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More pragmatically, Toelken notes that, in many cases, a group’s folk 
speech is the only way to appreciate and express a style of performance 
[1996: 234]. One issue during the creation of a folk group, then, 
is establishing a new form or mode of speech for the purposes of 
transmitting knowledge and communicating aesthetic values where 
no concept of such values previously existed. The new folk speech had 
to be constructed and molded and over time this took place through a 
bricolage of translations, transliterations, and neologisms. One relevant 
example is their editorial debate over the term ‘Chinese boxing’. Smith 
had long used the term to reference Chinese unarmed martial arts in 
general, however Draeger was vehemently opposed.

During their conversation over articles in Draeger’s ill-fated magazine 
project, Martial Arts International, the subject of editorial changes came 
up, to which Smith was apparently less than amenable, and Draeger 
responded: ‘As for leaving your work stand as is … of course.… But we 
do have some house rules’ [letter to Smith, 7 October 1974]. Draeger’s 
group, operating primarily in Tokyo, had intentionally chosen to ‘not 
normally use the expression “Chinese boxing”’ as they considered it to 
be ‘an old, misused, wornout [sic], and improper term for something 
that already has its own proper name’. Legitimacy, in Draeger’s view, 
was in hewing as closely as possible to the culture from which a martial 
art originated. ‘No self-respecting Chinese ever refers to wu shu as 
“Chinese boxing”’, he argued, ‘which is a British phrase’ [letter, 7 
October 1974].

A decade prior, in his seminal Secrets of Shaolin Temple Boxing, Smith 
had already established his desire to use the term ‘boxing’ in English 
language discourse about ch’uan fa given that ch’uan (拳) is the Chinese 
character for fist [1964: 15]. Despite having been a boxer in his youth 
and later a boxing trainer, Smith does not appear to have felt that the 
word carried any special weight or implication aside from fighting 
in general and so the use of it to connote any other style within the 
confines of the English language was acceptable. Draeger disagreed, 
continuing the argument in a follow-up letter, this time suggesting that 
legitimacy relies not only on remaining as close to the mother tongue’s 
usage of a term, but to professional practitioners’ official usage of said 
term:

The term ‘boxing’ is simply not used by pros. We will follow 

the pro view. The ideograms for ch’uan-fa in Chinese mean the 

same when read in Japanese, and do not include the word or 

idea of ‘boxing!’ We prefer ‘sparring arts’ to ‘boxing’, tho [sic] 

no ch’uan-fa, in its fullest sense, is entirely made up of sparring 

techniques. Likewise we decry use of ‘fencing’ for Japanese 

swordsmanship, ‘school’ for ryu, etc. We will go pro route and 

try to educate some, re-educate others. (by way … Peking lays 

Three central figures to the adoption of Asian martial arts in the West 
were Robert W. Smith, Jon Bluming, and Donn F. Draeger. Over 
the course of their research and training, each developed a different 
means of preserving martial arts and culture. For Smith, this can be 
seen as a holistic effort to include not only physical skills, but also a 
system’s inherited wisdom, related arts like poetry, and overall social 
structure unique to a given lineage. Bluming amassed his extensive 
personal combative experience to create a hybrid system of striking 
and grappling that incorporates all of the many styles in which he was 
trained. Draeger’s primary interest was combative effectiveness and he 
formulated a research system called hoplology to that end.

While the majority of Asian martial arts practitioners in the United 
States were for a long time almost exclusively Japanese- and Chinese-
Americans living on the West Coast, there were occasions on which 
people of other ethnic backgrounds ventured into their clubs and 
training halls. Robert W. Smith and Donn F. Draeger were two of 
the first Anglo-Americans to undertake the practice of judo. Their 
meeting at the Chicago Judo Club via an introduction by the legendary 
champion and instructor, Johnny Osako, in 1948 or 1949 proved to 
be the start of a long and prolific partnership, one that resulted in 
some of the first English language treatments of the Asian martial arts 
as a field of study. Unlike their counterparts, for whom Japanese and 
Chinese language and culture were still very much a part of daily life, 
it was incumbent upon the pair to introduce – sometimes explicitly, 
sometimes through happenstance – an entire new lexicon, set of 
practices, and publication genre through which Western martial artists 
could express their thoughts on subjects for which there were few 
established concepts in English.

