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CONVENTIONS

Japanese words and expressions have been divided into their most logical
semantic components to assist reading and correct pronunciation. Japanese
terms have been romanized according to the Hepburn system and italicized.
Long Japanese vowel sounds have been approximated using macrons.
Macrons are used in most Japanese terms, except for commonplace names
and organizations that have official English titles without macrons. Terms
found in Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, such as “kendo,” “budo,” and
“bushido,” are written without macrons or italics.

Although traditional Japanese swordsmanship is generally referred to as
kenjutsu, other terms were also widely used. Gekiken, or gekken, was coined in
the mid-Tokugawa period and mainly referred to fencing with shinai and pro-
tective armor. Depending on the context, kenjutsu also had that meaning, but
it encompassed the kata methodology as well. The term kendo, although not
unheard of in the Tokugawa period, did not come into common usage until
the twentieth century. Thus, the documents quoted in this book jump from
one appellation to another depending on the historical period in question.

Organizations such as the Nippon Budokan and the Dai-Nippon
Butokukai are commonly referred to as “Budokan” and “Butokukai,” and
they are sometimes shortened as such in the text. Also, the Japanese Ministry
of Education (MOE) changed its name to the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) in 2001. Both acronyms
are used in the text.

All era dates, such as the Tokugawa period (1603-1868), are given in
accordance with conventions used in the Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan.
Many of the historical figures mentioned in the text changed their names
during their lives, but I have used the most familiar names. Furthermore,
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personal names are written in the order of surname followed by given name
in accordance with Japanese convention. The birth and death dates for
a number of historical figures are impossible to verify, but I have used the
generally accepted dates, and ages, when given, are calculated according to
the inclusive Japanese method known as kazoedoshi.

All of the translations of documents and quotations from Japanese were
done by me, except where otherwise stated. The titles of Japanese literary
works appear in the original form, with English translations offered in paren-
theses after the first mention in the text. The English terms “school” or “tra-
dition” are sometimes used to refer to formal organizations known as ryiha
or ryit, which taught martial art systems.
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PROLOGUE: KENDO BASICS

[ first came to Japan in 1987 as a teenage exchange student and spent a year
at a municipal high school in Chiba City. From the day I arrived, it was
assumed by my guardians that I would join an extracurricular club for the
sake of enriching my sojourn in Japan culturally and socially. I was an avid
soccer player and was excited about the prospect of testing my skills in
Japan. That particular goal faded away when I was shown the soccer “field,”
which was nothing more than an abrasive sandpit. Having grown up in
New Zealand, it seemed implausible that outdoor sports could be played
on any surface other than grass—a truly rare commodity in Japanese
schools.

My host mother then suggested that I try something “a little more
Japanese.” It made sense, and the martial arts seemed like a viable option.
Being particularly inconspicuous physically speaking, I was motivated to see
what was on offer and imagined the kudos I would get back home with a
shodan (black belt) as a souvenir of my time in Japan.

With so many martial art movies circulating in the mid-1980s, the myste-
rious power and respect demanded by the almighty black belt made it a
dream for many young boys and girls. Had there been a karate club at my
school, I would have undoubtedly followed in the footsteps of Daniel-san
looking for my own Mr. Miyagi. Instead, I had a choice of judo or kendo.

I visited the judo club first, but, with only three members on the team, my
interest was not piqued. I was then escorted down a long, dark corridor
toward a curious room emitting the pungent aroma of sweat and goodness
knows what else. The rhythmic clacking of bamboo sticks and a cacophony
of shrill battle cries greeted me as I'slid open the door. I had seen a picture of
kendo a few years before on a card included as a free gift in a breakfast cereal
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box, but the extent of my knowledge of the sport amounted to what was
given in the short explanatory paragraph on the back.

The school dojo was much smaller than any gym found at a New Zealand
school. It had a relatively low ceiling, foreboding bars on the windows, and a
Shinto altar on the far wall. I removed my shoes and entered the room with
nervous trepidation. Inside, hordes of spirited trainees outfitted with blue
full-face helmets, body protection, and split skirts were feverishly smashing
each other with bamboo sticks. To my untrained eye, it seemed like nothing
more than senseless violence. It all fit perfectly with my preconceived stere-
otypes of the Japanese. The ferocity of the scene conjured up images in my
mind of kamikaze, samurai, and “hara-kiri.”

Looking past the frenetic one-on-one battles unfolding in every part of
the dojo, I found my attention drawn to the far corner, where a physically
larger, fiercer-looking combatant appeared to be dishing out a hiding to some
unfortunate soul of much lesser proportions. I remember thinking, “This is
like a scene out of Star Wars, and that must be Darth Vader.” The fanatical
Jedi trainee howled as he launched attack after attack with his light saber,
but his strikes were nonchalantly deflected and mercilessly returned with
interest.

After some minutes of relentless but ineffective attacking, the lesser oppo-
nent was permitted to land a succession of cracking wallops on Vader’s head,
wrists, and torso. But then Vader upped the ante, retaliating with vicious
thrusts to the throat, body clashes that sent the attacker flying backward, and
foot sweeps that reduced him to a sagging heap on the floor. Just when it
looked as if submission were his only option, the youngJedi somehow sprang
to life again, and the painful process started all over. Corporal punishment
had just been outlawed back in New Zealand, and thoughts that somebody
should be calling the police crossed my mind as I stared in disbelief at the
savagery.

Suddenly, a loud shout rang out over the chaos. “Yaamecece!” Everybody
stopped what they were doing, and Vader sat down in front of the small
shrine attached to the wall. He removed his mask and waited as his under-
lings lined up opposite him, trying to control their panting. Vader was the
sensei of the club—a physical education teacher at the school with a fear-
some, no-nonsense reputation. At his signal, the students sat down and took
off their masks, revealing no visible emotion. It was freezing cold, but steam
rose from their brows and sweat dripped from their chins, forming puddles
on the frigid wooden floor. They knelt down in two straight lines as they
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watched their sensei intently, without daring to wipe the perspiration cascad-
ing off their faces. He gave a nod, and everybody erupted in unison into a
chant, which was followed by silent meditation.

Then the sensei spoke, breaking the dreamlike quiet—the calm after the
storm. I did not understand Japanese at the time, but his expression was con-
temptuous, and a tirade of what sounded like angry advice rolled off his
tongue and lashed their ears, just as his bamboo sword had done to their
bodies minutes before. The trainees replied simultaneously with an emphatic
“hai!” to indicate acquiescence, and then the daily two-hour session was over.

The sensei’s penetrating gaze then zoomed in on me. “I'm Sano. You must
be the new exchange student. See you here tomorrow!” I felt as if I were being
strong-armed into joining the club, and indeed that was the case. The aggres-
siveness of it all frightened me, but I was curious to try my hand at playing
samurai. I had no way of knowing it at the time, but this was a fateful first
encounter with one of the most influential people in my life and, without a
doubt, the scariest. Whether I liked it or not, I was in for a penny, and in for
a pounding.

The following day, I meandered tentatively through the dingy corridors
for my induction to kendo. I arrived at 16:02, when training was already in
full swing. “We start at 16:00!” I was scolded, which actually meant I should
have been there at 15:30. First I was taught how to hold the bamboo sword
(shinai) in what is a most unnatural stance: both hands in front of the body,
left hand gripping the bottom of the shinai hilt, sword tip at throat height,
right foot forward, left heel slightly raised, and body perfectly upright in the
attention position. Then I was shown how to execute practice swings
(suburi)—a monotonous exercise repeated thousands of times a week to
facilitate coordination of the feet, hands, shinai, and spirit.

I remember being embarrassed about yelling “men!” at the completion of
each downward swing. Questions abounded. “Why can’t I hold the bamboo
stick with my right hand at the bottom?” “Why is my right foot supposed to
be in front?” “Why do I have to yell ‘men’ anyway?” The standard reply was,
“just do it,” with no further explanation. It was a far cry from the athlete-
friendly sports coaching I had received back home.

While the rest of the club members donned armor and were absorbed in
full-contact combat, I was left on my own to practice suburi. After an hour
or so, my arms felt like lead and my throat was dry. It was, I thought, high
time for a much-deserved break. Ten seconds into my self-determined respite,
Sano-sensei’s voice boomed across the dojo. “Hey! Get back into it!” He came
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over every so often to correct my deteriorating, lethargic form and my less-
than-obedient attitude.

At 18:00, the long-awaited order to cease and desist resounded through
the dojo: “Yaameeeee!” 1 wasn't sure where to line up, so somebody grabbed
my sleeve and inserted me somewhere between the girls and the boys. We
knelt down in two straight lines facing the front of the room, and those
around me took off their masks. Vapor rose from their drenched faces and
cropped hair, and the stench of fresh perspiration mixed with countless
hours’ worth of stale sweat caked into the equipment permeated my nostrils.
(Years of training render this peculiar odor into something wistfully thera-
peutic, for kendoka, that is.)

The persistent screeching and clattering of bamboo against body parts had
stopped, and the dojo was serene. The tranquility was abruptly broken as
everybody started chanting the words emblazoned on the scroll hanging on
the wall: “It takes one thousand days of sweat to forge the spirit, and ten
thousand days of sweat to polish it. But a bout is decided in less than a
second.” I was informed later that these were words adapted from Miyamoto
Musashi’s Book of Five Rings, although I had no idea what this was at the
time. We recited this chant religiously every day after training and then
assumed the dhyani mudra posture and meditated in silence for a minute or
so with the command “mokuss.”

The student captain’s signals at the end of meditation to bow, bow, and
bow again, each time with the directive of “re:!,” transported us back to the
mundane world. Sano-sensei then started to deliver another rather solemn-
sounding speech. Of course, I had no idea what he was saying, but he appeared
to be angry. Kneeling in the painful formal seiza position for the first time, I
was nearing the end of my tether. I had spent two hours swinging a bamboo
stick and following strange rituals, only to be made to sit through a growling
homily that I couldn’t understand.

One more “bai!” and training was finally over. After Sano-sensei left the
building, the boys and girls made an instant transformation from clockwork
soldiers into typical puerile teenagers. This was a great relief to me. But even
my uninitiated mind could sense that hierarchical boundaries based on year
group (first, second, and third) dictated the extent to which fooling around
was permitted and who was authorized to be a provoker vis-a-vis a submissive
target. Everybody knew their place, and the power plays and tiered relation-
ships in the dojo, although prescribed by age rather than skill at kendo, were

generally convivial and harmonious.
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When it came to Sano-sensei, however, absolute deference was imperative.
Respect was maintained at all times through a potent combination of fear
and dependence. No one dared question his methods, answer back to him, or
misbehave. He was in essence a drill sergeant, military chaplain, and com-
mander all rolled into one. I found this authoritarianism disturbing at first,
but more on this shortly.

The boys in the second-year group were given the unenviable challenge of
showing me the ropes—or, more accurately, controlling my wayward-
foreigner tendencies and bringing me into line with the Japanese code of
behavior. Any mistakes I made in terms of my comportment, in or outside of
the dojo, were on their heads. Thus, for the rest of the year, they went out
of their way to teach me kendo, which I discovered provided an illuminating
window onto Japanese society and culture as a whole. The self-restraint, strict
adherence to procedure, and etiquette in action and speech that were literally
beaten into me served me well in all aspects of my life in Japan.

Following this first foray into the dojo, it was close to 21:00 by the time I
got back to my host family’s home. I was sore all over, with cramped muscles
that I never knew existed, and the soles of my feet and palms of my hands
were covered in oozing blisters. Still, the thought of obtaining a shodan
before going back to New Zealand in a year’s time smoldered away inside
of me, although it had not yet clicked that nobody actually wore belts in
kendo!

This training regime continued seven days a week for the entire year.
When there was no school, we would train from 9:00 to 18:00, or we might
have an overnight training camp, a tournament, or practice matches with
other schools. It was essentially boot camp—designed not to be fun but to
instill discipline and toughen us up mentally and physically. We had our fun
in the times between training, where the mutual bonds forged through
blood, sweat, and fear intensified the joy we felt in the moments of liberty,
away from Sano-sensei’s omnipotence. However, my high school kendo club
was by no means exceptional. High school club activities in Japan are notori-
ously harsh, even outright violent sometimes, but kendo has an extra layer of
inherent solemnity for reasons I will explain in this book.

During the first six months, I struggled to justify continuing. I did not
like kendo per se, but I remained because of the friendships I had developed
and the simple terror of what would happen if I tried to quit. Sano-sensei
generally treated me like everybody else, but he knew I had my own cultural
standards that were slightly at odds with Japanese mores, and he introduced
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me to the intricacies of the Japanese system judiciously. Although he could
not speak a word of English, he liked to have fun pointing out that my
English pronunciation was flawed, since it didn’t sound “Japanese enough.”
“It’s not Alec, it’s Arekku,” he would tease in an attempt to illicit exasperated
responses from me. [ once went to him with painful blood blisters on my feet,
hoping that I could sit out training. Without a word, he pulled a needle,
thread, and a lighter from his desk, motioned for me to sit down, and pro-
ceeded to lance them all. His grin, and the glint in his eye when the surgical
operation was finished, told me to toughen up and get back on the floor.
Evidently he was a medic, too.

In the dojo, his word was indisputable fact. He taught me that crows were
white if he said so, and if I wanted to get good at kendo, I had to trust him
totally. Although he terrified me, he also had a playful side that offered brief
glimpses into the compassion that lurked beneath his iron exterior and
underpinned his Spartan pedagogy.

When I was finally allowed to wear armor, I found kendo to be even more
perplexing. The mask offered me security and protection on one hand, but it
also made me feel claustrophobic, as I was incarcerated literally and meta-
phorically behind bars. It was from this point that the intensity picked up.
When the mask is put on, there is no going back, no submission until the
final “yame.” Faced with an opponent intent on striking you on any one of
four target areas, the tit-for-tat probing for openings, trying to unbalance
adversaries physically and psychologically in order to capitalize on that
instant of hesitation, fear, surprise or doubt, is what makes kendo a highly
complex battle of wills.

Landing the perfect strike that merges spirit, technique, and body is as
much a mental game as it is a physical one. Timing, distance, and controlling
the opponent’s centerline is of the essence, and he or she who takes charge of
these facets of the bout will prevail. Kendo has little to do with raw physical
strength or advantages of height. Successful strikes are made with a well-
timed cut to an adversary who is overwhelmed by pressure or by countering
an attack the opponent was subtly coaxed into making.

Ultimately, the mind trumps athletic dexterity, which is why people can
still effectively engage in kendo into their eighties and nineties. Many
kendoka acknowledge the pinnacle of their kendo ability as being in their late
forties to late fifties, when their minds and bodies have reached a state of
equilibrium. When going head to head with a middle-aged or elderly kendo

practitioner of advanced rank, you become like the prey of a cobra: hypno-
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tized into inaction and cut down before the mind can grasp and react to the
situation at hand. Similarly, you may become paralyzed in an incorporeal net
of ki emanating from his shinai. Overwhelmed, you may be forced to step out
of striking range as he closes in, until the wall stops you and there is nowhere
to hide. In threatening situations, human instinct triggers the fight-or-flight
reaction as a matter of survival. In a kendo match, even if the “fight” is not
working, there is no way out. Because the mere thought of flight is considered
inconceivably craven, you find yourself coerced into striking, only to have
your blow deflected and countered in a split second of refined, minimalistic
movement and maximum finality.

