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Introduction

Judo is based on sound biomechanical princi ples. The more effi-
ciently a person applies  these princi ples, the more effectively that 
person  will do judo. To do judo well, a person must know not only 
how to control his own body but also his opponent’s. This book 
examines how the  human body moves and why judo works in con-
trolling how it moves.

We  will examine and analyze this from both a con temporary 
biomechanical point of view and from a more “traditional” point 
of view, with the goal of showing how both  these ways of describ-
ing what judo is are compatible and make a lot of sense. The Japa-
nese phrases, terms, and names you’ll encounter—in use since 
judo’s inception and familiar to all judo prac ti tion ers— explain 
much of what judo is and does. You just have to appreciate them 
and use them to explore the fullness and complexity of the art. 
For the most part, terms such as kuzushi, tsurikomi, and many 
 others— terms we often use without giving them much thought— 
are based on sound biomechanical princi ples. Words do indeed 
have meaning and purpose and, for the most part, the Japa nese 
names in judo translate into functional application. Typical exam-
ples are kuzushi, tsukuri, and kake.  These well- known terms 
describe both a physical action and the theoretical concept  behind 
that physical action. Kuzushi translates to “breaking down” and 
describes the action of breaking down an opponent’s balance and 
posture. Tsukuri translates to “building or erecting” something 
and describes the attacker’s action of building or forming his tech-
nique. Kake translates to “suspend, hoist, or raise” and describes 
how the attacker raises or suspends his opponent up off the mat 
in the  actual execution of the attack. The meanings of the terms 
neatly describes the action involved.
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Controlling how an opponent moves is vital to success in judo, 
as well as in any other combat sport. Judo is movement. A judo 
practitioner must be able to control how his own body moves but 
has the added burden of controlling how his opponent moves as 
well. Making your opponent move the way you want him to and 
controlling as much of what goes on in a judo match determine 
who wins and who loses. Make no  mistake about it: judo is one of 
the toughest sports ever in ven ted. Judo is also an effective method 
of developing fitness and health, useful for self- defense, and ideal 
for developing a sound character. But when it comes down to it, 
if you want to be good at judo, you have to know how to move an 
opponent and move him with a high ratio of success.

Controlling the movement of a partner in practice is diff er ent 
than controlling the body movement of an uncooperative and 
resisting opponent in a judo match. For a technical skill to be 
effective in a competitive situation,  there has to be a reliable foun-
dation for it. This foundation is the physical education aspect of 
judo. The biomechanical princi ples that are the foundation of how 
and why judo works in a sporting context are the same princi ples 
that govern judo as a method of study in physical education.

Throughout my coaching  career, I’ve used the phrase “control 
judo” to describe how to effectively teach the functional move-
ments necessary for success in judo. The basic idea is for the ath-
lete (and the coach who prepares that athlete) to control as much 
of the action in a match as pos si ble. In any conflict with another 
 human being, you must control  every aspect of that conflict, and 
you must leave nothing to chance.  Whether in competition or self- 
defense, controlling an opponent is the ultimate goal.

While this book may appear to emphasize judo’s competitive 
aspect, the fact remains that judo is first and foremost a method of 
physical education. A major part of physical education is the teach-
ing of good sportsmanship. Good sportsmanship is basically good 
ethics applied to a sport.  These good ethics taught on the mat are 
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what develop good character and a decent  human being. Judo’s 
founder, Professor Jigoro Kano, placed primary emphasis on judo 
as physical education and secondary emphasis on judo as a sport.

That said, millions of  people all over the world practice judo as 
a competitive sport. Judo’s expansion from Japan to the rest of the 
world has been mostly due to  people pursuing judo as the exciting 
sport that it is. From a technical point of view, judo’s development 
has come largely from the coaches and athletes who compete in 
it. All of  these  people have pushed the envelope in search of 
improved technical skills to get the edge on opponents. Judo tests 
and pushes the bound aries of  human movement. What allow  those 
bound aries to be pushed are the sound biomechanical princi ples 
rooted in the physical education aspect of judo. Without its foun-
dation in physical education, judo as a sport would not be the tech-
nically compelling activity it is  today.

Judo was my first exposure to the world of martial arts. I was 
twelve. But along the way I developed keen interests in both jujitsu 
and sambo and am a firm believer in the concept of cross- training. 
Judo and similar combat sports are complex activities based on 
sound biomechanical princi ples and each art provides its own per-
spective that is worth exploring. But historically, judo is the root 
discipline of most of  today’s combat grappling sports, and  because 
of this, I  will use judo as the primary sport when I explain the bio-
mechanics of a technical skill or movement.

The princi ples of judo initially developed by Professor Jigoro 
Kano have stood the test of time  because every thing he did was 
based on sound biomechanical princi ples. Throughout this book 
you  will see familiar judo terminology alongside terms used in 
kinesiology and biomechanics. This book is not an attempt to rein-
vent the wheel or even to make it rounder. Rather, this book sim-
ply attempts to explain why the wheel works. As mentioned, much 
of the Japa nese terminology in judo most students tend to take for 
granted is based on fundamentally sound concepts.  These concepts 
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are considered “old school” but have stood the test of time  because 
they continue to explain why and how the  human body works 
most efficiently in the context of judo. Along the same lines, one 
of the most brilliant  things Jigoro Kano did was to give a descrip-
tive name to each of the diff er ent actions in judo. An example is 
shintai. Shintai is the term used to describe movement, most usu-
ally in a linear pattern. From that, we have the diff er ent footwork 
or movement patterns of ayumi ashi, or normal walking; tsugi ashi, 
or shuffling footwork; and taisabaki, or body movement in a cir-
cular pattern. Each of  these movement patterns are part of the 
overall concept of shintai.

From my research, prior to Jigoro Kano and Kodokan judo, no 
hand- to- hand fighting art (such as the diff er ent feudal Japa nese 
jujutsu schools) had specific names for specific movements based 
on their function. Professor Kano largely brought this method of 
describing  things to the names he gave to the diff er ent throws, 
pins, strangles, and armlocks in Kodokan judo. For the most part, 
the name of a technique provides a description as to how that tech-
nique should optimally work. This pragmatic,  simple, and logical 
concept of naming  things has ensured that the biomechanical 
princi ples of Kano’s judo have stood the test of time with contin-
ued success. The Japa nese language is considered to be the com-
mon language used to describe the techniques, theory, and concepts 
of judo much in the same way Latin is used in science and law. 
This has helped tremendously in the promulgation, teaching, and 
explaining of judo. If the Japa nese terminology  were no longer 
used, much of the analytical understanding and appreciation of 
judo would be lost. It is a good idea for any serious student of judo 
(or similar martial art) to learn and understand the Japa nese names 
and phrases to better appreciate the under lying concept of a par-
tic u lar movement or technique. A person  doesn’t have to speak or 
read Japa nese fluently, but it does take an accurate understanding 
of the terms to better understand what a par tic u lar name or phrase 
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 really means. As noted, in most cases Professor Kano named  things 
based on their function. One of this book’s main purposes is to 
explain what  these names mean and how the princi ples they 
describe actually work.

