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“I take the pressure away”
Torsten Kanzmeier’s Inneres Boxen

Intriguing principles that seemingly conflict with all you know 
might just give you that extra edge. Torsten Kanzmeier explains 

how unpredictable movement takes the pressure away by applying 
the principle of ‘never going against’. 

- by Guido Sleddens-

Martial arts are systems of codified 
practices and traditions of training for 
combat. While they may be studied 
for various reasons, martial arts share 
a single objective: to physically defeat 
other persons and to defend oneself or 
others from physical threat. In addition, 
some martial arts are linked to beliefs 
such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, 
Shintoism and such while others follow 
a code of honor. Many arts are also 
practiced competitively, most commonly 
as combat sports, but may also take the 
form of dance.
In popular culture, the term “martial art” 
often is taken to refer to a combat system 
that originated in Asia. However, the term 
actually refers to any codified combat 
system, regardless of origin. Europe is 
home to many systems of martial arts, for 
example. Jogo de Pau, stick and sword 
fencing and Savate. 
While each style has unique facets that 
make it different from other martial arts, a 
common characteristic is the systemization 
of fighting techniques. 
In this literal sense, Inneres Boxen, or Lei 
gong Nei Quan (a Chinese translation 
of “Torsten’s Internal Boxing”) is not 
a martial art. It is not “an art made of 
systemized fighting techniques.”
Inneres Boxen is the expression of a 
principle, the principle of “never going 
against”.
Perhaps the most challenging situation in 
which to explore this principle of ‘never 
going against’ is in conflict. Conflict 
presupposes opposing positions, fixed 
viewpoints where there are resistance, 
fear and aggression. Traditionally 
people have sought solutions for these 
challenging situations. These solutions 

were based on the way we were thinking 
at the time, the way we saw the world 
and everything around us; the way our 
instincts told us to act and react; fight or 
flight. The deepest parts of our brains 
are designed to ensure our survival by 
compelling us to destroy our fellow 
humans the moment they want to take 
what is ours. Our mental software is 
based on the idea of “survival of the 
fittest.”

So ‘never going against’ seems at first 
glance to be an alien approach to a combat 
situation. It goes against everything we 
know. Interestingly enough it is also the 
environment in which the real power of 
the principle is to be found.
‘Never going against’ is simple but 
profound. It challenges us again and 
again to look at martial arts and fighting 
in a completely new way. It invites us to 
look at the way we think, at the way we 
are brought up to think, at how we deal 
with other people and subsequently at 
how we fight.
Most martial arts are based on learning 
how to react to an attack; how to survive, 
how to be strong, tough and prepared for 
anything coming our way. The impulse 

Do we beat around 
the bush or cut to 

the chase…

For years now I have witnessed a battle 
within the world of martial arts concerning 
things such as right of ownership, origin, 
responsibility, interpretation, right of 
existence, systems, traditions, persons and 
schools. A struggle as old as mankind itself, 
but unfortunately one that ultimately ends 
up spreading discord, reflecting nothing of 
the unifying nature of the practice of the 
martial arts. 

Although conflicts are often fought in plain 
view, there are also those that take place in 
a shadowy realm of hidden motives, sly 
manipulation and indoctrination covering 
several levels and taking on different guises.

Conflict and struggle are a part of life, or are 
at the very least conceived to be. However, 
should not that precisely be the reason for 
the martial artist to stand up and take action 
on his or her path? Action that expresses 
humanity instead of reverting to the animal-
like state of the beast dominating its prey at 
any cost, blindly using whatever it deems 
necessary to obtain its objective regardless 
of the consequences. 

In my opinion, there is a lot of preaching 
going on within the martial arts community 
when it comes to seeking the truth, teaching 
you to follow specific dogma’s, philosophical 
knowledge and physical techniques to 
enlighten you in discovering your ultimate 
path. Is it not then the connections we make 
ourselves and the relationships that we enter 
into that inspire us to reflect and to draw 
our own conclusions and also determine 
our own truth?

Despite the discussions in this edition of 
Meibukan Magazine ranging from the 
evolution of man to dissolving pressure, in 
the end we as humans and martial artists 
remain part of that evolution and must take 
a deep look into our own mirror to be able 
to reflect on the connections surrounding us 
and to dissolve the pressure emanating from 
them. The dojo offers us this magnificent 
opportunity to strengthen each other in our 
search and to connect with each other and 
ourselves. These connections, this sense of 
helping each other to discover and deal with 
what lies hidden beneath the surface, this 
should deserve our focus, this should be the 
home of our efforts guiding us away from 
paths of distraction that lead to destructive 
behavior and senseless struggle.

Lex Opdam
Editor in chief
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Torsten Kanzmeier explaining the theory.
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of the defensive movement arises from, 
or is initiated by, the attack. That is what 
we usually call “self-defense.”
Systematized fighting techniques are 
subsequently based on possible attacks 
of one or more opponents. Various 
counter attack sequences are then 
studied and mastered. More recently 
popularized systems promote practicing 
the “instinctive reactions of the body” 
so that one may move as naturally as 
possible (as in Systema). The impulse for 
the movement though is always created 
by the attacker. If we let our movements 
be initiated by the attacker, we already 
give away our power.

In Inneres Boxen Torsten Kanzmeier 
takes it a step further. 
Rather than react to the attack, he 
moves in such a way that there is no 
one to attack. All movement is based 
on dissolving the pressure so that there 
is no reference point for an attacker to 
work with. The fight has ended before 
it started. If there is no one to attack, 
the attack collapses upon itself. To be 
more precise; he does not first offer a 
point of attack, as in most Taiji quan 
practices where one leads like a matador 
offering his red coat to the bull. Instead 
the attacker’s intention is already in 
his awareness before the movement 
is initiated. As there is no resistance 
against any intention, his movement 
is never in reaction to anything his 
‘opponent’ does.

 

To understand this one has to feel 
(become aware of) the connection 
between an attack and the accompanying 
“pressure” in the form of mental and or 
physical contraction. If one is issuing an 
attack it means one is pushing oneself 
off against the ground (to begin a 
movement), against someone´s presence 
and in particular against someone´s 
intention. An attack is in that sense a 
reactive movement that can be observed 
as a form of pressure, or contraction 
with a distinct beginning and an ending. 

An attack is in that sense a form of  
“broken movement”.
In Lei Gong Nei Quan, Inneres Boxen we 
use “unbroken movement”: movement 
without starting and stopping, but 
continuous movement initiated by 
dissolving the pressure gravity is 
creating on our body.
Ideally the first movement in the combat 
situation is thus always initiated by 
the Leig Gong Nei Quan practitioner, 
therewith expressing the principle of 
‘unbroken movement’. In this way 
Inneres Boxen is much more than a 
martial art, it is a practice and way to 
live an authentic life. One stands on on 
ones own feet and is not reacting to the 
world, but rather deliberately creating 
in the world.
In a normal fighting contest we are 
trying to trick the other person with 
certain movements, evasions and fake 
attacks. In Inneres Boxen a similar 
principle is applied but on a completely 
different level.
This special art of movement is designed 
to create “high level fakes” as MMA and 
BJJ fighter Bjorn Friedrich describes it. 
The “feeling of being faked” is a result 
of the fact that the normal reference 
points and normal relationship are 
being altered by the Lei Gong Nei 
Quan practitioner. It is very unusual to 
be in the presence of someone who is 
continuously dissolving the pressure in 
a situation where you (unconsciously) 
expect it.
As this movement of changing the 
reference points is an internal movement, 
the untrained eye cannot discern it and 
it will be experienced as if something 
completely unexpected happened. 

“All movement is based on dissolving 
the pressure so that there is no 
reference point for an attacker to 
work with. The fight has ended 
before it started.”

“If we let our movements be initiated 
by the attacker, we already give 
away our power.”

Torsten moving in and around the opponents space in unbroken movement.
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By disolving the pressure from under the feet, you no 
longer project pressure in the environment.
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Sometimes the people undergoing the 
techniques of Torsten Kanzmeier start 
to justify and explain that they were not 
prepared to counter the blow or throw. 
Usually one creates reference points 
to place an attack. One visualizes a 
point to hit against, one continuously 
measures the space around oneself, the 
distance to objects in the surroundings.  
One measures the location of the other 
person, and one predicts movement all 
on an unconscious level of awareness. 
All these measurements are based on 
pressure, as most people move with 
pressure, by opposing the force of 
gravity.
We are so used to live and work with 
pressure based movement that if someone 
all of a sudden dissolves pressure in 
the relationship, one is completely 
off balance for a moment. The body 
constantly reacts and responds to the 
observations one unconsciously makes 
by tensing up and relaxing. Most of this 
body movement cannot be controlled, 
as one has not enough awareness of it.
This can easily be experienced when you 
watch people looking at a scary movie; 
you see their body tension changing all 
the time. Or when you start to notice 
the subtle reactions in your body when 
you are around aggressive people. This 
constant adjusting and changing of 
muscle tension in the body is the level 
on which Inneres Boxen operates. 
When a Lei Gong Nei Quan practitioner 
starts to move around in your space, 
you start to feel strange and unusual. 
You realize this person is moving in a 
different way, but you cannot discern 
what is happening. At that moment the 
damage is already done. The defensive 
reflex is down and the technique is 
already applied and you find yourself 
at the effect of it.

Just as the traditional martial arts are 
often connected with religions and 
modes of conduct, Inneres Boxen is 
deeply connected with expressing human 
values such as respect, appreciation, 

truth and love. As these values are 
natural qualities any person expresses 
as soon as they give up resisting and 
reacting to the world around them. In 
this way Inneres Boxen (Lei Gong Nei 
Quan) brings a person quickly to their 
own self, to the authentic expression 
of who they really are. Because all 
pressure and resistance is constantly 
being dissolved these natural human 
qualities start to shine through. Working 
with Torsten Kanzmeier means that 
you will be addressed on this level; 
as your normal defenses drop, you 
start to become more aware and more 
present. The body movement and the 
personality are deeply connected. The 
person and the body are in effect one 
and the same. 
Working on dissolving the pressure 
in the body and in movement has a 
liberating effect on the personality; 
our defenses start to drop and we start 
to get more into “feel”. Enhancing the 
feeling of awareness of the individual 
is one of the most dramatic effects of 
Inneres Boxen. 
As described above, dissolving pressure 
in ourselves takes away reference 
points that are expected to be there 
for an attacker. One of the unexpected 
results is that the attacker experiences 
he suddenly has lost the intent to act 
– the grounds or motivation behind 
his impulse to attack have suddenly 
disappeared! 
This happens, again, on an unconscious 
level, before one has the ability to notice 
and/or correct it. By that time, the 
attacker finds him or herself already on 
the floor, or experiences the deep impact 
of a blow. The reason why one is not 
quick enough to react and adjust oneself 
to the moment Torsten Kanzmeier 
moves in, is because different parts of 
the brain are involved in the process. 
The conscious brain is too slow to react 
to the unconscious impulses created by 
the alternative way of moving Torsten 
Kanzmeier applies. The unconscious 
impulses are observed by the mirror 
neurons in the brain and steer all of our 
unconscious movement very directly. 
The conscious mind is too slow to react 
because the impulses start to travel 
only after one has become aware of the 
movement and after one has decided to 
make a counter movement. Only then 

the impulses can travel to the limbs 
over a relatively long distance from the 
brain to the limbs. To clearly understand 
this, please read the Lei Gong Nei Quan 
handbook.

These principles are certainly not new. 
They are described in the classical 
writings of Taiji Quan but are hard to 
interpret because of the mystifying 
concepts the Chinese like to use. 
To begin to look at fighting from this 
perspective one needs to be open to 
explore ways that seem to be very weak 
and soft and not functional at first. This 
challenges everything we know about 
impact, force and effectiveness. Just as 
we get addicted to feeling the pumped 
up muscles after weight training, to tell 
ourselves we are making progress, we 
are addicted to receiving the feedback 
of our strong punches as we strike a 
bag. Most of us are also addicted to 
the feeling of being better, of winning 
and beating another person. To let go 
of these needs on a deep level opens us 
up to the experience effortless power. 
Suddenly our opponent fell to the 
ground without us “doing anything.” 
We feel like we did not use any force, 
we were just moving as if with no 
intention to put someone down. It feels 
this way because we are so conditioned

“These principles are certainly 
not new. They are described in the 
classical writings of Taiji Quan but 
are hard to interpret because of the 
mystifying concepts the Chinese 
like to use.”

“You realize this person is moving 
in a different way, but you cannot 
discern what is happening. At that 
moment the damage is already 
done.”

Disolving the body-structure.
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to expect resistance, to expect some 
pressure to overcome. When someone 
drops to the floor just because we want 
them to and direct them for the first 
time, it is a very weird experience.
This may be the greatest challenge 
in learning this art: To overcome our 
preconceived ideas about being “better,” 
“more powerful” and “winning”. 
Not going against, not resisting but 
including, is a universal principle.

