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Good toughness and bad toughness: why combat sports 

are fun and good for you 

An academic’s apologia 

I started boxing at the age of 11. My last time I was in the ring was when I was 37. I 

was addicted to it.  I’ve often been asked why I loved such a hard sport, and I’ll try to 

explain my enthusiasm.  I’ll also try to explain why I think combat sports are often 

misrepresented, and why everyone who likes a challenge should try boxing, or, 

these days, Muay Thai or MMA. 

Most people’s knowledge of combat sports comes from seeing clips on TV of two 

very strong professional male heavyweight professionals beating each other badly.  

These clips look brutal (they often are) but they are very unrepresentative of combat 

sports as a whole. Most people are not nearly as strong as that and you are very 

unlikely to suffer any injury more serious than a few bruises. 

Some history 

At my school, boxing was compulsory from the 

age of 11. It was one of the school’s sports, 

along with rugby, cross country running and 

outdoor swimming. I wasn’t very academic at 

school (that came later), but I liked the sports.  

Well, I didn’t enjoy boxing at first because a lot 

of the kids had started boxing at nine: they had 

more experience and I lost my first few fights.  

So I asked my parents to enrol me in a local 

boxing club where I could get more practice, 

and where I could continue to fight during the 

school holidays. The outside club allowed me 

to compete in a lot of contests with other local 

clubs (especially Runcorn and Salford). 

Once I started to win some, I got totally 

addicted.  We were in the ring at least twice a 

week, and the highlight of the year was the 

annual boxing tournament.  For the tournament 

we started with 8 well matched boys so we had 

to fight three times to get to the final. That was 

challenging because usually the three fights 

were on the same day.   

In those days there was no TV or YouTube.  

But there was quite a lot of boxing in cinema 
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newsreels. I watched all that I could, to try to 

pick up hints.  I specially loved the US Golden 

Gloves contests. They were really high 

standard amateurs, lots of muscles and really 

hard fast punching, and they fought without 

vests, like pros. I really wanted to fight the 

way they did. 

Later, during my PhD, I went back to boxing 

to relieve the stress of the lab.  At first I joined 

the university club, but soon I preferred the 

local town boxing club because that gave me 

the chance to have some 10 round fights. At 

school we’d fought nine rounds in one day as 

part of the annual tournament, so 10 rounds 

wasn’t such a change as it may sound, and it 

was a challenge that I really wanted to try.  I 

loved that experience, but I wasn’t good 

enough to make it to the Olympics, and 

managed to (just) miss out on the European 

Amateur Championships too.   

 

In the 1980s, boxing went into a steep 

decline.  Part of the reason was certainly the 

corruption, even gangsterism, that was endemic in professional boxing.  It was not a 

world which most people would enjoy. Sadly, amateur boxing declined with it. 

I suspect another reason for the decline was because after 1984 head guards and 

big gloves became mandatory for amateurs. Although the contribution of head 

guards to safety is very dubious, they did reduce the intensity of contests, and it’s the 

intensity of that 9 - 30 minutes of competition that is the very reason why so many 

people want to do it.   

In the 1980s everyone who liked challenges (including me) was running marathons. 

But then everything changed during the 1990s.  There was a huge resurgence in 

the number of people competing in combat sports. The amazing boom in long-

distance running a decade earlier seemed to have given people a taste for sports 

that tested the limits of their endurance and fighting provided exactly the sort of 

challenge they were looking for.  In the 1960s, I saw Thai boxing for the first time on 

Pathé news and was fascinated by the fast flow of the fight and the use of knees 

elbows and kicks.  I wanted to try it, but at that time there was nowhere I could do it. 
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At first there were a lot of “pseudo-martial arts”, 

like Taekwondo and karate, which were sort of 

pretend-fighting, but they soon led to many 

people wanting to do the real thing.  But the 

resurgence of combat sports in the 90s differed 

in several ways from the scene in the 1970s 

and earlier.  

Firstly, the choice of styles was much bigger.  

