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Contested Transparency: Media Escalation  
and Sports’ Spaces of Visibility

Markus Stauff

In recent time, the black-boxed layers of recommendation algorithms and 
generative AI have added weight to recurring calls for more transpar-
ency. They resume older misgivings on how the complexity and inacces-
sibility of science and technology challenge democratic participation and 
public reasoning (see, for instance, Ellul 1964; Lippmann 1997; Irwin and 
Wynne 1996). Beyond such technology-related questions, transparency is 
also cherished as a regulatory ideal: At least since the 1960s, it seems an 
undeniable element for democratic and participatory decision taking and 
liberal market economies (Schudson 2015). Often it holds the promise to 
mitigate social polarization that is at least partially explained by the hid-
den influences of economic or cultural elites on decision taking, election 
campaigns and other media content (e.g., EPRS 2019; EFJ 2021).

And yet, at least in academic research, the potentially benevolent impact 
and the actual possibility of transparency are systematically debated since 
more than 25 years (see Glissant 1997; Strathern 2000). Only recently, Nick 
Seaver, in his analysis of music recommendation algorithms, convincingly 
states that the rhetoric of transparency (or “access” in his case) might be 
rather counterproductive: It gives the wrong impression of a solid state of 
affairs—e.g., a “logic” of the algorithm—that can and should be disclosed. 
Instead, he argues, algorithms’ impact is highly contextual and dynamic and 
can rather be appraised by “the ongoing navigation of relationships” (Seaver 
2022, 15) than by a singular act of opening the black box. Quite similarly, 
but with respect to organizational structures in the media industry instead 
of algorithms, John Caldwell cautions that getting access to an authoritative 
but hard to approach source might deliver lesser insights than the careful 
observation of seemingly more peripheral frictions and conflicts (2023, 123).

Additionally, as Evelyn Ruppert details for governmental transparency 
agendas, all efforts to create (or at least foster) transparency require addi-
tional, intervening procedures that selectively rearrange both sides: The 
objects and processes that are considered to become transparent and the 
observers for whom transparency is supposed to be achieved.
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20  Markus Stauff, Contested Transparency

[R]ather than considering the TA [transparency agenda, MS] as a prac-
tice of disclosure and oversight, I argue that the transparent state is 
being done by a changing configuration of mediators that is generative 
of data publics and multiple versions of the state and the very condition 
that it seeks to eradicate: distrust in the workings of the state. (Ruppert 
2015, 128)

Such mediating procedures can and need to be critically evaluated, too, 
and thus open new occasions for controversy and suspicion concerning 
the manufactured character of transparency. Following this lead, I here 
examine how controversy and transparency are closely entangled and 
how technological innovation—or “media escalation”—plays into that, 
instead of considering transparency as normative vantage point of public 
debate or as cure for political controversy.

Looking at the highly popular and intensively mediatized example of 
competitive sports, I assert, offers relevant insights into this entanglement 
of transparency and controversy. The public visibility of competition has 
been a key concern of sports since more than 100 years: It facilitates the 
accountability of all aspects of performances and thereby guarantees uni-
versal comparability and fairness. This has ongoing efforts to enhance and 
transform visibility through physical elements (like lines, goal nets, tiered 
grandstands, etc.) and through media representations (narratives, tables, 
photos, slow motion replays, etc.). At the same time though, this arrange-
ment of visibility has been producing ongoing controversy.

While partly, of course, a consequence of sports’ inherent partisanship 
and emotional attachment, such controversies get systematically fanned by 
the manifold efforts to guarantee transparency. These do not only create 
extra occasions to debate ever more details but also regularly become object 
of controversies themselves. The most evident example for what I want to 
discuss here is the use of video replay footage to check and improve referee’s 
decision taking in football. The so-called video assistant referee (VAR) was 
introduced to end controversies around refereeing; yet, as many pundits 
observed, it only created new and more controversies (see Alvarez 2018; 
Lowe 2023). Journalists who don’t like the newly introduced system even 
compared its truth-claims to the “alternative facts” of the Trump govern-
ment (Lamont 2021).

While some scholars consider this a result of a failed implementation 
of the innovative technology (see Collins, Evans, and Higgins 2016), I use 
both a historical overview and a conceptual discussion of sports’ visibility 
efforts to approach it as a systematic and constitutive interrelation. Sport, 
I argue, offers insights on how efforts to make performances accountable 
and transparent trigger a process of “media escalation” that unavoidably 
entails controversies. A strong version of “media escalation” was originally 



symplokē  21

formulated my media theorist Friedrich Kittler who claimed that “technical 
innovations—following the model of military escalations—only refer and 
answer to each other” (Kittler 2010, 30; cf. Heilmann and Schröter 2024). 
Packer et al. (2022) take up and modify this concept to focus on the ratio-
nales, problematizations, and promises that keep driving the application of 
media technologies. Beyond the increasing integration of media technolo-
gies into all kind of institutions and practices (often described as “media-
tization”1), efforts to make organizational processes more efficient, more 
accountable, and more governable through media technologies create—in 
an escalating spiral—the conditions and reasons for evermore and newer 
technologies to be applied (Packer et al. 2022, 14, 65).