Not building up pressure, but dissolving 
it. Not going against gravity, but using 
it to create pure movement. Not going 
against the other’s but “including” 
them. Not using muscle power and 
body weight, but feeling awareness and 
intention to create free movements with 
deep impact.  
If we look into the idea of “never going 
against” we start exploring and are 
actually taking the position that Torsten 
always takes when he teaches his art. 
He invites his students to look and 
look again at what they are doing. His 
approach quickly leads to the experience 
of what is traditionally meant by “mind 
boxing:” To directly experience that the 
mind is leading the body and is creating 
the next moment as it affects, influences 
and possibly directs the mind and body 
of the other.
His internal style of martial art can be 
defined as a continuous exploration of 
the mechanics of movement of body 
and mind. The two are not separated 
and cannot be truly understood if not 
studied as a whole. 
So, how does this work?
If we consider our physical reality, we 
are constantly dealing with the greatest 
force on the planet: gravity. For most 
people this force is taken for granted. 
If we look again at what is actually 
happening, we are constantly being 
affected by this force. Most of us resist 
this force on an unconscious level. If 
you study the way people move you 
can see that most of us are trying to 
overcome this force (felt as weight) 

by pushing ourselves off the floor. We 
are constantly in reaction to the force 
of gravity.
This ‘reactive’ behaviour has led us 
down a road of resistance, pressure, 
weight and inertia. It has become our 
habit to resist. This habitual way of 
being has an incredible impact on our 
thinking and the way in which we 
perceive the world. We have become 
used to limit ourselves also in our 
thinking, and to resisting whatever we 
encounter. We have learned to better 
ourselves at the expense of others, to 
conquer and defeat others, and to find 
our place in the world by going against 
others that seem to be in our way. We 
have come to the idea that if we become 
“a tough guy” and prepare ourselves 
well, we can handle any attack. We have 
studied to toughen our body, block our 
emotions and be harder than the rest. 
Of course this leads to results, but at 
what cost?
In the training of Inneres Boxen the 
purpose is to challenge the student 
to look exactly in the place where he 
is creating his defenses, resistance 
and pressure. How the impact of his 
techniques is limited by the way he 
thinks. By studying his movement, he 
starts to understand how his movement 
is connected to the way he is thinking. 
To be able to do this, one has to “feel,” 
to gain some awareness of how we 
build up our resistances and how we are 
constantly “pushing others away,” as we 
react to everything around us. 
The ideas are certainly not new. What 

is unusual is to have an individual who 
can show and transmit this knowledge 
without any “Qi force hocus pocus”. 
Everything is to be understood through 
the continuous exploration of movement 
and thinking and by opening up our 
feeling awareness so that we can “take 
the pressure away.”
The effectiveness of Inneres Boxen 
is to be found in the fact that punches 
and kicks cannot be stopped and 
drive deeply into the tissue of the 
opponent’s body. The defensive reflex 
is bypassed, and people find themselves 
on the floor, pinned in a way that they 
cannot explain. The practitioner always 
remains light and playful and the 
practice of the art leads to physical and 
mental wellbeing.
Starting with the very first movement, 
the very first step, we can either push 
ourselves off the floor or dissolve the 
feeling or pressure and weight under 
the soles of our feet. This is the basic 
movement in Inneres Boxen. The 
dissolving is created by visualizing 
the pressure to melt away. There are 
several good visualization techniques 
that should be practiced. What happens 
is that by using these visualizations, the 
body responds and one can overcome 
the conditioned reactions the body 
has on gravity. For our brains it does 
not matter what input we get; it just 
translates the information we put in to 
a certain kind of body tension or body 
alignment. Our body tension is created 
by our conscious and unconscious 
mental activity. Most of it is created by 
the subconscious mind. With Lei Gong 
Nei Quan we are working with this 
part of the mind, thereby influencing 
ourselves and the people around us on 
that level.
Instead of starting and stopping as we 
move against gravity, or try to deal with 
it, we constantly dissolve the pressure 
under our feet. As we do this there 
is a natural impulse in the body that 
creates a light and free movement. It 
immediately changes our experience 
of everything around us and creates and 
lightness of being.
This physical state has a liberating effect 
on our thought process. As a result 
different kinds of thoughts enter our 
minds. We get new and inspiring ideas. 
We start to think beyond our “normal”

“This may be the greatest challenge 
in learning this art: To overcome 
our preconceived ideas about being 
“better,” “more powerful” and 
“winning”.

Unbroken movement sequence.
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way of thinking. Scientific research has 
showed us that we think more than 90% 
of the same thoughts every day. To start 
thinking “outside the box”, or outside 
of our day to day thinking we start to 
evolve and grow as a human being. 
Along with the physical unbroken 
movement, a kind of mental unbroken 
movement expresses itself as inspiration 
and creative thinking that can easily be 
linked with others. In a group of Inneres 
Boxen practitioners we begin to see this 
linking, as the resistance among each 
other diminishes, we start to feel each 
others presence on a deeper level and 
we start to see that we  can predict each 
others actions and finish each others

Torsten Kanzmeier with Raymond Staring, a well known Dutch Muay Thai fighter.

Meibukan Magazine
 is searching for serious and 
reliable submissions for their 
SPECIAL EDITIONS

MEIBUKAN MAGAZINE
P.O. Box 8, 6663 ZG, Lent, Netherlands

Email:
sub  Ameibukanmaga.org

Meibukan Magazine wants to present 
articles related to a main subject in every 
Special Edition. We are looking out for 
submissions which have a diversity in 
articles that vary from history, leading 

people, masters, philosophy, science, in-
terviews etc. which should give the reader 

insight and information on the main 
subject and are applicable to our mission 

statement.
The author(s)/organisation(s) who provide 

the submission for a special subject are 
also welcome to promote their organisa-
tion/school and are welcome to submit 
an article about their organisation. Such 

an article must be strongly related to 
the main subject. After submitting the 

articles as described above, and after an 
agreement with Meibukan Magazine for 
possible publication in a Special Edition, 
the author(s)/organisation(s) are welcome 
to submit promotional material like book/
DVD reviews (from the publisher or an 
independent known writer). In principle 
there is no limit towards the number of 
book/DVD reviews, but depending on 
the amount of articles and author(s)/

organisation(s), Meibukan Magazine will 
decide the exact amount of promotional 

material that will be placed.

For more details go to 
www.meibukanmagazine.org 

At the moment we are looking for 
in-depth articles about Uechi-ryu, 
Shorin-ryu, Goju-ryu and others. 

Please do not send full articles with the first 
contact. Send an email with a synopsis of 

what you are proposing! If it is of interest, we 
will contact you to send the actual material. 

Include in your email a short summary of your 
background and credentials.

@meibukanmagazine.orgsentences…The physical practice of 
Inneres Boxen in a group creates a 
connection and link on the mental 
level and leads to a situation of creative 
and inspirational co-creation. As the 
awareness of resistance and pressure 
increases and one has the experience 
of dissolving it in the moment, the 
participants become open to spontaneous 
brainstorming. Situations that are 
explored are looked at from multiple 
dimensions. In this way Inneres Boxen 
training creates a fertile environment for 
the development of new ideas that take 
us beyond our indoctrinated hierarchical 
thinking patterns.
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For more information about Torsten Kanzmeier and Inneres Boxen please visit 
www.inneres-boxen.com

Guido Sleddens, Guido Sleddens (1959) is a Trainer/Coach.  
He started studying martial arts with Aikido in highschool and 

soon after that began studying everything that was available back 
then including kickboxing, Taiji, boxing, Kempo and Goju-ryu 
karate (he earned several black belts in Kempo and Goyu Ryu 
Karate), Hung Kuen, Bagua and Qigong. Peter Ralston was a 
big influence,  “I always searched for real ‘effortless power‘ 

but had my breakthrough by studying conciousness in different 
traditions: “the body needs to practice and gets old, No Mind 
is the Master”. Meeting Torsten in 2008 was great; his way is 

simple and consistent. We work together teaching his principles 
in bussiness environments (www.walk-your-talk.com).

www.meibukanmagazine.org
www.meibukanmagazine.org
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“The Matayoshi Family 
and Kingai-ryu”

Fred Lohse explores the mysterious Kingai-ryu, guiding us through its history
 and shedding light on its relationship with other Okinawan martial arts. 

- by Fred Lohse -

The “mysterious” Kingai-ryu is refer-
enced in a variety of ways in the exist-
ing literature on the Okinawan martial 
arts. It has been treated as the progenitor 
of Goju-ryu, a sister system to Uechi-
ryu, a Chinese crane system, and more 
commonly as the empty-hand system 
of the Matayoshi tradition. In reality, 
it is none of these things. While actual 
information on the system is rather 
scarce, this article is an attempt to dis-
pel some of the myths about Kingai-
ryu, and its connection to the Okina-
wan martial arts. It draws on written 
documents about the system published 
by the Kodokan dojo in Okinawa, the 
practice of the “unarmed” arts passed 
down in the Matayoshi tradition, and 
conversations and interviews with a 
number of people familiar with the 
system(s). While this article is not 
meant to be definitive, as much of the 
secrecy and “mystery” around the sys-
tem remains (and is perhaps even less 
penetrable since the death of Shinpo 
Matayoshi), it is meant to shed more 
light on a virtually undocumented por-
tion of Okinawa’s martial culture.
The most common understanding of 
Kingai-ryu is that it is the unarmed art 
passed down in the Matayoshi family, 
stemming from the instruction Shinko 
Matayoshi received from Roshi Kin-
gai, his teacher in China. However, 
this initial assumption is incorrect. The 
Kingai-ryu as taught by Roshi Kingai is 
not a solely unarmed style; it includes 
the use of weaponry, such as the nunti, 
tinbe, suruchin, and shuriken. Addi-
tionally, there is more than one art with 
an unarmed element that the Matayoshi 
family preserved but did not common-
ly teach, making the Kingai-ryu only 
part of the  “unarmed” portion of the 

Matayoshi legacy. To further confuse 
matters, one way the family referred 
to their martial tradition is Kingai-ryu 
Matayoshi Kobudo, or Kingai system 
Matayoshi traditional weapon arts. 
This would mean that everything un-
der the Matayoshi umbrella is Kingai-
ryu, whether it came from Roshi Kin-
gai or not. However, for this article I 
will treat the term Kingai-ryu as that 
element of the Matayoshi tradition that 
stems specifically from what Shinko 
Matayoshi learned from Roshi Kingai 
in Fuchow. 

Kingai-ryu Tode Jutsu 金硬流唐手術
Shinko Matayoshi traveled to Fuchow 
on the recommendation of his friend 
Kenki Go, arriving sometime around 
1907-08. In Fuchow, he took up resi-
dence with Koki Go, Kenki Go’s fa-
ther. Koki Go soon introduced Shinko 
to a friend and fellow martial artist, 
Roshi Kingai. Kingai is said to have 
been a well known martial artist in the 
Fuchow area, and is supposed to have 
been a senior to the same Shu Shi Wa 
(Zhou Zeihe) that was Kanbun Uechi’s 
teacher in Fuchow.1 Kingai referred to 
his system as Kingai-ryu, and referred 
to the characters comprising the name 
in the following manner: “Kin refers to 
supplely reacting to change, while Gai 
refers to a steel like hardness”. Togeth-
er they refer to hard and soft as one.2  
The reading for Kin, which is usually 
translated as gold, money, or metal, is 
rather idiosyncratic, perhaps based on 
a personal understanding of the name. 
The system was also referred to as a 
Golden Bird style by Shinpo Matay-
oshi, connecting the Kin (gold) char-
acter to it in a different way. 
With some breaks, including travel to 

Taiwan, some travel around China, 
trips back to Okinawa and Japan, and 
a period of around 10 years during 
which he lived back in Okinawa (from 
the early 1920’s), Shinko studied with 
Roshi Kingai from about 1909 or 1910 
to 1935, when he finally returned to 
Okinawa for good. In addition to mar-
tial arts, he also studied Chinese herbal 
medicine, acupuncture, and moxabus-
tion with Kingai. Before he finally left 
for Okinawa in 1935, Roshi Kingai pre-
sented him with two scrolls, the upper 
and lower, that detailed Kingai-ryu’s 
bushin (god of military arts or patron 
saint), Roshi Komyo Taigen (Guang-
ming Da Yuanshuai, or Generalissimo 
Guangming).3 Roshi Komyo Taigen is 
seen as a Buddhist saint (bodhisattva). 
He symbolizes wisdom, a knowledge 
of the evil passions inherent in human 
nature, the imparting of the light of  
Buddhism’s virtue and the protection 
of the 18 arhats, as well as the need to 
stay true to these teachings. The fam-
ily still holds Roshi Komyo Taigen’s 

Kenki Go, seated right, and one of his students, 
seated left, with Chojun Miyagi, center. 
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scrolls, which represent Shinko’s mas-
tery of Kingai’s system. Unfortunately 
the content of these scrolls has never 
been made public. 
The system itself appears to be a Fu-
jianese Tiger-Crane system. Sanchin 
is the base kata, and central to it. The 
entire list of kata, as published by the 
Kodokan and Matayoshi family after 
the death of Shinpo Matayoshi, can be 
seen in figure 1. 
As can be seen from this list, a number 
of the kata are common to other sys-
tems in Okinawa, including Sanchin, 
Sesan, Gojushiho, and Wankan. How 
close these kata are to the other ver-
sions on Okinawa is somewhat unclear, 
however they are not identical. Bishop 
(1989, pp. 150) states that the Sesan in 
the system is identical to Uechi Ryu’s, 
but having personally seen the Kingai 
Sesan, I disagree. There are some simi-
larities in pattern and technique choice, 
particularly the extensive use of open 
hand attacks, but the kata is most as-
suredly not identical. As another ex-
ample, the late Sensei Seikichi Odo 
taught a version of Gojushiho taught 
to him by Shinpo Matayoshi that he 
called Gojushiho Ichi. He also taught 
a Kyan lineage Gojushiho, as Go-
jushiho Ni.4 The Matayoshi Gojushiho 
has some similarities to the other ver-
sions on Okinawa, which stem from 
Sokon Matsumura, but is in most ways 
a very different kata. I do not know if 
there are any similarities between the 

Kingai-ryu Wankan or Sanchin to the 
extant Okinawan forms, but given the 
similarities in the other kata, it may be 
safe to assume there are some. It is also 
safe to assume that these kata are not 
identical to the other Okinawan ver-
sions. 
This leaves us with a variety of pos-
sibilities regarding the primogeni-
ture of  these kata: that there is actu-
ally an Okinawan source for them, 
that they were common Chinese kata 
that were imported into Okinawa, that 
these names for kata were common in 
Okinawa and/or Fujian, or of course 
something else entirely. The connec-
tion to a variety of Okinawan martial 
arts does seem obvious however. In 
any case, the system includes a vari-
ety of empty hand and armed kata, 
emphasizes open hand and knuckle 
strikes, and is not identical to any of 
Okinawa’s extant karate systems. It 
also contains instruction on vital point 
striking (kyusho). 
Shinko’s training under Kingai is said 
to have been quite severe. However, 
Shinko treasured the opportunity to 
learn the art from such an accom-
plished master, and steeped himself 
in the training, as well as in the Chi-
nese medicine he was studying. The 
art master Kingai taught was based on 
certain core teachings, including kata 
study and much work with the applica-
tions of the kata. One of the “secrets” 
of the system was “daninpo”, a method 
for striking a person. This particular 
method of striking is related to human 
physiology. It starts with an under-

standing of the vital points of the vital 
points on the human body, and is con-
sidered a killing art, intended solely for 
actual combat.
Included in this method is “kida”, a 
method of striking the opponent by uti-
lizing his energy (ki). It is also called 
kokyu-daho, which means to strike 
the opponent in time with his breath-
ing. The spots to strike are chosen ac-
cording to specific circumstances, and 
are points related to acupuncture and 
moxabustion. According to the system, 
the appropriate attack for these points 
is usually with the fingertip or the point 
of a one knuckle strike.
It would appear that Roshi Kingai’s 
instruction was not a simple pugilistic 
method, but also included medicine, 
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Shinpo Matayoshi doing crane kata, Kodokan 
dojo, 1986. 
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Shinpo Matayoshi doing crane kata, Kodokan 
dojo, 1986. 
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written elements, and of course the 
armed and unarmed skills of the sys-
tem. Along with the physical instruc-
tion, the secrets of this method were 
transmitted to Shinko through the use 
of three-ideogram poems. In many 
ways, this type of instruction is very 
different from that of the more tightly 
focused systems, systems which often 
cover empty handed combat alone, that 
are common to Okinawa today.
It is, not surprisingly, unclear where 
this system came from. If, for instance, 
Kingai was a senior to Shiwa Shu, why 
is the system so different from what 
Kanbun Uechi was taught? Who were 
both Kingai and Shu students of?  Was 
the system created by Kingai? If so, 
that would explain the name, as well as 
possibly explain the variant explana-
tion of the characters. But what did he 
study before he founded his own sys-
tem? It seems to be based in Fujianese 
Tiger-Crane boxing, but what lineage? 
How is it connected to other Okina-
wan systems? To other Chinese roots 
of Okinawan systems? The kata imply 
that there is a connection to both Nafadi 
and Suidi, but again it is unclear what 
that connection is. Unfortunately, these 
and other questions are likely to remain 
unanswered, as with the death of Shin-
po Matayoshi the transmission of the 
complete system has likely been lost.

