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Warriors of the South Side: Race and the Body in
the Martial Arts of Black Chicago

Robert Wyrod

Abstract:

For four decades, the Asian martial arts have been a part of life on
Chicago's South Side. In the two South Side schools, or dojos, that are
the focus of this ethnography, the rituals of the Asian martial aris have
been given new meanings- meanings that resonate with people living in
poor, black communities. Through the highly ritualized Physical training
that is unique to the martial arts, members of these dojos have forged an
expressive cultural form that aims to counter the oppression experienced
in everyday life. The training in these dojos is a means of recouping a
sense of agency over a body that is burdened by racist depictions of
being unruly and out of control. These sites suggest that physical, bodily
activity can be an important aspect of agency on both an individual and
collective level. Bodily practices can empower individuals as well as
contribute to the construction of a collective identity that intends 10
oppose oppression. There is a transformative aspect of bodily practices
that links the body to resistance, suggesting that the coordinated,
collective, physical action of individuals can shape their relationship to
each other and to the larger social world.

Introduction

A giant black fist clutching a lightening bolt dominates the
storefront window of the Scorpion School of the Martial Arts, Located
on the southwest side of Chicago’s loop, this now defunct black martial
arts school held classes in karate and kendo for nearly twenty years. A
few miles due south, in one of Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods, the
dilapidated home of the Black Dragon Slayers is still standing. The
drawings of young black men, replete with generous afros and karate
uniforms, breaking boards and flying through the air, only hint at what
must have gone on when the Black Dragon Slayers were in their prime.
But the history of the martial arts on Chicago’s South Side is one that
stretches into the present. Today, there are at least a dozen schools, or
dojos, on the South Side offering classes several times a week. Students
can be found training in storefronts, churches, mosques, schools,
community centers, and even the YMCA.
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So what accounts for the popularity of the martial arts in the
South Side of Chicago, and many other black communities? Why have the

Asian martial arts been so enthusiastically adopted and adapted by some
blacks?

Part of the answer lies in what has made the martial arts popular
all across America irrespective of race, namely, the appeal of pop culture
heroes from Bruce Lee to Jackie Chan. But in the South Side dojos that
are the focus of this paper, the rituals of the Asian martial arts have been
given new meanings- meanings that resonate strongly with people living
in poor, black communities. For the teachers, or senseis, who founded the
two dojos in this study, martial arts instruction is not just about
developing athletic prowess in their students. These senseis see their work
as a way to rebuild selves destroyed by racism and life in the ghetto.
Through the highly ritualized physical training that is unique to the martial
arts, members of these dojos have forged an expressive cultural form that
aims to counter the oppression experienced in everyday life.

What links the martial arts training, as it is practiced at these sites,
and the forms of oppression it is designed to address is the body. Both
dojos are spaces where bodily activity takes center stage, and the work
that is being done to instill self-esteem and discipline is primarily work on
the body. The body is also central to racist discourse about blacks. Black
men are represented as unruly and black women as promiscuous; bodies
out of control. Such “othering” is material as well as representational,
with the physical segregation and economic marginalization of blacks
living in the South Side of Chicago a stark testament to attempts at
isolating and containing black bodies.

My ethnographic evidence indicates that the physical, bodily -
activity of martial arts training provides a powerful means of contesting
such forms of oppression. The students and teachers at these dojos have
made the martial arts their own, tailoring them to address the issues of life
in poor, black communities. But as this paper will make clear, the two
dojos have slightly different missions. The Mt. Olive School is focused on
individual empowerment, attempting to give young people the skills they
need to survive in their dangerous environments. While the other school,
the Typhoon School, has a more inward focus, using the martial arts to
build a community within the dojo.' What the Typhoon School illustrates
is that bodily practices, when performed collectively, open the door to the
creation of a collective identity, one that intends to oppose domination

' All the of the names have been changed to protect the identity of the subjects of this
ethnography.
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from above. As this ethnography will demonstrate, there is a
transformative aspect of bodily practices that links the body to resistance,
suggesting that the coordinated, collective, Physical action of individuals
can shape their relationship to each other and to the larger social world.
Even at society’s margins, where the effects of domination would seem
most determined, the body emerges as a source of both individual and
collective agency.

