
 
During	the	early	20th	century,	small	cities	in	the	United	States	increasingly	witnessed	a	series	of	
clashing	social,	cultural	and	economic	forces.	They	found	themselves	tied	culturally	and	
economically	to	larger	urban	areas;	mass	culture	products,	such	as	motion	pictures	and	mass	
circulation	magazines,	exposed	residents	to	new	values	associated	with	larger	cities.	More	
locally,	the	rise	of	new	institutions,	such	as	high	schools,	eroded	the	power	of	other	social	
institutions,	such	as	the	family	and	church,	which	had	long	overseen	socialization	patterns.	This	
presentation	will	explore	the	ways	that	local	mass	media	outlets	attempted	to	navigate	the	era,	
and	how	newspaper	coverage	of	high	schools	acted	as	means	of	community	identity	
construction.	
	
Specifically,	this	paper	will	address	how	the	Green	Bay	Press-Gazette	covered	the	social	and	
academic	activities	of	the	city’s	two	high	school,	Green	Bay	East	and	West,	between	1910	and	
1921.	It	analyzes	the	amount	of	space	dedicated	to	high	school	coverage,	and	also	the	major	
themes	and	tone	of	the	articles.	As	high	schools	became	a	center	of	cultural	change,	new	social	
norms	and	values	were	articulated,	and	often	newspapers	acted	as	a	forum	to	navigate	this	
new	world.	They	addressed	concerns	about	an	emerging	youth	culture	that	stood	in	stark	
contrast	to	previous	generations,	and	provided	parents	and	children	alike	with	a	map	to	
navigate	the	era.	This	paper	argues	that	through	the	coverage	of	these	two	high	schools,	
newspapers	helped	normalize	the	new	youth	culture,	and	celebrated	the	accomplishments	of	
students	by	drawing	parallels	to	the	past.	
	
This	is	part	of	a	larger	project	that	explores	the	role	mass	media	played	in	constructing	
community	identity	in	the	early	20th	century,	and	how	newspapers	and	other	localized	
publications	impacted	readers’	sense	of	self.	It	considers	the	way	newspapers	helped	readers	
navigate	the	changing	social	and	cultural	landscape,	and	how	these	outlets	helped	transform	
threats	to	a	community	into	institutions	of	community	building.	

	
	
	

	