Kingai-ryu’s historical connections to 
Okinawa’s martial heritage seem ex-
tensive, if somewhat vague. On a more 
modern level, the expression of Roshi 
Kingai’s teachings in the Matayoshi 
Kobudo is a core element of the system, 
even if the empty hand kata were not 
taught as part of it. Therefore, through 
the impact the Matayoshi kobudo has 
had on the Okinawan martial arts and 
the large number of Okinawan martial 
artists familiar with it, there is also a 
deep influence on modern Okinawan 
karate coming from the Kingai-ryu. 
But in looking at the Kingai-ryu, it 
is also important not to elide it with 
other elements of the Matayoshi tra-
dition. While not taught publicly, the 
Matayoshi family also maintained an-
other martial tradition, one that had a 
huge influence on the development of 
Okinawan karate in the 20th century, 
and one that was separate from the 
Kingai-ryu. 

Shorin Ha Tsuru Ken, Kenki Go Line-
age 少林派鶴拳 (呉賢貴伝来)
As a young man, Shinko Matayoshi 
began his studies of Chinese martial 
arts under his friend, Kenki Go (1887-
1940), Wu Hein Kui in Chinese. Go 
was a Fujianese man who possibly 
moved to Okinawa in 1912, at the age 
of 26.5 He was working for an Okina-
wan named Masatada Gima at his tea-

shop, the Senshun Kai, in Naha’s Hi-
gashi Machi district, but in 1913 he 
opened his own shop, the Eiko Tea 
Company. 
Go took the Japanese name Sakaki 
Yoshikawa and married an Okinawan 
woman, Makato Yoshikawa; they had 
a daughter named Toyo Yoshikawa. Go 
was also a teacher of Southern Shaolin 
Crane Boxing.
Shinko’s trip to China was in part in-
spired by Kenki Go’s stories of the 
martial arts there. As noted above, the 
family history relates that Go encour-
aged him to travel, and gave him both a 
recommendation and an address to go 
to in Fuchow. There, after a long jour-
ney, Shinko ended up at the Go fam-
ily home, which was in Suibukanmae 
machi, Minami-dai, Fuchow city, in 
Fujian province. There he was taken in 
by Koki Go, Kenki Go’s father. Koki 
Go was also a teacher of Fujian Crane 
fist, and began teaching the young 
Shinko. This relationship would even-
tually lead to Shinko’s introduction to 
Kingai-roshi, a friend of Koki Go’s. 
Shinko trained with Koki Go until he 
started training with Kingai, and main-
tained his practice of the Go family 
white crane throughout his life.
The Matayoshi connection to Kenki 
Go’s crane kempo would not stop 
with Shinko however. Shinko began 
instructing his son, Shinpo, in the sys-

Seiko Higa and students.

Shinpo Matayoshi using sanchin kami, Sho-
dokan dojo, early 1960s.
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tem when he was very young. Later, 
in 1935, after Shinko had returned to 
Okinawa for good, he introduced his 
son to his old friend Kenki Go, and 
Shinpo studied with him until Kenki 
Go’s death in 1940.
In the years since Shinko had first stud-
ied with him, Go had been moving in 
the highest circles of Okinawan karate, 
participating in the famous Kenkyu-
kai Tode with Chojun Miyagi, Juhatsu 
Kyoda, Kenwa Mabuni, and other no-
table karate teachers. In part through 
this group Go had a huge impact on the 
Okinawan karate of his day. Versions 
of the kata he taught there are pre-
served in a number of Okinawan sys-
tems. Additionally, while there are no 
direct Kenki Go kata in Goju-ryu Go 
was also said to have had a deep effect 
on Chojun Miyagi’s martial arts.  The 
two were good friends (Miyagi was 
also a friend of Shinko’s), and among 
other things traveled together to China, 
to research martial arts there.
Just what Crane lineage Kenki Go’s 
system was is unclear. Neither Kenki 
Go or his father left a written lineage, 
or described their teachers. Neither the 
Matayoshi family or other students of 
Go’s, like Shojo Itoman, Kenwa Mabu-
ni, or Juhatsu Kyoda, have any records 
of who Go’s teachers were. According 
to the Liu family, who teach Feeding 
Crane in Taiwan, the Kakuho form re-
sembles Flying Crane, but this is only 
a guess based on the form.6 

 

Tokashiki (1995) considers it possible 
the Go family learned Singing Crane 
from its founder Xie Zongxian.7 It has 
also been suggested that Go learned 
Crane boxing from Shu Shiwa, who 
taught Kanbun Uechi. Shu supposedly 
knew Crane boxing as well as the Ti-
ger boxing he taught Uechi. (See Wei 
et. all, 1998, pp. 221.) The techniques 
and kata of Uechi-ryu and Kenki Go’s 
kempo seem to have very limited tech-
nical similarity however.8 
Indeed, the system, despite similari-
ties in kata names and some base tech-
nique, does not seem to be identical to 
any extant Crane system in China, at 
least to my knowledge. Nor is it simi-
lar to any extant Okinawan system. 
It is perhaps loosely connected to the 
Kingai-ryu, as Koki Go was a friend 
of Roshi Kingai and it seems like-
ly his son knew him as well, but the 
systems do not share any kata. It has 
recent connections to many modern 
Okinawan karate styles, through Go’s 
participation in the kenkyukai. It may 
also have deeper historical connections 
to a  number of Okinawan martial arts, 
through the connections between Go, 
Shu, Uechi, and Matayoshi (and pos-
sibly Ko Ryu-ryu and Higashionna). It

can safely be assumed the Go family 
knew Shu, as he and their friend Kin-
gai had trained together, and taught 
in the same town. It is also said that 
Kanbun Uechi and Kenki Go referred 
students to each other in Okinawa, 
and had known each other in Chi-
na. (See McKenna, 2001, and Yagi 
Takami, 1977, pp.439.) However,
what the actual connection was, and 
how it related to their training, is un-
known.
Much like the Kingai-ryu, Go’s kempo 
is usually considered an unarmed sys-
tem, however this is also incorrect, as 
it is a complete martial system, con-
taining armed techniques as well. The 
content of the system, as published by 
the Matayoshi family, is listed in Fig-
ure 2.9 A number of these forms are 
still preserved in different Okinawan 
systems. Nepai is part of Juhatsu Kyo-
da’s Tou’on-ryu, and in its current per-
formance maintains a strong similarity 
to the crane kata the Matayoshi family 
taught.10 As Nipaipo it is also preserved 
in Shito-ryu, though its presentation is
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Shinpo Matayoshi in a crane posture. 
Kodokan dojo, 1986.

Kenki Go in a crane posture. 
Kenwa Mabuni is to the rear left.

C
ou

rte
sy

 o
f M

ar
io

 M
cK

en
na

.

Shigekazu Kanzaki, headmaster of Tou’on-ryu, 
in a crane posture from Kenki Go’s Nepai.
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much different. Happoren is also pre-
served in some Shito-ryu lineages.
Tsuruho, or crane method, has been 
passed on in a number of variations, 
under various names. It can be seen 
in Ryuei-ryu (Paiho), some Shito-ryu 
(Hakaku, Hakutsuru), Goju Kensha 
(Kakufa), possibly the Ryusan passed 
down by Chomo Hanashiro, and as an 
adjunct form in various other systems. 
The characters for the form can be read 
Kakuho or Tsuruho, but it has been re-
ferred to in a variety of ways, includ-
ing Hakutsuru, Hakaku, Hakucho, 
Kakufa, Okaku, and so on. The content 
of the kata also varies.The base pat-
tern is usually visible, but with a large 
number of possible variations.
This variation may not be as unusual as 
it initially seems. Some have theorized 
that Go was experimenting with or cre-
ating the form when he was teaching it 
in the Kenkyukai, leading to the differ-
ences in different people’s kata.11 How-
ever, my instruction in the form also 
included a number of possible “altera-
tions”- places where techniques could 
be added or modified while performing 
the kata. In looking at the methodolo-
gy implied by the syllabus, the various 
White Crane Heiho forms imply a sys-
tem based more on concept than overly 
didactic form. This is a different ap-
proach to kata than that normally seen 
nowadays, one emphasizing a certain 
creativity with the material, as well as 
a practice approach that emphasizes 
concept over form. This in turn would 
tie into both the variations possible in

the kata and the variations seen in dif-
ferent people’s performance of it. In-
stead of experiments or mistakes, the 
variations may instead be different it-
erations of the same principals.
This kata in particular seems to have 
grabbed the imagination of Okinawan 
karate practitioners, and their West-
ern students. It is the form that Shinpo 
Matayoshi taught a number of his sen-
ior students, and has been demonstrat-
ed and taught by a number of them, in 
different iterations. It is also the emp-
ty-hand form Shinpo Matayoshi most 
often demonstrated.12 Since it comes 
from the Matayoshi family, it has also 
been referred to as Kingai-ryu Hakut-
suru.This is in some ways a semantic 
issue, as depending on how you are re-
ferring to the Matayoshi family martial 
arts, they can all be considered Kingai-
ryu, and therefore this is Kingai-ryu as 
well. However, the form originates in 
the Shorin Ha Tsuru Ken, Kenki Ko’s 
lineage.
Again, both the material and its pres-
entation leave a number of questions. 
Shinpo Matayoshi did not teach the 
system publicly, and to my knowledge 
did not pass it down in its entirety to 
anyone. It seems none of Go’s other 
students did either. Just how Kenki Go 
taught, what training methods are in-
cluded in the system, and so on is rath-
er unclear.13 Unfortunately, with the 
death of Shinpo Matayoshi these ques-
tions are likely to remain unanswered. 
While Sensei Matayoshi seems to have 
taught more of this system, sharing 
Kakuho in particular with many of 
his senior students over the years, the 
system in its entirety does not seem to 
have been passed down. Indeed, many 
portions of it, like the double swords, 
seem to be unknown on Okinawa to-
day.

Other Material
Interestingly enough, an examina-
tion of the Kingai-ryu and Kenki Go’s 
Hakutsuru Kempo does not immediate-
ly cover the entirety of the Matayoshi 
unarmed tradition. Among the forms 
that Shinpo Matayoshi was famous for 
demonstrating were Monkey, Mantis, 
and Drunken forms.14 Given the syllabi 
listed in figures 1 & 2, where do these 
forms fit? Shinpo Matayoshi was never

clear on this, at least not to me or my
teachers. They could be part of Kenki
Go’s White Crane Heiho forms, teach-
ing certain elements of movement and 
technique included at different levels 
of instruction. They do not seem to fit 
in the Kingai-ryu syllabus anywhere, 
though they were referred to as Kingai-
ryu at times by Shinpo Matayoshi (the 
nomenclature issues discussed above 
may hold true here as well). However 
Kingai’s junior Shu is known to have 
also practiced Monkey boxing, among 

other styles, and so these forms may 
have been passed down from their 
mutual teacher, as an adjunct to the 
Kingai-ryu, or as something Shinko 
picked up around Kingai’s students. 
Shinko Matayoshi also studied some 
form of Chinese Boxing in Shanghai 
for a time, and it is possible they come 
from whatever art he practiced there. 
They may also stem from the Matay-
oshi family kempo Shinko Matayoshi 
learned as a young man from his father 
and paternal grandfather, but again 
there is no record of what this kempo 
consisted of.
These forms, like so much of the 
unarmed material passed on in the 
Matayoshi family, remain somewhat 
of a mystery. They also do not seem 
to have been passed down to any of 
Shinpo Matayoshi’s students in any 
systematic manner.

Connections to Okinawan Karate
The various connections between these 

Shinpo Matayoshi in a crane kamae, 
Shodokan dojo, early 1960s.
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Shinpo Matayoshi doing crane kata, 
Kodokan dojo, 1990s.
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systems -Kingai-ryu and Kenki Go’s 
kempo- and other Okinawan systems 
raise a number of questions about the 
Chinese progenitors of some Okina-
wan karate. Kenki Go’s family home is 
said to have been close to the Ryukyu-
kan, where many Okinawan karate pio-
neers, people like Kanryo Higashionna 
and Kanbun Uechi, first stayed in Fu-
chow. Both Higashionna and Uechi are 
said to have trained at the Kojo dojo, 
at the Ryukyukan, but it is unclear just 
what system that dojo taught, or how 
it was connected to other local martial 
arts. It seems unlikely there would be 
martial artists in the same neighbor-
hood who did not know each other, 
but both the Go family’s and  Shiwa 
Shu’s connection to the Ryukyukan or 
the Kojo dojo (if any) is unclear, as is 
Roshi Kingai ’s.

