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What is Judo? 

You can see people of both sexes, all professions, and all ages from six to over eighty years 

enjoying Judo. They all have their own purposes. Some of them want to be strong, some want to 

be healthy, some want to strengthen their mind, some want to appreciate the pleasant feeling 

after a good workout, some want to be able to defend themselves, some want to win 

championships, some want to become instructors of Judo, and some are already devoted to 

training others.  Why is Judo attracting people of all ages and people with so many different 

purposes? 

Judo is a martial art which is may also be practiced as a sport. It was derived from the ancient 

Japanese martial art of Jujutsu (sometimes called jujitsu).  The techniques of Judo include throws 

(Nage-waza), and groundwork (Katame-waza), with many subdivisions of both categories.  

However, Judo is more than just an assortment of physical techniques.   

 

The History of Judo 

The late nineteenth century was a time of rapid change in Japan.  The country had recently 

emerged from feudalism and isolation and many traditional things were being discarded in a 

drive to modernize Japanese society.  The founder of Judo, Jigoro Kano, was born in 1860 and 

grew up in the midst of this modernization.  A skinny kid who was sometimes picked on, he 

sought out some of the few remaining teachers of Jujutsu.  Kano found that his study of Jujutsu 

provided benefits beyond self-defense.  He found that Jujutsu training provided opportunities for 

mental and physical development useful in all aspects of life.  Kano continued his Jujutsu 

training, receiving teaching licenses (menkyo) in Tenshinshinyo ryu and Kito Ryu Jujutsu.  As 

the push for modernization continued, Jujutsu and many of the other traditional martial arts 

began to disappear.  They were no longer considered relevant to modern life and attracted few 

students.  Kano felt that the benefits of Jujutsu training should be preserved in a form that was 

more relevant to modern life.  He set out to develop a form of Jujutsu which focused on personal 

development rather than combat.  Judo was born in 1882 when Kano sensei began training with a 
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few students a small Buddhist temple called Eishoji. Kano sensei wrote: “The great benefit I 

derived from the study of it [Jujutsu] led me to make up my mind to go on with the subject more 

seriously, and in 1882 I started a school of my own and called it Kodokan. Kodokan literally 

means a school for studying the way, the meaning of the way being the concept of life itself. I 

named the subject I teach Judo instead of Jujutsu. In the first place I will explain to you the 

meaning of these words. Ju means gentle or to give way, Jutsu, an art or practice, and Do, way or 

principle, so that Jujutsu means an art or practice of gentleness or of giving way in order to 

ultimately gain the victory; while Judo means the way or principle of the same.” 

 

Jigoro Kano, founder of Judo 

The Principles of Judo 

Jigoro Kano was not only a capable martial artist, he was also a respected educator.  He was 

determined to develop Judo as an art that would provide a healthy and safe way to develop 

oneself based on a rational and logical principles.  In his study of Jujutsu he set out to discover a 

single unifying principle that would apply to all attacks.  This is how he described it: 

“Judo is a study and training in mind and body as well as in the regulation of one's life and 

affairs. From the thorough study of the different methods of attack and defense I became 

convinced that they all depend on the application of one all-pervading principle, namely: 

"Whatever be the object, it can best be attained by the highest or maximum efficient use of mind 

and body for that purpose." Just as this principle applied to the methods of attack and defense 

constitutes Jiu-jitsu, so does this same principle, applied to physical, mental and moral culture, as 

well as to ways of living and carrying on of business, constitute the study of, and the training in, 

those things.” 

We typically refer to this principle as “maximum efficient use of energy,” in Japanese it is “sei 

ryoku zen yo.” 
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The second principle is “mutual welfare and benefit,” in Japanese “jita kyoei.”  That is, by 

working together, we both learn and benefit.  This principle takes the form of showing respect 

for one another, our teachers and ourselves.  It also means that when we practice together we 

give each other the opportunity to practice and learn techniques by acting as Uke, the person who 

“receives” the technique (is thrown, choked, pinned, etc.).  
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Judo Training and Techniques 

Dos and Don'ts in Learning Judo 

By Yoshitsugu (Yoshiaki) Yamashita, The First 10th Degree Black Belt 

 

1. Study the correct way of applying the throws. Throwing with brute force is not the 

correct way of winning in JUDO. The most important point is to win with technique. 