As well as boxing, there was Muay Thai (MT), 

K1 and Mixed Martial Arts (MMA).  The variety 

of styles to choose from suddenly made 

combat sports a lot more interesting.   

The second huge change in the 1990s was that women started to compete in 

combat sports, at a very high level.  That 

was unheard of when I was in the ring.  

Boxing was for boys and the words used 

were exclusively masculine.  The late 1930s 

picture on the right is from the New York 

Public Library’s collection. It was labelled 

“man building”.  The term “manliness” was 

common.  But in the 21st century, all boxing 

clubs are open to girls and women. The 

picture now might just as well show two girls 

slugging it out, and to be described as 

“human building”.  It’s barely an 

exaggeration to say that female participation in combat sports rescued them from the 

image of being nothing more than a display of male machismo. In the 1990s, getting 

into the ring became a sport for everyone. 

Why would anyone want to fight? 

There is no denying that while you are in the ring, you are trying to hurt your 

opponent as much as you can, while ignoring their attempts to hurt you.  At first 

sight, that does seem a bit silly.  So why do so many people want to put themselves 

through it?   

The reason is not because of any sadistic urge to cause pain. Rather, I think, the 

motive is to test yourself by doing something really hard.   

You might as well ask, why do so many people climb mountains, despite the danger 

of falling?   

Or why do so many run marathons, despite the exhaustion and occasional death?  
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Or why do so many play rugby, despite 

the risk of being kicked with a studded 

boot?  

Or why do people sail the Atlantic, solo? 

Or why do people walk to the North 

Pole? 

These are also all hard and dangerous 

activities.  The answer, I think, is that 

people do all of these sports because 

they are a bit dangerous, not despite 

the dangers.  It seems that many people have a sort of primeval urge to face danger 

and pain, and to conquer them.  And in combat sports you can get a real test in 9 – 

30 minutes. 

It seems clear to me that every human, whether they admit it or not, has an inbuilt 

fascination with endurance and toughness.  We all have a streak of the Spartan in 

our nature. Increasingly people found that they wanted to test that Spartan streak 

themselves, not just watch others do it. And that brings us to the topic in the title. 

Good toughness and bad toughness 

The word “tough” is commonplace in all sports, not least in combat sports.  It’s also 

used widely in everyday life. It’s important, I think, to distinguish between two quite 

different senses of the word.  

Sometimes people confuse fighting in the sense of competitive sport and fighting in 

the military sense.  Similarly, in everyday life, “tough” can be used to describe those 

who impose discomfort or unhappiness on other people against their will –the bad 

boss.  But “tough” can also be used to describe the ability of an individual to be 

happy despite the vicissitudes of life, and that is nothing but good.  Perhaps we need 

two terms: “bad toughness” and “good toughness” will suffice. 

My view is that the military use of “toughness” is usually bad, because it involves the 

infliction of violence and death on the unwilling.  There is a paradox in military 

thinking. You take young men, train them to be ruthless killers, then grumble about 

the monster you produced.  In contrast, both contestants in combat sports are there 

because it’s what they want to do, and competing teaches you “good toughness”: 

resilience and courage in the face of adversity.    

It’s entirely possible to be a pacifist in politics while being addicted to competing in 

boxing or MMA. 

My thoughts about this have been greatly influenced by discussions with Madelaine 

Wheeler. She is a Muay Thai enthusiast and also a classicist who is "interested in 
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Greek warrior ethic as an area of research".  She persuaded me to read Plutarch’s 

account of ancient Sparta.  Despite their war-like reputation, the Spartans were 

actually involved in few wars, and they were remarkably egalitarian (as long as you 

weren’t a Helot).  Their hard upbringing was as much aimed at self-discipline as with 

war. In the words of Plutarch, 

“Nor did he only show him, too, how to throw a dart, to fight in armor, and to 

ride, but to box also and to endure both heat and cold, and to swim over the 

most rapid and rough rivers.” 