In the following, I examine sports’ general features and longstanding 
rationales that contribute to such media escalation. Therefore, instead of 
offering one particular case study (or focusing on one sport or one country), 
I deliberately use somewhat scattered examples to outline how sports’ public 
organization of competition that co-emerged with mass media in the 19th 
century connects technological innovation with questions of transparency 
and controversy. Starting with an example that hopefully clarifies the issues 
at hand—especially for readers who are less familiar with sports—I first 
outline why the question of visibility is pivotal to sports and how it drives 
media escalation. Appropriating a concept from science and technology 
studies, I then analyze how sports’ “spaces of visibility” rearrange and mix 
alternative and partly competing (e.g., institutionalized and vernacular) 
modes of visibility, thereby entangling increased transparency with ongo-
ing controversy. In the conclusion I discuss similarities and differences 
between the example of sports and other social practices.

Sports’ Media Escalation (and the World Cup Cycling 
in 1979)
Before offering a more historical and conceptual discussion, I use an 
example to highlight the complex entanglement of controversy and trans-
parency in sports. The example is random in the sense that I could have 
used hundreds of other moments from sports history to make a similar 
point. The dynamics I analyze here are characteristic to organized, com-
petitive spectator sports all over the world and across its different disci-
plines. At the same time, the example is specific in that it shows how the 
articulation of transparency and controversy results from contingencies 
of individual competitions and from contextual (technical, local, social, 
political, etc.) occurrences.

For the 1979 World Championship Cycling in The Netherlands, the Dutch 
broadcaster—as is typical for such events—took extra efforts to cover the 
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race with additional cameras and extensive use of the then newly estab-
lished slow-motion replay. Fostered by sports’ characteristic combination of 
nationally anchored media representation with events that line up national 
teams in international competitions, the increased visibility was not least 
harnessed to offer a detailed view of Dutch cyclists. This combination of 
technological and national ambition disclosed that riders of the Dutch team 
sought extra momentum by holding on and then pushing themselves off 
their teammates during steep ascents. The Dutch TV’s live-commentators 
praised this as good strategy—and it was actually a pretty common strat-
egy in those days in which bigger stretches of a cycling race were not yet 
covered by TV cameras. Now that it became visible to an international 
audience and the governing bodies of the event, however, the race officials 
asked the Dutch broadcasters to get access to the footage already during 
the competition. The broadcaster’s staff declined the request and instead 
passed a warning on to the Dutch team leader who ordered his riders to 
refrain from such behavior. A Dutch rider eventually won the race but was 
booed by his home audience when appearing at an upcoming race in the 
Netherlands.

Competitive sports, this example shows, offers several reasons for the 
application of innovative visual technologies. On the one hand, sports’ 
action, its tense competition and contingent incidents get used as fertile 
resources to create technically enhanced “media spectacle” in the sense 
of intriguing, ever-changing and attention-grabbing visual surfaces (Kell-
ner 2003; Andrews 2021). On the other hand, the addition (and constant 
improvement) of visual technologies is driven by an ongoing and system-
atic endeavor to monitor ever-more aspects of sports’ unpredictable action.

When slow motion replay became a technical possibility for TV live 
transmissions, it made a lot of sense to use it in sports—which, in return, 
was a key driver of its development. Since the 1890s, photographic motion 
analysis and just a few years later film offered ample evidence that freezing 
or slowing down the movements of athletes engenders new understand-
ings of the human body (Smith 2013; Finn 2020). The dynamic character 
and the always looming decisive moments in competition add plausibility 
to the application of the new technology. In a cycling event steep inclines 
often define the most decisive moments of a race; the focus on Dutch rid-
ers guarantees interest in the new technological features and makes its 
enhanced visibility more palpable by connecting it to familiar characters 
and narratives.

As the example shows, making more details of the action transparent 
for a wider audience unavoidably has consequences for the organization 
and ruling that guarantee a fair competition and thus for the behavior of 
athletes. In this case, the new technology indeed “uncovered” behavior 
that wasn’t exactly invisible before but became questionable due to its 
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technical magnification. This showcased the effectiveness of slow-motion 
replay while simultaneously creating controversy and a need for insti-
tutional action. The slow-motion replay has such effects because of its 
novelty: The riders had not yet adapted their behavior to the new regime 
of visibility and the official bodies had not yet formalized the legitimacy 
of (nor their basic access to) the new footage. Next to public controversy 
concerning the evaluation of the behavior, the slow-motion replay trig-
gers institutional reform. Jeremy Packer and colleagues aptly describe 
such dynamics as “media escalation”:

New media open up a new range of human conduct to be known, ana-
lyzed, and problematized, which in turn creates new capacities for gov-
ernmentality. These resulting problematizations hence call forth new 
media for ‘clarifying’ the emergent problematic by means of higher 
levels of resolution, increased storage, and more robust computation. 
(Packer et al. 2022, 65)

In sports, this media escalation is not least driven by the fact that the mass 
media are a constitutive layer that adds to and interferes with sports’ 
problematization of visibility and conduct.

