


by Matt Schaefer

US A LADgrowing up with two 
brothers, one a year older, the other a year younger, I 
knew well the meaning of sibling rivalry. We three 
brothers were by nature a competitive lot; often our 
games would escalate into violence. Being boys, we 
all thought that the shortest distance to settling an ar­
gument was a short, sharp punch in the nose (or a 
kick in the stomach). Our father soon grew tired of 
officiating these disputes. He bought us a pair of box­
ing gloves and shoved us out to the garage, telling us: 
"Settle it like men."

W i t h  a Victorian wicker rocking chair pushed back, light 
fixture globes turned up, and a referee and stopwatch close 
by, two young boxers eye each other. At the turn of the cen­
tury, in athletic clubs andYMCAs, men and boys learned the
rudiments of boxing. p h o t o  f r o m  w il l ia m  e  f e i t o n  c o l l e c t i o n  s h s i -io w a  c it y

This simple phrase, pregnant with unvoiced im­
plications, hung over our heads each time we laced 
up the gloves to resolve our childish disagreements. I 
remember getting pounded several times by my 
older brother. This was to be expected, since he was a 
year farther along toward manhood. It was after be­
ing walloped by my younger brother (who by rights 
should have lagged me in developing manliness) that 
I stopped relying on boxing to settle disputes.

I began to question the whole premise that box­
ing was the definitive "manly" fashion to reach 
agreement. This first question introduced a train of 
follow-up queries: What was it about cut lips, bloody 
noses, and eyes watering from a stinging blow that 
equated to manhood? Was there something enno­
bling about a black eye? Did enduring a punch to the 
solar plexus make me more manly? More rational?
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By the time this train of thought had run its 
course, I had decided to lay down my gloves and 
view boxing from a distance. Even the relative safety 
afforded by this abstract, intellectual redoubt did not 
completely dim my fascination with boxing as a 
sport. I followed the triumphs and foibles of its 
champions through the sports pages. Later I gained a 
more sophisticated understanding of boxing's place 
in our culture via my education in American sporting 
history.

is a sport about which 
Americans have always been strangely ambivalent. 
On the one hand, it is esteemed as the manly art of 
self-defense. Promoters of the sport label it the "sweet 
science." They emphasize the sportsmanship and fair 
play of boxing done well. They note that the skills of 
a boxer closely overlay attributes valued in men: grit, 
stamina, strength, speed, and the reasoned applica­
tion of force. The ramifications of these overlapping 
concepts of manliness and boxing skills explain (in 
part) why the sport retains its popularity. It explains 
why many of us look with wonder on the heavy­
weight champion of the world, hoping to see in his 
form the paragon of manliness. This school of 
thought emphasizes boxing prowess as evidence of 
training of will, mind, and body to razor sharpness, 
esteeming the ability of the sport to raise a common 
man to uncommon levels of fitness.

On the other hand, boxing has been described as 
an atavistic vestige of man's more primitive (and sav­
age) nature. It has been characterized as a throwback 
to cultures where gladiatorial combat more closely 
showed the true measure of a man, times when a 
man's ability to fight determined his worth to society. 
The bloodlust attendant upon a boxing match is a 
chilling sight. Discussion of whether boxing bur­
nishes masculinity, within its rule-bound violence, its 
artful bloodletting, or its stylish brutality, becomes 
moot amid cries of "Kill the son-of-a-bitch!" and 
"Tear his head off!" Other combat sports (judo, wres­
tling, and fencing) do not have clobbering the oppo­
nent into submission as their object. Opponents of 
boxing point to the tangible human cost in human 
life, diminished capacity, and shattered lives of men 
whose prowess dooms them to be fistic fodder for the 
more skilled. The annals of prizefighting are replete 
with stories of men who had hoped to use boxing as 
an avenue up from poverty or ethnic and racial dis­
crimination, only to find themselves at the dead end

of a fist, dazedly staring up at the lights while the ref­
eree counts out their dream.

Americans' attitudes toward boxing have moved 
between these two poles since the days of John L. 
Sullivan. During the 1880s, Sullivan, the Boston 
strong boy and heavyweight champion of the world, 
elevated boxing from its traditional roots as rustic 
recreation to a commercial enterprise. Prior to Sulli­
van, American boxing was a small-scale endeavor, 
pitting two local toughs in no-holds-barred competi­
tions. These bare-knuckle fights often were brutal 
affairs with each combatant punching, kicking, and 
biting to gain an edge. They fought until one man 
was unable to continue. The winner cared more for 
the fame of being the roughest man in the county 
than for the pitifully small purse. In this, boxing re­
called Greek cultural sensibilities, where male prow­
ess was proven by violent competition.

had his share of 
bare-knuckle bouts, but he earned his widest acclaim 
fighting under the Queensberry rules. These rules 
called for timed rounds, no hitting below the belt, no 
hitting an opponent while he was down, 12 rounds 
per bout, and, most importantly, boxing gloves (to re­
duce the damage done to hands and faces). The rules 
grew out of the English boxing tradition and attempted 
to reward skillful fighters over the more brutal.

Sullivan's charisma, indefatigable barnstorming, 
and his undefeated record against all comers brought 
boxing to the forefront of the American sporting 
scene in the 1880s. He was the most prominent sport­
ing hero America had produced, earning (and spend­
ing) $40,000 a year for his efforts. His heavy drinking, 
womanizing, and hot temper received nearly as 
much attention as his fistic accomplishments, leaving 
the American middle class to look askance at boxing.

