
Budo
Budo  is a Japanese  term that encompasses the entire scope 
of ancient and modern Japanese martial arts. It means the 

"Martial Way," and is also referred to as the "Way of War."



                 Gozo Shioda    
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Kendo is derived from swordsmanship (kenjutsu) and uses bamboo 
swords  and  extensive,  protective  armor.  It  is  widely  practiced  as  a 
discipline and as a sport in Japan and in many other countries.

Today, ideally,  a Japanese corporation owns an eight-story building, 
the top floor being a  dojo (practice hall).  Employees practice  Kendo 
daily, and then apply its principles at the business planning and 

.
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Some historians suggest that the Japanese sword may have emerged 
sometime around the Heian Era (794-1185) and used as a weapon by a 
tribe that specialized in cavalry battles in northern Japan.

When too many warriors died from blows from these oaken swords, 
Naganuma  Shirōzaemon  Kunisato invented  the  shinai (bamboo 
sword), along with elaborate, protective armor and padding, during the 
Shotoku Era (1711–1715). 
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Iaido
The Way of Drawing the Sword

 Iaido is a Japanese martial art that emphasizes quick drawing of the 
sword in response to a sudden attack. It is not a sport. It is similar to 
western  gunfighters  facing  off  on  a  dusty  street,  except  swords  are 
involved.  Battodo is an older term for this art.

Iaido is  composed  of  fast,  smooth,  controlled  movements  when 
drawing the sword from its scabbard, striking or cutting an opponent, 
removing blood from the blade,  and then replacing the sword in its 
scabbard.

One of the most famous scenes in samurai films involves Sanjuro,1 who 
dispatches his worthy opponent faster than you can say “draw.”

1 These low-resolution clips from Sanjuro ©1962 by Toho Co. Ltd, are considered fair use as they 

describe the subject under discussion better than any other available source.
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Kyudo
The Way of Archery 

 Kyudo is the Japanese martial art of archery. It is based on kyujutsu 
(the "art of archery"), which was prominent among the samurai class of 
feudal Japan. The origin of archery in Japan is pre-historical.
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                                           Jodo
    The Way of the Staff

Jodo, "the way of the staff," is 
a  Japanese  martial  art  that 
employs a short staff called 
jo.  The  art  is  similar  to 
bojutsu, and is mainly used 
for  defense  against  the 
sword.

A  jo is  about  four  feet 
long.  A bo is  longer, 
usually  around  six 
feet.  A  hanbo (half 
bo) is three feet long.

 

 

or subdue him with a pin, or otherwise force him to submit with a joint 
lock or a choke. 

Strikes or kicks, as well as weapons defenses, are included, but only in 
pre-arranged forms (kata), and are not allowed in judo competition.

Judo developed  from  jujutsu,  the  “gentle  technique,”  a  method  of 
close combat used tor defeating an armed and armored warrior, using 
either a short weapon or none at all.  It's not really so “gentle.”
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Karatedo
The Way of the Empty Hand

Kara (“empty”),  and  te (“hand”),  form  Karate,  the  do (“way”)  of 
empty hand fighting. That means “no weapons,” except maybe for the 
opponent, who may be armed, armored, agitated, and angry.

The  term  Shotokan refers  to  a  system  of 
Karate refined  from  Okinawa-te and  other 
martial  arts by   Gichin Funakoshi (“Shoto" 
1868-1957) and his son, Gigo (1906-1945).

Funakoshi trained  many  students  at  various 
universities  and other  dojos,  many  of  whom 
went  on to  teach  karate after  he  died.  But 
disputes,  notably  the  idea  that  contests  are 
averse to the spirit of  karate, resulted in the 
rise of several distinct organizations.

The  initial  split  saw  the  formation  of  the 
Japan Karate Association (JKA - overseen by 
Masatoshi  Nakayama)  and  the  Shotokai 

(headed by Motonobu Hironishi and Shigeru Egami), which eventually 
led to many other  organizations.  Thus,  today there  is  not  a  distinct 
"Shotokan style," but they are all derived from the Funakoshi's (father 
and son) original formation.
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The Legend of Daruma
The First Patriarch of Zen

Bodhidharma was  a  Buddhist  monk  who  lived 
around  500  AD.  He  was  the  transmitter  of 
Chan (Zen) Buddhism to China. 

