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INTRODUCTION

On May 29, 2020, a massive crowd converged from all directions on Barclays Center, the sprawling multipurpose arena that colonizes the corner of Atlantic and Flatbush Avenues in Brooklyn, New York. They got there by bus, subway, commuter train, or on foot. Some braved the traffic and drove in their cars. They were not arriving to attend a Brooklyn Nets NBA game. Nor did they come to attend a Jay-Z concert or to see a boxing match as many New Yorkers have done since the building opened in 2012. They came for another purpose altogether. Like millions of others throughout the world, they had seen the shocking footage of a black man, George Floyd, being callously murdered by a police officer in Minneapolis on May 25, 2020. Taken by seventeen-year-old Darnella Frazier, the video went viral in a matter of days, provoking widespread rage and nationwide protests against police brutality and racial injustice. Days after Floyd’s murder, protesters across the country took to the streets to find spaces to grieve and protest police violence. In Brooklyn, demonstrators and activists gravitated to Barclays Center day after day to express their anger and demands for racial justice.1

The Barclays Center appears like a gigantic extraterrestrial that landed in the middle of a densely populated New York City neighborhood. Rust-colored panels swoop down and curl around the building to form a circular open-roof canopy that looms over the plaza at the arena’s entrance. The displays on the electronic billboard beneath the big baby-blue barclays center sign on the building’s facade give the impression that the structure is owned by the multinational banking corporation. In fact, the building, like most arenas and stadiums in the United States, belongs to the public. It is owned by a public entity, the Empire State Development Authority, which leases the arena to the owners of the Brooklyn Nets—a shell game that enables the team to avoid paying millions of dollars in property taxes.2 The arena was constructed atop a railyard and a subway stop served by multiple subway lines, buses, and the Long Island Railroad, making it an accessible location for an entertainment venue.

Barclays Center is the centerpiece of a $6 billion development project that included construction of several buildings of market-rate and affordable housing. In the early 2000s, when the development was announced, it purported to regenerate an area that the State of New York had declared blighted. After the state used the power of eminent domain to take and then hand over twenty-two acres of land to the developers, many Brooklynites have viewed the development as a mechanism of gentrification that displaces longtime residents and provides housing and entertainment for affluent fans. For years, locals have mobilized against the project, arguing that it has not produced enough benefits for the community. The arena opened in 2012, but only a fraction of the promised housing development has been completed. Ironically, in spite of this fraught history, Barclays Center, by virtue of its central location, has also turned into an ideal space for outraged citizens to make their voices heard.

On that supercharged day in late May 2020, protesters converged on the plaza under the gigantic canopy that swoops over the arena’s entrance. As advertisements for Starbucks coffee, T-Mobile cell phones, Geico insurance, and other companies’ products flashed across the massive electronic message board above their heads, the people chanted, they marched, they screamed, they clapped, and they cried. Most in the crowd wore masks to protect themselves from the COVID-19 virus that was killing people daily. They came holding signs with not only the name George Floyd but also the names Sandra Bland, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor. Others carried slogans like abolish the police. They came, well schooled in the repertoire of gestures that have been made popular by the Movement for Black Lives over the past ten years: raising their fists, holding their hands up, and clutching their cell phones to vigilantly document the moment. They were also preparing themselves for the likelihood of police misconduct, and with good reason. In a scene that repeated itself over and over again during the summer of 2020, the peaceful protest turned into violent clashes with police, who walloped demonstrators with batons, doused them with pepper spray, and arrested many of them that night.

Over the course of that summer, and on many nights since 2020, protesters gathered at the Barclays Center plaza. With their bodies they repurposed the arena into a public square, a gathering place to express dissent, an epicenter of activism and community building. Though normal uses of the facility resumed after COVID-19 vaccinations became available, the plaza remained an important gathering place for Brooklyn-based activists. Free jazz concerts were held, voters were registered, and the demands of the community were expressed. “It is a mecca,” one protester told the New York Times that summer. “This is where everything happens.”3
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The transformation of the Barclays Center plaza into a space of protest and politics might seem to be an instance of the many unprecedented improvisations the COVID-19 pandemic caused and a moment of social and political turmoil. In actuality, since the days of the circus tent and wooden ballpark after the Civil War, stadiums and arenas have been important institutions in American life. Though stadiums have long been identified as sport and entertainment venues, they functioned not just as spaces for recreation but also as deeply political places where Americans from a variety of backgrounds have expressed conflicting aspirations and agendas. Elites have constructed stadiums as monuments to affluence, technological wonder, and exclusivity. Yet, America’s marginalized groups have transformed them into venues to express their desires and discontents, and to proclaim a more inclusive vision of American society. The stadium has been America’s public square. It is a venue of not just play but also politics and protest.

