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Boxing is painful for mothers as well as fighters, research says
 

It’s not just boxers who suffer during bouts – new research says that their mothers endure severe emotional distress when their sons fight.

 

A paper presented to the British Sociological Association’s annual conference in Cardiff, UK, tomorrow (Saturday, April 18) will show that mothers of professional boxers suffer anxiety and insomnia and take to drink around the time their sons fight.

 

Dr Yvonne Lafferty, of the University of Cumbria, UK, interviewed ten mothers of professional boxers in Queensland, Australia, attending fights, recruiting some for the study at the ringside. Although her research work was in Australia, she believes its conclusions apply to professional boxers’ mothers in other countries. 

 

Her report says that “the mothers of male professional boxers experience extreme emotional distress due to their sons’ involvement in boxing as a violent sport.”

 

It says: “In professional boxing women send their sons off to engage in activities that are deliberately intended to inflict injuries. As injuries, particularly to the face, head and brain, are common and can result in death, the mothers of male professional boxers may share the emotional work of women sending their men off to war.” 

 

The report quotes one mother, known as Jane, who said she felt she had to attend her son’s matches because she worried more if she didn’t go. “You’ve got the protective instinct – when you’re a mother you have that protective instinct instilled into you – like born into you. So it’s better when you are there than when you’re not, even though being there is quite painful and you’re anxious.” 

 

Jane literally prayed to God for her son’s safety when he was fighting: “Your heart’s in your mouth all the time, you’re really anxious. Is he going to come out alive?  If you get hit in the temple and you hit that canvas – you know, brain damage.”

 

Another mother, Lyn, would drink at home before fights and then in the bar during them to reduce her anxiety. She also had sleepless nights – before one fight, she said, “I would’ve had a month of them, worrying about it.”

 

Lyn attended fights, despite her fears - “I’m shaking during and before [the fight]. It was pretty full on.” She would hide in the toilets or outside the venue because she could not bear to watch her son in action. “I always check where the toilets are and where the nearest door is to go to the toilets and I usually stand around that area. It’s just a mother thing.” On one occasion she came across the wife of the boxer her son was fighting at the time, who was also hiding in the toilets, and they commiserated with each other. 

 

The women were not only worried about their sons’ life, but also that their son would disable or kill their opponents. “It’s not only him – it’s the other guy as well...because the fighting is terrible, terrible,” said Lyn. She said she would drink at home before the match and then more at the venue to cope “Other sports you get knocked around, but [boxing] punches you, it breaks your nose, it blackens your eyes…and in some extreme cases it kills.”

 

Lyn did not think of herself as brave for enduring her anxieties. “That’s just being a mother, there’s nothing brave about it. In fact, I’m a bloody coward. I hate it, I hate it.”

 

But she didn’t think it was fair to ask her son not to fight, and he wouldn’t have agreed anyway. “If they chose to do something like that well you support them – it’s your kids.”

 

Another mother, Tina, said: “Once you’ve got kids, to me automatically, your kids then become number one.”

 

In her study, entitled ‘The emotional labour of the mothers of professional male boxers’, Dr Lafferty concludes: “The mothers of male professional boxers experienced extreme emotional distress due to their sons’ involvement in boxing as a violent sport. However the mothers did not feel resentment toward their sons.” 

 

The mothers believed it was natural for them not to try to stop their sons, the study concludes. “Mothers are expected to want (as part of a society’s dominant ‘feeling rules’) to support their children, regardless of their own emotional needs. Under this ‘doctrine of feeling’ ‘good’ mothers have no right to put their own interests before their adult child’s own.”

 

 Dr Lafferty says the mothers were an “almost invisible, fragmented and disconnected” group of people and so a support group for them should be set up.
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