
209

Humanism of the Today's 

Budo

Wojciech J. Cynarski(A,B,D,E,F)

Kazimierz Obodyñski(D,F,G)

University of Rzeszów, Poland

Key words: ways of non-aggression, martial arts, ethos, nobility, humanity

Abstract
The authors show the humanistic dimension and sense of today's budo in
connection with education and transgression, the sphere of spirituality and
transcendence. Therefore, the humanistic thought on the contemporary
complexity of martial arts and the analysis of their ethos and axiology
incline to the direction of searching for explanations on the ground of the
theory of creation and comparisons from traditions of humanism of the
Romanticism. 
The today's ethos of martial arts is polymorphic. As the chivalrous ethos
in the past, also nowadays the concept of the moral way of a warrior is con-
nected with literature. Axiology of budo secures the noble ways of war-
riors so as they should not degenerate to primitive shows of direct, brutal
fight. Budo – the ways of non-aggression, quite a long time ago rejected
the command of vengeance or suicide, needless brutality or also – in
some varieties – any rivalry, including sport competition. Analogically, as
the ways of learning and religious practices, the today's budo is close to
the "way of humanity". This humanism is based on the principle "respect
and protect any life". Other basic canons are "valor", "moral strength", honor
and nobility, respect for another man and tradition, chivalry, self-discipline
and observing moral rules, the purposes concerning the development of
personality of the practitioner and achieving the state of psychophysical
harmony.
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Introduction
The anthropological or humanistic dimension of today's budo, understood as the way of non-

aggression, the path of moral or spiritual improvement, the ascetical form of practice of martial arts

or the complex of methods of psychophysical self-realization and self-creation [1,2], connects this

field of physical culture with education and transgression, the sphere of spirituality and transcendence.

Therefore, the humanistic thought on the contemporary complexity of martial arts and the analysis of

its ethos and axiology incline to searching for the explanations on the ground of the theory of creation

and comparisons from the tradition of humanism of the Romanticism. Therefore, we will begin the

reflection with the references to the J. S³owacki's concept concerning spiritual development, and the

related moral justification for the need of elite of spirit of A. Toynbee, leading the narration concerning

spiritual progress towards the contemporary concept of noble and creative man – the warrior of Truth.

Other leading notions here are creativity and intuitionism, related to the theories of art and – in particular –

the humanistic theory of Far-Eastern martial arts. Therefore, the theological theory of martial arts

seems to be here an interesting research approach, and inspirations with H. Bergson's views – the

common area of penetration of humanists in various fields from the theory of literature to the philosophy

of the far Orient.

Nobility and Spiritual Mastery
One of the precursors of the theory of elites of "spiritual leadership" was Juliusz S³owacki, the poet

and bard of the Romanticism. He showed in his works the evidence for his historiosophical belief in

the progress of human spirit.

Long ago ancient Egyptians, and then Indo-Europeans – as it results from the oldest hymns of

Rygweda – believed in immortality of the soul. In S³owacki the essential motif of metempsychosis with

the evolution directed to progress is added. The progress and successive incarnations, however, concern

not exactly the (individual) soul but the spirit (creative power). The spirit also sanctifies the matter –

the human body. The human body will become luminous at the higher level, when "the spirit gains

'the pure form of sanctity'" [3, p. 64]. In S³owacki "the pattern of any perfection" is Christ. For the great

poet and visionary the Savior was "the model of future man, moral pattern, prefiguration of future

human power" [3, pp. 88-89].

In S³owacki's anthropology, the essential role in spiritual progress of the nation is performed by

individuals being at the highest level of development of spirit. "The leading spirit does not receive the

revelation and mission from God, distinguishing him from the members of the community. He is 

predestined to the leading role by worked-out moral perfection and greatness, and courage of

thoughts, courage of exceeding one's own time, creating new ideas of the future. Leadership is not

only a privilege, but responsibility" [4, p. 96]. Slavs, especially Poles, are the nation of the Word. In

messianism of A. Mickiewicz and A. Towiañski the most developed spirit is obliged to lead the spirits

being at lower levels, similarly in S³owacki, where the King-Spirit is the leader of people from the

whole globe. Is the Polish nation really to show the way of moral progress? S³owacki predicted that

we will live to see the Slavic, Polish pope.