Stadiums became political spaces because governments have been deeply involved in them—their location, their funding, their use—throughout their history. Buildings initially built by private entrepreneurs for the purposes of sport and entertainment quickly morphed into spaces for political theater. In the early twentieth century, they hosted political conventions. In subsequent decades, politicians approached them as ideal platforms from which to promote their political agendas. By the mid-twentieth century, stadiums fully developed into state institutions when governments took over their primary ownership and management. Stadium construction became state policy for a sports-crazed nation. Even in recent decades, as naming-rights agreements have turned them into corporate billboards and as sports franchises have largely dictated their use, the vast majority of stadiums in the United States, including the Barclays Center in Brooklyn, are in the hands of the public.

Political theater can play out in stadiums because, from the beginning, their role as spaces for recreation was shaped by systems of racial, gender, class, and sexual exclusion. In the United States, more often than not, stadiums were built by and for white men. Because stadiums and arenas proved costly to construct and maintain, especially as they grew larger and more architecturally sophisticated, stadium builders were compelled to broaden the audience they catered to in order to make the venues financially solvent. Herein lies the tension between social inclusion and exclusion that is at the core of stadium history. Buildings that are designed to attract and accommodate large numbers of people are also envisioned as engines of social stratification and exclusion.

The history of the American stadium is the story of a country wrestling with racial, class, gender, and sexual inequalities and how these struggles played out in public. From the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century, stadiums manifested varying degrees of racial, class, and gender segregation, especially in the South, where the stadium functioned as a platform to project and defend the Jim Crow order. When the civil rights, second-wave feminist, and gay liberation movements erupted in the mid-twentieth century, the stadium was a prime location to effectively challenge racism, sexism, and homophobia. Buildings constructed for performances in front of thousands of spectators made ideal environments to showcase for the American public what justice and equality could look like. Since that time, the stadium has continued to be a venue of social and political conflict. The growing reach of corporate control in every aspect of American life, widening class stratification, and movements against racism and other forms of injustice have all had a profound impact on the way the American stadium is experienced and understood.

The stadium has never had a singular meaning or purpose. It is a vessel marked by and filled with society’s aspirations and conflicts. The social and political dimensions of the American stadium story should not be surprising because these aspects first appeared in the stadium environment thousands of years ago.

The spaces we now call stadiums originated in the ancient world. The word stadium comes from the Greek stadion, which originally referred to a measurement of distance in ancient Greek footraces (approximately 600 feet). Stadion eventually came to describe the rectangular-shaped venues where the footraces took place. Other venues, such as hippodromes, were wider structures used for horse and chariot races. These spaces were sacred sites, where athletic competitions were held to honor the Greek gods. Among the most famous is the Panathenaic Stadium, built in Athens in 330 BC, and the site of the ancient Panathenaic festival. The rectangular structure was later excavated and renovated for the Olympic Games revival in the late nineteenth century.4

During the Roman era, stadiums increased in size and became more technologically sophisticated. The Greek hippodrome, built for chariot races, eventually transformed into the circular structure known as the Roman circus. Amphitheaters were larger oval-shaped structures where various kinds of events, the most famous being the bloody spectacles of the gladiatorial games, could be staged. The monumental four-storied Colosseum was the most famous amphitheater. Though these structures have rightly been hailed as architectural marvels, they were also temples embedded in the exploitation and exclusions characteristic of the ancient world. The tiered construction correlated with the class and gender hierarchies of the day: elites sat down lower, closer to the action, whereas the popular classes and women sat higher up. From the ancient world to the present, stadiums have helped stage and preserve social hierarchies.5

The collapse of the Roman Empire initiated a long period of decline in stadium building and use in world history. Though ancient pastimes such as chariot racing continued to be held in venues such as the Hippodrome of Constantinople into the time of the Byzantine Empire, most ancient sporting events faded from everyday life, as did the venues where they were performed. During the medieval era, militarized fighting such as jousting and knightly tournaments were typically held in smaller structures or open fields where temporary stands for spectators were built. Still, the histories of venues for sport and recreation during the next two millennia after the large monuments of the Roman era were plundered and demolished are largely unknown.6

