
Joe Palooka Approved? 
 

As well-adjusted human beings, we do not need nor should we seek the approval of 

others. If my significant other’s girlfriend (or her parents) don’t approve of her relationship with 

me, then such is life. That judgment reflects more on the parents and the girlfriend than on me. 

Nevertheless, the image we portray as individual martial artists either goes a long way to 

improving any knee-jerk judgment others may have, or it reveals a weakness martial artists may 

want to correct.  

I submit that people look down upon the Joe Palooka martial artist because of the paucity 

of his mental aptitude or financial wherewithal. In other words, he lacks brains, bucks, or both. 

And why do people generally disapprove of a person in whom these qualities are in short supply? 

Perhaps it is because the lack of either means that Joe will eventually have to depend on 

someone else. If Joe Palooka were Rocky Balboa at the top of his game, perhaps his success and 

income would help his ability to become more cultured or intelligent, so judgmental people cut 

him some slack. In fact, they might even assume that he must have certain street smarts to have 

earned the income. However, if he were battling in club fights on Saturday nights, they feel that 

he is unlikely to improve in either department. When his fighting days are over, he’d either be 

working at The 7-11 on the graveyard shift or expect someone else—his parents, the 

government, or Rocky’s Adrian (Joe Palooka’s girlfriend was Ann Howe)—to fend for him. 

People seldom think positively of a person that lacks wherewithal unless some natural disaster or 

stock market crash has befallen them. 

The individual martial artist’s maintaining both his education and solvency may be 

important, but equally important is what the martial artist does with his art. I remember 

informally meeting people during the 70s’ Kung-fu era when the public was being exposed to 

martial arts as a disciplined way of life. People expressed respect for the mental and physical 

discipline it takes to be a martial artist, and they wished they were able to have both the self-

control and goal-orientation martial artists had. When martial arts grew into a profession and 

gradually drew in a children’s population that edged out serious adults, people saw instructors as 

after-school educators—teachers who could benefit their children albeit in minor ways 

academics could not. Then, as martial arts became more faddish for kids and more enamored 

with full-contact training for adults, martial artists were considered baby-sitters on one hand or 

jocks on the other (those jocks who could no longer compete, taught instead). Today, with full-

blown MMA on several TV stations, society is lunging into a perception of martial artists as 

tough, sometimes mean buzzards that limp away as modern day Joe Palookas. Sure, on the other 



side of town, a good kiddie karate program may contribute to the perception of martial artist as 

low-level educator, but certainly not as a self-disciplined, goal-oriented athlete.  

I would like to see the day when a martial artist is known for his personal improvement 

and self-confidence and/or his ability to instill both in others. It might not help with the average 

person’s preference for intelligence and wealth, but I think my significant other’s girlfriend (or 

her parents) would be much more comfortable approving of a confident, constantly improving 

guy rather than a tough athlete who, once retired from the octagon, is doomed to herd pajama-ed 

kids, hoping to teach them things that academics don’t.  

One of my students in a kids’ class told her parents that she wanted to grow up to be a 

professional martial artist. I was really gratified to hear that. I wonder if her parents were. 

 

 

 

 