Then, your mind flustered by the damned if you do, damned if you don’t
dilemma, panic sets in. Game over. You yield to superior force and commit
body and soul to a session of arduous attack practice orchestrated by the sensei
as his shinai transmutes into a conductor’s baton. He directs your every move,
allowing the good strikes to connect while disdainfully nullifying the insuf-
ficient ones so that you recognize the difference between good form and bad.

It is not a contest any more, but rather an exercise intended to bring you
to the threshold of your physical, technical, and psychological limits, and
beyond. The session stops only when you have demonstrated adequate verve
and fighting spirit and appear to have grasped whatever lesson the sensei is
trying to impart to help you reach the next level of proficiency or competi-
tiveness. This exercise of nonstop attacking is typically frenzied and excruci-
ating, but it ends with a cursory pat on the back in recognition of effort and
observance of rituals signifying mutual respect.

It was in one such session that I became catechized into the way of kendo
once and for all. In the unbearably humid month of August, I lined up to
practice with Sano-sensei. For me, a session was usually over in a couple of
minutes, and I had never experienced the full brunt of the sensei’s sword. On
this particular day, suffering from culture shock, the debilitating Japanese
summer, and the accumulated frustrations of life in Japan, I was at my bel-
ligerent worst. T hurled myself at him with unbridled rage, not respect. I suc-
ceeded in knocking him back once, then twice. These were small victories
that gave me immense satisfaction, but it was his duty as sensei to return the
favor. One body clash sent me backpedalling meters, and the next had my
back against the wall. He moved in for the coup de grice, like a colossal wave
about to break over me. Rather than take it front on and get crushed in the
process, [ unwisely chose the flight option. But Sano-sensei gave me no room
for retreat. It was attack, or be demolished. So attack I did, on and on, only
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to be cut down and summarily punished for committing the heinous crime
of sidestepping the brunt of his attack. Fear turned to utter fatigue, and it was
all I could do to stay on my feet as I tried to keep attacking. I collapsed many
times, seeing fleeting glimpses of what it must be like to die, vivid images that
remain etched in my mind to this day.

Every time I felt like I was about to pass out, inexplicable surges of energy
from somewhere deep within miraculously revitalized my body and mind,
and I found my second wind, then my third. The pain and fatigue dissipated,
and I entered a trancelike state in which I no longer feared the sensei, or even
the thought—which actually seemed more like an inevitability—of expiring
right there on the dojo floor.

The better part of an hour had passed when the bout finally ended. T had no
sense of time during the ordeal, but I was overcome with emotion as the mag-
nitude of what had happened dawned on me. Sano-sensei had taken me to hell
and back. Although I had not been searching for anything in particular, I
realized I had found it. What “it” was exactly is still a mystery to me, but I
knew instinctively that it was profound. The never-say-die attitude that Sano-
sensei forced me to embrace was a spiritual revelation of sorts. It amounted to
a temporary high, permeated with a sense of purity and clarity that cannot be
replicated easily. That high, once tasted, became addictive and empowering,
and it is what has kept me in Japan, and practicing kendo, ever since.

Some readers may be repulsed that such apparent abuse could be sanc-
tioned in schools. The truth is that overtly austere instruction in sports,
although once commonplace in Japan, is falling out of favor. In the last dec-
ade or so, the media has called attention to incidents involving the injury, or
even death, of pupils due to physical or psychological bullying in sports clubs,
leading to a change in social attitudes. Overly zealous instructors who care-
lessly, or arrogantly, spurn the line between discipline and unadorned abuse
are no longer tolerated, and rightly so.

Nevertheless, that martial arts are rooted in violence is a historical fact.
This is something I will delve into in the following chapters, but I would like
to stress at this point that, although martial arts like kendo are popular com-
petitive sports in the modern era, their principal teachings are often extreme.
The ofhicial concept of kendo according to the All Japan Kendo Federation,
for example, is “to discipline the human character through the application of
the principles of the sword.” The sword is a lethal weapon, once used for
killing. Of course, we do not kill people in kendo, but many of the terms and
concepts allude to death in the allegorical sense—paradoxically though, as
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an affirmation of life. In other words, practitioners learn to cherish life
through the process of mentally and physically “sacrificing” themselves in
each attack. This demands discipline and the capacity to control or overcome
the fear of defeat.

The extreme side of kendo—which Sano-sensei heedfully introduced me
to—is accessible only when one is able to let go and shed the ego. This requires
a degree of external assistance and prompting. A venerable kendo sensei has
already been there, is acutely aware of the dangers of overkill, and shoulders
the burden of responsibility to guide his or her charges along the path of
self-perfection based on personal experience. This journey is not supposed to
be a sadistic abuse of power, but rather an act of benevolence in which the
teacher and students have reached accord. Trust is the glue that binds master
and disciple and guides them when the boundaries separating appropriate
and inappropriate practices become blurred.

It is an unfortunate fact of life, however, that this trust can easily be
betrayed, and it does happen. That is why it is said in Japan, “It is better to
spend three years finding the right teacher than to start three years sooner
with the wrong one.” This is problematic if you do not know what “right” is.
In this sense, I feel that I was lucky, and I have a weighty debt to Sano-sensei
for his insightful guidance into a world so foreign to my own.

I now hold the rank of kydshi 7-dan, the same as Sano-sensei. The irony that
the first of his students to attain this rank was a foreigner was not lost on him,
and he said that the supreme form of homage for a teacher is to be surpassed by
astudent. I would not dare claim to have surpassed him yet, but I owe it to him
to keep trying for as long as I can hold a shinai. I meet with him twice a year in
Chiba, along with the rest of his kendo students, for a dinner party to catch up
and reminisce. Although the majority of my former classmates do not practice
kendo actively any more, we appreciate the hard lessons we learned under our
sensei’s strict tutelage. None of us would trade the experience for anything,

The rules and methods of kendo are complex, and its technical and philo-
sophical framework is often indefinable. Nevertheless, it is important to have
a basic understanding of how kendo works to contextualize the forthcoming
discourse on its cultural significance.

The kendo armor (bagu; figure 1) consists of the mask (2ex), plastron (do),
lower-body protector (zare), and protective gauntlets (kote). The d is crafted
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FIGURE 1. Kendo armor.

from lacquered bamboo or fiberglass, and the grill on the mask (men-gane) is
made from metal. The Hasegawa Chemical Industry Company also produces
a type of men with a clear Perspex protective shield, although few people are
seen using it. The rest of the equipment is made from thick padded cotton or
analogous synthetic material, which is light and shock absorbent. The equip-
ment weighs approximately ten kilograms and is attached by cords over a blue
or white cotton top (kendi-gi) and a pleated traditional split skirt (hakama)
made from cotton or synthetic material. The name and affiliation of the prac-
titioner is attached to the central front panel of the zare. Apart from a few
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FIGURE 2. The shinai.

improvements for safety, and the use of modern materials, the kendoka’s link
with the swordsmen of yore is easily identifiable by the equipment used.

The weapon used is the shinai, written with the two kanji characters
meaning “bamboo” and “katana” (figure 2). Original shinai of the Tokugawa
era (1603-1868) consisted of finely split bamboo slats encased in a leather
sheath. Today’s shinai—9o percent of which are produced in China—are
made from four slats of bamboo 120 cm or less in length, secured together
with a leather tip, a leather fastening approximately a quarter of the way
down from the tip, and the two-handed leather hilt.

A cord linking these leather pieces runs up the back of the shinai and
represents the non-cutting edge of the blade. Even though the shinai is cylin-
drical, strikes made with the back or sides are not considered valid. The hand-
guard (#suba) is usually round and is fashioned from leather, pigskin, or
plastic. In recent years, the Carbon Shinai made from composite materials by
the Hasegawa Chemical Industry Company saw a phase of popularity among
high school practitioners and non-Japanese kendoka for its durability and
cost effectiveness. Sales have waned, however, as bamboo shinai have become
much cheaper than before and are easily acquired via Internet kendo equip-
ment vendors. In any case, almost all kendoka prefer the feel of bamboo,
which is more ductile and mitigates the shock of impact.

The study of modern kendo consists of practicing prescribed forms, or
kata with wooden swords (boku1d), and full-contact training with bamboo
practice swords. The wooden swords are made in the same general shape and
size as a katana. The Nippon Kendo Kata were developed in 1912 for the
purpose of national dissemination in schools (described in chapter 4) and has
ten forms. These kata include the five stances (ka7mzae): overhead left and right
(jodan), blade at the side pointing back (wakigamae), blade held vertically at
the side of the head (bassi-no-kamae), low stance (gedan-no-kamae), and
middle stance (chidan-no-kamae; figure 3). Apart from chidan, however,
these stances are rarely seen in kendo bouts fought with shinai.

The prescribed kata forms are practiced not so much for the purpose of
acquiring kendo techniques, but rather as a reminder that the use of the
cylindrical bamboo stick is predicated on the principles and theory of using
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FIGURE 3. The middle stance
in kendo.




a real sword. The kata traditionally serve as a ceremonial beginning to tour-
naments and are performed by high-ranking instructors using steel swords
with blunted blades. They are also an integral part of promotion examina-
tions for kendoka of all levels, although most see kata as largely irrelevant in
their quest for success in the competitive arena.

In shinai training, which constitutes the bulk of practice time, students
usually face off in the standard middle-fighting stance, standing the equiva-
lent of two sword lengths apart. Some practitioners prefer to fight from the
overhead jodan position, and a small but growing number of people use two
swords (i29), following in the tradition of famed seventeenth-century
Japanese warrior Miyamoto Musashi. According to kendo rules, jodan can
only be used in competition from high school and above and #4#5 from uni-
versity level. Thus, all beginners start their study of kendo by learning to fight
from chadan.

The valid targets are limited to strikes to the men, do, and kote and thrusts
to the throat (zsuki). Additionally, there are a number of complicated criteria
that need to be met for the strike to be counted as valid (table 1). The practi-
tioner hones his or her understanding of what constitutes a valid strike
(yiko-darorsu) through arduous and repetitive training. The typical training
session consists of physically taxing repetitions of basic moves, applied tech-
niques, and attack practice (kakari-geiko and uchikomi-geiko) so that the
student learns to embody the techniques and is able to execute them the
instant an opening appears.

For a point to be valid, the attacker must strike the target accurately and
forcefully with the correct part of the shinai: about an eighth of the way
down from the tip, with the blade edge. If the strike is too shallow, deep, or
weak, or is made with the side of the blade, a point will not be awarded. The
attack must also be made with upright posture and full spirit—which is indi-
cated by bellowing out the name of the intended target. Spirit, sword, and
body must be consolidated at the point of impact, and after the target is
struck, the attacker must follow through and demonstrate continued physi-
cal and mental alertness (zanshin), proving him- or herself ready to thwart a
possible counterattack. All of these actions must be executed in a smooth
sequence, and then the cycle starts again (figure 4).

There are two categories of matches (sh74i): individual and team. Team
matches usually involve bouts between three, five, or seven fighters on each
side, represented by the colors red and white. The bouts are conducted one at
a time as teammates sit quietly and observe as they wait their turn. Match time
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TABLE 1 Technical outline for a valid strike (yi#ko-datotsu) to score

a point (ippon) in kendo

Definition of yiakd-datotsu: “A yitki-darotsu is defined as an accurate strike or thrust made
onto designated targets (datotsu-bui) of the opponent’s kendo-gu. The strike or thrust must
be executed in high spirits with correct posture, using the striking section (datotsu-bu) of
the shinai with the blade on the correct angle (hasuji), and followed by zanshin.”!

Elements

Requirements

Shisei (posture)

Kiai (vocalization)
Maai (interval)
Tai-sabaki (footwork)

Kikai (striking opportunities)

Tenouchi (grip)

Datotsu-bui (accurately striking the target)
Datotsu-bu (with correct part of the shinai)
Hasuji (correct direction of the cutting edge)
Kyodo (adequate strength of the cur)

Sae (crispness of the cut)

Ki-ken-tai-itchi (unity of sword, body, and spirit)
Zanshin (continued physical and mental alertness)

Striking process

On-guard stance (kamae) > Mutual probing and applying pressure (semze-ai) » Detection of
opening (see “Striking opportunities”) and selection of appropriate technique » Execution
of a valid technique (waza) with ki-ken-tai-itchi > Physical and psychological alertness after

the attack (zanshin).

Striking opportunities

Technique selection (men, kote, do, tsuki)

When opponent is

stationary or unbalanced

\

When opponent is on
the verge of moving

Just as the opponent

moves
|

As the opponent’s

technique takes form

\

In the middle of the

opponent’s attack

l

When the opponent’s

attack is nearing
completion

\

After the opponent’s

attack is completed

Shikake-waza (attacking techniques)
Ippon-uchi-no-
waza

Single strikes to men, kote, and do, and
thrusts to the throat (#suk:)

Harai-waza Deflecting opponent’s shinai and then

striking
Ni/fsandan- Combination techniques
no-waza
Hiki-waza Retreating techniques executed from close

quarters (subazeriai) or after a body clash

(taiatari)

Katsugi-waza  Shouldering the shinai before striking

Maki-waza Flicking opponent’s shinai away with a
circular motion

Katate-waza One-handed techniques

Jodan-waza Techniques executed from the overhead

stance
Oji-waza (counter techniques)
Debana-waza  Striking just as the opponent moves
Suriage-waza Parrying techniques
Kaeshi-waza Parrying and then striking the reverse side
Uchiotoshi-waza Knocking the opponent’s shinai down

Nuki-waza Dodging opponent’s strike and then

counterattacking

'Article 12, The Regulations of Kendo Shiai and Shinpan, International Kendo Federation, Revised 2015.



FIGURE 4. The sequence of a strike to the men.

depends on the tournament, but a typical bout lasts three to five minutes.
Three referees (shinpan) holding red and white flags move around the court,
judging the validity of the competitors’ techniques and identifying any fouls,
such as stepping out of bounds. Committing two fouls results in one point for
the opponent. The first competitor to score two points within the designated
time is the victor. If only one point has been scored when time runs out, vic-
tory is awarded to whoever has the point. If there is a tie of o—0 or 1-1in a
team match, that bout ends in a draw, but in individual competitions, match
time is extended and the bout continues until a winning point is scored.

In team matches, the aggregate number of wins decides the outcome. If
both teams have the same number of wins, then the total number of points
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scored during the individual bouts (binkaku), gravitas (kigurai), is calculated
to determine the winning team. If that score is equal, a representative player
from each team is selected to fight in a sudden-death bout.