Gustaw Bychowski [5, pp. 362-364] perceives in King-Spirit S³owacki's narcissism manifesting

itself in the conviction of his own spiritual greatness – of the poet, bard and prophet. In the psycho-

analytical interpretation, the personal soul of the very poet was projected on the character of the King-

Spirit. On the other hand, Erich Fromm, rejecting anti-scientific analysis (in Freud's version), was the

follower of "radical humanism", the historical mission of outstanding teachers of mankind and the

holistic look on man and society.

In Toynbee's opinion, the outstanding individuals – higher personalities, geniuses, mystics – decide on

civilizational progress. Civilization requires leadership – moral and charismatic elites. First of all, spiritual

authority and leadership are the point, and the development of civilization should be directed to bringing

mankind closer to God. Masses are to imitate the creative personalities and follow the direction indicated

by elites. Then civilization is capable of life and development despite difficult challenges, and at the same

time the society is protected against the state of disintegration [6, 7 pp. 711-714].

Some contemporary researchers of the crisis of Western civilization represented a similar look on

the cultural progress of mankind, the significance of religion and morality and the role of outstanding
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personalities – noble and creative people (homo creator nobilis) [8, 9]. In their opinion, the crisis of

civilization results here from the crisis of religiosity and morality. Does it not result also from losing

the chivalrous ethos [10] - honor and nobility?

Divine Dimension of Creation
It is not a coincidence that in the fields dealing with man and his creative activity in the transcendental

perspective, as it concerns fine arts and martial arts, there appear philosophical thoughts and concept

reaching directly to intuition. It concerns Henri Bergson's intuitionism in the humanistic tradition of

Europe and the teachings of Zen Buddhism in the Far East [1]. In "intuitive philosophy" of this type

there are allowed attempts to interpret cultural notions-keys, categories from the sphere of intuitive

cognition, such as the national soul, spirit, character, or also five notions-koans, which slip away from

the logic proposed by Aristotle [11].

These are unrestricted intuition and creative imagination of artists that were the primary function

of elites of mankind, creating myths, stories and poems. Ernst Robert Curtius indicated the philosophy

of Bergson (1859-1941) and the notion élan vital introduced by him. According to Bergson, life

evolves towards higher and higher forms. Only in humanity did the "power of imagination" "find adequate

means for prolonging itself" [12, p. 14].

In the "theological theory of art" the following topics appeared as far ago as antiquity: 1) the presence

of human and divine inventors of a given art; 2) political and moral applications; 3) encyclopedic and

philosophical knowledge, constituting preparation for art; 4) the possibility of distinguishing the 

catalogue of heroes [12, p. 580]. The identical scheme may be applied to classical martial arts – e.g.

Chinese or Japanese. Particular weapons (stick, sword) have divine patrons, and Buddhist, Taoist and

Shinto temples were the places of practicing martial arts. According to the tradition of the katori shinto-

ryu school, in the 15th century the protective deity of the temple of god of war Katori handed down

the secret knowledge on the techniques of fight to the founder of this famous school [1]. The ancient

Chinese knowledge on war strategy or the samurai code Bushido helped the rulers to rule in the times

of peace and to win wars. The ethos, common for martial arts and societies of these countries and

times, resulting from Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism or Shinto, still has a significant moral

aspect. The warriors gained mainly practical knowledge, useful for them in the military service. However,

the outstanding masters tried to study the philosophical sense of the "way of sword" or the "way of

warrior". The tradition of martial arts also presents rich catalogues of heroes and demigods, half-legendary,

sometimes half-divine characters. Already particular schools search far genealogies of masters, from

the creator to the contemporary successor. 

Using the language of Christian theology, Asian martial arts developed in the context of pagan cultures.

Whereas, mediaeval theology in Europe derived knowledge of all arts and sciences from God. Man

became a divine instrument of the Holy Ghost. In Curtius's opinion: "If all arts in the final settlement

derive their beginning from God, then the very art takes the new dimension of freedom and inno-

cence. It is a play in the face of God and therefore a symbol of the very life, as 'gran teatro del mundo'

(the great theater of the world), in which God sets the roles" [12, p. 592]. 

In such a formulation, sacral character should be attributed to the war art of the European chivalry

– tournament tests, traditional fencing, abilities of horse fight etc. However, why not join e.g. the

samurai ethos of the "way of warrior" with the theological way of spiritual improvement, as it was pro-

posed one hundred years ago by Inazo Nitobe [13], the Japanese sociologist of Catholic belief?

