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Chapter 1: Introduction

The development of sports as an industry in the United States has gone hand in hand with the
development of media industries since the late 19" century. The early tabloids that ushered in
the modern era of newspapers had sports sections with written recaps and box scores from their
inception. The earliest uses of broadcast television included sporting events like baseball, boxing,
and football. This is partly because sports as mass entertainment had already become important
enough to help sell newspapers and television sets. However, without the technological
developments in mass media, it is undeniable that the sports industry would never have been able
to reach the level of profit and cultural ubiquity that it came to attain. Norbert Elias and Eric
Dunning have argued that “sport” (as opposed to games and other less formal leisure activities)
and industrial capitalism developed together. The rationalization of English folk games like
football into formal associations with set rules and organizations, they argue, was a process
“interdependent” with the industrialization of the English economy. (Elias and Dunning
1986:130) Rationalizations of the work process achieved by industrialization were mirrored in
the rationalizations of non-work time in industrial society’s leisure time activities and, hence,
organized “sports” were created from less formal folk games. The deeply intertwined
relationship between cultural practices and industrialization was more generally and famously
argued for by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, who showed how what they called the
culture industry had shaped leisure time in the image of industrial production. (Horkheimer and
Adorno 2007) The development of sports as a wing of the culture industry, as an example of the
imposition of industrial capital logic into the arts and entertainment activities of humanity, is
evidence of Horkheimer and Adorno’s argument that “the whole world is passed through the

filter of the culture industry.” (99)



Of that whole world, sport has arguably come to compromise as prominent a wing as film and
popular music, the fields more traditionally considered as culture industries. But it has come to
this position much the same way all culture industries are born: through the introduction of new
technologies. Both the production and distribution of cultural products are elementally changed
by these new technologies. And just as with the other wings of the culture industry, these are
often media technologies that record and recombine the events of culture so that they may be
distributed on a mass scale in true industrial fashion. By thinking through sport as one of the
primary outcomes of the industrialization of play and games and as the emergence of a wing of
the culture industry, we are forced to consider the role that media technologies have played in

sports industry’s rise to cultural, political, and economic importance.

What is the relationship of media to sport? This question is in effect two questions. Both deal
with the economic structure of sport. The first question inquires into the role that mediation plays
in the commodification of sport. How does the recording and broadcasting of sport shape the
political economy of sport? What new commodities are produced when new technologies are
introduced into the sports media production process? The second question looks into the
resulting composition of the economics of sport. Professional sports franchise owners in the
United States have enjoyed varying degrees of antitrust exemption since Major League
Baseball’s victory in Federal Baseball Club of Baltimore v. National League which granted MLB
full antitrust protection in 1922 and the Sports Broadasting Act of 1961 which assured that
leagues could negotiate media rights collectively without violating antitrust law. (Celler 1961;

Holmes 1922). This monopoly position has allowed them significant power over the rest of the



players in the sports media industry. When we use the term “sports media industry,” we must be
specific about the composition of that industry. “Sports media industry” describes the
relationship between three groups: the sports leagues, media companies, and sports fans. The
sports leagues consist of owners and the players, but in relationship to media companies and
media technologies of production and distribution this functionally means the owners. When
setting the terms of league relationships with the media, the owners are the decision makers and
the ones who exchange the commodity of sport directly with their counterparts in the media.
Media revenue does flow back to players through the collective bargaining agreements that the
players unions have negotiated with the owners;' however, media rights themselves are dictated
largely by the owners. The media companies that make up the sports media industry profit not
just from the display of what they have the rights to (broadcasts, highlights) but from the
production of experiences from the records of sports: accounts of games, opinions about games,
interviews with participants, the resulting statistics from games, etc. These commodities are
circulated to sports fans, which consume the live events of sport and the secondary material they
produce. However, fans aren’t merely passive consumers, but also create experiences from the
record of sports themselves. For example, fantasy sport began as a fan practice and was mostly a
semi-formal network of hobbyists for many of its early years. However, once a fan practice that
creates a new experience of sport becomes popular enough amongst fans, the sports leagues and
the media companies generally attempt to control and make it profitable for themselves. This
tripartite relationship involving the commodification of sports events and records, and the

experiences made from both is what makes up the sports media industry. But, what makes the

1 This refers only to professional sports in the United States. In the amateur sports that are
widely televised in the US, the revenue generated from selling media rights is prohibited
flowing back to the athletes in any direct way.

