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Children and the Martial Arts
By Margie Krause
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What is missing today in the lives of many of our children is the ritual of daily practice.  This is not to say that our children are not engaged in repetitive behaviors on a daily basis.  For example, the average American teenager checks their phone on average 180 times a day.  This obsession begins at daybreak and continues unabated until the child falls into restless cyber-sleep.  A current study from the Centre for Disease Control in Atlanta points out that 63% of today’s under 35 generation spends more time communicating by text messaging than by actual fact-to-face contact with another human being.  This is an entire generation of Americans wedded to their cell phones who even when they are talking to another person cannot resist the temptation to break off eye contact and check their screens.  That an entire generation is dependent on their cell phones rather than on other living, breathing people will have ramifications too frightening to even imagine.  Never before has America produced a more self-centered, narcissistic generation.  What does it say about America as a country when our children are convinced that they are more important than everyone else around them?

The problem with giving an adolescent a cell phone is the power of the technology is not earned or respected.  There is no skill required other than the frantic pressing of the key pad.   You can do this when you are very young; there is no discipline required; there is no mastery.  There is no humility before nature since the child truly believes that they are entitled to their phones and to their technology.  Other people are ignored.  There is no respect for other human beings and the importance of social skills.  There is only the addictive rush of endorphins in the brain as the key pad is compulsively pressed over and over again.

A recent study from the American Psychiatric Association points to a new and disturbing trend.  It was originally feared that children would somehow be harmed because of sexual perverts hiding in the dark rooms of the internet.  This does in fact happen, but it is extremely rare.  However, what is now happening over and over again are psychological devastating posts on social media.  There is nothing more harmful than a hormonal teenager ranting on Facebook.  Forget the sexual predator.  The real threat is the pissed-off teenage girl.  The problem of social media and texting is that there are no filters.  People post harmful comments they would never, ever dare to say face-to-face.  Anything goes.  There are no boundaries.  This take-no-prisoners attitude is void of any manners or social grace.  Any offensive, real or imagined, is broadcast to the entire world for all to see on the stage of public humiliation.  After all, for this cell phone generation, there is nothing more important than themselves.  In the hand of the young, giving a kid a cell phone is like giving a gang-banger a gun.  Most types of power in the world require a huge sacrifice by whoever wants the power.  This is not the case with the cell phone or the hand gun.  Neither requires sacrifice or a skill-set to use.  Both give the adolescent power that they have not earned.  Both give the teenager power they do not respect.  Both give the child power they do not know how to use.  The cell phone and the gun are purchased power.  You accomplish something quickly.  There is no thinking.  There is no discipline.  There is no restraint.  There is only stupid, reactionary behavior that harms others.

If you really love your children enroll them into the martial arts.  There is an apprenticeship that lasts for years.  Nothing comes easy.  There are boundaries.  There is a sense of right and wrong.  There are hours after hours of practice.  In the martial arts nothing comes easy. Kata is the Japanese word meaning “pattern.”  A kata is the detailed, choreographed movements practiced either alone or in pairs.  Mastery is the key.  Once you master one kata you move on to the next and then to the next.  Every kid goes to the dōjō (“place of the proper way” or school) for the first time thinking they are going to learn how to kill with their hands.  But after years of training the child has put in the time and the effort to learn some self-discipline.  A karate master does not kill with his bare hands.  He does not lose his temper and slap his girlfriend.  He does not check his cell phone in the middle a conversation.  By the time the karate master has earned his black belt and the operative word here is “earned,” he is focused, disciplined and in control of his emotions.  He respects himself, he respects karate and, most importantly, he respects others around him.  The karate master doesn’t kill with his bare hands.  He doesn’t have to.  Now after years of disciplined training he has the strength to walk away from the fight.  The self-discipline learned through the martial arts becomes a life style.  Through years of rigorous training, the child learns compassion and humility. None of this can be taught by handing a kid a cell phone or by staring down the barrel of a gun.
Purchased power is the major problem facing America today.  No experience necessary.  No skills required.  Just pull the trigger and shoot.  Just reach for your phone and text.  Everything is easy, fast and nobody has to wait for anything.  Therein lays the problem facing a generation of American children.  In their hands technology is awesome power.  But it isn’t earned.  Without having to experience a discipline that requires an investment of time and energy children are never forced to grow up and to become adults.  And isn’t that a happy thought?  An entire generation of pathologically selfish American children wedded to their technology and engaged in mindless self-centered behavior.  Welcome to the 21st century. You might want to text your friend and ask them what they think.  You won’t even have to wait for an answer.
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