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Compare and Contrast: UFC Fighting vs. Gladiatorial Sports 

When most people think of the sports of ancient Rome, they think of the gladiatorial 

contests held in the Colosseum. However, these were not the only sports that the ancient Romans 

enjoyed. Another popular sport was boxing, known as "Pugilism" in Latin. Mixed martial arts 

(MMA) can be traced back to the Roman sport of pugilism. As the world's premier mixed martial 

arts organization, UFC is famous for its fast-paced, action-packed fights. While many fans enjoy 

watching these matches for their intense violence, some may be surprised to learn that there is a 

long and storied history of blood sports like UFC fighting in ancient Rome (Meijer). On the other 

hand, Ancient Romans were quite familiar with combat sports, as they were an empire that ruled 

much of Europe and the Mediterranean world for centuries. Gladiator contests (like those seen 

today at the Colosseum) were one of the main attractions of Roman life. These contests pit pairs 

or groups of fighters against each other in brutal hand-to-hand combat bouts until one team is 

victorious.  

Gladiatorial sports were typically reserved for men, whereas UFC fighting is open to men 

and women. In UFC fighting, fighters use punches, kicks, and takedowns to win fights. 

Gladiators fought with swords, spears, and other weapons. Gladiator games were so popular that 

they are mentioned by both Pliny the Elder and Martial, two highly respected Roman historians. 

In the early days of UFC fighting, promoters would stage matches between heavily muscled men 

without formal combat training and relied primarily on their size and strength to win. Therefore, 
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UFC fighting and the gladiatorial sport of ancient Rome are significant because they have 

similarities and differences in violence and bloody games, popularity, modernism, skills, 

decapitation or disembowelment, and the level of danger.  

The first significant similarity between these sports is their violent and bloody nature. It 

is noted that the striking similarities between UFC fighting and gladiatorial sports when he said, 

"What we are seeing now with MMA is a type of sport that I believe has great potential to 

become as popular and admired throughout the world as professional boxing is today" (Meijer). 

The violent and bloody nature of both sports should not be underestimated. In 301 B.C., Emperor 

Diocletian abolished all pagan religions to ensure Roman citizens could only enjoy sanctioned 

spectacles such as chariot races, horsemanship, and wrestling competitions (Meijer). However, 

this continued with intense fights among the spectators in the open arena. These bloodsports 

quickly became gladiatorial games or munera because they involved animal slaughtering for 

entertainment. The modern UFC fighting format evolved from martial arts contests held in the 

early days of the promotion. These early events featured a variety of styles, including karate, 

sumo wrestling, judo, and Brazilian jiu-jitsu. Over time, the sport has gradually become more 

brutal as fighters have experimented with techniques to knock their opponents out quickly with 

little resistance (Kyle 424). This fight lasts five or six minutes and is full of strikes and elbows to 

the head and body. The competitors are often fitted with protective gear, but serious injury is 

highly likely.  

Another similarity is the popularity of both sports with the masses. Both UFC fighting 

and gladiatorial sports have a long and storied history. They originated in ancient Rome and have 

been popular with the masses for centuries (Kyle 424). Both sports involve teams of fighters 

competing against each other in a series of matches. The popularity of both sports with the 
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masses is undeniable. UFC fighting has become one of the most popular professional sports in 

the world, with an estimated global television audience of over 1.4 billion people. Gladiatorial 

sports, meanwhile, have continued to be popular throughout the centuries, with some of the most 

famous contests taking place during the Roman Empire.  

Despite UFC fighting and gladiatorial sports similarities, some essential differences exist. 

For one, UFC fighting is a much more modern sport, with its roots only dating back to the early 

1990s. For one, UFC fighters do not face off against another human being in a no-holds-barred 

battle to the death (Winkler). Instead, they take on a mixed martial arts competition with a set 

number of rounds and time limit, similar to boxing or professional wrestling matches. The fight 

then has clear-cut rules, such as wearing different coloured belts while fighting. Gladiatorial 

sports, on the other hand, have a long and storied history, dating back to ancient Rome. Next, the 

difference is the skill level required to succeed in each sport. In UFC fighting, athletes must be 

well-versed in various martial arts disciplines.  

 Another difference is that UFC fighting does not involve decapitation or 

disembowelment as part of the finale. Nor is there a tradition of mauling each other with bloody 

fists and feet (Winkler). These gruesome spectacles are confined mainly to Gladiator games in 

ancient Rome. Moreover, UFC fighters usually do not wear armor like Roman gladiators, and 

they generally fight standing up rather than on the ground, where they can be more easily 

controlled. Despite these differences, UFC fighting has profoundly influenced the modern sport 

of professional boxing. It has even inspired derivative styles such as mixed martial arts combat 

sports.  

Lastly, the most obvious difference is that in Gladiatorial sports, fighters could die. In a 

UFC fight, only one fighter is allowed to die during the 15 minutes of fighting. If a fighter wants 
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to quit for whatever reason during the match and has no problem with his health, he can do so. 

Still, if he does not stop, the fight will be stopped by hitting him several times until the referee 

intervenes, or if both fighters agree, they will shake hands and move on their way. In contrast, in 

gladiatorial sports, athletes specialize in one weapon or fighting style. The level of danger 

involved in each sport is also quite different (Herbert). While UFC fighters can undoubtedly be 

injured during a match, the danger is relatively low compared to the danger faced by gladiators. 

Athletes often put their lives on the line in gladiatorial sports, and death is common. Therefore, 

UFC is a martial art practised in a controlled environment by an athlete who trains and constantly 

tries to improve his skills. Gladiators fought between equal opponents in combat. Both these 

sports have been around for centuries; they use weapons, and it is fought to the death. 

In conclusion, these two games have numerous similarities and differences as they both 

have their significance on a national and international level. However, the popularity of UFC 

fighting today indicates that it is here to stay as a significant force in sports. The connection 

between UFC fighting and gladiatorial sports is clear: both involve the emulation of combat 

through staged events, with fighters pitted against one another in a series of matches to determine 

who is the best. In addition, both sports have been greatly influenced by imperialism/nationalism. 

As nations expanded their territories and began coveting other peoples' resources, they saw a 

way to prove their martial prowess and intimidate those around them in these contests. The 

popularity of UFC fighting has even led to its form of nationalism, with countries endeavoring to 

become dominant in the sport.  
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