“However, it was not the design of Lycurgus that his city should govern a 

great many others; he thought rather that the happiness of a state, as of a 

private man, consisted chiefly in the exercise of virtue, and in the concord of 

the inhabitants; his aim, therefore, in all his arrangements, was to make and 

keep them free-minded, self-dependent, and temperate.” 

The only thing in common between the military and the sport is that they both need 

fitness, courage and endurance.  That means that some of the stressful training 

methods used for boxing and MMA can be very similar to those used in military 

training.  It makes sense that some athletes choose to go on military boot camps as 

part of their training.  Madelaine Wheeler described a recent training camp thus. 

“I attended a four-day long muay Thai camp up in northern Oregon. It turned 

out to be almost more of a militaristic-type "boot camp" than a simple 

immersion in muay Thai, definitely not what I was expecting. We slept in 

wooden bunkers outside and trained outside all day (in rain and mud a couple 

of those days!). I think we did around 70 rounds a day.  One day we did over 

150 burpee push-ups facing downhill on a muddy slope. I've never felt so torn 

down before.”, “I did come away from the camp feeling very glad I had 

attended and once again reminded that any challenge, ANY challenge can 

work to my benefit and make me stronger” 

In short, combat sports are the civilised alternative to war.   

Combat sports are not about machismo, they are about facing challenges.  Fighters 

may sometimes wear camo shorts, but they aren’t killing anyone. 

 

Combat sports can make you less violent:  a better person 

Some people object in principle to martial arts because it is your explicit aim to cause 

more pain and injury to your opponent than they inflict on you. But that it’s not so 

different from rugby and marathon running: you can suffer a lot in both of them too.   

In my experience, people who compete in combat sports are usually among the least 

violent people when they are not competing.  The self-discipline that you learn in the 



6 
 

ring means you can keep calm when others might fly off the handle.  The sport not 

only encourages good toughness, but it also discourages violence (bad toughness).  

There are occasional exceptions of course, mostly among men, but as a rule I think 

that’s true.  For every Mike Tyson, there are thousands of amateurs and 

professionals who have attitudes totally different from his.  

I do sometimes worry about fans. The people who just watch, but don’t do it 

themselves are sometimes fantasists.  These armchair warriors were put down with 

characteristic style in Rosi Sexton’s beautiful tweet:  

 

But the same is true of football fans, and many other sports.  For me, it’s doing it 

yourself that matters, not watching others doing it.  I guess it’s inevitable that the 

very best people will go professional, because that provides the highest level of 

competition and gives time to train hard. But, for me anyway, the beauty of 

amateurism is that it guarantees you are doing it because it’s what you really want to 

do.   

It’s true that doping has become a real problem in all professional sports (and 

occasionally even for amateurs).  That’s a disaster at many levels, but one is that 

people are deterred from even trying sports if they fear that competition will be unfair.   

 

The new combat sports 

Nothing illustrates people’s love of a hard 

challenge than the meteoric rise of Muay 

Thai and MMA.  Both of these are, if 

anything, even more challenging than 

boxing.   

In Muay Thai you have padded gloves but 

you can use also your totally unpadded 

knees and elbows on your opponents.  Cuts 

from elbows to the head are not infrequent. 

You may get a hard knee or kick in your 

face. The shin-to-shin clashes hurt the giver 

as well as the receiver.  Yet more men and 

women are in clubs, and more compete, 

than ever before.  In regular boxing, clinches are often used as an excuse for a brief 

rest, but in Muay Thai the clinches are used as an opportunity to knee your opponent 
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at close quarters, or to use your elbow on their head.  The clinches are, anyway, 

soon broken up so the fight continues. 

K1 is intermediate between boxing and 

muay Thai.  You can punch, kick and knee 

your opponent, but you can’t use elbows 

and there is no fighting on the ground.  It 

retains the challenge of regular boxing 

while adding knees and kicks. Clinches can 

last no longer than 5 seconds so it’s non-

stop action.  Although less popular than the 

others, it’s perhaps the variant that I’d most 

like to have tried. 