Along with the sporting aspects of kendo, its spiritual and educational fea-
tures are also a primary consideration. In the dojo, the modern kendo practi-
tioner is taught traditional concepts and ideals that can be traced back to
samurai culture. The student is encouraged to confront psychological weak-
nesses such as astonishment, fear, doubt, and hesitation, referred to as the “four
illnesses of the heart” (shikai), and to maintain a “natural mind” (beijoshin),
allowing him or her to confidently engage with any opponent with respect
(rei), grace and dignity (binkaku), gravitas (kigurai), total conviction (sutemi),
and continued alertness (zanshin). After many years of training, the kendoka
is expected to develop psychological strength, which facilitates good deport-
ment and the capacity to resolve difficulties faced in the course of everyday life.

I was asked recently to describe what kendo means to me in five short
sentences. Although wary of sounding too sanctimonious, I summed my
thoughts up as follows:

1. To foster strength in body and mind in order to overcome challenges
and adversity.

2. To develop confidence fortified with humility to identify and rectify
failings.

3. To cultivate empathy, respect, and the capacity to assist others when
needed.

4. To nurture a sense of gratitude and a zest for life.

5. 'To encourage zanshin, or continued awareness of one’s surroundings
and predicament.

Ishould stress that these are my ideals, and I do not presume to fully embody
these virtues. Although kendo has given me direction in life, I dislike the per-
ception that is frequently bandied about that studying it will automatically
make you a better human being. However, I do believe in kendo’s pozential to
enhance one’s existence. In addition to the excitement of competition, the
sport provides a set of mental and physical tools to deal with the vicissitudes of
daily life, and its teachings serve as a barometer to gauge success and failure.

Kendo exposes one’s shortcomings, and honest self-reflection and castiga-
tion are the only ways to remedy them. I can usually attribute failure in my
daily pursuits to inadequate preparation in the basics, poor emotional con-
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trol, half-hearted execution, or lack of vigilance after the fact. These are the
same factors that could cause me to lose a kendo bout, and this is why I am
compelled to train every day: to expunge myself of debilitating weaknesses
and cultivate discipline.

Progress in kendo can be measured by promotion up the ranks. The first
grade a beginner can be awarded is usually s-kyt, and he or she will then typi-
cally advance to 1-kya through periodic examinations. The time one must
wait between examinations increases as the rank becomes higher. Six months
after carning 1-kyd, the student will be allowed to attempt the shodan (1-dan)
examination, followed by 2-dan one year after passing shodan, 3-dan two years
after 2-dan, and so on. For reference, a strong university student would usually
graduate at age twenty-two with the rank of 4-dan. The highest grade is 8-dan
(it was 10-dan until the dan system was changed in 2000, but no one had been
awarded the grade since 1974). To qualify for the 8-dan examination, the
candidate must have held the rank of 7-dan for a minimum of ten years and
be forty-six years of age or older. The pass rate is less than 1 percent.

Dan ranks are an indication of technical mastery, and additional teaching
titles (shag0) of renshi, kydshi, and hanshi are awarded from 6-dan and above,
subsequent to passing written exams and seminars testing the candidate’s
knowledge of kendo principles and the contributions he or she has made to
promote the art. Thus, the highest possible rank in kendo now is hanshi 8-dan.

I should also make mention of the status of women in kendo. Although
there are references to women practicing the sword arts as far back as early
modern Japan, and there were some female kendika in prewar Japan, their
participation in the sport is largely a postwar development, becoming espe-
cially popular begining in the 1960s. Japanese schools traditionally taught
naginata (the art of the halberd) or kyudo (archery) to girls instead of kendo.

Today boys and gitls of elementary-school age compete against each other
in largely coed competitions. Men and women of all ages train jointly but
usually compete separately, although they may compete against each other in
local tournaments and promotion examinations. There are also a number of
kendo tournaments for women that are now well established and extremely
competitive. The All Japan Women’s Kendo Championship has been an annual
event since 1962, but the women’s division at the World Kendo Championships
was introduced only in 2000, where it was held as a semiofficial event at the
eleventh WKC, before becoming an official event at the twelfth.

Even though there are now hundreds of women kendo instructors teach-
ingat all levels in Japan (and even a small number training in the elite police
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TABLE 2 The registered population of dan holders in Japan, 2014

Rank Male Female
1-dan 550,130 263,960
2-dan 380,888 164,599
3-dan 181,703 61,831
4-dan 48,343 8,926
5-dan 44,972 3,813
6-dan 17,637 879
7-dan 16,134 246
8-dan 662 —

9-dan 4 —

riot squad teams, alongside their male counterparts), the presence of women
in kendo education at a regional or national level is minimal. No woman has
reached the highest grade of 8-dan, and the probability of it happening in the
foreseeable future is very low. This is mainly due to the increasing disparity
in physical power between men and women in their late forties onward, when
practitioners become eligible for the examination. This means that, at least
in Japan, female involvement in the top echelons of kendo governance is vir-
tually nonexistent. Holding a high rank (usually 6-dan or above) is essential
for maintaining credibility in the hierarchical, masculine world of kendo.
The number of dan holders in Japan as of 2014 is shown in table 2.

I personally know a handful of Western and Japanese women practition-
ers who are conducting scholarly surveys on the issue of gender in kendo. To
date, though, it is a largely untapped area of research. As fascinating as the
topic is, I am by no means a specialist in gender studies, and analysis of this
subject falls outside the purview of this book.

Finally, I should point out that most people who start kendo as adults,
regardless of gender, will never be subjected to the harsh training doled out
in Japanese high schools and universities. Still, the student will always be
pushed to his or her limits, and this is an essential part of the sport. It is
precisely this aspect of kendo that makes it so exhilarating, challenging, and
satisfying, as well as frustrating,

The purpose of this book, however, is not to extol the virtues of kendo as
a way of life, although this is the crux of my motivation to continue my own
training. Rather, my intention is to fill a void in the way the culture of kendo
is understood around the world. For many years, I have been sensitive to how
little reliable information there is outside of Japan pertaining to the cultural
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evolution of kendo. Many enthusiasts I have met over the past three decades
are oblivious to the political and social forces that molded kendo into the
marvelous “spiritual sport” that it is today.

This knowledge gap is not limited to non-Japanese practitioners. Young
Japanese university students, whom I teach now, tend to view winning com-
petitions as the primary concern and have little time for tradition. As they
mature, practitioners do often start to seek life lessons in kendo, but they gen-
erally possess only a rudimentary understanding of kendo’s cultural and his-
torical significance, and they often connect it with simplistic and historically
questionable notions of bushido—the way of the samurai warrior (bushi).

Underlying humanistic discourses of personal and social betterment
through both kendo and bushido is the belief that they represent uniquely
Japanese virtues and epitomize the so-called Japanese spirit. This prevalent
opinion often makes me seem like an enigma in the eyes of my Japanese col-
leagues. I explain to them that I study kendo not to be Japanese, but instead
to be enriched by the intrinsic #niversal values and teachings that transcend
the barriers of national identity.

Although this volume should not be thought of as a definitive representa-
tion of kendo, my desire is that it will contribute to a broader understanding
of the sport’s cultural legacy and facilitate a greater appreciation of where it
has come from, where it is now, and where it could be heading. After all, the
meaning behind the word used to denote training in kendo—#keiko—literally
means to “consider antiquity” in order to “shed light on the present.”
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Introduction

Kendo is a Japanese martial sport in which protagonists dressed in the tra-
ditional attire of hakama (split skirt) and kendi-gi (training top) use shinai
(bamboo swords) as they compete to strike four specific areas on the oppo-
nent’s bigu (armor). The targets, each of which must be called out in a loud
voice (kiai) as an accurate strike is made with a strong spirit, are mez (head),
kote (wrists), do (torso), and tsuki, a thrust to the throat. Kendo is character-
ized by always showing respect to one’s opponents, the honoring of protocol
and culture, and the importance placed on enriching one’s heart through
training.'

WHAT IS JAPANESE BUDO?

The Japanese martial ways (budo) are multifaceted and enduring. Esteemed
in Japan as the quintessence of traditional culture, they also have a reverent
worldwide following. There are now tens of millions more non-Japanese
enthusiasts practicing budo than Japanese.

To avoid confusion, a distinction needs to be made between premodern
and modern Japanese martial arts. The various forms of budo that are popu-
lar as competitive sports today were developed during and after the Meiji
period (1868-1912)—an epoch of frantic modernization and importation of
Western ideas and technology. Martial arts in existence before this time are
now referred to as kobudo (classical budo), koryi (old styles), or bujutsu (mar-
tial technique). Modern variants of these traditional martial arts trace their
philosophical and technical roots to the classical styles, but their current
forms, rules, etiquette, pedagogical methodologies, and societal objectives are
very different.



There were hundreds of classical schools (ry#ha) in premodern Japan,
along with thousands of now-extinct one-hit wonders. They ranged from
comprehensive combat systems to those that specialized exclusively in a par-
ticular skill such as grappling, spear usage, sword work, and even swimming.
A smattering of these classical schools still remain today, sustained by small
groups of dedicated adherents who take pride in beinglinks in the long chain
of their tradition. The Nihon Kobudo Association, one of the main umbrella
societies overseeing classical traditions in Japan, currently has seventy-eight
affiliated schools that trace their lineages back to antiquity.

Some modern budo exponents also study classical arts. I personally sup-
plement my training in modern kendo by studying Kashima Shinden Jikishin
Kage-rya kenjutsu, Hoki-ryt iajjutsu, and Tendo-ryt naginata-jutsu. I have
a keen interest in the esoteric teachings infused in the kata, and I find that
kobudo is a window into the foundations of modern budo. Moreover, practi-
cal knowledge of kobudi has proved immensely beneficial to my academic
research, as it helps me decipher the nebulous spiritual teachings recorded in
Tokugawa-era martial art texts. My study of kobuds has also enhanced my
comprehension of, and competitiveness in, modern kendo.

Alas, my enthusiasm for the classical martial arts is not shared by most of
the kendo fraternity. When the Nihon Kobudo Association was established
in 1979, there were nearly twice as many schools involved as there are today.
The number of schools represented at various kobuds demonstration events
is also dwindling, and the technical quality of many of the performances is
questionable. A general lack of interest in taking up the classical arts in Japan
will ensure the gradual loss of many of these martial legacies.

Another curious trend in the world of k0budo is the emergence of schools
overseas. Some are authorized by the corresponding school in Japan and its
current soke (head of the tradition), but the lion’s share are Frankensteins—
totally fabricated and supported by bogus claims of historical legitimacy.
Typically, the school’s representative masquerades as a sanctioned professor
of “such-and-such-ryu’s ancient traditions,” but in truth he or she has no
association whatsoever with that ryu in Japan. (There have been numerous
cases of counterfeit kobudo in Japan as well, extending back through to the
country’s distant past.) In addition, some of these small schools are plagued
by incessant squabbling and infighting over matters of authentic sokeship.
The modern budo arts are a thousand-fold healthier in terms of the number
of practitioners, although a degree of political factionalism exists in these
federations as well.
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The problem of how to effectively preserve and propagate the classical
martial arts is certainly not limited to the twenty-first century. As we will see
in the following chapters, when Japan modernized in the latter part of the
nineteenth century, initiatives were made by educators and experts to safe-
guard and promote bujutsu as salient Japanese cultural heritage as well as a
practicable form of homespun physical education. This movement culmi-
nated in the formation of highly influential private organizations, such as the
Kodokan (Kané Jigord's school of judo) in 1882 and the Dai-Nippon
Butokukai (Greater Japan Martial Virtue Society) in 189s. These societies
succeeded in transforming traditional bujutsu into modern budo, making
them more germane to modern societal needs, with a focus on education and
competition. By the 1930s, however, the government had appropriated budo
for political and militaristic machinations, which led to a blanket ban on
martial arts by Occupation forces in the immediate postwar years.

Revived as “democratic sports” in the 1950s, budo rose to a high point
when judo debuted at the 1964 Summer Olympics in Tokyo. The monolithic
Nippon Budokan martial arts hall was constructed in the vicinity of the
imperial palace in time for the event and became emblematic of the postwar
budo renaissance.

Ironically, this hallowed venue, easily recognizable on the Tokyo skyline
by the golden onion-shaped dome adorning the roof’s apex, now hosts more
high-profile rock concerts than budo events. Several nights a week, budo
experts ascend the Kudanshita slope to the Budokan to test their skills in the
great dojo located within; but on alternate nights small armies of dodgy scalp-
ers line the same trail, illegally selling concert tickets to legions of eager group-
ies. Coexistence with the “way of the rocker” is, however, accepted as a neces-
sary evil, for even the almighty Budokan is not exempt from the exorbitant
taxes that come with owning 10,830 square meters of prime Tokyo real estate.

The Nippon Budokan building serves as the headquarters for the Nippon
Budokan Foundation, which is recognized as the government-endorsed care-
taker of budo culture. It was pivotal in the inauguration of the Japanese
Academy of Budo in 1968. The academy, in which I currently serve as a direc-
tor, is an academic society that promotes scholarly inquiry into budo. The
Budokan also functions as an umbrella organization for the nine modern
budo federations affiliated with the Japanese Budo Association (JBA), a
union that was established on April 23, 1977. According to the JBA’s found-
ing statutes, it was set up as a roundtable consortium of the nine federations
and the Budokan to facilitate interaction between the groups and to promote
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the “spirit of each art to benefit the physical and mental well-being of the
nation’s people.” In particular, it was stressed that youth education in budo
was indispensable to creating “a strong Japan” and nurturing the wherewithal
to contribute altruistically to the “welfare of the whole world.”

In reality, there are more than nine modern budo in Japan. Modern mar-
tial arts similar to karate, such as Nihon kenpo and taids, for example, are not
included in this fellowship, as they either were not around when the JBA was
formed or did not possess enough political punch at the time to secure inclu-
sion. Some modern budo have related offshoot groups that are not acknow-
ledged by the JBA. For example, the Kodokan operates independently of the
All Japan Judo Federation, albeit while retaining a close and cooperative
relationship. In the world of karate there are prominent autonomous organi-
zations such as Kyokushin (and its many derivative groups) that have little or
nothing to do with the JBA’s affiliated karate body, the Japan Karatedo
Federation. Another example would be Shodokan and Yoshinkan, inde-
pendent splinter groups of aikido that do not fall under the auspices of the
Aikikai Foundation.

There are also several, typically right-wing, peripheral confederacies com-
posed of minority or fringe martial art groups. Some have been known to
derisively assert their ideological and technical purity vis-a-vis the main-
stream federations. Examples of societies representing alternative and some-
times radical budo creeds include the postwar reincarnation of the Dai-
Nippon Butokukai and the kendo-specific Nihon Kendo Kyokai (Japanese
Kendo Association). Their main point of contention with mainstream budo
is what they perceive as the overt “sportification” and compromising of mar-
tial and cultural veracity. Purists in mainstream budo, however, share similar
concerns and see preoccupation with competitiveness as the double-edged
sword of internationalization.

Anxious to mitigate the negative effects of globalization on traditional
Japanese culture, the JBA promulgated a sweeping definition of budo ideals
in its “Budo Charter” of 1977. Made up of six short articles, the document
functions as a collective statement of belief, ideologically binding the eclectic
mix of member federations. The opening section draws attention to how the
recent trend of obsessing over technical skill, compounded by an excessive
concern with winning at all costs, shown by both practitioners and instruc-
tors, is a “severe threat to the essence of budo.”