Significantly, my description here is mostly based on a TV-portrait of 
the winner of the 1979 race that was broadcast 2020 as part of a Dutch pub-
lic service broadcaster’s anthology series of memorable sports moments 
(NOS 2020). Sports events that enter national memory culture do not only 
result from outstanding achievements or tragic loss, but also from contro-
versies that are co-created by new media technology. Such controversies2 
become intensely emotional reference points that haunt national (sports) 
memory by being explored and reconsidered time and again. Addition-
ally, they allow TV and other media to perform their role as both, driving 
force of (media) history and organizers of nationally significant discourse. 
As John Caldwell has shown with respect to all kind of event coverage on 
TV (far beyond sports, that is), the medium might present thrilling stories 
too, but its main claim to cultural relevance consists in its ongoing efforts 
to explicitly re-frame and actualize the meaning of events, which can best 
be described as “performance of discursive activity” (Caldwell 1995, 189). 
Such de- and re-contextualization that interweaves different perspectives 
finds a rich operative range in sports controversies—like the one discussed 
here—that are related to processes of “media escalation” and the respective 
proliferation of images.

Partly, thus, the controversies of sports are nursed and groomed in the 
interest of media (be it commercial or public service) and have impact 
beyond sports—e.g., underlining the technical and social relevance of media 
or adding to wider memory culture. Yet, their persistent productivity for 



24  Markus Stauff, Contested Transparency

media is secured (and naturalized) by their systematic embedding in sports’ 
quest for technically enhanced transparency.

Epistemic Uncertainty and the Quest for Transparency
Just recently, Jason Kido Lopez highlighted how media thrive on sports’ 
“epistemic uncertainty”: The unpredictability of competitions—regarding 
not only their eventual outcome but also their development—adds a 
sense of “realness” and “liveness” to coverage far beyond the case of 
actual live transmissions, extending to talk shows, sports-themed games, 
or movies (Kido Lopez 2023, 5). I’d like to add here, that this “epistemic 
uncertainty” makes questions of visibility and accountability a constitu-
tive element of competitive spectator sports and thus a key element of the 
sports-media relationship. Sports is such an interesting case for under-
standing the entanglement of media escalation, transparency and controversy, 
because it requires an ongoing evaluation of competitive performances 
and—to that end—strives to make evermore details of unpredictable 
action comprehensible for highly diverse audiences. While this is addi-
tionally reinforced by sports cumulative articulation with capitalist mar-
ket dynamics, it has an at least partly independent history.

Most basically, sports furnish heightened visibility to enable a fair, inter-
esting, and sufficiently contingent competition under the circumstances of 
epistemic uncertainty: As everyone knows who occasionally plays pick-up 
sports, having differently colored jerseys for players of different teams is a 
prerequisite for organized team play as is marking the edges of a playing 
field. Clear visibility is also key to prevent or sanction foul play (that is: to 
regulate and monitor behavior) and to make both the performances and the 
outcome comprehensible to a wider audience. While many sports started 
in the 19th century as activities related to education, socializing, or military 
training, they only consolidated as clearly defined, rule-bound disciplines 
when they transformed into spectator sports based on “social practices that 
publicly observe, compare, and evaluate performances” (Minnetian and 
Werron 2021, 148; see also Werron 2010b, 2014).

Historically and systematically, sports’ institutionalization coincides with 
an unfurling imperative of transparency that—far beyond sports—aims to 
enable the “public to gain information about the operations and structures 
of a given entity” (Etzioni 2010, 1). Already at the end of the 18th century, 
the idea developed that full visibility, unrestricted accessibility and clear 
comprehensibility are preconditions for rational, scientific knowledge pro-
duction (Ananny and Crawford 2016, 3) as well as for rational governing 
(Hood 2006, 9f). In the 19th century, economists argued that markets need 
full transparency to safeguard perfect, unbiased competition (Werron 2014, 
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62f). At the same time, sports emerged as another type of public competi-
tion. All aspects of a match that could potentially be consequential for the 
outcome are supposed to be discernible for professionals, fans but also 
occasional observers. This includes the criteria for and acts of officiating, 
which happen in real time in front of a diverse and judgmental audience 
thus adding even more urgency to transparency.

