
SHU HA RI 
 
Imitate - Diverge - Seperate  Completing the Circle 
 
Most often, the term Shuhari is used to define stages of physical development.  As one begins 
their path in the martial arts one is certain to be imitating the styles and prowess of others.  
These role models are those who have gone before us on our path, literally our sensei.  As time 
goes by we begin to find that as we are not the same person as the role model we aspire to be 
we cannot do what they do in the same way.  We diverge and find our own way of doing the 
same things our role models do.  Eventually we become our own person, not defined by what 
our role model can or cannot do, we seperate ourselves from them.  
 
It is the learning, innovation, and transcending of a 
tradition or practice. 
 
The representation of Shuhari is normally an Open Circle.  
This shows us that we complete our path, and having 
completed it we find ourselves back at the begining again.  
This occurs in various places, naturally, with each new 
grade, but also with each revelation about a technique; 
with each layer of understanding.  It is entirely possible to 
be extemely skilled but not understand, just as it is 
possible to understand but not be able to do! 
 
Shuhari is not a singular event, but rather a process.  We 
have many small moments of seperation, while still 
imitating.  We diverge on one point while seperating from 
our stylistic ancestors on another.   
 
Particular to the Japanese mindset, Shuhari is shrouded in 
Confuscian mystique.  What really makes this term so 
important is the idea that the outcome of the process may 
not be what was envisioned at the beginning of the 
process.  This has nothing to do with “grades” or levels of 
learning, but is a cyclical, circular path which seeks 
moments of Satori (enlightenment). 
 
When the process is one of perfecting physique or 
physical movements then forcing applications upon those 
movements is unnecessary and ill-conceived.  In other 
words, if a technique was created to build big biceps do not think that it is for self-defence.  Here 
in the West we have had martial arts portrayed as an unstoppable form of fighting, yet if the 
term DO is attached to the name of the art then in the Orient it is considered to be a process of 
exercising the mind and the body - a Way forward, not a Method.   
 
There are many highly graded martial artists who are taking part in the Shuhari process of 
understanding their movements and their bodies without the burden of self-defence applications 
being relevant to what they are doing.  In our karate we have a quandry because our once valid 
self defence method has been systematised to create a system of exercise.  The two do not 
really go together.  Both Way and Method may be used for Shuhari and Satori, but with different 
routes and desired practices.  Like comparing bricklaying and computer programming, both 
build, but only one is made of bricks. 
 

Shu Ha Ri 



The mis-use of Shuhari is seen most frequently as an excuse to go one’s own way.  Often it is 
little more than covering of bad manners and disloyalty.  The term is often bandied around by 
those who set up their own styles or associations without having the backing of their teachers.  
Of course there are many people who have entirely valid reasons for such actions, but in their 
hearts there are many who know that their reasons for Ri (seperation) are petty and ego related.  
The claim is that they have “grown beyond their teachers”.  Shuhari is a journey through a 
tradition.  The establishing a new tradition through lack of understanding of one’s original 
tradition is not transcending anything - it is a step backwards, a failure to transcend.  More 
technical knowlege does not denote more Understanding.  In oriental circles, understanding is 
not given, but obtained/sought/discovered. 
 
It would seem reasonable to say that there is no need for Ri as long as there is something that 
can be learned from our seniors, as long as there is something that we require.   
 
What is often overlooked is the use of Shuhari as a cognitive process or a sign of spiritual 
growth.  The idea of copying others or following exactly what is handed down by our teachers is 
quite correct for a time - this is how people are taught facts.  It then becomes necessary to 
expand upon facts, to hypothesise and theorise - this how poeple’s comprehension can be 
witnessed.  In the end one must create something new - this is innovation.  If we only pass on 
exactly what we are taught, by rote, then why would people wish to learn from us when we can 
just refer them to our teacher.  We bring our own colour to everything in our life, sharing it is not 
disrespectful to the other colours, it merely adds to the spectrum. 
 