Judo is kinesiology in action. Kinesiology is the study of the 
 human body’s movement, and that describes judo very well. Know-
ing how to control an opponent’s body and then actually  doing it 
defines success in judo. Movement and the control of movement 
are what keep judo prac ti tion ers up at night, and I am no diff er-
ent. I certainly am not an academic, but I do possess a fair amount 
of education, practical training, and experience in how to make a 
 human body work and how to do so optimally  under the stress of 
training and competition. It is safe to say that all books stand on 
the work of  those who have come before them. This book too is 
based on the work of many authors, coaches, and technicians along 
with my own analy sis. My purpose is to succinctly explain in one 
volume how and why judo works. But I highly recommended that 
you go out and study as many diff er ent sources as pos si ble, espe-
cially the references listed in this book. I am writing from the per-
spective of a coach who has had a good amount of experience 
coaching at both the club level as well as at the international level, 
and who has been fortunate enough to have travelled to many 
places and met many  people in my pursuit of judo, sambo, jujitsu, 
and submission grappling. The contents of this book are merely 
my sincere but limited contribution to the existing body of 
knowledge.

Steve Scott
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Foreword by Jim Bregman

The genius of Dr.  Kano’s creation, judo, is fully unlocked and 
thoroughly analyzed in this exploration and explanation of con-
trolling movement by Steve Scott. Seiryoku zenyo, which can be 
best translated as “the best use of energy or maximum efficiency 
with a minimum of effort” is one of Dr. Kano’s guiding princi ples. 
The other is jita kyoei, which is translated as “mutual welfare and 
benefit.” The word judo is often translated as the “gentle way.”

As a form of physical education and sport, judo provides an 
excellent vehicle for imparting in its prac ti tion ers a practical code 
of conduct and deportment that is crystallized in the phrase 
“mutual welfare and benefit.” As judo’s prac ti tion ers become more 
and more developed and trained in this more modern form of a 
martial art, they begin to have greater insight into the full mean-
ing of “maximum efficiency with a minimum of effort.” In this 
excellent volume, Steve Scott provides both the coach and the stu-
dent with useful insights into just why and how the gentle way 
functions as it does.

At the age of fifteen, I was awarded my shodan rank and com-
peted in the regional tournament held by Shufu Judo Yudanshakai. 
I won my division and became the overall tournament champion 
by throwing the heavyweight champion for an ippon with uchi 
mata. Despite my larger and heavier opponent, the throw was 
effortless due to body mechanics and, philosophically, mushin or 
“mindlessness.” Mushin happens when the thrower is not con-
sciously thinking and is “mindless” as the activity is occurring. 
This mindlessness is an automatic reflex developed by years of 
repetitive practice and diligence.  These princi ples are included in 
this book.
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The axiom that a much smaller man can defeat a bigger oppo-
nent is explained by body dynamics and movement control. 
Although I was successful as a fifteen- year- old defeating a much 
stronger and heavier opponent, I learned very quickly watching 
Anton Geesink (world and Olympic champion) train at the Kodo-
kan and  doing randori with him that the real princi ple at work in 
this case was “the bigger they are, the harder they throw you.” You 
 will learn why this is true as you enjoy Steve’s insightful comments 
about how judo  really functions.

I highly recommend that coaches and prac ti tion ers of judo read 
this volume  because it  will enhance and amplify your coaching 
and judo practice.

Jim Bregman 
US and Pan American Games judo champion 
First US judo athlete to win world and Olympic medals 
Tenth dan
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Foreword by Bruce Toups

In his new book on judo movement, Steve Scott has given a gift 
to all judoka. It is a tour de force regarding all the princi ples of 
judo. Unlike almost  every other judo book, Steve does not try to 
tell you how he does, or thinks you should do, a par tic u lar throw, 
but rather discusses in depth what is required to do any throw. It 
is a fitting adjunct to Kyuzo Mifune’s classic book Canon of Judo. 
Further, Steve shows how  these princi ples often translate into 
newaza (ground grappling) as well.

This book should be in every one’s library. Why? First, it is a 
summary of every thing a good judo teacher or coach should know 
as well as a reference text to help all of us remember the  things we 
know but have forgotten to emphasize to our students in our les-
son plans,  because we are concentrating on a par tic u lar technique 
rather than its princi ples.

I am looking forward to adding this wonderful text to my col-
lection. However, unlike most of the books I have, this one  will 
be nearby for reference.

Bruce Toups 
US World Judo Team coach 
Past director of development for US Judo 
Seventh dan



“The key to effective judo is movement.”

— James Bregman
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Chapter 1

Judo as Kinesiology

Judo as Kinesiology— The Study of  Human 
Movement within the Context of Judo
The two primary aspects of controlling an opponent and his move-
ment are tactical and, most importantly, physical. Tactical appli-
cations need a sound biomechanical basis.

Contest rules are written with the 
biomechanical movements of judo in 
mind, while tactical considerations 
are based on what ever the current 
contest rules permit and do not per-
mit. In a sporting context, coaches 
teach according to how the rules are 
written. This book’s focus is on 
the physical movements of judo and 
the biomechanical princi ples of how 
to control movement and why  these 
princi ples work. The contest rules of 
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judo have changed considerably over the years, but what  doesn’t 
change is the fact that good judo is good judo, no  matter what the 
rules are. A skillful technique that worked in 1964 still works 
 today, and that’s  because, while the rules may change, the way the 
 human body works  doesn’t change.

Impose Your  Will on Your Opponent

 There is a method to our madness. Judo is based on sound scien-
tific methodology. Our task as coaches and serious students is to 
learn, understand, and apply as much of this methodology as pos-
si ble and to teach it to our students in a way they  will be able to 
understand and apply with a high rate of success. The reason con-
trolling movement is fundamentally impor tant is  simple: in any 
form of sport combat, the primary goal is to impose your  will on 
your opponent—in other words, to make your opponent fight your 
kind of fight. The only way to do this is to control your opponent 
and, in order to control your opponent, you must control how he 
moves.

The Primary Physical Purpose of Judo  
Is to Control Movement

In judo, or any combat sport for 
that  matter, the opponent has 
the same goal as you. He wants to 
control you just as much as you 
want to control him. Like you, 
he’s fit, motivated, and skilled 
and has  every intention of  doing 
to you what you want to do to 
him. Success in judo depends 

on the optimal application of technical skill and the biomechani-
cal forces under lying that skill. The goal is to throw, pin, choke, or 
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armlock a resisting and motivated opponent. Fundamentally, the 
primary purpose of judo, sambo, and similar sports is to control 
movement. The better an athlete controls his movement and the 
movement of his opponent, the better the result  will be for him. 
Good skill and all the  factors that comprise it are based on control-
ling movement. With that in mind, this book describes some of the 
fundamental princi ples  behind controlling movement coaches can 
use to prepare students and athletes for success in judo.