What we know is that the reemergence of stadiums in world history correlates with urbanization. As industrial urban centers emerged in Europe in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the conditions for modern sport and its venues arose. Cities created an environment where larger numbers of people could participate in cricket, horse racing, rugby, and other amusements in front of mass audiences. They were ideal places that fostered the rise of commercialized sport and entertainment. Improved transportation networks, especially the advent of the streetcar and the railway, helped provide an infrastructure that allowed for the spread in popularity of sports. By the 1860s, playing “grounds” and eventually larger structures known as stadiums were built for cricket, rugby, and association football (soccer). In the early twentieth century, the explosive growth of soccer and other sports spawned the building of stadiums across Europe to stage athletic events.7

As in Europe, the modern American stadium emerged as industrialization and urbanization created the conditions for the rise of the sport and entertainment industries. The history of the stadium in the United States tends to center on the story of baseball stadiums, often known as “ballparks.” Facilities such as Union Grounds in Brooklyn and South End Grounds in Boston were among the earliest ballparks, built in the 1860s and 1870s to provide venues for the rapidly growing sport. Baseball developed a large cross-class constituency of players and fans, who crowded into cheaply built wooden structures erected on the outskirts of rapidly growing cities to watch the athletes play. However, these accommodations were exceedingly dangerous fire traps that could easily burn to the ground with the accidental combination of intense heat and a lit match. Ballpark fires were not uncommon during these years. The short shelf life of ballparks made them de facto temporary facilities. Eventually, local governments developed stringent fire codes and safety standards that compelled the creation of more fire-resistant venues.8

Yet, the ballpark story overshadows a more complex and revealing history. Ballparks, however important, were but one kind of venue transforming American social life in the late nineteenth century. The explosion of all sorts of mass entertainments, including the circus, bicycle racing, horse racing, boxing, and football, in addition to baseball, necessitated the construction of different kinds of structures. Before the baseball stadium came the large fabric circus tents that popped up across the country in the decades after 1793, when the British equestrian John Bill Rickets staged the first modern circus in Philadelphia. More than half a century later, by the 1860s and 1870s, prominent circus impresarios such as P. T. Barnum, Adam Forepaugh, and the Ringling brothers, among others, took advantage of the new railroad systems to bring elaborate traveling shows of clowns, muscular acrobats, and exotic animals to rural and urban areas across the country, staging the spectacles under temporary fabric structures with wooden stands for spectators. The large canvas tent, colloquially known as the Big Top, became the iconic image representing the nineteenth-century circus. By the 1880s, the success of the circus served as the main impetus for the construction of permanent indoor arenas such as Madison Square Garden in New York City.9

Meanwhile, the spread of prizefighting also drove stadium construction. Critics abhorred the violence of the sport but could not prevent its growing popularity. Because boxing regulations varied from state to state, matches were held, often clandestinely, in a wide variety of places such as gyms and local meeting halls. However, as the sport’s fan base grew, in states where the sport was legal, boxing promoters staged bouts outdoors in temporary wooden facilities. Like the circus owners, boxing promoters, including George Lewis “Tex” Rickard, used railway access to bring fans from far and wide to see matches. The most famous boxing match of the era was the Jack Johnson–Jim Jeffries bout Rickard staged on July 4, 1910, in Reno, Nevada. More than twenty thousand fans crowded into temporary wooden stands to see Johnson become the first African American heavyweight champion by defeating the white American Jeffries. Johnson’s triumph outraged white supremacist America, but it did little to stop boxing’s growth. Eventually, prizefighting moved to permanent indoor venues after boxing impresarios successfully lobbied states like New York to legalize the sport in the 1920s.10

Stadiums acquired their monumental qualities, growing larger and featuring architectural designs, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They also assumed a permanent quality, transforming from makeshift wooden structures vulnerable to fires to more durable buildings made of concrete and steel. New engineering technologies gave a fresh class of entrepreneurs confidence in the belief that sports could be made profitable in permanent structures. Baseball team owners, including Ben Shibe in Philadelphia and Charles Ebbets in Brooklyn, were among a number of businessmen who built their ballparks by leveraging political connections with local governments to gain access to favorable locations close to mass transportation. A new era in American stadium construction was about to begin.11

The advent of concrete and steel construction technology at the turn of the century also made indoor arenas attractive venues for a wide variety of events. The Big Top remained an integral part of the traveling circus, but in big cities it was supplanted by the permanent indoor arena, which had more seating capacity and improved illumination after electric lighting became widely available. Municipal auditoriums and convention halls, early incarnations of indoor arenas, were ideal spaces for political gatherings as well as for ice hockey and ice skating, new forms of entertainment just gaining popularity, especially in the Northeast and Midwest. Eventually, the circus and boxing joined dog shows and horse shows and a host of other events in indoor arenas, where a regular rotation of touring acts brought spectators through the doors for decades to come.