2 The Wayback Machine is an archive of cached website pages operated by the Internet Archive



sports media industry so clearly an example of the culture industry is the fashion in which the
capitalist actors in that relationship (the leagues and the media) actively shape and reincorporate
the activities of the fans. As Adorno said, he and Horkheimer first used the more popular term
“mass culture” before changing to the term culture industry in their writing to indicate that they
were not talking about culture dictated by the masses: “The culture industry intentionally
integrates its consumers from above. [...] [T]he masses are not primary, but secondary, they are
an object of calculation; an appendage of machinery.” (Adorno 1991:99) Under the centralized
technologies of the era of industrial capitalism, this assertion is certainly true. However, what
happens to the configurations of power and production in the sports media industry after the new
technologies of the late 20™ and early 21%' century take ahold of the culture industry,
technologies like the Internet and mobile, networked devices that have the capacity to
decentralize production and consumption? When the masses begin to be able use the machinery
instead of being a passive appendage of it, what changes in the composition of the sports as

culture industry?

What follows is a series of case studies and sociological examinations of the role that sports
media and sport fandom plays in the political economy of the Internet in an attempt to answer
these questions. It is the argument of this dissertation that the Internet has structurally changed
the way that fans access sport and accelerated the processes through which the capitalist actors in
the sports media industry have been able to subsume those practices. Although incomplete and
often unstable and contested, capital assumes sports fans as laborers who produce surplus value
via the platforms through which sports fans access the events and accounts of sport. In other

words, sports fans often can use the machinery of capital to rise above being mere appendages of



machinery, but the digital media technologies that they use to do this often lead them to be just

as valuable if not more to sports industry capital then when fans were passive consumers. Further,
it is my argument that the sport fan practices and the highly capital invested and profitable firms
that shape them are informed by the hegemonic ideological currents of Internet enabled
capitalism. Or, sport continues to be a leading culture industry but one that is no longer
dominated by a centralized industrial order. Rather it is part of a new, digital order that is much
more flexible and dynamic in its means of control. In order to understand the logic of these
developments and their relationship to contemporary capitalism, this study addresses two

concerns, one historical and one theoretical.

The historical question addresses the development of technological forms through which sports
fans access their objects of passionate interest and how the desire for constant contact with these
objects (from both fans and the sports industry) has driven a rapid development of new practices
enabled by these technologies. This inquiry has a specific emphasis on the historicities of these
new practices, these developing means of consumption and production. Therefore, investigation
into the relationship to these means had by fans and capital and how these relationships have
changed over time will be imperative. Over the last half of the 20" century and into the first
decades of the 21st, professional sport fandom in America shifted from a place based and
therefore centrally controlled social process that carried much of its social relevance through the
symbolic relationship it held to that place, to an increasingly decentralized relation fully bound
up with the workings of globalized capitalism wherein space and time became compressed and
sport’s social relevance became inextricably linked to the ideologies of neoliberal capitalism.

Although there is a burgeoning literature that understands this shift as a move towards sports as



always already mediatized and commodified (Crawford 2004; Elias and Dunning 1986;
Giulianotti 2005; Horne 2006; Hutchins and David Rowe 2009; Rowe 2004), a historical account
of the technological and economic changes in sport fandom in America remains a necessary

project.

The theoretical program is to generate concepts adequate to a critical understanding of this
historical account, situating the evolutions of mediated sport fan practices and their being-made-
valuable in the larger context of a) the effect that technologies of digital mediation have had on
the sports media industry and b) the role technologies of digital mediation play in the political
economy of the internet. In other words, the goal is to develop a set of terms and concepts to use
as tools of analysis in order to develop a critique of the current political economy of digitally
mediated sport and explore whether that critique can be accurately applied to the political
economy of digital capitalism writ large. To that end, I will engage with the tradition of Marxist
critiques of political economy especially those that focus on the role of technology under the
logic of capital, the developing sociological field that studies “digital labor,” critical sociologies
of sport and sport media, and the business theories that have influenced the particular businesses
studied herein. By placing my focus here, I seek to contribute to scholarship that understands
digital technologies as enabling not only decentralized, non-hierarchical production, but also
intensified forms of surplus value extraction and how this plays out specifically in digitally

mediated sport.

