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"THE INTERPRETATION OF KATA FOR SELF-DEFENSE"
This thesis is presented as a requirement of the Instructor Trainee Program of the Japanese Shotokan Karate-Do Association of Michigan under the instruction of Sensei James V. Morrone, Jr.

The ideas presented and discussed in this thesis are the interpretations of the author based upon 15 years of training in karate-do and knowledge gained from the writings of various authors.
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INTRODUCTION

Proverb - "When two tigers fight, one is bound to get hurt.


The other will be dead."

Anyone watching a National Geographic program showing two tigers fighting soon realizes that the scenario is not very pretty.  Dirt is flying, guttural angry noises are heard, blood is lost in a blur of fur.  Each animal is struggling to survive, to expose and rip open the other's throat.  Each animal is struggling to defend his territory, his family, himself - Self‑defense.

The definition of self-defense, as quoted from Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary , 1984,

1.
A plea of justification for the use of force or for homicide;

2.
The act of protecting oneself, one's property, or a close relative.  

HOMICIDE?!  Possibly.  Self-defense is used when your LIFE is threatened.   Only one person is going to survive with serious consequence.  If you are in threat of YOUR LIFE, can you become a fighting tiger?  How can an individual develop this potential?

Martial artists can achieve this through the practice of kata.   "Kata is self-defense."1  "The prime purpose of kata training is to remove you from the restrictions of form, to allow you to become 

truly free."2  That is the goal, but one must start at the beginning.  One has to learn to drive a car before competing in the Indy 500.


I.  KATA'S PURPOSE
Formal Form
In the martial art of Karate-Do, the way of the empty hand, one of the three aspects of training is the practice of forms, Kata.  The other two aspects are Kihon, basics, and Kumite, sparring.  Kata, a series of prearranged techniques, are the formal exercises of karate-do.

The key word here is "formal".  The performance of the kata is strictly outlined.  Every aspect of the exercise is described from both a physical and mental perspective.  The way one begins the kata - one's mental attitude, zanshin (awareness), the bow, body posture, the opening stance (kamae), the line of performance (embusen), every individual technique, every hand and foot position - to the way it is finished is delineated.   The emphasis is on performance, maximum training length and precision of stances, full action of the technique, with the proper mental attitude.  This is the very first stage of training.  

The role of kata in karate training programs serves many purposes.  Basically it will teach the student movement, rhythm, and coordination.3  Because the kata involves the use of the entire body, it is an ideal form of physical exercise.  The student can also practice kihon, basic techniques, as well as learn kumite, sparring techniques, during its performance.  Even more so, within the kata are the techniques necessary for self-defense.  The practitioner imagines him/herself to be surrounded by a number of imaginary opponents.  The building blocks to challenge and strengthen both the mental and physical character are established.

Each of the katas each has its own unique set of characteristics.  The movements have a certain theme and agenda to them.  A specific skill or skills can be learned.   One movement flows into the next.  They tell a story.  It is said that the end of one kata is the beginning of the next.3  Some kata can also generate a type of energy when performed correctly.2
There are two types of kata.3  One is a body building form in which the movements are expansive and give the impression of power and strength.  The other's purpose is to build lightning fast reactions.  Each kata develops its theme through repetitive training of a technique.  An example of the first type is Bassai-dai, which means to penetrate a fortress.  To develop this type of power the kata concentrates on hip development.  The kata, Empi, is characteristic of the second type.  This kata develops the ability to change stances quickly, applying the grasping and pulling techniques characteristic of the swallow.

A student must learn the sequence of movements first, naturally.  This does not take long, one to two years.  The coordination of the techniques and mastery of performance takes longer.  It may take a student decades to learn the self-defense techniques within the form.  To accomplish this the student must delve deeper within the kata, beyond the external movements.  

The katas we practice were created a long time ago by men who used their martial arts, not to win trophies, but to kill people.  These men probably knew much, much more about their art then most students will ever learn.  They had the practical experience of the battlefield to polish and refine their techniques.  Imagine the tigers.

The intentions of the creator of the kata must also be studied.  He was very specific in the kata's development.  Why did he put these movements into this pattern?   Is there an associated emphasis on breathing, on stance?  Most individuals train in karate-do for the purposes of health and longevity; a life long study.  The creators of the kata were training for self-preservation.  The katas were practiced to develop certain skills.

