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Jermaine O'Neal once was suspended for throwing a punch at a fan. Marcus Camby bloodied his own coach while trying to deck an opposing player nearly six years ago.

Still, they are among the players who wonder about the perception the NBA is more violent than other leagues.

The league was back under fire in the wake of the fight between the Denver Nuggets and New York Knicks at Madison Square Garden, two years after the brawl in Detroit in 2004. And though there have been few negative incidents since the 2004 brawl, it didn't take long for the criticism to return.

``Listen, the NHL lets them fight. Fights happen in baseball. Fights happen in football. Why are we under scrutiny about our game?'' asked O'Neal. ``Do you guys look at the NHL? Every day they're boxing. They throw the gloves off and just wear each other out. It would be interesting if you take that same question to the NHL and ask them why they're not under scrutiny about fighting.''

O'Neal had a role in the biggest reason for that scrutiny. He was one of the Pacers involved in the melee with Pistons fans, getting suspended 25 games - reduced to 15 by an arbitrator - for throwing a punch at a fan who had come on the court.

Camby was one of the 10 players ejected Saturday, but wasn't suspended when commissioner David Stern handed out his penalties. He had been suspended five games in January 2001 while playing for the Knicks after throwing a punch at the Spurs' Danny Ferry - coach Jeff Van Gundy needed more than a dozen stitches after his head collided with Camby's while trying to step between the players.

Saturday's brawl started after the Knicks were upset that the Nuggets still had four starters on the floor with a big lead in the closing minutes. Guard Mardy Collins, the last player off the New York bench, flagrantly fouled Denver's J.R. Smith to trigger the fighting.

Teams who are getting routed send a goon out to start fights in NHL games all the time, so players want to know why there's a different standard when it happens in the NBA.

``It's a good question,'' Camby said. ``The NBA always said when guys fight they take a major hit image-wise. It happens every night in hockey and the fans still come out.''

The Pacers took another public relations hit before the season when Stephen Jackson, also suspended after the brawl at Auburn Hills, was arrested and charged with firing a gun outside a strip club. But O'Neal wondered why there is rarely talk about similar problems in the NFL - eight Cincinnati Bengals have been arrested this season alone.

Stern understands that his league just has to deal with the criticism until there is no more fighting.

``Obviously, there are other sports that have fighting baked into them and others that are considerably more violent, but we have set up the goal of eliminating fighting from our game,'' Stern said. ``We have eliminated it to an extraordinary degree based upon any historical basis, but we haven't eliminated it completely, so we're subjected to features and questions that seem particularly reserved to the NBA. But we accept that.''