The lack of terms and phrases to express Asian martial arts concepts 
is a matter of ‘textures’ and ‘objects’. Cetina’s [1997] idea of intangible 
cultural assets classifies them as ‘objects of knowledge’ that can be 
transferred, reinterpreted, and generally modified in ways that suit a 
given social agenda – just like physical objects – to show that traditions 
are invented and repurposed in different ways depending on time and 
location as much as cultural background knowledge. Such knowledge is 
what Krug [2001], in an expansion of Cetina’s work, calls a ‘texture of 
knowledge’. As an example, the standard uniform associated with karate 
practice came about in Japan during the 1920s, the manner of wearing 
it was adopted by American servicemen after World War II as an 
object of knowledge, but without the texture of knowledge [that is, the 
cultural background that brought about the uniform’s implementation], 
it took on new meaning and was subject to invented traditions as the 
Americans returned home and founded their own communities of 
practice, where the traditions were integrated based on a different set of 
social needs.

Imposing the Terms of the Battle 
Jared Miracle
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by a somewhat oblique reference in a letter from his 1968 trip to 

Java: ‘Among mainland Chinese here, kuntao places t’aichi lower on 

the combative scale than what you have focused on in your work. I’ll 

elaborate on this later’ [letter to Smith, 12 July 1968]. With such specific 

emphasis on systematic fighting rather than generally performing, he 

praised only one demonstration during his 1973 trip to Malaysia, noting 

that they were ‘indifferent to what audience likes or wants, and goes 

about business of training’ [letter, 20 November 1973].

Smith’s views of legitimacy and successful performance within the 

martial arts were somewhat more complex. Although he sometimes 

referred to sheer fighting prowess as being desirable, he also clearly 

supported other goals of less combat-oriented styles as acceptable, 

which drew a strong contrast between himself and Draeger. Smith’s 

willingness to explore and embrace the alternative roles of the martial 

arts has at least some origin in the end of his period as an amateur boxer 

and trainer. Despite having been an avid fan of prizefights in his youth, 

Smith’s later education on its long-term health effects led him to not 

only give up the sport entirely in the 1950s, but to actively work toward 

having it banned. In his memoirs he bemoans that ‘all boxing should be 

banned … too brutal for civilized societies … This sterile intentionality 

is what stamps this remnant of primitive savagery as unfit for human 

beings’ [Smith 1999: 21].

By Smith’s own admission, there was an element of bias on each side 

of the debate over Chinese martial arts, and the use of ‘boxing’ was 

simply an indicator of a greater rift between the two. Smith suggests: ‘I 

believed that the men and systems he showcased were inferior to those I 

studied under in Taiwan. I had visited the other areas [that is, mainland 

China] and met their leading teachers and found them lacking’ [Smith 

1999: 98]. For Draeger’s part, it was more a matter of falsifiability, even 

where Smith’s primary teacher, Zheng Manqing, was concerned. By 

July of 1974 the two were in the heat of their differences, with Smith 

advocating for the Taiwanese martial artists and Draeger losing interest 

in investigating them, especially taiji, which Draeger saw as lacking 

any real-world application. Draeger wrote: ‘You seem to have lost your 

position of objectivity Bob … and with is your sense of realism. Cheng 

Man ching a fighter???? [sic] A scuffler, no doubt, who isn’t, but a real 

fighter … hardly … more literati’ [letter to Smith, 9 July 1974].

Draeger later offers, at least somewhat tongue-in-cheek, to introduce 

Zheng to a lucrative business opportunity training professional sumo 

wrestlers: ‘Pro sumo assn. [sic] tells me that they would pay all expenses, 

etc. to have man like Cheng show them how to remove opponent from 

ring’ [letter, 9 July 1974]. Smith continued to counter that Draeger 

simply didn’t understand Chinese street culture well enough to locate 

the most skilled martial artists as he had in Japan. In addition, he claims 
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‘Boxing’ clearly held different connotations for Draeger than it did 

for Smith, as did the cultural clash between the British and Chinese, 

referenced as sufficient enough cause to avoid the term in publication.