Going back further, to the 1830s or so, 
Sokon Matsumura is also said to have 
learned martial arts in Fuchow. What 
he studied is unknown, but he passed 
on the kata Gojushiho, Sesan, and sup-
posedly a crane form. Given that he 
was an expatriate Okinawan, it seems 
possible he also had a connection to 
the Ryukukan, and through it to the 
surrounding community. Certainly he 
practiced some form of martial arts in
Fujian.
The various iterations of Sesan across 
Okinawa imply, in their similarities, a 
connection between them. In particu-
lar the Goju, Tou’on, and Uechi ver-
sions are very similar in pattern, as are 
the Sanchin of the three systems. That 
these forms are also seen, in a recogniz-
ably similar form, in Kingai-ryu, a sys-
tem that on the surface has no contact 

with other Okinawan systems, points 
towards a common root, probably 
based in Fuchow. That an earlier visi-
tor to the area, Matsumura, passed on 
a Sesan that also demonstrates a clear 
connection to these forms, as well as 
other kata that share names and some 
technical similarities with kata in the 
Kingai-ryu, points at least to the pos-
sibility that a local art or arts, practiced 
in or near the Ryukyukan, is a common 
thread between the various Okinawan 
systems. This in turn may even suggest 
a native Okinawan origin for these arts, 
one that influenced local Chinese arts, 
as opposed to the other way around. 
However, while some single progeni-
tor art is a tidy concept, even more 
likely is an ongoing relationship be-
tween native Chinese martial artists 
and visiting Okinawans, and a local 
training community that partook of el-
ements of both traditions. Using a sim-
ilar community in Okinawa as a better 
documented example, when expatriate 
Fujianese (Go and To Daiki) came to 
Okinawa, they got involved in, and 
influenced, local training communi-
ties like the kenkyukai. Their expatri-
ate status perhaps lent them a certain 
social status in this group, as did their 
previous martial training. They be-
came part of a community that shared 
information and practice in a way that 
is perhaps less common today. They 
also became part of a community that 
people moved around in, studying with 
multiple teachers and sharing knowl-
edge with friends. 
Taking this as an example in Okinawa, 
it does not seem so far fetched for 
Okinawans in Fujian to participate in 
a similar community, particularly since 
there is a good deal of evidence to sup-
port the idea. This in turn can muddy 
the more simple, and therefore in some 
ways more appealing, concept that 
some of Okinawa’s karate pioneers 
learned from just one main teacher, 
and then passed that art on. So while 
it seems nice to believe that the Okina-
wan arts came from Fujian, it is equal-
ly possible that Okinawan practice 
helped in the development of a local 
training community in Fuchow based 
around the Ryukyukan, one connected 
by frequent contact with Okinawa, and 
one that possibly formed one base for 

Kata and application from the kata Kakuho.

1A

1A: Sweeping upper block. This movement can also be done very close to the body, and called 
“Lady Brushing Her Hair”.

1B: The block moves in a circle, keeping contact with the attack, and pulling it in. 

2A: Grab, trap, and attack as the body weight shifts in and down onto the front foot. In kata, 
the attack is with the fingertips

2B: The block continues into a grab and trap, using the body weight to take the attacker’s 
balance, while the attack goes to a vital point in the neck. The attack can use the fingertips 
(nukite), knife edge of the hand (shuto), palm (shote), or thumb knuckle (boshiken), depend-

ing on what target is open. 

3A: Crane stance, crane beak downward sweep. This is usually interpreted as a lower block 
from crane stance.

3B: The striking hand wraps around the neck and as the body rises into the crane stance the 
attacker’s head is pulled into the rising knee by the crane “block”.

2A 3A

1B 2B 3B
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much of today’s Okinawan karate.
While technically Kenki Go’s system, 
unlike the Kingai-ryu, seems to have no 
direct connection to any extant Okina-
wan system, the social connections 
around his practice seem more rel-
evant to the development of the Okina-
wan arts. He, and his family, seem to 
have known both the Shiwa Shu that 
taught Kanbun Uechi, and Roshi Kin-
gai, Shinko Matayoshi’s teacher. The 
system that Shu taught bears a strong 
resemblance to the karate of Higash-
ionna, who studied under someone in 
Fuchow, possibly Xie Zongxian, who 
in turn may have also known the Go 
family. That the Go family knew expa-
triot Okinawans is clear, as Kenki  Go 
met his first employeer, an Okinawan, 
in Fuchow, he is said to have known 
Uechi in China, and later Shinko 
Matayoshi stayed in their home. They 
also lived near the Ryukyukan, and 
were engaged at some level in com-
merce with Okinawa. As an expatriate, 
Go later lived in Okinawa, and trained 
with most of the greatest karate men of 
his generation.
In some ways, the Go family, Roshi 
Kingai, and Shinko Matayoshi may 
be an example of the social network 
around the martial arts in Okinawa 
and Fuchow. Go was an international 
traveler and expatriate, living, work-
ing, and training in both Okinawa and 
Fuchow, as well as traveling around 
China. His training was connected in 
various ways to that of a number of 
Okinawan luminaries such as Uechi, 
Matayoshi, and possibly Higashion-
na. He lived and practiced near the 
Kojo dojo, a pivotal environment for 
a number of Okinawan practitioners, 
and was associated with a number of 
important local teachers, including 
Zhou and Kingai at the very least. He 
was also friendly with other expatriate 
Fujianese in Okinawa like To Daiki 
(Tang Daiji; see Fujiwara and Gima, 
1986, pp.74). Taking his experience 
as an example, we have a demonstra-
tion of the fluidity of the connections 
between the Fujianese community in 
the area around the Ryukyukan, the ex-
patriate Okinawan community in that 
area, expatriate Fujianese in Okinawa, 
and the local Okinawan martial arts 
community. 

As a whole, this set of relationships 
points to information and people mov-
ing back and forth, sharing knowledge 
and influencing each other, rather 
than a straight one way transmission 
of knowledge. This is shown clearly 
in the traditions the Matayoshi fam-
ily passed down. They did not simply 
teach a pure Okinawan or Chinese art. 
Instead, the Matayoshi family taught 
a blend of the things they took from 
both sources, their Okinawan training 
influenced by Shinko’s time in China, 
the Chinese elements blended with the 
native Okinawan training he had at a 
number of points in his life. Just what 
influence Shinko may have had on his 
Chinese teachers, the Go family and 
Kingai, is unknown, but if they were 
open minded it is unlikely they would 
have taken a student with a strong 
background and not at least been inter-
ested in what he had to show. However 
this, like most investigation into the 
connections between current Okina-
wan and past Chinese martial arts, is 
primarily speculation.

Conclusion
All told, the various elements of the 
Matayoshi tradition add up to an enor-
mous amount of material. The best 
known, of course, is the Matayoshi 
kobudo, now taught world-wide. Shin-
po Matayoshi was also famous for his 
White Crane, the Kenki Go lineage 
crane kempo, which he demonstrated 
frequently over the years. Together 
with the various elements of the Kin-
gai-ryu, the rest of Kenki Go’s system, 
Shinpo Matayoshi’s expertise in both 
Sensei Kyan’s Shorin-ryu and in Goju-
ryu, and whatever other elements of 
training the Matayoshi family passed 
on, the sheer volume of material is 
enormous. That a large portion of it 
was not passed down is not surprising; 
passing down the bulk of the kobudo 
taught by Shinpo Matayoshi was in it-
self a large undertaking. 
Just why Shinpo Matayoshi decided 
to focus his instruction on the pieces 
of his family heritage he did is un-
known. He may have decided that 
the core elements of Kingai’s system 
incorporated into the kobudo was a 
full expression of the Kingai-ryu, and 
therefore teaching more was unnec-

essary. He may have seen that there 
were many karate systems flourishing 
in Okinawa, and decided that instead 
of adding another he would focus on 
the armed elements of the tradition, 
particularly as he felt that much of the 
island’s armed heritage was being ne-
glected. He may simply not have had 
the time to try to teach everything, and 
so started with the weapon arts, and 
stayed there. Certainly in selecting his 
material he elected to focus on native 
Okinawan elements; perhaps for that 
reason alone he decided to limit the 
amount of time he would spend on the 
primarily Chinese systems of Kingai-
ryu and Kenki Go’s crane kempo. 
In any case, it is unfortunate that these 
systems have essentially died out. 
While a number of Shinpo Matayoshi‘s 
senior students teach a small piece of, 
most often, Gokenki’s kempo, these 
systems have not, to my knowledge, 
been passed down in their entirety to 
anyone. They formed a link between 
the martial past of both Okinawa and 
Fujian and Okinawan martial arts of 
today. They also were a living snap-
shot of a developing practice, one that 
is continually changing. The elements 
of these arts that are not as heavily em-
phasized today -armed technique, tra-
ditional medicine, vital point striking, 
written mnemonics- are elements of 
training that, without being preserved, 
may eventually be lost completely.
However, while these systems have 
not been passed down in their entire-
ty, they do continue.15 The Go family 
kempo has become a part of Okinawan 
karate. Pieces of it are practiced in a 
number of systems, and in some ways 
it has become an Okinawan ideal, the 
“secret” white crane. The Kingai-ryu 
has, through its presence in the Matay-
oshi kobudo, influenced generations 
of Okinawan martial artists, and will 
continue to do so as long as this tradi-
tion is practiced. Perhaps in that way 
the “unarmed” elements of the Matay-
oshi tradition will be maintained into 
the future, a part of the continually 
growing and changing spectrum of the 
Okinawan martial tradition.
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Notes
1.There is no record of Matayoshi having any 
contact with either Zhou or Uechi, however. 
Uechi left Fuchow around 1904, and Matay-
oshi arrived no earlier than 1907. 
2.This quote, and much of this information is 
taken from ZOKR (1999). 
3.This Guangming Da Yuanshuai may have 
been a historical figure in China. 
4.Thanks to Julian “Butch” Spain sensei for 
information on the content and lineage of the 
kata taught by Sensei Seikichi Odo. 
5.There is a discrepancy in the dates here. 
Most sources give Go’s arrival in Okinawa as 
around 1912, but the Matayoshi family tradi-
tion states that Shinko Matayoshi knew him 
before he left Okinawa in 1905. 
6.Conversation with Liu Chang’I and Kimo 
Wall. 
7.In turn he posits Xie as Kanryo Higashion-

na’s teacher, Ko Ryu Ryu. 
8.See McKenna, 2001, for more information 
on the Go family. 
9.Interestingly enough, this list differs from 
one given by another student of Go Kenki’s. 
See McKenna, 2001. 
10.Thanks to Mario McKenna for insights 
into Tou’on-ryu’s Nepai. 
11.Thanks to Fernando Camera for sharing 
theories on Kenki Go’s participation in the 
Kenkyukai. 
12.Perhaps as an extension of the variations 
in the kata, Shinpo Matayoshi rarely per-
formed this kata the same way twice. I saw 
him do it a good number of times, and have 
seen video of him doing it for various events, 
and each time it was a little different. Addi-
tionally, he referred to it publicly as Kakuho, 
Hakutsuru, Okaku, and Hakaku. One added 
element of this variation in public, he told 
me, was that then people could not “steal” his 
kata. I was present for one situation in which 
an American student demonstrated a version 
of the form, and when asked where he learned 
it told Sensei Matayoshi a friend taught it to 
him, but would not say who. Matayoshi re-
plied that that was unlikely, as the only time 
he had done the form that way was at a cer-
tain demonstration, and therefore the student 
must have copied it from video. Matayoshi 
then kindly went on to correct the student’s 
performance. 
13.Some more detailed information on Go’s 
teaching is included in McKenna, 2001. 
14.Versions of these were demonstrated on a 
video the Kodokan dojo published in the mid 
1990s. According to students from the 60s, 
these forms were also a little more “open” in 
content and presentation. 
15.This may not be the case. I have been 
told that recently some members of the Zen 
Okinawa Kobudo Remei are gathering at the 
Kodokan dojo to practice Kingai Ryu. I do 
not know who is teaching, or what the actual 
content of this class is.
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“Interview Torsten Kanzmeier”

- by Guido Sleddens -

Torsten Kanzmeier reveals the roots of his Inneres Boxen style by guiding us 
through his challenging martial arts education at the hands of Helmut Barthel, 

the founder of Tan Tien Tschuean.

You were studying with Helmut Bar-
thel, the founder of Tan Tien Tschuean, 
and you also taught in his school. Can 
you talk a little bit about your experi-
ences? 
When I met Helmut Barthel for the 
first time when I was seventeen, it was 
quite an occasion for me. Because he 
asked me if I wanted to study Kung Fu, 
I said yes and then he put his right hand 
softly on my chest and at the same mo-
ment it seemed as if I was being kicked 
by a horse. It was so intense that I fell 
on the floor gasping for air. Then he 
pulled me up, put his hand on my chest 
again and took the pain away. With 
tears in my eyes I looked into his clear 
eyes and he asked me again. ”Do you 
still want to learn Kung fu?” and I said 
yes…
In this way I started learning with him. 
We were only a small group there. 
About six or seven people. On my first 
training I was very surprised because 
it was completely different from how I 
had imagined it to be. I was a big fan of 
Bruce Lee and all I knew about martial 
arts I had learned from magazines and 
movies. When I heard of this teacher, 
I had to wait for about six months be-
fore I could start training in his school. 
I had to ask over and over again before 
he let me in. 
I thought Kung Fu was about learning 
forms and sequences of movement but 
here it was always about dissolving 
one’s own resistances and pressure and 
to move from there. It was not like a 
traditional school. At that time Helmut 
was always training himself. He was 
still developing Tan Tien Tschuean. It 
was a completely new kind of martial 
art free of forms and patterns. Later on 
he told us that the Taiji Quan classics 
were his inspiration. He wanted to be 
able to practically apply the classical 

writings under any kind of circum-
stance.  
After a while I started to understand 
how Helmut was practicing; he wanted 
to become more free and more alive, 
without reacting to his opponent and 
without using any muscle power, 
weight or swinging motions.

Helmut himself was always training 
with some senior students.
He was always exploring to find a way 
of movement that would be the most 
effective with the use of least effort or 
movement. He would kick for exam-
ple, and then asked them if they could 
see it coming, and then try again and 
again until his kick became unstop-
pable for them. Or he would practise 
throws with the very least of effort 
possible.

Was it a hard training? 
It was not too hard for me at that time. Hel-
mut did a lot of fighting with his seniors.
They should attack him in whatever way

they wanted; his goal was not to react 
to it, but to stay completely relaxed 
and awake and to respond directly and 
without any compromise with his own 
movement. This means that his move-
ment was not a “reaction,” but always 
an “action”. His attack always landed 
before theirs, although he seemed to 
start his movement only after they 
started. 
He was not satisfied when he noticed 
any muscle movements in himself that 
were triggered by the attack of the other. 
Because that would create a reference 
point or a striking point for the other: 
Every time you have a reaction, your 
muscles tense up and you cannot move 
freely anymore. The moment you have 
that reaction, you are stuck, and that’s 
the point where you can be hit. He al-
ways was hard on himself when he did 
not control his own reflexes.
His movements where fast or slow but 
it was always incredibly effective.
He was always practising the same 
things over and over again; he was re-
ally so into it and he let others attack 
him over and over until he had dis-
solved all his own reflexes completely; 
he wanted his art to be perfect and still 
is going for it.
His slogan is: “It is good to be better, 
but it is better to learn.”