The fieldwork for this ethnography was conducted over a twelve
month period. Twice a week I attended classes at two dojos on Chicago’s
South Side, observing at one school and participating on the mats at the
other. Such participant observation was necessary to gain insight into the
everyday life of the dojo and negotiate my status as an outsider. This
approach was also crucial for analyzing bodily practices — practices that
are significantly non-verbal and best studied as part of the life of the dojo.
Through this fieldwork 1 was able to establish some lasting relationships
and create what Burawoy refers to as a “dialogue” that allows us to
“change our biases through interaction with others” (Burawoy 1991: 4).

The Community of the Dojo

Although it was the middle of a Chicago winter, I was sweating
profusely, wiping my eyes with my brand new karate uniform. It was the
beginning of my weekly jaunts to a lonely stretch of East 75th Street on
Chicago’s South Side for karate lessons at the Typhoon School of the
Martial Arts. Martial arts training was something new to me, and I was
self conscious of not only my awkward gestures, but of my white skin in
this all black martial arts school.

The Typhoon Schootl has been in existence for over twenty years,
always located in poor, black, South Side neighborhoods. Its current
location is a commercial block in South Shore, a mixed-income
neighborhood that has been nearly 100 percent black since the 1970s.
Although there are more prosperous middle class families in the area,
most of the streets are marked by the vacant lots, shuttered storefronts
and gang graffiti that scar black, South Side neighborhoods. As the
exterior of this school attests, it has a rich and colorful history. In its most
recent incarnation, it is housed in a dilapidated old storefront, with hand
painted drawings of tigers, yin-yangs, and mysterious Japanese characters
covering the exterior. To ensure that even the least observant passerby
notices the establishment, KARATE SCHOOL is scrawled across the top
of the building in bold, black letters.

The interior of the school is equally unique and enigmatic. Pushing
through the cracked and broken wooden front door, you find yourselfin a
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dark and cluttered office space. The walls are covered with photos of
students, and the shelves are filled with a dizzying assortment of
knickknacks, including a golden Buddha, a porcelain tiger, and most
intriguing, what appears to be a white, bloated, human hand floating in a
large mason jar.

Deeper into the space, along a pitch black, narrow hallway, there
is an odd little tea room. Sliding back the half broken wood and paper
door reveals a small, square space with a raised wooden floor and plain
wooden walls. The floor is covered with tatami mats, and there are a
couple of bean bag chairs filling up the comers. A few large metal incense
urns hang from rusted chains, and some fake flowers sit covered in dust in
the ice tea bottle that serves as their makeshift vase.

Beyond the tea room is the main training area, where I found
myself sweating and panting on many Tuesday nights. The cluttered room
is lit with very dim, sickly green, fluorescent lights, and heated by two
large propane heaters. These heaters fill the dojo with a strong scent, and
are the only source of heat for the entire building. The floor of this large
room is covered with torn and faded mats, and as students and teachers
fill the space it quickly becomes warm and stuffy. Littered along the edges
of the mats are a wide assortment of odd training materials, including
piles of broken cinder blocks, huge logs, tattered gloves and pads, long
bamboo poles, and even an arsenal of fake AK-47 automatic rifles.

That winter night when I started my training was fairly typical for
the Typhoon School. With my pale hands and feet sticking out of my ill
fitting new uniform, I certainly felt uncomfortable stepping on to the cold
and damp mat. But much to my surprise, no one seemed too taken aback
by the presence of a white student in the dojo. Marc, an older teacher
around forty, was in the front of the class, granting each student
permission to enter the class, making sure they bowed and then
somersaulted on to the mat. I followed the strict protocol carefully, and
took my place in line with the other beginner students. ’

Like most nights, the dojo slowly filled up with students of
varying ages and abilities. Marc was in charge of the younger, and less
advanced students, while another teacher worked with a group of older
male students in their twenties and thirties. Both groups focused on
refining techniques for punching and kicking, throwing our fists and legs
in the air, striking imaginary opponents. As I quickly learned, it was
assumed that everyone would try to move in synch, punctuating our kicks
and punches by yelling “ki-ah” in unison. Everyone was following the
teachers’ leads carefully, focusing very seriously on executing the moves
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properly. At times, there was little verbal instruction, and the only noises
that could be heard over the heaters were feet gliding over the mat, the
snap of a gi, and the occasional “ki-ah.”