Today's Ethos of Martial Arts
Ethos is a model (pattern) of integrating values [14, p. 403]. Among persons contemporarily practicing

various Far-Eastern martial arts or similar psychophysical self-realization systems it takes various

forms. 

A German encyclopedist of Far-Eastern martial arts, Werner Lind, practicing karate and Okinawa

kobudo, writing on philosophy of martial arts describes the utterances of historical masters of budo

and Zen, so their private philosophy from the ethos area of Bushido, Buddhism, Confucianism and

Taoism. Similarly, other German researchers from the "group of Matthias von Saldern", practicing karate

and judo create the ideal (pedagogical model) of the warrior of peaceful mind, calm, agreeable and
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peaceful, as the term "der friedliche Krieger" may be translated [2]. Perhaps it is partly idealization of

Far-Eastern myths and legends, maybe an attempt to contemporarily apply the old ethos in a pure,

model form, but a successful attempt, positively verified in the pedagogical experience.

The stories about masters of sword, kung-fu warriors or the excerpts from the biographies of masters

of karate and other martial arts constitute patterns, as the examples of moral attitudes and personal

patterns, related to the lives of saints popular in the European Middle Ages. The autobiographies of

G. Funakoshi and M. Oyama, the books on Bruce Lee and M. Ueshiba and the like sell well. Undoubted-

ly, this is joined by the fashionable, thanks to the New Age ideology, aspect of the Eastern spirituality –

easier (as it is often promoted) than Christianity: without the concept of sin and burdensome moral

norms, giving salvation in lifetime and without the assistance of the Church. Such "instant spirituality"

is absurd. Buddhism contains similar ethical norms as Christianity, but its presence in schools of martial

arts is, in many cases, of secondary character. It authentically survived only in kyudo archery. Just

the Zen sense in the psychophysical practice of kyudo was indicated by a German philosopher,

Eugen Herrigel. A popular writer, Paulo Coelho, also practicing kyudo, speaks of the universal idea

of the "warrior of light". Is it his method for the market success or is it the result of synthesizing reflection

of man fascinated with the practices of spiritual character?

Mircea Eliade, fascinated with the civilization of India and the practice of yoga, proposed to the

contemporary anthropology the new Renaissance and the new humanism taking from the cultural

output of the Orient, with the emphasis on the sacral dimension of human needs. Another American,

Eliade's student, Michael Maliszewski, described the spiritual dimension of many varieties of Asian

psychophysical practices. As a psychologist he studied various Far-Eastern martial arts and meditation

systems, practicing himself in various dojo (halls of asceticism) and schools of Eastern Asia. Cultural

dialogues in this area have been researched for many years by the Polish scientist, Stanis³aw Tokarski,

the orientalist and philosopher, and at the same time the outstanding judoka. He describes in his

works the cultural, philosophical and spiritual aspects of the systems of self-realization, self-expression

and self-defense coming from the Far East [15].

Fritjof Capra, who practices taiji, was fascinated with Taoism from which he derived the complementary

concept towards the instructions of the contemporary physics, the system concept of the world and

non-linear thinking (understanding). As he writes: "Mystical theories, and especially Taoism, also

emphasize the importance of such terms as process, change and fluctuation which also play an

important role in the system conception of living organisms. The theory recognizing fluctuations as

the basis of the order in the nature which was introduced to the contemporary science by Ilya 

Prigogine, appears as one of the main motives in the Taoist texts. Since the thinkers of Taoism, in

their observations concerning the living world, recognized the importance of fluctuation, they also laid

great emphasis on the opposing, but complementary tendency, considering it as the essential aspect

of life. In comparison to other traditions of the East, Taoism is distinguished by the most developed

ecological perspective; and all mystical philosophies of the East equally seriously treat the dependencies

between all aspects of reality and the non-linear character of relations and connections occurring in

it. Just these matters lie also at the bases of the Buddhism and Hinduism conception of karma" [16,

pp. 415-416]. He is also the follower of ecologism, developing qi energy, the holistic theory of health

and the evolutional theory of consciousness. He thinks that communities possess "collective intelligence"

(collective mind) and "collective consciousness". "Following Jung, one may assume that the collective

mind, in other words collective psyche, includes also collective unconsciousness" [16, p. 406]. Capra in

his "mystical theory of consciousness" stated that the effect of meditation or creative trance of an artist

is the "transpersonal" spiritual contact with the collective or cosmic (undefined precisely) mental being.