I was appointed by the Budokan in 2004 to make significant revisions to
the original 1977 English translation of the charter. The text intimates that
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the erosion of budo’s cultural integrity was partly catalyzed by its growing
popularity overseas. For the sake of international goodwill, I convinced the
Budokan to allow me to gloss over this sentiment in my revision. Nevertheless,
as I demonstrate in the final chapter of this book, the perceived connection
between globalization and the cultural deterioration of budo is still prevalent.
This belief was expressed unambiguously during the 2012 London Olympic
Games by the jingoistic commentary of Ishihara Shintaro, who was the gov-
ernor of Tokyo at the time: “Westerners practicing judo resemble beasts fight-
ing. Internationalized judo haslost its appeal. . . . In Brazil they put chocolate
in norimaki, but I wouldn’t call it sushi. Judo has gone the same way.”

The release of a more recent and succinct JBA document, the “Philosophy
of Budo,” was announced in 2008, and I crafted the official English translation
in 2010. Both the “Budo Charter” and the “Philosophy of Budo” were formu-
lated consensually by JBA member organizations to define what true budo is
ideologically and to advise how its integrity should be defended and conveyed
in its “correct form” to future generations both in and outside of Japan.

Although I was eager to help promote budo, I had reservations about the
content of the document. I sensed that tradition was being invented before
my eyes and that in a small way I was playinga complicit role in the process.
However, I was obliged to keep my misgivings in check as I translated
the text. It is precisely the clash between my emotional—and therefore
subjective—attachment to budo as a practitioner and the objectivity required
as a rational scholar of budo that motivated me to write this book. I'll intro-
duce the “Philosophy of Budo” before offering a cursory outline of the het-
erogeneous features of each of the nine budo.

Budo, the martial ways of Japan, have their origins in the traditions of
bushido—the way of the warrior. Budo is a time-honoured form of physical
culture comprising of jida, kends, kyido, suma, karateds, aikido, shorinji
kempo, naginata and jikendo. Practitioners study the skills while striving
to unify mind, technique and body; develop his or her character; enhance
their sense of morality; and to cultivate a respectful and courteous demeanor.
Practiced steadfastly, these admirable traits become intrinsic to the character
of the practitioner. The budo arts serve as a path to self-perfection. This eleva-
tion of the human spirit will contribute to social prosperity and harmony,
and ultimately, benefit the people of the world.*

Noble ideals indeed, but how accurate can a single manifesto meant to rep-
resent nine completely different budo really be? In terms of their similarities,
the budo all emphasize etiquette and courteous behavior. All have developed
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systemized and safe technical curricula as well as modern rules and sets of kata.
They all hold competitions (or demonstrations), award dan ranks, and have a
professed focus on education and character development. All except jukendo
currently have international federations.

There are also substantial differences in their historical development and
the values that they hold. Some budo are predominantly competition ori-
ented (judo, sumo, karate, jukendo); some are focused more on culture and
spirituality (kyudo, aikido); and some fall somewhere in-between (kendo,
naginata, shorinji kempo). Some have talismanic founders with cultlike sta-
tus (aikido, shorinji kempo, judo). Some utilize weapons and protective
equipment (jukendo, kendo, kyudo, naginata), while others use nothing but
bare hands and feet (judo, sumo, karate, aikido, shorinji kempo).

Knowing a little about the other modern budo may help the reader con-
textualize my forthcoming discourse and purpose for authoring this volume.
I will start with the unarmed budo.

UNARMED BUDO
Judo
Of the nine budo, judo (the gentle way) is the one that provided the blueprint

for martial art modernization. Training in the ji#jutsu schools of Tenjin
Shin’yo-rya and Kito-rya, the diminutive and polymathic Kané Jigoro
(1860-1938) discovered that his physical and mental strength vastly improved,
not to mention his ability to fight off bullies. He also realized that, with a bit
of tweaking, the principles of combat could be applied to modern education
and used to enhance life in general. After graduating from the forerunner to
the University of Tokyo, he created his own style of jizjutsu in 1882 as a means
of promoting physical education, competition, and intellectual and moral
development. He named his school Nihon-den Kodokan judo, choosing the
suffix -do (way) instead of -jutsu (techniques) to distance his activities from
thuggish jizjutsu street fighters and highlight his educational objectives.

He adapted traditional j#jutsu techniques, systemizing them into logical
sequences for learning and developing safe methods for free-practice sparring
(randori). He eliminated perilous techniques from randori but recognized
their cultural and combat value and thus preserved them in kata forms. He
also created competition rules and refereeing protocols and pioneered the
now-ubiquitous kyu and dan ranking system (s-kyu being the lowest and
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10-dan being the highest). Kané borrowed the idea of dan ranks from the
grading system introduced in the board game Go during the early Tokugawa
period. These modifications gave learners tangible goals to strive for, and
those who passed the 1-dan rank (shodan) were awarded the distinction of
being allowed to wear black sashes to secure their training tops.

Kand was a prolific writer and exploited his high-society network and
standing as a prominent educator to promote judo throughout Japan and the
world. He made over ten overseas trips to inspect educational facilities dur-
ing his career and took advantage of every opportunity to introduce judo to
foreign audiences with evangelistic verve, explaining the principles in impec-
cable “headmaster’s English.” He also dispatched some of his top students
abroad for prolonged periods to instruct. For example, Yamashita Yoshitsugu
(also known as Yamashita Yoshiaki, 1865-1935), one of his greatest disciples
and Kodokan’s first 10-dan, was sent to the United States in 1903, where he
taught at such esteemed institutions as the US Naval Academy, and he even
instructed President Theodore Roosevelt in the White House in 1904.
Furthermore, firm in his belief that the benefits of judo were equally effica-
cious for both sexes, Kané allowed women to train under him as early as 1893
and formally launched the Kodokan’s women’s division in 1926.

Kano continued developing judo’s philosophy throughout his life.
Inspired by Baron Pierre de Coubertin’s notions of Olympism, Kano estab-
lished the combined ideals of seiryoku-zen’ya (the best use of energy to maxi-
mum efficiency) and jiza-kyoei (mutual prosperity for self and others). In
other words, train hard to become a good judoka—a first-rate citizen who is
sound in body and mind—and employ this strength to contribute to society
at large.

Kand was a tireless advocate for athletics in general and was lauded as
Japan’s “father of sports.” He founded the Japan Amateur Athletic
Association (today’s Japan Sports Association) in July 1911. As the first Asian
member of the International Olympic Committee, he served as Japan’s
Olympic delegation leader in 1912, accompanying the country’s two athletes
when Japan took part in the Olympic Games for the first time at the fifth
Olympiad in Stockholm. With some deft politicking, he even managed
almost singlehandedly to convince the IOC to hold the 1940 Olympic
Games in Tokyo. However, the militaristic Japanese government ended up
forfeiting the games in July 1938. Kano died a little before this turn of events
on May 4, 1938, on a boat bound for Japan via North America following the
IOC meeting in Cairo, where the Tokyo bid was ratified.
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Judo as an Olympic sport is often derided by budo pedants who view it as
having sold its soul to the doctrine of “victory for victory’s sake,” something
that ran counter to Kand’s educational doctrine. Kand was initially opposed
to judo’s inclusion in the Olympics, an idea that was championed by German
judoka. He wrote to Pierre de Coubertin stating that judo would be an inap-
propriate inclusion because it was not a game, but instead was like a church,
in that “it teaches a man a moral sense.” In 1936, however, he showed a more
ambivalent attitude when he shared his thoughts on the issue with Koizumi
Gunji (1885-1965), a Japanese jijutsu expert in England who converted to
Kodokan: “My view on the matter, at present, is rather passive. If it be the
desire of other member countries I have no objection. But I do not feel
inclined to take any initiative. For one thing, judo, in reality, is not a mere
sport or game. I regard it as a principle of life, art and science. In fact it is a
means for personal cultural attainment.”

Given the profound influence Kané and judo had on the modernization
of other martial arts in terms of organization, pedagogical processes and
content, educational ideology, and even nomenclature (with his prophetic
implementation of the suffix —dd), he can arguably be called the father of
modern budo. He was one of the staunchest campaigners for budo’s inclusion
in the physical education curriculum of Japan’s schools, and he incrementally
adapted judo to fit all of the educational criteria the Ministry of Education
generated through its surveys of martial arts. He highlighted the importance
of being able to explain techniques rationally and scientifically and took
pains to introduce verbal instruction to supplement the customary hermetic
approach in which students persevered until they “got it.” Judo represents a
patent example of invented tradition in that j#jutsu techniques were rede-
fined and combined with principally Western educational ideas and devel-
oped with universal participation in mind.

Sumo

Sumo has two distinct categories: the professional sport of ozumd, which is
governed by the Japan Sumo Association, and amateur sumo, a budo admin-
istered by the JBA-afhiliated Japan Sumo Federation. Sumo is referred to as
Japan’s national sport because of its association with medieval samurai
culture, and its connection with the imperial family, Shinto and the found-
ing myths of Japan, and agrarian rites.
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The sumo of today is markedly different from the popular sumo entertain-
ment of the Tokugawa period, which was in turn nothing like the wrestling
of the medieval and ancient periods. In his chapter on the invention of the
yokozuna (grand champion) title in professional sumo in Stephen Vlastos’s
edited volume Mirror of Modernity: Invented Tradition of Modern Japan, Lee
Thompson argues that “sumo as we know it today developed during the Edo
period as a spectator sport while the elements that emphasized the martial
arts were later refashioned into judo by Kané Jigord” (p. 175). In other words,
the medieval form of sumo patronized by warriors involved throwing the
opponent to the ground, just as judoka do today. This changed during the
Tokugawa period, when a ring defined by straw bales was introduced to sepa-
rate spectators and wrestlers and bouts were decided by pushing the oppo-
nent out of the ring.

A highly regulated form of professional entertainment (not a martial art)
enjoyed by pleasure-secking townsmen, Tokugawa-era sumo started to evolve
into a modern sport at the end of the Meiji period. Influenced by principles
of Western athleticism, sumo became a popular amateur sport among school-
boys and university students. Although rarely referred to as such today, it was
even called sumo-do during the war years to accentuate its spiritual value.
Distinct from dz#m6 in many ways, amateur sumo has weight divisions and
a dan ranking system, and it does away with some of the distinctive and
colorful Shinto-based rituals seen before and after bouts in professional
sumo, such as throwing salt to purify the mound.

Following the formation of the International Sumo Federation in 1992,
amateur sumo became ideologically aligned with Olympic ideals. A short
and whimsical explanation titled “You think you know sumo?” on the inter-
national federation’s homepage reveals the changes amateur sumo is still
undergoing. “It’s a 1,500 years old Japanese martial art, steeped in the Shinto
religion. It’s a fast and exciting sport with simple, easy to understand rules.
It’s part of the World Games, and is on track for inclusion in the Olympics.
At last count, 84 nations have joined the International Sumo Federation, so
it has evolved far beyond its Japanese origins.”

To qualify as an Olympic event, sumo is required to comply with manda-
tory World Anti-Doping Agency regulations and to include women in the
sport. The prohibition against women is a deep-rooted and sometimes con-
troversial taboo highly unlikely to be broken in professional sumo. Thus, the
traditions of amateur sumo are still in a state of flux, especially as it secks
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Olympic induction. Professional sumo, meanwhile, faces a different chal-
lenge. The media and general public in Japan lament the fact that, as of
September 2014, no Japanese has been promoted to the rank of yokozuna
since Takanohana retired in 2003. The current three active yokozuna are
foreigners, and foreign wrestlers have incontrovertibly dominated the top
division in recent years, winning every one of the six annual tournaments
since March 2006.

Karate

Of all the budo arts, karate (the way of the empty hand) is the most popular
internationally. The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs declares that there
are fifty million karate practitioners worldwide, while the World Karate
Federation declares audaciously that there are over one hundred million.
Obviously, such disparity indicates that the exact number is not known. Any
sports organization aspiring for Olympic inclusion may succumb to the
temptation to embellish membership statistics, but even a conservative esti-
mate of ten million people would still make karate phenomenal. In compari-
son, according to the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, judo claims five
million participants worldwide.

Karate developed in Okinawa, based on fighting techniques introduced
by Chinese immigrants and traders in the fourteenth century. When the
Satsuma clan appropriated the Ryukyu Islands in 1609, weapons were con-
fiscated from the general populace and all forms of hand-to-hand combat (ze)
became hidden arts, practiced furtively until Japan modernized centuries
later. In the early 1900s, public karate demonstrations were held in Naha, and
classes were offered at some public schools by Itosu Anké (1831-1915), who
modified some of the traditional kata forms for this purpose. However,
karate was not seen in mainland Japan until 1922, when Funakoshi Gichin
(1868-1957) was invited by the Japanese Ministry of Education (MOE) to
demonstrate the art. He was sponsored by Kané Jigoro, who even allotted
him time and space to teach karate at the Kodokan.

With Kand’s counsel, the transformation of karate also involved the adop-
tion of white uniforms and colored belt ranks. It was accepted by the
Dai-Nippon Butokukai in 1933—assimilating it into the pantheon of Japanese
budo—and its kanji was changed from “Chinese [ka74] hand [ze]” to “empty
[kara] hand [ze],” both of which happen to be pronounced karate, with the -do

suffix appended to underscore moral education and “Japaneseness.” Karate
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saw rapid growth in Japan only in the postwar period, and it may come as a
surprise that it is still a minority budo there compared to kendo and judo,
with approximately three hundred thousand registered dan rank holders.
Like the Japanese and international sumo federations, the Japan Karatedo
Federation and the World Karatedo Federation are seeking Olympic inclu-
sion. Karate was being considered for the 2020 Olympic Games but failed to
receive enough votes at the IOC’s executive board meeting in Russia on May
29, 2013. Tokyo was selected as the host city for the 2020 Olympic Games, so
it is possible that karate and other budo could be selected as demonstration
sports. Karate's appeal for last minute inclusion as an official event is

pending.

Aikido

Probably the most esoteric of the budo arts is aikido (the way of unifying
with life energy). At the heart of aikido is the concept of k4, or “life-force,”
which was described by founder Ueshiba Morihei (1883-1969) as “love.”
Ueshiba learned jijutsu from the famous practitioner of Daito-ryt aiki-
Jjajutsu, Takeda Sokaku (1859-1943), but Ueshiba’s pacifistic leaning left him
ill at ease with the violent tone underlying bujutsu. He had an epiphany that
it was not violence but rather peace that characterizes true budo.

The moment I was awoken to the idea that the source of budo is the spirit of
divine love and protection for everything I couldn’t stop the tears flowing
down my cheeks. Since that awakening, I have come to consider the whole
world to be my home. I feel the sun, moon the stars are all mine. Desire for
status, honor and worldly goods has completely disappeared. I realized that,
“Budo is not about destroying other human beings with one’s strength or
weapons, or annihilating the world by force of arms. True budo is channeling
the universal energy (ki) to protect world peace, to engender all things fit-
tingly, nurture them and save them from harm.” In other words, “budo train-
ing is to protect all things and nurture the power of unconditional divine
love within.””