By the time Jim Corbett defeated Sullivan for the 
heavyweight title in 1892, America was ready for a 
new champion. "Gentleman Jim" was able to over­
come Sullivan's brawn and sinew by skillfully slip­
ping his punches and countering with jabs and com­
binations. Corbett epitomized the sweet scientific as­
pects of boxing as a manly art, aiming to outpoint 
(rather than bludgeon) his opponent. His style per­
fectly fit the middle-class expectations of fin-de-siecle 
middle-class American men. They saw in Corbett 
what they could hope to be—given enough time and 
training at their local YMCA or college gymnasium. 
Boxing afforded them a way to combat encroaching
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T hough  barely visible at the top of the photograph, the words 
“Training for Jack Johnson The I 7th round” were handwrit­
ten on the negative of this image of two young men in over­
alls and boxing gloves. In I 908, African-American boxer Jack 
Johnson won the heavyweight championship. Four years ear­
lier, boxing had entered the Olympics. The same year, psy­
chologist G. Stanley Hall’s groundbreaking book , Adolescence, 
recommended boxing for boys as a way of molding charac­
te r  and working through evolutionary stages of savagery. 
Meanwhile, PresidentTheodore Roosevelt was donning gloves 
in the White House.
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fist pugilist. Ali was stripped of his title, but ulti­
mately won vindication through the courts. He re­
sumed his career, a little older but still strong, stout­
hearted, and sure of his skills. Unfortunately, Ali 
fought long after his skills had diminished and 
stands today as testimony to the damage a body can 
sustain in hand-to-head combat. Parkinson's disease 
has dulled Ali's rapier wit, tarnished his silver 
tongue, and slowed his lightning reflexes, offering 
opponents of boxing a telling case in point.

IOWANS like many in America
historically have been of two minds about boxing. It 
was assumed that young men in Iowa would be able 
to defend themselves with their fists (and that such 
feistiness could be used to serve the state). But the 
1897 Iowa Code explicitly prohibited prizefighting as 
an offense against the public peace. This ban was in 
the same section of the code as injunctions against 
obscene language, riot, and blasphemy. Those who 
engaged in a prizefight were subject to fines up to 
$1,000 and imprisonment up to one year. Yet prize­
fights were held in Iowa (if newspaper accounts are 
to be trusted), and no one was jailed for it. Iowa's op­
ponents of boxing had only the law on their side; 
without the will to enforce it, it meant little.

During the 1920s, as the popularity of boxing rose 
across America, the Iowa General Assembly reconsid­
ered its ban on prizefighting. Young men, exposed to 
boxing as part of their military training during World 
War I, supported efforts to legalize boxing as a spec­
tator sport. Neighboring states such as Illinois and

Missouri lifted their leg­
islative bans on prize­
fighting, and bouts were 
drawing crowds to arenas 
and armories in Chicago 
and St. Louis. Each time 
the issue came to a vote 
in the Iowa legislature, 
the representatives from 
rural districts voted it 
down. They argued that 
prizefights brought in

W h e t h e r  p ro te c t in g  o n e ’s 

f ro n t  p o rch  ( le f t )  o r  o n e ’s na­

t io n  (o p p o s ite ), m any A m e r i­

can m a les  g ra v ita te d  to  box- 

_  ing  fo r  decades.
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their wake gambling, crass commercialism, and graft. 
The Monticello Express summarized the attitudes of 
many Iowans in a front-page editorial: "Boxing, 
when rightly indulged in, is a manly sport, but the 
staging of such contests as the Dempsey-Carpentier 
bout puts American sport on a level with the ancient 
gladiatorial contests and the modern Spanish bull­
fight. These fights are not promoted through love of 
clean sport, but as a betting and money-making 
proposition."

The Iowa Code was revised in 1970 to reflect the 
reality of scheduled prizefighting in the state. It 
aimed to control the carnage by establishing licensing 
boards, review commissions, and mandatory reports. 
The effect of the measure seems limited, as combat­
ants recently entertained crowds in Davenport with a 
series of "tough man” matches. These bouts featured 
"no-holds-barred" action as men punched, kicked, 
bit, and clawed each other into submission. It was ex­
actly this type of free-for-all that 19th-century boxers 
sought to replace with the rules-driven matches of 
gloved men, fighting timed rounds, governed by a 
referee.

Since the days of John L. Sullivan, champions and 
opponents of boxing have engaged each other in dis­
puting the relative merits of the sport. This intellec­
tual combat has gone on for well over a century in 
America. For each individual who rises to defend the 
character-building aspects of the "sweet science," an­
other counters with evidence of physical damage 
done to combatants and the societal costs of exploit­
ing young men. American culture is diverse enough, 
and flexible enough, to allow adherents from each 
school of thought free rein to voice their opinions. So 
the abstract battle over boxing continues, with each 
side landing telling blows, but with neither side able 
to land the knockout punch. v

Matt Schaefer is many years removed from being a skinny 
little boy boxing in a suburban Cleveland garage. His doc­
toral research at the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor 
focused on conceptions of physical fitness in America. He 
currently is Special Collections assistant at the State His­
torical Societij of Iowa (Iowa City).

NOTE ON SOURCES
A useful source on the history o f boxing is Elliott J. Gorn, The Manly A rt Bare-KnuckJe 
Pnze Fighting inAmenca (Ithaca. NY: Cornell University Press. 1986). For a complete 
discussion o f proposals to  legalize prizefighting in the 1920s in Iowa, see Don S. 
Kirschner, City and Country: Rural Responses to Urbanization in the 1920s (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood. 1970), 98-1 12.
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