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ABSTRACT

This editorial reflects on the status and development of martial
arts studies as an academic field. It considers the differences
between the notions of academic discipline and academic
discourse. It suggests that the common metaphor of an academic
‘field’ is inappropriate for describing the terrain or topography
of an academic discourse or discipline, and proposes that a better
metaphor for describing this realm might be ‘mirrored maze’.
After characterising this situation, the editorial recalls the recent
history of the establishment of anglophone martial arts studies
via the establishment of the Martial Arts Studies Research
Network. Following this, the editorial announces that, after
almost a decade of development, the latest stage of the martial
arts studies project is the creation of The Martial Arts Studies

Association.
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INTRODUCTION: HOW LONG HAS MARTIAL ARTS STUDIES
EXISTED?

How long has martial arts studies existed? There have been many
studies of different aspects of martial arts across different disciplines
and in different languages for many years. But this does not mean that
martial arts studies, as an academic discourse, has existed all that time.
Before martial arts studies developed in the anglophone academic
world, scholarly studies of martial arts were quite episodic or isolated.
Indeed, when appraised in terms of other academic concerns, such
studies ran the risk of being written off as idiosyncratic, eccentric, or
trivial [Bowman, 2019, pp. 19-32; Bowman & Judkins, 2017]. Academ-
ics who sought to research and write about martial arts were forced to
justify this focus by appeal to the aims and concerns of their disciplinary
field. Hence, historians could argue that the discipline of history should
not overlook martial arts as a part of history; anthropologists, ethnogra-
phers, sociologists or subcultural studies scholars could justify the study
of martial arts groups on the basis of the fact that (no matter how odd)
martial arts groups were nonetheless social groups. And so on, through
the disciplines.

In this way, scholarly studies of martial arts have long been possible. But
when was the field of martial arts studies born, created, or constructed?

To answer this question, we need to work out what it means to say that
any academic field exists.

WHATIS AN ACADEMIC FIELD?

Back in 1996, when discussing the still quite-young field of cultural
studies,' John Storey proposed that for an academic discipline to exist,
there needs to be a broad agreement about three things: first, about ‘the
object of study’; second, about some ‘basic assumptions which underpin
the method(s) of approach to the object of study’; and three, a shared
awareness of ‘the history of the discipline itself [Storey, 1996, p. 1; see
also Young, 1999]. In other words, in Storey’s sense, there needs to be
a community of scholars who broadly agree on some starting points
about what they are looking into, and how they are doing it, with a
shared awareness of the past and ongoing attempts of scholars to de-
velop insights into the ‘object’.

However, there is a paradox around disciplinary formation. This is
because, for an academic discipline (or field, or discourse) to exist, there
cannot be complete agreement on everything (object, aims, theory,
method). If there were, there would be consensus and ultimately
nothing new to ask, explore, or pursue. The ‘object’ would have the
status of a problem to be solved, or a question to be answered; and, once
answered, that would be the end of the matter. Put differently, despite

1 Although the origins of cultural studies can be traced back to the
1950s, with the first centre for cultural studies being founded at the University
of Birmingham in 1964, the first major internationally-marketed anthology that
proudly declared the existence of a new field called ‘cultural studies’ was not
published until 1992 [Grossberg & Nelson, 1992; Hall, 1992].
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what we may presume about academic fields, an academic field is per-
haps the one place that will not have all the answers to all the questions
about the very thing it would seem to be set up to find out all about

— whether that be sociology about society, anthropology about the
human, psychology about the mind, or indeed martial arts studies about
martial arts. This is not to say that a discipline does not have any an-
swers about its eponymous object (in the way that being ignorant about
a subject means you have no answers). Rather, a discipline tends to have
too many different possible answers. This is caused by the proliferation
of different formulations of questions, objects, theories, methods, and
modes of interpretation. A discipline is a space for the proliferation of
hypotheses, questions, theories and methods, and hence, in a sense, the
generation of uncertainty.

As Rey Chow once put it (also writing about cultural studies): while
other academic disciplines may be comfortable with one or another
understanding of the meaning of the word ‘culture’, the field of cultural
studies itself is constantly agonising about what an adequate under-
standing of culture could possibly be, often even doubting whether such
a thing as ‘culture’ even exists at all. As Chow sees it, the fact that no
one in cultural studies can agree on what culture is, is one of the key
forces that actually sustains the field.

THE PARADOX OF ACADEMIC ENQUIRY

Thus, the paradox of academic disciplines and fields is that they often
seem to achieve uncertainty, which would seem to be the very opposite
of what they set out to achieve. It is as if the way that academic dis-
courses approach things (inviting more questions, more quibbles, more
qualifications, more hypotheses, more theories, more angles, more
precautions, and so on) means that they can never achieve what they
seemed to want to achieve (i.e., sure and stable knowledge). However,
in an academic discourse or discipline, both of the following apparently
contradictory propositions coexist at the same time: 1. academic dis-
course does seek to establish new knowledge; yet 2. academic discourse
does not tend towards agreement.

Along with the tendency to dispute and disagree, another factor bearing
on the lack of stasis or enduring ‘agreement’ in an academic field relates
to what Knorr-Cetina described as the constant self-unfolding of an ob-
ject of study [Knorr-Cetina, 2003]. An object of knowledge (or, rather,
perhaps a better term would be an object of study) is continuously
self-unfolding [Knorr-Cetina, 2003; Spatz, 2015]. On the one hand, it
remains interesting precisely to the extent that it stimulates new ques-
tions, new avenues of exploration, new and unexpected insights, and
evermore new puzzles. On the other hand, and at the same time, if you
modify the frames and tools used to conceptualise and approach some-
thing; if you change the hypotheses made about it and the questions
posed about it, then different things can be seen. As the literary theorist
Paul de Man once argued, every insight is premised on a certain kind

of blind-spot [De Man, 1983]. Hence, new insights emerge by noting
the blind-spots of previous work and changing the frames to ‘fix’ the
perspective. Of course, even the newly ‘Tectified’ perspective will have
its own blind-spots, or things that it cannot (currently) perceive.
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In discussing the development of scientific knowledge, Jean-Francois
Lyotard picked up Ludwig Wittgenstein’s term language game’, to
argue that research is always premised upon the creation of a language
game [Lyotard, 1984]. Different disciplines, and different subsections
within disciplines, each construct different theoretical universes — dif-
ferent paradigms or ‘interpretation machines’, that are used to con-
ceptualise and explore objects and problems in different ways [see also
Kuhn, 1962].

ACADEMIC FIELD, OR MIRRORED MAZE?

Accordingly, if we follow the implications of Lyotard’s thinking, then
we will come to the realisation that the very idea that academic ‘fields’
are anything like real-world fields is fundamentally mistaken. The
metaphor is misleading. An academic field is not at all like a farmer’s
field, which we imagine as flat and rectangular, in which you can stand
anywhere and see anywhere else within it, and in which all the crops
are uniform. An academic ‘field’ is not at all like this. Perhaps a better
metaphor than ‘academic field’ would be ‘academic hall of mirrors’ - a
hall of mirrors that is also a maze. In a hall of mirrors in a funfair, you
never quite know where you are; there seems to be no fixed, natural,
stable perspective; you cannot see yourself or other people or objects
in a normal way at all. Size, perspective, shape, movement and form
are all determined by the angles, curves, and interrelations of different
mirrors, and one’s position in relation to them.

Unlike glancing around in a field, finding one’s way around in a mir-
rored maze would involve a serious and sustained effort. Learning how
to use the different mirrors and positions for different purposes would
be another task. This would be made all the more difficult if other
people were constantly moving the mirrors and other materials around
too. But this is precisely what happens in the mirrored mazes of aca-
demic discourses. The history of a discipline itself is the history of these
changes and developments. But this ‘history’ is not only a story. Rather,
disciplinary history leaves traces, which are still available in the present,
in the form of the different assumptions, hypotheses, paradigms, meth-
odologies and positions available to a researcher.

Of course, there is one perspective from which a mirrored maze or a
hall of mirrors becomes clear and navigable. This is the plan-view, or
map. In the academic world, there are a few different actualisations of
this metaphor. The key one - the most fluid and responsive - is the ac-
ademic journal. If, hypothetically, one academic field had one academic
journal (a proposition we can complicate in due course), then each
published issue of that journal might be regarded as a kind of plan-view
snapshot of the landscape at a given time. Of course, an academic jour-
nal issue is not merely a neutral or simply objective reflection of what
is going on in a landscape at a given time. As Jacques Derrida might say
(following J.L. Austin), it is not merely a ‘constative’ or merely descrip-
tive statement about what is going on; it is also ‘performative’ — helping
to produce or generate the state of affairs that it might seem merely to
describe [Derrida, 1988]. A journal is performative in that it solicits,
selects, curates, and performs the state of the discipline. Nor is the jour-
nal of a field simply a kind of census; rather, it is closer to what Michel
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Foucault called ‘panopticism’ — a mode of monitoring that arguably
changes the behaviour of those being monitored [Foucault, 1977, pp.
170-171]. The journal generates the work that defines the field.

There are other ways of constructing a plan-view or map of an aca-
demic landscape. At one end of the spectrum, the encyclopaedia, the
glossary, the edited collection or the textbook, all work to reify, spatia-
lise and hierarchise what might otherwise feel amorphous and chaotic.
At the other end, the academic conference feels the most alive - like
going to a zoo rather than a museum.”

THE REALIA OF DISCOURSE

In other words, it is the existence of these entities — the conference,

the journal, the collection, and so on — that constitute the conditions of
possibility for the actual ongoing existence of an academic- ... what shall
we call it? Field? Mirrored maze? Perhaps the best term is discourse.
This is because, after Foucault, the term ‘discourse’ means both literal
‘conversation’ and all of the other ways that a ‘conversation’ might be
said to take place in indirect ways, such as in written texts, in institu-
tional documents, in policies and constitutions, in direct inspirations
and vague influences, in intertextual allusions and knock on conse-
quences, in the setting up of new modules on degree programmes, and
the creation of new degree programmes themselves; in the production
of new PhD projects and the recognisable institutional or professional
ability to supervise those projects; in the ability to demonstrate the cre-
dentials and to present oneself as appropriately ‘qualified’ to win grants
and funding; and so on.

In a strong sense, it is the existence of an interconnected, interacting,
communicating publishing ecology which most attests to the degree of
existence of an academic discourse. The more interconnected and self-
aware the publishing network, the easier it is to navigate the terrain.
Before the birth of martial arts studies, even the elementary scholarly
task of carrying out a preliminary literature review (which is, of course,
the fundamental stage of any research project) was no easy task. This is
because there was no coherent discourse, no connected conversations.
A chapter in an anthropology book here, a mention in a history book
there; an essay in a book of film studies here, a reference in a philosophy
book there; mountains of amateur scholars each claiming to develop
the first ever theory of this or that to do with martial arts — and all the
rest of it — does not make a discourse, a discipline, an interdiscipline,

or a research nexus. An academic discourse requires literal discourse —
conversation, debate, disagreement, challenge, collaboration, cross-fer-
tilization.

Over the last decade, things have become a lot clearer, and literature
reviews a lot easier. For within the last decade, martial arts studies has

2 Of course, as noted by Rey Chow (following John Berger), even
when viewing animals in a zoo, one is not ‘really seeing’ them, as the entire
experience has been constructed and organised by the frames and walls of the
z00. The way we view animals in a zoo is constitutively warped or out of focus -
as if we are in a hall of mirrors without realising it [Chow, 2002, pp. 95-127].
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announced itself in all of the key ways described above - from scholarly
blogs through to journals, along with conferences and numerous books,
along with social media groups and email lists, all self-identifying as
‘martial arts studies’. Of course, this has been hugely enabled by the
technological advances that have generated a massive increase in ever
more easily (and thoroughly) searchable online archives and databases
in university and national libraries around the world. But it has also
been the result of a self-conscious set of projects in different linguistic
(if not national) contexts around the world.

MARTIAL ARTS STUDIES AS A PROJECT

Here we can only deal with anglophone martial arts studies. When was
its birth? There are many possible points that could be suggested — and
each of these has its own prehistory. However, a key work to propose
the existence of a nascent martial arts studies was Farrer and Whalen-
Bridge’s edited collection, Martial Arts as Embodied Knowledge: Asian
Traditions in a Transnational World [Farrer & Whalen-Bridge, 2011].
Like other works appearing at this time [see, for instance Garcia &
Spencer, 2014; also Spencer, 2011], this work conveyed a clear narrative
account of the history of the development of the anglophone academic
study of martial arts. To return to John Storey’s argument that was
evoked earlier: this is significant because the ability to narrate the stages
of a shared history is a key component in the establishment of a field

or discipline. However, what was unique about Farrer and Whalen-
Bridge’s work was the recognition that the growing body of studies of
martial arts across the arts, humanities and social sciences could perhaps
be regarded as the emergence of something that, they suggested, should
be called ‘martial arts studies’.

Inspired by this proposition, in 2013, Paul Bowman sent out a call for
papers for a special themed issue of JOMEC Journal - an issue that would
be called, simply, ‘Martial Arts Studies’. This issue came together and
was published in 2014. It was a rich, expansive and disciplinarily diverse
issue of the journal, with contributions from all over the world and all
across the humanities disciplines, preceded by an editorial reflection on
the arrival of this exciting new nexus [Bowman, 2014].

This was followed up in 2015 by the first of what would become an
annual international conference, initially hosted in the School of
Journalism, Media and Culture at Cardiff University. In the same year,
the monograph, Martial Arts Studies: Disrupting Disciplinary Boundaries
[Bowman, 2015] was published, and Bowman secured a grant from the
UK’s Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) to establish the
Martial Arts Studies Research Network. In the same year, the first issue
of the journal Martial Arts Studies was also published.

This flurry of activity in 2015 might be regarded as the definitive date
of birth of anglophone martial arts studies as a self-conscious research
area — or maybe the date it started walking. Researchers from other
national, regional and linguistic research networks and associations
attended the Cardiff conferences and published in our journal, and of
course anglophone scholars reciprocated. Conferences, publications and

Autumn 2023



MARTIAL
ARTS STUDIES

mas.cardiffuniversitypress.org

Editorial

Paul Bowman, Alex Channon, Ben Judkins, Lauren
Miller & Wayne Wong

collaborations flourished. These activities were also bolstered in the
book domain by a martial arts studies book series, which between 2016
and 2022 published five seminal works [Amos, 2021; Bowman, 2017;
Goto-Jones, 2016; Molle, 2022; Trausch, 2018], plus the first reader of
this emergent field [Bowman, 2018]. And then the lockdown of 2020
saw the arrival of The Martial Arts Studies Podcast.

The project of creating martial arts studies as an academic discourse can
therefore be said to have been a major success during these years. It is
now not uncommon to hear people talk about martial arts studies as if
it is quite simply, obviously and self-evidently a thing that just naturally
exists. A generation of PhD graduates now self-identify as martial arts
studies scholars. Academics working in other areas make reference to
martial arts studies as a field.

BEYOND THE NETWORK

Clearly, the work of the Martial Arts Studies Research Network has
now produced more than a loosely connected network of researchers.
Martial arts studies is now definitely a ‘field’ (or mirrored maze); and
arguably well on its way to becoming a discipline — with fundamental
questions, canonical texts, entrenched problematics, and established
approaches. So, the question, then, is: what is the next stage for martial
arts studies? With evermore researchers working in the area, with
more modules and programmes and even degree programmes being
developed; with more journals and publications, and certainly more
conferences; with more grant applications and successes; with more
connections being forged between and beyond universities and other
institutions; the question, really, is: what is needed?

Given the growth and proliferation of martial arts studies across so
many contexts, there is arguably now a need for further institutional
development - some way of enabling the field to flourish further, and in
new ways; some way of further raising the profile of the field and those
who have contributed to it.

After much debate and deliberation among research network members,
it was felt that the time was now right to found a martial arts studies
association - a scholarly association or learned society, whose first focus
would relate to the further development of the highest quality scholar-
ship. Hence, our founding of The Martial Arts Studies Association as

a scholarly association or learned society whose mission is to promote
and advance the academic study of the martial arts. The Martial Arts
Studies Association seeks to foster work that is rigorous, original and
significant, and to continue to bring diverse academic discourses into
dialogue with one another. It also seeks to promote and disseminate
martial arts studies scholarship outside of the university context, pri-
marily by advocating open access publication and non-profit events and
activities.

The original Martial Arts Studies Research Network of course con-
tinues, in the same way. Alongside this, the principal activities of the
Martial Arts Studies Association remain, first, partnering with univer-
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sities and other institutions to hold academic conferences, and second,
continuing to publish the highest-quality peer-reviewed academic
scholarship in our open access journal, Martial Arts Studies.

The Association will also seek to generate, foster and support other
types of publication, activity and collaboration; to offer recognition
for outstanding contributions to the field; and to guide external agents
and agencies (such as research councils) towards scholars with specific
expertise who will be able to offer expert consultancy or peer review.

The governance structure and terms of association of the Martial Arts
Studies Association will always seek to be simple and transparent.

In its founding form, it consists essentially of a board and members.
The founding members of the board are a small group who have been
extremely active and collaborative in the promotion and development
of martial arts studies during the last decade. Anyone who wishes to be
a member will be invited to apply, via submission of a CV and a brief
statement about their past, current and intended future contributions to
the academic field of martial arts studies.

In due course, the Association will also have fellows. Fellowship will
also be based on application or nomination, and fellows will be selected
based on their consistent and significant contributions to martial arts
studies, via (for example) conference participation and organisation,
and/or contributions to the journal, in terms of publishing or review-
ing. A fellowship of the Martial Arts Studies Association is intended to
be an honorary award, one that signals the high esteem within which a
scholar is held in the field of martial arts studies.

WHY THE ASSOCIATION?

Some might ask why — as in: why we are engaging in this development,
and/or why anyone might want to get involved. To take the second
question first: As the Martial Arts Studies Association grows and de-
velops, it is anticipated that membership will attract an ongoing range
of benefits, such as extra focused events open only to members; access
to unique research materials or resources related to martial arts studies;
enhanced networking opportunities with fellow scholars, researchers,
and practitioners in the field; priority consideration for presenting
research at conferences organised by the Association; opportunities

to collaborate on joint research projects or publications; access to
specialised workshops or training events; eligibility for awards or grants
offered by the Association to support research endeavours; participation
in webinars or virtual discussions led by prominent scholars in martial
arts studies; recognition through the Association's official website and
publications; potential discounts on publications, books, or other aca-
demic materials related to martial arts studies; opportunities to serve as
peer reviewers for the Association's publications; the chance to host or
organise Association-sponsored events or workshops; and eligibility for
leadership roles within the Association, such as Board positions.

Anyone who is already interested or invested in the field of martial
arts studies will perceive the benefits of such extra dimensions. They
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might also intuit the need for them. Not all events can or should be
entry-level, or open to all. To take a discourse or a practice to a higher
level requires more intensive and advanced events and interactions.

An analogy from the field of martial arts practice seems apt here: basic
entry-level fundamental classes are absolutely essential in teaching and
learning martial arts. But one can only hope to grow as a practitioner by
attending more advanced classes too. And those who teach the advanced
classes need to immerse themselves in even higher level practice, in or-
der to push their own development, and hence the development of the
art or science itself. Hence, the Martial Arts Studies Association seeks

to generate further opportunities for advanced study within, and for

the advancement of the academic field, discipline, discourse, or indeed
mirrored maze of martial arts studies.