At the root of this issue, however, was an even more complex 

negotiation between two different approaches to interpreting Asian 

martial arts for Western audiences. Draeger, a former career Marine, 

was primarily interested in issues of efficacy in the fighting arts and 

had little patience for those styles and exponents that failed to meet 

his expectations. He saw the Chinese art of energy cultivation, �F�K�L��
�J�R�Q�J�����T�L�J�R�Q�J����for instance, as nothing more than stage magic: ‘These 

Chinese are fantastic with their ch’i kung garbage.… I’ve yet to see one 

demo that isn’t involved with circus tricks… all crap’ [letter to Smith, 

20 November 1973]. For Draeger the use of theatricality in martial 

arts demonstrations was both unnecessary and undesirable. He was 

searching for the most effective means of meeting particular combative 

requirements in all different social and cultural situations, as indicated 

Imposing the Terms of the Battle 
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in his memoirs that Draeger had developed a prejudice against the 

Chinese due to his service in the Korean War which was exacerbated by 

spending so much time with the Japanese [Smith 1999: 99]. At the same 

time, the Chinese fighters with whom Draeger was in regular contact 

were unimpressed with Zheng himself or taiji in general, ‘Nobody here 

[in Malaysia] has illusions about tai-chi being useful as a sole system in 

combat of any kind… this confers [sic] what Wang [Shujin, a mutual 

friend and teacher of Chinese martial arts] always said and taught… 

nobody thinks [Zheng] is all that good come a good punch up’ [letter, 8 

September 1974].

The reference to Wang Shujin is significant. Wang spent much of his 

adult life in Tokyo, where he became a regular figure at the house in 

which Draeger and a coterie of rotating foreign martial artists lived, as 

it was walking distance from the Kodokan Institute and several other 

training centers. Draeger, ever on the lookout for unique opportunities, 

was intrigued by Wang’s ability to accept blows to the stomach 

seemingly without injury. In a letter to Smith, Ellis Amdur explains 

that ‘Wang set out to teach him Pa Kua [sic], but for two years simply 

had him walking around a tree in Meiji shrine, and he would come by, 

look at the trench being scuffed in the dirt and say ‘not deep enough’ [10 

February 1998]. This may have been frustrating enough for a talented 

athlete and fighter like Draeger, however the final straw with his 

training was likely ‘at Donn’s house one day, Wang said, “The trouble 

with you is you have no control over your body” and he picked up an 

iron meteorite Donn was using for a paperweight, and … held it out at 

arms [sic] length, immovable’ [10 February 1998].

Draeger’s interactions with Wang colored his vision of the Chinese 

‘soft’ or ‘internal’ arts as consisting of time-intensive, non-combative 

practices that ultimately yielded few meaningful results. He also 

respected Wang’s abilities, however was clearly not in awe of them or 

the Chinese arts in general. Defensive of his teacher and confident in 

what he’d experienced of the internal martial arts, Smith eventually 

proposed a solution to the rift; Draeger, in his frequent travels, was 

welcome to visit Taiwan and ‘test’ Zheng’s abilities for himself. Draeger 

was not amenable, insisting that ‘“testing” and fighting are completely 

different.… It’s not for me, though Jon Bluming, the Dutch animal 

might consider it now as he has in the past. Short of a fight to do 

somebody, or myself in, I am not equipped to test anybody’ [letter to 

Smith, 7 November 1974].

It remains unclear what, precisely, Draeger meant by the final portion 

of this comment – given that he was fifty-six years old at that point and 

two years prior had admitted to Smith that ‘as I look on my multitude 

of injuries, I see them all stemming from my association with judo. I 

don’t want to batter myself anymore … I have better things to do now’ 

