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“This sui generis debut threatens to remap the entire genre of nonfiction. Howley, a philosophy 
student disillusioned by “academic apple-polishing,” sets out on a quest to find the closest 
contemporary equivalent to Schopenhauer’s concept of an ecstatic experience. She finds it, 
unexpectedly, in the world of mixed-martial-arts (MMA) fighting. Howley becomes a “species of 
fighterly accoutrement known as a ‘spacetaker,’  ” ingratiating herself into the lives of two cage 
fighters: Sean Huffman, a smash-nosed, cauliflower-eared veteran with a legacy of losing but never 
getting knocked out, and Erik Koch, a young, lithe, apprentice-level beginner “destined for the big 
shows.” Howley’s brilliant prose is as dexterous and doughty as the fighters she trails, torquing 
into philosophy, parody, and sweat-soaked poetry.” 

—Publishers Weekly, starred boxed review 
 
“It probably started with Homer….Writers ever since have been probing athletes for signifiers, for 
metaphor amped by grit under pressure. Now the erudite essayist Kerry Howley makes her full-
length debut in this sweaty but honorable tradition. She endows it with sly humor, trenchant vision 
and a curious twist on our concepts of genre. . . . Howley depicts it all with piercing skill. . . . 
Thrown is compulsively readable, informative, hilarious. . . . It is also a ferocious dissection of the 
essence of the spectator.”   

—New York Times Book Review 
 
“The most bizarre and fascinating book I’ve read this year. . . . The precision of Howley’s prose 
reminds me of Joan Didion or David Foster Wallace: she’s so involved with the fight, it’s as if she 
were trying to eat it with words. Howley writes like someone who’s been flayed, all nerve endings 
exposed, no barriers between her and the world around her.” 

—Time 
 
“Three years in the lives of two Midwestern cage fighters as seen through the eyes of a neurotic 
academic. A poetic portrait of a bloody American subculture, and a knockout of a nonfiction 
debut.” 

—O, The Oprah Magazine 
 
 
“Kerry Howley embarks on a quest for ecstasy delivered in an unexpected forum: MMA fights. 



This transfixing nonfiction narrative combines bloody play-by-play with philosophical inquiry, 
delivering serious punches. Welcome to the Octagon.” 

—Playboy 
 
“An exciting brand of nonfiction depicting the darker side of the American dream: It’s ridiculous 
that it should still come as a surprise, but some of the best writing about professional fighting has 
been written by women—think Joyce Carol Oates or Geek Love’s Katherine Dunn on boxing. 
And Kerry Howley’s Thrown, which spends three years inside the trenchant subculture of mixed 
martial arts cage fighting, following two men from desolate Des Moines fairgrounds to Vegas 
arenas and in worlds beyond as they battle to win and as they battle the unraveling of their 
separate lives, is both part of that tradition and an intimate, front-row look at two stories of hope, 
glory, and violence.” 

—Vogue 
 
“Howley manages to conjure the moments that make fights so thrilling. And it is striking that she 
manages to do so in a book that is also a very funny satire of the ways in which elites — including, 
famously, Norman Mailer — often make a fetish of violence and the people who commit it. . . . as 
dark and funny as anything I have read this year.” 

—Washington Post 
 
“In Thrown, a fresh, funny, and highly cerebral treatise on the philosophical merits of cage fighting, 
she challenges not only the stigma surrounding the sport but the conventions of literary nonfiction 
itself.” 

—Boston Globe 
 
“Engrossing . . . . Thrown is a sympathetic book about people who might otherwise be written off 
as dirtbags. . . . an intimate, artful look at violence on the smallest scale.” 

—Chicago Tribune 
 
“A truly gripping account of the insular world of MMA—the history, the personalities, the 
injuries, the money, the white-hot fighters and the foundering ones. . . . Howley stepped into the 
cage and stepped out of it with something new and stunning.” 

—Salon.com 
 
“Readers follow the lives of two mixed martial arts fighters -- men who fight in cage matches, who 
starve themselves, bleed, suffer and inflict as much pain as possible on their opponents. And along 
the way, we consider matters such as masculinity, brutality and fame. It’s a mesmerizing read.” 

