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Cage Fighting in America
“Sport or Legalized Brutality”

Figure 1 “Ground and Pound”
[image: cagefighting1]Mixed martial arts (MMA) is a full contact combat sport that allows a wide variety of fighting techniques, from a mixture of martial arts traditions and non-traditions, to be used in competitions.  The rules allow the use of striking and grappling techniques, both while standing and on the ground (fig.1).  Such competitions allow martial artists of different backgrounds to compete. Many people have argued that mixed martial arts, is inherently unethical.  This sport, they say, is intrinsically violent and therefore immoral.  It is wrong, supposedly, for fighters to try and end a fight either by knocking their opponent out or forcing him to submit.  Proponents also argue that death or severe injury, are often the end result of these contests.  This paper will directly address these arguments, exam facts, and interview participants.
 “Cagefighters have been in existence since the time of the ancient Greeks, when unarmed combat, called pankration, was first introduced into the Olympic Games in the year 648 B.C.  Pankration was known as the most extreme combat sports, and statues to honor the top pankratiasts were erected in cities as late as the Early Middle Ages” (Delray).  This tradition of no holds barred events, while not always taking place in an actual cage, nevertheless paved the way for the methods and techniques employed by cage fighters today.

Figure 2 “The Arena”
[image: http://mmajunkie.com/dyn/images/other/ufc-crowd.jpg]On any given Saturday night, you’re probably only a short drive away from a cage fight. A spectacular show of no-holds barred caged combat.  Banquet halls, school gyms, and night clubs transform in hours, into a Roman-like combat arena.  In the center is the padded octagon cage with the door that locks only from the outside. The cage is surrounded by bleachers, table seats and bright lights shining from above (Fig. 2).  Loud music of all varieties is pumped from the DJ’s booth and the Master of Ceremonies checks his microphone.  Fighters, friends and family spill into the impromptu venue; catching up with the other fans and picking out the best seats to watch this clash of titans.  Contestants representing both genders, various size and age, sign in and receive their physicals. These contestants all have different social and economic backgrounds, but they have all come to compete.  They have come to test themselves in a full contact battle of strength, stamina and skill; locked in a steel cage and with thousands of screaming fans.
These athletes bring with them a variety of fighting styles and disciplines that helps define mixed martial arts.  This variety of fighting styles, from a mixture of traditional and non-traditional martial arts allows for the use of striking and grappling techniques, both while standing and on the ground.  The concept of combining the elements of mixed martial arts was pioneered and popularized by Bruce Lee in the late 1960’s to early 1970’s.  Lee believed that “The best fighter is not a Boxer, Karate or Judo man.  The best fighter is someone who can adapt to any style” (Wickert).  In 2004 UFC President Dana White recognized this concept when he called Bruce Lee the “Father of mixed martial arts” (Wickert).
Some styles have been adapted from their traditional form, such as boxing stances which lack effective counters to leg kicks and takedowns, or Judo techniques which must be adapted for no-gi competition.  It is common for a fighter to train with multiple coaches of different styles, or an organized fight team to improve various aspects of their fight game at once.  Cardiovascular conditioning, speed drills, strength training and flexibility are also important aspects of a MMA fighters training.  “As the sport has become more mainstream and more widely taught, it has become accessible to wider range of practitioners of all ages.  Proponents of this sort of training argue that it is safe for anyone, of any age, with varying levels of competiveness” (Green). 
“MMA fighting was originally known as "no holds barred" fighting, and as the title suggests, the rules were extremely minimal.  Only a few types of attacks were barred, including biting, and eye gouging.  Other techniques such as groin strikes although not banned, were discouraged.  There were not weight classes, which meant a small fighter could easily be paired against someone of much greater size, although that did not always guarantee the larger fighter's victory.  Initial contests were particularly brutal, often resulting in severe injury.  This lead MMA fighting to quickly drop from public view as, led by Senator John McCain, 36 states banned it and audiences turned away from the unacceptable degree of brutality”(Bledsoe).

