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“Boxing, Doctors—Round Two”: A Rhetorical Analysis


In the past few years, the sport of boxing has increasingly come under fire as news of brutal injuries and even deaths involving participants has come to light. Many people have wondered what justification there can be for a sport that consists of men beating each other up as efficiently as possible. One if the most vocal groups to come out against boxing has been the American Medical Association (AMA).


In the article entitled “Boxing, Doctors—Round Two,” Lowell Cohn, a sportswriter for the San Francisco Chronicle, may intend to continue his argument in support of boxing, but instead weakens his position by writing a scathing condemnation of doctors, both for the anti-boxing stand they have taken, and for their criticism of Cohn’s defense of the sport. His argument is unsuccessful due to this personal attack as well as his fallacy-fueled rhetoric.

After bringing his readers up to speed with regards to his earlier column against the AMA call to abolish boxing and the subsequent response he received from doctors, Cohn argues that doctors are wrong in their stand against boxing by attacking the medial profession. He asserts: “That just shows how arrogant doctors are” (par. 2). He also feels that doctors are megalomaniacal and perhaps relies on the assumption that his readers agree with this stereotype, as he writes, “They thrive on the power that comes from knowledge about life and death” (par. 3). Cohn also argues that boxing is offensive to doctors’ “delicate sensibilities” (par. 8). He makes the doctors sound like tender skinned wimps, yet he has not in any way shown why intentional mutual injury is an acceptable activity. The imbalance between criticism of the AMA and any viable pro-boxing premises on Cohn’s part, allows the reader to see that he appeals unsuccessfully to the audience’s emotions. 

Furthermore, Cohn calls doctors “social snobs” and insists that when they see minorities punching each other in a ring, physicians reach the conclusion that “these poor, dumb blacks and Latinos must be protected from themselves because they don’t know any better” (par. 4). Cohn’s straw man argument precludes discussion of relevant points regarding boxers’ ethnicity. Perhaps there are cases in which young minorities are preyed upon by unscrupulous promoters, who could pay the kid some ridiculously small sum to get into the ring (and risk serious injury). Wouldn’t Cohn want such young men to be protected? Labeling members of the AMA as “social snobs” and distorting their position have not helped Cohn defend boxing. In fact, throughout his essay, Cohn assumes that readers will buy into his blatant attacks and stereotypes of doctors and consequently argues fallaciously. Cohn gives a critique of boxing’s leading critics, rather than a solid, rational defense of the sport itself. This leaves the reader asking, where’s the logic in Cohn’s position?


Perhaps in an attempt to appeal to reasoning, Cohn creates an analogy, but only ends up adding to his sloppy reasoning by attempting to group boxing with racecar driving and mountain climbing, creating a false analogy (par. 6). The comparison doesn’t hold water for this reason: In racecar driving and mountain climbing, goals are attempted. The racecar driver wants to win the race; the mountain climber wants to conquer the mountain. If injuries result in spite of elaborate safety precautions, they occur as side effects. In boxing, production of injury is the goal. This monumental philosophical and moral difference seems to slip right past Lowell Cohn. 


Also slipping in Cohn’s argument is his assertion that “If the sport becomes illegal, it will drift off to barges and back alleys, where men will fight in secret without proper supervision. And you will see deaths and maiming like you never saw before” (166). This is a slippery slope as well as an appeal to fear—an appeal to fear that backfires. “Death” and “maiming”? This sounds like a scene out of war, which is scary, and incidentally, not a recognized national sport. 

The overall structure of Cohn’s letter may begin with the promise of refutation, but is weakened by a series of faulty premises and lands in the rhetorical slop of a slippery slope; it does nothing to forward his claims that boxing is a valid sport and the AMA is incorrect in its stance against it. It should also be taken into account that when Cohn insists that “As long as man is man, he will want to see two guys of equal weight and ability solve their elemental little problem in a ring” (par. 11), he makes the big assumption that his reader subscribes to the same tired standards of masculinity that he does. What about the female readers who love boxing? And what about the male readers who hate boxing? To many, this assumption is offensive, as offensive as he means to show the AMA’s stance against boxing.

Lowell Cohen’s letter, with its weak reasoning, fallacies, lame assumptions and poor attempts to stir emotions, is unlikely to influence his readers when it comes to the current state of boxing or the future possibilities for it if the AMA gets their way. In fact, it might just stir another round of emotional editorials! 
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