It also must be realized that not all the techniques are what you see them to be, Omote.  Martial artists have the secretive habit of disguising their techniques.   These movements are the Ura, the hidden moves.  They are discovered by the serious student after years of practice.

Some founders of the various styles of karate changed the katas to conform more characteristicly with the elements of their particular style.  Gichin Funakoshi, the founder of Shotokan karate, made many changes in the development of Shotokan to accentuate its use for health and physical fitness.  He elongated many stances with this purpose in mind.  In the original katas where a neko-dachi or neko-ashi dachi (cat stances) were performed he elongated them into kokutsu-dachi (back stance).   Consequently, the emphasis in training was on improving physical health, with the added potential of learning self-defense.  Sensei Funakoshi also developed the lower level katas, the five Heians, from the kata, Kankudai, to be used for physical conditioning as well.2
This strictness and formalness is even more obvious if one trains solely for the purpose of sport competition.  Katas performed at tournaments are scored on precision and aesthetic appeal.  Effectiveness of technique is not scored.  Points are deducted if there is the slightest inconsistency or, heaven forbid, the karate-ka does not land on the exact spot on the floor she started from.  

How the technique looked to others while it was being performed was of no importance to the classical warrior.  The only guiding philosophy was self-preservation.  Therein lies the secret to the interpretation of kata for self‑defense.  We must include in our practice of Do, the way, the attitude of Jutsu, the art of maiming or killing.  Study the self-defense techniques of kata with the intention of using them to save your life.

Study the outside movements to develop physical skills and study the internal (hidden) meaning for strategy.


II.  INTERPRETING THE KATA

BUNKAI - APPLICATION
Once the external movements are mastered, the next step in interpreting kata for self-defense is to study the meaning of the movements and techniques, and to be able to use these against a real attack.  It is absolutely necessary to STUDY THE MEANING OF THE MOVEMENTS AND PRACTICE THEIR APPLICATIONS.  As discussed, the application is not always obvious.

When a kata is introduced, simple direct bunkai, are taught.  The kata is interpreted exactly as it is performed.  The first technique of Heian Shodan is initially described as a downward block applied against a kick from your attacker's right leg to your left ribs.  You step 900 into your left blocking the attacking leg.  When the attacker steps backward, you step forward with your right side and counter-attack with a lunge punch, oi-zuki.  In my opinion, the defender would need to be very strong and fearless to step into an opponent's leg to deal directly with the force of their strength.  As a woman, I've learned through my training that I might be fearless at times, but I am not that strong.

The next phase in learning the application for this technique is to modify it accordingly.   The same downward block is used but as the defender steps 900 backward to the right with the right leg and counter-attacks with oi-zuki or gyaku-zuki (reverse punch), depending on the opponent's distance.  One also has the option of changing his stance in place, thus still counter-attacking with oi-zuki.  In this application, the attacker does not have to move back.  This sounds more logical.  I can give myself some room by stepping backward, and perhaps slightly off to one side.  I don't have to deal with the strength or weight of the attacking leg.  It also offers me a fraction of a second of time.  

The techniques have begun to be modified.  When applying these techniques with a partner, one will come across all types of variables.  One person may be short, another tall.  Consequently, the defender may have to add a slight shift in stance forward or backward to accommodate this distance.  Another partner may be clumsy and step awkwardly.  To adjust for this one may need to move on an angle or to one side.

When working with a partner, the attack will be specific.  For example, step in punch, oi-zuki, with the right side.  What would happen if the attack was a step in gyaku-zuki, reverse punch, or even step in with the left side?  Can you still apply the technique?  I have witnessed my Sensei, and other senseis, apply the same defensive technique to a variety of attacks.  They were all effective.  Another thing to consider is that the thug on the street won't be so cooperative.  

The third phase of interpretation is not to "block" at all.  This is a very advanced level, not willingly shown to the average student.  Instead, apply direct attacks to pressure points or nerve centers on the body.  The downward action of the left hand is now a strike to a nerve center on the inside of the upper thigh causing an immediate reaction from my attacker.  Ideally, his other leg will collapse and he will fall down.  The punch is now a jodan attack to his head as he is on the ground.  This phase also includes the use of the reverse (or opposite) hand, termed gyaku-te, to use the draw hand as well in applying techniques.  I haven't reached that level, so I can't explain it further as this point.

These three phases of learning encompass decades of training.  And  we are only studying the first movement from a basic "conditioning" form.