2. First learn offensive. You will see that defense is included in offensive. You will make no 

progress learning defense first. 

3. Do not dislike falling. Learn the timing of the throw while you are being thrown. 

4. Practice your throws by moving your body freely as possible in all directions. Do not lean 

to one side or get stiff. A great deal of repetition in a throw will be rewarded with a good 

throw. 

5. Increase the number of practices and contests. You will never make any progress without 

accumulating a number of practices. 

6. Do not select your opponents (which means do not say that you do or don't like to 

practice with a certain person). Everyone has his own specialty. You must try to learn all 

of them and make them your own. 

7. Never neglect to improve the finer points. Practicing without any effort to improve will 

result in slow progress. Always recall your habits, as well as those of your opponent, 

while making improvement.  

8. In practice put your heart and soul into it. It will interfere with your progress in practice if 

you keep on without this spirit. 

9. Never forget what your instructor or higher ranking members teach you. During practice 

you will make great progress if you keep in mind what they have said to you. 

10. Try to continue your practice as much as possible. Applying half-way will result in a very 

grave situation in your progress. 
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11. Watch and study throws as much as possible when trying to improve and advance. The 

technique and mind are just like the front and back of one’s hand, meaning they are very 

closely related. 

12. Refrain from overeating and drinking. Remember that overeating and drinking will bring 

an end to your practice and JUDO. 

13. Always try to think of improvement, and don't think that you are too good. The latter is 

very easy to do while learning JUDO. 

14. There is no end in learning JUDO. 

 

A Few Terms You Should Learn 

Judo training is divided into three broad categories: Kata are pre-arranged exercises, Randori is 

free practice, and Shiai are contests.  We start learning techniques with each partner having a 

specific role.  One partner is known as Tori.  Tori attempts to execute a technique, such as a 

throw or pin. The other partner is Uke.  Uke allows Tori to practice the technique without 

offering resistance. 

As skill increases, or to explore specific situations, Uke’s role may become more complicated, 

adding movement, slight resistance, or a specific response to Tori’s actions.  On of the most 

common types of this practice is known as Uchikomi.  In Uchikomi, Uke stands still or moves 

more or less compliantly as Tori practices the movements of a throw. However, in this form of 

training, Tori stops just short of actually throwing Uke.  The more formal forms of Kata, 

typically learned at brown or black belt, involve Uke making a specific attack, to which Tori 

responds in a specific manner. 

In Randori, partners move about freely, usually without either partner designated as Uke or Tori.  

They may freely apply any technique that is appropriate.  Randori may be practiced by simply 

alternating throws, or as more of a practice contest.  However, Randori is not just a watered-

down contest.  It is a chance to practice applying your techniques.  Never be afraid to be thrown 

in Randori, just get back up and keep going.  See Yamashita Sensei's point number two to the 

left:  Being defensive will not help you learn. 

Shiai, or contest, is the part of Judo that familiar to most people.  In Shiai, the first person to 

score a decisive technique (throw, pin, choke, or armbar) wins.  This is the competitive aspect of 

Judo, but also serves as a place to test what you have learned.  Can you apply what you have 

learned quickly and decisively under the pressure of contest?  
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Ukemi: The first Judo 

techniques you learn will 

be Ukemi.  Ukemi are the 

techniques we use to 

avoid being injured when 

thrown, they are often 

referred to as 

“breakfalls.”  Ukemi 

involves controlling 

your body so you fall in 

a manner which spreads 

and dissipates the 

impact of a fall.  The 

importance of Ukemi is 

summed up in the 

following quotation from 

Kano Sensei: 

“As I have often said if 

one hates to be thrown, 

one cannot expect to 

become a master of the 

art. By taking throws time 

after time, one must learn 

how to take falls and 

overcome the fear of 

being thrown. Then one 

will become unafraid of 

being attacked and be 

able to take the initiative 

in attack. Only by following this manner of training can one learn true Judo waza.”  

There are three basic forms of Ukemi, ushiro ukemi-used when you are thrown backwards, yoko 

ukemi-used when you are thrown forwards and can roll into the position, and mae ukemi, used 

when you are thrown forwards and cannot roll.   

