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Before professional wrestling became a recognized area of academic study, it 

was common, in the humanities, to reference Roland Barthes as a legitimizing move.  
In “The World of Wrestling,” the opening essay in Barthes’ Mythologies, Barthes sets 
up the paradigmatic moves for the study of wrestling in the university: 

• Barthes sets up the space of wrestling as a space of theater: “Here we 
find a grandiloquence which must have been that of ancient theatres.” 
(15) 

• Barthes sets up the split between boxing and wrestling (significant at 
least in the American Midwest because some early wrestling 
promoters were also boxing promoters). In so doing, he sets up the 
difference between sport and wrestling: “This public knows very well 
the distinction between wrestling and boxing; it knows that boxing is 
a Jansenist sport, based on a demonstration of excellence. One can bet 
on the outcome of a boxing-match: with wrestling, it would make no 
sense.” (15-16) 

• Barthes sets up the wrestler as a performer: “Thus the function of the 
wrestler is not to win: it is to go exactly through the motions which 
are expected of him.” (16) 

• Barthes sets up the wrestling body as semiotic system: “As in the 
theatre, each physical type expresses to excess the part which has been 
assigned to the contestant.” (17) 

• Barthes maps the narratives of wrestling: “What is thus displayed for 
the public is the great spectacle of Suffering, Defeat, and Justice.” (19) 

The Barthes essay, then, is foundational to much of what became the first generation 
of professional wrestling studies, mapping the key areas for analysis and some of the 
key research questions.  (Since then, of course, the field has widened to include areas 
of analysis he never imagined—the behaviors of fans, the media industry and media 
ecology of wrestling, and analyses in terms of gender and race that Barthes only 
began to see.) 

Barthes did not return to wrestling—this gesture served (much like Umberto 
Eco’s analysis of Superman comics did for comics studies) as a plaintive assertion of 
validation. Barthes set the table for our work, but he didn’t stick around for dinner.   
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So, it is with curious eyes that I review What is Sport?, a text commissioned 
for a Canadian documentary film directed by Hubert Aquin.  Written just three years 
after the publication of Mythologies, I read What is Sport? with an eye toward what 
it might do to extend the work of the “World of Wrestling” essay, and with an eye 
toward what it offers the teacher and scholar in contemporary professional  
wrestling studies.    

The first chapter (on bullfighting) has much in common with Barthes’ 
discussion of wrestling.  Bullfighting is sport, in that the bullfighter is in real danger 
from the bull, but it is also theater. “The bull entering here will die; and it is because 
this death is inevitable that the bullfight is a tragedy.  This tragedy will be performed 
in four acts, of which the epilogue is death” (3-4). Bullfighting, like wrestling, is 
theater. But in bullfighting, “this theater is false theater: real death occurs in it” (3). 

Where, in wrestling, Barthes saw the narratives of Suffering, Defeat, and 
Justice, in bullfighting, he sees a narrative to “tell men why man is best”—his 
courage, his knowledge (“the bull does not know man;  man knows the bull”), and 
style” (8-9). In enacting this narrative, the bullfighter “has made his victory a 
spectacle, so that it might become the victory of all those watching him and 
recognizing themselves in him” (9). 

Scholars of professional wrestling have, over the several decades since 
Barthes gave us the “World of Wrestling” essay, pluralized the narratives that 
Barthes initially mapped in Suffering, Defeat, and Justice—but What is Sport? 
reminds us that looking long and deep at the narratives in other sports-spectacles 
(like bullfighting) may push us further. We might explore the extent to which 
wrestling might encompass narratives like the tragedy of the bullfight, or perhaps 
the narratives in other sports spectacles, like racing—the subject of the next              
two chapters. 

Barthes uses the chapter on bicycle racing to distinguish “competition” from 
“conflict.” The distinction, for Barthes, is that in racing, “man must conquer not man 
but the resistance of things” to arrive first at the finish line” (37).  (At moments, the 
theater of wrestling tries to become both competition and conflict—the ladder 
match and the steel cage match incorporate the “resistance of things” within the 
conflict between men.) 

Subsequent chapters, about car racing (a narrative of man and machine, 
conquering space and time) and about hockey, offer seeds of insight that could be 
drawn into scholarly reflection on wrestling.  Barthes claims that hockey illustrates 
the way that “sport returns to the immediate world of passions and aggressions, 
dragging with it the crowd, which came precisely to seek purification from it.  Sport 
is the entire trajectory separating a combat from a riot” (55). The shouting, the 
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homemade signs, the passion at a pro wrestling event: the social tensions about race, 
class, and gender that are worked through in the ring also “separat[e] a combat from 
a riot.” Barthes’ insights into hockey can illuminate wrestling studies. 

In the final chapter, Barthes returns to the trope of theater: “At certain 
periods, in certain societies, the theater has had a major social function: it collected 
the entire city within a shared experience: the knowledge of its own passions. Today 
it is sport that in its way performs this function” for a city or even a nation. 
Professional wrestling may also have become the site for this kind of cultural work. 

What is Sport is short—less than 100 pages, heavily illustrated, and (as text 
to accompany a documentary) it is not loaded with technical terminology nor with 
the literary allusions that make Barthes inaccessible to students. As a teacher, I value 
this book immensely for the ways it could open diverse conversations in my 
undergraduate classes.  And as a scholar, I value the ways that it opens up new 
avenues in my thinking.  Barthes set the table for professional wrestling studies in 
the “World of Wrestling,” and he left a spread of appetizers in What is Sport? Priced 
at less than $20, it makes a useful addition to our syllabi as well as our libraries.   
   
      David Beard 
      University of Minnesota Duluth 
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Identity in Professional Wrestling, edited by Aaron D. Horton, is a book that 
is well overdue. Professional wrestling as a topic of scholarly enquiry is crying out 
for credible research which finally seeks to answer long-held questions. The book 
itself comprises eighteen individual essays, excluding introduction, each grouped 
into four themes. The themes, in order, are: Race (I), Gender (II), Culture and 
Modernity (III) and Wrestling and Media (IV). The individual chapters are related 
to the themes rather than chronological, although it is safe to say that most decades 
of the twentieth century are covered in the analysis up to the present day. It should 
be stressed that this is not just a study of American wrestling. Naturally, Japan and 