This does not contradict our open access ethos. It does not constitute a
closing down of opportunities. Rather, it constitutes the further prolif-
eration of access points and a wider range of opportunities. The Martial
Arts Studies Association exists to enable more — more varied, more
diverse, more variegated — opportunities for the development, both of
the ‘field’, and of those working within it.
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ABSTRACT

As capoeira globalizes, a growing number of non-Brazilian
practitioners have the opportunity to become capoeira masters
(mestres). In this context, my contribution analyses strategies
followed by the first Mexican man and woman to obtain what
Lauren Miller calls the ‘ultimate marker of authenticity’. As I
have argued elsewhere [Contreras Islas 2021], Mexican capoeira
is interesting because it seems to have achieved a more advanced
glocalization state than ‘diasporic capoeira’ in the Global North.
Thus, examining the life stories of Mexican mestres is interest-
ing for comparing the dynamics of authenticity/legitimacy in
globalized capoeira across the North-South divide. While my
findings corroborate many of Miller’s observations regarding
the strategies that non-Brazilian capoeiristas employ to achieve
legitimacy, they also point out some crucial differences in issues
such as innovation, apprenticeship pilgrimages, and the status of
the title of mestre as the ‘ultimate marker of authenticity’. These
differences may relate to peculiarities of specific capoeira styles,

differences in capoeira’s globalization processes or gender issues.
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INTRODUCTION

Capoeira in one of the most consistently studied martial arts in aca-
demic circles. In the English-speaking world, for instance, the earliest
studies on the subject date back to the anthropological work of Ruth
Landes [1947], and have increased since the 1990s with publications by
Lowell Lewis [1992], Matthias Assuncio [2005], Greg Downey [2005],
Lauren Miller [2016] and the team of Sara Delamont, Neil Stephens
and Claudio Campos [2017], among many others. Capoeira studies
comprise an interdisciplinary field in which history, anthropology,
sociology, pedagogy and others converge. Recent topics in this field
include studies of globalization, migration and mobility in capoeira
[e.g., Guizardi 2013; Miller 2016; Gonzalez Varela 2019]. A recurring
question in this context concerns the authenticity and legitimacy of
globalized capoeira as it expands outside Brazil [Joseph 2008b; Guizardi
2011; Miller 2013]. This article aims to further explore this question.

Following in the steps of Lauren Miller [2013; 2016; with Marion
2018], this contribution analyses the strategies used by non-Brazilian
capoeiristas to obtain what she calls the ‘ultimate marker of authenticity’
[Miller 2016: 43]: the title of mestre. I hypothesise that such strategies
change with the structure of the social field of capoeira in different
regions of the globe — for example, between ‘diasporic capoeira’ [Dela-
mont & Stephens 2008] in the Global North and ‘glocalized capoeira’
in Mexico [Contreras Islas 2021]. To that end, I analyze the life stories
of Cigano and Rosita' — the first Mexican man and woman to become
mestres. By doing so, I aim to expand our current understanding of
the dynamics of authenticity/legitimacy in different capoeira styles and
contexts while challenging taken-for-granted assumptions about the
globalization of the art as it has been studied in and written about by
people in the Global North [see: Contreras Islas 2021].

In general, my findings corroborate many of Miller’s observations re-
garding the strategies non-Brazilian capoeiristas use to gain legitimacy.
However, I also find some notable differences regarding the role of
innovation, the relevance and destinations of apprenticeship pilgrim-
ages, and the status of the title of mestre as the ‘ultimate marker of
authenticity’. While some of these findings may relate to characteristics
specific to particular capoeira styles and schools, others could arise from
differences in capoeira’s globalization processes across the North-South
divide [Contreras Islas 2021] or gender issues [Guizardi & Ypeij 2016].

I begin by briefly outlining some of the main points of Miller’s work
on authenticity and legitimacy in capoeira. Next, I present my meth-
odology. After outlining the context of capoeira in Mexico, I recount
the process by which Rosita and Cigano came to be the first Mexican
mestres, as well as some of the experiences they have had while bearing
this title. In the process, I discuss similarities with and differences from
Miller’s observations. Finally, I summarize my main findings and indi-
cate possible avenues for future research.

1 Capoeira practitioners are given a nickname or ‘nom de guerre,’ by
which they are known within the community. Cigano and Rosita have allowed
me to use their actual capoeira names throughout this article.
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AUTHENTICITY AND LEGITIMACY IN CAPOEIRA

Authenticity and legitimacy are prevalent issues in the capoeira commu-
nity, as attested to by the frequent clashes between capoeira Angola and
capoeira regional and the mutual suspicion that practitioners of both
styles often express toward the so-called capoeira contempordnea. Like-
wise, there are recurring discussions about the criteria a person must
meet to legitimately teach capoeira, for instance, when a professor or
contramestre breaks away from their group to begin independent work
[Delamont, Stephens & Campos 2017: 96-97].

The globalization of capoeira has fuelled discussions of legitimacy and
authenticity. In a global market where a product’s (perceived) authen-
ticity is highly valued [Joseph 2008b], aspects such as skin colour or
nationality can directly influence the potential income of capoeira
instructors [Stephens & Delamont 2006]. Within such an ‘economy of
authenticity’, the rising number of competent non-Brazilian capoeira
trainers poses questions about their work’s legitimacy. As a Mexican
capoeira contramestre’ formed in an independent group® run by Mex-
ican mestres, I am interested in understanding the processes by which
non-Brazilian capoeiristas obtain markers of authenticity to legitimize
their work.

For Miller [2016], authenticity and legitimacy are related. Both com-
prise value judgements of a practice, a person or a work of art according
to normative ideals specific to a given social field. However, authenticity
is especially relevant when judging from the margins of the social field,
i.e., for people who do not have in-depth knowledge of the practice. For
example, ‘novices abroad [will] evaluate a teacher’s authenticity based
on whether he or she fits their stereotypical notion of a capoeirista’
[Miller 2016: 43]. Legitimacy, on the other hand, refers to the evalua-
tion of ‘insiders [who] understand the rules of the game’ [Miller 2016:
43].

It follows that, as practitioners move deeper into the social field of
capoeira, stereotypical markers of authenticity (e.g., being an Afro-Bra-
zilian man) would lose relevance to scientific (e.g., lineage) and
charismatic (e.g., dedication to the practice) criteria. However, one
should not underestimate the potential of stereotypical markers to affect
legitimacy, which is arguably negotiated in a field of tension between all
three criteria. Table 1 summarizes Miller’s proposed markers of authen-
ticity/legitimacy in the case of capoeira.

2 Literally: boatswain. Title given to the assistant of a mestre and
second highest rank in the capoeira hierarchy.

3 Le., a group not affiliated with Brazilian ‘franchises’ [Miller 2016]
nor led by Brazilian mestres [see: Contreras Islas 2021].
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Table 1: Markers of authenticity/ legitimacy in the social field of capoeira, as proposed by Miller [2013; 2016].

Markers Definition Examples

Stereotypical They encompass aspects of an ‘ideal’ capoei- Race, gender, nationality, religion or socio-eco-
rista. They include mainly physical character- | nomic background. The stereotypical capoeirista
istics, which are obtained by birth’. is a black, heterosexual Brazilian man of low

socio-economic background and a candomblé prac-
titioner [Miller 2013].

Charismatic Refers to ‘an individual’s non-marketable Dedication to practice, volunteering, openness to
proclivities that facilitate popularity within a | exchange information, interest in history and cul-
local scene’ [Miller 2016: 124]. They include | ture, learning Portuguese, learning to play instru-
personality traits and ‘virtues’ that may be ments, going on apprenticeship pilgrimages, etc.
acquired.

Scientific They refer to established institutions within Belonging to a group, being a disciple of a recog-
the social field, which practitioners recognize | nized master (lineage) or having obtained a high
independently of subjective judgements. rank, especially professor/treinel, contramestre or

mestre.

Markers of authenticity operate as forms of cultural capital since hav-
ing/acquiring them can change a person’s positioning in the social field.
Furthermore, according to Miller, receiving the title of mestre (either
by the community or by a renowned mestre) would be the ultimate
indicator of legitimacy in capoeira.

Cigano and Rosita were the first Mexican man and woman to become
mestres in 2013 and 2017, respectively. Furthermore, they received
the title from the renowned Mestre Acordeon despite lacking most of
the stereotypical markers of authenticity’ and leading an independent
capoeira group in Mexico City. Since 2013, Cigano and Rosita have
formed two generations of Mexican contramestres — most of whom
have never been to Brazil, nor trained regularly under the supervision
of a Brazilian mestre. Based on Miller’s theory, the latter argues for
Cigano and Rosita’s life stories being relevant to understanding the
authenticity/legitimacy dynamics in the context of Mexican capoeira.

METHODOLOGY

In September 2020, I conducted in-depth interviews with Mestre
Cigano and Mestra Rosita. In that context, I asked them to speak freely
about the path leading them to become mestres and their experiences
since then. The interviews were conducted and recorded on the Zoom
platform due to the social distancing measures in place at that time. The
recordings, with a total duration of two hours and twenty-one minutes,
were analyzed with the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti to identify
issues related to the question of authenticity/legitimacy. While the
categories in Table 1 served as an initial guide for this analysis, other
categories were generated inductively from the data (e.g., references to
innovation as a possible marker of legitimacy: see below).

4 Cigano is a white Mexican man in his late fifties, and Rosita is a
light brown-skinned Mexican woman in her mid-forties. Both are university
educated, both belong to the middle class, and neither is of African descent.
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The analysed and thematically categorised interviews served as a base
to write ‘life stories’ [Ferratoni 2007]. The elaboration of life stories
requires that the data expressed in the interviews be corroborated in
additional documents like letters, diaries, photographs, audio, videos
and even objects [Hernandez Sampieri et al. 2014]. In this case, the
documentary review was based primarily on audio podcasts of the
online radio programs Divagar Radio [Chévez Gonzalez et al. 2017-
2018] and Vadiar Radio [Chévez Gonzalez et al. 2018-present], as well
as academic [Pérez 2013; Gonzélez Varela 2019] and non-academic
[Flores Ochoa 2000] bibliographical sources that have dealt with the
history of capoeira in Mexico. Finally, I also drew on my experience as a
Mexican capoeirista formed by Rosita and Cigano, approaching it from
an autoethnographic perspective [Blanco 2012].

I reviewed the life stories and the final version of this article jointly with
Rosita and Cigano. Both approved its content and consented to use
their real capoeira names. This paper’s results and discussion maintain
these life stories’ narrative and critical spirit. Before presenting the re-
sults, however, it is worth briefly characterizing the context of capoeira
in Mexico to situate my study.

THE CONTEXT OF CAPOEIRA IN MEXICO

At first glance, capoeira in Mexico is not so different from what other
scholars have observed in the United Kingdom [Delamont, Stephens

& Campos 2017], Canada [Joseph 2008a] or even Brazil [Lewis 1995;
Downey 2005; 2008]. A capoeira lesson, for example, follows a ‘familiar’
structure that includes an aerobic warm-up, followed by the practice

of isolated movements that are gradually assembled into more complex
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sequences and finally performed in pairs. The exercises are performed
to recorded capoeira music, and teachers will use minimal verbal expla-
nations. The same applies to the structure and dynamics of the capoeira
rodas,” which follow the spatial and temporal patterns observed by
Lewis in Brazil [1992: 87, 115], with minimal variations. Additionally,
just as in Europe and the USA, capoeira in Mexico is practiced mainly as
a middle-class ‘hobby’.¢

However, there are some particularities of the Mexican capoeira-scene
that differentiate it from the scene in Brazil and in the regions of the
Global North. A list of these particularities would include:

a) A ‘lack’ of Brazilian mestres

b) The existence of strong ‘independent’ local groups

c) Intense cultural hybridization

d) A tendency to organise capoeira events with Mexican guests

In the following I will briefly elaborate on each of these points.

a) The lack’of Brazilian mestres

From the beginning, the people who brought capoeira to Mexico were
not Brazilians, but Mexicans, Argentines and Japanese [Contreras Islas
2021]. The first documented capoeira workshop in Mexico was held
by Argentinian Mariano Andrade (now Contramestre Manhoso) in
Mexico City 1992 [Flores Ochoa 2000: 15]. In 1995, Mexican Victor
Montes (now Contramestre Tequila) opened the first ‘franchise’ of

the group Terreiro do Brasil in Guadalajara. Finally, in 1998, Japanese
Instructor Japao began teaching in Xalapa under the group Cativeiro. In
fact, before 2000, no Brazilian mestre had permanent residence in the
country and today they remain a minority compared to native teachers
— which contrasts with the situation in Europe and the United States,
for example. There are diverse possible explanations for this ‘lack’ [see:
Contreras Islas 2021]. For example, it has been mentioned that the
Mexican market might be less attractive to Brazilian capoeiristas than
the economies of the Global North. Consequently, most mestres would
use Mexico only as a stopover on their way to the United States [see
Gonzalez Varela 2019: 118-119]. In this sense, the situation of Brazilian
capoeiristas would be similar to that of Mexican workers migrating

5 The ritual circle in which capoeira is played.

6 This situation is similar to Europe and the United States but
contrasts with Brazil, where capoeira has historically been associated with the
working classes [Kéhler 2015]. While it is true that more and more middle-class
Brazilians have taken up capoeira as a hobby in recent decades, there is still a
certain stigma attached to its association with the lower social classes. However,
not being dominated by Brazilian instructors, the Mexican market has made

it easier for some local capoeiristas to adopt the practice as a profession — as

is often the case in Brazil. For some Mexican capoeiristas, capoeira has been
seen as a professional practice that complements or replaces the educational or
professional careers of its practitioners.
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to the North in search of better opportunities. To a certain extent, it
would account for a coloniality of the imaginary linked to the North-
South divide, according to which the North is associated with ideas like
‘future’ and ‘development’ [see: Contreras Islas 2021: 64-65]. Regardless
of its possible causes, this ‘lack’ might have contributed to:

b) The existence of strong ‘independent local groups

‘Independent’ groups are local (i.e., Mexican) groups which are not
affiliated to Brazilian ‘franchises’ [Miller 2016] nor led by a Brazilian
teachers. This does not mean that ‘independent’ groups have cut all
relation to Brazil or to Brazilian teachers. On the contrary: most ‘inde-
pendent’ groups regularly invite Brazilian teachers, and some of them
have close bonds to one or more renowned mestres residing outside

of Mexico. However, they do not become ‘subsidiaries’ of the Brazilian
groups: they make their own decisions and carry out most of their work
autonomously. The first independent group in Mexico was Banda do
Saci, founded by Mariano Andrade in 1996. After Banda do Saci became
an Angola group in 1998, some members broke away to form Longe

do Mar - the first Mexican contemporanea group, today led by Mestre
Cigano and Mestra Rosita. The autonomy of the ‘independent’ groups
and the ‘lack’ of Brazilian mestres, in turn, might have accelerated the
process of:

¢) Cultural hybridization

Capoeira in Mexico shows more advanced processes of cultural hy-
bridization than those reported in regions of the Global North [Joseph
2008b, Lipidinen 2015]. This hybridisation ranges from the inclusion
of temazcal ceremonies’ at capoeira events [Gonzédlez Varela 2019],

to the composition of capoeira songs alluding to the Day of the Dead
[Contreras Islas 2021]. A striking and eye-catching example of this
hybridisation can be seen in the design of the Longe do Mar website
banners, which freely combine Mexican folk art motifs with capoeira
themes [Figure 1].

Finally, in recent years, the capoeira scene in Mexico has shown a
tendency to organize:

7 A temazcal (from Nahuatl temazcalli, house where one sweats,” from
temaz, ‘sweat,’ and calli, ‘house’) refers to a pre-Columbian ritual and, at the
same time, a steam bath of medicinal and aromatic herbs used in the traditional
medicine and daily life of the people of central Mexico.
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Figure 1: Banner with Mexican folk art motifs, taken from the website of the capoeira group Longe do Mar [hitps:// capoeira.org.mx/]
on 10 July 2022.

d) Capoeira events with local guests

For Joseph [2008a], capoeira events can be seen as immersive experi-
ences of an imaginary Brazil, re-created by local capoeiristas. Similarly,
Miller [2016] has noted that assisting with local capoeira events is a
relevant form of domestic apprenticeship pilgrimage for practition-

ers who cannot afford the costs of a trip to Brazil - as is the case for
most Mexican capoeiristas. Furthermore, due to the lack’ of Brazilian
teachers, local capoeira events are the only chance for Mexican capoe-
iristas to train with Brazilian teachers. However, in the last decade, the
Mexican capoeira scene has seen a growing tendency to organize events
where the prominent guests are local capoeira teachers. Figure 2, for
instance, shows the poster of one event organized by the Longe do Mar
community in Tijuana, where the guest is a Mexican capoeira profes-
sor who leads the ‘franchise’ of a Brazilian group in Mexico City. The
increase in such events may be due to several reasons. First, there is the
growing number of Mexican capoeiristas who have become profes-
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sores, contramestres and mestres in recent years [Contreras Islas 2021].
A second reason is economic, since the costs of hosting events with
Mexican guests are lower, as there is no need to pay for international
flights or guests who charge in dollars. Finally, the difficulty of planning
international travel due to the coronavirus may also have accentuated
this trend. For example, the uncertainty generated by the pandemic has
been the main reason for Longe do Mar’s annual Encuentro Nacional de
Capoeira (National Capoeira Encounter) to have only local guests at its
2021 and 2022 events.

Based on the four particularities, one can hypothesise that ‘traditional

markers [Miller 2013] might play a lesser role in Mexican capoeiristas’
judgments about the authenticity of their instructors — at least in com-
parison to the European or North American context [see, e.g., Campos
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Figure 2. Promotional poster for the First National capoeira Meeting
organised in Tijuana by the Longe do Mar community. Mexican Professor
Furacdo, head of the Grupo Sinha headquarters in Mexico, is featured as a
guest. Source: Longe do Mar social networks.

et al. 2010]. Consequently, the weight of ‘scientific’ and ‘charismatic’
criteria would be more significant. Among other factors [e.g., Gonzélez
Varela 2019: 119], this may have incentivized the professionalization of
Mexican capoeiristas and the proliferation of independent groups such
as Longe do Mar [Contreras Islas 2021]. To evaluate this hypothesis, we
will begin by analysing the life stories of Rosita and Cigano becoming
the first Mexican mestres.

BECOMING A MEXICAN MESTRE

Cigano and Rosita were pioneers in learning and teaching capoeira in
Mexico City. When they began training in 1992 and 1995, respectively,
neither had any clear reference point for capoeira, which they came to
by chance while studying dance. For example, Cigano, recounting his
arrival at Mariano Andrade’s workshop, recalls: ‘T had never seen ca-
poeira before. The flyer showed something that had nothing to do with
capoeira: it was an illustration of African dance. So, I signed up blind’
[Cigano, personal communication, Sept. 29, 2020].

However, the fascination he felt at that first encounter was enough to
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make him the leading promoter of his teacher’s work. Cigano devoted
himself to looking for places where Mariano could impart lessons or
workshops. Likewise, he actively promoted his master’s courses among
his social circle: T hardly ever had a close friend who hadn’t gone to try a
capoeira class’ [Cigano, personal communication, Sept. 29, 2020].

Rosita was introduced to capoeira by Cigano while working together

in a dance troupe. However, she recounts that it took her a year to
accept the invitation, mainly because ‘back then it wasn’t easy to access
information about capoeira. There was no such thing as the Internet,
like there is now, where you can Google it. And the word sounded like
anything, like an exotic dish’ [Rosita, personal communication, Sept. 22,
2020].