Important concepts of ukemi include relaxation and spreading the impact. The body positions of 

the different forms of ukemi are intended to spread the impact out over as wide an area as 

possible, while protecting the vital organs and head.  Never stick out your arm in an attempt to 

“catch yourself”, or land on your elbows.  A slap with one or both arms helps dissipate the force 

of the fall.” 
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Principles 

Ju (yielding): A main feature of Judo is the application of the principles of nonresistance hence 

the name jujutsu (literally soft or gentle art), or Judo (doctrine of softness or gentleness).  Here is 

an example to explain this principle:  Suppose we estimate the strength of a man is ten units, 

whereas my strength, less than his, is seven units. Then if he pushes me with all his force, I shall 

certainly be pushed back or thrown down, even if I use all my strength against him. This would 

happen from opposing strength to strength. But if, instead of opposing him, I withdraw my body 

just as much as he pushes, at the same time keeping my balance, he will naturally lean forward 

and lose his balance. In this new position he may become so weak (not in actual physical 

strength, but because of his awkward position) as to reduce his strength for the moment, say to 

three units only instead of ten. Meanwhile, by keeping my balance, I retain my full strength 

available for any emergency. But there are cases in which this principle does not apply. Suppose 

for instance, my opponent takes hold of my right wrist and I do not resist him, then there is no 

means of releasing it from his hold. The best way would be to move my arm so that my whole 

strength is used to counteract his hand grip, the strength which is of course far inferior to my 

concentrated strength and therefore gives way to it. In such a case I used my strength against his, 

contrary to the principle of nonresistance. 

Kuzushi (off-balance):  This is the principle of moving your partner from a strong balanced 

position to the point where he loses his balance and becomes weak before attacking.  You must 

break your opponent's balance in order to throw him. 

Three Divisions of Technique 

Judo technique is divided into three major divisions: Nage-waza (throwing techniques), Ne-

waza (techniques applied on the ground), and Atemi-waza (striking techniques only practiced in 

Kata).  You should never “try out” techniques that you have not been taught on your partner, this 

quickly leads to unexpected and dangerous situations.  If you are curious ask your Sensei to 

teach you the technique. 

Nage-waza: Judo throws are based on principles of leverage, balance, and timing.  They use 

skillful manipulation of these factors to throw your opponent rather than simply relying on 

strength (there is always going to be someone stronger than you out there).  There are 67 

officially recognized throws in Kodokan Judo, each with a number of variations. 

Ne-waza:  Grappling on the ground.  The same principles as standing are applied in Ne-waza to 

immobilize your opponent with a pin, or to gain a submission through a choke or armbar.  Ne-

waza is typically divided into three categories: Osaekomi-waza (pins or hold-downs),  Shime-

waza (chokes, typically constricted blood flow rather than air), and Kansetsu-waza 

(armbars/joint locks, only applied to the elbow). 
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Dojo Etiquette or Reigi 

Apart from just good sense and good manners, the reasons for Reigi are safety for you and for 

others.  Formality in Reigi is for awareness of your surroundings and to encourage an appropriate 

mental state for concentration on Judo.  Reigi is an expression of the principle of mutual welfare 

and benefit. 

Sensei 

Teachers in Judo are addressed as Sensei (sen-say) or using either their first or last name and 

Sensei (“Bob Sensei”).  The word Sensei means teacher.  This title should be used when 

addressing or referring to senior black belts, especially those who actively teach. 

 

Juniors and Seniors 

This can have two meanings.  Children (under 16) that do Judo are often referred to as “juniors,” 

with everyone older being referred to as “seniors.”  The second meaning relates to how long one 

has been training in Judo.  In Japanese the terms Sempai (senior) and Kohai (junior) are used.  

Adults are always senior to children, no matter how long they have been practicing.  Sempai 

have an obligation to help and look after their juniors, Kohai should listen to their Sempai and 

treat them with respect and gratitude.  Sempai do not have any particular authority, and are not 

allowed to “boss” their Kohai around. 

 

Bowing 

Though unfamiliar to most westerners, the bow is a common show of respect among Japanese 

and other Asian cultures.  Bows in Judo have no religious meaning or indication of subservience 

and are meant to show respect to ones peers, teachers and Dojo (club).   