Ultimately, this dissertation is an attempt to develop concepts that can come to terms with the

wider political economic implications of the internet’s role in contemporary capitalism by



examining sports fan practices enabled by the internet and how they are presumed as surplus
value producing labor by and ideologically compatible for capital. The organizing questions for

that task are:

1. How does technology, generally, and the Internet, more specifically, affect the relations fans
have to sport, their object of passionate interest? How was it changed over time? What is the

historicity of those relations?

2. What is the logic of capital as it approaches mediated sport fan relations as sites of surplus
value production? Can we locate the labor processes that produce this surplus value in those

mediated relations?

3. What are the ideologies that inform the technological processes through which capital assumes
sport fan as laborers? What are the origins of these ideologies and how are they articulated

through the technological relationship that fans have to sport?

4. How do we understand these mediated sport fan relations as a part of contemporary
capitalism? Are they indicative of trends to come in media industries writ large? How do they fit

into more general theories of the political economy of the Internet?

5. Can we use these practices as ways to discuss the changing meaning of “labor” in

contemporary capitalism?



I apply these questions to three forms of sports media that have faced ineluctable change from
digitization and the network capacity of the Internet and the digitally constituted fan relations
these media enable. These forms operate at the level of the textual, the numerical, and the visual:
blogging, fantasy sports, and live broadcasts of sport. I will drill down into these forms by using
case studies of three business enterprises that approach fans as surplus value producers in
varying, sometimes contradictory ways. I choose these case studies because not only are these
firms industry leaders, they have been at the forefront of the transmutation of fan practices into
labor. It is the argument of this dissertation that the businesses in the case studies and the more
general fields they belong to approach fan practice as labor in unique yet related ways that make
sports media a vanguard of digitally mediated capitalism. The chapters progress from the textual
to the numerical to the visual because the labor considered progresses from concrete to
increasingly abstract. In other words, blogging can rather easily be understood as labor as it is
merely work that was once paid now being done unwaged, fantasy sports follows the logic of
work and “management” in practice but the manner in which it produces surplus value for capital
is more obscured, and the practice of watching sports itself appears to be passive consumption
therefore requiring a more abstract analysis of value production in order to consider it as labor.
Proceeding in this way, from concrete to abstract as it were, [ hope to come to a general theory of
surplus value production in digitally mediated capitalism that can take into account the deep

abstracting logic of sports media and capital writ large.

Although each chapter focuses on contemporary businesses and the practices they enable, they
are placed in the historical continuum of their own development. For example, when discussing

fan’s relationships to the statistical understanding of sports it is important to situate



contemporary practices like fantasy sports in relation to both the inherent statistical nature of
sports (once we keep score, statistics are produced) and the development of fan counter
narratives like that of baseball fan extraordinaire Bill James and his Baseball Almanac. 1t is only
with a historical understanding of these fan relations that we can truly understand the impact that

digital interfaces and the Internet have had on practices that build off of those relations.

Chapter 2 investigates the Internet’s effect on the textual relationship to sport. It begins with a
history of sports writing in print and its relationship to the political economy of sports to
contextualize the way that the Internet has altered not only the nature of the writing that worked
so symbiotically with sport throughout its history but has also altered the nature of the labor that
produces that writing. The political economy of sports writing is, of course, tied to the political
economy of the medium that it inhabits and even a brief history of sports writing reveals that not
only were sport and sports writing in a symbiotic relationship, but so, too, were sport with
newspapers and magazines. After a consideration of the forms of writing that were prevalent
during the print era of sports writing, a brief sketch of the figure of the columnist and their role in
shaping the tone and ideological function of sports writing is utilized to show how opinion
gained prominence as a form in the face of the increasing importance of radio and television in
the sports media landscape. Finally, before moving on to the case study, an example of the
vitriol of the sports writing establishment towards the figure of “the blogger” and an example of
a particularly successful blogger are given to further contextualization the notion of the mass
amateurization of the profession. The case study for this mass amateurization thesis is Bleacher
Report, a website that from its inception in 2005 till a year before its Turner Sports buyout in