Cigano’s and Rosita’s lack of reference points for capoeira may have
prevented them from evaluating the work of their master (who was nei-
ther black nor Brazilian) based on stereotypical criteria. In retrospect,
however, the mestres make certain judgments about the ‘authenticity’
of the capoeira they practised back then. For instance, Cigano recalls his
first roda saying that ‘it became a very strange thing that must have had
nothing to do with capoeira’ [Cigano, personal communication, Sept.
29,2020].

That first experience with ‘inauthentic’ capoeira did not discourage
Cigano. Far from it, it motivated him to accompany his master to the
First International Capoeira Encounter organized by Mestre Acordeon
in San Francisco, California. During this apprenticeship pilgrimage, he
became friends with Mestre Ombrinho and Mestre Cabello. He states
that talking with experienced capoeiristas enriched his experiences at
Acordeon’s event. Furthermore, their friendship opened doors for him
to continue navigating the social field of capoeira. For example, Cabello
introduced him to Mestre Joao Grande, who Cigano then visited in
New York. The latter is a clear example of the cycle of legitimacy acqui-
sition described by Miller [2016: 44] being fulfilled.

Cigano’s and Rosita’s dance training may have helped them acquire
charismatic forms of movement, increasing their visibility within the
social field of practice. Simultaneously, learning capoeira movements
and techniques helped them stand out in the dance scene. Thus, a
positive feedback loop emerged in which the practice of capoeira is
presented as ‘something worth continuing to do’ [Cigano, personal
communication, Sept. 29, 2020].

Despite this, neither of them had the goal of becoming capoeira mestres.
On the contrary, as Rosita says, such a goal was ‘totally out of their
imaginations’ [Rosita, personal communication, 22 September 2020]. If
anything, their goal was to build a community:

My dream was to have a capoeira community where I could

do capoeira and share what I liked and how I wanted to do
capoeira. I always worked for a community. I never worked for
myself to work my way up through the ranks or anything like
that. [Rosita, personal communication, 22 September 2020]

Ironically, this focus on having a community to practice with, may have
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helped Rosita and Cigano to become mestres:

[ felt that it was more of a recognition for my capoeira com-
munity than for me. [ felt that making me a mestra was an
endorsement of all the community’s work; that it was more of a
recognition for the community than for me personally. [Rosita,
personal communication, September 22, 2020]

Miller [2016] has identified this orientation toward community rather
than personal growth as another of the charismatic markers that help
foreign capoeiristas gain legitimacy in capoeira Angola. The life stories
of Rosita and Cigano suggest that this might hold for capoeira contem-
poranea as well.

In Cigano’s case, this intention to validate the community is even more
evident, as Mestre Acordeon explicitly stated his intentions to make
him a mestre to prevent a possible affiliation of Longe do Mar with an
international capoeira ‘franchise’

Mestre Acordeon, who has been visiting us for several years,
tells me: “They're telling you all these things because they're
going to want you to affiliate, [but] I think you should stick
with your project ... Because theyre going to impose their ideas
on you, and I'm going to see you doing the same capoeira that I
see everywhere, which is not worth it. I'd rather give you a de-
gree in capoeira that gives Longe do Mar legitimacy’. [Cigano,
personal communication, 29 September 2020]

By making Cigano a mestre, Mestre Acordeon wanted to protect an
legitimize the innovations of Longe do Mar, which has a long history of
generating original plastic, scenic and musical work inspired by capoeira
[Contreras Islas 2021]. However, Cigano reflects how making him a
mestre was also a way to put a limit on those innovations:

In a way, [Mestre Acordeon] has recognized our adventures
and has always been very optimistic and has encouraged us to
do maculelé and puxadas de rede that have nothing to do with

the folkloric choreographies of Bahia. But, on the other hand,
he insists on our role as preservers. So, my role is not just as a
contemporary artist but as a museum curator. [Cigano, personal
communication, 29 September 2020]
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This tension between innovation and tradition is characteristic of
capoeira; however, it works differently in each style. For example, while
practitioners of capoeira Angola tend to be more traditionalist, De Brito
[2016] points out the tendency of practitioners of the regional style to
receive innovation with enthusiasm.® One might even add that in this
case, this seems to be part of the criteria that drives Mestre Acordeon to
legitimize the work of the Mexican mestres. No similar situations were
reported in Miller’s work, perhaps because her research focused on ca-
poeira Angola. The capoeira practiced at Longe do Mar, however, does
not strictly belong to either of these two styles but is part of what As-
suncio [2005] calls capoeira contemporanea, an eclectic style developed
mainly in the cities of Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro beginning in the
1970s. Mestre Acordeon could be considered one of the most important
representatives of this style, even though he was a student of Mestre
Bimba (creator of the regional style). So one might wonder whether
innovation could be a charismatic marker of authenticity specific to the
fields of capoeira regional and contemporanea.

To this extent, the stories of Rosita and Cigano broadly corroborate
Miller’s thesis about the process of acquisition of legitimacy by people
who lack stereotypical markers of authenticity. The strategy of the first
Mexican mestres was based on the incorporation of charismatic cultural
capital that gradually crystallized into scientific markers of authenticity.
The proximity to Brazilian mestres such as Cabello, Ombrinho and
Acordeon has played a fundamental role. Another critical factor has
been the constant openness to exchange with the international capoeira
community by organizing and participating in events. However, it
might be relevant to point out that this exchange has taken place mainly
(though not exclusively) with mestres based in the United States — thus
making apprenticeship pilgrimages to Brazil secondary.

In this regard, Cigano comments: ‘one can either go to Mestre Acorde-
on’s academy, for example, in Berkeley, or to Mestre Jodo Grande’s
academy in New York, or to Israel to train with Edan, who also seems
to have an incredible experience. So, there is no single pole’ [Cigano,
personal communication, 29 September 2020]. Cigano’s is an interest-
ing observation. It speaks to a possible change in Brazil’s status as the
quintessential destination for apprenticeship pilgrimages as globaliza-
tion of capoeira advances. This change would generate new destinations
or ‘poles’ for local or regional pilgrimages, as described by Miller and

8 Historically, this tension originated in the first half of the 20
century, framed by Getiilio Vargas’ nationalist project. In this context, Manoel
dos Reis Machado, better known as Mestre Bimba, introduced a series of
reforms to the capoeira of his day to make its teaching more accessible and

to professionalize the mestre’s craft. These reforms contributed to Vargas’
recognition of capoeira as a national sport and its legalization in the 1950s.
However, some intellectuals and capoeiristas of the time accused Bimba’s
project of ‘whitewashing’ capoeira. Accordingly, they set about rescuing and
codifying the style previous to Bimba, which they called capoeira Angola. In
that context, ‘Capoeira Angola remained ‘traditional’ capoeira by way of a claim
to African cultural heritage, while capoeira Regional was linked to the notion
of ‘modernity” [De Brito 2016: 98]. Within this dichotomy, however, there
are nuances. Particularly since the birth of capoeira contemporanea, one can
speak of traditionalist tendencies in capoeira Regional, for instance, in groups
that actively seek to maintain the style taught by Mestre Bimba (e.g., Filhos

de Bimba). Likewise, capoeira Angola has varying degrees of openness to
innovation, as noted by Gonzalez Varela [2019].
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Marion [2018]. In this sense, it is remarkable that Cigano and Rosita
preferred to send their first generation of contramestres to train in
Berkeley with Mestre Acordeon rather than on an apprenticeship pil-
grimage to Brazil. However:

After that formatura,” [mestre Acordeon] told me that he
wanted the next contramestres to be trained in Mexico because
he did not want to give the impression that he had to train our
people. Instead, he wanted Longe do Mar to train its own peo-
ple. [Cigano, personal communication, 29 September 2020]

This gesture on the part of Mestre Acordeon once again attests to the
legitimacy he accords to the work done by these Mexican mestres, and
the impact that the training of non-Brazilian mestres can have on the
global dynamics of mobility in the capoeira field.

Another important factor that does not figure in Miller’s considerations
is the value of ‘independence’ and ‘innovation’ as possible markers of
authenticity. According to our interviewees, Mestre Acordeon granted
Rosita and Cigano the degree to legitimize their community’s work and
to prevent it from being taken over by international groups. The latter
is interesting, for it is poetically reminiscent of capoeira’s origins as a
resistance struggle, in this case, the resistance of hybrid cultural forms
to the pressure to affiliate with Brazilian ‘franchises’. The title of mestre
becomes a resource to maintain this ‘independence’, reproducing the
tension between tradition and innovation that characterizes the dynam-
ics of capoeira.

BEING A MEXICAN MESTRE

One might ask how a foreign capoeirista’s experience changes once they
have earned the ‘ultimate marker of authenticity’. In this regard, Cigano
points out:

Atleast in San Francisco, if I gesture that I'm going to take an
instrument, they give it to me. Immediately. [...] In the games,
unless the others are mestres, | put my hand on the one in
front of me, and I'm in. [Cigano, personal communication, 29
September 2020]

From such experiences, Cigano concludes that ‘the legitimacy in the
eyes of the tribe is totally real’ [Cigano, personal communication, 29
September 2020]. When asked about the basis for such legitimacy, he
commented:

I think it may have to do with the degree of respect in the com-
munity for the teacher who trained me. Perhaps to disrespect
someone nominated mestre by Mestre Acordeon is to disrespect
Mestre Acordeon. [personal communication, 29 September
2020]

9 A public ceremony where one or more capoeiristas obtain the title of
contrameste or mestre.
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Cigano’s narrative coincides, thus, with Miller’s observations. However,
Rosita’s experience is different. On the one hand, she acknowledges that
she was invited to ‘events where she had never been invited’. But on the
other hand, she perceives that she has to ‘struggle a little bit’ to validate
her position as a capoeirista. For example, she pointed out that it is not
so easy for her to get a place in the bateria (the musical ensemble) or the
main voice to sing in the roda. She adds that this experience is persis-
tent ‘at events that are not in her community’, and being a mestra has
not improved it.

When asked to describe further the experience of ‘struggling a little bit’,
Rosita noted: ‘sometimes it’s very tiring, because sometimes I'm already
exhausted... But I have to go play because no other woman is playing,
or I have to sing because no other woman is singing’ [Rosita, personal
communication, 22 September 2020]. Note how the interviewee em-
phasized being a woman as a determining factor in the structure of this
exhausting experience of struggle. Further on, Rosita emphasizes that
this experience of ‘struggling’ has been a trait in her path as a female
capoeirista, especially at events where most of the invited mestres

and contramestres are Brazilian men. In other words: Rosita feels like
she has to play because no other women are playing, like she has an
obligation to represent her gender within the male dominated field of
capoeira. Rosita accepts that, to some extent, this ‘struggle’ is part of a
self-imposed attitude, which she has consciously adopted since she be-
gan practicing capoeira.'® Therefore, it was part of her experience with
the practice long before she became a mestra. However, after receiving
the title, she feels it ‘a little bit stronger, like a responsibility’ [Rosita,
personal communication, 22 September 2020].

This gender-differentiated treatment may reflect the patriarchal struc-
ture that still pervades capoeira. Other authors [Joseph, 2012; Guizardi
& Ypeji 2016; Owen & Ugolotti 2019] have documented the difficulties
of women gaining recognition within the social field of capoeira. Ac-
cording to Miller [2016], this could relate to the stereotypical image of
the capoeirista being a heterosexual man [see also Stephens & Delamont
2014]. However, Rosita’s case questions the status of a mestre’s title as
the ‘ultimate marker of authenticity’. At least in her case, gender seems
to outweigh it. In any case, the title of mestra has resignified Rosita’s
experience of struggle as a responsibility to other women capoeiristas.

FINAL REMARKS

The life stories of the first Mexican mestres largely corroborate Miller’s
observations regarding the strategies non-Brazilian capoeiristas use to
achieve legitimacy. When stereotypical markers are absent, this process
operates as a positive feedback loop between acquiring charismatic and
scientific markers of authenticity.

The comparison between Rosita and Cigano also confirms that acquir-
ing legitimacy is more difficult for those who are farther away from the
stereotype of the ‘authentic’ capoeirista. In Rosita’s case, this situation

10 The interview does not clearly state her motivation for adopting
such an attitude, but it could be interpreted as a quest for fairness or justice.
She mentions, for example, how tiring it is to ‘fight’ for a position ‘that anyone
[in the community] should have an equal chance of attaining’ [Rosita, personal
communication, 22 September 2020].
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is reflected in a constant struggle to position herself as a legitimate
mestra. Furthermore, her struggle is compounded by a feeling that she
is fighting for other female capoeiristas in the capoeira community.
Therefore, one could ask whether Rosita’s struggle could be relevant for
other non-stereotypical capoeiristas, regardless of gender. For example,
do gender-diverse Brazilian and foreign capoeiristas with high scientific
markers of legitimacy experience a struggle and a sense of responsibility
similar to Rosita? How do these experience change across the North-
South divide? And what could their experience tell us about authenticity
and legitimacy in the capoeira field?

A remarkable difference from Miller’s observations would be the role of
the independent work of a capoeira community in achieving legitimacy.
According to Cigano, one of Mestre Acordeon’s motivations for making
him a mestre was that he did not want to ‘get to see a capoeira that you
see everywhere else’ [Cigano, personal communication, Sept. 29, 2020].
The latter is fascinating considering the tension between tradition and
innovation that has marked discussions around authenticity within the
practice [De Brito 2016] and invites further examination of innovation
as a possible charismatic marker of authenticity among regional and/

or contemporanea groups. In this sense, one might ask, for example,
whether this appreciation of innovation is common in other mestres

of the styles mentioned or is more a personal tendency of Mestre
Acordeon.

Another interesting difference from Miller’s [2016] results derives from
Cigano’s observation of a globalized field where Brazil is no longer

the ‘only pole’ for apprenticeship pilgrimages. Accordingly, one might
imagine the emergence of new practice centres that appeal to capoeira
enthusiasts outside Brazil. In Cigano’s estimation, such centres already
exist. While I doubt that the new ‘centres’ will never replace Brazil (par-
ticularly Bahia) as capoeira’s equivalent to ‘Mecca’, they might change
the dynamics of mobility and tourism in the capoeira field. With this

in mind, it might be interesting to develop a typology of the different
‘centres’ or ‘poles’.

Following Miller and Marion [2018], the emergence of these new
‘poles’ could be related to different types of apprenticeship pilgrimages.
Based on a vast corpus of ethnographic data on various body practices,
they develop a typology including local, regional, major, opportunistic,
and even virtual pilgrimages. Furthermore, they provide at least three
general reasons why practitioners undertake such pilgrimages:

1. To access a higher level of education than is available locally

2. To understand the culture in which their practice originated
and to test their skills with local practitioners in the practice’s
homeland

3. To increase their cultural capital or acquire markers of legiti-
macy (e.g., certificates)

Finally, the authors point out that ‘the exact role and configuration of
apprenticeship pilgrimage will be different in each social field’ [Miller
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& Marion 2018: 150]. Miller and Marion’s analysis, however, does not
explain how specific new ‘poles’ arise, why some rise to prominence, or
how these processes affect the overall community of practice [cf. Miller
& Marion 2018: 154].

How does a specific destination (whether local, regional, or virtual)
become ‘attractive’ to capoeiristas? Here are some conjectures based on
my exploration of the situation of capoeira in Mexico and the particu-
lar experiences of Rosita and Cigano. For example, some ‘poles’ could
become ‘attractive’ due to a legendary mestre settling down there (e.g.,
Mestre Jodo Grande’s academy in New York). Such ‘legendary poles’
would be attractive to most capoeiristas, regardless of style and group
affiliation, and become ‘poles’ for major pilgrimages. (In fact, the acad-
emy of Mestre Jodo Grande is an attractive destination for American or
Mexican practitioners, many Europeans, and even Brazilians them-
selves). In contrast, other destinations might appeal specifically to prac-
titioners of certain styles (e.g., Mestre Acordeon’s academy in Berkeley
for regional and contemporanea practitioners) or members of certain
groups (Mestre Chuvisquinho’s academy in Boston for Sinh4 members).
Other ‘poles’ would attract people interested in acquiring ‘certifications’,
like Mestre Edan’s professionalization courses in Israel and Europe.'!
Given that such certification and professionalization practices are not
widespread in Brazil, they are attractive to capoeira teachers in those
regions but also ‘major’ or ‘opportunistic’ pilgrims in the sense of Miller
and Marion [2018]. Studying how these different poles emerge, consoli-
date, and diversify could be a subject for future research.

Finally, I would like point out that Mexico has entire generations of
professores and contramestres, who have never been to Brazil, and
were trained exclusively by non-Brazilian mestres. As far as [ am aware,
there is no literature in the field capoeira studies that reports a similar
case — though they might probably exist, for instance, in Israel. I believe
that analysing the life stories of these generations of capoeira practition-
ers could open up new perspectives on how the dynamics of authentic-
ity and legitimacy evolve. It may also shed light on aspects of capoeira’s
globalization process that have been little explored.
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ABSTRACT

The 16® century Chinese fight book Jian Jing @& (Sword Trea-
tise), written by the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) general Yu Dayou
BT RHR, is the oldest available comprehensive work on Chinese
fencing theory. This paper argues that the treatise uses the terms
gang [t (hard) and rou ZZ (soft) as technical terms to label tactics
what are known as first and second intention offence in modern
sport fencing. The terms hard and soft became widely used from
the late 17™ century onward by practitioners of the so-called ‘in-
ternal schools’. Since then the terms hard and soft have remained
part of Chinese martial arts vocabulary. However, this use of this
pair of terms in the field of military culture goes further back, to
the military classics of ancient China. This paper presents a few
examples of how ancient Chinese military culture included these
terms in its specialised vocabulary, and argues that these words are
used as technical terms of martial vocabulary in Ming dynasty fight
books, and imply neither a Daoist philosophical background nor

a direct Daoist influence on the documented martial arts. It then
discusses the key concepts of Yu’s fencing theory, including how
his system propagates second intention offence instead of first in-
tention actions, and how the terms ‘soft’ and "hard’ may label these

two tactical approaches in his treatise.
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INTRODUCTION

The 16" century Chinese fight book! Jian Jing #|#& (Sword Treatise)
uses the terms hard (gang [f]) and soft (rou ZZ) to label technical terms
of fencing theory. Hard and soft are also well-known terms among
contemporary practitioners, researchers and scholars of Chinese martial
arts. They are used to classify martial arts styles and systems based on
their attitude towards the application of physical force and self-culti-
vation practices. According to popular definition,? soft styles — often
referred to as ‘internal styles’ or ‘internal schools’ (neijia N %) - favour
longevity practices and the cultivation of the mind, which, as practi-
tioners claim, can lead to martial prowess. Hard styles or ‘external styles’
(waijia #F2X) primarily rely on the strength and speed of the body. Prac-
titioners of external schools train to develop physical abilities to become
more effective fighters. Another popular contemporary way to explain
the difference between hard and soft martial arts is to describe hard
styles as the ones that apply strength and soft styles as those that use

the strength of the enemy against them [Wilson 2017], however this
interpretation exceeds the scope of Chinese martial arts culture.