With the exceptions of the boxing arena and the circus tent, most early stadiums and arenas in the United States originally catered to the elite classes. However, the immigrant working classes that flooded into American cities during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries quickly transformed stadiums and arenas into mass entertainment spaces. Even when these structures were designed for specific sports or cultural events, they were never simply recreational facilities. The revenue needed to maintain stadiums and arenas meant that they often had to be used for concerts, rallies, and expositions.

Though the American stadium was multiuse from its inception, conceived to house the emerging amusements of the late nineteenth century, during the twentieth century it became more strongly associated with sporting events as the American sports industry grew by leaps and bounds. During the 1910s and 1920s, the ballpark was an institution in cities and towns, and baseball became America’s national pastime. The classic concrete and steel ballparks, such as Shibe Park, Forbes Field, Comiskey Park, Tiger Stadium, Fenway Park, and Ebbets Field, were celebrated venues and have been the subjects of much nostalgia and commentary. Smaller facilities were built for an assortment of leagues in the South and the West. Though the majority were privately owned, they aroused local civic pride. But the monumental structures, such as Yankee Stadium and Cleveland’s Municipal Stadium, were gigantic edifices designed to be more than ballparks. They were monuments of grandeur that symbolized the making of the modern American city. Osborn Engineering Company, a Cleveland-based firm, dominated stadium design and construction throughout the first half of the twentieth century.12

The growing popularity of college football was another impetus for the increase in number of stadiums in the United States. The public’s anxiety about the safety of the sport did not stop it from spreading across the country. The opening of Franklin Field at the University of Pennsylvania in 1895 and Harvard Stadium in 1903, as well as other stadiums at elite schools in the Northeast, prompted universities across the country to build their own football facilities to the point that the college football stadium became ubiquitous. Here again, Osborn Engineering played a major role in designing and building many of the fabled college football venues, including Michigan Stadium (1927) and Notre Dame Stadium (1930). Out west, the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, Stanford Stadium, Memorial Stadium in Berkeley, and the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum were massive bowl-like structures built to house thousands of spectators.13 A decade later, businessmen in New Orleans, Dallas, and Miami pushed for the construction of large football stadiums to host annual New Year’s Day sports carnivals in an effort to generate tourist dollars. The Sugar Bowl in New Orleans, the Cotton Bowl in Dallas, and the Orange Bowl in Miami became New Year’s Day traditions that turned these cities into tourist destinations.

As stadiums and arenas became common features of American life, they also became increasingly political. Government officials discovered stadiums’ potential for gathering an audience so they could promote their policies and their personalities. Political conventions and rallies were in the regular rotation of events at Madison Square Garden, Chicago Stadium, and other arenas all over the country. US presidents tossing ceremonial first balls at baseball games became a tradition. After “The Star-Spangled Banner” was officially named the US national anthem in 1931, the stadium and the arena increasingly became ideal places to cultivate mass loyalty to the nation. Even though most stadiums were privately owned, they acquired a civic character. Indeed, many arenas of the 1920s were built as war memorials for those who died serving in World War I. Stadium construction became state policy during the New Deal era of the 1930s because stadiums were envisaged as public works projects that provided jobs and public recreational spaces for Americans suffering from the Great Depression. The New Deal era marked the beginning of major public investment in stadium construction, a phenomenon that spread widely in the postwar years.

During the Second World War, these political traditions expanded into ceremonies designed to cultivate loyalty to the Allied cause. Stadiums like the Memorial Coliseum in Los Angeles were used to stage battle reenactments.14 The stadium became a venue for promoting American nationalism, and though it would remain so for years, at the same time, it served as a venue of protest for insurgent social movements.

Indoor arenas, such as Madison Square Garden, were sites of political turmoil, especially during the Depression years. Socialists, communists, and many other labor activists used the Garden as a massive meeting hall. Not to be outdone, fascist organizations and pro-Hitler and pro-Mussolini groups refashioned the Garden into a venue that resembled the fascist meeting halls of Berlin and Rome. Indeed, as the world drove headlong toward World War II during the 1930s, the struggle over fascism was played out in the American stadium. As in Europe, the American sporting world could not be divorced from politics, as the memorable boxing matches between American Joe Louis and German Max Schmeling in Yankee Stadium vividly illustrated. The stadium became a de facto American public square, where real and symbolic political battles took place, sometimes resulting in violent confrontation. As stadiums and arenas became even more numerous and costly to the public in the decades to come, their very existence became subject to political controversy. Politics became a recurring feature of stadium life.