Having  left  India,  he  crossed  over  the 
Himalayas  on  foot  and  arrived  in  China, 
where he found Buddhist  monks who were 
the  favorite  victims  of  bandits  and 
highwaymen,  simply  because  they  were 
terribly weak and very docile. 

Bodhidharma told the monks he would shape 
them  up,  and  he  started  them  in  physical 
training at the  Shaolin Monastery. which 
led to the creation of Shaolin kung  fu. 

In Japan, he is known as Daruma.

In 1429, three separate kingdoms on the Okinawa 
islands united to form the  Ryukyu Kingdom. When King  Sho Shin 
came into power in 1477, he banned all  practice of martial arts. But 
hand-to  hand  combat  and  Ryukyu weaponry 
continued to be taught in secret.

The  prohibition  was  renewed  and  continued 
after 1609, when  Ryukyu was invaded and 
occupied by the Japanese. This restriction 
only  added  to  the  development  of 
kobudo, which uses common household 
and farming tools as weapons. 

Then the Okinawans combined martial 
arts  techniques  that  they  learned  from 
Chinese pirates with their kobudo to form 
Tode (“China  hand”),  which  today  is 
known as Okinawa-te.

Although the Japanese samurai  were armed 
and armored, they were certainly not immune 
to concern when they found their  warriors 
dead, with their limbs and heads torn off.
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In  1722,  when  the  Okinawan  martial  artist  Sakugawa created 
karate-no-sakugawa,  the  character  “kara”  meant  “China.”  Much 
later, in 1921, after Gichin Funakoshi had introduced karate to Japan, 
the meaning of kara changed to “empty.”

Funakoshi’s designation of the character  kara as "empty, as opposed 
to  "China,”  created  a  sinister  reaction  in  Okinawa,  and  Funakoshi 
chose to stay indefinitely in Tokyo, where it was safer. It is said that he 
had to dodge several assassins who were sent from the Ryukyu Islands.

Funakoshi absolutely forbade any form of competition or combat, to 
the  point  of  expelling  students  that  he  caught  competing  with each 
other in order to see who was best.

Since  combat  practice  and  aggression  were  forbidden,  the  karate 
students  never  went  looking  for  trouble.  They  simply  went  to  the 
underworld of Tokyo, where trouble would find them.
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There are two paths in  karate. One side earns a black belt and then 
continues climbing up the ladder to higher and higher levels of dan.

The other side gets a black belt (shodan - first degree), but pursues no 
higher  grade,  because  those  higher  levels  are  filled  with  political 
problems and personal difficulties that don't arise if one desists.

 

                  Hidetaka Nishiyama 1963
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      Aikido
The Way of Spirit Harmony

 Aikido  is  a  Japanese  martial  art  developed  by 
Morihei  Ueshiba as  a  synthesis  of  his  martial  arts 
studies,  philosophy,  and  religious  beliefs.  Aikido is 
variously translated as "the way of unifying (with) life 
energy" or as "the way of harmonious spirit."

Ueshiba's goal was to create an art that practitioners 
could use to defend themselves while also protecting 
their attacker from injury. It is non-violent defense.

Aikido techniques  consist  of  entering  and  turning 
movements  that  redirect  the  momentum  of  an 
opponent's attack, and usually follow up with a throw 
or joint lock that terminates the technique.

Aikido derives mainly from the martial art of Daitō-
ryū Aiki-jujutsu, but diverged from it in the late 1920s, 
partly due to  Ueshiba's involvement with the Omoto-
kyo religion. 

Ueshiba's senior students 
displayed different styles of Aikido, 
depending in part on when they 
studied with him. 

But they all shared the 
techniques formulated by 

Ueshiba and most had 
concern for the well-
being of the attacker.
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The History of Aikido
Early Times

MORIHEI UESHIBA was born in 1883 in the rural village of  Tanabe, 
Japan.  He was the only surviving son of a prosperous father and a 
cultured mother who considered him their “gift from heaven.”  His pre
mature birth hindered his physical  development.  When he was fully 
grown, he was just a little more than five feet tall.

Morihei was a weak, sickly child. His father,  Yoroku, was concerned 
about  the  boy’s  physique  and  encouraged  him  to  engage  in  Sumo 
wrestling, swimming, and running. The need for strength was further 
exhibited when he watched his father being beat up by associates of a 
rival politician. He vowed at that time, "This will never happen to me!"

At age six, he went to study at the Jizoderu Temple, but he had little 
interest in the study of  Confucian philosophy. Instead, he wanted to 
learn meditation, chants, and religious rites from Buddhist priests.