After hearing rumors of the miraculous healing powers displayed by
Deguchi Onisaburd (1871-1948), the spiritual leader of a small Shinto-
derived Omoto—ky(') religious movement, Ueshiba became a follower, hoping
these powers would benefit his ailing father. This served to intensify his fas-
cination with spirituality. He continued teaching the techniques of jajutsu
but simultaneously developed a dogma centered on harmony rather than
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destruction. He initially taught his art to select individuals of standing but
not to the general public, out of fear that the techniques would be misused
for nefarious purposes.

He called his art aiki-jiajutsu, Ueshiba-jijutsu, aiki-budo, and aiki-bujutsu,
but he changed the name to aikido in 1942, when his group affiliated with
the Dai-Nippon Butokukai. (All martial art organizations were appropriated
by the Butokukai in 1942, when it was commandeered by the government, as
described in chapter 4.) Aikido became a mainstream art in the postwar
period, but few people had heard of or seen it before this. Aikido philosophy
is opposed to initiating aggression, and therefore competition is seen as the
antithesis of its objective of harmony. The style of aikido taught by the JBA-
affiliated Aikikai Foundation is distinguished by the absence of competition,
although it does hold large demonstrations (ezbx).

Ueshiba asserted that the highest teachings in aikido are “to purge the self
of maliciousness; to find harmony with the natural order of the universe; and
to be at one with the universe.” This philosophy exhibits the culmination of
aikido ideals, of which the most important is to rid oneself of enmity and the
urge to trounce one’s opponent.

It is a grave mistake to think that budo is about being stronger than your
partner or opponent and that you have to defeat him. In true budo, there is
no partner. There is no enemy. True budo is to become one with the universe.
It is to be united with the universe’s center. In aikido, we do not train to
become strong or to defeat opponents, but to make even a small contribu-
tion to peace for all people in the world. To that purpose we must strive to
harmonize with the center of the universe.?

The Aikikai Foundation is the largest aikido organization, although there
are splinter groups that operate independently from it. The Shodokan,
founded by Tomiki Kenji (1900-1979) in 1967, promotes “sport aikido,” and
in 1955, Shioda Goz6 (1915-94) created the Yoshinkan style, which is
considered to be more in line with the rigorous prewar techniques of Ueshiba.
After Ueshiba’s death in 1969, his son, Kisshomaru (1921-99), took over as
head of the Aikikai Foundation. Due to a disagreement on the role of 47 in
aikido training, one of the foundation’s head instructors, Tohei Koichi
(1920-2011), broke away and started Shin Shin Toéitsu Aikido in 1974.
Another splinter group, teaching what is known as the Iwama style, was
developed by one of Morihei’s students, Saitd Morihiro (1928—2002), who
trained under him in the Iwama dojo. It is considered to be more “functional”
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than the Aikikai style and is purported to reflect the kind of techniques
Ueshiba taught when he retired to Iwama to engage in ascetic training, from
about 1946 to 1955,

The Aikikai Foundation is unique from the other mainstream budo in
that it adopts the practice of hereditary transmission for the head of the
organization. Currently, Morihei’s grandson, Ueshiba Moriteru, is the third
doshu, meaning “master of the way.”

Shorinji Kempo

The most recent of the nine budo is shorinji kempo, founded in 1947 by S6
Daoshin (Nakano Michiomi, 1911~80). In 1925, S6 Doshin left Japan to live in
Manchuria with his grandfather, S6 Shigetd, who was skilled in kenjutsu
(sword work), sdjutsu (spear), and jijutsu. So Shigetd apparently taught his
grandson the basics of these arts.

After the deaths of his mother in 1926 and of his two sisters and grandfa-
ther in 1927, S6 Doshin joined the right-wing Black Dragon Society and
enlisted in the Imperial Army under the command of General Doihara Kenji
in Manchuria. The degree of S6 D6shin’s involvement in military operations
in China during the 1930s is unclear, but the dust jacket of his book What Is
Shorinji Kempo? indicates that he operated as an “intelligence gatherer,” or
spy. To facilitate his covert activities, he became a disciple of Taoist priest
Lian Chen, who was a master of Bdilidn Mén Qudn, a branch of hand-to-
hand combat with origins in the Shaolin Temple. Later Chen introduced
him to Taizong Wen, grandmaster of another Shaolin Quan Fa derivative
known as Yihe Mén Qudn. S6 Déshin inherited the headmastership of this
style in 1936.

He traveled extensively throughout China during the 1930s on geographi-
cal surveys. Shorinji kempo lore has it that when he visited the White Robe
Hall at the Shaolin Monastery, he was inspired by a famous mural depicting
dark-skinned Indian monks engaged in fighting arts with light-skinned
Chinese monks. He understood the importance of training with a partner
rather than individually, as was the norm in Chinese martial arts.

He was repatriated to Japan in 1946 after surviving the Soviet invasion of
Manchuria and settled in Tadotsu in Kagawa Prefecture. There he lamented
the decayed state of Japanese Buddhism and the waywardness of dissolute
youth. This compelled him to start teaching his own Buddhist philosophy.
Guided by the spirit of the Bodhidharma, a Buddhist monk who lived during
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the fifth or sixth century, S6 Déshin claims to have received divine inspira-
tion to teach the ancient art of araban-no-ken, which was what he had seen
depicted in the mural at the Shaolin Monastery. He hoped that teaching
martial arts would also attract interest in his ideas for improving society,
although initially few were concerned with what he had to say. His oft-quoted
mantra was, “The person, the person, the person—everything depends on the
quality of the person.”

Starting in 1947, he proceeded to codify the techniques he had learned in
China—kicks, strikes, throws, and holds—and added a religious and educa-
tional dimension, thus creating his own distinct style of martial art, which
he called shorinji kempo. In 1948, he founded the Japan True Transmission
of Northern Shaolin Kenpo Association (Nihon Secito Hoppa Shérinji
Kenpo Kai), and, as his reputation in the community grew, an influx of new
students followed. To evade the suspicious eyes of the Occupation authori-
ties, he registered his group as a religious organization and justified the train-
ing of combat techniques as observance of Buddhist dancing practices.

For legal reasons, the group was renamed Kongo Zen Sohonzan Shérinji
in 1951. In 1963, the Japan Shorinji Kempo Federation was established (now
referred to as the Shorinji Kempo Federation Foundation). The World
Shorinji Kempo Organization (WSKO) was inaugurated in 1974.

Zen and religious teachings are important aspects of shorinji kempo, and
the federation even offers priesthood qualifications for Kongo Zen. Kongo
Zen represents the religious ideals of S6 Doshin and the philosophy underly-
ing the techniques of shorinji kempo. It was inspired by the universal law of
Buddhism (dharma) and the ideal of body-mind unification. As part of their
study of shorinji kempo, practitioners engage in zazen (seated meditation) to
contemplate these ideals and their application. The principles of training are
expressed as kenzen-ichinyo, meaning that kez and zen are one and the same,
where ken refers to training in the physical techniques and zez to the spirit-
ual. The swastika, or 7a#ji in Japanese, was the original emblem for shorinji
kempo because of its dharmic afhiliation. Symbolic of Kongo Zen teachings,
the swastika signifies love (when it is lefe-facing) and strength (when it is
right-facing). However, due to the irrevocable association with Nazism, a
new insignia was introduced in 2005—a double circle created through two
interwoven swastikas.

S6 Doshin died in May 1980. His daughter from his third marriage, So
Yuki, now heads the shorinji kempo organizations. Although a compara-
tively new martial art, shorinji kempo has continued to gain in popularity
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over the past six decades, and it is estimated that there are over one hundred
forty thousand members worldwide, with 2,950 branches in Japan and 33 in
other countries. Due to the international popularity of the art, especially in
Indonesia, where it has an estimated membership of eighty thousand,
“Shorinji Kempo” was made a licensed international trademark, and all
branches and instructors are now closely regulated by the Japan-based
WSKO. This move was also made in order for the WSKO to distinguish
itself from the hordes of unrelated groups that use the Shaolin name.

Even though it is included in the nine budo, shorinji kempo is distinctive
in terms of the monk-like uniforms donned by advanced practitioners and
the use of the gasshi-rei style of greeting (both palms put together and raised
in front of the face—a Buddhist gesture of piety) as opposed to bowing,
which is the norm in other budo.

ARMED BUDO
Jukendo

Jukendo, the “way of the bayonet,” was first demonstrated in Japan in 1841 by
the musketeer Takashima Shiithan (1798-1866), who had learned the tech-
niques through his contact with the Dutch in Nagasaki. It was not until after
the Meiji Restoration in 1868 that the bayonet became a part of Japanese
military culture. Although connected loosely with classical schools of spear-
manship (sdjutsu), jukendo is mostly a modern contrivance from the Meiji
era. French military instructor Francois Ducros first introduced Western-
style fencing and bayonet practice into the physical training curriculum of
the Toyama Military Academy in 1874. In 1884, two more French military
officers, Etienne de Villaret and Joseph Kiehl, were invited to the school to
teach Western fencing.

Dissatisfaction prevailed with regard to fully adopting French military
practices. However, given the proven effectiveness of the bayonet in modern
warfare, the school continued to research new techniques. In 1892, the chief
instructor of calisthenics at the Toyama Military Academy and successor of
the Tsuda Ichiden-rya tradition of martial arts, Tsuda Takamichi (reading
of name uncertain; 1850-1907), referred to texts on Hozoin-ry and Saburi-
ryt sdjutsu to adapt Japanese spear techniques for bayonet usage. These new
methods were formalized and became the new martial art of jaken-jutsu,
which was taught at the academy from 1894.
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Jitken-jutsu was officially accepted into the Dai-Nippon Butokukai in
1925, but its designation was changed to jukendo in 1941, when a special pro-
motion section was established in the Butokukai. It was not until 1998 that
jukendo’s governing body introduced traditional navy blue hakama and
training tops (like those worn in kendo). Before that, the conventional uni-
form in jukendo consisted of white shirts and trousers reminiscent of mili-
tary physical exercise uniforms. Jukendo armor is very similar to kendo
armor, with the addition of a large pad protecting the torso from thrusts
aimed at the heart and throat. The weapon used is called a mokuji, which is
made from wood in the shape of a rifle, with a rubber cap covering the
blunted bayonet at the end.

Fallingunder the auspices of the All Japan Jukendo Federation is a subsidi-
ary sport called tankendo (the way of the short sword) that is also very similar
to kendo in terms of equipment but uses a one-handed short sword with a
straight blade, that is, a detached bayonet. Although stabs to the body and
throat make up the bulk of offensive techniques, 72z and kote are also valid
striking targets. The standard method for cutting the 7zez involves a flat strik-
ing movement over the top of the head to ensure that as much surface of the
cutting edge as possible comes into contact with the target. Traditionally, the
short one-handed shinai used in tankendo represented a straight bayonet, but
it is now widely considered to represent a traditional Japanese short-sword—a
kodachi—with its distinctively curved blade. Thus, although the shinai is
straight, the conventional method for making a valid strike is being ques-
tioned given the hypothetical curved shape of the blade; and even the kata
now uses exactly the same wooden kodachi as those utilized in kendo kata.

The Jukendo Federation is still battling to overcome lingering images of
militarism and make itself more convincingly Japanese in appearance and
modus operandi. Despite the various struggles it faces, jukendo is currently
preparing to launch an international federation. On the home front, the vast
majority of the approximately forty thousand practitioners are members of
Japan’s Self-Defense Forces, or JSDF. However, as the JSDF has become more
diversified in recent years, the number of personnel training in jukendo has
decreased steadily and karate is becoming more popular for practical reasons.

Kyudo

Kyudo (the way of the bow) is seeing a surge in popularity in Japan, especially
among university students. The bow was the predominant weapon of the
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samurai more or less until the introduction of firearms in the sixteenth cen-
tury. Influenced by Chinese ideals from around the sixth century, Japanese
archery consisted of two categories: ceremonial (standing) and military
(mounted). The former placed emphasis on correct physical and mental pos-
ture, and the latter focused on efficacy. The earliest distinct systems of archery
were the Takeda-ryt and the Ogasawara-rya, developed in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, respectively. In the latter part of the fifteenth century,
Heki Masatsugu (1444-1502) transformed traditional methods with a
new style of foot soldier archery called Heki-rya, of which some offshoots
survive today.

The peaceful Tokugawa period saw archery thrive as a spiritual pursuit
and a competitive sport. With the onset of the Meiji period, traditional
archery (kyujutsu) fell into decline. Amid vehement protestations from pur-
ists, Honda Toshizane (1836-1917) combined military and ceremonial shoot-
ing styles to form a hybrid version that became known as Honda-rya. Honda
initially taught his style to university students, but it soon spread among the
general public. He is thus sometimes credited as being the savior of kyudo in
the modern era, wresting it from the firm grip of traditional archery families
and giving it wide popular appeal.

As the gatekeeper of prewar martial arts, the Dai-Nippon Butokukai saw
the need to create a national standard for shooting protocols. They invited
several archery experts to represent their schools in a controversial attempt to
form a synthesized model that transcended ryu afliliation. This is especially
in reference to the Heki-rya-based methods, which employed angled bow-
raising (naname-uchi-okoshi) before releasing, and Ogasawara-rya- and
Honda-ryu-based styles, which used front bow-raising (mae-uchi-okoshi). A
standard was finally established in 1934, although the principal schools took
little notice of the Butokukai’s “meddling.”

During the postwar budo ban, kyudo was able to reform and the All
Nippon Kyudo Federation was inaugurated in 1949. It published the Kyzdo
kyohon (1953) an instruction manual outlining the standard shooting method
called shahi-hassetsu (cight-step shooting method). This became the common
procedure, which allowed practitioners of diverse school affiliations to par-
ticipate in tournaments and examinations together, although a certain degree
of leeway was provided to allow for 7y#ha idiosyncrasies. Many archers now
practice only the shahi-hassetsu method.

The manual also stipulated that the objective of kyudo is the pursuit of
“truth, goodness, and beauty” (shin-zen-bi), but the origin of this principle is
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not clear. Shin-zen-bi does not feature in any traditional Japanese kywjutsu
teachings. A recent feature of kyudo is its tenuous association with Zen. This
relationship was greatly influenced by the book Zen in the Art of Archery,
written by the German philosopher Eugen Herrigel (1884-1955). Herrigel
studied kyudo for six years in Japan under the tutelage of the eccentric master
Awa Kenzo (1880-1939). Yamada Shoji postulates that Herrigel misinter-
preted the Zen epiphany he thought he was experiencing under his master’s
guidamc«s.9 However, when Herrigel’s book was translated into Japanese in
1956, its impact on the perception of Zen in Japanese kyudo circles was mas-
sive, amounting to a “reverse import” of ideology.

Kyudo is now studied widely among high school and university students
in Japan. As of 2012, there were approximately 140,000 registered practition-
ers in Japan, nearly half of whom are women.