 

Standing bow:  Stand up straight, maintain a straight back and neck bow to about a 30 degree 

angle.  Bow in a calm, unhurried but not lackadaisical fashion (no head bobs).  The hands start 

on the sides of the thighs and slide toward the front of the thighs as you bow.  This helps focus 

the mind, projects a strong confident image, and maintains the body in a strong position to be 

ready to defend one's self. 
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Kneeling bow:  Stand up straight, go down on left knee, then right knee, keep your toes curled 

under.  Lay your feet down flat and settle back on your heels with your knees roughly two fists 

apart, back straight, hands on thighs.  To bow, place your hands out in front of your knees (left 

then right) about one fist out, and bow without lifting your butt off your heels.  Imagine an 

equilateral triangle with your hands as the two angles at the base.  When bowing look at where 

the apex of the triangle would be, and bow in a calm, unhurried manner. To recover, bring your 

toes up, then put your right leg up.  With your hands on your thighs, push down on your right 

thigh for balance as you lift your left leg up, and stand. 

 

 Bow upon entering or leaving dojo.  This shows respect for the place, your teacher, and 

your fellow Judoka.  This is something to help you switch from thinking about the 

outside world to thinking about Judo. 

 Bow before entering or leaving the mat area (also make sure Sensei sees you). This is a 

signal that you are joining or leaving practice on the mat, helps Sensei keep track of what 

is going on. 

 Bow to greet your Sensei.  They are nice people, be polite and greet them, didn't your 

mother teach you anything? 

 Bow towards front of dojo and to Sensei at beginning and end of practice.  This shows 

respect to Judo and Sensei, as well as marking the official beginning and end of practice. 

 Bow to your partner before and after training together.  This is for safety.  Bowing here 

signals that you are ready to practice, or are done practicing.  Once you have bowed, you 

should be ready to be thrown, choked, etc. at all times until you bow again at the end of 

your practice together. 

 

The systematic method of kneeling moves from one relatively strong position to another with a 

short transition time.  This maintains your readiness if you are attacked, placing the left knee 

down first and up last keeps the left side open enough to draw a weapon.  All of this is to help 

train you to be alert to your environment, body position and situation. 

 

A bow is sign of mutual respect and should never be a hurried bob of the head.  Always bow at 

the same level as the person you bow to, standing or kneeling.  Bowing at different levels implies 

one is inferior. 
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Start and End of Practice 

At the beginning and end of practice, a senior black belt will call you to line up.  Make sure your 

Gi is neat and your belt is tied before you line up.  Kyu grades (everyone below black belt) line 

up together in order of seniority, with the most senior ranking person on the far right.  The black 

belts (Dan grades) form their own line.  Stand up straight with your hands at your sides and focus 

your attention towards the front of the Dojo.  This is often a time when announcements, or 

instructions are given. 

 

To open or close practice we do two bows, one towards Kano Sensei’s picture, and one to the 

instructors.  These indicate respect and gratitude towards the instructors, and towards Kano 

Sensei, and all the other people who have contributed to Judo.  We will do either a standing or 

kneeling bow (usually a kneeling bow).  A senior black belt will call out “Kiotsuke” (kee-oats-

kay – “attention!”) and then either “Rei” (ray – “bow”) or “Seiza” (say-zah –  “kneel”).  

Sometimes Seiza is called without calling Kiotsuke.  If Seiza is called, kneel in the manner 

described for a kneeling bow on the previous page and sit with your back straight.  When “Rei” 

is called, execute a kneeling bow (Zarei).  Sometimes at the end of practice while you are sitting 

in Seiza, the command Mokuso (moke-sew – “meditate”) will be given.  This means you should 

sit quietly with your eyes closed and think about the things you learned during training.  Then the 

command “Mokuso yame” (moke-sew ya-may – “stop meditating”) will be given.  Open your 

eyes and sit up straight.  Then the command Rei will be given, first to the instructors, and then in 

the direction of Kano's picture (reverse order from beginning of practice).  After the bowing is 

done, people rise in order of seniority.  Be sure to get up from Seiza properly. 

