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 The Way 

The character for DAO, TAO or DO meaning, The Way  
Is a stylised picture of a man, with helmet and breastplate, standing on a road and holding a 
staff.  
 
There are many debates and disagreements in the martial arts. This is understandable because 
people are interested in the martial arts for many reasons, with their own special motivations to 
study them, and they follow traditions that may be strikingly different. However, there are some 
common distinctions within the martial arts that can be helpful to understand.  
 
Perhaps the central distinction is between styles that emphasise fighting efficiency and styles 
that emphasise personal development. Actually, this is an artificial distinction in many ways, 
because most forms of martial art claim to develop both of these aspects. But it is still the case 

that there is often a difference in emphasis. Understanding this difference can help to 
understand the philosophy behind martial arts. 
 
Ancient Japan.  
The Japanese group their fighting systems into two main categories: bujutsu and budo. Bujutsu 
(martial skills) was developed by groups of warriors for use and combat, and even today, styles 
with a combat focus use the jutsu label. Examples include:  
• • _Ju-jutsu – _focusing on close-quarter fighting skills  

• • _Nin-jutsu – _focusing on stealth, unconventional skills  

• • _Atemi-jutsu – _focusing on strikes to sensitive parts of the body  
 
Budo (martial way) are systems that grew out of the jutsu forms but are directed towards goals 
that go beyond fighting efficiency. Examples include:  
• • _Ju-do – _focusing on grappling skills  

• • _Karate-do – _focusing on punching and kicking skills  

• • _Aikido – _focusing on throwing and locking skills  
 
There are many examples of pairs of styles that have quite similar techniques but differ in their 
intentions, such as:  
• • _Ju-jutsu / Ju-do  

• • _Aiki-jutsu / Aiki-do  

• • _Karate-jutsu / Karate-do  
 
Jutsu means skill, whereas Do means Way 
 



Japanese styles have been used as examples, but this distinction is used in many countries and 
languages in Asia. Do is widely used in Japanese martial arts. Also, we see Tae-kwon-do, 
Hapkido, and Tang-soo-do in Korean martial arts. In China, do becomes tao or dao. 
 
This concept, do or dao, indicates a “way” in the sense of a path or road. Owing to the 
contextual nature of Chinese based languages and depending upon its use in a sentence, dao 
can function as a noun or a verb. It may indicate the road upon which one travels, the act of 
wayfaring or traveling down a road, or even the act of way-making by leading someone down or 
constructing a road. It may also refer to speech, especially in philosophy.   
 

“Mastering others is strength. Mastering yourself is true power” _(Lao Tzu)  
 
Lao Tzu (also rendered as Laozi and Lao Tse) is generally regarded as the author of the Dao Te 
Ching or “Way of Truth and Virtue” and founder of Taoism (Daoism).  Daoists preferred to 
understand the dao as the Way of Nature as a whole. Daoism is a useful way to think about life 
and is concerned with the search for meaning.   Lao Tzu is believed to have lived around the 
time of Confucius (551–479 BC). 
 
Confucius used the term dao to speak of the way human beings ought to behave in society. In 
other words, dao, in Confucian philosophy, is concerned with an ethical or moral way of dealing 
with social matters. 
 
It is interesting to note that the moral and ethical philosophy in martial arts runs parallel to the 
principles associated with the philosophy of education which nurtures the development of 
character, values and life skills. 
 

“The ultimate aim of karate lies not in victory or defeat, but in the perfection of 
the character of its participants” _(Gichin Funakoshi, founder of Shotokan 
Karate-do) 
 
Confucius saw education as a process of constant self-improvement and encouraged the 
teaching and learning of the "Six Arts" which included martial arts, poetry, rites, music, 
calligraphy, and mathematics.   Confucius deeply influenced China by using education supported 
by an ethical code to revitalise social institutions such as family, school, community and state. 
 
In Korea, around the 6th century CE, the hwarangdo (way of the flower of youth) were groups of 
elite young people who trained equally in martial arts and academic studies.  The guiding 
principle of Do was sesok o-kye (the five commandments) which were derived from Buddhist 
and Confucian teachings on virtuous conduct. 
 
In Japan, after centuries of warfare and social disruption, the Tokugawa period from 1603 to 
1867 brought peace and political stability in which the warrior class had to redefine their role 
through do.  The Tokugawa shogunate established schools to promote the ethics and morality of 
Confucianism alongside education and martial arts skill development which resulted in the 
development of The Seven Virtues of Bushido (The Seven Virtues of the Way of the Warrior). 
This code of behaviour blended Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism promoting a philosophy of 
wisdom, patience and serenity.  
 



 
 
Coinciding with the peace of the Tokugawa period, in the early 17th Century, Yamamoto 
Tsunetomo wrote the Hagakure as a practical and spiritual guide for samurai.  It promoted a 
code of behaviour and lifelong learning, containing useful tips on subjects ranging from clothes 
to benevolence. 
 

“Throughout your life advance daily, becoming more skilful than yesterday, 
more skilful than today. This is never-ending.” (Hagakure) 
 
In the last hundred years, the forms of martial art which were based on realistic fighting skills – 
_jutsu - have started to disappear, while do forms have become much more common. The main 
exception to this trend is Brazilian Jiu-jitsu, which has become hugely popular due to its success 
in mixed martial art competitions. But, generally speaking, modern martial arts focus on do, 
meaning that they use fighting techniques as ways towards personal development 

 
In modern times, it is clear that continuous development is still fundamental to the way of 
martial arts, offering the healthy benefits of physical activity for life. The coloured belt and sash 
systems in many martial arts reflect this continuous development that lies at the heart of the 
martial arts. Even after a student achieves the coveted black belt, the Dan system of up to 10 
levels of black belt means that learning and practice are never-ending. 

 
Summary 

• The way of the martial arts is a way of living one’s life. 
• Many martial arts promote the idea that martial arts are a journey of self-discovery. 
• The principles of most martial arts are to develop character, moral behaviour and inner 

strength, and knowing yourself and your strengths and weaknesses.  
• Education and lifelong learning are an important part of the way 

 