Figure 3 “UFC”
[image: http://blog.sportbet.com/sb/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2007/11/ufc.jpg]In the early 1990’s the UFC (Ultimate Fighting Championship) began in its ascent in popularity.   “Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) competitions were introduced in the United States with the first Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) in 1993.  In 2001, Nevada and New Jersey sanctioned MMA events after requiring a series of rule changes” (Hopskins).   The UFC revamped what was often seen as a brutal “human cock-fight”, by adding rules, protective gloves and weight classes.  The main motivation for these changes were protection of the health of the fighters, the desire to shed the image of “barbaric, no rules, fight-to-the-death” matches and be recognized as a sport.  The addition of 6 ounce gloves helped to minimize the often bloody matches, while also allows for more action in a match.  Rules such as no striking to the spinal column, groin or throat attacks also add to the safety of the fighter.  
 “A study was performed and data from all professional MMA events that took place between September 2001 and December 2004 in the state of Nevada were obtained from the Nevada Athletic Commission.  Medical and outcome data from events were analyzed based on a pair-matched case-control design.  A total of 171 MMA matches involving 220 different fighters occurred during the study period.  There were a total of 96 injuries to 78 fighters.  Of the 171 matches fought, 69 (40.3%) ended with at least one injured fighter.  The overall injury rate was 28.6 injuries per 100 fight participations or 12.5 injuries per 100 competitor rounds.  Facial laceration was the most common injury accounting for 47.9% of all injuries, followed by hand injury (13.5%), nose injury (10.4%), and eye injury (8.3%).  With adjustment for weight and match outcome, older age was associated with significantly increased risk of injury.  The most common conclusion to a MMA fight was a technical knockout (TKO) followed by a tap out.  The injury rate in MMA competitions is compatible with other combat sports involving striking. The lower knockout rates in MMA compared to boxing may help prevent brain injury in MMA events.” (Hsu)    
The rise of the number of spectators, fans and athletes in full contact fighting can be linked to the power of the media.  Controversy is perhaps another reason for the growing popularity of MMA, as it has certainly had its share of media attention and heated discussion. Boxing, which has been around for centuries, has always sparked controversy about its violent nature as well, but when something fresh and innovative enters the scene, people are quick to forget the old and concentrate on the new. As we all know, the more controversial something is, the more popular it is likely to be.  The UFC began main streaming the sport onto cable television and adding pay per view events at a frenzied rate.  The world was introduced to a more competitive, high action and technically evolving sport.  The fighter and the sport continue to change; new techniques and modifications spurn the evolution of the fight game.  “Mixed martial arts is one of the fastest growing sports in the country and a wildly popular entertainment vehicle for upscale, young adult audiences,” said Kelly Kahl, senior executive vice president of CBS Primetime. (Meltzer).
The world of full combat fighting revolves around two contestants locked in a cage, with a similar mission, win.  This task is not always simple and there a few different ways to win. The opponent can be knocked out, either technically or figuratively.  A technical knockout happens after sustaining a blow or blows that render the competitor unable to defend himself; at which time the referee stops the fight.  The opponent can also tap out, a form of “uncle”, to a submission.  A fighter can also choke a person until they tap or become unconscious.  An aggressive fighter may also overwhelm their opponent, to the extent his own corner throws in the towel, to save him from further punishment.  Winning can also come by way of the judges’ decision, after all the rounds are complete and no other form of win has happened.  
Figure 4 “The Winner”
[image: http://www.clashofwarriors.com/pastevent/roughashell/popup/fight4/10.jpg]At the end of the fight is where the true warrior spirit can be viewed.  Two fighters, which only moments earlier where engaged in a fierce battle of will and ability, stand together.  These two gladiators stand tall and proud beside each other, congratulating the other on a great fight. (Fig. 3)  These warriors understand the sacrifice and desire needed to enter the steel cage, even with the competitive nature of this sport; they openly acknowledge the other contestants fighting spirit.  Win or lose, and with no hard feelings they proudly exit the cage.  “I have stood in that cage, in both triumph and defeat.  I have imposed my will on others; I have fought the good fight.  I have also fallen short of the mark and donated my own blood to the canvas floor.  Win or lose and with no regret, true warriors leave it all in the cage” (Kilgore).  