Characteristically, throughout the history of sports, athletes and organiz-
ers of less popular and allegedly more complicated sports deplore a lack 
of transparency as impediment that raises irritation with observers not 
yet familiar with the details of the respective discipline. At the Olympics 
2012, for example, a fencer who won Gold after a controversial decision 
called for improved visibility of the combat’s timing and stated: “We need 
more transparency” (Spiegel Online 2012). Yet in more popular sports, too, 
we find conspicuous efforts to offer better accounts of the details and the 
specific circumstances of the performances, like the mere difficulty of a 
specific move, or the challenges of the terrain and the weather conditions 
in outdoor sports.3 Athletes and organizers regularly express worries that 
the basic conventions of their sports, their rules and tactical details are not 
sufficiently understood by the audience.4

As in other fields, sports’ quest for transparency, beyond enhanced vis-
ibility, creates a demand for simplification and explanation to support imme-
diate understandability. Next to the performance itself, this concerns not 
least the ruling of sports. To just take one notorious example: During the 
2004 Olympics an unconventional high bar routine received a low score in 
line with the then effective rules while the attending audience perceived it 
as an evidently outstanding performance and halted the competition by boo-
ing for ten minutes (Clarke 2004; Wiedeman 2016). This moment crucially 
contributed to a complete revision of gymnastics’ points system aiming to 
create a more transparent evaluation. Around the same time, adaptations in 
how offside in football is ruled were criticized for creating unclear situa-
tions for players and referees. Additionally, the new practice of signaling 
offside only when the receiving player was actually touching the ball was 
criticized for confusing the audience (Doyle 2005). In boxing, a sport that has 
a long history of dubious decision taking, adaptations to the selection of the 
judges and to the display of intermediate results before the 2020 Olympics 
“aimed at increasing clarity, transparency and integrity” (IOC 2019, n.p.).

Transparency, these examples indicate, is an ongoing challenge not least 
because of two complications that might not be specific to sports but are 
especially pronounced there and shape the way media technologies get 
enrolled into this ongoing problematization of visibility:

First, visibility is a strategic element in most sports. The tactical prepa-
ration of a team, of course, is mostly kept secret—and there is a torrent of 
anecdotes about teams spying on each other (for a blatant example, see 
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Henkin 2021). Even more challenging to the imperative of transparency, 
the modulation of perceptibility is paramount during competitions, too: 
Players try to block a contenders’ field of vision, they use coded signs to 
coordinate the next move with team members; athletes intentionally deceive 
their contender—e.g., by pretending exhaustion in cycling and thus avoid-
ing the lead in a group. In a sport like boxing, feinting punches to open 
the guard of their contender, is an essential approach. Significantly in sev-
eral sports, rules restrain such weaponization of sight: In ping-pong, for 
example, players cannot cover the ball with their body during the service.5 
In football, feinting moves during a penalty shot are limited.6

Second, sports systematically addresses differently situated observers. 
This is a notable challenge when considering that all transparency is audi-
ence dependent. Going beyond mere disclosure, the quest for transparency 
requires a critical audience. Transparency efforts selectively arrange vis-
ibility of something for someone and thus require different contrivances for 
experts than for a general public (Ruppert 2015; Flyverbom 2015; Kemper 
and Kolkman 2019). In sports, the action needs to be understandable to con-
tenders, the referees, the coaches, the journalists, audiences in the stadium 
and in front of a TV screen at the same moment. They all have different, 
often structurally deviating perspectives, which result, for instance, from 
their physical positioning (determining their actual lines of sight), their 
level of expertise (e.g., knowledge of rules and potential tactics), and their 
emotional alignment. This adds further complications to the strategic use 
of visibility by the contenders: Boxers are not only busy with deceiving 
their contender. They also need to display to referees (who are sitting at 
different sides of the ring) that they haven’t been hit (or at least not hard), to 
their coaches that they still follow the original plan, to the audience (and to 
future opponents) that they are a fair (or an especially intimidating) athlete 
(Meyer and Wedelstaedt 2022). Even beyond such strategic use of visibility, 
the basic facts of a competition and their accounting—say, if a ball is out 
or not—just appear very different to the differently positioned observers.

Sports, here too, is as good a field as any to trace the complications of 
transparency and the respective controversies. In sports, a certain mode of 
transparency is never sufficient and never conclusive. This is systematically 
related to a process of media escalation. Scattered across different sports 
and across the long history of sports the application of media technologies 
simultaneously improves and complicates transparency.

Contested Spaces of Visibility
Instead of straightforward transparency, sports create and constantly 
rearrange “spaces of visibility.” This concept got introduced to analyze 
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knowledge production in scientific laboratories, where the combination 
and constant adjustment of a number of visualizing technologies go hand 
in hand with the (re-)definition of the “epistemic object” and the research 
questions when arranging a space in which potentially significant events 
can be triggered and traced (Scholz 2021; see also Rheinberger 1997, esp. 
chap. 7). Not least, scientific spaces of visibility create complex interre-
lations between highly specialized, operational media and mass media 
visualizations—even if less immediate than in sports. The concept thus 
allows to consider all different media involved in sports, from the photo 
finish to television broadcasting, as productively interrelated elements in 
complex and contested spaces of visibility.