 

General Dojo Behavior {some of the reasons for these rules are given in brackets} 

 

 Keep all of your street clothing neatly put away, bags zipped up, etc. {looks bad, 

dangerous, people lose things, shows respect for yourself and the place} 

 Check your Gi to be sure it is adjusted properly, keep it in this condition as much as 

possible {shows respect for dojo, teaches you to pay attention to details} 

 Come to practice with a clean Gi and body {nobody likes a stinker, very inconsiderate 

and disrespectful to your dojo and training partners} 

 Juniors work towards the back of the Dojo, seniors to the front, Sensei in the very front 
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{keeps seniors and juniors somewhat separated so Sensei can keep track of them} 

 When bowing, the junior stands on the left side, the senior on the right (judged from 

facing the front of the Dojo) {some of the positional things such as where seniors and 

juniors stand seem a bit arbitrary and in themselves may not have particular significance, 

but as a whole they provide people with an understanding of where they belong in the 

dojo and prevents milling around and confusion} 

 Avoid turning your back on the front of the Dojo {sensei, who is typically in the front of 

the Dojo, cannot see what you are doing, keeps everyone working in more or less the 

same direction} 

 Do not walk in front of a Sensei without excusing yourself {Sensei is teaching, 

supervising or watching, and does not need you to block him} 

 Do not walk between two people who have bowed and are practicing {would you walk 

between two people who are fighting?} 

 Do not turn your back on someone you are practicing with until you have bowed out 

(especially true in Randori) {helps prevent injuries from unexpected actions, teaches 

awareness, Zanshin, turning your back indicates that you really aren't worried about your 

partner because he is not your concern} 

 Sit only cross legged (Anza) or kneeling (Seiza) {safety, if you are fallen on in this 

position you are less likely to be injured, no legs hanging out for people to trip over, 

compact position that does not waste mat space} 

 When you stand, stand up straight, do not lean on anything, focus your attention on your 

partner or the Sensei {helps teach proper posture and awareness} 

 No speaking when Sensei speaks (no interrupting!) {rude, other people can't hear 

including you} 

 No unnecessary talking or chatting {you need to focus on what you are doing, makes it 

hard to control class, hard to hear Sensei} 

 Only the Sensei teaches {Sensei knows what he is trying to teach and you may not.  Even 

if your technique or suggestion is good, it is much easier for people to learn from one 

person at a time.} 

 Take it upon yourself to keep the Dojo neat and clean {It is your place too, keep it clean 

and safe} 
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 Wear shoes if you take a bathroom break, and wash your hands {Think about how much 

you appreciate this during Newaza when you think about whether your partner has 

maintained these habits or not.} 

 Do not wipe your brow on your sleeve or tail of your Gi (bring a hand towel) {not 

respectful to Judo Gi, also doesn’t work very well, looks vulgar} 

 

Kohai to Sempai Behavior 

 

 Show your Sempai respect out of gratitude for their guidance {they are helping you to 

learn, don't be an ingrate} 

 If you see a Sempai (or Sensei) cleaning the Dojo, carrying a heavy load, etc., offer to do 

it for them or at least help them {same as above} 

 Listen to your Sempai {they are trying to help you learn} 

 Ask when you do not understand something {otherwise you will never learn, also helps 

prevent mistakes and accidents} 

 

Sempai to Kohai behavior 

 

 Make sure your Kohai know proper Dojo behavior {Set the example and make sure they 

know so they are not embarrassed or injured} 

 Do not allow your Kohai to behave badly or make mistakes without correcting them.  If 

you do not correct them you are doing them an injustice.  They may not know the proper 

way to do things, and if allowed to continue bad behavior or mistakes it will be bad for 

them and the Dojo. 

 Make sure that you provide the opportunity for your Kohai to learn, be sure they do not 

miss opportunities that they may not be aware of {Jita kyoei} 

 You are not to “boss” your Sempai around, they are not your servants. 

