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look up to me. These kids ask me for my autograph and everything already. Man,
it’s really, it’s exciting and I always git lil’ kids coming up to me all the time.”
Philippe Bourgois, “Homeless in El Barrio: la vie d'un dealer de crack a East
Harlem,” Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales 93 (June 1992): 59-68; Martin
Séanchez-Jankowski, “The urban underclass in the United States: Aspects of mobili-
ty in the underground economy,” paper presented to the Department of Sociology,
University of California, Los Angeles, May 1993.

One of the great joys of local (i.e., state) champions is to tour the schools of their
neighborhood to exhibit their freshly won title belt and give ritualized speeches
on the value of education, the scourge of drugs, and the moral imperative of indi-
vidual effort.

The irresolvable dilemma of occupational reconversion from a trade that progres-
sively erodes the very qualifications it requires is beautifully depicted in this
moving scene of Ralph Nelson’s Requiem for a Heavyweight in which retired ring
horse “Mountain” Rivera (played by Anthony Quinn) makes a clumsy foray into an
employment office only to be compared to a maimed war veteran or a cripple by a
well-meaning job placement officer.

In this regard, boxers are quite representative of their proximate milieu, which
remains fundamentally oriented toward the dominant American “focal concerns”
of family independence, individual achievement, and material success, notwith-
standing recent reports on “race and respectability” in the ghetto based on
restaurant chatter and journalistic observation from afar (and without) that have
once again refurbished age-old mythologies of “moral collapse” among the (young
and bad) black subproletariat, this time under the guise of salvaging the (old and
good, if fast declining) traditional black working class.

I could quote pages and pages of interview excerpts on this theme, for the mis-
sionary impulse is a leitmotiv of the trainer’s occupational culture and self-image.
The notion that boxing is a “school of character” that ameliorates society by serving
as a crime prevention device has a long pedigree; it is regularly trotted out to coun-
ter legal or moral attacks on the Manly art. It is not clear that it is founded on more
than commonsense since rigorous empirical studies (taking into account selection
effects and sampling biases) furnish little evidence that athletic participation in
general results in character building, moral development, and good citizenship
(James H. Frey and D. Stanley Eitzen, “Sport and Society,” Annual Review of
Sociology 17 (1991): 503-522, esp. 506). Nonetheless its ideological function for
insiders should not obscure its deeply felt experiential (if not factual) veracity.

A forthcoming companion piece will deal specifically with mechanisms and idioms
of exploitation in the pugilistic economy (a partial sketch, drawn from the point
of view of the “matchmaker” who controls access to public performance, is found
in Loic J. D. Wacquant, “A flesh peddler at work: Money, pain, and profit in
the boxing economy,” paper presented at the Sixth Annual international con-
ference on Socio-Economics, Jouy-en-Josas, France, July 1994). For a discussion
of the realities of risk, injury, and physical debilitation, and how boxers deal
with them, see Wacquant, “A sacred weapon.” A standard summation of the
financial, physical, and moral liabilities of prizefighting is Sammons, Beyond
the Ring,236-251.

To invoke (by way of Nancy Scheper-Hughes) the apt expression of anthropologist
Roberto DaMatta (“An interpretation of carnival,” Substance 37-38 (1983): 162~
170) in his analysis of the place of carnival in Brazilian culture and society.

Early, “American prizefighter,” 161.
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Pierre Bourdieu, “L’intérét du sociologue,” Economies et sociétés 18 (October
1984): 12-29.

At least at the outset of his career, the commitment that the boxer makes of his
body to boxing presents all the characteristics of “the gift” according to Mauss: it is
“voluntary, so to speak, apparently free and gratuitous, and yet constrained and
interested” (Marcel Mauss, “Essai sur le don,” in Sociologie et anthropologie, Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, [1923] 1950), 147).

However much they strain to believe that the ring is the ultimate locus of
meritocracy, fighters cannot ignore that the complex system of patronage and
sponsorship that surrounds the ring largely predetermines what happens in it. Thus
“protected” boxers (those who, based on a reputation acquired in the amateurs, are
granted leeway in selecting inferior opponents to “build up” their record) and run-
of-the-mill club fighters (who have to fight whomsoever they get sent against) enter
a dual-track system of competition that gives them widely divergent odds of
success. And mediocre white pugs, due to the near extinction of their species, look
to make considerably more money than more proficient but more populous black
and Latino boxers.

Baldwin’s essay, “The fight: Patterson vs. Liston,” from which these words are
drawn, was first published in Nugget in February 1963 and is reprinted in Gerald
Early, Tuxedo Junction, 325-334.

Boxers are also evidently called to the ring by the existing structure of gender rela-
tions that dictates that (“real”) men demonstrate “courage, inner direction, certain
forms of aggression, autonomy, mastery,” as well as “adventure and considerable
amounts of toughness in mind and body” (Patricia Sexton as quoted by Tim Carri-
gan, Bob Connell, and John Lee, “Toward a New Sociology of Masculinity,” Theory
and Society 14/5 (Sept. 1985): 603. But, unlike its caste and class counterparts, the
gender component of the pugilistic doxa remains unquestioned.

Ali and Durham, The Greatest: My Own Story, 247.

“Masculinity is structured through contradiction: the more it asserts itself, the more
it calls itself into question” (Lynne Segal, “Changing men: Masculinities in context,”
Theory and Society 22/5 (October 1993): 635). I tried elsewhere to demonstrate
this point in more detail in the case of bodybuilding (“Why men desire muscles,”
The Body and Society: An Interdisciplinary journal, forthcoming).

Thus Muhammad Ali and his sibling Ramahan, or Chicago’s most successful recent
boxer Matt (who won a world title) with his brother Kay (who vegetates as a local
journeyman).