To make the evaluation of performances and the eventual outcome of a 
competition fair, comparable and comprehensible, sports harness a broad 
set of material and protocological measures that simultaneously shape the 
possible actions of a competition and optimize their accountability. I already 
mentioned jersey colors; jersey numbers were incrementally introduced 
across team sports beginning in the 1920s to facilitate the comprehensibil-
ity of contingent action for participants, referees, and audiences. Goal nets 
help to unambiguously determine if a shot hit the goal (instead of passing 
by the goal post on the outside). Like other pre-technological media—for 
example lines, corner flags, measuring chains in American Football, hori-
zontal bars in high jumping and show jumping—they support a clear clas-
sification of events: Is the ball out or not; did the ball advance more than 
ten yards or not; was a certain height crossed or not. In sports like fencing 
a more technologically advanced apparatus connects the weapon and the 
fencer’s electrically conductive vest to a light signal.

Next to the actions’ observability, the observers’ capacities get optimized 
too. The stadium architecture (and in-stadium monitors) enhances the audi-
ences’ sight. With even more diligence the referees’ “epistemic privilege” 
(Collins, Evans, and Higgins 2016) gets ensured by heightened seats or 
through positioning on the field and carefully trained appraisal. In football, 
for example, the imaginary offside-line is supposed to be safeguarded by 
the referee’s two assistants who are expected to position themselves always 
in one line with the second-last player of the defending team.

To improve the monitoring of partly unpredictable, yet partly predefined 
events that constitute the particular performances and the decisive moments 
of each discipline (goal, crossing of a finish line, etc.) these spaces of visibility 
get constantly reorganized: new rules, different colors, new lines, additional 
referees increase the visibility and clearness of the already existing action 
but also mold the action into more easily classifiable forms.

The finish line photography was the first media technology that became 
part of such institutionally regulated spaces of visibility. It was used in horse 
racing already in the late 1880s and had it its first Olympic appearance in 
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the men’s 1500m race in Stockholm 1912. It is not least significant for the 
way it combines certain advances in photographic technique (faster shutter 
speed, automatic release) with the preparation of the pre-photographic space 
(a line on the ground, a white background, a pertinent positioning of the 
camera) to safeguard evidence. Sports helped to promote it as a technique 
that was highlighting—and compensating for—the limitations of human 
eyesight (Finn 2020).

Mass media covering sports unavoidably become one key element in this 
rearrangement of sports’ spaces of visibility. Rather than forcing an external 
“media logic” (Altheide and Snow 1979) on a primordial bodily activity, 
each medium’s modes of accounting (visualization, storytelling, etc.) get 
increasingly entangled with sports’ rationale to make ever more details of 
contingent action transparent and understandable to diverse spectators. 
As already stated above: historically and systematically, the evaluation of 
the performance through a wider audience (following the events through 
newspapers, television, or social media) is a constitutive element of com-
petitive sports. They shape the definition of performance and the modes 
of competition, by, for instance, enforcing the increasing standardization 
of rules not least to compare achievements across time and space with the 
help of tables, rankings, and world records (Werron 2010a). And, of course, 
they add new layers to sports’ imperative of transparency.

On the one hand, media’s affordances emphasize and transform sports’ 
ongoing efforts for clear visibility. With the introduction of black and white 
television, for example, it wasn’t sufficient anymore that team jerseys had 
different colors and player numbers; now, one team needed to wear dark 
and the other bright colors. The iconic white football with black hexagons, 
replacing earlier monochrome balls, was catering to TV visibility, too. Occa-
sionally, such changes impact the way a game is played. In ping-pong, the 
color of the ball underwent several changes to make it more visible for 
participants and audiences (and the color can be chosen in relation to the 
players’ jersey colors); in 2000, however, the size of the ball was increased to 
slow down the game and facilitate perceptibility for TV viewers (Wikipedia 
2024b; for an example from hockey, see Johnson 2021). On the other hand, 
media—intentionally and unintentionally—expand visibility, disclosing 
new aspects of performances and new criteria to evaluate them. The above 
example of slow-motion replays in cycling already showed how media 
bring priorly invisible, vague, or just overlooked aspects of performance 
into accountability.

Jersey numbers and goal nets, tables and statistics, finish line photogra-
phy and television’s slow-motion replays, in complex interrelations, make 
up sports spaces of visibility. Each mode of visibility, however, is selective 
and partial: focusing on some elements of performance not others; high-
lighting aspects of this performance in particular, medium-specific ways; 
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making a perspective accessible and understandable to some observers but 
not others. Sports’ contingent field of action and its partisan observers fos-
ter a critical and controversial appraisal of each one type of accountability. 
Furthermore, compared to a scientific laboratory, sports—due to its public 
evaluation of performance—has much less institutional control over the 
media escalation that keeps rearranging its spaces of visibility.