[letter, 4 November 1972]. This seems rather sudden since, as recently 

Imposing the Terms of the Battle 
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5-.21'8>(1'(U$7:;-3(>;-'51'8(2->>(.'5(2->>(%1&-(1'(V.;.'(.'5(-<-'%$.22E(
2:>1'8('-.72E(.22(9:'%.9%(-<-'(/1%0(01>(%-.90-73(dE.&.B
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!"#$#%&"%&'#()#*+&%#"+)#,&$--.#/$))&,#01$)#1&#231&"45#6"&0#+,#
*(*"7)#6"+0#$8+9)#%:(&":&;#<(%#:+"=(:)(+"#)1$)#>7$(#?1(#?179$"#
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:+//9"(:$)&*#)+#$"*#*&=&-+@&*#8.#@&+@-&#01+#$,&#,&-$)(=&-.#
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="&%414#*1F-&6+*154#%1"#01;+12-6(&*+$+*1#1"-$+1%$#*&%&-6#'1"-*+'1
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6-%&-61%4#%1%4+13&.4%&6.1#$%(12#61;+1*&((+2%+*<1#6#'0]+*<1#6*17#((+*1-61
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%$0&6.1%-12-"")6&2#%+>,
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*)+1%-12#62+$,1V01%4+1%&"+1-314&(17#((&6.1%4+1"#.#]&6+17$-F+2%14+14#*1
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%-1#9-&*1%4+1/&6*1-317-'&%&2#'1&6%$&.)+15&%4154&2414+1#6*1V')"&6.1
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4-7'-'-.01.$-)713+''1%-1%4+1(#"+1(-$%(1-31(P)#;;'+(13-''-5&6.1N$#+.+$>(1
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%-1HIfK,18&(1#77$-#241%-1%4+(+1#$%(1(++"(1(-"+54#%12-6%$#*&2%-$0,1O61
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,-$'./0%1(20(0%233(45%26/(4%(%7/(%2&/(-8(9:2%2'.;(.:/9(&-:/(2'%/:/0%/<(2'(
%7/(=:/0/:64%2-'(-8(%7/(64:2-$0(4:%0(92%7(97257(%7/,(74<(/>=/:2/'5/?(
@3$&2'.(8-:&/<(720(-9'(-:.4'2A4%2-'?(B:4/./:(=34''/<(%-(-=/'(
4(:/0/4:57(5/'%/:(2'(C49422(4'<(43:/4<,(74<(4(%/4&(-8(:/0/4:57/:0(
=:/=4:/<(%-(0%488(2%?(D&2%71(4(</<254%/<(84&23,(&4'1(%4$.7%(3-543(0%$</'%0(
%42E21(F4.$41(4'<(>2'.G21(8-0%/:2'.(=/:0-'43(:/34%2-'072=0(92%7(/457(
2'<262<$43(9723/(9-:H2'.(8$33(%2&/(8-:(%7/(I/'%:43(J'%/332./'5/(#./'5,(
KD&2%7(+LLLM)NNO?

J%(5-$3<(F/(4:.$/<(%74%(D&2%7P0(4==:-457(%-(5-'%2'$2'.(%7/(32'/(-8(720(
4<-=%/<(5-&&$'2%,(Q%74%(201(%7/(5-33/5%26/(-8(0%$</'%0(8-33-92'.(%7/(
32'/4./(-8(R7/'.;(940('-%(-'3,(&-:/(%:4<2%2-'431(F$%(&-:/(/88/5%26/(2'(
%7/(3-'.G%/:&(%74'(2'0%2%$%2-'432A4%2-'?(S-/3H/'('-%/0(%74%(:/=/:%-2:/0(
-8(=/:8-:&4'5/(4:/(:4:/3,(5-'82'/<(%-(4(02'.3/(./':/(4'<1(2'<//<1(%/'<(
%-(2'%/.:4%/(0/6/:43(4%(-'5/1(=4:%25$34:3,(97/:/(=:/0/:64%2-'(-8(%7/(
=/:8-:&4'5/(0%,3/(20(5-'5/:'/<(K+LL"M()*LG)+*O?(D&2%7P0(:/=/:%-2:/(
2'53$</<('-%(-'3,(%7/(%7://(=7,02543(4:%0(7/(0%$<2/<(2'(S4294'1(F$%(430-(
4(32%4',(-8(E-H/01(4'/5<-%/01(:2<<3/01(4'<1(=:2'%/<(&4%/:243?(T74%(&2.7%(
F/(%/:&/<(720(U3/.2%2&4%/P(2'8-:&4%2-'(940(=400/<(%-(-%7/:0(%7:-$.7(
%7/0/(&/<241(=4:%25$34:3,(4&-'.(720(=:264%/(0%$</'%0?(@$%(0-(940(
4'-%7/:1(U233/.2%2&4%/P(32'/4./1(%7:-$.7(%7/(=/:0-'(-8(V-7'(W?(X23F/,1(%7/(
$':/324F3/('4::4%-:(97-(=/:=/%$4%/0($'F/32/64F3/(%43/0(4&43.4&4%/<(
8:-&(D&2%71(B:4/./:1(4'<(@3$&2'.P0(455$&$34%/<(H'-93/<./(-8(3/./'<0(
4'<(7$&-:?