He was restless in his youth, changing from one occupation to another. 
At the age of 18, he was drawn to the martial arts, particularly jujutsu.

In 1903, he was drafted for military service, but he 
failed the physical  examination,  being shorter than 
the required height of five feet two inches. To correct 
this, he stretched his spine by fastening weights to his 
legs and hanging from trees. When re-examined, he 
had  heightened  himself  by  one  half-inch  and 
was  accepted  into  the  infantry.  He served on 
the front lines during the Russo-Japanese War, 
and was discharged in 1907. 

The Daito-ryu Aikijujutsu Roots of Aikido
In  his  early  years,  Morihei studied  jujutsu,  performing  the  usual 
menial  duties  of  a  uchi-deshi,  a  live-in  student,  which  included 
cleaning and sweeping, plus paying his teacher 100 yen (about $50) for 
each technique that he was taught.

Later,  Ueshiba studied  Daito-ryu  Aikijujutsu with  Sokaku  Takeda. 
Takeda was fifty-four years old when Ueshiba met him at the Hisada 
Inn in Engaru, Hokkaido, late in February of 1915. 
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Morihei Ueshiba                         Sokaku Takeda
1883 - 1969                                              1859 - 1943

Ueshiba received a teaching certificate in Daito-ryu Aikijujutsu from 
Sokaku Takeda in 1922, and he had also studied  judo with Kiyoichi 
Takagi in Tanabe way back in 1911.

As  a  young  man,  Ueshiba developed  about  200  self-defense  forms, 
some of which he had learned from Takeda.

Onisaburo Deguchi

In  November  1919,  Ueshiba left 
Shirataki to  return  to  Tanabe to 
visit his ailing parent. 

On the way,  however,  he detoured 
to  Ayabe, near  Kyoto, to visit with 
 Onisaburo Deguchi (1871 - 1948), 
the spiritual leader of the Omoto-kyo 
religion in Ayabe. 

Ueshiba became  a  student  of  the 
Omoto-kyo. In 1920, Deguchi asked 
him to be  the group's  martial  arts 
instructor. 

A  dojo,  the first that  Ueshiba was 
to found, was built on the religious 
center's property. 
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In  1921,  the  Japanese  police  raided  the 
compound and destroyed all  of the main 
buildings  on  the  site,  also  arresting 
Deguchi on  charges  of  lèse-majesté 
(insulting  the  Emperor).  Ueshiba's dojo 
was  not  damaged.  In  the  following  two 
years he worked with  Deguchi to rebuild 
the group's center. 

He become involved in farming work. 

His  son,  Kisshomaru Ueshiba,  was born 
in the summer of 1921.

            Ueshiba 1921

Ueshiba in his Ayabe dojo 1922

Although  the  exact  time  frame  is  uncertain,  Morihei,  like  a  ronin 
(masterless samurai)  with his  bokken (wooden sword).,  traveled all 
around to visit various dojos in order to challenge its practitioners in 
traditional samurai style. He was unbeatable.

“However,” he thought, "I am strong now and no one can defeat me. 
But the time will come when I will grow old, and some younger man 
will come along and overcome me."

So he set about developing a style of self-defense that was dependent 
upon ki (“spirit”) and not upon physical strength.
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In 1922, Ueshiba organized his own style of aikijujutsu, which he called 
aiki-bujutsu. He later used this as the foundation upon which to create 
his own martial art. 

He traveled to China, twice no less, in order to observe the 
Chinese martial arts. He then incorporated those  kung fu 
concepts  into  his  aiki-bujutsu.  Observers  have  noted 
some  similarities  between  Aikido and  the  internal 
teachings of Tai Chi Chuan and Ba Gua Zhang.

In  1924,  Onisaburo  Deguchi took  a  group  of  Omoto-kyo disciples, 
including  Morihei,  on a  trip  to  Mongolia  … at  the  invitation  of  the 
associates of the ultra-nationalist Black Dragon Society. Deguchi's 
intent was to establish a new religious kingdom in Mongolia, and to 
this  end he  had  distributed  propaganda  suggesting  that  he  was  the 
reincarnation of Genghis Khan (ha ha).

For having affiliated with the Mongolian bandit, Lu Zhankui, Deguchi's 
group was arrested in  Tongliao by the Chinese police. This was very 
fortunate for  Ueshiba, mainly because  Lu and his men were simply 
executed by a firing squad. The Japanese group was transferred to the 
custody of the Japanese consul. They returned under guard to Japan, 
where Deguchi was imprisoned.