But, as in the ancient world, the modern stadium replicated social hierarchies and made them more concrete.15 Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the American stadium was a Jim Crow and settler colonial institution that catered to white elite and working-class men. Even when performers on the field or the stage were racially integrated, often the spectators in the stands were not. Professional baseball was played by segregated teams in front of fans segregated in the stands. College football, like baseball and other sports, was also defined by the hierarchies of Jim Crow. This was particularly clear in the South, a hotbed for college football. Football stadiums, such as Tulane Stadium in New Orleans, home of the Sugar Bowl New Year’s Day classic, not only provided entertainment for the sport’s white fan base, but also provided a staging ground to project a twentieth-century version of the Confederate States of America. At the same time, sport and entertainment events held in stadiums perpetuated Native American subordination. Native mascots and team names were extremely popular. What the historian Phil Deloria called “playing Indian” became a pervasive performance tradition at stadiums and arenas all over the United States.16

The stadium was a masculine domain, where men were the dominant performers on the field, the writers who described the action off it, and the majority of the fans in the stands. Over time, women were welcomed into the masculinized domain of the stadium, but on designated “Ladies Days.” Meanwhile, African Americans created their own sporting and recreational cultures, and more often than not, they were forced to do so in peripheral spaces. During the 1930s, Negro League team owner Gus Greenlee was one of the very few African American entrepreneurs who managed his own stadium for his baseball team, the Pittsburgh Crawfords. The vast majority of black sports teams at all levels had to rent facilities that were under white control.17

Stadium construction changed dramatically after World War II. The number of facilities multiplied as the power of professional sports leagues grew. Baseball leagues continued to be popular as professional football, basketball, and hockey leagues pined for facilities for their franchises. Sports leagues found willing partners in America’s public officials, who discovered that having sports teams in their communities generated enormous political capital. Tax-exempt municipal bonds—rather than the pockets of team owners—became primary sources of financing for the construction of stadiums and arenas. Building a stadium with public funds could entice a team to a city and generate substantial political capital in an increasingly sports-crazed nation. Beginning in the mid-twentieth century, new concrete structures were constructed to accommodate both football and baseball. Nationalizing professional sports leagues trudged on turf once dominated by college football and regional sports leagues.

It was in the 1950s when the modern “stadium scenario” was born. Cities built stadiums to compete for the attention of monopoly sports leagues. Once a prospective team was identified, sports franchises, politicians, and citizens fought fierce political battles to determine the merits of a stadium project. More often than not, the proponents of stadiums won those battles. Stadium projects regularly exceeded initial cost projections, draining public resources. After a facility was built, architectural critics, the press, and fans would celebrate the beauty and amenities of the new structure, but in a few decades, sometimes sooner, the stadium would be deemed obsolete, and sports franchises would agitate for better stadium deals, driving costs up further. Sometimes team owners would allow their teams to stay; other times they would break the hearts of fans and leave. A franchise relocation transferred the drama of the stadium scenario to another city, where the cycle would start all over again. The stadium was inextricably linked to the whims of the growing professional sports industry. The pattern that originated in this era would replicate itself at a dizzying rate at the turn of the next century.18

Like the single-family home, the midcentury stadium was more likely to be constructed in a city’s outskirts, where there was automobile access, as a way of catering to an imagined suburban demographic. Yet, contrary to what has often been written about the stadiums of this time, these buildings turned out to be the most democratic structures built in the history of American stadiums. Though they are often derided by today’s architectural critics for their modernist aesthetics, at the time, boosters, commentators, and fans celebrated the midcentury stadium for its architectural design. In retrospect, the minimal corporate advertising—usually confined to the scoreboard—illustrates how these venues were conceived to be monuments to local civic identity more than to the local sports franchise. Moreover, their larger seating capacities, affordable ticket prices, minimal security, and multiple uses attracted a cross-class and cross-racial constituency, which reflects a sensibility that stadiums were to be accessible to a wider social demographic than what existed before and what has existed since.19

These stadiums, built during the great freedom movements of the era—the civil rights, second-wave feminist, Native American, anti-war, and gay liberation movements—hosted the most diverse groups of performers and spectators in American history. The freedom movements held rallies at these facilities, which helped topple racial and gender barriers at the stadium. Indeed, activists leveraged the fact that these facilities were publicly managed to push their movements into the ballpark. This was when the Jim Crow stadium collapsed, when women fought for the right to get on the playing field and to cover sports in equal working conditions with their male counterparts, and when gays and lesbians asserted their right to exist.