2012 was a much discussed (and much reviled) “content farm” know more for its use of slide



shows and questionable content (misogynistic language, unverifiable claims, general barroom
argumentation styles) than as a journalistic outlet. However, as waves of venture capital rolled in,
Bleacher Report made great strides to clean up their reputation and become a viable company
worth acquiring. Bleacher Report’s business model, however, only changed slightly. Its method
of growth always entailed maintaining the massive output of content regardless of quality. It did
this by building and replenishing a massive roster of unpaid “fan” bloggers, many of which were
young aspiring writers, pumping out content at an extremely high rate even while it made
overtures toward legitimacy by hiring established sportswriters away from major outlets,.
Utilizing a close reading of Bleacher Report’s promotional materials, their in-house blog, and the
ever growing corpus of critiques from other outlets and former writers, I argue that Bleacher
Report’s narrative about itself and its actual practices were an accumulation of value from
exuberance in desperation wherein fans with aspirations toward making their passions their

living became the digitized raw material of a content production empire. In the last analysis,

what Bleacher Report accomplished was the mobilization of what can be called “disruptive labor”
in a play on the business theory of “disruption.” (Bower and Christensen 1995; Christensen

2013)

Chapter 3 deals with the numerical relation to sport and its development into the game within the
game of fantasy sports, or the development of what I call “statistical fandom.” Sports are
inherently quantifiable once a winner and loser are determined. Indeed, part of what determines a
game from a sport is this binary opposition, the 0 or the 1 of the loss or the win. This inherently
quantified relationship is dependent, however, on the mediums and manners of data collection

and a history of statistical fandom shows that these mediums and methods are sites of contention

10



between competing interests. Fans who value statistical experiences of sport and the capital
interests who produce sport often have a contentious relationship. By examining the figure of
Bill James, the baseball fan whose Bill James Baseball Abstracts and statistical innovations can
be seen as the impetus for the rapid development of statistical fandom, this contentious
relationship can been seen to be about not only who owns the numerical records of sport but
what should be done with them. As James is often given credit for being the inspiration for the
game of fantasy sports, understanding his approach to data is important. Once the history of
statistical fandom in the pre-fantasy sports era is understood, the development of the game itself
appears less like a strange obsession that becomes wildly popular and more like a logical
extension of years of work and focus. The early years of fantasy sports, although burgeoning in
popularity, could only create a minor industry out of intensive fan labor. Without the
computerization and the network capacity of the Internet, the popularity of the game and the
industry it would birth would not have been possible. The explosion of the fantasy sports
industry made possible by computers and the Internet caused the contentious relationship
between the stakeholders of statistical fandom to flair up again and numerous legal battles
popped up around the question of who owns the numerical records of sport and who can
determine how they are distributed. Ultimately, the courts decided that these records could be
released and recombined at will and with the help of a new lobbying industry built up around
fantasy sports, the game flourished and became even more popular. This need for state
intervention in the production of a new market continues to be a major concern throughout the
case studies in this chapter, DraftKings and FanDuel, the two leading purveyors of daily fantasy
sports or DFS. While traditional fantasy sports brought together groups of people to play a

statistical game that mapped onto an entire season, DFS contests are begun and resolved in the
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course of either a day or a week depending on the sport. This new, faster form of fantasy sports,
however, pressed at a crucial legal distinction between fantasy sports and gambling that the
fantasy sports industry had fought long and hard for, culminating in the carving out of federal
approval for the game in the 2006 Unlawful Internet Gambling Enforcement Act (UIGEA).
UIGEA determined, albeit rather obliquely, that what differentiated fantasy sports from
gambling was that it was a game of skill rather than a game of chance. As DFS was developed
after the passage of UIGEA and in some ways was dependent on mobile telecommunications
technology that didn’t exist before 2006, entrepreneurs who ran the DFS companies and the
players who played the game were able to create a community around DFS before the regulatory
apparatus could react. And it may not have reacted if not for DraftKings and Fanduel’s fall of
2015 ad blitz that blanketed the sports broadcasting airwaves during the beginning of that years
NFL Season. After catapulting itself into the public consciousness with these ubiquitous ads, a
wave of negative attention and legal scrutiny put the entire industry into question. By close
reading these ads and examining the legal actions taken against DraftKings and FanDuel in New
York State, the ideological function of statistical fandom in the age of the Internet becomes clear
and the distinction of “skill” and “chance” can be seen as indicative of a financial logic taking
over the numerical relationship to sport. Fantasy sports and DFS specifically are a form of the
financialization of daily life, a process that seeks to imbue the relationships that people have with
numerous aspects of their daily life to the logics of finance capital. (Martin 2002) Although not
necessarily clearly understood as labor, the financialization of daily life is a way that capital can
produce surplus value from the everyday and DFS is an example of how exploitative this process