And MMA is perhaps even more 

challenging –the gloves are only 4 oz, like 

bricks.  They have open palm and free 

fingers because that’s essential for 

grappling. The small amount of padding is 

designed to protect your knuckles, not your 

opponent’s body. You can punch, kick, 

elbow and knee your opponent when they 

are on the ground as well as when 

standing. It’s superbly technical –the 

combination of boxing and Brazilian Ju Jitsu 

means that there is a huge amount to learn, 

almost like a combat version of chess.  And 

the rounds are often 5 minutes long rather 

than 3 minutes.  Furthermore, women usually compete under exactly the same rules 

as men, including 4 oz gloves and 5 minute rounds.  Of course you don’t get 

punched as often as in boxing, but in every other way it’s a lot harder. When you do 

get punched, the light gloves hurt a lot more than 10 or 12 oz boxing gloves, and the 

pain of being caught in an armbar is excruciating –it takes judgement to know how 

long to resist that, before your arm gets broken.  When I started boxing we used 6 or 

8 oz gloves (or 4 oz for kids). Now the minimum weight is 10 oz, and amateurs often 

use 12 or even 16 oz gloves. These are safer, but it seems that the consequent loss 

of intensity is not what a lot of people wanted.  MMA is truly the ultimate test of 

courage and endurance.   

Please don’t be put off by sensational press accounts about “cage fighting” and 

“human cock-fighting”.  MMA is now a well-regulated sport with plenty of rules.  The 

fights are usually in a wire-mesh cage rather than a boxing ring for good reasons.  In 

ground fighting it’s too easy to get pushed out of a ring, and there is a whole art in 

using the side of the cage to gain an advantage over your opponent. 
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Muay Thai and MMA gyms are 

springing up everywhere. There is 

now even one in the village where I 

live.  And every year more and more 

women as well as men compete in 

MT and MMA.  In the 1970s, I met 

Sue Atkins and Jane Johnson, 

pioneers of women’s boxing: they 

had talent and enthusiasm but few 

opponents.  In the 90s I knew 

women’s boxing was serious when I 

saw Regina Halmich fight a full 10 rounds.    

Now it’s become commonplace for women to compete: they have proved to be every 

bit as “good tough” as men.  All that women needed to prove themselves was some 

role models, and there is an ever-increasing number of them.  Many of these 

competitors are amateur. They are not fighting for money, but for fun, fitness and, 

above all, to challenge themselves.  Amateurs compete with the same 4 oz gloves, 

the same lack of protective gear and the same 3 or 5 minute rounds as 

professionals.  I’d have loved to compete in MT, K1 and MMA, but they didn’t exist in 

UK when I was boxing.  

Another big change for the better is that combat sports are much more classless 

than they used to be. Up to the 1980s, boxing was largely restricted to poor kids who 

were trying to make a career for themselves, or to boys who had been to a school 

like mine.   

Now, the appeal is much more universal.  

Doctors, lawyers and academics are now 

found in the ring, mixing happily with 

those from less fortunate backgrounds, 

For example Dr Christine Theiss (a 

medical doctor) is a champion muay Thai 

fighter. And Rosi Sexton has a first class 

degree in maths from Cambridge, but she 

is also a world class MMA fighter. She’s 

as much at home with combinatorics and 

topology as she is with trying to break her 

opponents arm in a 25 minute fight in a 

cage. In real life she is the most gentle 

person imaginable.  But during a fight, she’s ruthlessly competitive –she elbows the 

face of her grounded opponent mercilessly. When asked why she wanted to 

compete in MMA she said “The other things I did, the music, the maths, just weren't 

quite hard enough".  And she gave a talk with the subtitle “what I have learned from 

being punched in the face”.  She’s a great example of the things you learn from 
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combat sports: face a challenge, never flinch, never quit.  A good example is her 

fight against Aisling Daly. In the first round Daly caught her in arm bars twice but 

rather than tapping out, she had the mental toughness to endure the pain and 

managed to escape from both of them. After the fight she said, when asked about 

this, she said coolly “my standard armbar defence is not tapping”. 