How did his way of training affect 
you?
I was very intrigued with his way; it 
was of course very unusual. I started 
to realize that it is possible to fight and 
to win without needing force, mass or 
body size. And it made me train in this 
way too. It was difficult for me but 
very interesting. 
In the beginning of the 80s when I was 
20 years old, Helmut Barthel started 
a school in Heide, north of Hamburg Torsten Kanzmeier.
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“I thought Kung Fu was about 
learning forms and sequences of 
movement but here it was always 
about  dissolving one’s  own 
resistances and pressure and to 
move from there.”
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where about 20 people came who were 
also doing other kinds of martial arts. 
From then on I trained twice a week, 
and then my teacher started to work 
with me personally where I also had to 
attack him. 

How did his martial art work on you? 
I got very scared because I was not able 
to do anything against him whatever I 
tried; he always had me completely 
under control. He hit me harder and 
threw me harder so that I would get ac-
customed how to deal with pain.
We also learned some kind of Taiji set 
that was used as an instrument to ex-
plore movement. How we could deal 
with our own pressure and resistance in 
our own movement. Again we learned 
how to dissolve pressure.
We learned how to feel our body and 
to feel into our feet. I was mostly feel-
ing pain because it was so strange and 
impossible to do it.

How did you deal with the fact that 
you did not understand much?
Of course I asked how he did things 
and why he was so effective. But he 
always responded by doing it to me 
again, and it was very painful so I 
started asking the senior students. Be-
cause when I asked him how he hit, he 
always hit me!
The seniors told me “One cannot use 
any muscle power to hit, but you have
to let your weight sink from the feet 
and then move yourself from the hand. 
The movement should not be built on 
pressure and muscle but by control-
led falling of the limbs. Dropping the 
elbow will set the hand free so it can 
speed forwards if you align properly

 

with gravity.
The sticking hands training drill was 
a favourite one; in that drill it became 
very clear when one is using muscle or 
pressure. As soon as I create some pres-
sure with my hand the other can feel my 
whole body and I cannot detach myself 
from him. When my teacher did it I 
could only feel his very light hand, and 
nothing else. When that hand hit me, 
it came from nowhere and weighed a 
thousand tons. His hands felt always 
completely unattached from they where 
connected to his body. So it was effec-
tive and controlled at the same time.

As if a bullet was shot from a barrel but 
at the same time still controlled by it. 
It’s hard to explain.

Could you compare it to other martial 
arts?
During the eighties and nineties there 
were always karate and judo people 
who came to visit who wanted to test 
it out. It was mostly to hard and to di-
rect for them. Mostly they landed on 
the ground without knowing what had
happened to them. They had no idea 
what was going on. 
In 1984 the school went to another lo-
cation and he had bought himself an old 
inn with a ballroom where more and 
more people went to receive his train-
ing. For the training there were 40 or 
50 people waiting until Helmut turned

up and he told them what to do. He was 
walking around, it was very relaxed and 
people had fun. People really enjoyed 
the training and the exploration. And 
more and more people from the whole 
of Germany came to see what was go-
ing on. By that time he lived there with 
12 or 13 people. It was like a commune.
People got more interested in explo-
ing Kung fu in this way because it be-
came clear one could integrate it into 
one’s life. He started to ask me when 
I was going to come and live with him 
in the group.

How did you react to him asking?
First I did not want to. I had a house 
and a girlfriend, I did not see the reason 
to go and live there. I was quite pleased 
with my development during training, 
it was a very fun period. He asked me 
during one year over and over again 
when I would come and live with him. 
And then at a certain point when my 
life was not going very well, I decided 
to move in. It was spring 1985. I un-
derstood that it was just about learning 
Kung fu; I never thought about work or 
the future or anything. When I moved 
in I shared a room with four others. It 
was like entering a Kung Fu monastery, 
and I endured all the inconveniences to 
be able to learn this art; I really wanted 
to know. At that time Helmut had six 
people who came there at the same time 
to learn and live there. And it became 
my job to teach that group. And that 
is what I did every day for 12 hours.

What and how did you teach?
My teacher told me what to do with 
them and for how long. And then he 
came by and corrected them how to do

The dropping of the elbow, wrist , hand and finger is practiced to initiate unbroken forward bodymovement.
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“When my teacher did it I could 
only feel his very light hand, and 
nothing else. When that hand hit me, 
it came from nowhere and weighed 
a thousand tons.”
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things. And that is were my real learn-
ing started; it was again completely 
different from how I had imagined it 
to be.
I saw everyday again and again over 
and over for hours on end how the 
others did it wrong. How they created 
pressure in themselves, how they used
force. From observing this the result 
was amazing; in myself during prac-
tice the resistance became less. What 
I did was to feel Helmut’s movements 
more and more and then I tried to rec-
reate this feeling during my own train-
ing. And then things started to work for 
me that did not work in the others.  
At some point during the night Helmut 
took me out of my bed and I trained 
together with him and a few others. 
It was the beginning of a new kind of 
training. And this was just about fight-
ing. It was just us, a small group. We 
always had to attack him over and over. 
Any way we wanted. By ourselves or 
together with one or two. In this way 
he integrated his principles inside him-
self. This training was very hard for us 
and very painful. It was always very 
serious and focused. These were fierce 
fighting bouts that always took place in 
the middle of the night.

How do you explain that he was able to 
always win ?
He was harder, faster and without any 
compromises; every technique he used 
had incredible impact and we could not
see it coming. But he could see every-
thing we did. It was like as if you were
not fighting a human being because it 
was impossible to influence him as you 
would influence a human being. To me 
he felt like a grizzly bear with whom 
one was locked in a room. He com-
pletely transformed into a being that 
could not be beaten in any way. It was 
a very special training, that went on 
for years every night. We had bruises, 
black eyes and so on, but we did not

break anything. We all changed from 
this training, psychologically. 
After a while I could be without any 
compromise myself and I could switch 
off fears of getting hurt and worries 
that would block me during a fight. I 
became much more in control over 
myself to switch this “fighter identity” 
on and off. 
It was physically and mentally a hard 
learning period. And I felt very privi-
leged to take part in it. Some others 
who wanted to join this group came 
to watch, but then got so scared from 
what they saw that they almost shit 
their pants. 
Helmut was able to do the things that 
where written in the Taiji classics. He 
could move people from a distance, 
throw them against the wall, push them 
without touching them physically. This 
has to do with the skilful manipula-
tion and influencing of the reflexes of 
the other person. One is only able to 
do this because one has his own re-
flexes under his control. (In my book 
I go deeply into this subject and we 
have found a good scientific explana-
tion how this kind of  “faking” can be 
done).[ Torsten Kanzmeier’s E-book 
can be ordered at his webpage] 
To me it felt like he took control over 
my body, my movements as if he was 
directing and controlling me with an 
impulse that came from him. And al-
though I did not want this, he man-
aged to overrule our will and make us 
do things we had not decided with our 
own will. 
On a psychological level the night 
training was very intense. What came 
towards us was an animal like control-
led uncompromising power of control. 
What I learned from this is that our de-
fences that we use for ourselves, like 
pulling back and trying to escape from 
fear are in reality a trap. They are a trap 
because my instinct to defend my life is
being limited by me trying to escape 
the confrontation. In an extreme situ-
ation where our life is threatened the 
only way to act is to confront it head 
on. In this learning period I realized 
that Helmut had us more under his 
control than we had ourselves under 
control.
This learning period was an incredible 
privilege for me, to be taught in this

way. Through this I was able to deeply 
recognize something in myself in a 
very highly controlled environment. 
I recognized what “fear,” “flight,” 
“trust” and “friendship” really are. I 
am very grateful he took this job on to 
help us discover ourselves in this way.

In the past there have been many mis-
understandings about him and our situ-
ation. But the people who trained with 
him know what was really going on. 
A real teacher has the courage and the 
knowledge to lead his students through 
their deepest stuff. He did it like a fa-
ther and like a Kung Fu brother. Like a 
real grandmaster of the martial arts.
Another thing I learned from this is that 
I know the way how to teach others to 
become mentally stronger. At the same 
time my movements became softer and 
softer, and had more joy in life. I be-
came more alive. It is strange when I 
think about it but my ego went down; I 
did not need to be strong all the time. 
And I learned more about the principles 
of not using force. I saw the impor-
tance of using focused kinetic energy 
that was applicable in all directions in 
any given moment; my teacher did not 
have any contradicting movements, 
it was real unbroken movement so to 
speak. The same amount of control he 
had over himself, he had over us and 
his intense exploration of these princi-
ples made him unusually skilful. 

Punching practice with Fred Royers.

Torsten Kanzmeier demonstrates punches with 
Dutch Systema pioneer, Arend Dubbelboer.
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“What I learned from this is that our 
defences that we use for ourselves, 
like pulling back and trying to 
escape from fear are in reality a 
trap. They are a trap because my 
instinct to defend my life is being 
limited by me trying to escape the 
confrontation.”
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What else did you learn from this time 
that you use now?
Well something I use in my work now is 
that I know that when you study some-
thing and stay with it long enough one 
can learn things you would have never 
believed possible. This intense time has 
really brought me to myself. I came to 
experience and feel myself on a deep 
level. This has become the key to what 
I am doing today. It is about being self-
aware. And that is the key to success; 
it has become for me much deeper than 
I understood then or believed to be at 
that time. As if some light has gone on 
and I have begun to see.
The usual understanding of being self-
aware is something very different from 
what I mean with this experience. I 
am talking about becoming more self-
aware through feeling. By working with 
this feeling awareness, my movements 
become much more effective. When 
people train something they hope to 
gain a feeling for the movements. And 
that works well to a certain extent. But 
I discovered a way to come into one’s 
feeling immediately and to then fill the 
movements with feeling. In that way 
a completely new effectiveness and 
quality of movement arises. 

What are you doing now, what kind of 
training do you give?
I am not so much interested in train-
ing certain patterns of movement, or 
form; I rather work with the forms and 
patterns that people already know. I 
am interested in making their particu-
lar art more effective. For this I use a 
specially designed trainings program 
around unbroken movement where the 
individual becomes more effective in 
the techniques they are already using. 
Let me give you an example. When 
people are successful in their particu-
lar sport we say they have a certain 
talent for it. A talent they always had. 
When the trainer discovers this talent 
in someone they start to encourage the 
person more. They do this by giving 
the individual more attention in an em-
powering way. By being approved in 
this way, the individual becomes bet-
ter. 
My way is slightly different. Now first 
of all, what is a talent? It is a special 
feeling one has for a certain sport or 

motion in this case. 
What I do is make people aware of 
the feeling that is the determining fac-
tor for the talent. Then I bring them 
straight into the feeling so that their 
talent increases. I do this by starting to 
use movement sequences that are fully 
aligned with gravity, where they start 
to surrender to the force of gravity. As 
a result the people I work with get more 
in touch with themselves, with their 
original talent and they become more 
independent in bringing this talent or 
this passion out into their practice. So 
through my work people get into a 
higher vibration, they start to feel the 
joy of life more, and their movement 
becomes unbroken, free and very ef-
fective. It is all about dissolving resist-
ance, stress and pressure.

When we are talking about fighting 
arts how does this apply?
So what you see a lot in the martial 
arts is that people look angry or have 
an aggressive seriousness about them. 
I understood that all this heaviness is 
actually limiting the effectiveness or 
impact of their techniques. When you 
look at Mike Tyson for example you 
could see in the beginning, when he 
was enjoying his boxing more he was 
much more powerful and effective. 
There are many examples like this. So 
by getting my people more into feel, 
there is a whole transformation start-
ing. Sometimes people tell me that 
they thought feeling was something 
soft and weak, now they understand it 
is the source of power.
By working in this way I can increase 
the impact of a boxer’s punch from 40 
to 50 per cent. Some trainers tell me 
that a 10 per cent increase is the high-
est possible in their experience! Also 
the idea of reacting to the aggressor as 
an impulse for the technique is not part 
of my system. In my opinion, it should 
never be about reacting to what the 
other does…it should all be about your 
own unbroken movement. That is-
something I learned from my teacher.
It is a very misunderstood concept in 
martial arts. People think like: “…if he 
does this..I will do that.. they consider 
all kinds of possible scenarios but they 
forget to have control over their own 
movement, their own thinking. People 

tend to look outside for answers, to feel 
safe. It is easier when some ‘authority’ 
tells you if you are doing it right. It is 
something to deeply contemplate. Who 
dares to really look inside. You have to

be a little crazy to do this (laughing). 
To find your own reference points. And 
it’s all about feeling…Not “feelings,” 
but feeling awareness.
The whole area where we look at the 
impact our movements have on other 
people is one of the main things I fo-
cus on. How our movements create 
resistances and defences in other peo-
ple, and how to not do that. How to 
dissolve their defensive reflexes and 
make their muscles soften up the mo-
ment I hit them. That is how I can hit 
them deeply into their belly, no matter 
how strong their muscles are! 
Using “feeling awareness” we are ac-
tually working a lot with unconscious 
impulses that control your muscles. It 
is also a way to help people to drop 
their resistances and fear and find their 
own power. 

With what kind of martial artists do 
you work?
I work both with professionals and hob-
byists from different styles and back-
grounds. I worked with Sascha Dim-
itrenko, Zolt Erdei, Sebastian Zbick, 
Khoren Gevor all upcoming world and 
European Boxing champions .
I introduced Fred Rooyers (a famous 
Dutch karate-ka and kick-boxing 
champion from the eighties) and his 
kick-boxers to my work and they 
were quite impressed. For them this 
way of thinking and moving is chal-
lenging. They have to start look-
ing at all the adrenaline-based ten-
sion of the actual fighting situation. 
What they need, is to feel confident 
and believe that my kind of effortless 
power is available, in any situation.
I also work with many Taiji people and 
other styles, Krav Maga and Systema,

“Also the idea of reacting to the 
aggressor as an impulse for the 
technique is not part of my system. 
In my opinion, it should never be 
about reacting to what the other 
does...”
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judo, mixed martial Art, Brazilian Jiu-
jitsu and so on.
As I said, many martial artists look 
outside themselves for the way to be-
come better or do something the way 
“it should be done”. My work is to help 
people tap into their own power. It is 
not a good idea to try to be someone 
else. But what does that mean? If we 
are inspired by someone who is very 
good at martial arts, we have to under-
stand that we can never be that person. 
Or you are going to be a clone! This is
 

one of the gifts my teacher gave me; 
by finding his unbelievable abilities 
by himself, without a teacher to show 
him, he made it possible for us to do 
the same. Unbroken movement and 
having deep impact can be done by an-
yone. You just have to look in the right 
place. For everyone I have something 
that is bringing them a step further in 
their development. That’s what I like 
about this work.

“If we are inspired by someone who 
is very good at martial arts, we have 
to understand that we can never be 
that person. Or you are going to be 
a clone!”

