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Glossary


CHAPTER ONE introduction

Karate is a Japanese martial art based on techniques developed in Okinawa and China that focuses on self-defense using punches, kicks, and blocks. Despite this emphasis, other techniques such as joint locks, throws, and leg sweeps are also included in the system. Karate is one of the few martial arts to contain such a wide range of techniques.

This book is aimed at the student of shotokan karate. There are many styles of karate, for example goju-ryu, wado-ryu, and shito-ryu, but ultimately each style of karate teaches the same principles, just with a different emphasis. A punch is still a punch; a kick is still a kick.

The Shotokan Karate Bible is intended to be a guide for the karate student, from beginner right through to expert, when you would be tested to receive the coveted black belt. Studying from a book is no substitute for a good teacher, but it can complement training with a qualified instructor.

What Does Karate Mean?



[image: image]



Karate, written in kanji



Written in kanji, Japanese pictographs, the word “karate” is composed of two characters. The first, pronounced kara, means “empty” and has Zen connotations. The second pictograph, pronounced te, means “hand” and so karate can be translated as “empty hand.”

The kara symbol is thought to have its origins in the Buddhist sunyata, the Sanskrit term for the ancient metaphysical concept of emptiness or nothingness. Gichin Funakoshi, the father of modern karate, wrote:

As a mirror’s polished surface reflects whatever stands before it and a quiet valley carries even small sounds, so must the student of Karate-Do render their mind empty of selfishness and wickedness in an effort to react appropriately toward anything they might encounter. This is the meaning of the kara or “empty” of Karate-Do.

Funakoshi is saying that you need to empty your mind in order to take the most appropriate action. He is implying that the appropriate action is the righteous and moral thing to do. However, many take it to mean the correct action to take in order to succeed in a fight. If you clutter your mind, you can’t think clearly. Thus, an empty mind is needed to practice good karate.

This, however, is not the original meaning of karate. The original pictograph for kara was quite different. In Japanese, it was a homonym: that’s to say, it was pronounced in the same way, but it had a different meaning. It meant Tang, which was a Chinese imperial dynasty at the zenith of Chinese civilization that had a huge cultural influence on its neighbors. Tang was synonymous with China, and the original karate pictographs meant “Chinese hand.” In Okinawa, the same two pictographs were pronounced “tode” and many in Okinawa referred to them simply as “te,” meaning hand.
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Original form of karate, written in kanji



This change from the old ideographs for karate to the new occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century. Japan was very nationalistic at this time, and, for many, the association of the old symbol with China was not acceptable. Some karate schools, particularly in Tokyo, began writing karate with hiragana, Japanese phonetic characters, as a way of avoiding the “inappropriate” kanji with its Chinese connotation. Others had started writing “empty hand” using the new symbol for kara. At a meeting of Okinawan karate masters in 1936, the new way of writing karate was officially accepted.

History of Karate

Much of the history of karate is shrouded in mystery. This is sometimes explained as being a consequence of the fact that, before the twentieth century, martial arts were often practiced in secret societies. But a more significant factor seems to be the impact of the “Typhoon of Steel,” the invasion of Okinawa in 1945 by American forces that completely flattened the cities of Naha and Shuri, destroying any written records of karate’s early development.

An examination of the available details suggests a fascinating origin for karate in Okinawa: a crack team of royal bodyguards, a kind of nineteenth-century secret service, working as bureaucrats and palace officials by day and developing and practicing a deadly unarmed fighting style by night.

CHINESE WAY OF THE FIST

Many accounts of the origin of karate trace its roots back to ancient China with the introduction of martial exercises into the Shaolin temple by a Buddhist monk called Bodhidharma in the sixth century. He traveled from India to the Shaolin temple in China and found the resident monks to be in a feeble condition. Bodhidharma instructed the monks in the courtyard and began to teach them the art of Shih Pa Lohan Sho (the 18 hands of Lohan), so that the monks could attain spiritual enlightenment while preserving their physical health.

This story may be more myth than history, but the Shaolin temple was certainly one source of the class of Chinese martial arts known as ch’uan fa, the way of the fist. Chinese ch’uan fa was certainly a major influence on the martial art that we today call karate. But few of the Chinese traditions have been continued by karate practitioners and so, to find the real birthplace of karate, we need to look at a small island in the East China Sea called Okinawa.



KARATE: AN OKINAWAN MARTIAL ART
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The Ryukyu Islands are located in the East China Sea



Okinawa is the largest of the Ryukyu Islands, an island chain that extends 620 miles from southern Japan to Taiwan. Today, Okinawa Island is the capital of the Japanese Okinawa Prefecture, but it was once an independent nation with a separate language and culture.

Martial arts probably existed in Okinawa as early as the Chinese Tang Dynasty (618–906 AD), but they would have been quite different from the karate that we see today. Okinawa entered into a tributary relationship with China in 1372, which meant that Okinawa was a province of China and would send regular taxes to the Chinese Emperor. This relationship accelerated Chinese influences on Okinawan culture. There was a permanent Chinese mission resident in the Okinawan Royal Palace, and many of the officials brought with them ch’uan fa secrets. At this stage, it would have been a distinctly Chinese martial art.

A common misconception is that karate was started in Okinawa by peasants. Learning a martial art like karate takes a great deal of time and effort. Peasants spent all their time during the day working, often doing back-breaking work. It would take an extraordinary person to then engage in something as physically demanding as karate in the evening. In fact, the karate masters were invariably of the keimochi (noble) class.

Three cities on Okinawa are important to the story of karate’s development: Naha, a large port; Tomari, a smaller port; and the royal city of Shuri, the capital city of Okinawa. Each city had karate masters with their own kata and traditions.

The karate that developed at Naha, known as Naha-te, can be characterized as being a soft-style martial art, using more circular hand and foot movements that flow from one to another, giving it a graceful appearance.

Karate that follows the Shuri-te tradition is described as a hard-style martial art and tends to use big, strong, linear movements. In the 1500s, the King Sho Shin had a castle built in Shuri, to act as his palace and the bureaucratic center of his kingdom. It was here that the linear karate, which would become shotokan karate, developed.
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The Tomari traditions were rather similar to the Shuri traditions, largely due to the fact that many of the Tomari masters were originally from Shuri, having retired from royal service.
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Naha-te and Shuri-te have quite different histories and origins. Our interest is in the development of shotokan karate, and so our attention will focus on the events that unfolded in Shuri.

Two key events occurred that made Okinawa a unique breeding ground for a new martial art:

[image: image]In 1429, Okinawa was unified under the first Sho Dynasty. Prior to this, Okinawa had suffered from internal conflict between warring clans. To help maintain order, the second Sho King, Sho Shin, disarmed the bickering warlords by introducing a weapons ban. The nobility, the keimochi, were instead set to work as bureaucrats.

[image: image]In 1609, the Japanese Satsuma Clan of Kyushu invaded Okinawa. They probably found the weapons ban quite convenient and ordered that it be continued. Only now the ban was enforced by the Satsuma Samurai, who wielded katana, the deadly Japanese longsword.

By 1650, the Japanese were operating a policy of National Seclusion, Sakoku, which barred Westerners from trading in Japan (with an exception for limited trade with the Dutch). This policy was extended to Okinawa. Officially, Okinawa was still a province of China, and so, to keep control of Okinawa while avoiding war with China, the Shuri officials were ordered to deny any connection with Japan.

To compound this situation, European and American ships started appearing on the Okinawan shores in the nineteenth century carrying explorers, missionaries, and whalers. This conflicted with the Japanese isolationism and
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