Such categorisations of Chinese martial arts usually draw upon some
sort of unspoken philosophical assumptions. Modern Chinese mar-

tial arts practices often include self-cultivation and spiritual aspects
[LaRochelle 2013: 2] that rely on the teachings of Daoist and Buddhist
philosophy. However, based on the research of Stanley Henning [1994]
Peter Lorge [2012], Dominic Larochelle [2013], and other scholars,
there seems to be a consensus among experts of the field that the Daoist
origin of internal Chinese martial arts is a somewhat modern myth,
which had been created in the 17 century and became widespread dur-
ing the 19% [Bowman 2012: 18] and 20" century. The claims about the
Buddhist origins of Chinese martial arts also mostly fall into the legend
category, and were invented after the 17 century [Shahar 2008].

Considering these findings, if we do look for philosophical or religious
content in Jian Jing, but try to understand the meaning of hard and soft
as terms of fencing theory, we see that these words most likely label
tactical approaches that can be found in several fencing systems from
different places and ages around the world. These approaches are called
first and second intention offence in modern Olympic sport fencing.
First intention tactic means starting the fight with a direct, committed
attack to hit our target with our first action. In second intention tactic
“a fencer executes a convincing, yet false, action in hopes of drawing a
true, committed reaction from their opponent.” [USA Fencing 2022]
As we will see through quotations from the source, Yu’s fencing system
highly relies on the latter, and bases its whole theoretical focus on the
time and timing aspect of fighting. Also, understanding hard and soft
as names of tactical approaches help us to understand other seemingly
obscure terms in Yu's treatise, leading to a better understanding of the
whole theoretical background of his martial art.

1 The term fight book was originally created for the field of historical
European martial arts research [Jaquet, Verelst and Dawson 2016] but it also
suits Chinese works of the same genre.

2 This kind of division of Chinese martial arts into soft and hard
schools, and their definition, was first laid down in the Epitaph of Wang Zhengnan
(Wang Zhengnan Muzhiming T-1iF 7 %2 .4%) by Huang Zongxi 3% 55 %% (1610-
1695) in 1669. For more information about the relevance of this source see
[Lorge 2012: 192].
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English translations of Chinese texts in this paper, if not indicated oth-
erwise, are made by the author.

THE TERMS HARD AND SOFT IN CHINESE MILITARY CULTURE

The words hard and soft as specialised terms in a written work of a
field of culture first appear in the essential classical text of Daoism,

the Daodejing {8 fE#4S. The well-known passage from the 78® Chapter
reads: “The soft overcomes the hard, the weak overcomes the strong’
[Legge 1891]. These terms were also introduced to Chinese military
literature as early as between the 6™ and 3™ century BCE in The Art of
War (Sunzi Bingfa 5T 567%) [Sawyer 1993: 276]. We also find several
occurrences of hard and soft in other classics of the Chinese military
canon. The Wuzi’s Art of War (Wuzi %) [Sawyer 1993: 323] and The
Three Strategies of Huang Shigong (Huang Shigong San Liie 3& 41 /A —IK)
[Sawyer 1993: 423; 424] both use these terms to label different thoughts
and concepts, but in different contexts from work to work [Sawyer
1993; Ringo 2001]. What is important, though, from the aspect of hard
and soft’s occurrence in Ming martial arts manuals is these terms had
been already used in military works of the past, and were well-known
in Chinese military culture, even if their meaning changed through
contexts and ages.

In the later period of the Ming rule in the 16" century we see hard and
soft becoming parts of Chinese martial arts terminology for the first
time in the fencing system of Jian Jing. Jian Jing is a fencing manual that
contains a complete and comprehensive weapon-based martial arts
system. This work is unique among other Ming fight books in the sense
that it is not only a collection of techniques and instructions like most of
its contemporary counterparts, but includes descriptions of theoretical
concepts about fencing.

JIAN JING AND MING DYNASTY FIGHT BOOK TRADITION

Jian Jing was written by Yu Dayou A1 Ak, a Ming general who gained
fame by fighting the infamous wokou {3 pirates. The treatise has
been preserved in the military manual Xu Wujing Zongyao 45 AL 4
% (Continuation of the Complete Essentials for the Military Classics) [Yu &
Zhao 1557] authored by Zhao Benxue HAE 2 scholar from Fujian
who mentored Yu. Yu wrote the last chapter of the eight-volume
work, which contains Jian Jing.* The famous Ming general Qi Jiguang
also compiled Yu’s fencing treatise into his military encyclopaedia, the
Jixiao Xinshu ABCHE (On Military Preparation) [Qi 1782], published
in 1580. Jian Jing was included in the chapter* discussing close-quarters
combat. Despite the word ‘sword’ in its title, Jian Jing teaches mostly
staff fighting techniques. Yu claims that long staff fighting is the basis of
all weapon-based combat, and everything learnt with it can be applied

3 There is a popular misconception that the Jian Jing was originally a
chapter of a larger work of Yu Dayou entitled Compilation of Vital Energy (Zhengqi
Tang Ji IESEE4E). In fact, the Compilation of Vital Energy was created after the
death of Yu Dayou from all of his collected literary works including treatises,
letters, and poetry. The title was also given by the editors of the compilation.

4 Chapter 12. About the Long Use of Short Weapons (Duan bing
chang yong shuo R AER) (Qi 1782: 12¢h).
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to sword and polearm fencing. The treatise consists of mnemonic verses
about basic body posture and fencing theory, a trident solo drill and
detailed descriptions of fencing plays arranged into 154 paragraphs. Jian
Jing is considered a prominent work of the Chinese fight book tradition
and has been a reference point for the practitioners of Chinese martial
arts in the last three centuries up to the present day.

According to our current knowledge, there are no surviving compre-
hensive Chinese martial arts manuals written before the 16" century.
Although we have mentions of now lost martial arts sources in earlier
catalogues, it seems that the fashion of writing fight books did not
exist in China before the late period of the Ming dynasty. For a list of
Ming dynasty martial arts authors and sources, see [Li 2018: 52-74].
The appearance of this new genre was in accordance with a larger scale
of cultural changes. With the radically growing Ming population, the
amount of educated, literate people has also increased. This created a
larger demand for books in general [Wang 2003: 18]. In the 14% and
15* century, it became a custom for professionals of different fields to
write treatises and books to present and document their knowledge.
This tendency has shortly appeared in the field of military and martial
arts as well.® Military officers started to write manuals and encyclopae-
dias encompassing all the knowledge they considered important in
their field of profession, including martial arts systems [Lorge 2012:
159]. The early Chinese fight books were created as parts of chapters in
military encyclopaedias dealing with the training of soldiers.

The military context of these fight books really shows itself in the
pragmatism the authors treated martial arts with. Martial arts systems
recorded in the military encyclopaedias are mostly compilations of tech-
niques collected from several different traditions. The intention of the
authors was to put together simple and effective systems which suit the
military application. It is very similar to how Krav Maga was compiled
from techniques of several martial arts to meet the needs of modern
military combatives and self-defence [Schaflechner 2021: 111-12].

We do not know if civilian martial arts practice of the Ming era had

any philosophical, religious, or esoteric elements similar to the ones we
usually find in modern martial arts culture. Ming dynasty fight books
written by military professionals do not have such content, which might
be the result of their pragmatic military approach.® We also have a few
Ming fight books by authors who were not professional soldiers, there-
fore the martial arts recorded by them are conventionally categorised
‘civilian’ [Li 2018: 65]. The most well-known works of this category

are Cheng Zongyou's F£ 520k Gengyu Shengji #5743 (Skills Beyond
Farming) [Cheng 1621] and Wu Shu’s &% Shoubi lu T #% (Record

5 The Song dynasty (960-1279) military compendium Wujing Zongyao
AL HEEL (Complete Essentials for the Military Classics) preceded Ming military
encyclopaedias, the genre, however, has not become popular and widespread
before the second part of the Ming rule. The Song compendium does not contain
fighting manuals or fencing treatises, this is a feature that only seems to appear
in Ming books of the genre.

6 It tells a lot about the pragmatic nature of pre-Qing Chinese martial
arts culture that the most important measure of martial prowess was sheer
physical strength [Lorge 2012].
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of Arms) [Ren 2016].7 Both works are compilations of fighting systems
with various weapons, such as lances, polearms and two-handed swords
of Japanese influence [Cheng 1621: 68b]. These works, in their layout
and style, are very similar to fight books written for the military. They
seemingly followed the already established publication standards of the
era [Wang 2003: 5]. This similarity is also true for their content: they
only contain technical information of martial arts. Even Cheng’s fight
book documenting Shaolin staff fighting does not have any religious or
philosophical material. Therefore, in light of available data, we can cau-
tiously suppose that Chinese martial arts were not as interwoven with
philosophical and religious content as we know them today. However,
we have a very small corpus of martial arts sources from the era, so it is
not unlikely that there have been Ming schools or folk martial arts com-
munities with a stronger emphasis on religious or esoteric elements that
we do not know of. However, available Ming fight books only discuss
the technical aspects of martial arts, making them very similar to most
late medieval and early modern European fight books.

HARD AND SOFT IN MING DYNASTY MILITARY FENCING TERMI-
NOLOGY

The terms hard and soft can be found in the mnemonic verses section
of Jian Jing as terms that are parts of a basic tactical doctrine: ‘[Be] hard
before the force of the opponent, [but] softly take advantage of his
passed force”® [Yu 1782]. We do not know exactly when Chinese martial
artists started to use this pair of terms to name concepts of their art, but
this is the first time we can find them in the vocabulary of a Chinese
fight book. It is possible that Yu Dayou was the first one to use hard and
soft in martial arts teachings, but according to the long history of the
term in Chinese military culture, it is likely that their usage had been in
vogue for some time among martial artists. It is possible that the quoted
doctrine had been well-known among fighters of the period, spreading
orally from master to pupil, and Yu was merely the first one to write it
down.

The manner how Jian Jing uses hard and soft to name concepts of a spe-
cialised field, in this case fencing theory, is not unique. It tries to draw
upon the common cultural embeddedness and familiarity of these words
to label otherwise complex terms of theory. As Guy Windsor defined
the meaning of fencing theory: ‘[it] is the intellectual, abstract structure
that fencers use to describe, define, and explain their art’ [Windsor
2018: 37]. As simple as it sounds, in reality it is quite challenging to

find the correct words to describe the theory behind the mechanics and
the tactical mindset of a martial arts system. It is a clever practice to
choose terms descriptive enough that they are easily memorisable and

7 Ren’s book contains Wu’s original text and a detailed, contemporary
interpretation of his treatise in Chinese.
8 WIEAB ARG, SReafefh J11% .
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do not need a lot of additional explanation from the instructor. Because
of the limitations of the written medium,’ finding the right terms that
invoke the right connotations in the audience is especially important
when writing a fight book. Martial arts masters from different times
and places all had to face this same problem, and they often came up
with similar solutions. They borrowed terms with a similar meaning
or connotation from other, commonly known fields of culture to name
their abstract theoretical concepts.

This is the same logic behind the choice of the terms vor, nach, indes

in the medieval German fencing tradition of Johannes Liechtenauer
[Anonymous 1389]. The three simple words of everyday language
basically mean before, after and meanwhile,'® but they cover complex con-
cepts about the timing of techniques relative to the opponent’s actions.
Salvator Fabris did the same when he borrowed the term tempo from
Aristotle and used it to name the amount of time in which one move-
ment can be done in fencing [Rutherfoord 2018]. The well-educated
renaissance gentleman - the aimed audience of Fabris — was familiar
with the philosophical concepts of Aristotle, therefore had no problem
understanding the author’s intentions.

In the choice of using hard and soft as terms of fencing theory, the same
logic can be observed. Neo-Confucianism, the prominent ideology

of the Ming literati [Bol 2003: 242], has already incorporated sev-

eral canonical Taoist texts during the Song dynasty (960-1279), and
syncretised their concepts into its own philosophical system [Levine
2009: 611]. As the Daodejing was one of these incorporated works, it is a
logical assumption that the concepts of hard and soft have also become
parts of Ming literary culture through Neo-Confucianism, and were
familiar terms for the educated gentlemen of the period. As described
above, these two terms have also been part of the Chinese military
vocabulary since antiquity. To become an officer in the Ming military

a candidate had to pass military exams. On these exams, among others,
a thorough knowledge of the Chinese Military Classics was expected
[Mote and Twitchett 2008]. Candidates were also required to be well-
versed in the Neo-Confucian ideology and literature [Miyazaki 1981].
Hence, we can safely suppose that the average officer of the era knew
and used the terms hard and soft as parts of both the literary and mili-
tary vocabulary. Therefore, professional soldiers, the primary audience
of the fight books, could be familiar with these concepts.

On the other hand, the choice of words - together with the versified
form - also perfectly suited the task of training common soldiers with
easily memorisable oral instructions. Hard and soft, as simple words of
everyday language, were easy to understand and memorise. As abstract

9 For more information about the limitations of knowledge transfer in
fight books, see [Bauer 2016; Kleinau 2016].

10 For a detailed glossary of HEMA fencing terminology, see [The
Association for Renaissance Martial Arts 2020]
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Daoist concepts, they were also deeply embedded in common culture
[Ownby 2003: 226; Berling 1998: 986], so the everyday person suppos-
edly could have no problem associating these words with something
complex that cannot be described with a few simple words. Despite
Neo-Confucianism being the favoured ideology of the Ming literati,
Daoist religion enjoyed the support of several Ming emperors [Taylor
1998: 878], who carefully tried to maintain the balance of power among
the three prominent ideology of the era: Neo-Confucianism, Daoism
and Buddhism. Taoism also had strong roots in local communities.
Taoist temples often enjoyed the support of local leaders and common
lay believers alike [Berling 1998: 959]. Simply put: Taoist culture was
part of the everyday life during the Ming. Furthermore, as LaRochelle
argues, ‘Chinese cosmology generally encompasses all aspects of Chinese
life, from birth to death and beyond. It is thus not surprising that
martial arts practitioners rely on those concepts to make sense of their
practice’ [LaRochelle 2013]. For example, if common soldiers heard the
term soft from their training officer in a martial arts training context,
it invoked cultural connotations from a common culture in them. They
could be familiar with the word, which therefore was not an abstract
and somewhat elitist theoretical term for them. Considering all of the
above, the choice of hard and soft to describe fencing theoretical con-
cepts equally suited the well-educated and the common audience, the
literati, the military officials and the simple soldiers alike.

The borrowing of terms from other fields to fencing theory was also
not restricted to philosophy. Jian Jing uses the word paiwei 11/, which
is originally a term of music theory meaning the place of the beat in

a song’s thythm. Yu adopted this word to name another important
theoretical fencing concept that I discuss in more detail in the following
section.

SOFT AKA SECOND INTENTION OFFENSE

If we accept that Jian Jing uses hard and soft as terms of fencing theory
and not as terms of Daoist (or any kind of) philosophy, let us have a
look at what specific concepts can they refer to. The text reads as the
following:

[Be] hard before the force of the opponent, [but] softly take
advantage of his passed force. When he is busy, I am waiting
calmly, the gentleman fights with the knowledge of the pai-
wei.!! [Yu 1782]

I propose an interpretation'? where ‘hard’ in this quote means that we

11 WIEAL IR, SEFRM IR . IR IFR, AIER.
12 In case of lost martial arts that have no continuous, living tradition

we can never be absolutely sure about the meaning of special theoretical terms
[Burkart 2016]. This is a problem most familiar for researchers of HEMA,

but present in the research of any extinct martial arts. I consider Yu’s fencing
system a lost art, similarly to premodern European martial arts. Because of
the huge changes in Chinese martial arts culture during and after the Qing
dynasty, there is no direct continuity between martial arts of the Ming era and
today. Therefore, my interpretation here is based on the thorough study of the
written source alone, and does not deal with contemporary martial arts styles’
interpretations of hard and soft.
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take the initiative and start the action against our opponent. In this
case, we must be as direct as possible and threaten them with our every
movement to make hit. ‘Soft’ is the opposite of this approach. It is when
we wait for or provoke the enemy’s attack, and then we react to it, tak-
ing advantage of the openings they created with their action. Starting an
attack as a provocation, with the intention to force a reaction from the
opponent and establishing an advantageous situation, but not aiming
for a direct hit also falls into this latter category. These readings concur
with the modern fencing concepts first and second intention offence.

There can be another reading of this quote, which at first glance seems
more obvious, and more in line with contemporary interpretations of
these terms [Wilson 2017]. The hard and the soft approach can both

be understood as a type of defensive action against the enemy’s offense.
According to this way of thinking, hard means a decisive and firm parry
against the attack, while a soft defence is a way of diverting the attack
away from us without directly opposing it with similar force. I argue,
however, that hard and soft, at least in the fencing theory of Jian Jing,
have much more to do with the time and timing aspect of tactical think-
ing rather than with the strength and method of parrying.

First, gian A and hou 1% in this passage in my understanding stand for
before and after. If we try to interpret their meaning regarding parries,
after might make sense, as a parry should logically come following the
enemy’s attack, but there is no way I can make an effective parry before
they attack me, as in this case, my intended parry simply becomes an
empty movement that does not react to or obstruct any attack. Qian and
hou, these two characters can also have the meanings ‘in front of and
‘behind’. In this case, our problem with the parry-based interpretation
again will be that while ‘in front of makes sense regarding parries, as
my weapon is in front of the enemy’s weapon and blocks its way, but
putting my parry behind their weapon will not protect me, and in the
best case results in a double hit, which is not acceptable in a self-defence
or combative fighting situation.

If we interpret gian and hou in the context of primary and second inten-
tion fencing, however, the time-based meanings of these words start to
make sense. With a first intention (or hard) tactic I start my committed
offense before the enemy’s any offensive action, before they could use
their weapon to effectively hit me (their ‘strength’). With a second in-
tention (or soft) tactic I first open up their defence with a provocation,
an intended opening or an uncommitted strike, to establish a situation
where [ take advantage of their attack, after they launched it. This is
how hard and soft can be technical terms labelling timing-based tactical
approaches.

Second, understanding what term /i 7J means in the text helps us a
lot in our effort to decipher the meaning of hard and soft as technical
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terms. The word i basically means strength, and we can definitely find
passages in Jian Jing where this word is used in its everyday meaning,
for example, to discuss the role of the arms’ strength in blows, as in the
115th passage for example [Yu 1782]."* Let us look, however, at other
passages, where Jian Jing uses li with an obviously different meaning:

He strikes downwards, I make a rising backhand cover, [then] I
trick him into believing I make a downward blow, but in reality
I do not strike, but wait for him to make a heavily committed
upwards backhand cover, causing his strength (li) to pass, then I
bind his staff and shave down." [Yu 1782]

This passage instructs the reader to make a feint in order to provoke

a heavily committed reaction from the enemy. By making this empty
covering blow, basically hitting the air, his li passes, as in that exact
moment, the enemy loses his ability to hurt us, or to effectively cover
our next action. His empty blow at that moment has already lost its mo-
mentum, and he cannot instantly make another action, nor has a strong
structure yet to parry our next action — contacting and pushing down
his weapon. Another passage basically repeats the same principle, but in
a more general scope, without mentioning specific actions:

Wait for (the moment) when his old strength has already (li)
passed, but his new strength has not been launched, then take
advantage of that.!* [Yu 1782]

By analysing the previous two passages, discussing basically the same
theoretical principle, one in a specific scenario, the other in a more
general manner, we can infer that /i here probably is not equal with the
simple and literal meaning of strength. More likely it is a temporary
quality of an enemy’s action, meaning its ability to have an effect in the
fight. A blow, which has not been launched or a blow that is already on
its way to its target has li, has potential to hurt the enemy or to make an
effective cover. A blow, which has already reached its aim, has no mo-
mentum, nor the probability to be launched, so it has no li. Thus we can
interpret the term /i as a window of movement and time in an action,
where the action is effective and has potential, momentum, strength or
structure behind it. The importance of taking advantage of the enemy’s
passed li is so fundamental to Yu'’s fencing system, that he repeats this
principle at several places around the treatise. He also states that the
whole book’s essence can be summarised in this short principle:

The whole book can be summed up in these mere eight char-
acters: take advantage of the moment when his old strength (i)
has already passed, but his new strength has not been launched.
So excellent, so excellent!'s [Yu 1782]

13 ST NG, MR RiREN s, ITAE, HERAHT
271, BART 2O H!
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Waiting for and taking advantage of an enemy’s ineffective action

or a disadvantageous position that has been established through our
provocations is a key element of second intention offence. We can see
that Yu considers this principle crucial for his fencing theory, and I
hope I could convince the reader through the above argument, that Jian
Jing labels this principle with the term soft. Therefore I argue that the
soft approach and the second intention tactic described in the previous
quotes mean the same fencing theoretical concept.