(The Limits of) Institutional Transparency
Sports’ spaces of visibility are a lively “trading zone” (Galison 1997, 46) 
of often competing modes of accountability. The appointment of an addi-
tional referee to expand visibility is largely contained through institu-
tional procedures that determine a clear chain of command and define 
which referee has the authority to judge which situation. New images (as 
in the case of the photo finish) and more fine-grained data, however, offer 
not only yet another account of a situation but also allow for (and require) 
interpretation by all the differently situated observers. While being orga-
nized around the rationale of increasing transparency, the media escala-
tion in sports is technically and institutionally highly heterogenous due 
to the public comparison of performance and the constitutive role of mass 
media. The rearrangement of sports’ spaces of visibility is driven by and 
creates frictions between uneven but necessarily interrelated modes of 
representation; the general quest for transparency needs to be organized 
and occasionally constrained to achieve institutionally operational and 
publicly legitimate modes of accountability.

A notorious example from the men’s football World Cup 2002 highlights 
this entanglement between media escalation and controversy in even more 
detail than the surprise accountability during the 1979 World Championship 
cycling. When Brazilian player Rivaldo was waiting to deliver a corner, he 
was hit by a ball shot in his direction. After Rivaldo fell holding both hands 
to his face, the Turkish player who had kicked the ball to him was sent off 
with a red card. The replay, however, clearly disclosed that the ball had 
only struck Rivaldo’s hip.

Ironically, in an interview before the World Cup, star referee Pierluigi 
Collina braced himself for the increased number of TV cameras (20 for each 
game then) that might identify more mistakes of the referees (Schönau 2002). 
Media escalation threatens the legitimacy and the epistemic privilege of 
referees. Such frictions get even more tense when big screens in the stadium 
display slow motion replays of controversial action, which, as one more 
example for sports ongoing rearrangement of visibility, was banned during 
the 2002 World Cup. And yet, in the same interview Collina conceded the 
superiority and usefulness of television’s expanded monitoring. Following 
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Justice Louis Brandeis’s mantra “sunlight is the best of disinfectants” (1914; 
qtd. in Etzioni 2010, 1) he expressed hope that the increasingly comprehen-
sive coverage of the field would prohibit simulation by players.

Rivaldo actually got fined for his behavior after the game, based on the 
video footage. Other sports, too, use video to fight (and fine) “simulation,” 
“diving,” and ”flopping,” which are morally disdained as “unsportsman-
like.” At the same time, the decisions taken by the referees during a game 
(e.g., the red card against the Turkish player) are protected against such ret-
roactive revisions, whatever the video footage might disclose. The organiz-
ing bodies aim to establish a clear institutional division and hierarchization 
of the alternative and competing visibilities: retroactive technical evidence 
is acceptable to punish misdemeanor if the video footage documents action 
that wasn’t in the line of sight of the referees. Everything that happens 
within their field of vision, in contrast, is “conclusively” decided by the 
referees and cannot be revised in hindsight; the video assistant referee 
changes that, but only for a very narrowly defined set of events. Charac-
teristic for sports’ complex spaces of visibility, however, there have been 
many examples (and even more rumors) of referees secretly glimpsing at 
the monitors or screens in the stadium before taking a decision (e.g., The 
Guardian 2009).

Sports enroll media technologies to establish and optimize their institu-
tionally regulated spaces of visibility. Yet due to its constitutive entangle-
ment with mass media, it is impacted by unintended and unplanned media 
escalation too; it cannot be shielded off from alternative forms of visibility 
and the mushrooming evaluation of the events by fans, journalists, experts, 
and very different media forms. As public evaluation of performances, 
sports’ arrangement of visibility comprises technological innovations, modes 
of looking, practices of interpretation that are not institutionally sanctioned, 
but cannot easily be ignored by the formal organization and the formalized 
modes of accountability.

Across different sports there are many efforts to integrate video more 
systematically into the institutionally sanctioned arrangement and to har-
ness the technical visibility for the immediate decision taking of referees. 
Compared to sports like basketball, American football and others, football 
was a bit of a latecomer when introducing the Video Assistant Referee at the 
end of the 2010s and it keeps being an especially controversial process. Yet 
across all sports, enrolling extra-institutional media escalation into the for-
malized modes of accountability requires standardization and containment 
of visual affordances—and therefor produces a multiplication of potentially 
controversial images and image-related procedures.

In all cases of video assisted refereeing, the number and the positioning 
of cameras gets strictly delineated; the coverage additionally is regulated by 
a “logistics of images” (Meyer 2018, 25), determining who is allowed when 
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to look at which images, and how to use them to which ends. This includes 
efforts to align what the referees can see with what the audiences can see 
thereby guaranteeing transparency of the institutional processes. There is, 
however, no way to prevent that the formalized procedures get constantly 
questioned as unreliable, selective, or even biased modes of accountability.

First, of course, all images—and specially when they are scrutinized by 
slowing down or even freezing the movement—require and allow for devi-
ating discursive articulation. The use of video during the court case against 
the policemen who’d beaten Rodney King in Los Angeles is the most glar-
ing example of that (Gooding-Williams 1993; Goodwin 1994). Moreover, 
augmented visibility only underlines that the very definition of some events 
is open to interpretation, too. In legal terms, some situations—like goal / 
no-goal or 2-point / 3-point shot—are “rules” that are in principle binary; 
others like foul or handball (similar to “negligence”) are rather “standards” 
that are not determined by an objective threshold (Zglinski 2022).

