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––––––––
[image: ]


The Book of Five Rings was written by Japanese swordsman Miyamoto Musashi in the seventeenth century, approximately two millennia after the writings of the earliest Chinese military classics. During Musashi’s time, rivalry and civil war were large parts of Japanese existence. Lower class samurai overthrew upper class samurai, and many samurai became unemployed. Musashi’s work thus represents one particular type of samurai and not Japanese warfare in general.1

Musashi wrote from the perspective of single-man rather than mass combat. Although some hold the view that the Book of Five Rings was written not only for men-at-arms, but for all sorts of struggles that occur in life,2 this author believes that it is foremost a practical and scientific guide to swordsmanship. Musashi's discussion about the length of the sword, for example, and his suggestion to stop an attack at the outset in order to stifle an opponent’s speed and power, demonstrate a great deal of practical experience and knowledge of the scientific principles involved in wielding a long weapon.3

The reader can no doubt extract considerable detail from Musashi's work and, when elaborating, find situations in world history where the advice will readily apply. But when compared to the Chinese military classics, Musashi's Book of Five Rings has not gained near the fame of Sun Tzu's Art of War, for example. How do they compare? In contrast to the Chinese texts, Japanese texts in general place less emphasis on the importance of a benevolent government and lack the moralistic views and generalizations found in the Chinese texts. Moreover, while it is clear from Musashi’s insights into the technical aspects of wielding a sword that he was an accomplished samurai, it is not equally clear that the authors of the Chinese texts were practicing soldiers. A recurrent theme throughout his book is that the object of battle is to defeat the enemy by killing him. When one picks up the sword, one should do so with the intent of wielding it with utmost earnestness.4

Several other points should be brought to light. First, although approximately two millennia separate the earliest Chinese writings from Musashi’s work, the texts of both countries were written during periods of warring states, which brings into focus the importance of preparing properly for warfare. Second, while China relied on the peasantry and needed to solicit the support of the people in mass armies, the Japanese samurai belonged to the ruling military caste, so Musashi's work demonstrates an upward social mobility. Third, while the Chinese texts were written from the perspective of the state or the rulers, Musashi's Book of Five Rings was written from the perspective of a warrior. Fourth, while the Chinese military classics speak of attaining natural order, the samurai code contains the search for personal perfection. Yamamoto Tsunetomo, a samurai retainer who lived 1659-1719 CE, spoke of the difference between a martial artist and a samurai, noting that “the person who practices an art is an artist, not a samurai, and one should have the intention of being called a samurai.”5

With the foregoing in mind, as Westerners we might note that the Chinese military classics and the Japanese samurai texts, although both are Asian in origin, belong to distinctly different cultures. While the Chinese texts have origins in ancient times when China was still striving for unity and military uprisings were the norm, the Japanese texts are based on the warrior elite from an era that closely coincides with the European Middle Ages. The Chinese texts, perhaps particularly Sun Tzu's Art of War, display a great deal of pragmatism, not only with respect to warfare per se, but with respect to suffering the fewest number of losses in lives and resources. The Japanese texts, although displaying pragmatism, focus on individual heroics and service to the ruler, and evolved from a warrior tradition. No doubt were both Chinese and Japanese texts influenced by the prominent philosophies of the time. Confucianism in China stressed a need for perfection through the achievement of balance. The samurai code also stressed a need for perfection, but was shaped by Zen Buddhism, which started to spread among the samurai in the thirteenth century, and which central tenet was overcoming fear of death.

The need for balance, as communicated in the Chinese texts, was achieved by observing the natural order of the universe; an idea that might sound a bit metaphysical. But it was likely not intended that way. A contrast in Musashi's work is that it helps us understand the characteristics of warfare, through his emphasis on the use of scientific (natural) principles. His suggestions for wielding the sword with power rely substantially on physical (natural) principles, with victory attributed to an understanding of the science of swordsmanship.6 For example, “When you swing it [the sword] sideways, bring it back sideways.”7 Why? Because the inertia involved in swinging a long weapon can help or hinder the swordsman, depending on his understanding of the science behind the technique. Swinging the sword sideways and bringing it back diagonally or vertically, for example, requires a change in direction against the inertia of the sword.

Musashi also encouraged analysis of specific situations by emphasizing that “the logic of each path” is “realized differently according to the individual person.”8 One must know the state of affairs, perceive the conditions of the enemy, and discern their intentions. One must know what lies ahead, before one can successfully deploy the troops.9 Note the similarity to Sun Tzu's suggestion that if you know the enemy and yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.