Of course it’s not really the punch in the face, or the twisted arm, that teaches you 

something, but rather it’s learning to ignore the punch and come right back.  When 

you watch a fight you’ll rarely see much reaction to getting a punch in the face –the 

adrenaline carries you through. That certainly doesn’t mean you don’t feel pain –you 

do, but you react to it differently from how you would in everyday life.   

Learning to ignore it is good for you because you learn your limits. You learn self-

discipline. You learn to know yourself.  And you learn mental toughness.  You learn 

“good toughness”. And they are all very useful in everyday life.  The same mental 

toughness and tenacity that you learn in the ring or cage, is useful for doing algebra 

(or any other challenging job) too.  

How dangerous are martial arts? 

It’s a natural question to ask how big the risks are, especially for children.  Sadly it 

isn’t an easy question to answer: in particular the number of people who participate 

is hard to estimate, and the recording of injuries is not as systematic as it should be.  

Often amateurs and professionals are not distinguished clearly.  Nevertheless there 

seems to be a consensus that rugby, American football, climbing and horse-riding 

are all more dangerous than martial arts (not to mention extreme sports like base-

jumping), so it’s odd that some medics campaign to stop the latter but not the former.  

Perhaps counter-intuitively, MMA is almost certainly safer than boxing, though you 

may get more minor injuries.  The biggest danger is concussion but as an amateur 

you’re very unlikely to get concussion, and even if it happens once or twice it’s not 

likely to do much harm.  Most fights end in TKOs or submission rather than by 

knockouts. Of course you’ll get bruises and cuts, and you may lose a bit of blood, but 

they do no lasting harm: they are all part of the game.   

Which sport should you choose? 

If you decide that you want to try a full contact combat sport, the choice now is 

effectively between boxing, muay Thai and MMA.  If I were starting now, I’d try all of 

them and then choose which one to concentrate on.  
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My experience is in boxing and that’s relatively quick to learn.  You can get thrown 

into the ring for hard sparring quite soon. And if you have talent you can have real 

contests within a year or even sooner, if you decide that’s what you want.  It’s the 

original combat sport, it’s the 

sport where you give and take 

the most punches and the 

punches are often harder than in 

the others because you can get 

your whole weight behind them.  

It’s certainly intense, but it’s very 

rewarding.   

If you are something of a 

gymnast, muay Thai might suit 

you better. You need to be 

bendy to kick your opponent’s 

head, and you need to be tough 

to take the kicks to your shins 

and belly, and the elbows to 

your head. On the other hand, 

the gloves are quite padded and 

you won’t get punched as often as in boxing. 

If you want the most intense experience, then go for MMA.  The complexity of MMA 

means that the training before you can compete is likely to be longer than for boxing. 

You have to learn boxing, muay Thai and also the complexities of BJJ, and you have 

to learn to integrate them.  But the reward for that training is huge.  The intensity of 

contests is perhaps greater than for any other combat sport, and the elation when 

you survive to the end is correspondingly great.   

Why you should try it yourself 

So, if you like a bit of a challenge, why not go to a local club and have a go?  If you 

don’t like it you can always stop.  Clubs used to be only for people who wanted to 

compete but now they are much more eclectic. There’s absolutely no compulsion to 

fight competitively, if you decide that it isn’t for you.  You won’t know until you try it. 

But be warned -in my experience, many people who join a club simply to get fit, with 

no intention of fighting, quite often get hooked on the sport.  As you get fitter and 

more competitive, the urge to test yourself in a real fight increases and quite often 

you end up in the ring (or cage) facing an opponent in a real fight.  Surprising as it 

may seem at first sight, it can be very addictive.  As Emma Thomas, a Muay Thai 

fighter who lives in Thailand, said to me: 

 “When I first started, I never anticipated that I would be able to get into the 

ring, but my choice to do so wasn't because I liked the idea of hurting another 
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person or getting hit. It was because I wanted to grow and learn as much as 

possible, and so far, I've found nothing else that does that the same way that 

fighting does”  

She trains at the gym of the famous Master Toddy, His training is famously tough, 

and that’s why she went to Thailand. For her, kicking a banana tree with bare shins 

is just part of training and she relishes it. Once you have the taste for challenging 

yourself, you welcome anything that makes you mentally stronger. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I don’t believe that boxing should be compulsory in schools (as it was in my time): 

the only effect of that was to deter some kids from sports for life. But I do think it 

should be offered as an option for those who want to try it. That’s probably best done 

by arrangement with clubs outside school.  There are lots of them now. 