In karate, we might look at Shu as being the learning of techniques - and their uses, the practice 
of those techniques and their encryption within kata.  Ha might be considered to be an 
understanding of the commonalities between the techniques and the outcomes which they yield 
as well as the ability to apply the same principles to the vast variety of spontaneous situations 
which one might encounter.  Ri may be the ability to pass on the information discovered in new 
ways, new systematisation of old information.  Perhaps new two-person training drills for 
technique application or new exercises specifically designed to define particular muscle groups 
to aid a technique. 
 
One man’s Ri is another man’s Shu.  The surpassing of a senior in one area of expertise makes 
one a beginner in another area, and less than the same senior in yet another area.   
 
The day will not arrive when we have completely “mastered” our art ( - achieved Ri in every facet 
of martial arts -), yet here we are striving for it.  Is this foolishness?  To seek the unattainable?  
Or does the act of “seeking” define our determined and relentless attitude, forging our will be-
yond what other people are willing to undertake? 
 
Perhaps Shuhari is best epitomised by a part of Master Funakoshi’s teachings “To Know the 
Old is to Understand the New”, or “Consider the Old Ways”(Keiko). 
 
 
 



distruption.  Brain dysfunction, agitation, reverses creative energy cycle. 
GB20  Below the occipital bone, between the sternocleidomastoideus and trapezius muscles.  
Electrical distruption, physiological damage, KO or hard strikes kill. 
 
Yang Water 
B1  Outside corner of the eye.  Nausea, rapid energy loss, possible sight loss, link to other 
meridians may cause associated damage.  It is believed that the body’s immune system can be 
damaged from here. 
B2  medial end of the eyebrow.  Extreme ki drainage.  Headaches for months.  KO or death.  
B10  Deep within the seminispinalis capitis muscle, just below the Medulla Oblongata.  Knock 
out, a feeling of disconnectedness from the body.  Use with CV17 and ST9 is very dangerous.  
Lethal. 
 
 
Not aligned to one particular element, and both running upwards in terms of energy flow, the 
following meridian points are extremely dangerous.  Both meridians are vital and delicate, and 
any point is good, but those listed here are very dangerous.  Conception vessel must not be 
struck on females, for fear of permanent damage. 
 
Conceptor Vessel 
CV24  knocks their teeth out. 
 
 
Governor Vessel 
GV17  Gate of the Brain.  Aphonia, dizziness, KO, death 
GV20  Hundred Meetings.  Shock.  Above a set of “extra points”. 
GV22  Fontanel Meeting.  Shock wave to front of chest.  Pain occurs slightly after the strike. 
GV24  Spirit’s Hall.  Brain damage. 
GV26  Revival point for shock, also causes it. 
GV28  Inside the mouth, but nearly under GV26, so double whammy. 



SHUTO UKE 
 
 
Sword hand receiver technique. 
 
A difficult technique.  Many people perform shuto in a lazy or flowery way.  It becomes apparent 
to people watching just who knows what they are doing with this technique.  Anyone who does 
know what they are doing will not be flicking their wrist over in a “pretty” fashion, but rather 
smartly and sharply taking their arms from an elbows together to a seperate position. 
 
Once again we find that the key is the “elbows together” position, and that the translation is both 
a description of how you apply the technique and the feeling of the action. 
 
Often seen as a parry to an incoming straight punch we are left with questions as to why the 

attacker does not hit with the other arm as well.   
 
Why do we use two arms to make the shape whilst only needing one 
to deflect the blow?  
 
Wouldn’t pushing the opponent’s arm outwards actually assist them in 
swinging the other hand towards us? 
 
Isn’t the “shuto” edge of the hand a little soft for striking? 
 

The answers are already known to us as the principles applied to the previous techniques. 
 
As always, the problems only arise through mis-translation and acceptance of the instructions of 
those who do not know better. 
 