 Only Sensei teaches.  If you were a teacher, we would call you Sensei.  As Sempai, you 

are a facilitator for Sensei. 
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General Guidelines 

 

 Do not contradict Sensei.  If you think he is in error, couch it in the form of a question (be 

indirect) {rude, confuses other students, Sensei probably has many things he can explain 

about why he is doing what he is doing, so ask rather than challenge} 

 Do your best to do what the Sensei instructs you to do {you often have some 

preconception that is actually wrong and limits your ability to properly do a technique} 

 Greet your Sensei when you first meet {basic, besides he/she is a really cool person} 

 Zori (sandals) must be worn around the Dojo, not shoes. {controls dirt tracked in from 

inside, easily slipped on and off preventing accidents, etc.} 

 No drink of food in the Dojo. {makes a mess, not in line with the purpose of being there 

to practice Judo, distractions, choking} 

 Ask as many questions as you can. {obvious, if you don't ask you probably won't learn, 

don't be shy-there are usually about 10 other people wondering the same thing} 

 Enjoy your Judo. {if not, why come?} 

 Discuss things with your Sensei.  He/she is your friend. {They really want you to learn 

proper Judo or they wouldn't bother to teach.} 

 Understand why you do what you do.  There is always a reason behind a point in Judo. 

{Judo avoids empty gestures or actions, knowing the reason why can help you understand 

the significance and importance of an action, and thus better understand Judo.} 

 Do not wear your Judogi while traveling to or from practice, or for non-Judo purposes 

outside of practice. 

 

Care and Wearing of the Judo Gi 

The Judo practice uniform or “Judo Gi” was developed to provide safe and sturdy clothing for 

Judo training.  Originally, people trained in street clothing, which did not last long under the 

strain of Judo training.  

Components of the Gi 

The Judo Gi comprises a jacket (Uwagi), belt (Obi) and drawstring pants (Shitabaki).  The 

Uwagi is held closed with the Obi, which is passed around the body twice before being tied in a 
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square knot.  Judo Uwagi are heavier than those used for Karate, with stitching that increases the 

strength of the fabric.  You may purchase a Gi that is adequate for Judo training through your 

Sensei. 

Wearing the Judo Gi 

First put on your pants.  The side of the pants with one or two loops attached should face to the 

front.  Tighten up the pants by pulling alternately on the drawstrings (Himo), pass the Himo 

through the loops, tie with a bow knot and tuck the excess inside of the pants.  You may wear 

whatever underclothes you find comfortable for athletic activities under the pants, a protective 

cup is not necessary.  Put the Uwagi on with the left side over the right side (never reverse this 

as, right side over left is the way the Japanese put kimonos on the dead).  Men do not wear 

anything under the Uwagi, women wear a t-shirt (must be white for competitions) along with 

whatever additional support they find comfortable for athletic activity.  
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Tying the Obi (Belt) 

Find the center of the Obi.  Place it in the center of your body at your natural waist (a few inches 

below your navel).  Pass the ends behind your back and back around so you are holding them in 

front of your body in both hands.  Cross your belt at the center of your body, pass the end of the 

top tail under both wraps of the belt (tail A). Then cross the ends, with tail a on bottom.  Pass the 

end of tail B through the space formed by the crossed tails and pull the ends straight out to the 

sides.  You should now have your belt tied in a square knot with the tails sticking out more or 

less straight to the sides. 

 

 

 

 

Fit of the Judogi 

The sleeves should end within an inch or two of your wrists, and the pants legs within an inch or 

two of your ankles.  Rolling up sleeves or pants legs is not acceptable because it presents the 

danger of catching fingers and toes and causing injury.  There are specific rules governing the fit 

of judogi used in competitions. 
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Care of the Judogi 

Traditionally, the white judogi represents the ideals of simplicity and purity associated with Judo 

training.  Markings or patches are kept to a minimum, with typically only a small patch or 

embroidery showing club affiliation.  In the last few years, blue judogi have been adopted for 

competition.  However, these are only required at national level or higher tournaments.  If you 

have a blue judogi, it may be worn at practice.  However, mixing different colored pants and 

jackets is not acceptable. 

The judogi should be washed, or at the very least hung out to dry after each practice.  Never 

come to practice with a stinky judogi.  

Using bleach on judogi is not advised as 

it weakens the fabric (try Borax instead).  

Since judogi are 100% cotton, some 

shrinking will occur.  If the judogi is 

washed in hot water or put in the dryer it 

will increase the shrinkage.  Hanging the 

judogi up to dry is also preferable to 

putting it in a dryer, as rolling around in 

the dryer will cause the judogi to wear 

out faster.  Any holes in the judogi must 

be repaired before practice as they 

present a safety hazard (catching fingers 

and toes).  This is also true of any loose 

patches.  The judogi should be neatly 

folded and placed in a bag to be carried 

to and from practice.  