Ueshiba returned to Ayabe and started a discipline of spiritual training, 
retreating on a regular basis by himself to the mountains, or meditating 
under the  Nachi Waterfalls. As his skill as a martial artist increased, 
his fame spread. He was challenged by many proven martial artists and 
subsequently,  some of  these  became his  students  after  having  been 
soundly defeated. 

The First Vision
Morihei was on a spiritual quest and was transformed by three visions. 
The first occurred in 1925, when he was forty-two years old. He had 
just come down from one of his mountain meditational retreats, during 
which he perceived a method of non-resistance in combat. 

Talking to a visiting, military acquaintance, who was wearing his army 
samurai sword, he said, "I can defeat a man armed with a sword."

The officer bristled and replied, "No you can't!"

They argued about it for a while and then the frustrated man drew his 
sword, saying, "Well, let's see you prove it!"
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After  this  high-ranking swordsman was  defeated  by  Morihei simply 
avoiding  all  his  cuts  and  thrusts,  the  officer  sank  exhausted  to  his 
knees. He said, "Yes, you can do it."

Ueshiba turned away, walked out into his garden, and ...

"Suddenly the earth trembled. Golden vapor welled up from the 
ground and engulfed me. I felt transformed into a golden image, 
and  my  body  seemed  as  light  as  a  feather.  All  at  once  I 
understood the nature of creation: the Way of a Warrior is to 
manifest Divine Love, a spirit that embraces and nurtures all 
things. Tears of gratitude and joy streamed down my cheeks. I 
saw the entire earth as my home, and the sun, moon, and stars 
as  my  intimate  friends.  All  attachment  to  material  things 
vanished."

In 1930, Morihei moved to Mejiro, where Jigoro Kano, the founder of 
Judo, observed a demonstration by Ueshiba in his Mejiro dojo.

Kano said, "This is the ideal martial art," subsequently sending several 
of his students from the Kodokan to study aiki-bujutsu.

An Interesting Story

  Gozo Shioda began 
training under Ueshiba in 

1932. His training as a live-
in student continued for 

eight years. 

During this period, he 
witnessed a fabulous feat 

and recounted it as follows:. 

 According to his tale, six 
trained army officers with 
"Olympic-level shooting 
ability" were unable to 

shoot O-Sensei ...

The six men positioned themselves, aiming at Ueshiba Sensei. 
While staring at him, I kept thinking helplessly that twenty-
five  meters  is  a  considerable  distance,  and I  was wondering 
what on earth Sensei could do from there.
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One, two, three. The six revolvers fired at the same time and a 
cloud of dust whirled around us. Then, suddenly, one of the six 
marksmen was flying through the air!  What had happened? 
Before we could figure it out, Sensei was standing behind the 
six men, laughing into his beard.

We all were bewildered. I really and truly could not understand 
what had happened. Not just me, but everyone present was so 
stunned that we could not find words to express our shock. 

The six inspectors were not yet convinced and asked if Sensei 
could do it again. "All right," he answered indifferently.

Once again, the six barrels were aimed at Ueshiba Sensei and were 
fired. This time the inspector at the edge of the group flew into the 
air. In exactly the same way as before, Ueshiba Sensei was standing 
behind the six inspectors before we knew what was happening. 

I  was  dumbfounded.  That  time  I  had  promised  myself  to  watch 
carefully in order to see exactly what Sensei was doing.  But even 
though I had tried very hard, I was completely unable to see how he 
had moved.
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In 1936, Ueshiba renamed his art Aiki Budo.  In 1938, he published a 
book on it ...
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A middle-aged man
in a kimono

Ueshiba in Tokyo - 1939

The Second Vision
The second vision took place in December of 1940. 

"Around two o'clock in the morning, as I was performing ritual 
purification, I suddenly forgot every martial art technique I ever 
learned. All of the techniques handed down from my teachers 
appeared  completely  anew.  Now  they  were  vehicles  for  the 
cultivation  of  life,  knowledge,  virtue,  and  good  sense,  not 
devices to throw and pin people."

Between 1940 and 1942 he made several visits to the country that was 
called  Manchukuo (Japanese-occupied Manchuria) where he was the 
principal martial arts instructor at Kenkoku University.