Consider the following: 
 
a)  An opponent strikes with a right fist.  We slide to the side and parry across the body.  This 
activates the fire meridians along the arm.  The other hand strikes into the ribs at the gallbladder/
liver cross.  This lights up the yin and yang wood meridians.  The returning hand drags along the 
heart meridian, choking it at H3 (Yin Fire).   
 
The parrying arm comes over the top of the striking arm comes down onto the lung meridian, 
activating metal, then strikes across the body at Stomach 9 (activating earth). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  
Pressure points.  Tongue.  Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-
body motor reaction.  Wave form.  Reverse constructive cycle.   
 



b)  The opponent grabs you around the lapel area, preparing to strike with their other hand.  
Sliding the nearest arm over the opponent’s wrist, making a tight bridge with your own wrist, we 
activate the fire and metal points of the wrists.  The rolling action of the wrist pins the opponent 
to us.  The other arm strikes out across to the Stomach 9 point , activating earth.  Their own 
bodyweight slams their neck on to your shuto, doubling it’s effectiveness. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  Pressure points.  Tongue.  
Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-body motor reaction.  Wave form.  Reverse 
constructive cycle 
 
c)   An opponent seizes you by the shoulders.  Bump your body against him, turning to minimise 
the targets available to him.  Feed the hands, one behind the head (ideally GB20 Yang wood) 
and one in front of the head (maybe to S4, yang earth or the gallbladder cluster of the opposite 
side of the head).  Twist. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  Pressure points.  Tongue.  
Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-body motor reaction.  Wave form.  
 
d)   An opponent seizes from the rear.  Our initial action must be to shrink and bring our arms 
across us.  This means that we maintain our airways.  In half-hearted attempts at a bear hug we 
may find that this action alone removes the opponent.  The opponent has the fire and metal 
meridians of the arms activated. 
 
By grabbing the arms ourselves and then seperating them our opponent is pulled over our hip 
and usually falls to the floor.  The arm held high position is different to the gedan barai 
application in that the arm is more severely twisted. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  Pressure points.  Tongue.  
Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-body motor reaction.  Wave form 
 



e)   An opponent grabs from the rear, but, being alert we prevent the closing of his grip.  Our 
weight is thrown backwards to off-balance him while our leading hand pulls him on to the strike 
we make with our rear elbow (anywhere on the conception vessel). 
 
At the same time as pushing backwards we raise our stepping foot and scrape it down our 
attacker’s shin, finally stamping hard upon their instep.  The stomach meridian is affected by a 
massive feedback.  S41 (fire jing point on an earth Yang meridian) is particularly nasty, though it 
appears harmless enough.  S42 is a source point, S43 is painful, and S44 may cause the brain to 
feel a knockout on the jaw! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  Pressure points.  Tongue.  
Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-body motor reaction.  Wave form.  Reverse 
Constructive Cycle 
 
f)  As above, an opponent has grabbed us from the rear.  Seizing his fingers (and if compliance is 
required the little finger may be pulled across the back of the hand), we slide beneath his grasp 
and pull him over the forward hip, maintaining our grasp.  Activating the fire and metal meridians 
of the hands, we also access water and/or wood  depending on where we strike down onto the 
leg with our stamp. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  Pressure points.  Tongue.  
Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-body motor reaction.  Wave form.  Reverse 
Constructive Cycle 
 
g)  In a variation on the above (C), an opponent strikes out at us with his fist.  By sliding to the 
side quickly we parry across our body to prevent impact.  It is important that we do not shift too 
far away from the attacker to inadvertantly reduce the number of responses available to us.  In 
shifting we find that we are within range to affect his head, and seize the stomach (Yang earth) 
points of the jaw and the gallbladder (Yang wood) points of the occipital basin.  Spinning the 
points out, we find that we have made a shuto uke shape. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Controlled pliability.  Quadrants.  Yin-Yang.  Five elements.  Breath.  Pressure points.  Tongue.  
Balance points.  Power zones.  Vibration.  Cross-body motor reaction.  Wave form.  Reverse 
Constructive Cycle. 