Third, as I will demonstrate it with several examples taken both from
Jian Jing and other period fencing treatises below, Ming dynasty fight
books dealing with sword fencing or general principles of fighting with
short arms,"” put much more emphasis on the time aspect of fighting,
than any other important elements of fencing theory. Dealing with the
timing of actions relative to the enemy’s actions, using provocations,
and the second intention approach are dominant components in the
theoretical background of these weapon-based martial arts.

There are other passages in Jian Jing that also discuss and take side with
the second intention approach. Our original quote about hard and soft
continues as: “‘When he is busy, [ am waiting calmly’. These few words
are also very important as they put the application of the soft approach
in a broader context. If we supplement this passage with Yu's other
thoughts about the time aspect of fencing, we get a coherent picture of
this fencing system’s perspective of time and timing:

Who hits later achieves victory earlier."

You should know this well, you can never injure someone with
only one hit [...].”

Do not [aim to] hit the enemy in the first instance, only hit him
in the second instance.?’ [Yu 1782]

All these instructions teach us that we should rather wait for the
opponent to start the first action in a duel. But even if we take the
initiative, we should not aim our first action as a fully committed attack,
but as a provocation that creates an opening for our second, third or
even fourth blow that will finally hit. This approach describes again

the tactical concept which is called second intention offense in modern
sport fencing.

Several other Ming dynasty ‘short arm’ fighting systems base the
time-aspect of their fencing theory on second intention tactics. Cheng
Zongyou's two-handed dao manual, the Dandao Faxuan 57755
(Selected techniques of the single dao), included in the Gengyu Chengji,

17 The Jixiao Xinshu — presumably following period categorization, as
these two categories also appear in several other Ming military treatises — puts
different weapons into two groups: long arms (chang bing £ F<) and short arms
(duan bing #7J%). Everything shorter than a spear, including polearms, falls into
the short arms category.

18 ARSI
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primarily discusses sword techniques against a spearman. Similarly to
most Ming fight books, the treatise contains several short sequences
of techniques with an illustration showing the initial posture for each,
and calls these shi # (meaning both the stance and the corresponding
sequence). The third among these sequences, which Cheng calls ‘Head
covering stance™ gives instructions for a typical second intention
offensive sequence:

In this [stance] open up the left side door / So the left side of
the body is towards the enemy / to provoke him to come and
stab with the spear / Horizontally block and open the spear
with the dao / Then take a diagonal advancing step with the
right foot / Put back the left hand on the grip to hold it with
both hands / Then strike to death as you please.”? [Cheng 1621:
71b]

As we can see, Cheng clearly instructs the swordsman to intentionally
make an opening as a provocation, and then to take advantage of the
spearman’s attack into this opening. Due to the scope of a journal article
I will not quote every stance from Cheng’s treatise, merely point out,
that the majority of these shi play out following the same principles

that we see in the above quote: make an opening as a provocation,

wait for the attack, and take advantage of it [Cheng 1621: 72-79]. The
whole fencing system is dominantly based on second intention tactics,
although Cheng does not use any of the related terms we find in Jian
Jing for this. We see basically the same approach to time-based tactics

in another dandao treatise, the respective chapter of the Shoubilu [Ren
2016: 261-292], and there are also similar provocations in the dao and
shield treatise found in the 11% chapter of the Jixiao Xinshu [Qi 1782:
11ch 4a-8b]: ‘Diagonal stepping stance — this is for an incoming hor-
izontal strike. The method of receiving it is stepping diagonally® [Qi
1782: 11ch 4b]. And while we do not find mentions of the terms hard
and soft in any other Ming dynasty fight book apart from Jian Jing, the
tactical approach labelled soft in the latter seems to be a very widespread
phenomenon in surviving Ming fencing manuals. It is clear that this
concept is not limited to the fencing theory that Yu wrote down.

PAIWEIIN BETWEEN

Moving back to Jian Jing we find an important concept that does not fit
perfectly into the second intention approach. The last thought of our
original quoted passage, ‘the gentleman fights with the knowledge of

21 T8
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23 The information regarding the content of the Dandao Faxuan is

based on an unpublished translation and analysis of the treatise which is part of
my ongoing doctoral research.
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the paiwei also draws attention to the importance of timing, but from a
different angle. As I already mentioned, this term originally means ‘the
place of the beat’ in music, but Yu uses it to describe a time-based theo-
retical concept that falls between the hard and the soft approach. Paiwei
is the term for a certain moment during the opponent’s action when it
is possible to execute a technique called dang i, which Yu considers the
peak of the art of fencing and ‘indescribably wonderful'.”® Yu wrote the
following explanations about paiwei and dang in Jian Jing:

This dang character is like the place of the beat in songs, it is
indescribably wonderful.?*[Yu 1782]

When the paiwei is established in the middle, do not pull,
shave, cover or [let your weapon] fall?’, just throw a thrust, and
do it in a really tight manner.? [Yu 1782]

It seems like Yu here struggles a bit to give an exact explanation of dang
and paiwei, but from the given instructions we can infer that the dang
is a technique very similar to what the German fencers of the Middle
Ages called Absetzen — a single, tight movement that is a parry and an
attack at the same time. A narrow, straight blow, which intercepts the
opponent’s weapon and hits them, all in one action. From here, it is
not hard to conclude that the paiwei probably means the exact right
moment during the opponent’s attack when we can safely carry out this
technique. To reach again to medieval German fencing terminology, it
is the Chinese equivalent of indes.

CONCLUSION

Several Ming dynasty weapon-based martial arts, recorded in fight
books, possess complex theoretical backgrounds, which can be analysed
and described with the appropriate methodology [Windsor 2018:
39-66; Somogyi 2020]. Jian Jing is unique among them as it directly
communicates its theoretical principles. In most works, theory is buried
in technical instructions and can only be inferred through systematic
analysis. In Jian Jing, theory is directly told to the reader. Understanding
its meaning is still quite the challenge for the modern reader though.
We do not possess a large amount of knowledge that was trivial for the
original Ming dynasty audience of the work. For a period reader, it was
supposedly obvious that, by the terms hard and soft, Yu did not try to
include Taoist teachings in his fencing system. For a modern reader,
however, due to the large-scale changes in Chinese martial arts culture
in the last centuries, and because of the obscurity of a four hundred
year-old technical text, this is not trivial. When researching fight books
of the past, it is important to leave behind our modern understanding
of specific terms, and look at the source with a fresh eye. Martial arts
are constantly changing cultural phenomena. What is true for terms of

26 e b b, WAEE.
27 Names of movements with the weapon.
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modern Chinese martial arts culture was not necessarily true hundreds
of years ago.

It is also important to try to understand concepts in old fight books
through principles and rules that are generally true for every weap-
on-based system ever created. Laws of physics and human biomechanics
are constant. Fencing theory is a tool to describe, understand and take
advantage of these laws. Due to cultural and personal diversity, every
martial arts system describes these laws differently and takes different
approaches to utilise them, but at the core we find these constants that
can help us to understand otherwise obscure technical terms. First and
second intention tactics might be terms of modern sport fencing, but
several historical fencing systems utilised the principles behind them.
Yu also understood these principles through experience and labelled
them with terms that suited his socio-cultural environment. In the case
of Ming dynasty fight books, it is always important to look for technical
concepts when the meaning of a term is unclear, for the misinterpre-
tation of theoretical terminology as philosophical content can lead to
false results. It is in our best interest to take into account that Chinese
martial arts of the past have not necessarily been as interwoven with
philosophical and religious elements as they are today.
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ABSTRACT

This article uses semi-structured interviews with experts in the
field to explore the conflict between the two main approaches
to the protection of Chinese martial arts culture, defined as
‘safeguarding authenticity’ and ‘innovative development’. The
article aims to enhance the vitality and cultural heritage of tradi-
tional Chinese martial arts and discusses their safeguarding and
development from the perspective of intangible cultural heritage
protection. Studies indicate that if Chinese martial arts endure
from generation to generation, it is necessary to adapt martial
arts to the current laws of social and cultural processes. With an
eye to improving the vitality of traditional martial arts culture
while adhering to the inheritance of the core skills of traditional
martial arts, this article advocates an innovative development
mode that keeps pace with the times. The fundamental purpose
of such an approach would be to enable the sustainable and

healthy development of traditional martial arts.
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INTRODUCTION

In today’s rapidly developing modern society, traditional Chinese
martial arts culture is facing a crisis of survival, with unique traditional
boxing styles gradually decreasing. In officially organised martial arts
competitions, all the combatants exhibit the same style. As Federico
Lenzerini has said, ‘the rich cultural variety of humanity is progressively
and dangerously tending towards uniformity’. Since 2006, to avoid

the extinction of diverse martial arts styles and preserve their cultural
heritage, the Chinese government has included more than 70 martial
arts items in five published lists of nationally representative intangible
cultural heritage (ICH), including Yang-style Taijiquan, Chen-style
Taijiquan, Shaolinquan, and Meihuaquan. Protection can ensure the
long-term viability of intangible heritage within communities and
groups [Gwerevende & Mthombeni 2023] and protection is immensely
important for the continued development of traditional Chinese martial
arts culture.

How should ICH be protected? This is a research issue of concern to
scholars around the world. In China, academic circles have two main
ideological approaches to the protection of martial arts culture. One

is to advocate ‘safeguarding authenticity’ (' ~F )i E; sticking to the
truth), and the other is to advocate ‘innovative development’. Although
both are aimed at protecting the continuation and development of the
traditional martial arts culture, the two approaches are logically contra-
dictory. ‘Protection’ refers to actions taken to maintain the survival of
‘vulnerable content’ and is intended to preserve and pass on the ‘original
appearance’ of the ICH. In the new era of rapid development, however,
cultural protection without vitality is difficult to maintain. To retain
vitality, such cultural protection must be ‘innovative’ and innovation by
definition implies change. This can also be seen in the relevant policies
of the Chinese government on the protection of ICH, which not only
advocates inheritance and opposes unauthorised changes in core skills
and other traditions but also encourages the innovation and develop-
ment of skills [Ministry of Culture and Tourism 2012]. Moreover, at
the 2022 International Martial Arts Study Conference, a discussion on
the theme of ‘Martial Arts Cultural Protection’ suggested that there was
also a cognitive contradiction between Chinese and international aca-
demic approaches. Whether this contradiction is based on differences
in linguistic understanding or cultures, the result is that a consensus is
difficult to reach on the meaning of concepts. To paraphrase Jacques
Derrida, we must strive to resist the desire to collapse differences into
opposites, and in order to resolve the unnecessary cognitive contradic-
tions brought about by such differences, we must first form consensus
on the core concepts [Spivak 1990]. Therefore, from the perspective of
traditional culture protection, this paper examines the two approaches
toward protecting ICH to identify the specific contradictory issues with
a view to providing new ideas for the protection and development of
traditional martial arts in the future.
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METHODOLOGY

In-depth interviews were the primary method of data collection in this
study. This method provides a means of developing a deep understand-
ing of scholars in relevant fields on the topic of traditional martial arts
cultural preservation, allowing the authors to identify the details behind
the different perspectives guiding their work and interpreting them

on that basis. In addition to the interviews, a second important data
source was provided by existing research evidence, including published
academic papers and books. The use of semi-structured interviews is
conducive to focusing on the research project and allowing respondents
to fully express their views. The interviewees included scholars engaged
in martial arts research' and folklore research. The questions concerned
the appropriate methods for protecting martial arts culture or ICH. The
intention was to obtain an understanding of the differing views of the
scholars in two fields when they view the same phenomenon and to
construct a personal understanding of this issue from the perspective of
ICH protection. The ultimate aim was to propose research conclusions
that are useful for the protection of traditional martial arts culture.

WHAT MARTIAL ARTS CULTURE SHOULD BE PROTECTED?

Martial arts are ultimately a skill and maintaining the authenticity of
that skill is the core of protecting martial arts culture. Thus, the word
‘authenticity’ is a core term that traditional martial arts protection can-
not avoid. However, the difference between English and Chinese con-
texts will lead to differences in understanding this word. Professor Paul
Bowman has given an in-depth analysis of authenticity in his paper ‘The
Tradition of Invention: On Authenticity in Traditional Asian Martial
Arts’ [Bowman 2020].2 Bowman recognises that any form of develop-
ment necessitates creativity, that all entities and identities inevitably
undergo continuous construction, and that authenticity is inherited

on this basis; it is not a matter of whether a ‘tradition’ is ‘false’ or ‘true’
within a culture or context. Consequently, it is difficult to accurately
grasp the meaning of authenticity (IFZ21E) in the context of Chinese
culture and, specifically, within traditional Chinese martial arts culture.
For Westerners, the image of traditional Chinese martial arts is derived
from various forms of popular culture, such as movies, TV shows, com-
mercials, music videos, and the Internet [Bowman 2015]. Westerners’
understanding of authenticity tends to be materialised by calligraphy
(45%%) decorations, with racks of traditional weapons and practice
rooms in which the portraits of ancestors are presented (Bowman
2020). Pierrick Porchet notes that ‘apprenticeship of the art through the
ritual of praying for a master to accept oneself as his/her disciple’ (FFJii
2-75) is often seen by practitioners and institutions as a central feature
of what is authentic and traditional in Chinese martial arts [Porchet
2022]. This recognition of authenticity, as generated through material

1 The martial arts are a discipline in China, belonging to the science of
physical culture and sports under the designation ‘the science of martial arts and
ethnic traditional sports’. These scholars have been practicing martial arts for a
long time, and they are also engaged in research into martial arts theory.

2 The Chinese version of this article was published in the Journal of
Chengdu Institute of Physical Education (China) in 2021, with the Chinese title <.
PWHEGRIRA “IEZZE” 1A ; authenticity translates as 1E5= 1.
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decoration and ritual means, resembles a blood relationship (If3E>%
&) since the experts (JFAL) and apprentices (f£ %) have a relationship
based on inheritance, representing the ‘authentic Shaolin’ or ‘authentic
Tai Chi’. In ancient Chinese ideological traditions, the strength and
continuation of this kinship tradition (Ifl 3{£%4t) is the worthiest of
social foundations [Fairbank 1989], hence its extension into the expres-
sion of the relationship between shitu (experts and apprentices/ifif) in
traditional martial arts. Even if there is no blood relationship, it takes
on a generalised kinship form (JZ Il 3¥:5¢ ), namely, ‘a teacher for a
day, a father for life’ (— H A ITZE SA42) or “Within the four seas, all
men are brothers’ (P02 A B /1. 25). In a sense, the familial features of
martial arts groups mean that the martial arts as a whole carry an idea
of peace and harmony, rather than one of violence [Che & Chen 2020].
The network formed by this generalised blood kinship relationship is
called menhu ([ 7)) [Dai & Chen 2009] ; in a larger framework, it has
also become the martial arts community [Lyu & Zhang 2013]. Both

the menhu and martial arts community are relatively stable, static, and
traditional. Entering a menhu or becoming a part of a community is not
an easy task; it requires a long process of identification. As this process
of identification develops, the practitioner becomes more favourably
inclined toward the authentic attribution of the martial art they have
learned. This kind of identification derives not only from the recogni-
tion of practitioner by the menhu or community but also the recognition
of menhu by the practitioner.

The above is an explanation of authenticity from the perspective of
traditional Chinese martial arts culture, based on the relationship
between blood relatives and the external manifestation of materiali-
sation (such as the decorations in practice rooms and apprenticeship
ceremonies). However, from the perspective of cultural protection,

the ‘falsehood’ and ‘truth’ of traditional Chinese martial arts culture are
more important, since truth is another interpretation of authenticity;
truth is closer to the Oxford English Dictionary’s interpretation of
authenticity. The reason why ‘truth’ is more important in the context of
cultural protection is that without authenticity (Eiﬁ), those external
manifestations of materialisation completely lose their significance. A
real-life case provides an example of this. Ma Bao Guo, claiming to be a
master of Hunyuan Xingyi Taiji (4 7CTE B AKM),’ was knocked down
three times in a row by an amateur kickboxing enthusiast in just half a
minute. Even so, he subsequently claimed through the media that his
kung fu was so powerful that he was afraid he might hurt his opponent,
and his remarks went viral for a short time, as an example of behaviour
that Chinese people ridicule. Ma Bao Guo’s martial arts hall and appren-
ticeship ceremony have all the external manifestations of authenticity,
but the false ‘skill’ of his martial art undermines the whole edifice.
When there is no foundation, no matter how beautiful the building is, it

3 Hunyuan Xingyi Taiji is the name of a martial arts style, which was
fabricated by Ma Bao Guo.
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is useless. This criterion of authenticity can be called the ‘authenticity of
skills’, comprising the core of ICH (including the martial arts).

Although no traditions can develop without being supported by
economic interests, the culture industry can provide a path of survival
for disappearing traditions [Zhang 2017]. However, the pursuit of
economic interests can easily lead to impure and false traditions and to
the emergence of cultural fictions. In recent years, the Chinese martial
arts have seen many people dare to call themselves the head of a menpai
(school) in order to recruit more students and gain financially, causing
many new styles to be fabricated (| JJR#R37). They call themselves
experts, especially in relation to ‘challenges’ (#k/i%) and ‘appointments’
(yuejia; ZJ%1) 4 This pursuit of authenticity (1F5%1E) has developed
into a desire for the authenticity (JE) of martial arts understood in
terms of combat (¥]), following the logic that returning to the war and
battlefield origin of martial arts is the best indicator. Added to this is
the belief that practices handed down from ancestors should be passed
down according to their original appearance and should not be changed;
to change a traditional martial art is to destroy it [Yu 2006].

As mentioned at the beginning of the article, this safeguarding of au-
thenticity is one of approaches to the protection of martial arts culture.
However, as Bowman points out: ‘In the discourse of traditional martial
arts, the term authentic or authenticity has connotations that can easily
be taken to imply a kind of unchanging monocultural purity’ [Bowman
2020]. In China, adhering to the protection of authenticity can easily fall
into adherence to historical relics, insisting that the traditional martial
arts should be passed down according to their original appearance,
retaining the ‘original and authentic’ (Ji21'J5{l&) martial art. Obviously,
it is difficult to achieve the goal of returning martial arts to their his-
torical roots. The Chinese martial arts originated from military warfare
[Henning 1981], and for thousands of years they were a central feature
of military practice [Lorge 2011]. It is obviously impossible to take the
martial arts back to their origins in military combat in contemporary
society, in which they function for self-defence and sports. The martial
arts of today are not a strict continuation of the ancient skills but a
modern phenomenon that took shape in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, as Wile [1996] clearly points out. The pursuit of a return to
ancient skills led to the ‘Xu-Lei Event® (355 Z544*). Xu understood the
authenticity of traditional Chinese martial arts to refer to combat and
regarded some fake authentic masters as representing the entirety of
the traditional martial arts. Events like this are highly damaging to the
protection and development of traditional Chinese martial arts culture.

