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It’s Good Not To Be Trendy

When | was a child in the 1960s, | wrote an American martial arts magazine to complain about the lack of
judo coverage. Almost all its articles were about karate.

If I were to write to the same magazine today, | might now complain about the lack of karate coverage.
Many of its articles are now about mixed martial arts (MMA) and Brazilian jiu-jitsu (BJJ). “Poor old
board-breaking karate,” | saw one online commentator say.

There’s a belief that MMA contains the best of all the martial arts. When it comes to the striking
component, karate is often overlooked in favor of boxing or Muay Thai. When karateka feel obliged to
defend their art, they might point out the few MMA competitors who have karate backgrounds. Or they
might talk about how some of the MMA techniques correspond to ones used in traditional karate.

But this is falling into the trap of defining what we do by the latest martial arts trend. After | left judo to do
karate in 1969, | recall reading articles about karate men getting beaten up in contests with Thai kick
boxers. This helped start the rise of full-contact karate in North America, and spur development of
full-contact karate styles such as Kyokushin.

Then people began to get
interested in pragmatic hybrid
systems of self-defense such
as Systema and Krav Maga.
Then the trends changed again
with the rise of MMA and BJJ.
I've seen professional karate
dojo that have gone from saying they also offer tae-bo (karate performed to music) to providing lessons in
kobudo, Krav Maga, and now MMA and BJJ. It seems that they will fasten on to whatever is popular at the
moment to get students through the door.

But these trends also provide an opportunity for those of us who practice and teach traditional Okinawan
karate. With our discipline, hard work and ethics we can appeal to parents who may be wary of putting
their kids in a sport represented by steroid-fueled hulks who can blithely drop elbows onto the heads of
downed opponents.

Traditional karate has a long history of being an effective method of
self-defense, with its strikes, throws, joint locks and chokes. Yes, you
could modify it so it works under the rules and conditions of the MMA
octagon, but why bother if you don’t want to become a professional
fighter?

In real life, you are unlikely to be attacked by a professional martial
artist. And the rules of any sports fighting contest don’t apply to attacks
on the street. Of course, you can’t ignore the lessons learned in MMA
contests. How do you deal with someone trying to take you down?

Are your strikes really effective enough to take someone out, and what do you do if they aren’t?
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But this is a matter of refining what we have and not just going for the flavor of the day.

Karate has passed down to us a host of practical self-defense techniques created by masters. The trick is
to trust in them and our own abilities, to train hard, and to not define ourselves by the latest trends.

— Peter Giffen, Barrie Ryusei Karate
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