Although the training was strenuous, I was finding the repetitive
movement meditative, and almost hypnotic. But this rather pleasant state
was interrupted as a young boy ran into the dojo to make an
announcement. “Sensei Tanaka wants everyone up front right away.
Right now,” he yelled across the dojo. Everyone immediately stopped
what they were doing and quickly made their way to the front. In
Japanese, “sensei” is teacher and “tanaka” is mother, and at this point
even | was aware that it was James, the founder and head instructor of
the Typhoon School, that wanted everyone’s attention.

As all twenty of us rushed up front, we found James in his usual
spot behind his extremely cluttered desk. Now in his late fifties, James is a
very large man, and the white plastic desk curved around his rotund body
like a gigantic life preserver. Everyone stood perfectly still and waited for
James to speak. “I have called all of you up here to tell you that we are
moving into a more intense phase of training now,” he said to his
completely quiet, captive audience. James continued, “We will begin to
train with weapons, and start the final era of this school. We are moving
into the last era now, and it will be the most intense era yet. I may not be
here much longer, so we have to move fast and begin our final, most
intense phase.” After this brief address he reached into a cardboard box,
and pulled out a six inch plastic knife. Each student was handed, or more
accurately, bequeathed, a knife. I seemed to be the only person who
found this theatrical presentation odd, with all the other students seriously
accepting the “weapon.” Once we were all armed, we were told to return
to the mats and resume our training. As we reassembled into our groups,

both teachers picked up where they left off, but integrated the knives into
the exercises.

Forty blocks north of the Typhoon School is another dojo that
holds classes at exactly the same time. This school is located at the
northern end of the notorious four mile long corridor of public housing
that stretches up through Chicago’s South Side. Unlike the mixture of
stores and residential bungalows found in South Shore, this neighborhood
is dominated by looming high rise housing projects. Only the occasional
convenience store breaks up the oppressive monotony of block after
block of six to twenty story utilitarian brick buildings. Although there are
more middle income families to the east of this school, most of the
residents of these projects are the working poor. And like the South
Shore neighborhood, nearly everyone is black.
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Twice a week, dozens of African-American children from the
surrounding projects descend on Mt. Olive Church for two hours of
martial arts training. In stark contrast to the Typhoon School, classes are
held in a bright, clean, and sparsely decorated room in the church’s
community center. Yet there is the same emphasis on protocol, with the
senseis treating the space like a dojo. Students are required to ask
permission to enter the space, and they must bow before finding a spot on
the imaginary mat.

This school was founded by Nate, an energetic, middle aged man
who has been practicing the martial arts for most of his life. Like James at
the Typhoon School, Nate is recognized as the head of the dojo, and he
determines how the martial arts are taught at the school. Unlike James,
however, Nate places a good deal of emphasis on training for-the many
tournaments that are offered throughout the year.

At about the time I began my visits to the Mt. Olive School, Nate
was working to prepare some students for tournament competition. When
I stopped by the dojo one evening, I found Jimmy, Nate’s assistant
teacher, going through the usual training exercises. The majority of the
students are under twelve, and a good deal of Jimmy’s attention is
devoted to a very strict form of crowd control. If the students talk, laugh,
or deviate from the training, they face Jimmy’s wrath. Stalking around the
dojo with a leather paddle in his hand, he watches the class closely,
yelling furiously at any student who gets out of line. For the more difficult
cases, Jimmy resorts to mild corporal punishment, smacking kids on the
behind with the paddle.

Jimmy’s routine usually lasts forty five minutes, and then the

students move on to one on one sparring. But on this particular night,

Nate wanted to try something a bit different. Nate had the entire class sit
in a large circle, and he called one young boy, around 8 years old, into the
ring. This boy was going to compete in the tournament, and Nate wanted
him to practice his techniques in front of the entire class. Unfazed, the
boy confidently stepped into the circle, and announced his name, martial
art style, and the technique he was going to perform. Striding back into
the center of the ring, he paused to gather himself, and then went through
a long, choreographed series of punches and kicks. The class of sixty
children was completely still, and the boy was extremely serious and
focused. Every punch and kick was accompanied by a loud grunt, as he
moved methodically and confidently from one move to the next. At the
end of his routine, he bowed to Nate, stepped out of the ring, and was
greeted with a loud round of applause from his fellow students. After this