X23F/,1(%7/($':/324F3/('4::4%-:(4'<(-F62-$0(E-H/(%74%(=:-6/<('-%G
0-G-F62-$0(%-(Y'.3207G0=/4H/:0(2'(%7/(T/0%/:'(9-:3<(&4,(746/(
F//'($'2'%/'%2-'433,(5-'62'52'.(F/54$0/(%7/(574:45%/:(0-(455$:4%/3,(
=-:%:4,/<(%7/(84'%40%2543(82.$:/0(7/(940(2'%/'</<(%-(34&=--'1(%7/:/F,(
F3$::2'.(%7/(32'/(F/%9//'(:/43(=/-=3/(92%7(/>%:4-:<2'4:,(0%-:2/0(4'<(
%7/(=$:/3,(825%2-'43?(#3%7-$.7(%7/(2'<262<$430(92332'.(%-($'</:.-(%7/(
:2.-:0(-8(%:42'2'.(4'<(3262'.(4F:-4<(8-:(,/4:0(4%(4(%2&/(8-:&/<(4(F4025433,(
5-7/026/(5-&&$'2%,(92%7(4'($'</:0%--<(54&4:4</:2/1(%7/(<-&/0%25(
5-&&$'2%,(-8(#024'(&4:%243(4:%0(=:45%2%2-'/:0(2'(%7/(Z'2%/<(D%4%/0(
<$:2'.(%7/(+L"*0(4'<(+L[*0(940(-8(4(&$57(&-:/(\$/0%2-'4F3/('4%$:/(40(
84:(40(720%-:2543(3/.2%2&45,(4'<(5-&&/:524320&(4:/(5-'5/:'/<?

#3&-0%(5/:%42'3,(%7/(&-0%(5-3-:8$3(82.$:/(2'(%7/(9-:3<(-8(#&/:254'(
&4:%243(4:%0(<$:2'.(%720(%2&/(940(4(&4'('4&/(V-7'(]//74'?(]//74'P0(
F45H.:-$'<(20($'5/:%42'(4%(F/0%1(7-9/6/:(720(:-3/(2'(%7/(=-=$34:(
&,%7-0(-8(%7/(%2&/(20($':2643/<?(C/(20(&-0%(9/33GH'-9'(8-:(4(0/:2/0(-8(
4<6/:%20/&/'%0(%74%(4==/4:/<(2'(.:4=725('-6/30(4'<(&4.4A2'/0(42&/<(4%(
,-$'.(&/'1(&$57(32H/(%7/(&$053/GF$23<2'.(4<6/:%20/&/'%0(%74%(F/.4'(
%-(5:-=($=(2'(0$57(=$F3254%2-'0(<$:2'.(%7/(/4:3,(=4:%(-8(%7/(%9/'%2/%7(
5/'%$:,?(]//74'1(%7-$.71(940('-%(0/332'.(4(0,0%/&(-8(9/2.7%(.42'1(F$%(
:4%7/:(=:-&20/<(%-(2&=4:%(U0/5:/%(82.7%2'.(4:%0P(40(9-'(%7:-$.7(74:<(
%:42'2'.(2'(</4%7(&4%57/0(4:-$'<(%7/(9-:3<(F,(%7/(UB/4<32/0%(^4'(