But after three decades of unprecedented social inclusion, this era of public accessibility gave way to a new time when the meaning and function of the American stadium dramatically altered. In the 1990s, the American stadium stood as a symbol of unbridled corporatization. With some exceptions, stadiums were public facilities masquerading as corporate buildings owned by sports franchises. Arenas that were once named after their city, local sports boosters, or veterans began to be named after a dizzying array of ever-changing corporate sponsors. Spaces that housed an array of political events and rallies were remade into apolitical sites of mindless consumption. The prosperity of the decade coupled with the end of the Cold War bolstered arguments businesses, politicians, and economists made that governments were no longer needed to equalize opportunities in American society. Stadiums came to symbolize the infiltration of market values into every aspect of American life.20

The stadium-naming-rights deal became standard: municipal governments, which owned these facilities, could not resist the sponsorship dollars that corporations lavished upon them and were happy to trade away the facility’s name. Public sports commissions, which had traditionally partnered with sports franchises while also ensuring that stadiums served a public purpose, were widely discredited as corrupt and inefficient. In response, these institutions relinquished their management responsibilities to third-party, private entities. Naming-rights agreements unleashed the total commodification of the stadium. Advertisements were plastered on every inch of visible space, and this corporatization continued unabated for the next three decades. The meaning and function of stadiums changed as they became more commodified.

If stadiums symbolized the triumph of corporate power at the turn of the twenty-first century, they were also reenvisioned as engines of economic revitalization for dormant postindustrial urban centers. Sports franchises argued that stadiums could foster economic development and create jobs, warranting the skyrocketing cost of construction. These structures formed a key component in the gentrification of American cities, the remaking of formerly poor and working-class districts into zones of consumption centered on amenities for newly arrived affluent residents or suburbanites who came into cities to attend sporting events and concerts. When critics cited the substantial body of evidence showing that stadiums had minimal impact on the economic development of surrounding neighborhoods, sports franchises responded by making the structures the center of massive real estate development projects that promised to provide jobs and housing for locals. Reviving the inner city with a new stadium became the latest justification for stadium construction.21

Over the next three decades, these arguments became unquestioned orthodoxy as the United States embarked on another stadium construction boom, one that was much larger than the previous booms of the 1920s and 1960s. It was, for all intents and purposes, a veritable stadium- and arena-building orgy. Hundreds of stadiums and arenas were built for professional sports franchises all over the country. They cost more money and occupied more real estate even as seating capacities decreased. What’s more, they were products of a new type of urbanism. Stadium architects abandoned concrete structures in favor of decorative glass, brick, and steel designs. Once admired for their modernist aesthetics, midcentury stadiums were now derided as “concrete doughnuts,” with sports franchises, like-minded journalists, and architectural critics claiming that they not only were ugly but also failed to satisfy fan bases. The praise for new stadium designs attempted to obscure the astronomical construction costs. Facilities that cost tens of millions of dollars in the 1980s cost more than $1 billion by the early 2020s. Moreover, stadiums and arenas proliferated because sports franchises were no longer willing to share facilities with other teams. At one time, sports franchises did not have the power to demand their own stadiums from public officials, but during the final decades of the twentieth century, the balance of power shifted decisively to sports franchises.

The new stadiums and arenas of the 1990s and beyond took up larger footprints in the landscape, symbolizing the outsized impact of the sports industry in late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century America. In a sense, the United States entered a period of conspicuous wealth and inequalities that resembled those of the Gilded Age. But the palaces were no longer built on private property and adorned with towers and statues of Roman goddesses, like Stanford White’s Madison Square Garden, built in 1890. Rather, they were constructed on public property for a smaller constituency of affluent corporate fans and decorated with tiers of luxury suites and premium seating that were plastered with advertisements and billboards as far as the eye could see. Commerce and consumption displaced the stadium’s historic role as a venue of public recreation and civic engagement.