Naginata

The only modern budo in which women make up the clear majority of aficio-
nados is naginata. Naginata refers to both the martial art and the weapon
used. The naginata—a glaive over two meters in length—was the principal
weapon of foot soldiers from the eleventh to the fifteenth century and was
also widely used by warrior-monks, perhaps the most celebrated being the
fabled Musashibo Benkei. It was eventually made obsolete on the battlefields
of the fifteenth century with the introduction of easier-to-use spears called
yari. With the onset of peace in the seventeenth century, naginata-jutsu
became established as a concealed martial art primarily studied by women of
warrior families.

Irrespective of the Ministry of Education’s initial reluctance to include
naginata-jutsu and other martial arts in the regular school curriculum in the
Meiji period, a few schools independently taught the art to girls. For example,
Hoshino Shinnosuke, a well-known advocate of bujutsu education, started
teaching naginata-jutsu forms from the Hokushin Itto-rya and Yagya-rya
traditions at the Meiji Girls’ School in Tokyo as early as 1889.

In 1910, five sports suitable as extracurricular subjects for girls were recom-
mended in a MOE-sanctioned report for normal school principals. Naginata-
Jjutsuwas included, along with ice skating, swimming, tennis, and archery. In
the “School Gymnastics Teaching Syllabus” released by the MOE in 1913,
naginata-jutsu was listed as one of the exercises acceptable for girls as an
extracurricular subject.
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Naginata-do, as the art became known after 1919, became an elective sub-
ject (along with kyudo) for girls undertaking tertiary education in 1936.
Further reforms to the education system saw girls in elementary schools
receive compulsory naginata-do training beginning in 1942. The Butokukai
had already created a teacher’s training course in 1934 in which Mitamura
Kunihiko, Mitamura Chiyo, and Nishigaki Kin taught Tendo-ryt tech-
niques. Similarly, a rival Jikishin Kage-rya training college called the
Shutokukan was formed in 1936 by Sonobe Hideo. These two schools were
responsible for training the bulk of zaginata-do teachers until the end of the
war, but there was no amalgamated style the like of which had been devel-
oped for kendo. Attempts had been made to come up with one, but nothing
was implemented before the end of the war.

For the most part, training before and during the war years was centered
on kata that involved naginata versus sword. As naginata-do’s popularity
increased, so did the desire of younger practitioners to engage in competitive
bouts. A light wooden naginata with the blade sheathed in impact-softening
leather was devised for this purpose. This was eventually replaced with a
bamboo blade attached to the end of a wooden shaft. Match rules based on
kendo’s model were adopted, but almost all bouts were conducted against a
kendo opponent rather than another naginata practitioner.

After Japan’s defeat in 1945, naginata-do was banned until the 1950s.
Following kendo’s lead, a research committee of eight experts and a number
of education officials was formed in 1954 to explore a unified, modern style
of naginata for dissemination. Nineteen meetings later, the committee cre-
ated a sporting version of naginata with an entirely new corpus of techniques
and training methodology that transcended ryu afhiliation. The All Japan
Naginata Federation was inaugurated in Kyoto on May 4, 195s.

In 1959, a proposal to reinstate naginata in schools was accepted by the
MOE, and the sport was approved as an extracurricular club activity for girls
in junior high school and above. A hybrid sporting version called “school
naginata” (gakkd naginata), later changed to “new naginata” (azarashii nagi-
nata), was introduced. The MOE advised the All Japan Naginata Federation
to promote the sport using phonetic hiragana characters rather than Chinese
characters, as the kanji used to write zaginata was not included in the “list of
kanji for general use” (¢dyd kanji) circulated by the ministry in reforms carried
out to simplify the written language in 1946. This was not the only reason.
According to my former naginata teacher, the late Tokunaga Chiyoko, who
was directly involved in negotiating with the MOE for the reinstatement of
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naginata in schools in the 1950s, the ministry was still wary of perceived
militaristic connotations associated with the kanji, especially as it included
the character for “katana.” Kanji characters are, however, still used for classi-
cal naginata styles such as Tend6-ryt and Jikishin Kage-rya. The MOE also
directed the federation not to use the suffix —46, to circumvent any correla-
tion with wartime moral education in the new style of sport naginata.

The postwar style of naginata is similar in many ways to kendo. Although
a longer weapon is used and ambidextrous side-on stances are featured, the
protective equipment (bggn) is basically the same, with the addition of a suze-
ate to protect the shins and split-finger gauntlets (koze) to allow easier manip-
ulation of the weapon.

Nowadays, most practitioners train primarily in new naginata. Currently,
naginata is reputedly practiced by over forty thousand people in Japan. The
vast majority of participants are women, but the number of men takingup the
sport has increased in recent years. The annual All Japan Men’s Naginata
Championships commenced in 2002, and the Naginata World Championships
are held every four years. The International Naginata Federation—for which
I currently serve as vice president—was launched in 1990 and now has fifteen
afhiliated countries. More countries are in the process of becoming afhliated,
but naginata remains a comparatively minor budo in terms of population and
recognition, even in Japan.

The kendo experience overlaps with the other eight mainstream modern
budo in terms of its pattern of modernization. In sheer numbers, karate and
judo are by far the most ubiquitous martial arts internationally. Kendo is the
most widely practiced martial art in Japan at the school and community club
level. This is due in part to deeply entrenched notions that kendo is the purest
of the martial arts—being easily linked to the honorable sword-wielding
samurai heroes of yesteryear.

What most people overlook is that the form of kendo practiced today is in
many ways a very modern contrivance. The word “kendo” itself only came
into popular use around 1920. Early usage of the designation kezdd was popu-
larized by a swordsman of the Chikuzen domain, Abe Munet6 (1624-93), in
his 1667 document outlining his school, Abe-ryi kendo denshi. This was a
rare exception, however, and appellations such as gekitd, gekiken, tachi-uchi,
kenpo, and kenjutsu were more common.
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Starting in the mid-nineteenth century, as Japan modernized and began
to assert its uniqueness, a notion that the Japanese people and their virtues
emanated from samurai culture became prevalent. As Harumi Befu points
out, “Japan’s modernization coincided with the samuraization process—the
spread of the ideology of the ruling warrior class.”" This was accomplished
over several decades through such means as introducing a modified warrior
ideology in the Civil Code (1898) and modifying the school curricula to cel-
ebrate warrior customs and myths.

Newly created notions of bushido and ideas of a glorious warrior past were
propagated vigorously from the 1890s onward, and many of the national
myths created during this epoch became so strongly entrenched in the
Japanese psyche that they remain largely unquestioned to this day. Basil Hall
Chamberlain (1850-1936), a renowned English Japanologist, made the fol-
lowing cynical but astute observations about bushido and the burgeoning
Japanese nationalism of the later Meiji period.

The twentieth-century Japanese religion of loyalty and patriotism is quite
new, for in it pre-existing ideas have been sifted, altered, freshly compounded,
turned to new uses, and have found a new center of gravity. Not only is it
new, it is not yet completed; it is still in process of being consciously or semi-
consciously put together by the official class, in order to serve the interests of
that class, and, incidentally, the interests of the nation at large.“

Kendo represents a fine example of an “invented tradition” that was
“freshly compounded” during the period of modernization to cultivate
national partisanship. To be sure, kendo’s lineage can be traced directly back
to the warriors of the medieval period. However, its teaching and training
methodology, match rules, philosophical concepts, and so on were, for the
most part, developed or reformulated in the twentieth century. From the late
Meiji period until Japan’s defeat in the Second World War, kendo was
increasingly utilized as an educational tool to infuse nationalistic doctrines
of self-sacrifice and bolster ideas of the Japanese beinga powerful warrior race
with a courageous spirit that was unsurpassed in the world.

Kendo’s technical evolution continues into the twenty-first century, as
does the official insistence that practitioners follow the same righteous path
that samurai trod before them to rectify the self and, by extension, the soci-
etal and ethical ills of the present to create a brighter future. This is indicative
of what Matthew Levinger and Paula Lytle describe as “nostalgic national-
ism.” In other words, a “triadic structure of nationalistic rhetoric” is evident
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in which kendo connects the glorious past with the degraded present and
ultimately the utopian future."

Actually, it is the cultural link with samurai culture that provides signifi-
cant appeal for non-Japanese practitioners, although there is a latent supposi-
tion among the Japanese kendo fraternity that non-Japanese are unlikely to
ever fully understand what they consider to be the essence of kendo. Such
views are usually motivated by ethno-cultural pride rather than nationalistic
or jingoistic sentiments. Brian McVeigh also contends that the difficulty in
internationalizing Japanese culture “is attributed, sometimes with a measure
of pride, to how inscrutable Japanese culture is, to insiders as well as outsid-
ers.”’® Nevertheless, this patronizing attitude does not inhibit the labors of
Japanese kendoists at all levels, as well as the government, to propagate the
culture of kendo and other budo internationally as their “gift” to the world—
one that can even contribute to world peace, as the rhetoric often goes.

Misunderstandings abound in Japan and elsewhere regarding the evolu-
tion of kendo and the other martial arts and the cultural and political forces
that shaped them. To date, there are few books in English that plot in detail
their development from the Japanese martial arts of the medieval period to
the international combat sports of today. Although there are abundant works
in Japanese on the history of swordsmanship, few offer more than a cursory
analysis of kendo and nationalism in the modern era. Thus, curiously, the
correlation between martial arts and nationalism remains a poorly explored
area in both Japanese and Western academia.

A growing number of English books about traditional Japanese swords-
manship are on the market. Most of them, however, are how-to manuals,
biographies of master swordsmen, or translations and commentaries on clas-
sic texts—often historically naive, mixing fact with fiction. Books on mod-
ern swordsmanship are primarily technical manuals that offer only rudimen-
tary outlines of the history, with little or no analysis. Sasamori Junzo and
Gordon Warner’s classic book This is Kendo: The Art of Japanese Fencing is a
good example.

Among the most extensive studies of the evolution of Japanese martial art
systems are Cameron Hurst's Armed Martial Arts of Japan: Swordsmanship
and Archery and Donn Draeger’s Classical Bujutsu, Classical Budo, and
Modern Bujutsu and Budo. Draeger’s books have long been considered
required reading among Western martial artists who want to understand
Japanese martial culture and swordsmanship. They were pioneering
works when they were published in the 1970s and valuable contributions
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to Westerners” understanding of the field, but they lack scholarly rigor
and adequate social analysis, relying too much on simplistic notions of how
the martial arts transformed from techniques for killing (bujutsu), to arts
(bugei), and then to martial paths to self-perfection (buds). There is little
scrutiny of the complex social forces underpinning these historical
transformations.

Hurst’s highly accessible book is superior in terms of scholarly analysis,
giving an overview of both swordsmanship and archery from ancient times
to the present day. He analyzes the nationalization of martial arts in the
post-Meiji era and discusses the influence of Western athletic tradition on the
modernization of budo, detailing the characteristics that have remained
markedly Japanese. He also ponders misconceptions of budo in both the
West and Japan, especially with regards to how Zen Buddhism has become
synonymous with the martial ways.

Karl Friday’s excellent book Legacies of the Sword: The Kashima-Shinryu
and Samurai Martial Culture explores the historical, philosophical, and
pedagogical dynamics of the Kashima Shin-rya as a case study of classical
swordsmanship. A groundbreaking book, Friday’s discourse is, however, gen-
erally restricted to one tradition and does not delve into the far-reaching
political and social implications of kendo in the modern era.

A recent work that also raises the bar in understanding budo culture in
the modern context is Denis Gainty’s Martial Arts and the Body Politic in
Meiji Japan. His study is a long-overdue examination of the Dai-Nippon
Butokukai and its sponsorship of budo in modern Japanese society through
the end of the Second World War. It is an important contribution to Western
analysis of the sociopolitical significance of budo in Japan from the late Meiji
up to the immediate postwar era.

In contrast to these works, I will focus on kendo as Japan’s most prevalent
domestic martial art, taking a macro approach in my historiography in order
to contextualize kendo’s evolution and a micro perspective to illuminate its
cultural and political significance.

To date, there has been little discourse considering nationalist sentiment
as a driving force behind efforts to diffuse kendo domestically and then inter-
nationally. Moreover, although no one is in denial or oblivious to the connec-
tion, underscoring the relationship between kendo and militarism has been
treated either as taboo or as not worthy of in-depth scholarly investigation
by the majority of scholars in Japan. This is understandable, given that
budo researchers are typically practitioners as well. Abiding by the unspoken
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rule that it is best to let sleeping dogs lie, budo scholars tend to sidestep
such issues.

Negative aspects of kendo’s modern history and certain inconvenient
truths, particularly about kendo’s wartime militarization, have been largely
swept under the carpet in ways that I expand upon in chapter s. The propen-
sity to overlook the wartime experience of kendo as an undeniably important
phase in its gradual transformation into a postwar democratic sport has left
huge gaps in our understanding of its social, cultural, and political relevance
today.

To make sense of how traditional swordsmanship could feature in milita-
ristic machinations in the twentieth century, we must first plot its fascinating
evolutionary process, starting with the rise of the warriors. Chapter 1 outlines
the historical process that led to the appearance of professional warriors and
the emergence of the role of the sword in medieval warfare. This will entail
an explanation of how ryizha (distinct martial traditions) evolved, as well as
a discussion of the rise of the “sword cult” and its symbolism.

Chapter 2 plots the transition of kenjutsu from a combat art to a combat
sport. I look at the maturation of kenjutsu as an example of a “civilizing proc-
ess” and consider how the invention of safety training equipment led to the
art’s “sportification.” This important turn of events enabled the samurai’s
social inferiors to take up and even excel in early modern fencing. To the
samurai, the intellectualization and spiritual refinement of kenjutsu filled a
vacuum in his self-identity and bolstered sentiments of cultural elitism—a
sentiment that was to reveal itself again in the Meiji period among the citi-
zens of modern Japan.

The third chapter inquires into the temporary fading of kenjutsu, followed
by its reinvention in the Meiji period with the modernization of social sys-
tems and the creation of national identity. In particular, I assess Sakakibara
Kenkichi and the gekiken-kagyi (public martial art shows) that he initiated
to revive public interest and provide swordsmen with a source of income. I
also consider the new niches that were devised for kenjutsu, both as an indig-
enous form of physical education and as a way to keep the police fighting fit.
Of particular significance in the modernization of swordsmanship was the
formation of the Dai-Nippon Butokukai—the self-appointed guardian of
Japan’s martial arts—and its contributions to the standardization of budo for
national dissemination on an unprecedented scale.

Following this formative period of martial art exploitation in modern
popular and state nationalistic agendas, chapter 4 will map the state’s appro-
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priation of kendo in the 1930s and 1940s. Kendo became a compulsory sub-
ject in schools and underwent what could be described as a process of de-
civilization as the techniques, rules, and methods of training were brutalized
to inculcate fighting spirit in the youth and prepare them for the rigors of
war.

