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The Term “Form” in the Japanese Ways of the Martial Arts
Heiko BITTMANN

Abstract Traditional Japanese culture is often called a 'culture of kata'. Nevertheless the
term kata (here translated as 'form') is hard to define because of its broad meaning.
Basically, although the form can be one of several practice methods, it is to this day the
central practice method of most traditional Japanese way-arts and their schools. Through the
form, practitioners of the Way of the Martial Arts (budd) should acquire technique and
movement sequences created by masters, which they have to perform or carry out repeatedly
against one or several imaginary opponents or even against one or several real practice
opponents. However, the form contains more than just the learning of a ritualized fight, the
deep memorization of basic techniques, or the development of aesthetic movements. Through
the form, beyond the appropriation of the technique and movement sequence (that is to say
the outer components), inner principles like the basic strategy and philosophy of a martial art
(or in a narrower sense that of a school), can also be experienced. For example, in Karated6
if one looks at the first movement of all forms, which is a defensive technique or a block, one
can ascertain a basic principle, namely that there is no first attack under normal
circumstances. Therefore kata make possible not only the tempering of body and technique,
but also through them the discipline of the heart.

On a fundamental level, the form contains the essential elements and principles of a

particular traditional way-art (or in a smaller sense, of a respective school), which, through
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repeated imitation, and the largely intuitive transmission and experiential praxis, can be
recognized and appropriated by the practitioner. In other words, it is a means to make the
essence of a way-art or a school comprehensible. At the same time, the form represents the
‘container’ through which at least the essential outer as well as inner content of a way-art or
school can be passed on and preserved over generations.

However, at this fundamental level of meaning, the discipline process of the form is by no
means seen as complete. In a broader sense, the discipline process is often comprised of three
stages, which are often termed 'preserve, break through, and detach' (shu ha ri). Which of
the three stages a practitioner finally reaches obviously depends on many factors, but surely

individual effort is of primary importance.
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