can be.
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Chapter 4 examines the visual relationship to sports. In the history of the moving image, sport
has always been present at moments of innovation. From Edison’s kinetoscope, to television
broadcasts, to cable television, and Internet streaming, sports has been an early subject and driver
of capital investment. The history of sport and the moving image makes a radical break,
however, at the advent of television. Broadcast’s liveness marks the moment when the live event
of sport is available in at least an approximation of full verisimilitude, thus expanding the space
and time of the live event both auditorily and visually. Sport was an early subject for broadcast
television not just for its popularity but also for the ease of its production. Early broadcasts were
done with single cameras with no actors or writers to pay and no lighting production needed.
Like textual accounts of sport, however, sport’s popularity did factor into the choosing of
sporting events as early subjects. Broadcast stations that transmitted them were also the makers
of television sets. By the post-war era and the television boom, sport had become a staple of
television. However, this was not without significant pushback from the owners of sports
franchises and the leagues that represented them. Many leagues instituted blackout policies or
simply refused to show games in local markets without written policies, using the argument that
broadcasting games would cause local fans to not attend games. These policies are in many cases
still alive today even though these policies have been continuously challenged on both logical
and legal grounds. However, as television became more and more a part of daily life in the
United States, leagues began to understand the value of television broadcasts and sought to
maximize their market power by negotiating the rights to these broadcasts collectively. This is,
of course, a form of cartelization and this move required an exemption from anti-trust law. The
eventually granted exemption laid the ground for the solidification of both the National Football

League and the future of sports and sports media in the United States. Hence, a history of sport
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and the moving image shows that television and sport are intertwined in a similar but even more
powerfully symbiotic fashion as sport and the print media were. This relationship was, much like
the print media, supported by sale of broadcast time during games to advertisers, creating a
nexus between television broadcasters, sports, and capitalism writ large. However, the case
study for this chapter shows that live, over the air, ad supported broadcasts could only produce so
much value. ESPN, the self-proclaimed “world wide leader in sport,” shows again that sport is at
the forefront of all developments of televisual transmission. Their pioneering of the per
subscriber fee, or, in an inversion of the traditional broadcast model, the fee that carriers pay to
programmers for their content that is then passed on to consumers, drove exponential growth and
put them in a position to drive up the cost of live sports rights, subsequently infusing leagues
with more and more capital and increasing the overall ubiquity of sports on the screens that
proliferate in daily life. By tracing ESPN’s history from its inception in the late 1970s to its
eventual dominance of the cable television ecosystem to its too big to fail status in the
contemporary moment, the importance of live sports in the political economy of televisual media
comes into full relief. However, without significant state intervention into the regulatory
environment of both televisual transmission technology (specifically satellites) and cable
television pricing and market control, ESPN’s rise would not have been possible. Just as with the
statistical relationship to sport, the visual relationship to sport is dependent on the state to assure
its stability. As ESPN became a dominant player in sports media, however, the development of
the televisual capabilities of the Internet and the digitization of televisual transmission in general
began to threaten its market position. Having built its empire off of the per subscriber fee, the
destabilization of the cable television market created by internet delivered television represented

an existential threat to ESPN’s attempt to subsume the attention of sports fans while making a
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hefty profit from fees paid by cable television watchers who never watched ESPN in the first
place. ESPN’s current problem with so called “cord cutters” and the changing ground of the
television ecosystem can be seen as the limits of what has been called the attention economy. As
cable television and ESPN go into crisis, the contradictions inherent to the subsumption of

attention under capitalism can be seen.