The Chinese martial arts are part of the ICH of humanity. They
represent a living cultural heritage that will change over time, and this
change means that ‘old’ aspects cannot exist for a long time. If we persist

4 This has been a social phenomenon in Chinese martial arts circles in
recent years. It refers to a way for two people to compare their martial arts skills
by dueling at an agreed time. This kind of appointment is often spread through
the media, and even sponsored by commercial brands, so it is the subject of much
public attention.

5 In 2017, Xu, a mixed martial arts practitioner, took part in a highly
publicized fight against Lei Lei, a traditional martial arts practitioner who
claimed to be the head of Lei Gong Tai Chi. Xu defeated Lei Lei in less than

20 seconds. After the event attracted widespread attention, the public became
immensely sceptical about the authenticity of traditional martial arts.

33



MARTIAL
ARTS STUDIES

in returning to the past, the result of this persistence is often the loss of
cultural vitality, which can easily lead to the phenomenon of ‘dead art’
(ANT=Z548) or else the loss of the culture as the heirs of the martial

arts die off, taking their traditional skills with them. This reflects the
contemporary problem of a lack of heirs of ICH, a difficulty in acquiring
apprentices, and a difficulty in passing on skills. This is in part because
martial arts practitioners have a low social status. Since the Song Dy-
nasty, China has had a tradition of ‘supporting literature and downplay-
ing the martial’ (B 3CHIE). In modern society, relying on martial arts
skills to make a living is still a relatively difficult task. On the contrary,
practicing a martial art is very difficult, leading many young people to
reject it as a career, meaning that most martial arts practitioners are
amateurs. In addition, martial arts are difficult to integrate into people’s
lives. Traditional lifestyles have disappeared, especially in civilised
societies where violence is discouraged or disapproved of. Moreover,
the inheritors of martial arts are lacking in innovative spirit. Many in-
heritors of ICH projects are limited by their own knowledge and skills,
and their thinking is conservative. According to Porchet’s ethnography,
one of the national inheritors of Taijiquan was only interested as an
expert in inheriting ‘things from the old masters of the past’ (5 %
BIZEM4:PY). Here, authenticity is properly understood as something
from the past, and this individual has hundreds of disciples seeking this
connection to the past, to tradition and authenticity. However, with
regard to maintaining the vitality of the culture, only a few people are
interested in copying the techniques of the old artists, meaning that
these hundreds of disciples are unlikely to become the driving force for
continuing cultural vitality. Due to the decrease in the attractiveness of
traditional martial arts to young people, the phenomenon of cultural
disappearance caused by ‘dead art’ is more easily understood, and this
phenomenon occurs every day in many boxing styles in China, such as
bamenquan (/\[ 128), a local boxing style in Gansu of China, which is
becoming increasingly rare.

The inheritance of ICH does not mean a return of the origins (RE;
combat); rather, it emphasises the authenticity (E3E) of skills, and the
criterion for judging this kind of authenticity is the natural geography
and social and cultural background on which the formation of the
traditional martial arts was based, as well as the corresponding social
and historical functions, the resulting spiritual and cultural characteris-
tics, and adherence to traditional principles and laws (lifa; ZE{%) (Ruan
2015). This is the cultural essence of Chinese traditional martial arts and
the core content of cultural protection.

INNOVATION AND DEVELOPMENT OF MARTIAL ARTS CULTURE

The UNESCO initiatives for the protection of ICH insist on a wide
range of practices and living traditions. This insistence indicates a
departure from previous initiatives of this type, including folklore festi-
vals, often aimed at building national culture via performance on stage
or some other form of revivalist elements that have been recognised

as representative of an earlier, traditional culture [Hamer3ak & Plese
2018]. In a sense, this culture is constructed in a new social environ-
ment. It is not traditional but it is closely related to the tradition. In

the field of Folklore Studies, the key information that connects with
the tradition are called ‘core symbols’. Other symbols that maintain a
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temporary identity and whose validity comes from changes in social
conditions are regarded as ‘random symbols’ [Zhang 2018]. The core
symbols and random symbols are not fixed and static but dynamic. The
same applies to the diverse value functions of the martial arts as they are
used in different fields. These functions may transform into each other
and develop new cultural traditions in the process of transformation.
For example, the competitive sporting event of taolu (E %) focuses on
difficulty and beauty, while sanda (HU7T) focuses on combat, martial arts
fitness focuses on health, and martial arts education focuses on physical
education. Thus, the core values of martial arts in different fields are
different, even though we could argue that regardless of the field, the
practice of a martial art always takes place in the pursuit of ‘self-im-
provement’, ‘self-transcendence’, or a better way of life. This can also

be understood as an expression of the traditional Chinese concept of
‘self-cultivation’ (f&£}), which includes the nurturing of both body and
spirit (Chen 2019). Adherence to this core concept can also be clearly
seen in Bruce Lee’s creation of Jeet Kune Do. Lee took the essence of
the traditional Chinese martial arts, focused on actual combat, learned
from others’ strengths, and then innovated techniques. The words on
Bruce Lee’s tombstone, “Your inspiration continues to guide us toward
our personal liberation’ (LATC A, AITCHR A BR), have a strong
Chinese philosophical strain, as well as being a true portrayal of his
continuous pursuit of ‘self-transcendence’. The innovative development
mentioned in this article is not about the creation of new things but a
method of development based on the core of martial arts culture from
the perspective of ICH protection. The concept of protection actually
includes the idea of innovation. The Convention for the Safeguarding
of the Intangible Cultural Heritage has a clear definition of the protec-
tion of ICH: ‘Safeguarding’ refers to measures aimed at ensuring the via-
bility of the ICH, including the identification, documentation, research,
preservation, protection, promotion, enhancement, transmission (par-
ticularly through formal and non-formal education), and revitalisation
of the various aspects of such heritage [UNESCO 2003]. Safeguarding
within this context is thus a polysemic concept that includes not only
the meanings of preservation and protection in a classical sense but also
the ideas of enhancement, transmission, and revitalisation. It is often
said that innovation in the traditional martial arts means ‘innovating the
old and bringing forth the new’, but such a revolution is not a complete
denial of the old materials. Rather, it is based on traditional practice;
with the changes in the material and cultural environment, it is a kind
of inheritance innovation, and this innovation contains the meaning of
inheritance, promotion, and revitalisation.

The fundamental purpose of ICH protection is to continue and
strengthen the inner life of the culture, enhance its own capacity for
sustainable development, and guarantee a ‘living inheritance’ [Qi 2009].
Since the 1980s, China has spent considerable financial and labour
resources on the martial arts for this purpose. A thorough process of in-
vestigation, collection, sorting, and filing took three years to produce a
census of martial arts cultural heritage and for the rescue and protection
of many endangered or lost boxing styles. Traditional martial arts can-
not simply be left to die, lie dormant in archives, or sit in museums and
showrooms for everyone to look at. Whether traditional martial arts
want to play a social function or a cultural function, the first premise is
that they must live. To survive in modern society, however, they must
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adapt to the needs of modern society. As it happens, innovation for
survival is not uncommon in the development history of the traditional
Chinese martial arts, especially in the modern period. The Chinese
martial arts have achieved a transformation from traditional to modern,
and martial arts education, competition, and other aspects resemble
those of Western sports [Morris 2004]. This change is exactly the dy-
namic change characteristic of the core symbols mentioned earlier. The
expert—apprentice (JII{i) relationship has become a teacher—student (
Ili4z), and the family-style teaching of rumen (A.[]) has become or-
ganised teaching. These changes do not mean the demise of traditional
martial arts, only that as Chinese history and culture have changed, the
‘most important’ meaning of the martial arts has changed accordingly
[Chen & Lyu 2022]. Strictly speaking, the traditional martial arts are
regarded as traditional because they contrast with the modern martial
arts, such as those seen in competitive events, schools, keep-fit classes,
etc. For example, the thinking, system, and operational mode of com-
petitive martial arts have been gradually integrated into the Western
sports model, meaning that traditional and competitive martial arts
have different value orientations, leading to their differentiation. Of
course, not all traditions are able to stay unchanged over the centuries.
The protection of the traditional Chinese martial arts cannot be like the
protection of historical cultural relics, which will never change. Doing
so would inevitably lead to a disconnection from social development, a
gradual departure from people’s lives, and a gradual disappearance, con-
trary to the original intention of protection. Effective inheritance (inno-
vative development) on the basis of respecting traditions (real skills) is
worthy of affirmation and recognition, whether it is for the needs of
the times, adapting measures to local conditions, or for the purpose of
sustainable development.

CHOICE OF METHOD FOR PROTECTING TRADITIONAL MARTIAL
ARTS CULTURE

The traditional Chinese martial arts constitute a traditional skill, and
thus skill is the core carrier of its ICH inheritance and the core of
martial arts culture protection. The core skills and values represent
their authenticity (E5E) and thus their culture, which is the foundation
of the protection and development of the traditional martial arts. The
authenticity (FE5E) mentioned here is also referred to as shouzheng
(5F1E), emphasised by the Chinese government, based on innovative
development (shouzhengchuagxin~F 1IEQ#T) while drawing on the core
true culture of tradition, respecting the basic connotations of ICH, and
promoting the contemporary value of the ICH [General Office of the
CPC Central Committee 2021].

With regard to protecting traditional martial arts culture, we must first
acknowledge that the ecological environment of traditional Chinese
culture has undergone tremendous changes against the background of
globalisation. The rapid development of modernisation, the dissolution
of urban and regional boundaries, and the coordinated development of
the regions have brought economic prosperity but have also catalysed
‘cultural convergence’, manifested in the simplification of culture and
the gradual decline of local cultural characteristics. Due to the conve-
nience of the advanced means of transportation, the mobility of human
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beings has increased. At the same time, as people are the carriers of
traditional martial arts skills, their movement has meant that they

have taken their culture with them, resulting in the fusion of regional
cultures. As a result, traditional martial arts relying on regional customs
and local culture have gradually become consistent (B Z&-|LAR; nanquan
beitui are the simplest example of the regional characteristics of martial
arts). The place where today’s martial arts master is located will form
the corresponding traditional martial arts framework. To survive in
the new geographical environment, this new framework must adapt to
the culture of its location. Newcomers adapt to the existing residents
and vice-versa. This kind of ‘cultural convergence’ has been staged
repeatedly, as manifested in the simplification of culture and the gradual
decline of local cultural characteristics and gradual disappearance of
distinctive regional martial arts categories. From the perspective of
modern sports competition, this kind of simplification and standardis-
ation is more conducive to fair competition and judgement. From the
perspective of cultural protection, it is obviously not worth advocating.
As a source of exchange, innovation, and creativity, cultural diversity is
vital to humanity and is inextricably linked to the safeguarding of ICH
[Federico 2011]. In this situation, the protection of the diverse charac-
teristics of traditional martial arts must adhere to the core symbols of
the regional culture and, under government institutional incentives,
strive to protect the diversity of traditional martial arts culture as much
as possible.

Second, it has become increasingly difficult to attract modern young
people to participate in martial arts or sports, and innovations must be
made to maintain the traditional culture. The German sports sociologist
Helmut Digel has noted that the influence of the Olympic Games is not
as strong as it once was. Some developed countries in Europe downplay
them. The younger generation likes sports but not necessarily com-
petitive sports [Miao 2018]. Consequently, many international sports
organisations regard the need to increase sports interest and partici-
pation, especially among the young, as an important factor in future
development. The creation of the Youth Olympic Games is an example
of one innovation made by the International Olympic Committee to
attract younger generations. There is no doubt that young people are
the key to sustaining the vitality of culture. However, it is difficult for
traditional martial arts with a strong traditional rural life and a strict
system of accepting apprentices to attract the young. Like the Olym-
pic Games, the traditional martial arts must also move with the times
to attract more young people. At present, the Chinese government
regards the ‘inheritance protection system’ as an important means of
ICH protection, especially encouraging young inheritors to continue
their skills. The government gives policy and funding guarantees so
that they can have a better environment and conditions to spread their
skills. The universities (sports colleges) encourage traditional martial
arts inheritors to study and develop, and some colleges offer exams for
practitioners of traditional martial arts.

The changes in the traditional cultural living environment pose a huge
challenge to adherence to the principles and rules (lifa; #1%) of the tra-
ditional martial arts. The Chinese government promotes and safeguards
outstanding traditional Chinese culture (tuiguang yu baohu zhonghua

youxiu chuantong wenhua; ] SR REILF5E 5 AL) and empha-
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sises that the use of traditional wisdom to solve problems in the devel-
opment of the new era is an important way for the innovative devel-
opment of traditional culture. This is the ‘creative transformation and
innovative development of Chinese traditional culture’ emphasised by
President Xi Jinping. Traditional Chinese culture is spiritually symbolic
of the Chinese nation and the basic and lasting force in the development
of the country [General Office of the CPC Central Committee 2017].
The Chinese government has elevated the inheritance and protection
of outstanding Chinese traditional culture to a major national devel-
opment strategy, which has created a favourable policy environment

for the protection of ICH and fundamentally improved the social living
environment and professional status of ICH practitioners. Of course,

as noted earlier, with the development of the times, great changes have
taken place in politics, the economy, and culture, and traditional culture
can only continue to develop if it keeps pace with the times. However,
innovation of traditional Chinese martial arts must nonetheless adhere
to the lifa of the traditional martial arts. Jizheng Ruan believes that
modern martial arts represent a change in cultural heritage; thus the
traditional routines ({Z4 £ #%) are not the same thing as the traditional
martial arts whereas new routines (FTZME& ) that adhere to traditional
principles and methods can still be regarded as traditional martial arts
[Ruan 2015]. Many inheritors have begun to publicly display martial
arts skills that were previously kept secret within the master—disciple
relationship, and there are some well-known martial arts masters who
now are successfully sharing the secrets of boxing power and exer-

cises through TikTok. These cases are indicative of the new ways of
spreading real martial arts skills and constitute a new form of cultural
transmission and development model integrated with the modern social
and cultural environment [Chen 2021].

CONCLUSION

In 2020, Taijiquan, as a representative of the Chinese martial arts, was
included in the UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity, which demonstrated the significance of Chinese
martial arts culture to the world and brought opportunities for the
global spread of Chinese martial arts. In the context of international
martial arts research, the existence of ideological contradictions be-
tween Western and Chinese martial arts research is obvious in relation
to the core issue — authenticity (IEZ21%) - of martial arts culture
protection. In the current Chinese context, in which the martial arts
are covered by the ICH protection state policy, the tension between the
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two conflicting ideas of ‘guarding authenticity’ and ‘innovating’ is an
important issue in the implementation of this policy. This article aims
to understand how this dichotomy plays out in academic discourses in
Chinese academic literature. It is clear that there are still debates on

this issue in Chinese academic circles; in particular, it has always been
difficult to form a consensus on whether to return to combat’. Chinese
scholars have noted the changes in the natural and social environment
in which traditional martial arts exist and believe that it is impossible to
return Chinese martial arts to the genuinely ‘traditional (the past). The
result of adhering to the ‘past’ of martial arts can only be the gradual dis-
appearance of the culture. Many of the scholars who participated in the
7% International Martial Arts Studies Conference in July 2022 were very
interested in the methods of protecting the traditional Chinese martial
arts. All of them wanted to see some concrete and effective policies or
successful cases so that people could see the work done to protect ICH.
At present, the protection methods most recognised by Chinese scholars
focus on the ‘core skills’ (%/(3#% 7)) and keeping pace with the times.
This is the shouzhengchuangxin (~F IEAI3T) advocated by the Chinese
government. Although most of the current academic research discusses
how shouzheng should be implemented and focuses less on ways to inno-
vate, there are many vivid cases exploring innovation and development,
such as the government’s support for the protection of inheritors, the
encouragement of colleges and universities to recruit traditional martial
arts practitioners, and traditional martial arts practitioners undertaking
an obligation to pass on the traditional martial arts culture related to
their own style through various channels. These are all examples of
new development models responding to the characteristics of particular
martial arts.
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ABSTRACT

This paper offers a discussion of the role demands facing referees
working in mixed martial arts (MMA), as well as the factors that
determine their performance in managing them. To do so, it
uses data derived from a qualitative, ethnographic investigation
based on field observations carried out at 16 competitive MMA
events, plus interviews with seven referees, six of whom had
extensive experience of working at the highest international
levels of the sport. This data reveals several specific problems
that these professionals must navigate, along with the attributes,
skills and resources they identify as necessary for doing so. The
paper then discusses ways in which applied sport psychology
interventions can contribute towards the work of referees,
particularly with respect to handling the mental demands of

working in this uniquely challenging sport.
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The full-contact combat sport of mixed martial arts (MMA) has seen
significant development in recent years. Now an internationally pop-
ular commercial sporting spectacle, it has numerous highly profitable
promotional companies running competitive events around the world.
In addition to its professional leagues, MMA also boasts a flourishing
amateur scene, partly overseen by the International Mixed Martial Arts
Federation (IMMAF) and its numerous national affiliates. Clubs and
minor regional-level competitive events abound in many countries,
creating opportunities for broad participation in MMA and providing a
base for amateur and professional talent development. In the UK alone,
for instance, at the time of writing, there are estimated to be over 480
martial arts gyms and clubs offering regular MMA training to their
members [see Tapology n.d.], while competitive events in the sport
take place across the country on most weekends of the year. However,
despite its evident popularity, MMA remains poorly regulated in the
UK with a lack of clear governance, and leadership structures largely
built around voluntary cooperation with quasi-official bodies [see
Channon, Matthews & Hillier 2020; Sigler 2013].

Alongside the sport’s growth, academic studies of MMA have prolif-
erated over the past two decades. Topics of interest have included the
physical demands of the sport [Kirk et al. 2020]; its coaching methods
[Vaittinen 2017]; specific injury risks [Ross et al. 2021]; psychological
demands of competition [Jensen et al. 2013; Vaccaro et al. 2011] and
applied sport psychology concerns [Andrade, Silva & Dominski 2020];
fan and spectator motivations [Zembura & Zysko 2015]; athletes’
attitudes towards risk-taking [Channon 2020]; their experience of pain
and injury [Lenartowicz, Dobrzycki & Jasny 2022; Spencer 2012]; the
sport’s relationship with gender [Green 2015; Hamilton 2022]; the
sense of community within gyms [Sugden 2022]; MMA media coverage
and framing [Brett 2017; Naraine & Dixon 2014]; governance and
legalisation [Ramirez 2023; Vertonghen et al. 2014]; and many more
besides. However, to date there has only been one published paper
that has explored the role played by referees within competitive MMA
[Channon 2022].!

This is surprising given the centrality — both literally and figuratively

- of referees to the sport’s action. Considering that MMA leadership
and governance are often fragmented, officiating might reasonably be
assumed to be a more onerous responsibility than in more formalised
sports, and perhaps therefore a more important task to understand

in this context than others. Indeed, as we will show in this paper, the
proverbial ‘men in the middle’ occupy a crucially important place in fa-
cilitating fair and safe competition, and without skilled, well-prepared,
competent officiating, the fortunes of the sport — as well as the wellbe-
ing of its athletes — would be placed at significant risk. As such, scholars
of combat sports in general, and MMA in particular, are advised to
consider these officials in their efforts to understand this discipline, and

1 In this previous study [Channon 2022], the discussion centres on
the role of referees in producing and maintaining socially desirable risk,
principally aimed at constructing a theoretical discussion on the nature of
risk, risk taking, and risk management in combat sports. While the current
paper does discuss risk in some sections, its aim is broader, centring on the
effort of outlining the role demands of MMA refereeing, vis-a-vis their
implications for providing psychological support to these referees’ work.
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also see them as beneficiaries of academic knowledge and service in
efforts to positively influence the development of this sport.