Judo Is the Practical Application of Kinesiology

Judo, in a very real sense, is the study of  human movement, and 
this is a useful definition of kinesiology. This book is not meant 
to be a textbook on  either kinesiology or biomechanics. However, 
since judo is based on sound biomechanical princi ples, the con-
tents of this book  will combine modern concepts of kinesiology 
and dynamics with many of Kodokan judo’s time- honored tech-
nical theories and practices to confirm that judo does indeed pro-
vide a unique and functional approach to physical education and 
sport. So then, let’s look at some basic definitions necessary to 
appreciating how to better control movement in judo.

Kinesiology: A basic definition of kinesiology is that it is the 
study of movement as well as the study and understanding of 
mechanics and anatomy relative to the movement of the  human 
body. The word is Greek in origin and literally means “movement 
study.” One application of kinesiology that is relevant to our analy-
sis is biomechanics.

Biomechanics: One basic definition relevant to our analy sis and 
use of biomechanics is that it is the study of force and the effect 
force has on the  human body in sport as well as in exercise. It is a 
subset of mechanics, which is the study of the effects of forces act-
ing on objects. Specifically, our interest in how this relates to judo 
is in the study of rigid body mechanics, which explains the gross 
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movements of a  human body. This is further divided into the 
concept of statics, which is the mechanics of a body at rest and 
constant velocity, and dynamics, which is the concept of a body 
or object in accelerated motion. As coaches and serious students 
of judo, a college- level study of biomechanics or kinesiology is 
not necessary, but it is impor tant for us to comprehend the basic 
concepts of why and how judo works and to know that it is 
firmly rooted in science. Our primary focus in  doing judo is how 
to efficiently and practically put to use the conceptual theories of 
dynamics and, as coaches, to understand dynamics.  These are the 
core concepts of why and how judo works as efficiently as it does.

To better understand biomechanics, a brief look at Sir Isaac 
Newton’s laws is helpful. Always keep in mind that judo is based 
on the laws of gravity. A person  doesn’t have to memorize  these 
laws, but it’s a good idea to understand them and know how they 
apply to judo. Newton formulated three laws of motion and the 
law of gravitation, which form the basis of modern mechanics— 
and, more impor tant to our discussion, the basis of biomechanics. 
Newton’s Laws tell us about force, gravity, how an object reacts 
when force is applied to it, and the source of external force. New-
ton’s Laws of Motion basically are:

1.  Every object stays at rest or moves in the same direction 
 unless that object is made to change by an outside force. This 
law describes inertia.

2. Changes in momentum of an object (for us, a  human body) 
are the direct result of the force applied to the object. The 
change in momentum  will go in the same direction as the 
force that has been applied. Any change in a body’s motion 
depends on the mass of that body. It is force that  causes a 
change in the speed and direction of a  human body.

3. For  every action,  there is an opposite and equal reaction.



11

Chapter 2

Judo Relies on Both 
Power and Skill

Judo Techniques Rely on Both Power and Skill
Some  people mistakenly believe that power is bad in judo— that 
good technique does not require power. In fact, the opposite is true. 
Power is necessary for technical skill. 
Anything that requires energy to per-
form, including the application of a 
judo technique, requires power.  There 
must be some source of energy that 
makes  things happen, and power is 
that source of energy. Power is the 
application of physical strength (force) 
combined with speed and the con-
trolled direction of movement (veloc-
ity). So let’s delve into how power and 
skill combine to produce a technically 
sound movement.
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Power: A basic definition of power is the amount of mechani-
cal effort required to produce a desired effect. It’s force multiplied 
by how fast it is applied and in the direction you apply it. A fast, 
direct effort produces more force than a slow, indirect effort. For 
our purposes, power is a focused combination of speed and strength. 
In a strict sense, it is velocity (speed and direction) combined with 
functional strength and performed with ballistic effect.

This combination of applying muscular force with velocity cre-
ates momentum. Momentum is the power used to throw an oppo-
nent. To some judo prac ti tion ers, the word “power” implies brute 
strength, but this is not what power is. The bottom line is that a 
person must have sufficient functional strength and speed in order 
to perform any judo technique, especially a highly skilled and com-
plex movement such as a throwing technique.

Force: Biomechanically, force equals mass times acceleration. 
This is a push, pull, or other movement the attacker uses to change 
the state of motion of the defender’s body. This is what is known 
as action force.

In other words, the action of the attacker driving off one or both 
feet when performing a throwing technique creates force. When 
that force is directed with speed and in a specific direction, it cre-
ates momentum. This action creates power, and power is necessary 
for optimal application of  every technical skill in judo.  There is 
more about force in the section relating to torque  later in this book.

The Concept of “Ju”: A core concept in judo that deserves 
analy sis is ju. The popu lar translation of ju is “soft,” and while partly 
accurate, this translation gives an incomplete (and often downright 
inaccurate) picture of what ju is. The idea that a soft, weak, or poorly 
conditioned person  will be able to throw a larger opponent who is 
resisting, fit, and motivated is simply not based in real ity. It takes 
the work of Jigoro Kano out of context and vastly oversimplifies it. 
This oversimplification of Kano’s conception of the “softness” of 
judo has been used for years to attract new students.
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The word ju with the corresponding kanji ideograph translates 
to “gentle, mild, soft, flexible, yielding, or pliant” (the same ideo-
graph and meaning is used for yawara, a method of self- defense 
native to Japan). In fact, Kano even referred to the word “gentle” 
as the under lying princi ple of his invention numerous times. What 
Professor Kano intended by using the term ju is clear. Judo is not 
based on brute strength but rather on rational scientific princi ples 
for the application of power and controlling balance (and, as a 
result, controlling movement) and the most efficient use of both 
physical and  mental abilities. Kano was a pragmatist and stressed 
the most efficient use of energy. He created the maxim seiryoku 
zen’yo, which means “the best use of energy” and this became the 
foundation for the princi ple of ju.

When Professor Kano began his studies in jujutsu, he was not 
athletically gifted. He was rather small and weak physically, and 
like a lot of other young men, wanted to learn how to defend him-
self. During his study of jujutsu, he became interested in under-
standing why the vari ous throws and holds worked against larger 
and stronger opponents. To his pragmatic way of thinking,  there 
had to be a biomechanical reason that throwing techniques worked. 
Eventually, he developed the concept of kuzushi as the reason, with 
the under lying princi ple of ju as kuzushi’s foundation. Kuzushi is 
the reason ju works. Along with optimal application of tsukuri and 
kake, kuzushi provides the structure and methodology for teaching 
and learning technical skill in throwing (as well as in newaza, since 
 these princi ples apply to groundfighting too).

