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KARATE = empty hand.  KARATE-DŌ = the way of the empty hand. KARATE-JUTSU = Karate techniques intended to maim or kill.  Does it matter who’s hand we consider”  The strong, developed, well-trained hand, or the delicate, soft hand?  Male or female? As Master Gichin Funakoshi outlined the martial art of Shotokan karate, the physical development of the art is based on three areas of training: Kihon – basics, Kata  - forms, Kumite – sparring.  Also included is a mental and spiritual development.  An art anyone can train in to discover his or her physical and mental capabilities.

Today we do not train necessarily in this art to learn to kill.  Perhaps defend oneself against an adversary, but we must contend with the sophisticated weaponry available, i.e., guns, semi-automatic guns, automatic guns, guns, guns, etc.  If our intent then is not Jitsu , but rather Dō , we must face other types of threatening situations and learn from them, i.e., ourselves, other people, physical, verbal or mental confrontations.

One advantage a woman has in dealing with daily situations is that she will usually not resort to a physical confrontation to resolve an issue.  She values her facial features, and doesn’t want to be punched or kicked.  A woman’s ego doesn’t put a priority on being “tough”.  In Karate, this can be positive for a woman because she won’t be so quick to accept a punch to her self so she can punch her opponent.  Women can be aggressive when needed though, i.e., a mother defending her young.  This spirit can be strengthened in daily training.

A man, who weighs the same in pounds as a woman, might be shorter but will be twice as strong.  Because of less bulk and muscular strength, a woman doesn’t have to work against it in training.  Her muscles may be more relaxed and able to learn new techniques more easily.  Because she isn’t trying “to be strong”, I believe a woman has more persistence in her training “to become strong”.  Karate nurtures a physical development in body connection and a balance between the muscles, with the added bonus of a well-shaped and toned body.

What about mental development?  Women have no trouble doing basics or kata.  Many women excel in kata, having the best form.  Let’s talk kumite.  OH NO!   Three-step – “No problem.”  One-step – “No problem.”  Tai-sabaki (body shifting) – “Okay”. Jyu-ippon (one step free sparring) – “Do I have to?”  Free sparring - “No thanks.”  Now wait a minute!  Isn’t that a goal in karate – to learn to fight?  Not necessarily.  Perhaps, we should think in terms of “dealing with the situation”.  Sometimes women are not interested in sparring with other women, even same height and weight.  Men are definitely out of the question.  Okay, bruises don’t look good and broken bones take too long to heal.  Can we learn to avoid these and still learn about distance, timing, and hitting when necessary?  YES!

Karate doesn’t only mean inflicting pain on others, but also learning to defend one’s self.  After learning to punch, one learns to block.  Defense: self-defense.  Using all the resources of training the ability to defend one’s self should increase daily.  Whether facing the 6’4”, 230 lb. weight lifter, to feeling equal to the 5’2”, 103 lb teenager, a woman should train to develop her sense of reaction.

It helps if Sensei is aware of a woman’s concerns and assists in advising her on ways to deal with situations.  (Remember though, Sensei won’t be with you in the shopping mall parking lot when someone wants your purse, or you.)  Women must learn how to hit something, whether it’s the makiwara (which can be done without bloodying your knuckles), a hanging bag (good for punching and kicking), knuckle pushups, or the male volunteer in front of you.  It also aids if a women is hit (in a controlled manner) in the body, once in a while.

Women can succeed in Karate, just as they have in the Business world.  Of the numbers of people who join the dojo, the percentage of women who attain Black Belt is much higher than that of men.  The woman’s less muscular body can work to her advantage, if she trains to develop it muscularly. Her mental persistence will enable her to perfect her basics and kata.  In kata, her fighting spirit can be developed against an “imaginary” opponent.  And if she relates kumite to self-defense with the goal of one effective technique – IKKEN HISSATSU, rather than brawling, she can develop her timing, speed and distance.  OSU!
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