Though stadiums and arenas might have provided more entertainment options for Americans, after the 1980s, they looked more like monuments to the widening income gaps and racial inequities of a new age of gentrification. Unlike the Gilded Age a century before, few if any sections of these new mega structures were reserved for working-class spectators, who were priced out of the stadium altogether unless they were present as concession workers or security guards. Though team owners and politicians touted stadiums as engines of economic development and revitalization, they became, in fact, resource-sucking money pits that provided poor returns on investment.22 They were also increasingly segregated and policed by private security forces whose role was to segregate crowds by class more than to provide actual public safety. The freedom movements of the 1960s enabled athletes and performers to knock down the racial barriers that had kept them off the field of play and stage. By the early 2000s, however, they were performing for whiter and more affluent spectators, who at once admired them and resented the fact that they were being paid salaries higher than what they were perceived to deserve. The stadium became a social and political powder keg, even as it continued to be widely perceived as an apolitical place of entertainment.

As the stadium reinforced the social hierarchies of the early twenty-first century in America, its political function was narrowed to hosting carefully choreographed celebrations of militarism. For more than a century, politicians had been using the stadium to promote their agendas, but the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, facilitated an unprecedented amplification of a very narrow conception of American patriotism at sporting events. The US government partnered with sports leagues to promote a militarized nationalism designed to solidify support for the War on Terror. Before 9/11, sports teams had already begun to market themselves as pro-military, but the terrorist attacks unleashed a staggering amount of military-themed paraphernalia that enabled them to cash in on American patriotism. Almost immediately, commemorations of those who died on that tragic day were overshadowed by glorifications of first responders, especially police officers.

As the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq raged on for the next two decades, the stadium was converted into a venue for a recurring pep rally for the military. The government and sports leagues reminded Americans again and again that the nation was at war. Standing at attention during performances of “The Star-Spangled Banner” was portrayed as a mandatory act of patriotism. Honoring soldiers fighting abroad morphed into honoring increasingly militarized police forces across the country.23 The national and local governments successfully manipulated fears of another 9/11 to justify a dramatic expansion of the military and of the police’s influence on everyday life. The stadium, the major congregation space in American life, was the place where the United States government reinforced its political agenda during the presidency of George W. Bush. The arrival of Barack Obama to the presidency in 2009 did nothing to stop the beating of war drums at the ballpark. In turn, the militarization of the stadium helped produce a public that was even more intolerant of political dissent.

Two decades of war drums and glorification of law enforcement had created a repressive political environment when the Black Lives Matter movement erupted and spilled over into the American stadium in the early 2010s. The murders of Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman in Sanford, Florida, and Michael Brown by police officer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri, and other high-profile incidents of police violence against black Americans, unleashed the twenty-first century’s version of the centuries-long Black Freedom struggle. When black athletes inspired by the movement began to take public stands against anti-black violence enacted by the police, the heretofore heroes of post-9/11 America, they were greeted with a fierce counterreaction in stadiums and arenas. This counterreaction was stoked by another consequence of two decades of American war drumming and police glorification—the revival of right-wing politics, galvanized by Donald Trump. Yet, following in the footsteps of previous generations of activists, black athletes Colin Kaepernick, Maya Moore, and a host of others at all levels, along with a smaller number of white allies such as Megan Rapinoe, took their politics into the stadium. They expressed their solidarity with those suffering from police violence and systemic racism by taking a knee, highlighting the issue in press conferences and interviews, and displaying messages of racial justice on their uniforms. These were courageous acts that inspired many others to join the movement for racial justice.24

The murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin in May 2020 intensified the struggle for racial justice at levels not seen since the 1960s. The explosion of an unprecedented national and international solidarity movement against police violence in the aftermath of Floyd’s death convinced even formerly apolitical public figures, athletes included, to make public declarations against systemic racism. Once again, black athletes took the cause of Black Freedom to the stadium, and this time, they successfully pushed back against the repressive political culture of militarism. They demanded that American institutions, including sports leagues, recognize that black lives mattered. Not even Donald Trump’s popular brand of fascist demagoguery could stop the powerful protest movement during the summer of 2020. The spell of two decades of militarized patriotism was broken, or so it seemed.

However, sports institutions, like other corporations, responded to calls for racial justice with proclamations of support in the dominant idiom of the twenty-first century: the corporate advertisement. Black Lives Matter–inspired slogans were commodified and watered down and displayed at stadiums and arenas all across the country. Cosmetic changes, such as the public performance of racial reckoning through the promotion of select African Americans to high public and private positions by the government and corporate America, have done little to fundamentally alter the centuries-long phenomenon of systemic racism. American institutions’ tepid responses were laid bare by the coup attempt at the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, and the continuing spread of right-wing politics after Trump was voted out of the White House.