Professor Kano’s belief that “softness can overcome hardness” 
provides the rational biomechanical and tactical reason for why 
judo works. It is the best use of energy. In Chinese military strat-
egy, “softness” is the ability to be adaptable and flexible and to 
use  every means pos si ble to defeat the  enemy. “Hardness” refers 
to an inability to be adaptable—to be rigid both physically and 
tactically.
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Judo  Isn’t Gentle

In real ity, judo  isn’t “gentle” in the popu lar sense of that word. Judo 
is rough and tumble— one of the most demanding of all sports. 
Anyone who has seriously studied and practiced judo for any sig-
nificant amount of time can attest to this.

The most efficient use of power is a necessary component in the 
application of technical skill in judo. This efficient use of power 
translates into results. “Ju” is the most efficient use of physical and 
 mental energy  because it is adaptable, flexible, and pragmatic. This 
is why judo has stood the test of time. It is the responsibility of 
coaches to train their athletes properly so they can make the most 
effective use of power when they need it. Ju is the efficient applica-
tion of power (or, as Professor Kano explained, it is “directed 
energy”). It is my opinion that this is what Professor Kano meant 
by “ju.” “Gentle” and “soft” do not do justice to the concept of ju.

Professor Kano taught that for the purposes of throwing an 
opponent, sometimes the more direct princi ple of leverage is more 
impor tant than giving way. He said that judo’s true essence is mak-
ing the most efficient use of  mental and physical energy. The use 
Professor Kano made of the concepts of ju and kuzushi reflect his 
innovative brilliance. Ju was, and remains, the central theme of 
his invention, Kodokan judo, in 1882. He believed in the concept 
so much that he named his invention judo, the “way or philoso-
phy of ju.”

Ju Relies on a Sound and Fit Body

For the princi ples of ju and kuzushi to be effective, the person 
applying them must be physically fit. Of two contestants with the 
same skill level, the one who is better conditioned  will tend to win. 
Conversely, the closer two contestants are in fitness and condition-
ing, the one who is more skillful  will prob ably win. This shows 
how dependent fitness and skill are on each other and, more 
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Controlling Movement: 
Kuzushi

Controlling Movement: Kuzushi
Controlling movement is a difficult skill to learn and master. Two 
impor tant  factors are that you must 1. control your own body pos-
ture, balance, stance, footwork, and movement; 2. control your 
opponent’s posture, balance, stance, footwork, and movement. 
Controlling your own body movement is difficult enough, but in 
judo, we are required to control the body movement of an oppo-
nent (who is often resisting) as well.

Kuzushi: Without It, Judo Is Not Pos si ble

As we discussed in the previous chapter, the under lying princi ple 
of judo is “ju.” The physical application of ju is kuzushi. Essen-
tially, kuzushi and controlling movement are one in the same. Most 
 every judo student knows that kuzushi is one of the primary ele-
ments that comprise a throwing technique. Kuzushi is almost 



36  tHe Judo adVantage

taken for granted, and prob ably  because of that, not enough time 
is spent on mastering it. In judo circles it is often said that “kuzushi 
is movement” or “without movement,  there is no kuzushi.” This 
chapter explains the biomechanical reasons  behind why kuzushi 
works. Let’s start with the two primary methods of controlling 
movement and balance.

Happo no Kuzushi: Eight Directions  
of Breaking Balance

The first method of controlling movement and balance is happo 
no kuzushi (“happo” means “eight directions,” “no” means “of,” 
and “kuzushi” implies the breaking of balance). It is the method 
most judo students spend time studying. Happo no kuzushi are 
the eight directions in which balance can be broken:

1. Front
2. Back
3. Right side
4. Left side
5. Right front corner
6. Right rear corner
7. Left front corner
8. Left rear corner

In kuzushi, the attacker transmits direct force against the oppo-
nent’s weak areas of balance. This is a direct means of controlling 
an opponent’s movement. The attacker initiates power and uses the 
direct velocity (speed and direction of movement) to control his 
opponent.  These eight directions of controlling balance and move-
ment provide a basic framework for the understanding of throwing 
techniques.
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Four Sides and Four Corners: 
From a mechanical point of view, 
 there are four sides and four corners 
comprising eight diff er ent  angles in 
the application of happo no kuzushi. 
The four sides are front, back, right 
side, and left side. The four corners 
are front right, front left, rear right, 
and rear left. Consider the  human 
body as a wheel. The center of the 
body (or wheel) is the axis (like a hub 
in a wheel). The axis extends from the 
top of the head down the  middle of the body to the mat. The body 
moves and turns around this axis like a wheel moves around its 
hub. When the body moves (or is moved by another body), it  will 
go into the direction of one of  these eight  angles. While it is entirely 
pos si ble to break someone’s balance when he is standing still (some-
times, an athlete  will catch his opponent “flat- footed” and take 
advantage of the situation by throwing him), using movement  will 
exponentially increase the possibility of success in applying a throw-
ing technique by controlling an opponent with body movement.

Kuzushi Controls the Opponent’s Stability: Balance is depen-
dent upon the stability of the body. When standing in shizentai 
(natu ral upright posture), the feet should extend in a line down 
from the hips. This provides stability and permits optimal mobility 

the four sides of controlling kuzushi (photos left to right): 1. front, 2. back, 3. right, 4. left.



“The first time is cognition. The second time is recognition.”

— Marshall McLuhan
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Controlling and 
Breaking Posture

Controlling and Breaking  
an Opponent’s Posture
Though posture plays a key role in  every sport, it is an integral part 
of judo  because it so directly is affected by the use of kuzushi. 
Having said this, please read the preceding chapter on Kuzushi, as 
every thing that is discussed in that chapter directly relates to what 
is in this chapter. An integral part of kuzushi is controlling an 
opponent’s posture: break his posture and you break his balance. 
Having and using the optimal posture permits allows for a techni-
cally more effective application in any sport. Let’s take a look at 
how, in judo, posture is a vital link in controlling one’s own move-
ment and balance as well as in controlling an opponent’s movement 
and balance.
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Shisei: Posture

The  actual structure of how a  human body pres ents itself is “pos-
ture,” which is called shisei (meaning posture, and generally 
used in judo to also imply stance). The posture of the body and 
the stance (or position) of the feet are  factors that determine the 
efficiency of footwork and body movement as well as the transfer 
of power from the feet up through the body and into the action 
of a throw. Optimal posture is necessary for an athlete to have 
freedom of movement. An optimal posture is relatively straight 
and upright, where the spine is not bent or curved forward. A 
curved spine limits movement and inhibits transfer of power in 
attacking. The shoulders should ideally be in a line extending 
from the hips—in other words, each shoulder should be over 
each hip and the hips should ideally be in line with the feet. If 
the athlete’s feet are too far apart or too close to each other, they 
provide less stability than well- positioned feet. An athlete who is 
bent over with a rounded spine places too much weight on his 
feet as he steps. This is what is called “heavy feet.”  These heavy 
feet are being used by the athlete to stabilize his poorly distrib-
uted body weight in an effort to provide better balance for him-
self, which means he is not using his feet to create movement. 
Posture and stance are fundamentally impor tant to the freedom 
of movement and, ultimately, to the generation of the force nec-
essary for attacking an opponent.