The concluding chapter to this dissertation attempts to bring together these three case studies and
understand what they mean for the political economy of the Internet as a whole. In each chapter,
both the political economic and ideological functions of the technologically mediated
relationship to sports have been considered as historical processes that underwent rapid and
major change when forced to reckon with the Internet. These changes are indicative of what can
be called contentification or the way that different Internet enabled activity and data is
objectified into an articulated but homogenous substance known as “content” across the digital
culture industries. By theorizing the effects of the Internet on the political economy of sports
media as contentification, as the objectification and valorization of the knowledge and
experience of sports, the hope is to grasp how the textual, numerical, and visual records of sport
(and in fact of all cultural production) have not only produced so much value for capital but have
done so to the point of a crisis of accumulation. This crisis is a crisis of the accumulation of
attention. As more and more media objects, whether they be statistics or images or text or audio
or video, are produced and distributed and observations of these objects produce more objects in
an almost infinitely recursive chain, the attempts by capital to valorize them become less and less
effective. Here the finite live event of sport has its analogue in the finite capacity for human

attention. The finiteness of live sport presents a challenge to capital as it can only produce an
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equally finite amount of surplus value. One possible strategy to overcome this challenge is the
proliferation of live events but this has its own human and spatio-temporal limits. The other
approach to the challenge of finiteness is the approach that has been catalogued in this
dissertation, the technologically produced proliferation of ways to access the live event itself,
records of that event, and methods of recombining and reconfiguring those records. These
approaches can be seen as forms of Marx’s famous categories of absolute and relative surplus
value and, following from that, examples of Marx’s related categories of formal and real
subsumption. Absolute surplus value, the surplus value attained from extension of the workday,
is seen in the proliferation of live events themselves, a process that does not elementally change
the value producing process itself, as in how Marx describes the formal subsumption of the labor
process by capital. Relative surplus value, the extraction of value from the intensification of the
work process, is seen in the technological intensification of points of attention via more content
and more screens. As the process of reaching the event and records of sport has been
elementally changed in this process this qualifies as an example of real subsumption, or the stage
of capital’s real control over the work process. (Endnotes 2010; Marx 1990) The general drift of
sports media, especially in the age of the Internet, is this transition from formal subsumption, a
reliance on the live event and its ad supported model, to the real subsumption of attention, the
filtering of all experiences of sport through the platforms and interfaces of capital so as to shape
them in capital’s image. Ultimately, this attempt to really subsume attention has its own absolute
limits, as human attention is finite, increasing wage stagnation will prevent humans from being
able to access that which produces value from attention labor, and machines cannot produce
value on their own. (Caffentzis 2013) What comes at the end of this attempt to really subsume

attention and what happens to all the speculative capital that has been invested in not just the
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firms studied here but sports media and the digital culture industries writ large? The answer to
that question is beyond this dissertation but it will be argued that the Internet has driven sports

media into a crisis that requires, like all capitalist crises, a reconfiguration of capital.
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Chapter 2

Disruptive Labor: Bleacher Report and the Monetization of Mass
Amateurization

Introduction:

It is not a controversial assertion that the Internet has drastically affected print media. As we will
see later in this chapter, print media circulation and the labor force necessary for that circulation
have been in steady decline since the advent of the Internet. Of particular concern for the
traditional print media industry was not just the move from paper to screens but the ease with
which non-professionals could distribute their own thoughts and ideas to a mass audience once
reserved for only the biggest papers and magazines. This development has been described as
“mass amateurization” or the manner in which web 2.0 technologies like blogs and media
sharing sites have opened the door for amateurs to threaten the relative monopoly that
professionals have on knowledge and creative production and distribution. (Jenkins 2008; Shirky
2008) From perspectives outside of these professions, mass amateurization is part and parcel of
the liberatory nature of the Internet itself. As “information wants to be free” (Wark 2006) how
can the producers of that information be the professional gatekeepers of old who tax you on your
way to that information? From within these professions, however, it would make logical sense
that mass amateurization would be seen as delegitimizing both a profession’s quality and its
economic stability. In addition, what many mass amateurization theses often miss is the
tendency for amateurs to not only want to challenge professional authority, but to also desire that