State control of budo for militaristic purposes during the Second World
War led to a blanket ban on martial arts in the postwar period. The budo
arts, particularly kendo, were viewed by the Occupation forces as potent
weapons for brainwashing gullible minds. The main theme of the penulti-
mate chapter, therefore, is the sanitization or re-civilizing of kendo into a
democratic sport, separated from state control and exorcised of any hint of
militarism. This process involved the invention of shinai-kyigi (a hybrid
Westernized version of kendo) and the subsequent formation of the All
Japan Kendo Federation as the new gatekeeper of kendo culture. The second
theme addresses kendo’s ongoing identity crisis, or the clash between tradi-
tional values and overt competitiveness. What makes kendo distinctive—
that is, culturally superior—to other sports?

The final chapter investigates the early international propagation of kendo
in Europe and the Americas, as well as in Japan’s former colonies of Korea
and Taiwan. Each region has well-established kendo communities, but for
varying reasons, each has different views on the cultural ownership of kendo.

The international dissemination of kendo is seen as a double-edged sword.
On the one hand, it is considered by the AJKF and the Japanese government
as a contribution to world culture and a way to affirm Japanese soft power at
an individual and organizational level. It also facilitates a self-afhrmation of
what it is to be Japanese in the international community and is a fountain-
head of national pride for those directly involved. On the other hand, retain-
ing control over the destiny of kendo as it spreads throughout the world is a
source of cultural anxiety in Japan. The issue of “who owns the culture?” is
examined in chapter 6.

Collectively these chapters will illustrate the socio-historical evolution of
Japanese swordsmanship and its correlation with perceptions of tradition,
cultural nationalism, and “Japaneseness.”
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CHAPTER 1

The Art of Killing

SWORDSMANSHIP IN MEDIEVAL JAPAN

WHENCE THEY CAME

To the samurai, martial ability was an expression of individual strength and
valor, symbolizing their distinctive subculture as specialist men-at-arms.
Starting in the ninth century (or arguably even earlier), Japanese warriors
developed and cultivated an idiosyncratic culture based largely on their abil-
ity to utilize violence. Warrior ideals evolved over many centuries and were
imbued with idioms of honor, such as the bonds of loyalty forged between
retainer and lord, for whom—as the classic war tales frequently inform us—
the warrior would gladly forfeit his life.

But how accurate is our understanding of the origin of samurai culture?
It seems that Japanese and Westerners alike maintain a distorted, often-
romanticized view of the samurai. For example, the long-held interpretation
in the West of the so-called emergence of the samurai was largely based on an
economic thesis put forth by Asakawa Kan’ichi,' whose ideas were subse-
quently propagated by early generations of highly influential Western schol-
ars of Japanese history and culture such as George Sansom and E.O.
Reischauer.

In simple terms, the traditional view presents an unambiguous interpreta-
tion of the events that led to the appearance of powerful provincial warrior
families in the late Heian period (794-1185). In Sansom’s classic three-volume
treatise of Japanese history, The History of Japan to 1334, he states that “the
gradual collapse of the civil power after the decline of the Fujiwara dictators
was accompanied by a rise in the influence of warrior clans.”

Oppressed by high taxes, many peasants deserted their fields for other
occupations, adversely impacting the Heian government’s income and influ-
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ence. This caused instability and tension throughout the land, and landown-
ers in the provinces were compelled to fortify their holdings to protect them
from marauding bands of belligerents who had become disconnected from
their familial connections in the capital and engaged in acts of brigandry to
expand their own estates.

Even the court found itself unable to protect its assets in the provinces, and
its economic base was significantly weakened as a result. Newly formed alli-
ances of provincial warriors were able to gather political momentum and assert
their power through the use of military force. Eventually, these provincial
warriors became economically dominant as well. After the Genpei Disturbance
(1180-85) and the abdication of the ineffectual nobles (kxge), the samurai were
able to elevate themselves to powerful positions in society simply by filling the
political holes that appeared. Their influence burgeoned with the formation
of the Kamakura shogunate in 1189 by Minamoto Yoritomo (1147-99).

More recently, however, this interpretation of the rise of warriors to politi-
cal dominance has been substantively amended. Among Western scholars,
prominent theorists include J. W. Hall, Jeffrey Mass, and Marius B. Jansen.
They refute the simplistic idea of kuge powerlessness in the face of warrior
ascension. The contemporary consensus is that uge actually maintained a
significant degree of control and certainly did not hand political power over
to the provincial samurai; by the time of the establishment of the first warrior
government at the end of the twelfth century, the samurai remained relatively
politically immature.

New theories of how the samurai rose to prominence have been postu-
lated in Japan and the West from many different angles, especially in the last
two decades. Some of the representative works in English include William
Wayne Farris’s Heavenly Warriors, Karl Friday’s Hired Swords, and Eiko
Ikegami's The Taming of the Samurai.

Farris’s book avoids the term “emergence” and instead promotes the idea
that the warriors “evolved” in an ongoing process spanning many centuries,
before the eventual consolidation of a unified warrior power structure with
the formation of the Kamakura shogunate. Farris also contests the “Western
analogue theorists” who forcibly apply a Western model of feudalism to the
samurai experience. He divides his analysis of samurai evolution into sections
extending back to approximately soo AD. He draws our attention to the
culture of mounted archers—not uncommon throughout Asia—who were
organized into an imperial army by Emperor Tenmu (?—686), whose name
means “heavenly warrior,” hence the title of Farris’s book.
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He conjectures that the aristocratic warriors of the Heian period did not
suddenly appear and fill a political vacuum but rather inherited a much older
culture that continued to develop over time. He argues that mounted warriors
had become the main strike force on battlefields by the ninth century and that
“many soldiers organized themselves into houses with the exclusive right to
practice the martial arts, cither as local aristocrats or local strongmen.” During
the period extending from soo to 1300, warriors were not pitted against the
courtiers but instead acted as shields for them until the samurai asserted their
political independence over the court starting in the thirteenth century.

Karl Friday also questions the perceived impotence of the court. Through
adetailed analysis of the military technology and motivations of the imperial
army and conscripts, he contends that the warriors at court and those sta-
tioned in the provinces were in fact allied. Furthermore, the court actively
made use of provincial warriors to upgrade its military and policing system.

There were instances in which certain warriors exerted palpable influence,
such as Taira Kiyomori (1118-81), who rose to dominate court politics and
even enthroned his infant grandson Antoku (1178-8s) as emperor.
Nevertheless, Friday argues that for the most part the evolution of military
institutions between the seventh and twelfth centuries followed a consistent
pattern that relied on the military abilities of the provincial elites and lower
members of the aristocracy.

Eiko Ikegami’s The Taming of the Samurai focuses on violence as the deci-
sive factor in the rise of the samurai. She highlights this as a distinguishing
raison d’étre among the Japanese warrior subculture and also mentions the
clashes between violent groups of eastern warriors and the indigenous Emishi
people of northeastern Honshu. Central to her argument is the concept of
honor (14), and the bonds of loyalty that were formed between the warrior
and his lord through combat experience.

Ikegami contends that the gradual rise of the samurai to political promi-
nence on a national scale was prompted by the dismantling of the military
obligations that had previously been forced upon the general populace under
the 7itsuryo system. This culminated in certain offices, such as guard and
military posts, becoming hereditary among a small, select group of nobles.
Determined to maintain their monopoly over government positions, these
noble families increasingly sought affiliation with warriors and even created
their own private armies. This in turn provided an opportunity for career
advancement among the middle- to lower-ranked nobles, who realized that
martial ability could be their ticket to a successful career.
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As Friday points out, “by the tenth century, military service at court and
service as a provincial official had become parallel and mutually supportive
careers for the members of several middle-ranked courtier houses collectively
known as the miyako no musha, or ‘warriors of the ca.pital.’”4 The best-known
warriors were members of the houses of the Minamoto (Genji) and the Taira
(Heiji or Heike). These two great warrior clans provide the heroes (and anti-
heroes) of many of Japan’s war tales. Their feats in battle, particularly in the
Hogen (1156) and Heiji (1160) Disturbances and the Taira-Minamoto War
(the Genpei Disturbance of 1180-8s), were recorded for posterity in all their
embellished gore and glory.

Although these war tales (gunki monogatari) provide valuable insights
into samurai culture, they have also been at the root of the glorification and
misconceptualization of samurai culture, even among warriors themselves.
The war tales describing the rise to supremacy of Minamoto Yoritomo
(1147-99) and the establishment of the first warrior government (bakufu) in
Kamakura highlight a pivotal time in the evolution of the samurai. The for-
mation of a warrior government did not spell the end of court authority, but
it did signify the beginning of new conventions and rules that instilled new
notions of warrior self-identity.

Yoritomo’s initiatives included legally elevating trustworthy vassals to the
status of privileged housemen (gokenin), who were obligated to show loyalty
to him. He also ensured that he was the only agent connecting his vassals with
the court, which rendered warriors stationed in the capital ineffectual. In 1185
he rewarded his vassals with the titles and privileges of governor (shugo) and
land steward (jizo). He successfully created a warrior union with “new mecha-
nisms for organizing and directing its housemen, as well as an unprecedented
clarity to the reciprocal obligations that bound them.” By and large, by the
Kamakura period (1189-1333) “reciprocal obligation” meant the idealization
of martyrdom as the definitive show of fidelity and personal honor.

Motoki Yasuo proposes a useful description of how samurai can be distin-
guished from other combatants who have been active throughout Japanese
history:

Bushi [samurai] refers to the professional warriors who wielded political
authority in medieval [chiisei] and early modern [kinsei] Japan. As professional
warriors, they were distinctive from peasant or civilian conscript soldiers of
the ancient [kodai] and modern [kindai] periods. In the sense of being heredi-
tary, their existence differed greatly to the officials who were merely assigned
military duty in ancient times, and also to the modern career soldier.’

THE ART OF KILLING =+ 29



Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-98) attempted to segregate warriors from non-
combatants through the introduction of decrees defining occupation.
Separation of farming and military functions was intended to get warriors
off the land and drive a wedge between fickle vassals and volatile peasants lest
they combine forces to overthrow their superiors. Hideyoshi’s diktats were
not entirely unprecedented, nor were they obeyed particularly closely. Other
daimyo, notably Oda Nobunaga (1534—82), also tried to consolidate occupa-
tional roles within the four spheres of agriculture, production, commerce,
and military in their provinces. Although impossible to enforce to the letter,
such measures did facilitate the rise of castle towns. Sustained by the sur-
rounding farmlands, castle towns functioned as administrative, economic,
and military bases for daimyo.

With Hideyoshi’s nationwide Sword Hunt Edict (Katanagari-rei) of 1588,
farmers were obliged to relinquish their weapons. Although the disarma-
ment of non-warrior groups has been overstated in spite of considerable evi-
dence to the contrary, it can at least be concluded that government-sanctioned
attempts at occupational segregation sought to make martial training for-
mally the sole prerogative and responsibility of samurai from the end of the
sixteenth century.

PRAGMATISM CLOAKED IN ROMANTICISM

If we buy into the larger-than-life accounts of warrior feats as they are
recorded in the war tales, warfare could be construed as a well-ordered and
noble pursuit. However, the battles portrayed in popular literature through
the centuries—such as the Heike monogatari (The tale of the Heike, carly
thirteenth century) and Zziheiki (Chronicle of great pacification, c. 1370)—
are renowned for distorting the truth.

The typical battle scene portrayed in the war tales, although thoroughly
bloody and violent, is regularly depicted as conforming to the following for-
mula: mutual agreement on the time and place of battle; safe passage of emis-
saries as both armies face off; release of arrows to signal commencement;
gradual advancement as increasingly accurate volleys of arrows are released;
careful opponent selection, self-introduction, and combat at close quarters
using bladed weapons; and guaranteed safety of noncombatants such as
women and children.
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Notwithstanding some genuine acts of gallantry and extraordinary valor,
real battles rarely played out according to this blueprint, and the archetype of
the romantic, glamorous, gentlemanly, and noble samurai is mostly farcical.
Winning was everything. If underhanded methods were necessary to accom-
plish a gruesome task, so be it. One does not need to read between the lines
in the old war tales to find accounts of blatant treachery, trickery, and what
can essentially be described as far-from-gentlemanly deportment. Night
attacks, hostage taking, broken promises, and espionage were commonplace
and acceptable in pursuit of victory.

Interesting tenets of rational battle wisdom can be found in Koyo-gunkan,
a chronicle recording the exploits of the Takeda clan.” For instance, accord-
ing to transcriptions of his conversations on military affairs, the daimyo
Takeda Shingen (1521-73) maintained a policy of attempting to win only six
or seven battles out of ten. Attempting to win all ten would result in heavy
casualties. In this fashion, while he might succeed in winning each individual
battle, he would eventually lose the war. As survival of the clan was at stake,
the samurai’s greatest weapon was a deep-rooted mastery of strategy in which
the underlying ideology was pluck bolstered with cunning, deception, duplic-
ity, and even retreat, if that was the smartest option.

To be sure, a samurai would forfeit his life in battle if trapped, and he
believed his cherished reputation would live on. This is often interpreted
as validating the strong bonds of loyalty between a lord and his stalwarts.
The samurai ethos has even been described as “the moral of selfless dedica-
tion” (kenshin-no-dotoku).® Allegiance to one’s overlord was unquestiona-
bly an important component of warrior ethics, but there was also a very
calculated side to this emotional connection. Although loyalty is champi-
oned as the adhesive for samurai hierarchical relationships (and also
serves as one of the most moving themes in the literature), it could be adjusted
according to convenience. History abounds with examples of warriors
who readily changed allegiance if circumstances were better elsewhere. It
was not until the Tokugawa period that the ideal of unfaltering loyalty to
one lord became hereditary and resolute. But even then, scores of disenfran-
chised samurai (r97in) roamed the countryside looking for new masters
in the wake of some indiscretion, or even out of contempt for their reckless
lord.

Ideally, however, the medieval warrior was expected to repay his lord’s
special favor (goon) with servitude (hoko). This meant the warrior could be
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mobilized for military campaigns and was expected to perform valiantly and
to the death if required. Battle provided an opportunity for the warrior to
showcase his prowess. If he triumphantly took a number of heads from the
enemy (preferably those of rank), he would be rewarded. If he were killed, his
death would be commended as a spirited demise. Although he would not
benefit directly, he would die assured that his lord would continue bestowing
favor on his descendants. The notion of loyalty to the death was most often
pragmatism cloaked in romanticism rather than a pure human bond, as it is
usually portrayed.

The intangible benefit gained from gallantry was the currency of honor. A
deceased samurai’s honor would be inherited by his sons and grandsons, and
his feats of valor would be recounted as family lore. Conversely, if a samurai
was deemed guilty of cowardice, his good name—and that of his ancestors
and descendants—would be irreconcilably tarnished. While a European
knight may have fought courageously to justify his posthumous place
in God’s Kingdom, the samurai, who was resigned to the belief that his
destiny ultimately lay in one of the hundreds of Buddhist hells before even-
tual rebirth, fought boldly to ensure the perpetual prosperity of his family
line.

A paradox existed with regard to a warrior’s martial ability, especially in
the Warring States period (1467-1568). The more valiant and skilled a war-
rior was at his craft, the more likely a rival daimyo army would be to try to
poach him. Loyalty was a transferable bond. However, the provincial laws of
this chaotic era urged warriors to remain faithful and true to their lords.