Second, the necessarily selective application of formalized accountability 
gets very much highlighted and potentially contested through sports’ rendi-
tion of contingent action in front of a knowledgeable, emotionally invested 
and epistemically variegated public.7 The question, of why video images are 
used to decide one but not the other situation is one of the recurrent sources 
of discontent (d’Andréa and Stauff 2022). By now, it is not only the many 
eyes in the stadium and the TV-cameras, but also “rogue” footage—e.g., 
produced with smartphones and circulating on social media—that invokes 
decisive situations not covered by the institutional procedures.

Third, even the rigorously formalized coverage of a specific situation 
can be questioned when compared to alternative, less formalized modes of 
accountability. To take one more example from cycling: At the end of the 
2021 edition of the one-day cycling event Amstel Gold Race it took about 
ten minutes after the end of the race to determine the winner based on a 
photo finish. During these ten minutes, TV’s footage from the finish line 
was endlessly repeated with slow motion and freeze frames. While this 
coverage gives the impression that Tom Pidcock came out in front, the 
jury’s reading of the official photo finish determined Wout van Aert as the 
winner. Naturally, this discrepancy caused a commotion on social media 
and triggered debates about the reliability of both the technology and the 
organizing bodies. TV commentators needed to concede that the position of 
their camera was not perfectly aligned with the finish line and that the TV 
camera’s wide-angle lens, created a “distorted image. It’s a kind of optical 
deception” (Treloar and Neef 2021).

In sports, the enrollment of new media technology into formalized spaces 
of visibility expands accountability. At the same time, it is but one move 
within a broader media escalation that multiplies perspectives and, through 
intermingling institutional and vernacular strategies, feeds controversies.
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Conclusion
In today’s media discourse, deception is systematically enabled by 
the features of social media platforms that are optimized for revenue 
increase. Politically, ambivalence, opacity and disinformation get weap-
onized to create mistrust, conflict, and potentially violent incitement on 
a global scale. With a focus on the Middle East, Marc Owen Jones (2022) 
has shown how the unaccountability of information production and cir-
culation supports the unaccountability of both authoritarian regimes and 
globally operating companies. There are, in other words, good reasons to 
call for more transparency.

Still, as many scholars have argued, transparency is not a straightforward 
solution to such issues. Transparency itself can become weaponized and pre-
suming it as worthwhile objective might conflict with an equally important 
“right to opacity,” not least needed to allow for difference (Glissant 1997, 
189). On the other hand, the aesthetics of forensic fact checking are already 
being harnessed to create about any kind of news and visual evidence (for 
an analysis of respective Russian strategies in the war against Ukraine, see 
Sasse 2023). Looking at the example of sport adds another important caveat: 
the quest for transparency is closely entangled with a trend toward media 
escalation that just as much increases as it arbitrates controversy.

To a certain extent, sports is a highly specific example. The staging of 
embodied competition with immediate outcomes in front of committed 
and often partisan audiences makes controversy a default and the respec-
tive emotions are often considered an essential and pleasurable property. 
And yet, I wanted to argue here, it offers important insights beyond such 
specificities.

Historically, sport has been one of the earliest and most persistent social 
fields that—just as much as empirical science or liberal markets—underlined 
the relevance of public visibility to shape behavior and to allow for reliable 
evaluation. Establishing spaces of visibility—combining playing fields, sta-
diums, jerseys, photo finishes, etc.—to monitor contingent action, it offers 
endless opportunities and urgent rationales for the application of media 
technologies and media forms that promise to increase accountability. The 
consequences of such media escalation that keeps rearranging sports’ spaces 
of visibility are of special interest here.

The quest for transparency, instead of offering a clear and unrestrained 
view on behavior and procedures multiplies possible perspectives. This 
is not least fostered by the fact that (in)visibility is an element of strategic 
moves and that visibility (including what is supposed to become visible) 
is different for different participants, stakeholders, audiences who observe 
from spatially and epistemologically deviating perspectives. New media, 
while often crucially expanding visibility, necessarily add to such plurality; 
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they become potential allies in making a certain truth claim countering an 
alternative one. Transparency necessarily remains partial, uneven, and 
contested, because no one medium can create comprehensive visibility of 
all possible action to all different observers.

The frictions between institutionally formalized modes of account-
ability, the mass media discourse, and the more heterogeneous audience 
practices of fact finding and opinion forming are of special interest here. 
All three are tightly interrelated in sports’ spaces of visibility: Audience 
members use TV’s slow-motion replays that become significant in relation 
with the rules of sports and the demarcations of its spaces. Simultane-
ously, no sports organization can ignore the discontent of a wider audi-
ence with the—unavoidably public and immediate—decision-taking or 
with the basic conditions of visibility. As the examples of photo finishes 
and the video assistant referee show, media escalation reacts to and drives 
such conflict-laden interrelations. Occasionally, media de-escalation might 
be a pertinent strategy when aiming at transparency for a wide, engaged 
audience. This is what outspoken opponents of refereeing technology 
suggest.