We start our study of kata with the five Heian katas.  These must be studied and mastered.  To learn self-defense, we should use the advanced katas as our guide.  These were the katas created to develop self-preservation skills.  The movements are freer.  The stances change from outside tension to inside tension.  Some of the blocking and attacking techniques are circular in nature, not obviously linear.  A variety of hand techniques are used.  Some are open and unusual as compared to the seiken (fist) and shuto (knife-hand) techniques usually studied.  The fight will be an ever-changing environment to which we must react with the appropriate technique.


III.  FORMLESS FORM2
When two-person exercises are practiced in the dojo, there is always an outline.  This exercise in itself could be considered a kata.  Even during the practice of bunkai, one must attack with a specific type of punch from one side of the body, or punch from a certain distance in a certain direction for the sake of practice.  Remember, the attacker in the street won't be so helpful.

Self-defense goes beyond the dojo into the arena of the "street" where anything and everything is legitimate.  Dirty tricks are the norm.  One must take the techniques and strategies learned from kata and use them without thought or effort.

Self-defense can also be considered the "performance of kata".  Of course, it will be one hell of a kata for the fight for your life.  All of the physical and mental development perfected in training will be utilized.  The techniques of kata will be applied as learned.  Adapt the techniques for effectiveness and distance as discussed in the previous section on bunkai. Other necessary modifications will be needed in stance and direction of execution.

STANCE
When kata techniques are applied for self-defense the most noticeable modification will be in stance.  First, there won't be time to take a long, deep training stance.  Stand higher, to move more easily.  Front stance will be one foot in front of the other.  Kiba dachi; a step wider than natural stance.  Back stance will revert to neko-dachi, cat stance, a short front stance with more pressure on the back leg.  We've returned to the body posture we came into the dojo with - natural, comfortable.

DIRECTION
Move in any direction you have to.  This is the second biggest modification.  We take our katas too literally.  Must Heian Shodan begin with a step-in down block, step-in punch?  No!  As discussed, when learning bunkai one must adapt the technique to the distance and reaction of the attacker.

Self-defense movements are hidden in the kata.  Every time you move sideways at a 900 angle, you are actually defending against an attack at a 450 angle.4  The technique will more likely be applied while stepping backward or on an angle.  We take the katas too literally to think that a blocking technique would only be applied while stepping forward.

Minor Modifications
You should forget all the names of your katas at this point.  Don't think about performing any particular one.  Your reactions must be instantaneous.   When acting in self-defense one must react spontaneously, and try to stay relaxed.  The strictness of performance will be unrecognizable. 

ATTITUDE - "Ikken hisatsu - Kill with one blow."

You are not performing anymore, you are defending your life.  Stay calm but become as ferocious as the tiger.  You must remove yourself from this situation as quickly as possible.  If you cannot escape, eliminate the threat.  Concentrate on executing the technique or combination of techniques.  Borrow different techniques from different katas.  The struggle will be an ever changing situation.  Flow with it and take control of your opponent.

COURTESY - "Every kata begins and ends with a bow."

Forget it.  The attacker on the street or in your home isn't going to bow and take kamae.  We have moved instantly from DO, the way, to JUTSU, maiming or killing.  FACT:  Somebody is going to get hurt, we are in the battle field now.

Some concepts of kata will not be modified.  One's awareness, zanshin, of the situation should be on "red alert".  See everything.  Do not underestimate or overestimate the skills or mental attitude of your attacker.  Be prepared.


SUMMARY
In summary, kata is the exercise for the karate-ka to learn all the necessary skills needed to defend her life.  The strictness and formalness of the training should be the hardest situation you ever faced, not the upcoming battle.  When the time comes one must be 100 percent ready.

Obviously, some aspects of the kata will be interpreted differently.  There simply won't be time to take a long stance.  In fact, you might be caught completely off-guard, and have to defend yourself from an unbalanced position.  The attacks may come from several directions.  You will need to apply defensive techniques from all of them.

It will be necessary to become a vicious animal.  You are not practicing DO anymore.  Courtesy and morality are not a priority.  Survival is.  The techniques must be effective.

Gichin Funakoshi found more honor in avoiding a fight than starting one.  He believed there was more courage in fleeing a confrontation than in defeating an enemy.  He spent his whole life trying to achieve the "true spirit of Karate".  He felt once karate was used for self-defense, even as a last resort, it became a matter of life and death and somebody was going to get injured.


PRACTICE YOUR KATA DAILY.
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