An effective posture is one that permits the athlete to be ready 
to transfer the energy from his body into the body of his unsus-
pecting opponent at any time. In some striking sports, this is the 
“ready stance,” where the athlete is not relaxed but not tense, like a 
spring ready to unleash its energy. An effective posture and stance 
permit the athlete to always be ready to move as necessary. It also 
serves as the power chain in transferring force from the feet into 
the attack.
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Applying Technical Skill

Applying Technical Skill: Kuzushi, Tsukuri,  
Kake, and Kime
This is the series of actions that are the primary building blocks of 
 every technical skill, both in throwing and in groundfighting. 
 These are kuzushi, tsukuri, kake, and— although unofficial in 
terms of Kodokan judo’s approach to the subject— kime.  These 
actions of kuzushi, tsukuri, kake, and kime are sequential, build-
ing on each other in a progression of movement phases. One  thing 
must happen before the next  thing starts, and if that first  thing 
 isn’t done optimally, the second  thing  won’t happen. While most 
 people think of  these steps or building blocks only in terms of 
throwing techniques, they are just as relevant for the techniques 
of groundfighting.
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Kuzushi: The word kuzushi 
implies breaking of balance and 
posture. Kuzushi is an impor-
tant concept in the study, prac-
tice, application, and teaching 
of judo. The concept of control-
ling the movement of an oppo-
nent and the ultimate breaking 
of his posture, stance, or bal-
ance is what makes all judo 
techniques efficient in their 
application. The action that 
starts the pro cess of kuzushi is 

force, which the attacker uses to initiate movement. This is dif-
fer ent than  simple brute force, however. Functional application of 
strength is what is necessary. The attacker focuses his strength on 
an opponent’s vulnerable point. No  matter what anyone says, 
the use of force is based on optimal physical strength and fitness. 
A strong, fit athlete always has a huge advantage over an athlete 
who is physically unprepared or weak. It must be stressed that 
effective kuzushi is dependent on controlling the defender’s move-
ment. The power generated by the attacker creates the movement 
necessary to break or control the defender’s movement, balance, 
posture, and stance. If insufficient force is generated, the defend-
er’s body  will not be moved, and kuzushi  will not occur. In other 
words, movement is the key  factor in effective kuzushi. The better 
you control movement, the more effective your skill  will be. 
Kuzushi directly implies a “breaking down” of the opponent’s 
posture, balance, and stance.

Kuzushi can be divided into two distinct, sequential parts. First, 
the attacker actually moves his opponent, even if it is only to move 
him one step. That movement entails direction, so the attacker 
must move his opponent into a specific direction. The tempo or 
pace with which the attacker moves his opponent is a key ele ment 
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Shintai: Movement in Judo

Shintai: Movement in Judo
Footwork and Movement Patterns in Judo

Jim Bregman, the first US athlete to win medals at the World 
Judo Championships and Olympic Games once said to me: “The 
key to effective judo is movement.” Jim went on to say that know-
ing how to move and knowing 
when to move are essential ele-
ments of success.  Every aspect 
of judo is based on movement. 
The more functional and effi-
cient the movement, the better 
opportunity for success.  There 
are two primary footwork or 
movement patterns in judo. 
Sambo and other grappling 
sports have copied  these or 
made some slight modifications 
to them. However,  these two 



74  tHe Judo adVantage

movement patterns  were designed by Professor Jigoro Kano early 
in the development of Kodokan judo.

The first primary movement pattern is shintai. The translation 
implies “advance and retreat,” specifically in a linear pattern ( either 
front and back or laterally). A generic translation of shintai is “foot-
work,” as this term refers in a general sense to all footwork used. 
The second primary movement pattern is taisabaki. This is more 
difficult to translate from Japa nese into En glish but it is roughly 
“body turning or management/movement.” Generically, all foot-
work in judo is  either in a linear direction (shintai) or in a circular 
direction (taisabaki).

In practical terms, shintai is often used in a generic sense to 
describe footwork or the movement of the body, so let’s concen-
trate on the following three distinct movement and foot patterns 
used in judo: ayumi ashi, tsugi ashi, and taisabaki.

Ayumi Ashi: This is a normal step- walking pattern. “Ayumi” 
simply means “walk.” “Ashi” means “foot or leg” and implies the 
movement of the foot or a pattern. This is a movement where the 
attacker and defender move  either forward or backward in a straight 
line.

Tsugi Ashi: This is a shuffling or sliding footwork pattern, often 
at an  angle (at the corners) or sideways (laterally) but sometimes 
can be done in a straight line forward and backward as well. 
“Tsugi” means “successive” and implies a shuffling movement 
where one foot meets the other but the feet never cross. “Ashi” 
means “foot or leg” and implies the movement of the foot or a 
pattern.

Taisabaki: This is a rotary, turning, or circling movement. “Tai” 
means “body” and “sabaki” implies “management” or “movement” 
and suggests preparation for getting into position for a subsequent 
movement. In this sense, when using taisabaki, the attacker always 
has an end result in mind— either improving his own position or 
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Teaching and Learning How  
to Control Movement
This book is not only about how to control movement; it is also 
about how to teach movement. So, at this point we  will examine 
some methods that might be helpful in teaching judo movement 
and discuss some traits that make for effective coaching. A coach 
 doesn’t have to be a world champion to develop world champi-
ons. However, it is the responsibility of coaches to appreciate, 
understand, and show how to perform fundamentally efficient 
technical skills in order for them to adequately teach  those skills. A 
coach must possess a sound understanding of why and how a 
technical skill works before he can convey  these complex skills to 
another person. In other words, the coach should know what he’s 
talking about before he starts talking.
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Coaching Is an Art Based on 
Science: The better that coaches 
(and students) understand the 
princi ples that make the  human 
body work and move, the better 
they  will understand the prin-
ciples that make judo work. 
An example is the concepts of 
kuzushi, tsukuri, and kake that 

are taught in  every judo club in the world.  These princi ples of con-
trolling movement form the basis of the technical application of 
judo. Good coaching is both science and art. It is a science in the 
sense that every thing is based on sound, rational, and empirical 
reasoning. Good coaching is based on good physical education. 
And it is art in the sense that coaches are working with  human 
beings and, as such, coaches must be creative in how they best 
teach skills and provide for the needs of their students, athletes, 
and parents.  There is no cut- and- dried formula for working with 
 people. The art is in how you pres ent the science to your students. 
The photo above shows Bob Corwin, one of the best coaches I 
know,  doing what he does best— teaching judo.

