
Why Can’t Karate Be Soft? 
  

If you were compelled to categorize Karate into either a Hard or a Soft martial art, you would 
undoubtedly choose Hard. Conversely, if you were compelled to categorize Aiki into either a 

Hard or Soft martial art, you would no doubt choose Soft. 
 

If Daito-ryu can be divided into ju-jutsu (fast and hard), aiki-ju-jutsu (well-formed and 

detailed with less effort), and aiki-no-jutsu (minimal motion yielding large results), why can’t 

karate be similarly divided? Karate is almost universally considered a Hard art. True, arts like 

Goju and Uechi call themselves hard/soft arts, but with the exception of circular, less percussive 

blocks, they certainly seem to move fast and have decidedly impactful techniques.  

What about Kempo? Isn’t that the soft side of karate-arts? Sure, the hands move more 

circularly than in either of the hard/soft arts, but generally their applications are just as fast, often 

even faster, and percussive, albeit in a more rapid sequence.  

Because Karate is considered a striking art, people logically see it as Hard. But in Aiki 

we throw the guy down suddenly and directly, isn’t that also Hard? That’s percussive, isn’t it? 

To me, Hard and Soft, should have to do with amount of effort the practitioner has to invest 

to realize the result he desires, not simply the amount of impact the techniques produce. With 

the amount of effort as a guideline, we can see how the techniques of advanced karate-ka can 

easily fall into categories similar to the three Aiki categories. Let’s call them hard-karate-jutsu 

(fast and hard), soft-karate-jutsu (well-formed and detailed with less effort), and subtle-karate-
jutsu (minimal motion yielding large results). Now, where can we find these variations? 

As previously stated, most karate practice is understandably fast and hard, so most 

practice, especially when done by lower ranks or younger people, falls into the hard-karate-

jutsu category.  

Older practitioners with higher ranks are skilled enough so that they can perform their 

blocks and many of their retaliations with less effort. Their karate falls into the soft-karate-jutsu 

category. I have taught many seminars in which we begin with a strong traditional stance and a 

basic block and then transmute gradually to a more relaxed stance and softer block. My teaching 

the intricacies of the reception allows students to work more efficiently and also off-balance as 

they receive an attack, making their applications softer.  

Subtle-karate-jutsu is a logical extension of this last category and, in my mind, begins 

to overlap with the general skills of aiki-no-jutsu, even though the techniques employed are 

entirely different. If you have a chance, look at the clips from the Transmutation, the Next 

Generation seminar with Hanshi Bruce Juchnik. Notice his relaxed posture and his minimal 

motion response to a punch. Although Hanshi Juchnik is a Kosho-ryu Kempo stylist, he 



advocates using any art to go beyond the basic teachings in order to investigate more and more 

subtle skills. Gee, sounds like my point of view! I’ll have to do a seminar with him someday.  

In my opinion, a martial artist advances in a specific art by first mastering its form, then 

being able to apply it fast and hard, and then in a more and more relaxed manner without 

sacrificing effectiveness. Eventually the art dissolves into ad hoc effective skills that cannot be 

identified as Aiki or Karate, but will easily be seen as effortless—and therefore “Soft”. 

 