J&=-02'.(%7/(S/:&0(-8(%7/(@4%%3/(
V4:/<(^2:453/
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0('1,2-345,36%.+*7&38$)3$3)5.%&36$#65(,&37.9&$'9'9/365.&./%$65)3.:3
;,,5$93$9+3)&*+,9&)3,<,7*&'9/3,=,3/.*/,)3$9+3/%.'93)&%'>,)?3)&%,))'9/3
&5,3+$9/,%3.:3*9(,$)5'9/3&5,),3@+'#3#$>23.%3@+,$&53&.*7523&,759'A*,)3.93
('1,3)*BC,7&)3DE$9&,3FGHIJ3HHK-

E%$,/,%?3,)6,7'$((=?35$&,+3&5,),36*B('7$&'.9)-3Black Belt #$/$L'9,?385'753
.97,37.9&%$7&,+35'#3&.36,93$3),%',)3.:3$%&'7(,)3$B.*&37.#6,&'&'1,3C*+.?3
8$)3,)6,7'$((=3.::,9)'1,3'935')3,=,)3:.%36%'9&'9/3$%&'7(,)38'&5.*&3:$7&M
75,7>'9/3.%3,1,937.9)'+,%'9/3&5,3A*$(':'7$&'.9)3.:3&5,3$*&5.%)J

Black Belt gets nothing from me … only criticism. I’m on them 
now for series planned on Japanese Budo which includes 
article on Jodo which some Kendo teacher is writing. Jodo 
federation here tells me that this man is not qualified in Jodo 
and has no knowledge of what he writes. Hope to get BB [Black 
Belt] to realize that this type of crap always hurts them and to 
go directly to source for info.  
[Letter to Smith, 21 June 1965]

E,)6'&,3.B1'.*)36%.B(,#)38'&53&5,3A*$('&=3.:3'9:.%#$&'.936%,),9&,+3'93
&5,),36.6*($%36*B('7$&'.9)?3&5,=37.9&'9*,+3&.3),((38,((3&5$9>)?3'936$%&?3
&.3&5,3:.++,%3&5,=36%,),9&,+3:.%3),(:M#=&5.(./'L'9/3$#.9/3=.*9/3#,93
),,>'9/36,%).9$(36.8,%3B=3#$>'9/36*B('73,<6,%&)3$1$'($B(,3$9+3&5,%,B=3
9.%#$('L'9/3&5,36%$7&'7,3.:30)'$93#$%&'$(3$%&)3'930#,%'7$-

;,,5$938$)3E%$,/,%2)3$9+3N#'&52)36.($%3.66.)'&,3'93#.)&38$=)?3).3'&3')3
'9&,%,)&'9/3&.39.&,35.83&5,=37$#,3:%.#3)'#'($%3B$7>/%.*9+)-3O.&$B(=?3
;,,5$92)3:'%)&36,%).9$(3,<6.)*%,3&.30)'$93:'/5&'9/3$%&)38$)36%.B$B(=35')3
&'#,3)6,9&3$&3&5,3P5'7$/.3Q*+.3P(*B38'&53Q.599=3R)$>.3+*%'9/3&5,3($&,3
HS!G)3.%3,$%(=3HSTG)?3&5,3)$#,37(*B3$&385'753N#'&53$9+3E%$,/,%3#,&-3
09.&5,%3.:3;,,5$92)3'9)&%*7&.%)3+*%'9/3&5,3HSTG)38$)3U.B,%&34%'$)?3&5,3
6%.#.&'.9$(3%'1$(3.:3V$)3R=$#$3$9+3:.*9+,%3.:3&5,3:'%)&39$&'.9$(3>$%$&,3
.%/$9'L$&'.93'93&5,3W9'&,+3N&$&,)-3X'>,3N#'&53$9+3E%$,/,%?3;,,5$938$)3
$().3$3V$%'9,3$9+3($&,%3C.'9,+3&5,3W9'&,+3N&$&,)3$%#=3+*%'9/3&5,3;.%,$93
Y$%?3$(&5.*/535')3+,6(.=#,9&3.1,%),$)3')3+')6*&,+3DU.=3FGHGJ3HSK-
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Advertisement for Count Dante  
[Black Dragon Fighting Society 1968]
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