One thing I can promise.  There’s nothing to compare with the sheer exhilaration of 

feeling the adrenaline flowing when you stand in your corner, waiting for the first bell 

to ring.  You are wearing less protection than in almost other sport –usually just 

shorts, gloves and mouth guard (and top for women).  The fact that you have almost 

no protection isn’t a coincidence – it’s part of the challenge. You know that you have 

nothing but your own courage and endurance to see you through the next 9 – 30 

minutes.  And you know that, however it ends, you’ll give your opponent a big hug to 

thank him or her. If you end up with cuts or black eyes you’ll wear them with pride, as 

a sign that you tried hard and didn’t quit. Win or lose, you’ll feel elated at the end. 

Another huge advantage of combat sports is that it doesn’t matter how big you are, 

or how strong you are or how old you are. Whether you’re a small woman, or a hulk 

of a rugby player, a child or an adult, you’ll be matched against someone of similar 

size and experience. Every match gives you a fair chance to win. Everyone can have 

a go.  There are not many other sports where that’s true, 

You can start at almost any age too.  In clubs in the UK it’s common to start between 

age 11 (as I did) and 15.  The advantage of starting young is that you learn the 

 

Emma Thomas fights Sarah Brown          And kicking banana trees in Thailand  
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(good) mental toughness that’s so necessary, before you’re strong enough to do 

much damage.  By the time you older, with real muscles, you’ll already have got 

accustomed to the contest.  If you didn’t start young, the first hard punches or knees 

may come as a shock.  But that’s what you came for, and your reaction to them will 

determine whether or not you want to carry on.   

All this being said, it’s very important to realise that it’s not at all essential to start 

young. You’ll still be welcomed in any club at any age, and if you’re 25 or 35 you can 

still compete if you decide that you want it enough. In my last club there was a man 

of 61: he was in great shape and sparred regularly. 

Of course one good side effect is that you’ll 

get very fit indeed. It takes a lot of 

cardiovascular endurance to fight for 5 rounds 

without tiring.  There is no better incentive to 

get fit than the knowledge that you’ll get hurt 

more if you don’t. Getting a hard abs is not 

just a vanity thing –getting that hard 6-pack is 

essential if you’re going to be able to take 

dozens of punches, kicks and knees on your 

abs without crumbling.  Likewise lifting heavy 

weights isn’t for vanity, but it’s essential if you 

are going to be able to hit your opponent hard. 

Ironically, there is no better way to make friends than to spend time in the ring with 

them, trying to make them bleed, or to break their arm. It isn’t a matter of enjoying 

giving, or taking, pain. It’s a matter of testing each other’s courage and endurance, of 

testing your limits, of knowing yourself. And the harder the test, the better you feel 

when it’s done. Perhaps that accounts for the popularity of MT and MMA.   

Contrary to what the spectator might think, you are really loving your opponent when 

your punch, kick or elbow makes them bleed, and you’d really resent it if they weren’t 

trying their very best to do the same to you.  At the end you feel elated.  During a 

fight the adrenaline flows and you notice the pain less than you would in everyday 

life.  It’s true that the next day you may suffer a bit: I often vowed to give it up the day 

after a fight, but a week later I always found that I was looking forward to the next 

fight as much as ever. The heat of competition is truly addictive. 

As Emma Thomas put it: “Every time you step out of the ring, you're a new person”.  

That hits the nail on the head.  

The pain is transient, but the friendship is for ever. 
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