Parts of the Judo Gi 

These are the Japanese names for parts 

of the Judogi.  You don't need to 

memorize these just to wear it, but 

knowing the names will help you better understand the names of certain throws (e.g., Obi Goshi, 

Sode Tsurikomi Goshi, etc.). 

 

 

Personal Hygiene 

You should show up to Judo practice with your nails (fingers and toes) trimmed short.  You don't 

want your nails torn off accidentally, and your partners don't want inadvertent cuts and scrapes.  
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Though you will probably get sweaty and stinky during practice you should not show up for 

practice in that condition.  No rings or other jewelry may be worn during Judo practice.  Hair 

should either be short, or gathered up in a fashion where it will not get in the way during practice 

(pony tail, bun, etc).  Facial makeup will likely end up smeared all over both partners during 

practice and should be removed before practice.  Open wounds or other injuries must be covered 

with a bandage and athletic tape.  If you are injured during practice and start to bleed, stop 

immediately and bandage the injury (if possible) and clean up the blood with a spill kit.  If you 

contract a contagious skin disease such as impetaigo, athelete’s foot, or staph infection, you 

should not practice until the condition clears up.  You should also notify the Sensei of any sort of 

communicable skin disease you think you might have picked up at Judo.  

 

Injuries 

If you are injured at Judo you should stop immediately and notify a Sensei.  This is also true if 

you simply do not feel well.  Do not wander off to the bathroom by yourself, where you may 

collapse with no one the wiser.  If you are injured and cannot practice, you should still try to 

attend practice.  Much can be learned from watching practice and how people do throws and 

there may be opportunities to help with the kids or beginners classes.  Some injuries still allow 

for limited practicing:  A toe injury may prevent you from throwing, but it will not stop you from 

practicing most Newaza. 
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Judo Ranks 

The familiar system of martial arts ranks indicated by colored belts was actually started by Kano 

Sensei for Judo.  Old-fashioned martial arts (Koryu) used licenses, only awarded after long 

periods of study.  Kano Sensei adopted the Kyu (“white belt”)- Dan (“black belt”) system from 

fine arts such as calligraphy and music to provide a more structured approach to teaching and 

learning Judo.  Each step in the system indicates that the student has grasped certain skills and 

techniques and devoted a certain amount of time to Judo training. 

 

Mudansha (white belt) ranks  Yudansha (black belt) ranks 

Rank 

(Japanese) 

English Belt color  Rank 

(Japanese) 

English Belt color 

Gokyu 5
th

 kyu Green  Shodan 1
st
 dan Black 

Yonkyu 4
th

 kyu Blue  Nidan 2
nd

 dan Black 

Sankyu 3
rd

 kyu Brown  Sandan 3
rd

 dan Black 

Nikyu 2
nd

 kyu Brown  Yodan 4
th

 dan Black 

Ikkyu 1
st
 kyu Brown  Godan 5

th
 can Black 

    Rokudan 6
th

 dan Red and white* 

    Shichidan 7
th

 dan Red and white* 

    Hachidan 8
th

 dan Red and white* 

    Kudan 9
th

 dan Red* 

 * May wear a black belt for practice Judan 10
th

 dan Red* 

 

In the USA, many clubs start students at 6
th

 Kyu, Rokyu, which is always a white belt.  Though 

the belt colors for Gokyu and Yonkyu can vary between clubs (green/blue, orange/green, etc.), 

there are always three Kyu grades of brown belts before attaining a first degree black belt 

(Shodan). 
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Judo Glossary 

A very quick primer on Japanese pronunciation: 1. Pair up vowels and consonants where 

possible.  2. Short vowels, a as in father, e as in net, i as in feet, o as in toe, u as in soup.
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Judo Governing Bodies 

The home Dojo of Judo is the Kodokan Judo Institute, located in Tokyo, Japan.  The Kodokan is 

the “brain” of Judo and is the final authority on Judo technique, principles, and philosophy.  The 

international governing body for Judo is the International Judo Federation (IJF), who manage all 

international competitions and set the rules for Judo competition throughout the world.  In the 

United States there are three recognized Judo governing bodies.  Seiwakan is a member of the 

United States Judo Federation (USJF).  The other two organizations are United States Judo Inc., 

and The United States Judo Association.  To practice Judo at Seiwakan, you are required to pay 

annual dues to the USJF.  This money provides supplemental injury insurance as well as going 

towards putting on seminars, tournaments, and other activities that help teach Judo throughout 

the United States.  The USJF also oversees promotions and officially grants Judo rank.   Our 

local USJF governing body is the Northwest Yudanshakai. 