To address this gap in the literature, the present paper offers an over-
view of the key demands and challenges facing MMA referees, building
towards a tentative set of recommendations for using applied sport
psychology to help with their work. In line with previous research on
the psychology of refereeing more broadly, we argue that sport psychol-
ogists can offer meaningful support to MMA referees in several core
domains, and thus benefit the sport by supporting these vital players

in its operational structure. To begin with, we offer a brief outline of
existing sport psychology and sociology research on sports officiating,
as pertinent to the present work.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SPORTS OFFICIALS: SELECTED THEMES
AND ISSUES

As Hancock et al. note in their review of research on sports officiating,
‘competitive sport would not exist’ [2021: 607] without the involvement
of its officials — umpires, judges, referees, and their assistants. Thus,
over the past few decades, sport scientists from various disciplines have
explicitly recognised that, given their importance to the institutional
functioning of sport, such professionals ought to be seen as ‘perform-
ers in their own right’ [Slack et al. 2013: 298], with the demands of
their roles, as well as their experiences and performances within them,
studied accordingly. Such a recognition has led to a proliferation of
empirical studies of officials, covering a wide range of topics including
factors underpinning performance [e.g., Mascarenhas, O'Hare & Pless-
ner 2006; Slack et al. 2013], training and development needs [e.g., Mack
et al. 2018], career trajectories and motivations [e.g., Parsons & Bairner
2015], and the experience of, and institutional response to, abuse of
officials [e.g., Mojtahedi et al. 2022; Webb 2022].

While lack of space precludes a thorough examination of this field of re-
search, several topics that appear consistently throughout the literature
warrant discussion here to contextualise the present study’s findings.
Firstly, the role of the official as holding significant responsibility to
maintain orderly gameplay is often centralised in the literature. Here,
officials are charged with enforcing the rules of play and punishing vio-
lators of those rules [Snyder & Purdy 1987], thus ensuring that matches
proceed according to established conventions and in the spirit of fair
competition. At the same time though, a careful balance must be struck
between interfering in the interests of fairness, match integrity, or
safety [Channon 2022], whilst not becoming an overbearing force that
spoils or ruins the sport [Plessner & MacMahon 2013]. As such, officials
must use their best judgement over when, and how far, to enforce the
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rules of the game, and when to allow infractions to pass by [Slack et al.
2013; Rains 1984].

This balancing of priorities calls for complex decision making that
highlights the subjective nature of the work of officials, despite popular
assumptions about such roles’ need for objectivity [Mascarenhas,
O’Hare & Plessner 2006; Rains 1984]. Referees, for instance, must often
make nuanced and highly contextual judgements when discharging
their duties [Hancock et al. 2021; Plessner and MacMahon 2013]. These
may involve such factors as the degree or intensity of a potential foul,
the likely intentionality behind it, its impact on gameplay and thus
importance, its place within any patterns of prior actions, and the likely
impact of taking one or another form of remedial or punitive action
over it. That such decisions need to be made very quickly, in social
contexts where emotions are running high and judgement of one’s per-
formance is always an immanent consideration [Slack et al. 2013; Smith
1982], highlights the significant pressure that many sports officials work
under, and helps contextualise the abuse that many subsequently endure
[Mojtahedi et al. 2022].

One way of helping manage these pressures and ensuring that their
decisions are respected is to adopt an appropriate style of communica-

tion with others, such as athletes and their coaches. Although specific
communication strategies may vary between officials and be best suited
to different situations [Cunningham et al. 2014], characteristics such

as clarity, assertiveness, confidence, coolness and empathy are often
highlighted as important for effective communication, helping to
ensure that officials’ decisions are both understood and respected by
others [Mascarenhas, O'Hare & Plessner 2006]. Impression manage-
ment and presentations of self that emphasise similar characteristics also
assist here by imparting a sense of the official as a trustworthy arbiter of
sound judgement [Cunningham, Simmons & Mascarenhas 2018; Mel-
lick et al. 2005]. Unsurprisingly, the literature points to a far wider body
of skills and attributes that might benefit sports officials’ performance be-
yond decision making or communication and impression management.
Throughout the studies so far cited, these include (but are not limited
to) emotional intelligence/competence, knowledge of their sport, men-
tal toughness, physical fitness, positioning and movement, preparation
before games, reflexive self-awareness, resilience and coping ability,

and an intangible ‘feel for the game’ [Mascarenhas, Collins & Mortimer
2005; Pina et al. 2018; Plessner & MacMahon 2013].

To help build these various qualities, formalised structures for training
and career development exist across sporting contexts. However, these
may be more or less effective at imparting the required skills noted of
the officials they serve and vary in content and quality between contexts
[Cunningham et al. 2014]. Meanwhile, the importance of teamwork

and social support for facilitating effective officiating emerges across
numerous studies. Referees, assistant referees, judges, umpires and
others will often work in teams during matches [Neville, Salmon &
Read 2018], with such arrangements serving multiple purposes, from
helping to ensure accuracy in decision-making through to strengthen-
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ing the appearance of authority and so helping to stay in control [Boyer,
Rix-Liévre & Récopé 2015; Smith, 1982]. Beyond matches themselves,
networks of support from other officials help to manage the emotional
demands of the work [Slack et al. 2013], and can also afford opportuni-
ties for mentoring and career development [Parsons & Bairner 2015].

While this short and selective discussion of prior literature draws
largely on the findings of a sample of qualitative studies, as Hancock et
al. [2021] identify in their review article, the vast majority of research
in this field remains quantitative, and is focused on testing the impact
of specific, isolated variables on officials’ performance. As such, there is
comparatively little qualitative work on sports officiating, with social
psychological and sociological studies in particular remaining relatively
few and far between. Research on topics well suited to this paradigm,
including officials’ development, communication, and group dynamics,
collectively accounted for only 15 of Hancock et al.’s review sample of
386 papers; less than 4% of the entire body of work on sports officiating
that was thereby reviewed.

Moreover, while referees working in team sports (such as association
football) have received much interest from scholars [see Webb 2022],
other sporting disciplines are underrepresented in the field. In particu-
lar, very little research has directly explored the work of combat sports
officials, with only 9 published studies dealing with a small range of
martial arts; only 2 of these explore social psychological or sociological
factors [Channon 2022; Smith 1982]. This lack of interest from scholars
of sports officials is surprising given the unique challenges facing
referees working in combat sports [see Bernick et al. 2021; Sethi 2016],
most notably with respect to their clear and ever-present potential for
injury [Ross et al. 2021], symbolic association with morally problematic
‘violence’ [Brett 2017], and the role of the referee as a direct mediator of
such phenomena [Channon 2022; Channon and Matthews 2022].

Following Hancock et al.’s [2021] call to adopt more ‘in-situ’ meth-
odologies, drawing on qualitative data with sports officials to develop
knowledge in under-researched contexts, this present paper makes

an original contribution to the field of officiating research by offering
an overview of the role demands of MMA refereeing grounded in
qualitative social science research. Here, we seek to explain in detail the
core responsibilities that referees have in this sport, outlining various
challenges they face and the skills they require to manage them, with

a view to building a series of recommendations for how applied sport
psychology can be used to support them in their work. Our intention
for doing so is to ensure that combat sports referees are better repre-
sented in the academic literature, whilst also highlighting the potential
for academic work to be mobilised towards positive interventions in a
complex and highly demanding field of practice. Ultimately, we hope
that this form of scholarship can be influential in improving profes-
sional standards within MMA, given the centrality of referees to its
effective functioning. In the following section, we outline the steps
undertaken to these ends.
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METHODS

Adopting an ethnographic methodological stance, this study involved a
period of immersion within the social field of competitive MMA in the
UK. We assumed an interpretivist, qualitative epistemological position
to understand the experiences and realities of MMA officials by means
of close proximity to the action comprising their day-to-day work,
along with detailed conversations with them to help make sense of it
[see Smith & Sparkes 2016; Thorpe & Olive 2016]. We argue that this
approach was the most fruitful to take given the paucity of research on
combat sports referees to date, as well as the need for a robust, descrip-
tive account of referees’ work that is required to meet the aims of the
study. In particular, the combination of observations with interviews
meant that we were able to see first-hand how various role demands
played out in real-time, while being able to discuss these with the
characters who understood them best. The complementarity of these
methods is well-understood by ethnographers [Atkinson 2016], and
certainly benefited the data gathering in the present study.

Researcher positionality

As a practitioner of martial arts and follower of competitive MMA, the
first author was able to integrate himself into this field via his contacts
at local training centres, and thereby go on to establish rapport with
respondents and gatekeepers around shared interests and understanding
of the combat sports milieu. This positionality likely supported easier
access to the field and helped ensure that its most prescient concerns
were addressed in the study, although it also necessitated reflexive care
over the analysis of data to avoid biases or taken-for-granted assump-
tions. In this respect, the second author — herself not an ‘insider’ in the
sport — helped challenge and critique the first authors’ interpretations
during the analytical process, returned to below.

Procedures and sample

Observational data were collected by watching referees work at 16
competitive MMA events held across England between early 2018 and
mid-2019. Observation periods at these events lasted 4-12 hours (avg.
7.3 hours), and in total 17 different referees, all of them men, were ob-
served during the study. Most of these were observed more than once,
since referees often worked in pairs or small teams at most of the events
visited. Observations were recorded using hand-written field notes,
which were transcribed within two days of the events. Meanwhile, the
interview arm of the study utilised semi-structured interviewing with
seven MMA referees, all of whom were men, aged 31-54 (avg. 42) at
the time of interview. Six of these had extensive international experi-
ence, working for many if not most of the sport’s major promotions, as
well as at lower-level, regional events. Five of the referees were based
in the UK, with one based in the USA and one in Australia, although
all were working in the UK at the time of the study. Their levels of
experience ranged between 6-15 years at the time of interview, with
an average of 10.2 years. All of them had previously competed as MMA
fighters, and had also performed other roles in the sport, such as coach-
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ing or judging. Thus, while the sample size is small, these participants
held a wealth of knowledge about MMA, each having officiated thou-
sands of rounds over the course of their careers. The interviews lasted
34-74 minutes (avg. 50 minutes) and were conducted either on-site
before the start of competitive events, or online using video calls. These
were digitally recorded before being transcribed verbatim. All inter-
viewees were included in the observation sample, and interviews took
place conterminously with observations.

Ethics

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the authors’ institutional
review board. All participants provided written consent to take part in
the study, after being informed of its voluntary nature and their right to
withdraw at any time. As far as is feasible, identifying information has
been removed from this manuscript; notably, this includes participants’
ages, ethnicities, and nationalities. Despite calls for greater transparency
in reporting demographic information in research on officials [e.g.,
Hancock et al. 2021], given the very small community of MMA referees
working in the UK and the public profile of most of the sample, disclos-
ing this information would likely compromise anonymity. All partic-
ipants are referred to via pseudonyms, while the approximate length

of time each participant had worked as an MMA referee at the time of
interview is also noted at first mention.

Analysis

Data analysis for this paper was shared by both authors and involved
the use of thematic analysis. With her training and experience in
applied sport psychology, the second author’s perspective was invalu-
able in refining an interpretive framework pertinent to the practical
application of academic knowledge. This complemented and extended
the insights developed through the first author’s ethnographic research
and MMA ‘insider’ perspective, ensuring that empirical findings and
context-sensitive conceptual analyses could be reconciled with applied
practice considerations. The exact procedure used to analyse the data
involved our own interpretation of the steps outlined by Braun, Clarke
and Weate [2016]. Specifically, we began by coding the raw data tran-
scripts, guided by our reading of the literature noted above. We then
clustered these codes together into a broad set of first order themes,
which were then reduced into coherent thematic categories. We then
re-presented these through writing out short, descriptive summaries of
what the themes showed about the data. These summaries were then
themselves re-coded to generate a set of second order themes, this time
adopting a more conceptual, analytical perspective that cut across the
data set, revealing patterns throughout the accounts. Finally, these were
also written up into short ‘analytical narratives’ [Braun, Clarke and
Weate 2016], which could be compared back to the raw data. As a form
of member checking, one of the interviewees was contacted to review
these summaries and supported them as accurate accounts of the work
of MMA referees.
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FINDINGS

The following sections outline the second-order themes noted above,
organised around key challenges and core competencies referees
highlighted to us through their interviews, and which were observed
in their actions. Each section is illustrated with data excerpts most
pertinent to the theme in question, collectively demonstrating the role
demands of this work.

Decision making: Balancing risks, stopping fights, and facing consequences

Referees may hold many responsibilities while managing the action of
MMA fights, but enacting stoppages when fights are deemed to be over
is perhaps the most important of these. In MMA, stoppages are con-
sidered appropriate when ‘a fighter is no longer actively, intelligently
defending themselves’ (Frank, 15 years); that is to say, when a fight is
seen to have reached its own conclusion, with one opponent unable or
unwilling to resist the other, and thereby no longer a legitimate target
for attack according to the sport’s moral logic [Brett 2017; Channon
2020].

This determination of a suitable stoppage effectively requires assessing
and balancing two different types of risk: risk to the athlete’s health
arising from continued physical punishment, versus risk to the competi-
tive integrity of the bout arising from a referee’s undue interference. As
discussed above, referees are cognisant of the need to move carefully
between these two poles:

I'm trying not to intervene too much unless necessary. 'm not
trying to spoil the fight but at the same time [ don’t wanna
jeopardise fighters’ safety. (Baz, 6 years)

As a referee you want to be invisible if you can. If you can get
through a big fight, and nobody can remember who was the
referee, then that’s ideal. It’s a compliment to the fighters that
they fought clean and steady, didn’t need interruptions and
didn’t foul, and it’s also a good reflection on you that you let
them fight. (Hugh, 15 years)

These two overarching risks — threats to health and fight integrity —
overlap with several others. An ‘early stoppage’ risks the athlete’s (and
their coaches’) career record and thus potentially the much-needed
financial rewards from participating (particularly so at the professional
level [see Bernick et al. 2021]). It also risks undermining the enjoyment
of spectators and thus the commercial success of the event and fortunes
of the wider sport — not to mention earning the referee an undesirable
reputation for being ‘too safe’. Meanwhile, a late stoppage threatens not
only the health of the athlete as they absorb additional, ‘unnecessary
damage’ (Kevin, 8 years), but also similarly earning a reputation for the
referee as being ‘dangerous’. Moreover, there may also be legal and/or
financial implications for the referee, the organisers of the event they
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are working at, and the public reputation of the sport at large, should
catastrophic, preventable injuries or deaths occur:

From a selfish point of view ... I've been to coroner’s court
before [in the context of my day job] and it ain’t much fun. And
there will be an enquiry, and if you haven’t done everything that
you thought you could do, that’s it. That’s it for you, maybe for
the promoter. And that’ll ruin the whole sport for everybody,
too. (Jon, 7 years)

These overlapping and at times conflicting risks were not lost on the
referees, yet they unanimously affirmed an overriding concern with
athlete safety whenever there was any doubt over what action to take,
such that ‘decisions are always based on the fighters’ safety, first and
foremost’ (Ali, 10 years). Tellingly, referees often noted this priority
was not always shared by fighters themselves:

That’s what I'm there for, to save you from yourself. You may
not realise it but that’s what we’re here to do. Your adrenaline’s
kicking in, your mindset is to fight ... fight to the death! But like
I said I'm saving you from yourself, saving you to allow you to
fight another day, to go home to your family in one piece. (Baz)

Herein, the referee assumes the right to ‘make that wise decision on

[a fighter’s] behalf (Hugh), preserving their health and wellbeing by
ending a fight when they refuse to quit. While other sports officials
navigate various tensions in their decision-making processes [Plessner
& MacMahon 2013], MMA referees here face a deeper ethical dilemma
than most, given their primary responsibility for athletes’ safety in a
sport replete with immanent physical danger. This tension becomes
particularly acute in moments where stoppages are not yet justified
within the sport’s norms, but an athlete’s wellbeing may nevertheless
be threatened as they continue fighting despite losing badly [Channon
2022].

Moreover, it was evident that MMA referees are likely to come in

for significant abuse over unpopular decisions, regardless of whether
they felt morally justified in their own calls. While largely centring

on enduring crowd taunting or social media abuse, this could also
involve violent retribution from fighters, their entourage, or their fans.
Although apparently very rare, two participants in our sample recalled
such incidents; one who was physically attacked in the cage by a losing
fighter, and another whose car was vandalised by fans outside the arena.
Otherwise, as one highly experienced referee put it:

If someone asks me what I do for a living I tell them, ‘T basically

travel around the world to get shouted at’. All the time, people
scream at me! (Hugh)
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Communication: Maintaining control via strategic interaction

Although directly abusive treatment from fighters was a rarity, most in-
terviewees reflected on moments where the emotionally fraught nature
of MMA fights challenged what was otherwise a normalised cultural
expectation to respect the referee. This had the potential to undermine
their ability to control matches or events, or could otherwise make
them targets of emotional outbursts:

You do get a lot of that response, hostile response [to stop-
pages] ... Adrenaline is going through their body and their
emotions are all over the shop for those first few seconds. They
hate everyone, they just got busted up. (Noel, 10 years)

To that end, strategically adopting specific communication styles was
discussed as a vital skill for effective refereeing, as it could allow them
to stay one step ahead of the emotional tumult engendered by the sport.
Typically, referees used interactions with fighters (and coaches) prior
to the commencement of matches to establish a sense of authority,
and/or a trusting rapport, before ‘that red mist comes down’ (Noel)

in the cage. As in previous research [Cunningham et al. 2014], they
employed different stances and styles of communication relative to the
perceived needs of the moment. This could take the form of relaxed,
rapport-building conversations with groups backstage; empathetic one-
to-one discussions with nervous fighters; or assertive and confident
delivery of a ‘rules talk’ with whole rosters of competitors and their
entourages:

What I'll usually do is, depending on how much face-time we've
had before the moment we're actually in the cage, I'll go over
and give them a few words, like, ‘you need to protect yourself at
all times, keep fighting until I tell you to stop’. Just, a few little
things like that. Then I'll just say, ‘good luck’, and again, it’s just
that politeness to go over and offer a hand or a fist-bump, just
so that again, they know who they've got in there with them...
If I sort of convey that command from the get-go, then that can
go a long way into getting them to do what I say. (Jon)

The fighters and their teams gather in rows facing the cage, where
Baz stands alongside Ali to deliver the rules talk. I note Baz’s
well-practiced routine for establishing a sense of authority here.
Normally soft-spoken, he now projects his voice, emphasising certain
words for clarity. At several points, Ali is used as a partner to physi-
cally demonstrate legal and illegal techniques; Baz doesn'’t ask kindly
for permission first, he just confidently and assertively grabs and
moves Ali, a large and well-muscled man, into position. Occasionally
Ali interjects to add detail to what he says, and at other times Baz
invites him to cover anything he might've missed. The rules talk is
clearly a mutual operation; their collaborative performance makes

it clear they work together and share responsibility for officiating
fights, covering each other’s backs as a unit. Despite the seriousness
of their general demeanour, both men inject humour to the process,
and both casually swear, breaking formality enough to keep things
relaxed. (Field notes, July 2018)
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During matches themselves, all referees held a preference to say very
little, and what they did say always centred on giving clear, unambigu-
ous direction to fighters. During rounds they avoided long sentences or
questions, while between rounds they offered only necessary input, such
as to check their commands had been understood. Centrally important
here was clarity and assertiveness, leaving athletes with no doubt as to
either the referee’s message or its importance:

When one fighter’s fingers find purchase on the chain link in front

of where I'm sat, Hugh calmly tells him, ‘Let go of the fence’. He does,
but seconds later he grabs it again. The command is repeated, with
more emphasis; he lets go once more. As Hugh leans forward to get

a better angle on strikes thrown in the clinch, the fighter once again
slips his fingers into the fence, and the corner team sat directly under
the action yell, Ref! Ref! He’s holding!’ To this, Hugh responds without
breaking his gaze on the action: Be quiet! I can see him!, before
shouting to the man, ‘Let go! and slapping the back of his hand. (Field
notes, July 2018)

Perception: Building and employing ‘intuition’

A referee’s ability to adequately perceive and interpret information dur-
ing the progression of bouts was considered essential by all interviewees
and was discussed as being determined by a range of interrelated factors.
Firstly, a need to stay exclusively focused on the fighters during each
round of active competition was repeatedly emphasised:

You can'’t switch off at any point. You gotta be ready to, you
know, get in on a split second’s notice. So it’s like, you're kinda
constantly zoomed in, you know what [ mean? It’s hard to take
in the periphery of what’s going on anywhere else, you're kind
of like really zoned-in on these two guys, where they are, what's
their relative position, who's throwing what, is anybody in dan-
ger? It’s like a weird sort of blinkers that you've got on. That’s
what it feels like to me anyway, when I'm doing it. (Kevin)

To help with this, referees also needed to constantly move into optimal
positions to adequately see what was happening. Typically, this meant
standing perpendicular to the space between fighters, out of striking
range but close enough to intervene immediately if needed, while ad-
justing height depending on the phase of - for instance — a grappling ex-
change. Not only is this a physically demanding task, but it also requires
sufficient knowledge of martial arts techniques used in MMA (of which
there are a great many) to know where they ought to be standing and
looking. Consequently, this led interviewees to place a high premium
on knowledge of the techniques and tactics of their sport:

‘We want people who understand the techniques of the sport
if they're refereeing. Some people have no interest or even no
background in the sport, and they wanna officiate it, and that’s
not what we're looking for. The athletes don’t deserve that!