Iwama
From 1935 onward, Ueshiba had been buying land in Iwama in Ibaraki 
Prefecture. In 1942, having acquired around 17 acres of farmland, he 
left Tokyo and moved to  Iwama, settling in a small cottage where he 
established the Aiki Shuren Dojo, also known as the Iwama dojo.
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Aikido and Ki Power

In 1942,  he came forth with a full-grown, modified martial  art.  The 
name "Aikido" became official and was registered with the Japanese 
Ministry of Education.

The new name was a combination of three separate ideas:  Ai means 
“harmony,” ki means “spirit” or “energy,” and do means “way.” He had 
also added elements of other ancient martial arts, including kenjutsu 
(swordsmanship) and kito-ryu jujutsu, and he included many martial 
arts techniques of his own. Emphasis was always placed on using ki to 
increase a person’s strength.

In  his  classes,  Ueshiba discouraged  his  students  from  copying  his 
movements and forms. Instead, he wanted them to practice a form so 
many times that it became part of their being. “Learn and forget,” he 
would say. “Make the technique a part of your body before you move 
on.”

The Third Vision
The third vision was in 1942, during the worst of the fighting of World 
War II, and in one of the darkest periods of human history.  Morihei  
had a vision of the Great Spirit of Peace, a path that could lead to the 
elimination  of  all  strife  and  the 
reconciliation. of humankind. 

" The  Way  of  the  Warrior  has  been 
misunderstood  as  a  means  to  kill  and 
destroy  others.  Those  who  seek 
competition are making a grave mistake. 
To smash, injure, or destroy is the worst 
sin a human being can commit. The real 
Way of a Warrior is to prevent slaughter. 
It is the Art of Peace, the power of love." 

Morihei secluded himself in the country during the war and devoted 
every minute of his life thereafter to refining and spreading  Aikido, 
the Art of Peace.

Despite the prohibition of the teaching of martial arts after World War 
II,  Ueshiba and  his  students  continued  to  practice  in  secret  at  the 
Iwama dojo. The  Hombu dojo in Tokyo was being used as a refugee 
center for citizens displaced by the severe firebombing.
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The prohibition against martial arts, at least for Aikido, was lifted in 
1948  with  the  creation  of  the  Aiki  Foundation,  established  by  the 
Japanese  Ministry  of  Education,  with  consent  from  the  Occupation 
forces. The Hombu dojo opened again in 1949. After the war, Ueshiba 
delegated  the  work  of  running  the  Hombu  dojo and  the  Aiki 
Federation  to his  son  Kisshomaru,  choosing  to  devote  his  time  to 
meditation,  calligraphy,  and  farming.  However,  he  still  traveled  to 
promote Aikido, including a trip to Hawaii in 1961. He also appeared 
in a television documentary: NTV's, The Master of Aikido, which aired 
in January 1960.

Through Aikido,  Ueshiba developed extraordinary self-defense skills. 
He could effortlessly throw or take down and pin opponents of much 
greater size, seemingly without effort.
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He could throw a dozen men simultaneously. He ordered his students 
to ambush him from eight directions and easily manipulated them to 
his  advantage  while  his  feet  stayed  within  a  circle  that  barely 
encompassed them.

In front of television cameras, Ueshiba challenged four men to lift him. 
Regardless  of  how  hard  they  tried,  his  down-turned  ki held  him 
motionless.

Another time, he wanted to demonstrate the positive attitude that  ki 
creates. He told an audience that he could will himself to become two-
thirds lighter than his own body weight. Twenty cups were filled with 
tea and arranged in  a circle.  He stepped up on the rim of  the  first 
teacup and then walked around the circle of cups. When the circle was 
completed, not a drop of tea had been spilled nor was even one delicate 
cup cracked.

In his later years, he was very kind and gentle, but there are stories of 
terrifying admonishments aimed at his students. For example, he once 
scolded  students  for  practicing  jo (staff)  strikes  on  trees  without 
wrapping them in protective padding.
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In 1969,  Ueshiba gave his final demonstration, on January 15, which 
you can see at https://youtu.be/OcwBO7dMYNo. 

He then became ill, and taught his last training session on March 10.

He was later taken to the hospital where he was diagnosed with cancer 
of the liver. 

He died suddenly on April 26, 1969.
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3.  All  assumptions,  statements,  considerations,  and  commentary 
related  to  magical-mystical-spiritual  correlation  with  dan is  to  be 
taken as true … 

                Wow!
                What a Master!