However, in the case of constitutively public events, like sports, all 
media representations—even videos recorded with a fan’s or an athlete’s 
smartphone—become potentially entangled with these complex and con-
tested spaces of visibility. They add new modes of transparency and contrib-
ute to the ongoing transformation of the overall arrangement of visibility. In 
the context of a public evaluation of performance, the efforts to institution-
ally formalize accountability to reduce controversies not only multiplies the 
images but also displays the ambivalences and unavoidable shortcomings 
of the logistics and procedures of transparency creation.

The partisanship of the audience that feels entitled and knowledgeable 
to critically observe (and comment on) the official decisions—suspecting 
untransparent machinations—contribute an additional dynamic. The de-
institutionalized and affect driven “para- and pseudo-forensics” (Rothöhler 
2021, 118) often develop their claims through vastly expanded compari-
sons of cases (thereby highlighting inconsistencies), without the obliga-
tion to scrutinize each example with the same standardized—and therefor 
limited—procedure. Like in political discourse, this can spawn conspiracy 
thinking (and foster an often-masculine sense of entitlement). In sports—
because of its constitutive publicness—it can have a critical edge that forces 
institutional knowledge to be improved and explicated. According to Luc 
Boltanski, detective novels and spy novels negotiate the tension between 
(a democratically productive) questioning of institutionalized reality on 
the one hand and the worry of paranoid expansion of such questioning 
on the other hand (Boltanski 2014). Maybe sports can play a similar role 
in digital culture now.
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Abstract
Focusing on the example of professional sports, this contribution argues 
that an ongoing “media escalation” (the perpetual innovation of tech-
niques to enhance comprehensibility for a diverse audience) fosters an 
entanglement of transparency and controversy. Combining historical 
and systematic perspectives, Markus Stauff claims that for more than 100 
years, the imperative to make performances accountable turned the pub-
lic visibility of the competition into a key concern. Drawing on a concept 
from laboratory studies, Stauff analyzes how sports’ “spaces of visibil-
ity” reconfigure and blend multiple, often competing, modes of visibility, 
thereby entangling increased transparency with persistent controversy. 
In the conclusion, similarities and differences between sports and other 
social practices are discussed.

Keywords
media sports, media escalation, spaces of visibility, accountability, 
competition

Notes
1. Mediatization is a broadly discussed concept in communications and in the 

social sciences (e.g., Livingstone 2009; Hepp 2020; Lundby 2014; Couldry 2012). 
There are several scholars who see sports a key example of this wider process of 
mediatization (e.g., Frandsen 2020; Ličen et al. 2022).

2. A notorious example for German and English memory culture is the Wem-
bley goal from the Football World Cup 1966 (Stauff 2018a). An older example 
would be the disqualification of the Italian marathon runner Dario Petri at the 
1908 London Olympics which is condensed in one of the early iconic sports pho-
tographs (Stauff 2018b).

3. In sports like cycling or downhill skiing commentators feel the need to 
underline time-and-again that the images do not sufficiently represent the actual 
steepness. For an especially cold Super Bowl in 2014 the broadcaster Fox TV was 
installing extra technology to give the audience a sense of the body temperature 
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of the athletes and the wind conditions on the field impacting quarterbacks and 
kickers (Richling 2014).

4. Cyclist Erik Zabel worried that the tactical details of his sport are only 
comprehensible to experts but not to a wider audience. Ironically, he compared 
his sport to the allegedly more straightforward case of ski jumping where you 
could simply see if a jump was well executed (Knobbe 2000, 163). Similarly, in a 
newspaper interview headlined “Becoming comprehensible,” the organizer of a 
new equestrian show jumping tournament expressed hope that the TV coverage 
would clarify when and why a jumping fault is to blame on the rider instead of on 
the horse, which he considers more difficult to understand for lay people than the 
basic rule of football (Sturm 2005).

5. “From the start of service until it is struck, the ball shall be above the level 
of the playing surface and behind the server’s end line, and it shall not be hidden 
from the receiver by the server or his or her doubles partner or by anything they 
wear or carry” (ITTF 2022, 36).

6. “The kicker may make feinting (deceptive or distracting) movements during 
the run-up to the ball, but may not do so once the run-up is completed.” (Wikipe-
dia 2024a, n.p.).

7. Not least to keep the flow of the game, all video refereeing systems distin-
guish some types of action that are eligible for inspection by the video referees 
from others that are not. Technically, too, only a limited set of elements can be 
covered in a consistent and reliable manner. Depending on the contingencies of a 
competition (and the perspective of different observers) this epistemological hier-
archization of sports’ elements can feel random—especially when the increasing 
number of images allows to identify more details and to compare them across dif-
ferent matches.
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