(Frank)
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At events where referees are working in a small team and overseeing
a long evening of matches, the physical demands of constantly moving
into correct positions raises the prospect of fatigue impacting on their
performance, as important information may thereby go unnoticed:

The hot summer evening has felt particularly long; Ali and Baz have
worked a card of almost twenty fights between them, and were both
dripping with sweat before the night was half done. I catch Baz’s eye
at cageside between rounds. Bloody hot,” he moans, showing me his
damp towel. ‘Gotta stay hydrated, mustn’t lose concentration, miss
anything’. I ask him if he’s concerned about his performance; ‘Oh,
always,” he replies, ‘but this is why we stay in shape. Easy to miss stuff,
slip up if you're knackered’. (Field notes, July 2018)

Echoing the notion of having an intangible ‘feel for the game’ men-
tioned elsewhere [e.g., Slack et al. 2013], MMA referees also see their
work as ‘quite an intuitive thing’ (Jon). In this sense, their ability to read
the body language of fighters, anticipate their movements, interpret the
condition of a losing opponent and correctly surmise their chances of
success all in the split-seconds between strikes are key perceptual skills
informing decisions on where to move next, what to look at, what to
say (if anything), and whether or not to make a stoppage decision:

It comes down to reading a fight and not just watching it;
what's the story that’s unfolding here, what’s the picture that’s
being painted in front of me? You need to trust yourself to build
that sense of what’s going on. (Hugh)

All referees affirmed that the ability to demonstrate such competence
was essential for safe and effective work in the cage. This would largely
centre on possessing sound technical knowledge of the sport, as well as
the confidence to trust their own judgement, in order to accurately and
consistently perceive and interpret relevant information. Thus, referees’
apparently ‘intuitive’ perceptual abilities could be seen as an embodied
expression of faith in their own accumulated knowledge and skill:

For me to be aware enough, to see enough, feel enough of the
fight to make that decision and to be confident and stick by it,
that’s for me, competency ... In that moment in time, when I do
make those stoppages, for me that’s the right call and that’s the
end of the conversation. I'm confident in the call I made, that’s
what makes me competent [as a referee]. (Baz)

Soft skills: Emotion management, empathy, and reflection

As well as being confident decision-makers, effective communicators,
and skilled perceivers and users of information, referees often high-
lighted the importance of managing their own emotions during fights.
As noted earlier, the sport’s intensity and high-stakes action can make
this a difficult proposition, with referees generally expected to play the
part of cool-headed arbitrator, facilitator, and even caregiver in a con-
text where others are seen as highly liable to lose control:
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It's the knockout ones, where they wake up and don’t know
where they are. Sometimes they're more confused than any-
thing, and you can just see fear in some kids’ eyes, they're just
really fearful and you have to calm them. And if I'm freaking
out too, I'm just gonna make the situation worse. I've gotta have
a calming voice, I'll usually put a hand on their chest, and just let
them know they've been caught, ‘fight’s over, you've got caught,
it's over. The doctor’s in now, it’s over’. They're the things that
we need to be prepared for. (Noel)

Given all the referees involved in this study had prior experience as
competitive fighters, and most continued to train in martial arts, it is
unsurprising that they would feel empathy with the men and women
whose matches they oversee. While keeping one’s emotions in check,
and visibly sticking to the appearance of objective impartiality dur-
ing a fight was important, overt displays of such empathy were often
observed afterwards:

As a fighter drops against the cage wall, Ali waves off the match. The
victorious fighter rushes off in celebration; Ali crouches next to the
losing man and talks softly to him, patting him lightly on the cheek.
The fighter hangs his head, arms folded around his knees, shoulders
gently moving as he seems to sob. I later ask Ali what was said in the
exchange. ‘Well, it’s partly to see if he’s awake, but then also, we've
done this, we know what it’s like and we want them to know we
understand, we care about them in those moments. It’s not easy to lose’.
(Field notes, July 2018)

With respect to the aforementioned need to make stoppage decisions,
the institutionally formalised role of the referee as a mediator of fights is
indicative of their assumption of the right to decide, on athletes’ behalf,
when to withdraw their consent for participation [Channon & Mat-
thews 2022]. This act of ‘saving them from themselves’ was seen as no
small moral responsibility, and as noted, has pressing consequences for
referees’ own emotional wellbeing if they were to make costly mistakes:

If you want the fucking raw, honest truth, ok, [ would crumble,
I would fucking crumble, and I don’t know what I'd do if I walk
in a cage, and somebody, three of us walk in, two of us walk
back out. I don’t know what I would do. (Hugh)

This fear over the ‘nightmare scenario’ (Frank) of a fighter suffering
serious injury or dying on their watch was a powerful motivator for
referees to pursue perfection in their work. In this sense, all of the
sample stressed the primary need for critical introspection and reflexive
self-evaluation as key to one’s on-going development. This served to
assure the quality of their work and went some way to mitigating the
feelings of anxiety they felt over the possibility of failing to adequately
protect athletes:
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Being honest, being self-critical, that’s the way I am ... nobody’s
a bigger critic of me than [ am of myself, and nobody’s perfect,
I'm always trying to be perfect, but I know I'll never get there.
It’s a journey, and when I think I've reached the end of that
journey, I'll retire. (Hugh)

Teamwork: Professional networks, support, and solidarity

The last consistently cited factor underpinning referees’ performance
was their ability to work in teams and rely on each other’s support.
With respect to learning and reflection, their colleagues’ critiques were
often seen as vital in assisting their own developing understanding of
the sport, as was the opportunity to critically evaluate others’ work. For
the less experienced interviewees, the chance to work alongside a more
senior colleague became something of an informal apprenticeship that
complimented any unofficial training courses available to them:

I think that by and large, the best training that you get is being
critical of your own performances. And having peers that are
constructive, but brutally honest. (Jon)

[ did the [unofficial referee training] seminars [run by Hugh],
but really Ali basically took me under his wing ... for me it was
important that I learn what is going on and I felt the best way to
do that was hang around, observe, learn from others like him.
(Baz)

Indeed, recognising that the organisational infrastructure of MMA
remains in its infancy and regulation in many countries is either frag-
mentary or non-existent [Vertonghen et al. 2014], establishing wider
networks of peers was seen as essential not only for the development of
individual referees [e.g., Parsons & Bairner 2015; Slack et al. 2013], but
also as a means to help with the development of the sport more broadly.
Collectively, referees could thereby uphold and promote good standards
in lieu of formal governance structures:

[In the unregulated UK MMA environment], it’s every man
for himself. And [ say that loosely, in a sense that, you know,
the officials stick together so to speak, and there’s a handful of
officials that make sure all the shows abide by the rules. We do
what we can to make sure there’s some standards in place, raise
the bar for everyone else, you know. (Ali)

In the more immediate context of individual MMA events, having col-
leagues on hand to help advise on procedural decisions, reflect on match
outcomes, enforce cageside discipline, or otherwise carry out other
supporting tasks was considered very useful:

You should never work an MMA show alone, it’s far too de-
manding, too draining. (Hugh)

A lot of the shows you go to there’s at least two or three other
referees, so you've at least got someone to have a discussion
with, say the cage padding looks a bit dodgy, you can bring
someone in, have a look and talk about it, like ‘what do you
think? How can we fix it is it fixable?’ So, I think it’s very rare
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that I'd go on and be on my own as a referee and have to make
all the decisions myself. You'd usually be in a group where you
can at least run things over between you and kind of use the

hive mind a little bit to try to come up with a solution. (Kevin)

Finally, as well as working with other officials, referees also understood
the need to proactively connect with other staff, such as event medics,
to facilitate their own and others’ work. Such alliances allowed them to
coordinate their efforts more effectively, and even push back against
what they saw as dangerous or unethical decisions from others. Such
teamwork was often considered mutually beneficial and sought out by
these other staff as much as by the referees themselves:

Midway through the night, the medics are asked by the promoter

to check and clear a fighter who'd already lost his match via TKO,
who he wants to put out again to replace a late withdrawal. This
would keep a fight on the card that would otherwise be cancelled, but
it’s clearly a risk to the man’s health. The medics are agitated and
uncomfortable with the prospect, but the promoter isn't hearing their
complaints. A few minutes later, there is a buzz of activity among the
medics and referees. I see Baz and Ali talking angrily with each other,
then Baz walks past us swearing, Tm not doing it mate, I'm not ref-
fing this shambles’. Ali finds, and yells at, the promoter’s staff; [ watch
him from a distance as he gestures unambiguously with his arms — the
fight is off, or else it won't have a referee. Rose, a paramedic, soon
returns to her seat beside me. ‘The refs sorted it, she says with a grin;
the fight is indeed off. ‘Teamwork! (Field notes, May 2018)

DISCUSSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR APPLIED SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

It is important to recognise the unique circumstances of any sporting
context when advocating for psychological interventions to support

its athletes, coaches, and indeed, officials. With respect to the con-

text of MMA referees’ work, principal among such concerns is the
ever-present danger of catastrophic injury occurring during matches,
coupled with the general tendency among fighters, their coaches, spec-
tators, and other stakeholders to approach these risks in ways which
potentially trivialise, and sometimes outright ignore, athletes’ welfare or
wellbeing [Channon 2020; Lenartowicz, Dobrzycki & Jasny 2022]. That
referees are largely left shouldering the responsibility for protecting
athletes in a social context that is highly conducive to causing them
damage lends a sense of urgency to their work that they are well aware
of, and which should be addressed by any form of professional support
provided to them. Indeed, wrong decisions by referees can potentially
lead to a fighter’s injury or even death, which is unlikely to be as press-
ing or immanent a concern for referees working in other sports, or for
the athletes and coaches that sport psychologists might otherwise have
experience of working with.

Sport psychology practitioners might start their work exploring this
sense of responsibility by foregrounding MMA referees’ decision-
making processes. Here, case studies can be used to discuss a variety of
situations for referees, based around applying and evaluating the use of
criteria for stoppages or other important scenarios in both real and hy-
pothetical situations. Case studies might be presented in a written form,
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or perhaps more usefully in video format. This could involve watching
videos from their own earlier matches, or clips of others’ (controversial)
refereeing decisions. This may benefit both novice referees who still
lack experience in the field, as well as more experienced referees who
might want to engage in critical self-reflection. Ultimately, such work
can also lend itself to developing the sense of confidence outlined above
as a key component of competency, helping to build self-belief through
repeated practice, imagery, observation, and refinement of this core
sense of practical understanding [see Hall et al. 2009].

Developing communication skills, with a focus on how to communicate
information to coaches and athletes before, during and after fights, is
another potentially fruitful area that applied sport psychology practi-
tioners can help referees with. One such strategy might take the form of
exercises that focus on creating short and clear messages to the fighters,
that they will be able to comprehend during or immediately before
bouts in particular — these being periods where fighters are likely to be
intensely focused on fighting, and/or dealing with particularly strong
emotional activation [Vaccaro, Schrock & McCabe 2011]. As noted by
Simmons [2006], effective communication strategies can also help with
developing confidence in referees.

In this sense, MMA referees can work on creating a ‘cage persona’.
Identifying ideal attributes and qualities of such a persona can involve
reflecting on questions such as how will this persona make sure that
fighters and coaches listen to me before, during or after a fight?’; how
will this persona show that I am confident and knowledgeable?’; ‘what
will this persona do if someone starts arguing with my decisions?’.
This exercise can have two aims: working as a form of self-directed
performance profile, to help identify necessary skills and qualities for a
referee, while at the same time helping to develop impression manage-
ment strategies [see Manley & Thelwell 2016]. This created persona
might also work as a safety cushion for when in doubt; ‘what would the
persona do?’ Hence, creating a cage persona might help with clarifying
and developing a strong self-concept around unambiguous notions of
what kind of a referee one aspires to be, and assist with reflecting this
confident version of the self to others.

Communication outside of the context of competitive events might help
to build rapport between referees and coaches/fighters, creating more
respect and understanding between them [Slack et al. 2013]. Seminars
on rules and officiating practices, given by referees at MMA gyms and
clubs, might be one mechanism for achieving this. These could perhaps
be facilitated by sport psychology practitioners working with referees,
who might offer mental performance workshops to the athletes there

as an additional incentive to take part. Alternatively, digital resources
might be created such as video analysis of fights by groups of referees
for dissemination among practitioners online, as some studies show
that watching a video of their most recent matches, accompanied by
explanation of the referees’ point of view and accounts of their decision-
making process, helps with communication and rapport building with
athletes and coaches in other sports [e.g., Mascarenhas et al. 2005].
However, this might be difficult to apply in MMA, given the sport’s
tendency to lack central governance in many contexts, meaning a possi-
ble lack of the general organisational coherence that might facilitate this
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out-of-competition communication. This would mean relying instead
on referees’ existing contacts, among whom such rapport building may
not be quite as necessary.

In general, referees may benefit from learning about mental toughness
attributes [Slack et al. 2013]. While there are numerous variables that
might be seen as comprising mental toughness [Plessner & MacMahon
2013], exactly which to focus on depends on the individuals concerned.
For MMA referees, working with an applied sport psychologist can
help create personalised inventories of such attributes; these can then be
used to develop coping strategies which could be useful for dealing with
the sport’s pressures that they feel most acutely, such as handling abuse
from fans, or maintaining focus during bouts. Given the discussion
outlined above, combat sports referees might benefit specifically from
learning about different emotional coping strategies, such as practicing
calm in the face of hostility, not taking things personally, and emotional
distancing from public aggression [Devis-Devis, Serrano-Dura & Mo-
lina 2021]. In addition, referees can use self-talk techniques to regu-
larly remind themselves of their own expertise, which is usually much
greater than that of fans in the audience, to help diminish the impact

of any abuse from the crowd [Simmons 2006]. This will be especially
important for younger or novice referees, who may lack practical expe-
rience and might therefore be prone to doubting themselves more when
confronted with social disapproval.

Following this, sport psychology practitioners can help referees to
process their own emotions, especially if referees doubt their decisions
or feel that they may have misjudged a situation in a fight. Analysing er-
rors, accepting that one cannot be perfect all the time, perceiving errors
as something temporal and something to learn from [Wolfson & Neave
2007] can all be very fruitful areas for such work. In this case the use of
imagery might again be beneficial, either for retrospective replaying of
a problematic situation and making a different decision for evaluation,
or for helping to anticipate future similar situations. Developing critical
self-reflection and clarifying one’s own philosophy will yet again help
contribute to the confidence that is so important in this job, whilst
helping to understand, accept and manage the impact of the work’s
emotional strain.

Lastly, communicating openly with other referees (or indeed, a sport
psychologist) about the aforementioned issues can simply create a safe
space to vent frustrations or reflect on experiences [Simons 2010]. As
noted throughout this paper, having social support is very important,
particularly given the nature of officiating in a sport where one’s core
concern - athletes’ safety — may be overlooked by many others, not

to mention the other cognitive and emotional demands of the work;
the abuse one might endure; and so on. However, referees should also
remain cognisant of the limitations of both each other’s and sport
psychologists’ professional remits, as such confidants often cannot pro-
vide counselling in the case of more complex emotional disturbances.
Referral to clinical practitioners could be necessary to help cope with
traumatic responses to fighters’ serious injuries or similar situations
[Van Raalte & Andersen 2014].
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CONCLUSION: LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

The qualitative, multi-method ethnographic research informing this
paper has allowed us to offer a detailed discussion of the roles of MMA
referees and draw attention to several opportunities for using sport
psychology to positively impact their work. At the cost of lengthy and
abstract conceptual discussion, we have focused instead on offering a
detailed description of a range of empirically evidenced phenomena,
with the intention of forming up recommendations for applied practice.
To that end, we are confident that this article paints a vivid picture
through which colleagues might better understand the nature of MMA
refereeing, as well as feel better prepared to engage with practitioners in
this field, and/or those in related sports.

However, as with similar qualitative investigations, our methodolog-
ical approach suffers from a lack of breadth. With only a very small
sample of participants, all of whom were male, the findings cannot be
assumed to be generalisable to the entire population of MMA referees.
It is highly likely, for instance, that female referees may experience the
same types of issues noted here, but also face further unique challenges
[Hancock et al. 2021; Webb 2022] in this numerically male-dominated
and reputedly ‘masculine’ sport. Moreover, the location of all the obser-
vations in England limits the scope of the events witnessed, particularly
owing to the unregulated nature of MMA in this country at the time of
the study. In contexts where governance structures exist to regulate the
sport and referees’ roles within it, it is possible that different practices
might exist and/or other problems or issues mark the experience of
officials in the sport [e.g., Webb 2017].

Nevertheless, we remain confident in the value of this descriptive ac-
count of the work of MMA officials. If nothing else, we believe it goes a
long way to revealing some of the core challenges and tensions involved
in this work, which are both similar to, but also in some respects signifi-
cantly different from, those evidenced by research on officials in other
sports. We hope that colleagues involved in both research and practice
find our efforts useful in shining light on this under-researched but
fascinating group of sports officials.
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