Prospective martial arts students should search for the style of martial arts that best meets their objectives.  Students should attend classes at various schools (dojos), and should talk to students and teachers to find the right program.  Finding a good instructor may be even more important than finding the right school.  Students should search for instructors with such positive qualities as patience, knowledge, and strong communication skills.  Prospective students should also search for schools with adequate facilities, including padded or sprung floors, full-length mirrors, and roomy practice spaces without obstructions.  Martial arts can be dangerous.  Students are often required to take blows and falls as part of the learning process, as well as to fight with weapons.  Students should search for teachers and schools who teach these methods as safely as possible.  People with health conditions and injuries should consult a physician before attempting a martial art, and should find a teacher familiar with their condition.
“From its origins in often brutal "no holds barred" combat, through the more publicly acceptable format used today, the sport of Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) has undergone many changes.”(Circle of Fury) The sport of mixed martial arts (MMA) is a relatively new phenomenon in most countries.  Although MMA can be traced back to the Vale Tudo matches occurring in Brazil since the 1920s and 1930s, some have argued that the true origins are more likely the ancient Greek games and the sport of pancrase.  In any event, MMA has a long history and its popularity has grown exponentially in the USA and other western countries in the past 10–15 years.  Though cloaked in controversy, it appears MMA is here to stay.  Those involved in combat sports need to understand the history and rules of MMA in order to understand the sport and help prevent injury.
 In Japan, where the sport has been incredibly popular for decades, the fans crave submissions more than knock outs.  If it were human cockfighting then this assumption would presume that those who watch it want to see somebody get seriously injured.  However, there is a huge amount of gentlemanly conduct in the sport, with massive respect between competitors, and in Japan, which can be regarded as the birthplace of Mixed Martial Arts; the fans appreciate the ground game of the athletes probably more so than those that keep the fight standing.
“MMA is a brutal exhibition of machismo with no place in the modern world. It’s gory, and bloodthirsty and no better than watching a car wreck as it happens. It brings out the worst in its audience and should be banned for encouraging violence.” (Debate)  Is MMA inherently violent, however?  This seems so only if by "violence" we mean something like two parties trying to combatively defeat the other.  But even if MMA is like this, it's not clear why that is immoral.  For one, many fights end without injury. Secondly, there many other sports that are equally as violent in this sense and yet are considered great sports by mainstream media.  Boxing, football, and rugby are but three examples.  Even the Olympics has combat sports like boxing, judo, karate and the like which are violent, but no one wants these outlawed.  Martial arts are performed all the time outside cages, so why aren't those also considered "human cockfighting" or primitive?  What difference does a cage make?  Moreover, the cage is not there for atmosphere or primitive feel.  It is there to make sure the fighters don't fall out of the octagon (like they often do in boxing, resulting in injury), which lessens the number of injuries in the sport.  Secondly, fighters are grown men, and thus not helpless animals being thrown into a fight at their unknown peril.  People should have the right to fight in a cage if they want to, just like boxers and martial arts practitioners do all the time.
Dan Hardy said it best during an on-line blog debate… “Combat was the earliest form of sport, and has always been the most respected.  No other sport offers you the opportunity to prove yourself, both physically and mentally.  In the 21st century we have had the foresight to realize that mans warlike nature will always be.  Call it barbaric, call it what you will, man will always need an opportunity to prove one’s self through combat, in one form or another.  The intelligent ones among us, realize that a controlled environment is the best place to do this.  A controlled environment being, a governed sport, with many rules and regulations, as is mixed martial arts.  I don’t see the benefit of wasting any more time, debating this with you, when you clearly can’t see reason.” (Hardy)
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