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Introduction 
 

Karate ( ) is a Japanese (originally from Okinawa) martial art that developed from a 

synthesis of indigenous Okinawan fighting methods and Chinese kenpo. 
 
Currently, Okinawa Prefecture is Japan's southernmost prefecture, and consists of 
hundreds of the Ryukyu Islands in a chain over 1,000 km long. Okinawa's capital, Naha, is 
located in the southern part of the largest and most populous island, Okinawa Island 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The islands that now make up Okinawa Prefecture were originally not part of Japan, but part 
of an independent nation called the Ryukyu Kingdom.  

 



 

 

In 1372, formal trade relationships were established between the Ryukyu Islands and the 
Fujian Province of China. Chinese families moved to Okinawa, where they began to share 
Chinese Kenpo with the native Okinawans. 
 

In Okinawa, Tode (Karate) underwent significant developments based on several factors, 
including the policy of banning weapons following the political centralization of King Shoshin 
(1477-1526) and the invasion of Ryukyu (1609) by the Satsuma clan, who controlled the 
region that is now Kagoshima Prefecture in Japan. 
 
Following this invasion, the RyȊkyȊ Kingdom was 
forced to enter into a tributary relationship with 
Satsuma in addition to their previous tributary 
relationship with China. Ryukyuan sovereignty, 
however, was maintained. 
 
The Satsuma Samurai who had occupied Okinawa 
from 1609 practised Jigen Ryu (kenjutsu style) 
which can be traced to Marume's Taisha Shin Kage 
Ryu. Although inhabitants of Okinawa were not 
allowed to use swords, influences of Jigen-ryu  can 
be observed throughout the development of Karate. 
Especially on those inhabitants from Shuri who 
practised Shuri-te but who were exposed to life around the castle, located in Shuri. 
 
Characteristics of Jigen-ryu: 
 

Å Jigen-ryu fencers prefer attacks and are ready to destroy the enemy in any 
moment 

Å Jigen-ryu fencers attach importance to train speed and power, natural fast foot 
steps. Their goal is "One slash, One kill" and "Unyou no Tachi lightning slash)" 

Å Jigen-ryu fencers use a target, a (makiwara) made of sticks to build up 
strength and technique. In Edo period, the students of Jigen Ryu had to hit it 
3000 - 8000 times in a day  

Å The emblem of the Satsuma Clan was a circle with a cross 

 
Probably one of the few Okinawa 
inhabitants, master in Tode, to have 
been  allowed to become skilled in 
Jigen-ryu kenjutsu in those days, was 
Matsumura (1797-1899), a scholar 
and skilled calligrapher whose literary 
knowledge enabled him to become 
an official in the Ryukyu government. 
 
Matsumuraôs link with the great 
palace of Shuri is well known and it is 
said that  he served as bodyguard to 
three Okinawan kings (Shoko, Shoiku 
and Shotai). This appointment 
allowed him to make several trips to 
both China (where he studied 
Chinese chuan fa) and Satsuma in 
Japan.  

http://martialarts.about.com/od/styles/a/kenpo.htm


Over the years, karate would mature in 3 locations: Shuri, Tomari and Naha. However these 
locations were only a few miles apart (today all part of the city of Naha, the capital of 
Okinawa) and therefore numerous exchanges between their masters existed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During the 19th century, the 3 major styles of Okinawan martial arts were: 
 

Å Shuri-te: Shuri was the old capital of the Ryukyu Kingdom and the location of 
the palace. The martial art was deeply influenced by North Chinese Kung-fu  

 
Å Tomari-te: Tomari was a city of fishers. It also had its masters but they didn't 

participate in the modernization of Karate, perhaps because they were simple 
people.  

 
Å Naha-te: Naha had many naturalized citizens from China, and was 

prosperous as a trading port. Naha-te is closely linked to South Chinese 
Kung-fu 

 
 

 



 

The history of Karate: The old masters 
 
Kung-fu and Karate history are generally traced back to Taishi 
Bodhidharma Daruma (470-543 AD),  founder of Zen 
Buddhism in Western India 
 
Daruma is said to have introduced Buddhism into China. 
However, his spiritual and physical teaching methods were too 
demanding for his students In order to provide them with greater 
strength and endurance, he developed a training system, which 
he recorded in the Ekkin-Kyo (Some call it the first ñ karate bookò 
in history).  
 
The physical training, based on Daruma's philosophical principles, was taught in China, in 
the Shaolin Temple starting from the year 500 A.D. Shaolin (Shorin) kung-fu, from northern 
China, was characterized by rapid, and dynamic movements. 
 
From China, Shaolin kung-fu found its way to Okinawa, where local martial arts were already 

flourishing. 
 