A Word on Coach Education

It should be emphasized that coaching is a serious responsibility 
and should be done by serious (and mature)  people. Judo is com-
posed of many complex motor skills, and injuries can occur. It is 
the coach’s responsibility to ensure that  every practice is conducted 
in as safe a manner as pos si ble. Judo is also a combat sport, so 
along with the teaching of motor skills and movement, the coach 
has the responsibility to teach the maturity to know when to use 
 these skills and when not to. This is why coach education is 
impor tant.  There are numerous coach- education programs, rang-
ing from  those that treat the subject in a general way to programs 



99

Chapter 8

The Tsurikomi Action

The Tsurikomi Action
A key part of  every throwing technique is how the attacker uses 
his hands and arms in connection with his hip movement, the 
turning action of his body, and the use of his leg or foot move-
ment. This action is the primary method of “setting up” an oppo-
nent for a throwing technique and is called tsurikomi. Tsurikomi 
is the lifting- pulling action that is essential in transferring force 
from the attacker to the defender.

Importance of Gripping in Exerting Force and Control: 
Transference of Force from Attacker to Defender

The first  thing we touch an opponent 
with is our hands; this is why the 
use of the hands, arms, elbows, and 
shoulders, as well as the use of move-
ment, are essential in exerting force 
and control over an opponent. The 
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hands and arms are one (but not the only) method of generating 
as well as transferring force from the attacker to the defender. This 
means it is incumbent on the athlete and coach to train in both 
power and skill work in order to maximize the transference of 
force. The role of the hands and arms in gripping, grabbing, and 
manipulating an opponent is of vital importance. Each hand and 
arm works separately yet interdependently to achieve maximum 
control over the opponent.

Using the Hands for Control: Remembering that the hands 
are the part of the attacker’s body that most often makes first con-
tact with the opponent and, as a result, the primary task of the 
hands is to control, the attacker  will make any number of move-
ments and adjustments in hand position to exert and maintain 
control. In many situations, the attacker  will use his hands to jerk 
or snap the opponent. An example is that the lifting- pulling action 
is done with a “snapping” or “jerking” movement initially, and this 
quickly transitions to a more precise pulling action with his hands, 
steering the defender in the direction of the throwing movement. 
This initial jerk takes the defender off guard long enough for the 
attacker to establish his primary pulling or pushing movement.

In judo, each hand has a specific use and name that describes 
that use. The hikite is the pulling hand (also commonly called the 
sleeve hand). Hiki translates to “pull” and te translates to “hand.” 
The hikite does a lot more than simply pull, and we  will examine 
its use more fully. The tsurite is the lifting hand. Tsuri means “to 
lift” or “to suspend” as in holding and controlling something to 
lift or hang in the air. The tsurite has more uses than only lifting, 
as it also steers and manipulates an opponent. It is commonly 
called the “power hand” or “steering hand”  because it does indeed 
transfer power from the attacker’s arms and body to the action of 
the throw. It also steers or guides the defender into the direction 
of the throw. World Judo Champion Neil Adams refers to the tsu-
rite as the direction hand and the hikite as the control hand, 
which are excellent descriptions of their actions.
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Tsurikomi Entry to Throwing 
Techniques: The action of tsurikomi 
is not limited to the use of the hands, 
arms, and upper body. The entire 
body and movement of the attacker is 
part of effective tsurikomi. The lifting 
and pulling action of hikite and tsu-
rite suspends and controls the defend-
er’s body long enough to allow for a 
coordinated hip- turning movement 
(taisabaki) and simultaneous move-
ment of the feet. This entire combined movement is what is known 
as “tsurikomi” and is the most fundamental method of entering a 
throwing technique.  There are other effective gripping, movement, 
and footwork patterns for throwing techniques, but this is the 
movement pattern most students and athletes learn, practice, and 
use. It is such a fundamental entry method that it can be said that 
the second phase of a throwing technique (tsukuri) is not pos si ble 
without the effective application of tsurikomi. In this photo, look 
at how the attacker uses a coordinated and total- body approach to 
the tsurikomi action. The attacker’s hips are in optimal position to 
complete the turn  because of the attacker’s effective use of his 
hands and arms, along with his foot movement. Since the hips are 
attached to the legs and feet, the attacker  will use rotary power to 
turn and execute the throw.

The rotation or turning of the 
attacker’s hips is one of the pri-
mary  drivers of torque in a forward- 
throwing technique, but this hip 
turning (taisabaki) action is greatly 
assisted by the attacker’s use of his 
feet. The classic tsurikomi entry’s use 
of an immediate and explosive back 
step is called fumikomi (stepping 
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or stomping in placing most of the weight into the stepping foot). 
This fumikomi action must be a fast, explosive movement. Used 
in many throwing techniques, it serves several key functions:

1.   It permits the attacker to more 
fully rotate or turn his hips into 
the action of the throw, thus pro-
viding torque.

2.  As the attacker steps back with 
his foot, he does so with a forceful 
action— a stomping action onto 
the mat. This stomp puts power 
into the movement that is trans-
ferred through the attacker’s leg 
into his hips and upper body.

3. It permits the attacker to close the space between his body 
and the defender’s body, especially at the hip area near the 
defender’s center of gravity. This deep back step is done in 
conjunction with the attacker’s use of his hands in the lift-
ing and pulling action (tsurikomi) to control and break the 
defender’s balance and control his movement.

The action and placement of the attacker’s lead foot (in right- 
sided throws, the attacker’s right foot) is of prime importance. 
The attacker does not “step into” the defender but moves his lead 
foot to “get it out of the way” so he can better move his back foot 
in place and get the deep back step necessary to enable a strong 
rotation of his body. In looking at the foot placement of the 
attacker’s right (or lead) foot in the photos, notice how he moved 
it across his body and not directly forward. One of the major rea-
sons students are not able to get a deep back step and full rotation 
of their hips in using the tsurikomi entry is that they step directly 
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Movement Is Controlled Motion
Movement Must Be Functional: Movement is motion with a pur-
pose. Judo is pragmatic.  There has to be a reason why you move a 
certain way or do a certain  thing. Not only that, it’s impor tant that 
what you do has a high ratio of success.  Every movement must have 
a purpose and a goal. For an attack 
to be effective, it has to be done in the 
most efficient way pos si ble  under the 
circumstances.

It  doesn’t always take control to 
put a body or object in motion. 
Force alone can do that (such as by 
using brute strength to throw an 
opponent to the mat). But it is the 
controlled force that is generated by 
the attacker that produces not just 
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motion but controlled movement of both his body and the body 
of the defender. To be able to use this controlled movement in an 
optimal manner with a high rate of success takes a lot of training 
in technically skillful movements.

Linear Motion or Movement: All parts of the body move at 
the same speed in the same direction at the same time. This is a 
controlled linear or straight- line movement that occurs in such 
throws as okuri ashi barai (sliding foot sweep) when using a lat-
eral tsugi ashi footwork pattern.

Angular Motion or Movement: The body parts move at 
diff er ent speeds (the upper body may move faster in a given 
direction than the lower body, for instance). This is a rotating, 
turning, twisting, circular, or swinging motion. The  human 
body moves in a circular motion around the body’s axis (the axis 
is the body’s center of gravity and balance) much like a wheel 
moves around its hub or axis.