The questions of spirituality and consciousness are perceived differently by a Polish pedagogue,

many-sided humanist and mystic, a practitioner of yoga and karate, Andrzej Szyszko-Bohusz. He

connected the ethos of Far-Eastern martial arts with holistic pedagogy which he created. The holis-

tic didactic-educational process aims at many-sided development and spiritual renewal of man. "The

teacher should be the carrier of symbols and values, which he propagates, through his personal

example" [17]. The state of relaxation and meditation and everyday ethical life are to bring people

closer to each other, to the nature and to God. Szyszko-Bohusz perceives the kinship of his conception

of pedagogy and the way of martial arts which similarly aim at raising man – both in the aspect of

soma and psyche – to a higher level.
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The Japanese karateka (8 dan) and sociologist Kenji Tokitsu has been living in Europe for a longer

period of time, recently in Italy. Since childhood he has practiced various Far-Eastern martial arts, but,

as he claims, he practices for pleasure. Is this not a result of the influence of hedonism popular in

today's Europe? On the other hand, this instructor professionally deals with teaching martial arts, so

he surely tries to connect professional passion with recreation and self-realization.

It is characteristic that Europeans practicing various budo, being the teachers of martial arts,

sometimes see in practicing them more moral and ethical aspects than the masters coming from Asia.

Lothar Sieber (10 dan) finds in the practice of martial arts such values as elasticity, cooperation, effec-

tiveness, but for him it is also a way to spiritual mastery. Roland J. Maroteaux (8 dan), the philosopher

– sees higher values of the ways of martial arts and cultivates the chivalrous ethos. Also other

Western practitioners of martial arts deal with philosophy and sociology of martial arts, formulating

them again, or also introducing some new ideals (as homo creator nobilis, ideal type in the language

of the theory of M. Weber) [18,1].

Hans Schöllauf (10 dan jujutsu), being the third successive leader of WJJC and Idokan, indicates

the started by Prof. W. Strauss philosophy Ido – spiritual strength, spiritual and perpetual movement.

"ido personality" is to realize true sport attitudes and behaviors, mark with the character without envy,

endeavor to victory through receding (the principle of ju-no ri - softness, elasticity) and to the level of

extra-technical mastery. Shihan Schöllauf recommends reaching to the classic of the philosophy of

martial arts, such as The Book of Five Circles (Gorin-no sho) of master Musashi Miyamoto (1584-

1645), and to get acquainted with the life of great masters of budo, such as: G. Funakoshi, E. Rahn,

J. Ebetshuber, M. Suzuki, P. K. Jahnke, Y. Sugino, M. Mochizuki, including academic teachers, such

as J. Kano, J. Fleck, W. Strauss, J. Steindl, H. von Klingerstorff or S. Sato [19].

Divergence of views or emphasis on particular purposes, values and principles of martial arts in

their interpretation results from big notional, conceptional and axiological differentiation of particular

signs of this great cultural heritage, rich in its variety. Already in Japan of the epoch of Meiji alone the

creators of contemporary budo (J. Kano, G. Funakoshi, and M. Ueshiba) [20] added various mean-

ings and functions to the way of martial arts. They differently understood the sense of budo and the

ways of realization of the assumed aims. Namely, in spiritual culture of this country, the type of physical

form of exercises is less essential (let it only be close to perfection) – if it is e.g. karate, or brewing

tea, or calligraphy, or origami, or arranging flowers. Important is the endeavor to psychophysical, moral

and spiritual perfection, to spiritual growth and progress - in the direction of so understood mastery [21,22].

If the ethos of martial arts is connected with the ethos of warriors, chivalrous or soldierly ethos, it

will be stronger in those countries where the traditions of chivalrous culture are more alive. Such 

a formulated hypothesis is confirmed by the words of I. Nitobe who perceived affinity of the Japanese,

samurai soul and the Polish romantic hero. As he wrote in the preface to the Polish edition, "Twice 

I was lucky to contact the land of the old country of Boles³aws, Batorys and Sobieskis, and each time,

for the second time more than for the first time, the impressions which I had formerly when reading

the patriotic history of Koœciuszko and D¹browski and not less patriotic singings of Niemcewicz and

Mickiewicz, yet increased and intensified. The nation which is so strongly connected with its past, 

surrounds the country of their fathers with so hot love, and is equipped with so manly virtues as rich

history it has, must find many common points with us" [13, p. 10]. The history of the nation and state,

cultural traditions (among others literary) and archetypical persons of the heroes influence the national

mentality and character [23]. Therefore, a Polish karateka A. Drewniak (7 dan) says that Poles, 

characterized by pugnacity and fantasy, accept very well the Eastern philosophy of perfection [24].