—Houston Chronicle 
 
“Thrown is the only MMA book anyone ever needs to write. . . . This is easily the best inside-fights 
book ever written.” 



—Deadspin  
 
“I don’t care about cage fighting, ultimate fighting, MMA; Kerry Howley made me care. . . .  The 
book is about fighting, yes, about an extreme sport and some of the men involved, who maybe 
aren’t, after all, Odysseus or Hector, but possessing of a more earthbound sort of humanity and 
heroism. It’s about the the strong pull of home, the powerful binds of blood, and the press, 
everpresent, of time. In what we seek, Howley shows us what we fear.” 

—The Millions 
 
“Thrown is a triangle choke, a leglock, a one-two-three sequence of humor, passion, and 
philosophy. It’s a knockout debut. A round one win.” 

—Oxford American 
 
“Thrown is a rare literary and philosophical foray into the lives of mixed martial artists that 
celebrates and examines mixed martial arts’ place in American culture. . . . Her outspoken, 
opinionated narrator explains what it is about a mixed martial arts bout that makes her feel more 
alive, hyper vigilant, and ultimately satisfied.” 

—VICE 
 
“The fight book of our generation has landed. . . . Thrown is a fantastic debut, and an immediate 
addition to the great canon of fight-lit, down from Jack London to O.Henry to Oates. If you can 
navigate this breakthrough in nonfiction, you may feel a bit of ecstasy, too. Howley’s 
contemporaries should feel beat up after reading it; I did.” 

—The Week 
 
“In Thrown, Kerry Howley’s inventive nonfiction debut, inflicting injury is the point: two half-
naked men, inside a metal cage or “octagon,” punch, kick, and grapple using a combination of 
techniques, often leaving one another bloody and broken. . . . Howley is a talented stylist outside 
the ring as well. Her evocations of everything from a Las Vegas buffet to a screaming child have a 
thrilling pleasure of their own.” 

—Boston Review 
 
“A philosophical examination of the maligned subculture of mixed martial arts ‘cage’ fighting. As 
an unhappy graduate student, Howley wandered from a Des Moines academic conference into a 
cage match and became entranced, meeting one of two fighters she would follow as a 
“spacetaker.” As she notes of MMA’s roots in Brazil, ‘[f]ighting had to be born in the one place 
where ecstasy remained the organizing principle.’ . . . . An original fusion of topic and stance that 
will appeal to fans of NPR-style social investigations.” 

—Kirkus 
 
“Joyce Carol Oates wrote about boxing, joining Hemingway and others who also were entranced 



by the bloody art of hand-to-hand combat. Howley isn’t just enamored, however. One night, she 
stumbled upon a mixed-martial-arts match and discovered that her ‘thoughts could whip and 
whistle their way across the mind without the friction I’d come to experience as thought itself’—
which she deems ‘ecstatic experience.’” 

—Booklist 
 
“Thrown is the best sort of essay, not an argument, but an antidote.” 

—The Rumpus 
 
“Thrown, Howley’s chronicle of the pursuit of this “ecstasy” is The Great Gatsby from Gatsby’s 
perspective. . . . Thrown is one of the most ecstatic books you’ll ever read.” 

—HTMLGiant 
	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



What Booksellers Have to Say About 

Thrown 
Literary Nonfiction by Kerry Howley 

 
 
“Unlike anything you’ve ever read, Thrown is a philosophical exploration of what it means to be 
alive through the lens of Mixed Martial Arts. The work of an intense intellect, Thrown uses the lives 
of two fighters to struggle with the biggest questions of experience, very directly fighting for 
meaning and significance in our chaotic and confusing world. A major work by a major mind.” 

—Josh Cook, Porter Square Bookstore 
 
“This book, about the real world of men’s cage fighting (i.e., guys beating the hell out of one 
another), is an almost tender love letter to the sport. The author spent three years following the 
lives of two men - one a noob, the other a seasoned fighter - and documented their pains and 
gains. Don’t let the phrase ‘debut book’ throw you - Howley has masterfully captured a slice of a 
violent, fascinating subculture which translates into a fantastic read.” 