A master, called TAKAHARA Peichin (1683-1760) is often referred to as "father of Okinawa 
Karateñ (although the term KARATE was introduced much later). Takahara was born in 
Southern Shuri to an upper class family of Okinawan society (the term "Peichin" stands for 
"seniorñ). An educated person, experienced in astronomy, who traveled a lot during his 
lifetime and who contributed to the mapping of Okinawa, Takahara was well known as a 
great fighter but  he also emphasized on ethical principals like: 

o "Ijoñ: compassion, humility and modesty 
o "Foñ: seriousness, devotion and dedication  
o "Katsuñ: deep understanding and essence of techniques 

 
A certain Kushanku (KOSHOKUN) influenced Okinawan Martial Arts very significantly. 
Kushanku, a Chinese military envoy from Ming dynasty period, sent to Okinawa in 1756, was 
a well known Kempo expert (Shaulin Quan-Fa).  
 
Kushanku is believed to have taught a lot of Martial Art people in Okinawa, among them 
probably Chatan Yara and Sakugawa Kanga, a student of Takahara. 
 

 
 



Sakugawa Kanga (1733-1851) was the first to be associated with the 
term ñTODE ñ  (Chinese hand) and therefore his is known as ñTode 
Sakugawañ.  
His first teacher was Takahara but later Sakugawa continued to study 
with Kushanku (with the authorisation of his teacher).  
 
These days, probably two fighting streams were existed in Okinawa: the 
local ñTEò (hand) and the ñTODEò (Chinese hand). It is believed that 
Sakugawa was the one who contributed most in the integration of the 
two systems.  
 
Also in that period, the system must have been influenced by master Yara (1868-1756) from 
Chatan, a well skilled inhabitant from Chinese origin who also studied under Kushanku. 
 
In the next generation, there must have been several great martial artists but the most 
famous is certainly "Bushi" Matsumura.  
 

After his teacher ñSakugawaò passed away he was adopted by the Royal 
family (Sho family) and was authorized to study in the famous Shaolin 
temple in China. Matsumura served as a personal guard of King Shoko, 
King Shoku and King Shotai and in his function he came across several 
martial artists who influenced his art As already mentioned in the 
introduction, he was also one of the only inhabitants of Okinawa, who 
was authorized to study Jigen Ryu swords fighting with the Satsumo clan, 
who at that time had taken over formal control over Okinawa. Matsumura 
is the first to systemize "Shuri-Te", which would later also be called 

"Shorin Ryu". 
 
 

 
While Shuri-te was becoming a well established system a lot of activity was going on in the 
village Tomari. Tomari was a place in the border of Naha area and was a sort of trade way 
to Shuri.  
 
The most famous master from Tomari area were Kosaku Matsumora  and Kokan 
Oyadomari. They were students from the masters Kishin Teruya (1804-1864) and Giko Uku 
(1800-1850).  



Matsumora (and Oyadomari) also learn from several Chinese masters, including a refugee 
from Annan, hosted in Tomari.  

 
Meanwhile, in Naha, the neighboring port, excellent masters like Aragaki where setting the 
basis for what would later become Naha-te. 
 

 
 
 
Anko Itosu (1831-1951) is often mentioned as the father of modern karate. 
Itosu, a Shuri-te master, studied under Sokon Matsumura and became 
famous because he was instrumental in getting karate introduced into 
Okinawa's schools. Itosu developed the systematic method of teaching that 
is still in practice today. He created and introduced the Pinan forms ("Heian" 
in Japanese) because he felt the other forms were too difficult for school 
children to learn. Among his students where Kenwa Mabuni (later to create 
Shito-ryu), Chosin Chibana (founder of Shorin-ryu) and Gichin Funakoshi. 
 
Other important Shuri-te masters where Anko Asato (known as the first teacher of 
Funakoshi), Ishimine and Chotoku Kyan. 

 
In the meantime also Tomari-te and certainly Naha-te evolved. The latter mainly because of 
the influence of a certain Higaonna. 

 
 



 
Higaonna Kanryo (1853-1918) was born in the city of Naha in 1853. Already 

a skilled martial artist, he travelled to China in 1868, where he studied for 
more than ten years. He returned to Okinawa in 1881 and is considered the 
true founder of Naha-te. 
 
His most important student was Chojun Miyagi (188-1953). Miyagi, also 
introduced his friend Mabuni (himself a student of Itosu) to Higaonna and 
both men trained a lot together.    
 
After the death of his master, Miyagi also travelled to Fujian Province (China). In 1929 he 
created the system called Goju-ryu (meaning "hard soft style"), which apart from the original 
naha-te also had influences from Shaolin (described as a hard linear/external form) and Pa 
Kua (soft circular/internal form), two forms of Chinese boxing that he also studied in China.  
 
 
 