authority and the economic gains that stem from these professions.
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In this chapter, I will use the case of Bleacher Report (shortened as B/R in this chapter and in
their branding), a sports blogging site founded in founded in 2006 and fully launched in 2008, to
examine how this mass amateurization phenomenon took hold in the profession of sports writing.
B/R entered the market at a ripe moment in the digitization of sports journalism. ESPN and
Yahoo were pioneers digitally, but were still primarily national networks, unable to offer the
focus on local teams that newspapers provided. Most major newspapers, however, had not been
able to embrace a more digital format or reliably expand their national coverage beyond
Associated Press and wire reports. Bleacher Report’s gambit was that providing the breadth of an
ESPN with the team and region specific coverage of local news was a viable business model that
could scale exponentially. Key to succeeding at this goal was the production of a crowdsourced
workforce that could pump out content at an unprecedented clip while not being a part of a
tightly funded startup’s payroll. Hence, from its origins as a small San Francisco based start-up
in 2006 to its estimated $200 million acquisition by Turner Sports in 2012 to its current status as
the fifth most popular sports website on the Internet (Alexa 2017), B/R has continued to utilize
two interlocking narratives about itself. First, its founders and boosters proclaim it is a
“disruptive” force in sports media and media in general because it harnesses the passion of fans
to unseat the incumbent, professional class of sports media producers. Second, it has sold itself
as a place where aspiring writers and sports media professionals could get a foot in the door,
building a resume while getting the exposure the site afforded. Major competitors, independent
sports journalists, and former writers have actively challenged both of these narratives. Utilizing
a close reading of Bleacher Report’s promotional materials, their in-house blog, and the large
corpus of critiques from other outlets and former writers, the analysis of these interlocking

narratives is deepened to argue that they ultimately served to justify an accumulation of value

19



from exuberance in desperation wherein fans with aspirations toward making their passions their
living became the digitized raw material of a content production empire. In the last analysis,
what Bleacher Report has accomplished is the mobilization of what can be called “disruptive
labor.” However, in order to contextualize B/R in the larger movements of sports writing in the
United States and the impact that the Internet has had on this, a brief overview of the history of
sports writing in the US and its political economy will be necessary. B/R did not just occur from
the uncontrollable effects of the Internet on print media writ large, but is a particular response to

some consistent issues that have been a part of sports writing since its early moments.

A Brief History of the Textual Accounts of Sports

Although print media and sport in the United States don’t have quite the intertwined relationship
as television and sports do, sport has been an important part of print media since at least the
middle part of the 19" century. Print media in the early US republic were generally directed
towards the upper tiers of society and sports were a lower class concern for much of the pre-Civil
War era. However, by the late 1830s, magazines such as American Farmer, American Turf
Register, and Spirit of the Times had begun to focus on sports like horse racing, cricket, hunting,
and yachting. Boxing was generally left out as it was associated with working class, saloon
style events that these magazines’ upper class readership were uninterested in. By the 1850s,
New York Clipper had become the premier sports magazine. (McChesney 1989) New York
Clipper did much to establish specifically baseball in the American consciousness, employing
the “Father of the Game” Henry Chadwick, an Englishman who after reporting on cricket for the
New York Times became the leading advocate for baseball in the United States. Chadwick’s

nickname stemmed not only from his success as an early baseball promoter but from his efforts
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to rationalize the game by promoting more consistent scorekeeping (he is sometimes credited
with inventing the box score) and his involvement with the National League’s rules committee.
(Schiff 2008) By the 1880s the National Police Gazette, a predecessor to the men’s magazines of
the 20" century, had become a mostly sports periodical with circulations numbers over 100,000
and a publisher, Richard Kyle Fox, who became invested in the popularization of sport via the
mail order sporting equipment business that was run in the back pages of the magazine.