 
Shuto uke, to receive with a sword hand.  Taking the translation we might reason that a sword 
may be used to parry, stab, slice, or even slap.  Couldn’t shuto be equally used in any of these 
ways? 
 
One of our prime concerns should be with what part of the shuto we are receiving our 
opponent’s attack.  The soft, fleshy edge of the palm is good for striking hard targets, but not so 
good for soft targets (like airways and blood gates).  Just below the edge of the palm is an oft 
neglected weapon, though.   The small protuberence at the top edge of the wrist is an ideal 
small bony weapon for soft targets, eg the throat or temple.  Neither should we forget that the 
whole of the arm may be bought into play, but again we must consider that it is the small bone 
(ulna), and as such it will not be suitable for smashing, but rather for “cutting” (more of that 
sword analogy, huh?). 
 
Another factor worthy of consideration is the usual applications show the activity occuring at the 
end of the movement.  We rationalise that the actual use of the technique is in the middle of the 
action,  and that it has an element of “follow through”. 
 
Let’s face it, if you wanted to parry a punch you just wouldn’t cross your arms first, would you? 
 
 



The End 
 
It had taken a few years now.  During that time Joe had realised that there were no short cuts.  Indeed, 
it now seemed a folly to wish for quick progress when it was the journey that was so exquisite.  Joe 
realised that the path, the route - that is the learning and process were more important than the 
destination. 
 
For so long it had seemed that Black Belt was the End, a reason for all the hard training.  Certainly 
the Dan grading test had been a gruelling event, there had been times when Joe had feared for 
survival.  All of that time spent practising techniques had been necessary, for when the adrenaline 
rush of the test had hit it had been difficult enough just remembering a name, let alone how to move 
or fight.  It had all been necessary.  All of the time shouting and training until sweat had poured from 
every pore, all of the conditioning was really all mental preparation for that one test.  That one test, of 
course, was just preparation for life. 
 
Having achieved the Dan grade, Joe realised that there was still so much more to learn.  Not only the 
new techniques assciated with grade and the consolidation of existing ability, but the furthering of 
attitudes and experience; the spiritual growth.  There was no need to become a monk, just to question 
one’s own motivations and experiences; to probe for the reasons behind events.  In the end it seemed 
that nothing was left to chance, that in one way or another everything had been a valuable experience, 
both for life inside and outside the dojo. 
 
Time had passed, things had been learned, and in learning personal discoveries had been made.  The 
limits of physical toughness had been probed, the limits of mental endurance had been pushed, and 
Joe had been assured of one’s own power to overcome obstacles.  Perhaps that was what karate was 
really all about.  There no longer seemed to be one, perfect answer to life’s questions, nor one perfect 
definition for the art which had been studied for so long.  Joe realised that in times past the definition 
of the art would have relied upon words like punch and kick, and would probably not, unlike now, 
have included modesty, humility, confidence, or esteem. 
 
For a short time, lower grades had been annoying; their constant competitiveness, their questioning of 
things which should be discovered, their inability to grasp some of the simple things.  Then had come 
the realisation that Joe too had been one of those students.  They too would grow beyond their current 
thinking.  These things just take time. 
 
Joe no longer compared the beginner’s ability to the higher grades - it was a moot point, it had no 
meaning.  Sensei was still Sensei, had still gone before.  It did not matter how much progress was 
made or how high one could kick, those who were senior had endured that part of their own journey, 
and were not competing with those who came after. 
 
These things had all been spoken about in class:  early on, at the beginning of the journey.  It was 
only now, after some great enduring that it seemed those words were true.  It was only after 
undertaking the journey that one can actually know what road one is on.  Largely, this particular road 
is constructed by those taking the journey, the route is made by those travelling.  We are all mapping 
new paths. 
 
It only ends when you get there. 
 
Black belt then, was not an end, but a beginning. 