… but only under the assumption that the ryu (lineage) is 
cognizant  of  said  spiritual  values  and  states,  that  a 
candidate truly earns a valid dan, and not a politically- or 
… a macho- or an age-related promotion.

2 Frater O.M.  One Star in Sight. Public domain.
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4. A ryu is valid as a spiritual lineage based upon the actual dan (grade 
level)  attained by its  highest living member.  Departed founders and 
their  successors  may  be  revered  and  studied,  but  they  can  neither 
conduct examinations nor confer grades.
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Kyu
In the beginning there  was  a  black-belted  Sensei (teacher,  master, 
doctor) and a white-belted Deshi (student). 

One never washes a belt, because it 
will  slowly get darker over time … 
until it is black. Then it will become 
frayed  with  usage  and  age,  and 
slowly turn white again.

 Takayuki Mikami 9th dan
All Japan Champion 1958-61

First karateka to graduate
from JKA Instructor Training

Somewhere  along  the  timeline,  somebody  invented  the  brown  belt. 
Nishiyama said, “A brown belt is almost a Master! ”

Then somebody  added the green belt. It is between the white and the 
brown. Thus, colored belts became a reflection of the three orders of 
kyu, just exactly as numbered in the Tree of Life.

This  is  a  perfect  fit,  and  this 
was the way it was done in the 
early 1960s.

After that, clever  dojo owners, 
who  had  started  to  teach 
children,  figured  there  should 
be more colors, as an incentive 
to  keep  going.  Also,  each 
promotion meant the purchase 
of a new belt.

In old Japan, they had simply 
dyed  the  same  belt  a  darker 
color.
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Modern Kyu Belt Colors
And so it was that we ended up with a rainbow of belt colors.

When  you  put  on  your  gi 
(uniform)  for  the  first  time, 
you  are  automatically  a  10th 

kyu.  Unless  you’re  a  six  or 
seven year old child, there will 
be no examination for 9th kyu - 
one simply moves  on  to the 
8th kyu exam,  and  earns  a 
yellow belt.

There  will  be  no  benefit  in 
describing  any  details  of  the 
practices,  because  the  vary 
from ryu to ryu. 

But here’s  the point:  The path from 10th kyu to 1st 

kyu will include all the major techniques of the art 
under study. It is the probationary path, spread out 
over the entire  Tree of Life. It takes a young adult a 
minimum of three years, with five years more likely, 
assuming one practices three times a week.

In  Aikido,  for  example,  the  6th kyu green  belt  is 
earned  by  demonstrating  the  eight  fundamental 
procedures.  A  3rd kyu brown  belt  requires  the 
performance of the fifty basic techniques.

In  Karate,  a  3rd kyu brown belt  indicates  that  one 
has  demonstrated  proper  control,  and  is  therefore 
eligible to compete in tournaments.

In the 1960s, one egotistical fellow who practiced on 
Friday nights in the parking lots of bars, earned all 
the kyu, and then finally passed his black belt test. 

Immediately thereafter, he was so impossibly arrogant that Nishiyama 
took him into a small room, where he gave the guy a chance to attack 
him and, of course, to defend himself.

Nishiyama beat the stuffing out of him, without injury naturally, and 
then said, “Now you have a black belt. Now you begin to learn.”
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ONE DAN IN SIGHT
A glimpse of the structure and system of the Japanese Martial Arts

Budo consists of ten dan (levels, grades, or degrees), which are titled 
and numbered as follows:

Judan 10th degree

Kudan  9th degree

Hachidan 8th degree

Shichidan 7th degree

Rokudan 6th degree

Godan 5th degree

Yondan 4th degree

Sandan 3rd degree

Nidan  2nd degree

Shodan 1st degree                                                                         Koichi Tohei

The  dan ranking system is used by many Japanese systems to 
record the level of one's ability within a specific discipline. 
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ONE DAN AT A TIME
                                      The Ten Steps of a Black Belt

Probationer - (the ten kyu)  His principal 
business  is  to  begin  basic  practices  as 
instructed,  and  to  keep  going  regularly  for  a 
minimum of three years. 

Neophyte - 
(Shodan 1st degree)  

He must acquire perfect 
balance (both static and 

dynamic)  and 
demonstrate control of 

the physical body. 

Thus, he ties on a black 
belt, or perhaps the 

black sash of kung fu. 

This is the status of a 
“master” of his art, who 
may formally continue 

forward at this grade level 
forever. 