Today’s era of political polarization resembles the political conflicts that occurred in stadiums and arenas during the 1930s. The upheavals of the past two decades have put to rest the notion that the stadium is merely a space for apolitical entertainment. And yet in the midst of this cauldron of conflict, exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis, the stadium’s historic civic function was once again revived with the advent of stadium voting during the 2020 presidential election. The conversion of stadiums and arenas into polling stations as a response to the racial justice movement and the pandemic was a moment of democratic renewal in the middle of a decades-long period of reactionary politics. It remains to be seen whether these transformations will have lasting effects on the design and use of the American stadium.

The Stadium draws upon fifteen years of research in archives across the United States. It is also based on more than forty years of my observations as a spectator in stadiums and arenas all over the country. Records of public buildings stored in state and municipal archives and libraries illustrate the enormous amount of resources governments have invested in stadium construction and maintenance. The records of sports franchises and architectural and engineering firms tend to be out of the historian’s reach, but information about these sources can be found in the records of public institutions that partnered with them to build and manage stadiums. The centrality of stadium planning and construction in higher educational institutions is documented in university archives around the country. For this book, I relied on the plethora of material left behind by the social movements that changed the United States during the sixties, seventies, and eighties. Records of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), Black Power organizations, the LGBTQ movements of the 1980s such as the Gay Games and the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP), and other organizations reveal the intersection between the worlds of the stadium and the social movement.

As important, this book benefits from the staggering array of digital sources available on the internet. Libraries and archives across the United States have digitized an enormous number of photographs and audiovisual materials. A plethora of sports telecasts, highlight films, documentaries, concert footage, and films of speeches and rallies is now widely available on digital platforms such as YouTube, which opens up endless research possibilities. No longer is the historian enslaved by scant references to, say, crowd behavior in order to understand the impact of spectators in the past. In short, stadiums and arenas are ubiquitous and so are their archives.

The Stadium reveals how an American institution has long served as a space of protest and politics, not just play. The extent to which stadiums are widely seen as homes for protest and politics has changed over the years. Stadiums became increasingly political during the 1920s and 1930s, as political parties and activist groups remade them into meeting halls. From the 1960s to the 1980s, the great freedom movements brought their struggles into the confines of the stadium and transformed American society. However, as stadiums were dressed up as corporate billboards from the 1990s onward, elites and public officials became increasingly intolerant of political dissent, especially in such prominent spaces as American stadiums. The corporatization of stadiums created the illusion that they functioned solely as places of apolitical entertainment and conspicuous consumption. Yet, the US government’s efforts to make the stadium into a major platform from which to promote the War on Terror and celebrate law enforcement since 9/11 further politicized the stadium. The polarized political environment has persisted at stadiums and arenas to the present, even as American society moves away from the upheavals of 2020.

This, then, is what this book offers: a people’s history of the American stadium. The story shifts between a bird’s-eye view of national patterns of stadium construction and usage and up-close, detailed portraits of how these patterns were informed by local dynamics. Each chapter highlights a particular transformative moment when people engaged in ordinary and extraordinary activities in front of tens of thousands of people in a confined space. In these pages, I meditate on the impact of southern marching bands unfurling large Confederate flags while performing “Dixie” in front of eighty thousand spectators—with millions more listening on radio and watching on television—at the Sugar Bowl in New Orleans in the immediate aftermath of the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. I speculate on the harm done when fans of the Washington Redskins NFL franchise donned headdresses and war paint and sang “Hail to the Redskins” year after year in the federally controlled confines of Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Stadium. But I also highlight the powerful impact a hundred thousand black people chanting Jesse Jackson’s “I Am Somebody” litany in the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum in the summer of 1972 had. In these pages, we’ll revisit the moments when Robin Herman, Melissa Ludtke, and dozens of other women sportswriters courageously broke through the barriers erected at press boxes and locker rooms in the face of male hostility. We’ll see the power of gay and lesbian athletes and fans performing, cheering and hugging and kissing in the stands of San Francisco’s Kezar Stadium during the opening and closing ceremonies of the Gay Games in the 1980s. And we’ll remember how contemporary black athletes declared they were unafraid of the entrenched rituals of militarized patriotism by standing up with their words and their bodies against systemic racism and police violence in stadiums named after corporations, whether the American sports fan liked it or not. Finally, we’ll see how poll workers and voters overcame their fears of the deadly COVID-19 pandemic and cast votes for democracy in stadiums and arenas during the historic 2020 presidential election. These are the stories that show what the American stadium has been—an institution that has had far more impact than its commonly understood function as a sports facility—and what it might be in the future.
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