—Liberty Hardy, RiverRun Bookstore 
 
“Kerry Howley is a poet-philosopher who understands the role of catharsis in civilized societies. 
Thrown is an expertly crafted account of her time “spacetaking.” As she slogs through her Ph.D. 
program, Howley retreats from the academy to follow two mixed martial arts fighters slugging 
their way through strip-club parking lot and back-alley octagons, frequently stiffed by shady 
promoters. Reflecting back the fighters’ rhythms in the ring while interpreting their duels within 
the dual frameworks of Classical Greek philosophy and contemporary US culture, Howley creates 
a dense textual landscape that reveals the complexities one might overlook had they viewed the 
world of MMA fighting through the lenses of class or gender. A mouthpiece for strong, silent 
types, Howley proves in Thrown that she is a force to be reckoned with, pulling no punches and 
sparing none from the literary jiu-jitsu that pins the reader, placing one finger on their carotid 
artery with enough pressure to send them into a surreal world in which time decelerates as Titans 
grapple for the fate of humanity. Bringing to mind greats like Baudelaire, Kerry Howley’s Thrown is 
sure to be one of the most beloved think-pieces of the year, if not the decade.” 

—Mel Morrow, Boswell Book Company 
 

“When philosophy grad student Kerry Howley inadvertently stumbles upon a regional mixed 
martial arts event, she unexpectedly finds the social spectacle she’s been searching for. 
Immediately obsessed with the violent, male-dominated sport, she quickly becomes the confidant 
of two very different fighters--one a veteran warrior, the other an up-and-coming star--and gains 



unfettered access into their day-to-day lives. What follows is an erudite, candid and insightful 
account of the fastest growing sport in the world. In engaging prose, Howley’s keen, Didion-like 
observations reveal a subculture all-too-easily written off as simple brutality, elucidating the 
cultural complexities lying behind our relationships with violence, masculinity and sport. A smart, 
fun read, and an assured nonfiction debut!” 

—Keaton Patterson, Brazos Bookstore 
 
“I originally thought I’d comment on how Howley stunningly, seamlessly merges high and low art 
— but she’s doing so much more, flattening hierarchies and rejecting stratifications here. In 
Thrown, Howley explores art. And beauty. And force and language and study and human 
relationship. She does this with grace and ease. Reading this work is a pleasure.” 

—Kirsten Jennings, BookBug 
 
“From the first glimpse of a cage match in Kerry Howley’s Thrown, MMA takes on a hue unlike 
the cheap sheen of a Pay-Per-View match: in her eyes, it’s almost holy, a corporeal escape that 
takes the human body to its very outer limits. I loved the book most not for its precise description 
(though that was essential), or its winsome but flawed personas (the wrestlers themselves, two 
protagonists in vastly different stages of their careers, Midwestern Ishmaels on their own epics), 
but for Howley’s enthusiasm, which buzzes and crackles, electric, like something shocked or 
shocking. The way MMA works on Howley, a sort of transcendent clarity, her prose works on the 
reader: “It was as if someone had oil-slicked my synapses, such that thoughts could whip and 
whistle their way across the mind without the friction I’d come to experience as thought itself.” 
There’s a common idea that a great writer can make even the most mundane topic interesting—in 
Howley’s case, a great writer can make an obscure, misunderstood topic sing with the grace of a 
fighter mid-swing.” 

—Linnie Greene, Flyleaf Books 
 

“Kerry Howley’s Thrown does what the best nonfiction aims to do--draws you into an unfamiliar 
world, makes you feel at home, and then pulls the rug out from underneath you and makes you 
reevaluate everything you thought you knew. Howley takes us inside the lives of two cage fighters, 
and depicts the extraordinary struggles--both physically and mentally--of trying to “make it big.” 
While I’m not a fan of mixed martial arts myself, I didn’t need to be to love this book--it’s about 
underdogs and human relationships, and how so many people never fulfill their dreams. If you’re a 
fan of Joyce Carol Oates, you’ve got to read Kerry Howley.” 

—Brandon Will, Community Bookstore 
 

“In this penetrating look into the world of cage fighting and martial arts gladiators, Thrown is a slice 
of largely unknown American life brilliantly rendered by Kerry Howley.  Kit observes a  
‘...performance an extraordinary physical analogue to phenomenological inquiry.’  Sean, the fighter, 
responds, ‘You’re insane. I just like to feel things.’” 

—Richard Howorth, Square Books 