General Motion or Movement: This is a fairly common move-
ment pattern in judo (or any combat sport for that  matter). A 
good way to think of this is to think of a wagon. The wheels on 
the wagon turn (angular motion) causing the wagon to move in a 
specific direction (linear motion). When actually applying this 
princi ple, an athlete uses taisabaki (circular body movement) to 
turn or steer his opponent to make the opponent move in a spe-
cific direction. As the attacker turns his opponent in this circular 
movement, the defender  will have to step sideways in a straight 
line to recover his balance. As the defender makes this step, this is 
the instant the attacker makes his throwing attack.

Proximity: This is how close the bodies of the attacker and 
defender are to each other. The space between the attacker 
and defender is often mea sured by how far the shoulders and hips 
are from each other. This is an impor tant concept in judo. How 
close or how far away an opponent is determines what takes place 
next. The attacker needs optimal space to launch his attack. He 
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Using Torque in Judo
Judo (or any grappling sport) is a contest that boils down to which 
athlete can apply torque more effectively. The attacker’s applica-
tion of force competes against the defender’s re sis tance to that 
force. Just like the military uses “force multipliers,” we use torque 
in judo. The better an athlete can multiply his force, the better for 
him and the worse for his opponent.

Torque: This is the rotation, 
turning, or twisting movement 
produced by a force at a dis-
tance from the axis or center of 
a body. Below we  will discuss 
more fully what an axis is. When 
applying ude garami (as shown 
in this photo), the elbow of the 
defender is the axis, fulcrum, 
or center or the movement. The 
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defender’s lower arm (acting as a force lever) rotates around the 
defender’s elbow (the fulcrum or axis). The defender’s elbow is the 
axis (or fulcrum), and the attacker blocks or traps the defender’s 
bent upper arm with his elbow/arm that is pressing into the attack-
er’s chest. The attacker uses his hand to apply force and push on 
the defender’s lower arm, creating torque.

 Every action  causes an equal and opposite reaction. You push 
and your opponent resists by pulling away; you pull and your 
opponent pushes. This is impor tant to understand when it comes to 
moving and turning the  human body in relation to throwing it to 
the mat and is the guiding princi ple of hando no kuzushi (break-
ing balance by using the opponent’s reaction), which we discussed 
in the last chapter. Pushing and pulling  don’t always just happen in 
a straight line; they also happen when turning or rotating.

Rotary Movement: In judo, taisabaki is one aspect of rotary 
movement and is one of the major movement patterns that gov-
ern the technical application of the sport. In practical terms, the 
attacker wants to move the defender in a circular or turning pat-
tern to get him closer to the attacker’s hip and throw him. If the 
defender resists, this is called rotary inertia—in other words, re sis-
tance to the turning movement. An experienced judoka  will 
expect this to happen and  will use a variety of skills (gripping, con-
trolling proximity or space between attacker and defender, feign-
ing another movement to elicit a response, or any number of  things) 
in order to better achieve his goal of circling the defender in the 
direction he wishes.

Axis: The axis is the center of an object’s rotation. Think of an 
axis as the hub or center of a wheel. An axis is like a hinge on a 
door, a fulcrum on a scale, or a hub on a wheel. All action moves 
around the axis. Imagine looking straight down at someone who 
is standing below you. Put an imaginary line straight down the 
person’s body from his head to the floor he is standing on. This is 
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The  Human Body’s Base
The base of the  human body is formed by the outermost points 
that make contact with the mat by any part of the athlete’s body, 
including all appendages (hands, arms, feet, legs, knees, head, or 
anything  else). This is true for throwing techniques when stand-
ing and in groundfighting situations. A base works  because it is 
stable, providing a firm foundation for the body. To maintain sta-
bility, the athlete must constantly shift his body weight and adjust 
his center of gravity depending on the circumstances. Let’s exam-
ine some more  factors relevant to base.

Friction: This is the force created 
when one surface opposes the other. 
When two objects slide against each 
other, friction is produced. It is rele-
vant to what we do  because this fric-
tion provides a stable yet fluid and 
moveable base for pins such as the 
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one pictured. When holding an opponent in osaekomi waza, the 
attacker continually shifts his body in order to maintain control 
for the extended period of time required in judo. This shifting of 
the body is done to maintain a solid center of gravity required for 
stability. Friction is also necessary for the attacker to enhance his 
base by driving his feet off the mat to provide power in the hold-
ing movement. The attacker keeps his hips low to the mat for addi-
tional friction in holding his opponent. Keeping the hips low also 
prevents any gaps between the attacker’s hips, legs, and torso and 
the mat.

Base of Support: The more 
balanced the base of support, 
the greater his stability. Usu-
ally, the base of support refers 
to the area on the mat where 
the feet are (which are posi-
tioned directly  under a person’s 
body when he is standing 

upright). This  isn’t always the case, however. Any body part (or 
anything) that provides support to maintain balance or to resist 
the force of an opponent can be a base of support or simply called 
a base. An example is to “post” or place the top of your head on 
the mat as you move your body into position to work a head- roll 
juji gatame or similar move. In this photo, the attacker’s head 
serves as a point of contact on the mat. The attacker positions his 
body on the defender, who serves as part of the base. The defend-
er’s knees and left arm become other points of contact with the 
mat. The attacker’s head and the defender’s knees and elbow are 
the outer edges of the base, providing stability for the time being. 
The attacker’s center of gravity at this point is in the center of his 
torso between his hips, creating a strong controlling position for 
him. As the attacker continues his attack, he  will shift his center 
of gravity as he rolls his opponent over.
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Chapter 12

Generating Power

Generating Power
Power has been previously discussed in this book, including dif-
fer ent ways of functionally applying it. This part of the book  will 
examine the princi ples and biomechanical tools that generate 
power in judo.

Kinetic Energy: Kinetic energy is created by force generated 
by the attacker when throwing an opponent. As the attacker starts 
his movement with force and speed (power) and continues with 
the throwing attack, kinetic energy continues to build and 
eventually ends in a hard landing for the defender. The way to 
describe this kinetic building of energy is ballistics. As the attacker 
starts his movement with force and speed (remember that force and 
speed equal power), kinetic energy is formed. This kinetic energy 
travels through the attacker’s body like links in a chain as it gains 
velocity and creates an explosive or ballistic effect. The ballistic 
force culminates in the release of this power as the attacker throws 
his opponent to the mat.
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This initial force in kinetic energy has to start from somewhere 
and that “somewhere” is from the primary movers of the action— 
the  human body’s muscles.

It is impor tant to point out that  there is a difference between 
the application of kinetic energy in judo or other grappling sports 
and striking sports like boxing or karate. In a throwing technique 
in judo, the opponent’s body is suspended or controlled by the 
actions of the attacker.  There is less applied force  behind a judo 
throwing technique than a punch in boxing. That’s not to say 
that less force is initially generated by the judo athlete, but it 
does mean that the force generated by the judo athlete is directed 
so it lifts or suspends his opponent off the mat and at the same 
time, this generated force is used to control where and how an oppo-
nent is moved. The judo athlete  isn’t simply knocking his opponent 
down as a boxer would do with a punch. The boxer is concerned 
only with delivering the punch effectively, not how his opponent 
travels through the air or how the opponent lands on the mat. The 
judo athlete’s concern is how his opponent travels through the air 
with as much control as pos si ble and how hard he lands on the mat.