Or he may begin to climb 
the “steps” 
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Zelator - (Nidan 2nd degree)  His main work is 
to achieve success in kime (“focus of spirit”), 
as both a fixed point and as a moving point. 

He will demonstrate proper breath control. He also begins to study the 
concept of the harmonizing of spirit (ki). 

The “Harmonizing of  ki” leads to the way that everyone has 
heard  about,  but  didn’t  necessarily  believe,,  of  using  the 
opponent’s strength against him.

Practicus - (Sandan 3rd degree):   He is  expected to  complete  his 
intellectual training, and in particular to demonstrate all of the basic 
kata (forms) and movements, and how to apply them. A  Sandan is 
considered to be an example of technical perfection.

Sandan is  required  in  order  to  complete  formal  Instructor 
Training or formal Judge Training, upon completion of which 
he may become the chief instructor of his own dojo, or he may 
participate as a judge in competitive events.

The  fundamental  rule-of-thumb  is  that  anyone  can  train  a 
student  up to his  own level.  Formally,  one is  expected to be 
Sandan to teach independently, but lesser grades, even brown 
belts, may always act as assistant instructors.

Some brown belts have even been known to open their own dojo.
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Philosophus - (Yonndan 4th degree): He is expected to complete his 
basic  training,  with  emphasis  upon  his  ability  to  demonstrate  or 
explain the philosophy (the “fine points” and the “mental concepts”) of 
any given movement. He is tested in control of ki. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Adeptus Minor (without)  - (Godan 5th degree): He is expected to 
perform the martial arts version of the Great Work and to attain to a 
self-reliant ability to learn, refine, and apply advanced techniques. 

Adeptus (within) - (Godan 5th degree)  Is admitted to the practice of 
“spirit harmony” wherein the intentions of opponents are perceived as 
the are happening, or better yet: before they occur. 

Godan is the highest degree of technical perfection combined 
with what might be termed a telepathic ability.

In  Karatedo,  the highest degree awarded by  Funakoshi was 
Godan.  After his death,  the higher degrees were opened up, 
and Hidetaka Nishiyama was the first to be awarded the sixth 
degree.

Godan is the highest grade for competition. Above this level, 
the practitioners do not compete, although they often appear at 
competitive tournaments in order to present demonstrations. 
Also, kumite is prohibited for fellows over fifty years of age.

Grades conferred above  Godan are mainly a matter of  public 
relations. That is, they are based on what the practitioner has 
contributed to the promotion and refinement of his art.
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Adeptus (Major) - (Rokudan 6th degree)  Obtains a general mastery 
of  practical  Budo,  although  without  complete  comprehension  of  its 
universal  nature.  His  task  is  to  rectify  any  and  all  remaining 
misconceptions or misapplications, both conscious and subconscious.

In  Judo,  the  Rokudan,  Shichidan, 
and Hachidan (sixth,  seventh,  and 
eighth  degrees)  all  wear  a  red-and-
white belt.

Adeptus (Exemptus) - (Shichidan 7th degree) Completes in perfection 
all the above matters. 

A Shichidan will develop his own particular style (ryu) within 
his chosen art. He will become known as a leader of a school 
of thought, or of a style, or maybe as a Shihan.

Shihan is a Japanese term that is used in martial arts as an 
honorific  title  for  expert or  senior  instructor.  It  is  usually 
translated  as  "master  instructor."  The  use  of  the  term  is 
specific to any given school, and so is the process of actually 
becoming a Shihan.

In Aikido, for example, specific, distinctive
styles have been developed by 
many Shichidan and, of
course, higher grades.

Koichi Tohei
Smooth, powerful
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Gozo Shioda
  Lightning fast, heavy impact

                            This is hard-style Aikido

Christian Tissier
  Strong defense against Karate
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Steven Seagal
   The Aikidoka who became a Movie Star
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 Michiharu Mori

- the last uchi-deshi student of Gozo Shioda

411



In the western spiritual tradition, a great gap is said to exist between the 
seventh and the eighth degrees. It is called the Abyss.

It doesn't seem to be formally identified in the Japanese martial arts.

The  higher-ranking  practitioners  of  budo 
obviously undergo some sort transformation 
of consciousness, but they don't talk or write 
about it very much ... if at all. 

Between level seven and eight, they do seem 
to  change  from  a  moving  point to  a  fixed 
point,  but  that's  only  natural  considering 
they're in their fifties or sixties. They also like 
to  meditate  and  perform  kata under 
waterfalls,  which  we  will  accept  as  token 
symbolism of the budo abyss. 