Torsten Kanzmeier and Fred Royers at Royers 
Kickboxing Arnhem Fight and Powercenter.

Torsten Kanzmeier was 
interviewed by Guido 
Sleddens in November 

2008, Netherlands.

“From tree-swinging to 
magic Death Touches”

The evolution of 
the human hand in fighting

Kevin Secours delivers a thought provoking piece using a myriad 
of sources as stepping stones to reveal how our most basic tool 

developed into our most used weapon. 

- by Kevin Secours -

Our Awesome Potential
The Thai restaurant seethed like a 
sleeping dragon. Steam from pots bub-
bling with noodles and curry inside, 
seeped through its vents, fading into a 
New York City winter night. From in-
side, windows slick with condensation 
blurred the outside world into a carni-
val of neon smears. 
We were well into our third hour of 
dining. Our meal had long since ended, 
desert had come and gone and crum-
pled napkins had been thrown down 
onto our plates with groans of submis-
sion, but the conversation was just get-
ting started. With over 2 centuries of 
martial arts experience between the 7 
of us and now with five pots of green 
tea fueling our chatter, talk had been 
hop-scotching through the history of 
human combat like children running 
through a toy store. It felt like we were 
building something, restoring and re-
assembling pieces of knowledge that 
had long been divided. 
From all of the discussions that evening, 
it was ironically the simplest thought 
that stayed with me after the night had 
ended. It was not the legends, or the 
myths or the mysticism—although I 
will admit, I always loved the stories. 
It wasn’t the complex nuances of some 
advanced techniques—regrettably, no 
one at the table seemed to know any 
magic death touches or how to throw 
fireballs—and if they did, they weren’t 
talking. Instead, it was the most basic 
tool shared by every warrior in my 
company that night and certainly by 
every martial artist throughout history, 

that left my thoughts filled for days af-
terwards. It was the humble role of the 
human hand in the fighting arts. 
As each of my colleagues spoke that 
evening, they gestured casually. It was 
never anything dramatic—there were 
no tasseled Thunderbird jump suits at 
the table or Elvis-style karate chops in 
the air. No one was picking up boiling 
cauldrons with their forearms or mak-
ing Kung fu movie noises every time 
they moved. There was only the effi-
cient grace and quiet confidence of a 
roll of the fingers, the certain flick of 
the wrist, the heaviness of a palm grip-
ping a cup of tea, or the sheer connect-
edness of a colleague’s hand to their 
total being that left their mark on me.  
How did we, not only as individuals, 
but as a species, come to forge such 
excellence in our bodies? What long 
succession of adaptation had brought 
us these intricate motor skills and more 
importantly, was it simply the need to 
survive that had led to the creation of 
fighting arts, or was there something 
more complex at work? 
Each of my friend’s actions revealed 
the subtle stamp of their chosen styles. 
Some had knuckles calloused like 
sickly white coins glued on every 
joint, earned by decades of makiwara 
training. Others had hands that were 
natural and bare, almost delicate, that 
floated with supreme elegance. Some 
moved with a tense energy that reso-
nated in the connective tissue of their 
joints like coiled springs. One barely 
moved at all, simply sitting, smiling, 
and absorbing the conversation. Just in 
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our hands, in those few small motions 
and gestures that night, lay the seeds of 
the history of our species’ journey of 
survival through the ages. 

Competing with Claws
Elsewhere, I’ve discussed how human 
beings are basically “pale” predators. 
We lack the fangs and claws of most 
of the other dominant predators in 
our world. In that void, the trials of 
evolution have offset our weaknesses 
with a brain of such amazing capac-
ity however, that we have been able to 
engineer not only our survival, but our 
dominance.1 Humans have catapulted 
themselves beyond their supposed 
ranking as meek prey into a predator 
of unparalleled capacity. In the words 
of Chip Walter, through our intelli-
gence and the technology which it has 
spawned, we have become Cyber sa-
piens—creatures physically capable of 
steering their own evolution. How did 
this come to be?2 
It is estimated that prior to 60 million 
years ago, our ancestors’ hands were 
awkward instruments. Tree-dwelling 
would change that. Through genera-
tions of climbing nimbly through the 
branches of the ancient forest canopy, 
early thumbs grew more flexible in or-
der to better grab. Claws were replaced 
by less imposing finger nails to make 
feeding easier and the wrist attachment 
began to loosen, permitting the tilting 
and twisting needed for swinging by the 
arms.3 To this day, we carry the mark 
of this tree-dwelling ancestry deep 
within our nervous system. From our 
third trimester in the womb, loud nois-
es make a baby reach and grab. This is 
regarded as a response to the infant’s 
perceived fear of falling.4 Generally, 
this response gets integrated into the 
child’s understanding by its 4th month 
of life. In fact, failing to integrate this 
response can lead to inappropriate 
emotional reactions and tantrums and 
long-standing mood swings even into 
adulthood.5  In its earliest form, the so-
called “Moro Reflex” can take as much 
as 3-4 seconds to engage in infants. As 
the response becomes better integrated 
into the child’s repertoire of reactions, 
response times decrease drastically 
to as little as 300-400 milliseconds in 
older children,6 however even among 

infants, repetition of a given stimuli 
can increase familiarity and fatigue 
response times, until they are scarcely 
present.7  
Eventually, it is believed that shifting 
climates thinned the ancient forests, 
forcing our ancestors to descend from 
the tree tops. As ground dwellers, we 
likely evolved from 4 legs to 2, in order 
to reach food growing above ground 
level. Verticality changed the structure 
of our feet and led to the development 
of our big toe. As Walter notes, from 
this simple digit, hailed a change in 
the way that we behaved as a species. 
Our 2-leggedness forced us to revamp 
our social and sexual relations. It even 
changed how we were born. The size 
of our brains increased massively 
without a proportionate change in hip 
size, making our species even more 
unique, as the only animal that appar-
ently suffers so brutally during child 
birth. In this new dynamic, human 
mothers were left with slow-maturing, 
large-brained offspring that remained 
dependent on them for longer periods 
of time, tying females to nurturing re-
sponsibilities and removing them from 
early food gathering and hunting.8 
This move to verticality left our hands 
free to develop fine motor skills.9 Al-
though our closest primate cousins 
can certainly use a stick to jostle ants 
from a hole, they can achieve noth-
ing close to the sustainable evolution 
of human tool making.10 It should be 
noted however, that chimpanzees ap-
pear to be close to using weapons. 
Wild chimpanzees have been repeat-
edly observed swinging and throwing 
branches and rocks during violent en-
counters.11 Still, they remain limited 
to simply brandishing their clubs in 
horizontal flailing actions. Limitations 
in wrist and thumb structure prevent 
them from maintaining solid grips, 
aligning the crude weapons with their 
forearm, or swinging them vertically 
and diagonally.12 Similarly, chimps are 
able to throw stones, but their structure 
prevents them from using hip rota-
tion to accelerate the torso during the 
swing. This drastically limits the effect 
of these efforts to basic expressions of 
aggression and alarm.13   
It was specifically the opposition of the 
fourth and fifth fingers to the human

 

thumb, combined with the flexibility 
of our wrists that allowed us to hold a 
stick aligned along the axis of our arm. 
This permits a large, powerful and 
controlled swinging radius which mas-
sively amplifies the impact of blows. 
As Wilson notes: 
“Having the ability to telescope the arm 
outward would convey a lethal advan-
tage in close, hostile encounters, and 
once this obliquely oriented “squeeze” 
grip was introduced into the hominid 
hand, no adversary or prey in the same 
weight class was safe in its presence 
without being unusually fleet-footed, 
hard-headed, or thick-skinned.”14  
Our rapidly evolving brains also al-
lowed us to amplify the destructive-
ness of those early weapons, shaping 
them, sharpening them, and attaching 
blades onto them. As our ancestors 
chipped away at rock and wood, they 
were in effect building the fangs and 
claws they lacked and upsetting the 
natural order of the world forever. 
Reverse Punches, Tiger Claws and 
Spear Hands:
In their modern form, our hands are 
comprised of fourteen joints and twen-
ty-seven bones, with muscle-free fin-
gers that are puppeted by tendons an-
chored in the palm and mid-forearm. 
They are precision instruments of re-
markable capability. Just take a second 
to consider the complexity of using a 

Generation of tree-dwelling led to the evolution 
of the opposable thumbs and flexible wrists nec-
essary for the development and use of tools and 
ultimately the deeper cultivations and growth 

of our brains.
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mouse and keyboard as you read this 
article. The combination of our hands’ 
strength, precision and sensitivity is 
nothing less than awe-inspiring. The 
vulnerability of their structure how-
ever, particularly their lack of bone 
mass when compared to the thickness 
of the average skull, would appear to 
make the hand a rather poor battering 
weapon.15 We continue to use the fist 
to strike quite simply because, given 
our physical arsenal, it’s one of the best 
empty-handed tools that we have. 
Like us, apes also fight with their 
fists, with powerful hands and multi-
dimensional shoulder joints, forged by 
countless generations of tree-swing-
ing. Chimps and gorillas often fight 
with their fists and through their reach 
and range of motion they are able to 
keep most “canine-flashing predators” 
at bay.16 Today, the human shoulder 
joint remains the most mobile joint 
in our bodies (and among the least 
stable and the most commonly in-
jured). Our superior shoulder mobil-
ity permits a wide array of long-dis-
tance whipping and swinging actions 
which provides a formidable array of 
versatility. Although weaponry was 
pivotal in gaining advantage over ex-
ternal predators, the hands were and 
remain a viable alternative against 
other humans. Some researchers even 
believe that human predators were a 
greater factor in motivating advances

in technology and communication than 
any beast. It would seem that we have 
always been our own worst predator.17  
While the martial artist’s fist today car-
ries the stamp of these millions of years 
of early development, the modern vari-
ations in how the fists and other body 
parts are currently used have now be-
come more a question of culture than 
structure. Shared biomechanics and 
common anatomical weaknesses have 
always ultimately dictated the way we 
fight. Differences beyond these con-
siderations are matters of ideology and 
aesthetics.18 We have gone from hunt-
ing tigers, to mimicking their hand 
gestures when we battle each other; 
from wielding spears to conditioning 
our hands so that they might become 
as deadly as spears.
The full scope of a comparative analy-
sis of how the hand is used among var-
ious martial arts far exceeds the scope 
of this article, so I will limit myself to a 
very basic survey of one aspect of how 
the fist is used in the hopes that it will 
be enough to support this point. Con-
sider the most basic punch. Even the 
decision to train the fists rather than the 
open hands is a point of distinction. The 
Chinese arts are traditionally regarded 
as favoring the use of open-handed 
techniques over fists. This association 
is so strong, that Japanese and Okina-
wan arts that maintained open-handed 
strikes in their katas were said to be 
truer to their Chinese roots.19 This em-
phasis on open hands may have been 
due to prevalent use of these arts by 
civilians and clergy against unarmored 
opponents.20 Others argue that open 
handed striking allows practitioners to 
target vital points or to activate energy 
meridians by spreading or focusing 
the fingers in order to increase strik-
ing power.21 Open-handed use may 
also simply have been a question of 
practicality; many modern combative 
systems prioritize the palm when strik-
ing, noting that to use the fist correctly, 
without breaking the wrist or knuckle, 
can take years of correct training and 
conditioning and that palm strikes are 
simply easier and more reliable.22 Pref-
erences for open hands in some cases 
may even be a question of ideology, 
with the open hands better replicating 
the ideals of swordsmanship or a phil-

osophical ideal of emptiness and spir-
itual void. In the end, most traditional 
styles which do advocate using the fist, 
stress the importance of conditioning 
the hand for striking.23 24 25       
Even if we limit our consideration to 
the use of the closed fist, a wide vari-
ety of theories still abound. A promi-
nent distinction is the difference in 
striking surfaces, with the largest debat 
existing between using either the first 
2 knuckles of the hand (the so called 
large knuckles) versus the surface cre-
ated by the bottom 3 knuckles. Most 
karate styles favor 2-knuckle punch-
ing, citing that the longer bones of the 
first 2 knuckles are stronger and more 
resistant to impact. 2-knuckle punches 
are typically delivered horizontally, 
with the power of the body being de-
livered down along the axis of the arm. 
Other arts favor vertical punches which 
impact with the bottom 3 knuckles. 
Proponents insist that the smaller and 
weaker knuckles of the last 2 fingers 
are no more at risk, since the force 
of impact is distributed evenly over 3 
knuckles.26 Some modern proponents 
like Bruce Lee, advocated the vertical 
3-knuckle punch, stressing that it al-
lowed practitioners to keep their elbow 
down to protect their sides and center-
line and allowed for faster, less tele-
graphic and more powerful punching.27

 

American Boxer Jack Dempsey (a.k.a. “The 
Manassa Mauler”) held the heavyweight box-
ing title of the world from 1919-1926. Dempsey 
was renownd for favoring a three knuckle fist.

Karate Master Gichin Funakoshi demonstrates 
knuckle conditioning using the makiwara, de-

livering a 2-knuckle punch.
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Many old-time, boxers similarly pro-
moted the vertical punch. In bare 
knuckle engagements, a vertical fist 
places the first row of knuckles for-
ward and redirects the force of impact 
down into the puncher’s legs, where-
as horizontal hand placements place 
the mid-joints of the fingers forward 
when punching higher targets. More 
importantly, it is argued that vertical 
punching allows the puncher to gener-
ate greater power by creating a longer 
line of power from the toes of their 
rear foot to the impacting knuckles.28 
Theories not withstanding, the ring 
and baby finger are more thinly boned. 
Breaks in these joints are so common in 
fact, they are typically referred to as a 
“boxer’s fracture”.29 Emergency room 
statistics have shown that the majority 
of such injuries are typically suffered 
from intentionally striking an object or 
person.30 In fact, as many as 20% of 
the total fractures reported in the hand 
are of the 5th metacarpal neck alone.31 

Even skilled martial artists are prone to 
this injury. Boxers and MMA fighters 
frequently endure this injury despite 
being heavily taped and gloved. Bare-
handed incidents boast even higher 
risks. For example, some years ago, the 
then champion, Mike Tyson, engaged 
in a street fight with Mitch Green. Ty-
son hit Green a single time with an un-
taped and ungloved hand and broke his 
hand. Then considered to be among the 
greatest boxers who ever lived, even 
Tyson was unable to escape the reality 
that striking a skull with the fist carries 
risks both ways regardless of theory 
or ideology. In Tyson’s own immortal 
words: “everyone has a plan until they 
get punched” or certainly in this case, 
until they themselves punch.
Some styles of Kempo employ a hy-
brid ¾ fist. By skewing the palm only 
slightly towards the floor, practitioners 
argue that the ulna and radius align for 
optimal strength. The ¾ position is be-
lieved to keep the extensor carpi radia-
lis longus and brachiordadialis muscles 
contracted in the forearm, avoiding the

over-stretching found in typical hori-
zontal fist formations. It is argued that 
the diagonal hand positioning also 
more closely matches the angles of 
the rib cage around the solar plexus, 
thereby offering superior penetration 
into vital points compared to the sim-
ple vertical fist.32   
Beyond fist positioning, the actual 
structure and form of the fist itself can 
also vary in the martial arts. Different 
schools place tremendous importance 
on the placement of the thumb. Some 
styles such as Isshin-ryu karate empha-
size keeping the thumb pressed against 
the mid-knuckle of the forefinger when 
punching. Other arts emphasize cross-
ing the thumb over the first and/or 
second finger.33 Some stylists extend 
the index finger along the inside of 
the palm while curling the remaining 
fingers in order to reinforce the thumb 
against lateral impacts (Motubu fist). 
Similarly, the mid-knuckle of the vari-
ous fingers can be extended slightly to 
protrude from the rest of the fist and 
provide a more precise striking tool for 
the activation of pressure points. Shao-
lin White Crane Kung fu employs the 
Fung Ying Chuan (Phoenix Eye Fist)
which strikes with the mid-knuckle of 

the index finger.34 The depth of these 
variations of course is enormous. 
Nevertheless, even this quick survey 
serves to illustrate the tremendous lack 
of consensus that exists regarding our 
most basic striking tool.

