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That mild-mannered
Bruce Lee

The dramatic rise in popularity of the
martial arts has resulted in expres-
sions of concern by some psycholo-
gists, law-enforcement officials and
the general public, based on the as-
sumption that training in the martial
arts inevitably leads to increased ag-
gressiveness on the part of the
karatekas (martial arts practitioners).
This assumption is strongly support-
ed by the numerous motion pictures
and television movies that sensa-
tionalize violence in the form of mar-
tial arts expertise.

Scientific evidence, however, sup-
ports the hypothesis that martial arts
training results in a decrease, rather
than an increase, in aggressiveness.
A study by T. A. Nosanchuk of
Carleton University, for example,
found an inverse relationship be-
tween aggressiveness and length of
martial arts training.

As researchers interested in the
martial arts, we designed a study to
identify possible variables, such as
personality characteristics, that could
account for this unexpected decrease.
We administered a personality test
(the Jackson Personality Inventory)
to numerous students of Tae Kwon
Do karate (the Korean form of mar-
tial art) in West Virginia, Kentucky
and Ohio. The people tested were
high school and college students and
businessmen, housewives, doctors
and unemployed laborers. They were
told that the test was being adminis-
tered merely to collect data on per-
sonality traits of people residing in
this tri-state area. Thus, they were
unaware that the survey was related
to the study of the martial arts.

Several interesting findings
emerged. First, those who had prac-
ticed the martial arts less than one
year were not significantly different
from the average subjects on whom
the test is based on any of the 15
personality variables measured. This
indicates that people’ who register for

martial arts lessons do not have un-
characteristic personality traits. We
also found that people who continue
to practice the martial arts for pro-
longed periods are different from the
general population in several ways:
They have a lower level of anxiety;
an increased sense of responsibility; a
decrease in the willingness to take
risks; they are less likely to be “radi-
cal”; they have an increased level of
self-esteem; and they are more social
ly intelligent. These traits were par-
ticularly prominent in those who had
"attained the black-belt rank.

Since aggressiveness is frequently
a manifestation of low self-esteem, a
lack of respect for traditional cus-
toms and beliefs and a high level of
anxiety, we concluded that we had
identified the factors most critical in
leading to decreased aggressiveness
in martial arts practitioners.

In addition to these findings, there
are numerous other benefits that ac-
crue from practice of the martial
arts. Physical fitness and the ability
to defend one’s self are two obvious
advantages. The traditional martial
arts also place a very heavy empha-
sis on mental attributes; students are
trained to incorporate self-discipline,
mental concentration and respect for
others, not only into their practice
sessions but into all aspects of their
lives as well. :

Indeed, in a related study we found
that teenagers who have been in
trouble at school, home and with the
law, due largely to their aggressive
nature and lack of respect for the
rights and property of others,
changed dramatically after a few
months of practice in Tae Kwon Do.
According to their parents, they be-
came more respectful and self-disci-
plined within a very short period of
time. Although more research is
needed, these findings suggest that
practice in the traditional martial arts
may be an effective method of deal-
ing with the problems of juvenile

| delinquents. . ’
It must be pointed out, however,
that the above benefits derive from
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High on karate: Low on
aggressiveness?

the practice of traditional martial
arts (as practiced for centuries in the
Orient), as opposed to many modern
versions of the sport in which the in-
structors teach only fighting tech-
niques. This approach, together with
the still-popular Bruce Lee and pseu-
do Bruce Lee movies, has led to the
stereotype of the karatekas as ag-
gressive troublemakers. Our study
should help change that image by
showing that karatekas are not hos-
tile bullies but, for the most part, are
well-adjusted, happy and constructive
members of our society.
—Michael E. Trulson, Texas A & M
University, and Chong W. Kim and
Vernon R. Padgett, Marshall
University.
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“Normality is only a statistical
mean to which none of us wholly
belongs.”

—John Weightman in The New York
Review of Books (Vol. 81, No. 17)
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