(McChesney 1989; Reel 2006)

While these magazines had begun to flourish and produce the first notable sportswriters like
Chadwick, newspapers took slightly longer to warm to sports as a topic. However, as innovations
in printing and the rapid growth in cities created a mass market for newspapers in the late 19"
century, sports took hold in the major metropolitan newspapers of the country. Joseph Pulitzer’s
New York World established the first ever sports department in 1883, reporting on mostly boxing
and horse racing, and William Randolph Hearst, in an attempt to cut into Pulitzer’s circulation,
created the first dedicated sports section in his New York Journal in 1895. (Betts 1953) The
general uptake of sports in the major newspapers and the explosion of sports as popular
entertainment in the early 20" century was a codetermining process that allowed both to become
increasingly lucrative businesses. By the 1920s, sports writing had become a legitimate and
lucrative wing of an increasingly conglomerating but flourishing industry. Sports, as mass
entertainment, were a perfect fit for newspapers as they entered their era of mass production and
circulation. The argument that the 1920s were the golden age of sports has been supplemented by
the argument that the 1920s were also the golden age of sports writing (Lipsyte 1977;

McChesney 1989) as it was in this era that sport writing truly developed its symbiotic
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relationship with both the newspapers and the burgeoning sports industry. Newspapers, having
gone through an era of conglomeration and a shift into being more and more ad revenue
dependent, required a large enough readership to both justify the capital investment in
conglomeration and be attractive to potential ad buyers. An emphasis on sports was a quick way
to a larger audience as it shied away from the partisanship that characterized the yellow
journalism era of the late 19™ and early 20" century and provided entertainment value that has
always sold more than hard news. By the end of the 1920s, sports writing and reporting had
become a staple of the newspaper industry, having increased to 12%-20% of newspaper content
from .04% in 1880. (McChesney 1989) This era, like the late 19" century influence of Henry
Chadwick, led to the rise of the sports writer as both literary figure (Grantland Rice, Ring
Lardner) and influencer of sport itself. For example, Arch Ward, sports editor at the Chicago
Tribune, helped introduce such staples as the Golden Gloves amateur boxing competition, the

baseball All-Star Game and the college football all-star game.

Even with the subsequent introductions of radio and television into the media landscape from the
1920s into the 1950s, print media’s emphasis on sports remained. In the post-war era, magazines
like The Sporting News and Sports Illustrated became major parts of the magazine industry and
newspapers continued to rely on sports coverage as revenue leaders. But the dominance of the
print media in the sports media landscape had been usurped and was subsequently was forced to
change its general approach. As will be discussed more in chapter 4, the importance of radio and
television to sports media has been its ability to expand the space and time of live sporting events,
offering the experience of the sporting event to those who could not attend the event themselves

for whatever reason. Print media has obviously never been able to match this attribute of radio
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and television but had been able to offer a diminished version of this experience by offering after
the fact recaps. Although the recap was often handled by wire services, the vivid storytelling of
the more famous sports writers of the early 20" century like Grantland Rice was born out of
attempts to bring fans closer to games they had no ability to attend. This form remained
important to the print media but mainly as record. Generally print media came to rely on two
particular types of content to fill pages: records of the events themselves or analysis. The record
of the event, whether that be written recap of the game, a box score, photos, or interviews after
the game, continued to have a role in the print media into the modern digital era. The Gannet
Company’s (a massive multi-media empire of print, radio, outdoor advertising, and television
companies) USA Today, a national daily newspaper oft compared to television for its sound bite
like stories, was deeply criticized by the newspaper industry upon its arrival in 1982. However,
its extremely thorough sports page, a full 25% of the paper, was generally well received by the
sports world as it became the first national newspaper to publish box scores and recaps of all the
major professional and collegiate sports leagues. Once again, sports were a major factor in the

continuing success and changing functions of the print media.

The other content type that came to dominate print media sports coverage after radio and
television was analysis or feature length writing. Feature length, mainly a magazine format,
drove the careers of numerous sports writing figures like Frank DeFord, George Plimpton, David
Halberstam, and W.C. Heinz. These longer, more literary pieces often attracted writers from
outside the sports writing genre, most notably Plimpton, Halberstam, and Hunter S. Thompson.
However, this format was not as popular nor as ubiquitous as the other analytical format: the

column. The figure of the newspaper columnist looms large in the history of the writing about
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