Framing Elemental Chaos
“You have made your way from worm 
to man, and much in you is still worm. 
Once you were apes, and even now 
man is more of an ape than any ape.”
Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zar-
athustra.
In the previous section, we saw that 
since the fist’s early origins, cultural 
influences have led to enormous vari-
ations in use. In the end, all methods 
cannot be correct. There must be one 
measurably best way to punch. The 
point of my article is not to make this 
determination, nor is it to promote any
one method. Rather, I wish to illustrate 
that this disparity itself is a second 
symptom of our unique history as hu-
mans. To understand the full story that 
our fists reveal about our psyches as 
humans, we must consider the effects 
our physical developments bore on our 
brains themselves.
Intellect and technology allowed us to 
compensate for a lack of razor sharp 
canines and flesh-rending talons until 
we were able to far exceed even our 
most capable predators. Our next point 
of consideration is how the creation 
of tools and weapons allowed human 
culture to rapidly outpace our very 
DNA’s capacity for physical change. 
The continued cultivation of our op-
posable thumbs triggered a huge shift 
in our perception of the world around 
us. Now, instead of simply reacting to 
our environments, our ancestors be-
gan to manipulate and interact with 
their environments in ways never be-
fore seen in nature.35 Homo habilis’ 
quickly became more fully self-aware, 
and this actualization challenged our 
ability to express ourselves as a spe-
cies.36 The exact role which the birth 
of language played in our explosive 

A wide variety of hand forms are employed in the martial arts including 2 and 3 knuckle punches, trigger fingers, leopard fists,
 thumbless Ishin-ryu fists, and specialty forms like the Motobu fist.

The most commonly fractured bones in the 
hand are the 3rd and 4th metacarpal bones in 

the hand—known as “a boxer’s fracture”.
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brain growth remains a matter of some 
debate.37 Some researchers argue that 
it was the physical manipulation of 
tools that led to brain growth, which 
in turn permitted the development of 
language.38 Others maintain that it 
was the need for language that led to 
its creation and pushed our brains over 
the critical threshold.39 In either order, 
the combined adaptations of weapon 
use and improved language skills laid 
the foundation for warriorhood as we 
now know it. 
Language permitted a specialized de-
gree of communication that allowed 
human ancestors to work in teams, to 
strategize, bait, deceive and trap other-
wise insurmountable predators. In fact, 
Charles Darwin in The Descent of Man, 
noted that had early hominids been any 
less deficient as predators, they likely
would have failed to become social

and in turn would likely never have 
developed their higher mental quali-
ties. “It might have been an immense 
advantage to man to have sprung from 
some comparatively weak creature.” 
In this essential blend of weaponry and 
socialization, the first hunting parties 
became early prototypes of the first 
military units. 
Similar shared motives can be seen 
throughout nature. Animals will groom 
one another to avoid life-threatening 

leeches and ticks or move in herds and 
packs to discourage potential preda-
tors.40 As Professor Dawkins insight-
fully asserted, this instinct for self-
preservation occurs at a genetic level:
“The individual is a selfish machine, 
programmed to do whatever is best for 
its genes as a whole…a survival ma-
chine.”41 
This fundamental selfishness is of-
ten optimistically misinterpreted as a 
form of kindness. Most notably, Kon-
rad Lorenz in his work On Aggres-
sion documented the inhibition which 
many animals display when fighting 
their own species. Lorenz viewed ani-
mal combat as a formal tournament. 
He documented how opponents tried 
to assert dominance without inflicting 
harm. In his estimation, every animal 
carried within them an instinctive inhi-
bition against murder.42 Lorenz argued

that this equilibrium was disrupted by 
the invention of weapons which pro-
vided superior psychological distance 
that facilitated the act of harming. This 
view as “the unique killer” was widely 
promoted by many popular authors, in-
cluding Arthur Koestler.43 Many mar-
tial artists may be more familiar with 
the contemporary writings of Lt. Col. 
David Grossman who also built heavily 
upon this theory of natural inhibition.  
The reality however, is that this will-

ingness to work together against preda-
tors, from its most ancient roots, likely 
stems from far more selfish motives. 
Returning to Richard Dawkins, it is in-
accurate to condemn Homo sapiens to 
this unique status as unique killers:
“…the gloved fist view of animal fights 
seems to have at least some truth. Su-
perficially this looks like a form of al-
truism…[but] there is no obvious merit 
in indiscriminately trying to kill rivals. 
In a large and complex system of rival-
ries, removing one rival from the scene 
does not necessarily do any good; oth-
er rivals may be more likely to benefit 
from his death than oneself.”44  
Conflict negotiation specialist William 
Ury similarly notes that fighting carries 
a heavy risk of personal injury, death 
and loss. The human capacity for both 
peace and violence is well document-
ed, however Ury notes that modern

research indicates that humans are not 
inherently peaceful. They are prone to 
aggression, yet they often refrain from 
violence to minimize the risk of per-
sonal injury.45 This behavior is quite 
common among many species. In fact, 
recent studies have documented that 
murder occurs throughout the animal 
kingdom: 
“Massacre of a neighboring individ-
ual or troop may be beneficial to an 
animal, if it can thereby take over the 

Martial artists interpret the capacities of their bodies in distinctly different variations in their resolution of the riddle of violence. Here noted masters Cheng 
Man Chin, Yip Man, Mas Oyama and Morihei Ueshiba present a small sample of the variety present in the use use of the human hand in the martial arts.
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neighbor’s territory, food, or females. 
But attacks also involve some risks to 
the attacker. Many animal species lack 
the means to kill their fellows, and of 
those species with the means, some 
refrain from using them. It may sound 
utterly repugnant to do a cost/benefit 
analysis of murder, but such analyses 
nevertheless help one understand why 
murder appears to characterize only 
some animal species.”46  
Already, a more accurate picture of the 
ancient roots of combativeness emerg-
es and while much has been written 
about the viciousness of humanity, 
the vengefulness, the malice, the ug-
liness of these drives at their darkest 
and most vile, is this ability simply the 
natural byproduct of being technologi-
cally distanced and de-sensitize from 
our prey as Lorenz would have us be-
lieve, or are other factors at work? 
The answer lies in the evolution of our 
brains themselves. Evolution is a proc-
ess of adaptation. It consists of con-
tinuous adjustments to the challenge 
at hand. To borrow the analogy of Pro-
fessor Richard Dawkins, evolution is 
not a brisk leap up a steep precipice, 
but rather a slow, incremental journey 
up a long and gentle slope.47  A quick 
glance at the basic structure of our 
brains completely shatters any claims 
that they were designed with foresight. 
What we find instead is a patchwork 
of mismatched parts, with successive 
adaptations grown one atop the other. 
Outdated sections work together with 
modern improvements like a house 
that has been continuously expanded 
and renovated without a plan. In utero, 
every child rapidly re-enacts this evo-
lutionary growth sequence, forming 
modern brain sections over ancient 
ones. The end result is a brain that is 
three times the size of our closest pri-
mate relative and carrying 2 distinct 
operating systems: The first, the brain 
stem, is our oldest and most basic struc-
ture. Sometimes called our “reptilian 
brain” given its similarity to these, this 
is the seat of instinctual survival func-
tions. The second, the neo-cortex, was 
developed quite recently in evolution-
ary terms and directs comprehension 
and meta-cognition.48  
Both of these structures exist in a deli-
cate balance. While the cognitive brain 

ponders decisions, most often, it is the 
reptilian brain which ultimately makes 
them and takes action. When there is 
no time for contemplation, our pri-
mal brain hijacks control of the body, 
through a host of basic reflexes. The 
Reptilian brain collects thousands of 
generations of experience to equip us 
with a database of generalized over-
reactions designed to keep us alive. 
In the words of Michael Friedman: 
“the scientific name for an animal that 
doesn’t either run from or fight its en-
emies is lunch”. 
This duality is essential to the very 
birth of combat systems. Our most pri-
mal survival urges, from reproduction 
to self-defence, are dangerously blend-
ed along with more complex emotions 
like love, hate, friendship and jealousy. 
Evolution has left us with relatively 
under-developed prefrontal lobes and 
oversized adrenal glands, which in it-
self, is a recipe for “unhappiness and 
disorder”.49 This duality gives us both 
the need and the ability to rational-
ize our environments. From creat-
ing myths, developing philosophies 
or designing combative systems, the 
meta-cognitive portions of our brain 
are constantly battling to make sense 
of our darker urges.50 Carlos Rota’s 
observations of boxing express this 
beautifully:
“It takes constant effort to keep the 
slippery, naked, near-formless fact of 
hitting swaddled in layers of sense and 
form. Because hitting wants to shake 
off all encumbering import and just be 
hitting, because boxing incompletely 
frames elemental chaos, the capacity 
of the fights to mean is rivaled by their 
incapacity to mean anything at all.”51 
This duality is more than just an at-
tribute of our consciousness. As Noble 
Prize winner Gerald Edleman discov-
ered, consciousness doesn’t actually 
emerge from a particular part of the 
brain. Rather, it comes from the tril-
lions of interactions that take place 
between the brain’s various sections. 
Consciousness, as crucial as it may 
be to our identity and to our survival, 
Edelman asserts, is an evolutionary by-
product.52 Making matters more com-
plex, that very same consciousness has 
at its disposal, the newest parts of our 
brain to jealously imagine the worst 

case scenario, to agitate our most pri-
mal brain centers into an emotionally-
fueled feedback loop of paranoia, ego 
and hyper-vigilance.53 The end result 
is that we fight one another for terri-
tory, we fight for food and we fight for 
mates. Xenophobia comes naturally 
to our species, because unlike other 
dominant predators, we can recognize 
members of other cultural groups at a 
glance, by clothing and by hair style.54   
The next great innovation we must 
consider is the birth of agriculture. 
As John Keegan observed, agriculture 
freed early humans from the day-to-day 
obligations of hunting for survival. At 
this point, skills previously reserved for 
hunting, began to make their way into 
sport and war.55 Even the importance 
of the hunt itself began to change. Evi-
dence suggests that the hunt became as 
much a ritual as it was a process of food 
gathering.56  As a natural extension of 
this, early warfare was similarly ritu-
alistic.57 This idealization of killing is 
the last key component we must exam-
ine to understand the origins of martial 
traditions. It is the transformation of 
hunting and murder into sacrifice that 
turned the simple act of killing into a 
psychological release for the conflicted 
human brain. Sacrifice likely served 
to lessen aggressive energies within 
a community by directing pressures 
towards an external focus, whether a 
sacrificial victim or foreign enemy.58 

Barbara Ehrenreich notes:
“War…is too complex and collective 
an activity to be accounted for by a 
single warlike instinct within the in-
dividual psyche. Instinct may, or may 
not, inspire a man to bayonet the first 
enemy he encounters in battle. But in-
stinct does not mobilize supply lines, 
manufacture rifles, issue uniforms, or 
move an army of thousands from point 
‘a’ to point ‘b’ on a map.”59 
As Ehrenreich illustrates, this proc-
ess of “sacralization” is not repeated 
to any similar degree anywhere else 
in the animal kingdom. Does this sup-
port the notion of us being marked as 
vicious predators, or does this need for 
ritual point to the contrary—to a deep 
instinctive morality as Lorenz would 
have us believe?60 Ehrenreich believes 
that this ambivalence towards violence 
is rooted in a very particular aspect of 
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the duality of our brains. She proposed 
that every human carries the ancient 
memory of being victims. In the be-
ginning, our predators were far supe-
rior to us until weapons allowed us to 
overthrow them. Although technology 
has allowed us to become dominant 
predators, Ehrenreich suggests that we 
still carry the deep fears of having been 
prey in our collective consciousness:   
“The sacralization of war is not the 
project of a self-confident predator…
but that of a creature which has learned 
only ‘recently’, in the last thousand or 
so generations, not to cower at every 
sound in the night.”61  
Simply put, our species remembers 
being hunted and eaten. It has already 
been established that genes can carry 
memories in our makeup and influence 
human behavior.62 Even beyond ge-
netic carryover, however, this anxiety 
is also carried in our cultural practices. 
Human mythology is filled with stories 
of challenging our basic mortality. In 
fact, most religions are based on the 
promise of eternal life or reincarnation. 
As Ernest Becker showed in his mas-
terwork The Denial of Death, our fear 
of death is our greatest motivator. Even 
our burial and cremation rituals likely 
serve as our final rebellion against our 
ancient predators—even in death we 
are trying to cheat scavengers from 
once again making us into prey.63 
One of the earliest forms of ritual 
found in ancient culture is dance. Early 
dance helped humans to live together 
more harmoniously so that they would 
in turn be better able to defend them-
selves against predators. Early hu-
mans, like primates today, likely faced 
predators by banding together in a tight 
group, stamping their feet, shouting 
and waving sticks or branches.64 The 
enduring connection between martial 
arts and ritual dance remains strong, 
from the Wai Khru (pre-fight dance) 
of Muay Thai, to the katas of Karate, 
to the modern military’s use of march-
ing drills. All of these rituals reveal the 
obvious stains of our ancient role re-
versals from prey to predator. To quote 
Ehrenreich once more:
“The kindest thing one can conclude 
about the long record of human car-
nage is that it may have been only 
through the compulsive repetition of 

acts and spectacles of violence—the 
hunt, the sacrifice, the initiatory or-
deal, and eventually the war—that our 
ancestors were able to reassure them-
selves that they were, in fact, no longer 
prey.”65 
It is precisely this need for affirmation 
and reassurance that fueled the devel-
opment of the martial arts. When an 
opossum rolls onto its back, its prone 
legs curled tightly in the air, it seeks to 
fool its predator into thinking its dead. 
When a “Puffer Fish” fills its elastic 
stomach with sea water to bloat into 
a sphere it hopes to become too large 
for its opponent’s jaws. When a human 
crouches in a Southern Kung Fu stance 
however, clenching its fanned fingers 
like mock tiger claws, weaving its 
arms in complex patterns and grimac-
ing ferociously, is it simply seeking to 
fool and intimidate its attacker into be-
lieving it is a tiger, or is it in fact fool-
ing itself with what Bruce Lee called 
the “dust waiving” of the Oriental arts? 
Arguably, these tactics may be effec-
tive, but unlike the Opossum or the 
Puffer Fish, the human’s actions are 
designed not only to convince the op-
ponent, but also to convince the practi-
tioners themselves. 