Masutatsu Oyama (the creator of the school kyokushin karate) stated that "in the world there are only

two nations that can fight so beautifully - the Japanese and the Polish" [25].

In Poland and in Japan for quite a long time – in the scale of history of both countries – the socially

leading class was the nobility. Similarly, it was also quite a numerous class, which especially concerns

the minor nobility (and poorer samurai families) [9]. From this the soldierly ethos, respect for male

social role of warrior and the respect for fencing and other martial arts may result. On the other hand,

in the country where hundreds of years ago the social group of noblemen-warriors was liquidated and

then in the name of the Confucian philosophy the war craft and people dealing with it were despised,

there is somehow less of this pugnacity, soldierly honor and cavalry fantasy [26].
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Specificity of Humanism of Martial Arts – Recapitulation
To what extent are the psychological dimension of martial arts and moral aspect of the way through

self-discipline, or finally the ascetical model of psychophysical culture of East-Asian provenience 

related to the humanistic axiology of the Western sport?

A Polish theologian and social philosopher Rev. Stanis³aw Kowalczyk compares personality peda-

gogy of sport, the Boy Scout movement and Far-Eastern martial arts in their educational purposes –

physical, mental-emotional and moral-spiritual development. He also indicates the similarity of the

motif of ethical self-improvement in the mentioned systems [27,28]. In turn, the emphasis on moral

norms and timeless values differentiates martial arts and sport, which to a greater extent refers to

ludic values and seeking pleasure or competition, and endeavor to victory. Naturally, the categories

of courage and honor, fair play and fairness are here genetically and axiologically related – in sport

and in "ways of warriors" (compare: [29, pp. 53-67]).

Even training in the Far-Eastern ways of martial arts has another, humanistic and spiritual, in 

a way personality sense. The spiritual ontogenesis of the practitioner is to lead to his transgression,

achieving next levels of development and integral mastery. The practitioners not necessarily perceive

their way as a form of asceticism, but quite often they indicate the spiritual character of their practice,

and in great majority they accept and declare to observe in their lives the ethical principles of budo

(however understood in a different way) [30]. The educational and spiritual way of martial arts is perceived

and more and more often appreciated in the West by the contemporary pedagogues and psycholo-

gists [2,17,31,32]. 

Martial arts, or rather the ways of non-aggression (budo), quite a long time ago rejected the com-

mand of vengeance or suicide, needless brutality or also – in some varieties – any rivalry, including

sport competition. Analogically, as the ways of learning and religious practices, the today's budo is

close to jindo - the "way of humanity", a term which is used for defining humanism in Japan [18,33].

This humanism is based on the principle "respect and protect any life". Other basic canons are

"valor", "moral strength" [31], honor and nobility, respect for every other man and the tradition, chivalry,

self-discipline and observing the moral rules, the purposes concerning the development of a practi-

tioner's personality and achieving the state of psychophysical harmony. There also appear the ideals

of universal "warrior of Light", "warrior of Truth" or the like. 

The way of martial arts is not reserved for the representatives of particular beliefs, as the missio-

naries of Zen Buddhism try to present it. It is the method of achieving a higher level of health, inner

harmony, morality, the ascetic form of education and, at the same time, universal psychophysical

training for everyone who wants to undertake this yet not easy way. The techniques of fight and physical

training are only the visible tip of the iceberg. The whole rest concerns the heart, mind or soul of the

practitioner and overcoming one's own weaknesses or making moral choices.

In the majority of cases we can speak of the educational influence of the teacher-master as the

personal pattern teaching not exactly through the word, but through his own example. In the environment

of martial arts personal authorities – old masters and today's experts - take an important place. These

are elites of their kind - the aristocracy of spirit, to use here the term of F. Znaniecki. These masters

of first of all spiritual way indicate the directions and purposes to next generations - not only of judo-

ka and karateka. It gives a chance for effective education in the spirit of integral humanism and that

the motivation for exercises will be deeper than only material or snobbish. The axiology of budo also

guarantees that the noble ways of warriors will not be degenerated to primitive shows of direct, brutal

fight.
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