The onus was on a lord to lead his men in a manner that inspired fidelity.
He was burdened with the delicate task of keeping his warriors in line while
at the same time emboldening their independent spirit. Failure to keep the
balance could result in dissension and the defection of his warriors, ulti-
mately leading to the extinction of his entire house or clan.

“House codes” (buke kakun) were precepts recorded for posterity by war-
rior family patriarchs to guide the clan scion and collateral descendants in
appropriate behavior. A common tenet in various house codes was advice not
to stifle the individual attributes of each warrior and to reward valiant serv-
ice. House codes also placed weight on training in military arts. This was the
samurai’s vehicle for accruing honor. Fighting was his vocation and weapons
were the tools of his trade, but what did belonging to the profession-of-arms
involve? Apart from actual combat experience, by what means did the samu-
rai hone his military skills?
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MEDIEVAL WARFARE AND THE SWORD MYTHOS

Early medieval period battles were primarily contested by mounted archers,
foot soldiers with shock weapons such as zaginata and pole arms, and archers
on foot. According to Karl Friday, carly medieval clashes “tended to be aggre-
gates of lesser combats: melees of archery duels, and brawls between small
groups, punctuated by general advances and retreats, and by volleys of arrows
launched by bowmen on foot, protected by portable walls of shields.”

Starting in the Nanbokuchd period (1337-92) battle strategies shifted
away from the skills of individual mounted warriors to tactics based on
organized group attacks. This was concurrent with a change in the motiva-
tions for war, where the goal became the acquisition of vast territories. To
achieve this objective, a warlord needed specialist platoons that could work
as cogs in a highly regimented war machine.

Eiko Ikegami lists the following changes in the method of warfare by the
late medieval period: “(1) the increased amount of manpower mobilized in
battle; (2) strategic shift away from fights between individual champions, to
planned collective movements of armies; (3) the rise of strong fortified cas-
tles; (4) the emergence of foot soldiers as a significant strike force; and (s) the
introduction of firearms.”*°

The tools of warfare were also continually being adapted. In the case of
swords, straight, double-edged blades (ssurugi or chokuts) were brought to
Japan from China during the Kofun period (300-710). Curved single-edged
tachi swords were fashioned beginning in the ninth century and became more
stylized as forging methods advanced. Short swords with curved blades (uchi-
gatana) appeared around the twelfth century; these were inserted with the
blade upward through sashes at the waist as opposed to the now-customary
tachi, which dangled blade-down at the side. Both the zachi and the uchi-
gatana were generally worn together. By the fourteenth century uchi-gatana
were lengthened and eventually replaced the zachi as the standard bladed
weapon. The uchi-gatana was henceforth simply termed katana and used as
both a cutting and a thrusting weapon. A shorter sword—the wakizashi—
complemented the katana, and both were inserted through the waist sash to
complete what became the standard two-sword set.

The adjustment in the preferred way of wearing swords—that is, on the left
at the waist with the blade facing upward instead of dangling down—was
concurrent with a transformation in the style of armor worn. Heian and
Kamakura warriors donned grand but cumbersome sets of armor known as
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o-yoroi. With moveable protective panels, 9-yoroi provided the mounted
archer with ample protection as well as enough flexibility to release his arrows,
but it hampered his maneuverability when he was forced to fight on foot.

From the late thirteenth through to the mid-fourteenth century, a gradual
transition was made to a cheaper, lighter wraparound style of armor called
hara-maki. This suggested a shift away from mounted archers as the dominant
factor in battle. The simpler armor offered foot soldiers stability and the
option of using longer weapons such as yari (spears) without impediment.

There was also a noticeable rise in the number of swordsmiths around this
time. In the late Heian period, Shimokawa Ushio records references to 450
smiths, compared to 1,550 in the Kamakura period and 3,550 in the
Muromachi period." This is not to say that archers, both mounted and on
foot, were obsolete just yet. In fact, records of battle wounds analyzed by
historians Thomas Conlan, Suzuki Masaya, and others show that in the
Nanbokuché period arrow wounds were more prevalent than any other
battle injury. Trawling through 175 documents, Suzuki found 554 identifiable
injuries in addition to 44 fatalities. Of the injuries, 480 (86.6 percent) were
caused by arrows; 46 (8.3 percent) by bladed weapons; 15 (2.6 percent) by
rocks hurled by sling or rolled from hilltops or fortresses; and 6 (1.1 percent)
by spears."”” Suzuki postulated that even during the Nanbokuché period
sword use was much less a factor in battle than projectile weapons.

Some scholars suggest that the sword starred more in battle following the
introduction of firearms in the sixteenth century. Musket balls, they argue,
could penetrate even the heaviest armor. Given the futility of heavy armor
against guns, less unwieldy suits were adopted for maneuverability, but this
left warriors more susceptible to blades. Moreover, vulnerability to volleys of
musket balls also incited warriors to engage at close quarters with more
rapidity.”® Although it is an interesting theory, it is negated by documentary
evidence. Suzuki Masaya’s research reveals that of the 584 wounds logged in
war records from 1563 to 1600, 263 were inflicted by guns, 126 by arrows, 99
by spears, and 30 by rocks. Only forty warriors suffered sword lacerations,
and twenty-six were felled by a combination of weapons." On the basis of
this analysis Suzuki contends that although swords were certainly bran-
dished in the fray, they were more useful for removing the heads of fallen foe
(kubi-tori) than engaging in actual combat. The heads were cleaned up and
presented for inspection as “invoices for payment” for services rendered.
Skullduggery was rampant, and samurai often picked through battlefields,

claiming crowns off cadavers that they had not even felled.
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Suzuki also points out the impracticality of the sword as a battlefield
weapon, an observation based in part on the work of katana expert Naruse
Sckanji (1888-1948). Blades bend casily when cuts are made with imprecise
trajectory or angle, and the katana was known to snap when struck on the
flat of the blade by spears or staffs. Of 1,681 blades that Naruse repaired per-
sonally, 30 percent had been smashed in duels and the remaining 70 percent
were damaged through inadequate cleaning and care or reckless cutting prac-
tice (tameshi-giri).”

Although by no means a completely ineffectual weapon, the sword’s prac-
tical value in a violent free-for-all was less than that of the sturdy, versatile,
and easier-to-use yari. As a weapon for self-defense in the course of daily life,
however, the sword was indispensable. Naruse’s findings corroborate this:
although they were easily damaged, swords were the weapon of choice in
duels, executions, and assassinations.

Apart from its use in duels or other acts of violence committed beyond the
field of battle, what elevated the sword to the emblematic position it attained
among warriors? While the katana was irrefutably a lethal weapon, it retained
an important and peculiar quality beyond being a simple implement of war.
Starting with the first straight, double-edged iron swords imported from
China that marked Japan’s entry into the Iron Age, the shiny, hard quality of
the metal created through advanced Chinese technology gave swords a per-
ceived mystical quality. Although used as weapons, they also fulfilled an
important symbolic function in religious ceremonies. In line with ancient
Chinese ideals, swords were believed to contain magical powers with the
ability to ward off evil.'® After taking root in Japan, these beliefs matured
into a distinctive Japanese ethos that came to feature prominently in national
mythology.

A good example of this can be found in the tale of the eight-headed ser-
pent Yamata-no-Orochi. The story describes capricious young Susanoo, who
had been thrown out of Heaven for tricking his sister, the sun goddess
Amaterasu Omikami. He then recovers a mythical sword from the tail of an
eight-headed serpent and presents it to her as an act of placation. Generations
later, the same sword is presented for protection to the great warrior Yamato
Takeru by his aunt, Yamato-hime of the Ise Shrine. When he is lured into an
open field by a treacherous warlord who then sets the grass on fire, Yamato
Takeru uses the sword to cut the grass and stop the spread of flames, discover-
ing in the process that the weapon is magical. After exacting revenge, he
names the blade Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi (literally “grass-cutting sword”).
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Today the sword is housed in the Atsuta Shrine as one of the Three Sacred
Treasures that make up the imperial regalia, along with a mirror (yaza-no-
kagami) and the magatama bead. In other words, the sword became symbolic
of imperial authority.

The mythological associations and belief in certain magical qualities of
swords are manifest in a curious samurai custom. The term 7z¢ito refers to a
sword of special significance. A sword was recognized as extraordinary if it
had been made by a legendary smith, had an awe-inspiring cutting quality, or
belonged to a historical figure. Although an inanimate object, a meizg would
be given a name.

Records for appraising the value of swords were kept from as carly as the
reign of Ashikaga Yoshimasa (1436-90), the cighth shogun of the Muromachi
period. It can be inferred that at this time swords were emblematic of their
owner’s authority as well as important items of exchange. In addition to
deriving narcissistic satisfaction from owning a meitd, owners of swords of
worth used them as a form of currency. Warriors fought for prizes. Ideally,
they would receive parcels of land from their lord as a reward for heroism, but
they could also be rewarded with money or valuable artifacts such as antique
tea utensils or a remarkable sword."”

Swords were not the primary frontline weapon. Other than for the igno-
ble task of headhunting, they were used only as sidearms to supplement
principal battlefield armaments, namely missile weapons such as arrows—
and later musket balls—and long, sturdy thrusting weapons such as yari.
However, off the battlefield was a different matter, where the sword proved
its worth in brawls, duels, and other homicidal encounters.

THE AESTHETICIZATION OF VIOLENCE

What, then, was the impetus behind the rise of specialist martial art schools
that tended to focus on swordsmanship from as early as the late fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries? Karl Friday maintains that the creation of styles or
schools of martial arts (ryizha) “constituted a new phenomenon—a deriva-
tive, not a linear improvement, of earlier, more prosaic military training.”"*
The Muromachi period was key in terms of samurai aesthetic development,
so it should come as no surprise that the art of swordsmanship was inspired
by the systematization of other, more advanced, art forms.
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What political forces facilitated martial aestheticization in the Muromachi
period? In 1333, after a period of exile for a plot to overthrow the weakening
Kamakura shogunate in 1324, the emperor Go-Daigo (1288-1339) returned
to Kyoto more determined than ever to restore imperial power. His objective
was realized with the aid of renegade shogunate generals Ashikaga Takauji
(1305—58) and Nitta Yoshisada (1301-38). This led to Go-Daigo’s Kemmu
Restoration (1333—36), but the alliance between these men was shortlived,
ending when Yoshisada joined forces with Go-Daigo to overthrow Takauji’s
authority. Go-Daigo then fled to Yoshino (Nara) and established the
Southern Court in 1337, while Takauji, who backed the north, formed the
Muromachi shogunate (1338-1573) in Kyoto. This started a war of legitimacy
between the Northern and Southern Courts that lasted from 1337 to 1392.

Takauiji established his regime in Kyoto rather than in Kamakura to the
east to keep tabs on the kuge political machinations and to circumvent any
potential uprising. This move generated a massive influx of samurai from the
provinces into the capital, where they rapidly began to influence political and
cultural life. As they replaced nobles in positions of authority, they felt
pressure to behave in an appropriate fashion and break away from the rustic
mannerisms that had earned them the scorn of refined aristocrats.

Samurai concern for propriety is evident in two trends in the Muromachi
period: the proliferation of house codes (buke kakun); and the circulation of
texts outlining unique samurai ceremonies, rules and customs (buke
kojitsu)—adapted from the protocols of the ancient imperial court (yzsoku
kojitsu).

Warriors started developing their own forms of etiquette in the Kamakura
period. At the onset of the Muromachi period, the study of cultural and
ceremonial standards set by the court took on more urgency among the war-
rior subculture as they asserted their cultural equality and political superior-
ity. There were protocols for court ceremonies, religious rituals, appropriate
attire, daily interactions, and the treatment and use of arms and armor, espe-
cially with regard to archery. The two main authorities that ordained kojizsu
norms for samurai were the Ogasawara and the Ise families.

House codes of the Muromachi period exhibit a newfound concern for
balancing martial aptitude with refinement in the genteel arts and civility;
namely an equilibrium between bu (military arts) and bun (civil arts
and letters). It was no longer appropriate for warriors to be seen as brawny,
bucolic bumpkins with no sense of decorum or edification. They needed to
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be worthy rulers by virtue of both intellect and violence, when necessary.
Samurai had long felt culturally inferior to the nobles, and now they
sought to cover themselves with a mantle of equality, or even to assert their
superiority.

There are a number of well-known house codes from this period, such as
Chikubasho (Selected precepts for young generations, ca. 1383) by Shiba
Yoshimasa (1350-1410) and Imagawa ryishin seishi (The regulations of
Imagawa Ryoshun) by Imagawa Ryoshun (also known as Sadayo, 1325-1420).
They stood the test of time and were still studied enthusiastically, with a
sense of nostalgia, by warriors of the Tokugawa era. Apart from military
strategy, these house codes offered meticulous advice on proper social deport-
ment, such as where to sit at a banquet and how to exchange sake cups, and
guidance on cleaning, travel etiquette, and manner of speech.

The buke kojitsu texts were more detailed with regard to etiquette and
applied to all warriors, whereas the kakun were more specific and applied
only to the warriors of a particular family or clan. Primarily written by the
head of a clan to ensure that his sons or retainers did not incur shame in their
persnickety honor-driven community, the articles accentuated the right
mindset rather than just the right form.

Ashikaga Takauji wrote a celebrated set of house rules—7akauji-kyo goisho
(Testament of lord Takauji). The thirteenth article demonstrates the value
placed on bunbu-rysds (the two ways of the civil and martial arts). “Bu and
bun are like two wheels of a cart. If one wheel is missing, the cart will not
move.”” Living up to the ideal of bunbu-ryods espoused in the house codes, it
should be pointed out, was primarily the responsibility of the upper echelons
of warrior society. In his kakun of 1412, Imagawa Ry6shun advised, “It is natu-
ral that the samurai learns the ways of war, and applies himself to the acquisi-
tion of the basic fighting skills needed for his occupation. ... Without apply-
ing oneself to study [bun], however, it is impossible to be a worthy ruler.”?°

Another four de force in kakun, Shiba Yoshimasa’s Chikubasho, also
admonishes the ruling class to pay attention to propriety and self-cultivation.
“Have a mind to improve one step at a time, and take care in speech so as not

»2] «

to be thought a fool by others.””" “All things should be done with single-
minded intent. . .. Warriors must have a calm mind, and the ability to under-
stand the measure of other people. This is crucial to success in military mat-
ters.”** With regard to balance in the military and civil arts, the code states,
“In this world, honor and reputation are valued above all else. As a man is

able to enhance his standing by virtue of competence in the arts, he should
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try to excel in these too, irrespective of whether he has instinctive talent or
not. . .. Naturally, a warrior should be skilled in using the bow and arrow in
such practices as mato, kasagake, and inu on mono.”*

Yoshimasa states the importance of being au fait with arts such as linked
verse and music in addition to the military arts. He alludes to military train-
ing with the bow and horse, but swordsmanship was also essential for self-
defense in the course of 