Both China and Japan went through several stages in their developments that unsettled the population. But while China deployed its armies to calm internal rebellions in its strife for unity, and to deter outside threats from the steppe enemies, the Japanese samurai were fighting in the service of their master, and therefore appear to have had more selfish motives. (Musashi was masterless, however, or a so-called ronin.) Total victory by killing the enemy was the goal, and victory through diplomatic means often prescribed in the Chinese texts seems to have little place in Musashi's work. While the Chinese texts afford the reasons for war a great deal of focus, the same is not true in the Book of Five Rings, which focuses almost exclusively on the process of wielding the sword. However, although Musashi’s work is primarily a study of individual swordsmanship, it does stress that the “spirit of overcoming others” is the same regardless of whether one is fighting a thousand opponents or just one.10

The military theories of China versus Japan thus emphasize a set of general principles that are applicable to mass armies or the individual soldier, with proper training being the key to victory. A problem with these principles is that they are open to several interpretations. Although the suggestions for efficient warfare that occur in the respective treatises, whether in mass armies or in individual combat, might at first seem like lists equivalent to the popular "ten easy ways" that often appear in contemporary business or self-help books in the Western world, neither the Chinese military classics nor Musashi's work was likely meant to be read that way. A great deal of intellectual thought coupled with common sense, or gut feeling, if you will, is needed to gain a useful interpretation of the texts.

With respect to victory, Musashi, like the Chinese writers, stressed the need for military preparedness, so that one could meet any threat, whether on a personal or national scale. The military situation must be examined from more than one perspective in order to determine the best way to overcome the enemy, whether through direct attack and physical combat or through diplomatic means. Either way, the end goal must be clear to prevent distractions that could lead to great personal loss or national disaster. Although Musashi’s work focuses primarily on achieving total victory by killing the enemy, and the Chinese texts focus on returning society to a balanced order, both situations require thorough analysis, making warfare an undertaking that should not be entered into lightly.

Now that we know something about Musashi's thoughts on warfare and how they compare to the ancient Chinese military classics, we should consider how the samurai achieved their status and the value they placed on the sword.

The history of the samurai class communicates the relationship between war and society. In seventh century Japan, noble families holding military command positions specialized in the martial arts and employed royal retainers in their service. Swords, which were not as easily concealed as daggers, became symbols of status and honor. Although swords served as supplementary weapons rather than as the main armament on the battlefield,11 emphasis was often placed on “individual skill and heroism.”12

In the ninth century, the Japanese police force sanctioned by the government was in a state of erosion. Some of the nobles decided to serve locally and become samurai. In the tenth and eleventh centuries, the powers of the emperor began to disintegrate as a result of conflicts within the nobility. Clashes between warring clans controlling large areas of the country became common. Factors leading to the development of the samurai class included the battles fought between these clans in their struggles for control of territory. However, in medieval Japan, recourse to arms was acceptable only under centralized control and when sanctioned by the state. In early medieval Japan, although warriors trained and organized themselves, armies must receive support from the state. Early samurai armies were thus essentially war bands comprising individual warriors.13

In the mid-Kamakura period (1185-1333 CE), a feudal era ruled by the shoguns, sword-smithing was a distinctive trade. Swords and other weapons bore the name of the maker to demonstrate the quality of the weapon. By contrast, when arrow shafts were marked with the name of the owner, it was to identify the kill and not to demonstrate the quality of the weapon. The Japanese samurai naturally enjoyed the prestige that came with their position, with mastering swordsmanship, and with the disciplined and dedicated training required to achieve proficiency in the art.14

The sword in Japan was also a weapon of status through the cost associated with its manufacture. In addition to the great workmanship that went into the making of swords, Japan had a problem that was not as prevalent in China, and that might have raised the cost of manufacture even more: The country was iron poor.15 The medieval Japanese sword smiths commonly made blades of pure steel, but many blades also contained a combination of iron and steel, with a steel plate sandwiched between two plates of iron.16

China influenced Japan, not just by exporting material, but also in the design of the Japanese sword. The first swords came to Japan from China via Korea. These were slender straight swords called jian. The later Chinese swords, called dao, had various curved shapes representing sabers. These swords were sturdier than the jian and could be used effectively by mounted warriors as chopping weapons against foot soldiers. It is theorized that the reason why the Japanese katana is curved, is because a curved sword can be drawn with greater ease than a straight sword from horseback. The katana was therefore particularly useful for mounted warriors. However, cavalry did not suddenly gain importance “in the decades immediately preceding the curved sword.”17 It is therefore believed that the curved sword took its shape, not for the purpose of ease of draw or for enacting slashing rather than thrusting attacks, but because a curved sword is stronger than a straight sword.

A strong and well-crafted sword communicated that the owner was prepared for battle and had acquired the necessary training to wield the weapon. The sword was also a symbol of authority and responsibility; it communicated that the owner could defend his family or city and was ready to engage in warfare if need







d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Military Scientific Explanation
Made Easy for Modern Martial Arts

s3ury] 2aL JO Joog SIYsesnI a, 9NJe1dg eurpIeA





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