Compare a punch to an overhead press in weightlifting. A punch 
can deliver its generated power with more ballistic effect  because 
it merely strikes an object. An overhead press, on the other hand, 
delivers less generated power  because the lifter has to suspend 
and control the barbell during the lift. A punch  doesn’t have to 
hold or suspend any part of the body it strikes. No part of the 
kinetic effort is used to control the opponent. The punch just 
strikes. As a result, the ballistic effect is greater on impact. An ath-
lete must suspend the barbell for several seconds, where the same 
force is generated and expended over a much shorter period of 
time in a punch. When an athlete lifts the barbell up and off his 
shoulders in the overhead press, he must control the movement of 
the bar. In both the overhead press and a throwing technique, 
some of the kinetic energy is expended in the suspending (or lift-
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Chapter 13

Staying Round

“Staying Round” and Using Rotation  
to Create Momentum
The concept of “staying round,” or the use of rotational move-
ment, is one of the princi ples that make judo so efficient. A judo 
skill is usually applied not in a straight line, but with a round, 
rotational movement. A throw, for example, does not go straight 
up and down but up and over the attacker’s body in a rounded 
motion. Not all throwing techniques are rotational or rounded, 
but many are, and this is one of the common uses of movement 
in judo that make the activity so efficient from a biomechanical 
point of view.
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The often- used word “nage” implies the idea of “throwing” or 
“projecting” the body of the defender, often over the attacker’s 
body. Nage implies a controlled throwing of an object over 
another object (in this case, the attacker’s body) and onto the 
mat. This use of rotational movement and the resulting momen-
tum requires less physical strength to initiate and sustain the 
throwing movement. Take, for instance, a throw like tomoe nage. 
The attacker does not lift the defender straight up into the air 
and off the mat in a straight line. Instead he lifts him off the 
mat by tucking and rounding his body and  going  under the 
defender’s center of gravity. Think of it as a wheel that the defender 
 will roll over. The rotational or wheeling action rolls and throws 
the defender up and over the attacker’s body. “Staying round” 
allows more momentum and ballistic effect in the throwing 
action.

1. This first photo shows the 
attacker (on the right) using the 
combined effects of controlling 
the  space between himself and his 
opponent and controlling the pos-
ture through gripping to force his 
opponent to start to bend forward in 
order to set him up for the throw to 
follow.

2. The attacker tucks and curls his 
body, making it round as he swings 
the lower part of his body in and 
 under his opponent’s center of grav-
ity. The attacker generates power 
from his left foot, which is driving 
off the mat.
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Chapter 14

Shiho: The Four Corners 
of the Body

Shiho: The Four Corners of the Body
The concept of “shiho” or “four 
corners” describes the major 
controlling points of the  human 
body. The use of  these points 
was initially developed in judo 
as a practical method of control. 
 These four corners are the two 
shoulders and the two hips. 
While  there are certainly other 
parts of the body that can (and 
are) used to control an opponent, controlling one or both of the 
opponent’s shoulders and hips works with a high degree of success. 
This is  because the concept is based on sound biomechanical 
princi ples.
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One of the first pinning 
techniques that come to mind 
when talking about “shiho” is 
yoko shiho gatame (side four 
corner hold). This side control 
position permits the attacker to 
optimally control his opponent 
at both the shoulder area and 

the hip area. The attacker can adjust his base with his hips and legs 
to effectively control his opponent for an extended length of time.

Kami shiho gatame (upper 
four corner hold), yoko shiho 
gatame (side four corner hold), 
and tate shiho gatame (verti-
cal four corner hold) are three 
of the most fundamental 
osaekomi waza (pinning or 

immobilization techniques) and are all based on the concept of 
“shiho.” While  there are other effective osaekomi waza,  these 
three form a central core of technical skill in judo.

Some pins that may seem to 
not be based on the concept of 
shiho are very much dependent 
on this biomechanical princi-
ple. A good example is kesa 
gatame (scarf hold or pin). On 
the surface, it looks like a “head 
and arm pin” as used in wres-

tling. However, looking at it more closely, as the attacker controls 
his opponent’s head and right arm (as shown), he si mul ta neously 
controls the defender’s right shoulder. By optimal placement of 
his legs and hips as his base, the attacker effectively controls the 
defender’s right hip as well. By effective placement and use of his 
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feet, legs, and hips, the attacker provides a stable yet fluid and 
moveable base to control his opponent.

 Here is an example of 
sankaku gatame (triangle pin) 
where the attacker uses 
sankaku (triangle) control with 
the legs on her opponent’s left 
shoulder, arm, and head. The 
attacker uses her left arm to 
grab and trap the defender’s 
right hip and upper leg. This is a good example of how the attacker 
exerts control across the defender’s body by controlling opposite 
corners of the defender’s body (right shoulder and left hip).

Controlling an opponent’s 
shoulders and hips is not lim-
ited to pinning techniques. 
Look at how the attacker (on 
top) controls his opponent’s 
four corners in this rodeo  ride.

1.  Here is a commonly used 
groundfighting skill. We call 
this the “rodeo  ride,” a phrase I 
believe my friend John Saylor 
was the first to use back in the 
early 1980s. The attacker gains 
control of his opponent and 
gets his back as shown. Look at 
how the attacker’s feet and legs are dug in to control the defender’s 
hips and lower body. The attacker uses his hands and arms to 
hook  under the defender’s shoulders to start the pro cess of con-
trolling his upper body as well.
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2. As the attacker drives his 
body forward, he sinks his feet 
and legs in more deeply at the 
defender’s hips to exert even 
more control of the lower body. 
The attacker uses both hands 
and arms to trap the defender’s 

arms and shoulders. This drives the defender forward and flat 
onto his front.

3. The attacker continues to 
drive forward and in a “rocking” 
movement forces the defender’s 
hips and legs upward and the 
defender’s shoulders and upper 

body forward. The attacker has control of the defender’s four corners 
and is in complete control of the situation. The attacker can now 
proceed to a choke or other technique.

Utsubuse: This term means 
“hiding on the front” and is a 
fairly common position in judo. 
The contest rules in judo are 
lenient in this situation, allow-
ing limited time to engage in 
newaza. As a result of this, this 

utsubuse position is used tactically as a way to stall long enough 
and wait for the referee to call a halt to the action in order for the 
bottom athlete to get out of the situation. However, if the top ath-
lete can demonstrate to the referee that he can gain a controlling 
position and use that position to effectively work for a submission 
technique or a turnover for a pin, the action  will be permitted to 
continue. This is a risky tactic on the bottom athlete’s part as he is 
vulnerable to having his opponent gain control over his hips as 
well as his shoulders and arms as shown in the next photo.
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