 Gogen Yamaguchi                                     Nachi Falls 
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Magister Templi - (Hachidan 8th degree): He is a complete master 
teacher;  one  who  is  capable  of  leading  the  world  towards 
transformation, peace, and harmony.

At  this  rank,  the  formal  title  of  Kyoshi (“pure”)  may  be 
awarded.  The  world  doesn’t  see  or  hear  much  about 
Hachidan. He tends to be more on the unseen side, working 
quietly somewhere in the background. 

A Hachidan will sometimes perform movements that others 
perceive  as  a  manipulation  of  time  and/or  space.  In  other 
words,  onlookers  cannot  believe  their  eyes  -  they  usually  
think the movements are rehearsed.  We may be reminded of 
the strange qualities of the Quantum neurocircuit.

Nobuyuki Watanabe is an 8th dan instructor at the Aikikai Hombu Dojo in Tokyo. 
He is known for his soft, no-touch style of Aikido that leaves viewers scratching

            their heads after observing his technique. 3

Of Kendo Hachidan, Tarao Mori,
it was said,

“When he hits you, 
you don’t feel it in your head;

you feel it in your hara (abdomen).”

3 Viewable in motion at YouTube:  Search term: “Watanabe no-touch Aikido”

414



Magus - (Kudan 9th degree)  Attains to wisdom, promotes his art on a 
wide scale, and is a Master of Budo in its greatest and highest sense. 

In  Judo,  the  Kudan  and Judan 
(ninth and tenth) degrees) wear a red 
belt, and the honorific title of  Hanshi 
(“samurai”) may be awarded.

.

Ipsissimus - (Judan 10th degree):  He is  generally  beyond all  that 
which has been written above, and mostly beyond the comprehension 
of the lower degrees. 

In many arts, if his black belt hasn’t turned completely white 
with age and wear, a Judan removes it and ties on a white belt.

The beginner has become the master, who after a lifetime of 
training and teaching has, in the end, come to see the truth:

 They have always been just a white belt. The color itself was 
simply  a  convenient  illusion,  something to  sustain  their  Self 
until,  after  many  years  of  physical,  mental  and  spiritual 
training, the time comes when Self no longer matters.

 Kyuuzo Mifune                      Morihei Ueshiba                   Gozo Shioda

  Hirokazu         Kanazawa     Hidetaka           Nishiyama       
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It should be stated that these grades are not necessarily attained fully 
and in strict consecution, or manifested wholly on all planes. 

Grade  level  advancement  by  formal  examination  within  a  system  is 
traditionally linear (1  2  3  4, etc),  while personal progress might 
well draw from any level, all according to the genetic inheritance, plus 
any individual’s physical and spiritual capacity. 

This subject is very difficult and entirely beyond the limits of this little 
treatise, but at least this much may be said: A person’s operative grade  
level may be different from his or her formal grade level. 

There is an absolute prohibition against attacking another person. A 
basic rule is: Always let the other guy make the first move.

Of  course,  when  practicing,  someone must  make  the  first 
move, so everyone is trained in how to attack. But (“no hit”) 
control is required, so that nobody needs a doctor, or dies.

Making the first move in real life is 
the act of a disturbed person or a 
trained ninja assassin.

To be realistic,  we must admit that it's  mainly 
the  higher-ranking  Aikidoka who  are  capable  of 

demonstrating the amazingly effective ki phenomena. 
A competent brown belt in Karate can easily defeat 

most first-degree Aikidoka or any Tai Chi practitioner. 
This has been done ... repeatedly!

But when  Frater Shiva went against fifth-degree  Aikidoka 
(on two occasions),  the results  were completely  different - 

but at least he knew what took place.  And as for a ninth-degree (Koichi 
Tohei ) ?   Well, Shiva never even knew what happened!
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Tai Chi Grandmaster  Ma told  Bill Moyers, "It took me ten years to 
find my chi - but 30 years to learn how to use it." You can see him, well  
over the age 0f 90, using his chi, at   https://youtu.be/GnJ4IUj3HLg

Although some folks seem to have learned how to "use their chi/ki" in 
less than 30 years,  don't plan on using  Tai  Chi or  Aikido for self-
defense anytime in your first few years ... it probably won't work.

If  you  want  efficient  self-defense,  then head over  to your  local,  no-
nonsense,  Karate dojo. 

One evening in 2005, Hidetaka Nishiyama told Frater Shiva …
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