Separating Predator From Prey
Fighting arts are constantly trying to 
crawl back to their most primal escence.
They are just waiting to erode into a

brawl, to give way to the insecure de-
sires of our inner prey and feelings of 
vengeance and malice rather than what 
we might term “objective” survival 
drives. In their intrinsic design, the 
fighting arts are a product of this duali-
ty. They reveal the scientific capacities 
of our minds along with our most pri-
mal emotional fears of personal safety. 
As a result, the martial arts carry the 
potential to be either purely predatory, 
or else to easily stumble into the trap of 
becoming mystical insulation for the 
ego’s of our inner prey. How can we be 
sure what we are training is driven by 
logic rather than dominated by fearful 
emotion? 
The simple answer is that we must test 
ourselves. This occurs through openly 
sharing our knowledge with others 
and submitting ourselves to empirical 
measurement and observation. Logi-
cally, there can be only one strongest 
way to throw a punch or one safest 
way to impact with the knuckles. Once 
we’ve melted away the opinions, tra-
ditions, sentimentality and mysticism 
through open-minded testing, the cor-
rect method should reveal itself. Some 
arts simply must be more effective than 
others, yet in our modern climate of po-
litical correctness, it often seems sacri-
legious and taboo to even suggest this. 
Granted, to some extent, what’s not 
right for one may be right for another, 
but by the same measure, what is need-

While physical structure still prevents gorillas and chimpanzees from maximizing the power of 
basic weapons like sticks and clubs, humans have evolved a precise biomechanical control, which, 
coupled by centuries of research and development have evolved into some of the most sophisticated 

martial arts on the planet today.
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lessly risky, foolish and unfounded for 
one, will likely also be comparably 
senseless and dangerous for the spe-
cies as a whole. 
In testing themselves, the individual 
warrior must realize that the expecta-
tions placed upon them have changed. 
If we take a moment to conjure an im-
age of the earliest warrior ancestors, 
we likely will envision a brutish, ag-
gressive and highly emotional speci-
men. Our primal warrior forefathers 
were governed by their reptilian brains 
and their “fight-or-flight” response. As 
newer capacities evolved through in-
telligence and weaponry, they quite lit-
erally had to resolve and improve their 
more ancient reflexes and find a way to 
balance both capacities. In many ways, 
the martial arts and all cognitive con-
structs and philosophies, are precisely 
this—an attempt for the intellect to 
understand the primal. Certainly, our 
survival reflexes are effective. They al-
low us to distill generations of experi-
ence into a split second decision. This 
response speed comes however at the 
cost of generalizing observations. As 
William James stated so beautifully:
“There are more worms unattached to 
hooks than impaled upon them, there-
fore, on the whole, says Nature to her 
fishy children, bite at every worm and 
take your chances.”  
Unlike our ancient predecessors, the 
modern warrior is able to cognitively 
recognize this. Today, we are able to 
realize that emotions are global sur-
vival mechanisms that were designed 
for the whole of the species:
“They work across a large number of 
trials to keep the species alive. The 
individual may live or die, but over a 
few million years, more mammals lived 
than died by letting emotion take over, 
and so emotion was selected.”66

Technology, specifically the advent of 
firearms, have in many ways required 
the modern human to become even 
greater “exceptions” to the rule of re-
flexes. Combative technology has trig-
gered a change in the ideal personality 
needed for war, from:
“…the ferocious aggression needed to 
muscularly hack through an adversary 
to the cool passive disdain needed to 
aim and shoot from a distance.”67 
In the worlds of Lt. Col. David Gross-

man, “biology is not destiny”. Gross-
man notes that the modern professional 
warrior must use the intellect to har-
ness and to some extent re-engineer its 
most ancient instincts. He cites hostage 
negotiators, Special Forces operatives 
and snipers as perfect examples of in-
dividuals who are placed in extremely 
strenuous circumstance which other-
wise would seek to erode and deterio-
rate their performance levels. Through 
training however, these professionals 
are able to learn how to maintain preci-
sion motor skill and mental clarity.68 
A wide variety of training methods are 
used to inoculate the modern warrior 
against stress. Often termed “stress 
inoculation” or “acclimatization”, the 
modern training approach carefully 
includes repeating cycles of precisely 
measured doses of stress, followed 
by waves of recovery. This constant 
sequence of exposure and cognitive 
deconstruction allows the individual 
to adapt, by slowly taking the surprise 
out of combat and raising their sense of 
familiarity and confidence.69

In terms of the martial arts, many sys-
tems have begun to integrate the latest 
research on combat stress into their ap-
proach. The first major wave of modern 
combative training arose in response 
to the reality that combat stress erodes 
precision and motor control. These so-
called “flinch-based” methods, sought 
to reduce combat down to its simplest 
common denominators. Techniques 
were drastically simplified into a small 
arsenal of gross motor movements 
which were both easily taught and 
through repetition, more likely to be 
repeated under the stress of combat. 
In most cases, techniques also served 
to integrate basic startle reflexes, like 
ducking, reaching and cowering, using 
these reflexes as their starting point for 
their trained responses, in the hopes 
that through repetition, these trained 
responses would be fused with their 
inherent startle-flinch response. When 
a crisis triggered a defensive reflex, it 
was hoped it would then in turn also 
trigger a domino effect of trained re-
sponses from their refined arsenal.
The next wave of training sought to 
teach the martial artist how to maxi-
mize their cognitive threshold and to
replace fear with familiarity. The so-

called “flow approach” often employs 
extremely slow initial training to care-
fully guide the individual practitioner 
through increments of increased re-
sistance. Emphasis is placed on iden-
tifying reflexes and then consciously 
slowing or altering them to create new, 
more beneficial habits. Contact and 
stress are increased before speed, al-
lowing the practitioner to process and 
analyze their responses. Group discus-
sion and hands on guidance by instruc-
tors are also used to carefully “debrief” 
students according to a military model, 
so that they can make sense of their in-
herent fear responses and learn to bet-
ter identify the symptoms of their on-
set. Flow based systems represent the 
current pinnacle of cognitively guided 
training of instincts.70 

Feeling Our Way Through The Dark
In this article, we have glimpsed our 
evolution, both as humans and as war-
riors. Triggered by my awe in that New 
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York City restaurant, I’ve since seen 
just how pivotal our hands have been, in 
quite literally groping our way through 
the darkness of our ancient emotions 
and into the light of reason. Our hands 
have become so essential to our con-
tinued transformation into “Cyber sa-
piens” that it’s impossible to say with 
any certainty where their influence be-
gins or ends in our continuing journey 
towards greater self-actualization.71   
The modern martial artist is a mirror 
of humanity itself. On one extreme, 
we have at our disposal the ground-
breaking research and advances in 
biomechanics, psychology and a host 
of other fields. As I’ve said elsewhere, 
more has been learned about the struc-
ture and function of the human brain 
in the last 25 years than in the rest of 
human history combined. We have 
more knowledge at our fingertips than 
our ancestors could have dreamed pos-
sible and countless more discoveries 
waiting in our immediate futures. On 
the other end of the spectrum, we’re 
also standing atop thousands of years 
of warrior traditions. These most cer-
tainly provide us with a deep sense of 
understanding and belonging, along 
with the distilled experiences of gener-
ations of combat experience, but they 
are deeply interwoven with cultural 
norms, superstition and mysticism and 
must be carefully understood, distilled 
and integrated.
As martial artists, we are searching 
for, testing and incorporating the most 
appropriate components for our own 
unique systems. Measuring the fitness 
of each new component begins with 
first recognizing our true goals. We 
alone are charged with the responsi-
bility of separating faith from science, 
fashion from function and fantasy 
from fact. Given the wealth of modern 
understanding at our disposals, blind 
faith in long-standing traditions can not 
be defended as a responsible decision, 
particularly when our life hangs in the 
balance of our training. Even once 
you have satisfied your own burden of 
proof in testing each component, the 
greater challenge remains how to meld 
those diverse elements into a function-
al system. As Henri Poincare said in 
The Hypothesis of Mathematics:
“Science is built upon facts, much in 

the same way a house is constructed of 
brick. The mere collection of facts is no 
more a science than a pile of bricks is 
a house.”
In the end, no matter how carefully we 
test ourselves, we remain heirs to our 
ancestry. We are still new to our preda-
tory status and lacking full confidence 
in our dominance. Even our need to 
test and refine our combative systems 
becomes a ritual in its own right. The 
significant difference is that testing and 
refinement unlike simple obedience at-
tempts to minimize the influence of 
our baser emotional reflexes and to en-
courage a more logical assessment of 
our progress. It invests greater value 
in those same cognitive traits that ini-
tially allowed us to achieve our domi-
nance rather than in the primal instincts 
which would have otherwise kept us 
prey. The modern warrior not only has 
the capacity but also the responsibility 
to build their combative systems on 
evidence rather than simply on faith. 
And as we continue to feel our ways 
towards self-realization, it will be our 
hands that will be eagerly seizing, test-
ing and leading the way.
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A LIFE IN AIKIDO

Authoritative biography of the founder of Aikido, 
published for the first time in English. The history 
of Japan’s martial traditions is replete with many 
outstanding individuals, but few ever attained the 
legendary status of Morihei Ueshiba. Throughout his 
extraordinary life he mastered an array of martial arts 
and techniques, including jujutsu and kendo, and end-
lessly devoted himself to the philosophies of Japan’s 
martial schools. He also had a deep knowledge of 
the practice of Shinto. Refining these traditions into 
a wholly new system, he founded Aikido the way of 
harmony. Going far beyond simple methods of attack 
or self-defense, Aikido seeks to dispel any aggression 
through harmony, thus ultimately promoting peace. 
Through its unique aspect of both preserving the 
heritage of the classical fighting arts and applying 
them within the context of contemporary society, 
Aikido has quickly become one of the most respected 
martial arts in the world. In this engaging and compel-
ling biography, the Founder’s son Kissomaru Ueshiba 
details the life of this remarkable man, from his early 
years as a youth in the turbulent Meiji era to his death 
in 1969. Incorporating many first-hand accounts 
and anecdotes with historical documents, the author 
weaves a fascinating narrative of the Founder’s life, 
and with great fondness tells of his own memories of 
the man who would come to be known as O Sensei 
great teacher. 

About the Author
Morihei Ueshiba was born in Western Japan in 1883. 
After mastering classical styles of judo, kendo, and 
jujutsu, he created Aikido, an entirely original martial 
art, based on the spiritual teachings of the Omoto-kyo 
religion. After the Second World War, Morihei estab-
lished the Aikikai Foundation in Tokyo to promote 
the dissemination of Aikido throughout the world. 
Morihei died in 1969. Kisshomaru Ueshiba, the second 
Aikido Doshu (leader), after the founder and his father, 
Morihei Ueshiba. 
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MIND OVER MUSCLE

This book is a collection of the life’s work and essential 
teachings of Jigoro Kano, who founded Kodokan Judo 
in Tokyo in 1882. Kodokan Judo was for Kano the 
culmination of a lifelong devotion to the jujutsu of 
the past, which he reorganized along educational lines 
while taking great care to retain its classical traditions. 
In doing so, he opened the path from jutsu (skill) to do 
(way), and broadened the horizons of knowledge until 
he reached the point at which he began to advocate 
seiryoku zenyo (maximum efficiency) and jita kyoei 
(mutual prosperity), which represent the universality 
and ideal of human existence, and are the core values 
of judo. 
Throughout his life, Kano repeatedly remphasized 
grasping the correct meaning of judo and putting it 
into practice. That is to say, one must understand that 
judo is the way by which one can make the best use 
of one’s mental and physical energy, and put that into 
use for the good of society. Because judo was defined 
in this way, what had once merely fallen under the 
category of martial art—a fighting skill used to de-
fend against an attack—became subsumed into an 
altogether richer, more complex, and universal judo, 
which in turn evolved into a principle that can be 
applied across the spectrum of human life. The cir-
cumstances surrounding the development of judo are 
described throughout this book, as are its underlying 
principles, which the author believes have unibersal 
applicability to everyday life. 

This book is a collection of the life’s work and essential 
teachings of Jigoro Kano, who founded Kodokan Judo 
in Tokyo in 1882. Kodokan Judo was for Kano the 
culmination of a lifelong devotion to the jujutsu of 
the past, which he reorganized along educational lines 
while taking great care to retain its classical traditions. 

In doing so, he opened the path from jutsu (skill) to 
do (way), and broadened the horizons of knowledge 
until he reached the point at which he began to ad-
vocate seiryoku zenyo (maximum efficiency) and 
jita kyoei (mutual prosperity), which represent the 
universality and ideal of human existence, and are 
the core values of judo. 
Throughout his life, Kano repeatedly remphasized 
grasping the correct meaning of judo and putting it 
into practice. That is to say, one must understand that 
judo is the way by which one can make the best use 
of one’s mental and physical energy, and put that into 
use for the good of society. Because judo was defined 
in this way, what had once merely fallen under the 
category of martial art—a fighting skill used to 
defend against an attack—became subsumed into 
an altogether richer, more complex, and universal 
judo, which in turn evolved into a principle that 
can be applied across the spectrum of human life. 
The circumstances surrounding the development of 
judo are described throughout this book, as are its 
underlying principles, which the author believes have 
unibersal applicability to everyday life. 

This book will be an invaluable addition to the librar-
ies of all judo practitioners around the world.
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