 

 

Competition in Judo        

 

Competitions in Judo are held at the local, national and international levels and Judo has been a 

part of the Olympics since 1964.  Judo competitions usually take the form of tournaments where 

people from a number of different Dojo come together to compete.  Competition is divided up by 

sex, rank, and weight.  There are typically divisions for juniors (under 16), fourth Kyu and below, 

brown belts, and black belts.   

 

A Judo match lasts 5 minutes with no rest breaks (may be shorter at some tournaments).  The 
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competition area is a square 8-10 meters (about 30 feet) on a side.  There is a referee and two 

corner judges.  To help identify competitors, one wears a blue sash and one wears a white sash, 

unless the competitors are wearing blue and white Gis, respectively.  To start the match both 

competitors bow and step onto the edge of the mat, then they proceed to their start lines at the 

center of the mat (2 meters apart).  Both competitors bow and then step forward and the referee 

calls Hajime (start). 

 

The objective of competition is to throw your opponent onto his back, or hold him on his back 

for 25 seconds, or gain a submission through a choke or armbar (elbow lock).  Competitors start 

the match standing, and transition to ground work must be through a legitimate technique (not 

just dragging them down to the mat).  Once matwork has started, unless there is some progress 

towards a decisive technique (pin, choke, etc.) Matte (stop) is called and competitors are 

restarted in a standing position.  If the competitors go out of bounds they are also restarted in a 

standing position. 

 

Scoring in Judo is non-linear and a bit confusing at first.  Since the contest represents an actual 

fight, it is easiest to understand it in those terms.  A score of Ippon ends the match (like a pin in 

wrestling).  An Ippon represents a decisive attack that would end a fight.  Ippon are scored by 

throwing an opponent to his back with force and speed, holding the opponent on their back for 

25 seconds, or gaining a submission from a choke or armbar.  Waza-ari are “half-points,” two 

Waza-ari add up to an Ippon, ending the match.  Presumably a Waza-ari represents an attack that, 

while causing some injury to an opponent, does not end the fight (though two such attacks would 

probably do so).  Waza-ari are gained by a throw that lacks either force or speed or puts Uke on 

his side or by holding Uke on his back for 20-24 seconds. 

 

Originally, Ippon and Waza-ari were the only scores given.  If there was no score, the match was 

decided by a vote of the referee and corner judges.  To reduce the number of decisions the score 

of  “Yuko” was added. A Yuko is scored by a throw that lacks 2 of the 3 requirements for an 

Ippon throw, or holding the opponent on his back for 10-15 seconds.  Perhaps confusingly, one 

Waza-ari beats any number of Yuko, as Yuko cannot stack to become a point or even half point.  

This is because Judo emphasizes (and rewards with a higher score) decisive techniques. 

 

Penalties are given for various prohibited actions.  These take the form of Shido.  In the previous 

ruleset, numerous Shido could result in points for your opponent.  In the most recent version of 
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the ruleset, Shido never give points to your opponent, but a fourth Shido will disqualify you from 

the match.  These can be do to stalling, going out of bounds, making false attacks, etc.  More 

serious infractions may result in Hansoku-make, resulting in immediate loss, and may result in 

being expelled from the tournament. 

 

Other sources of information 

The Internet: 

www.seiwakan.org   Our club website 

www.usjf.com  United States Judo Federation Website 

www.intjudo.com International Judo Federation Website 

www.kodokan.org Kodokan Judo Institute Website 

www.judoinfo.com Judo information site 

 

Recommended Books 

Kodokan Judo by Jigoro Kano 

Mind Over Muscle: Writings from the Founder of Judo by Jigoro Kano 

Kodokan Judo Throwing Techniques by Toshiro Daigo 

Best Judo by Isao Inokuma and Nobuyuki Sato  

http://www.seiwakan.org/
http://www.usjf.com/
http://www.intjudo.com/
http://www.kodokan.org/
http://www.judoinfo.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/102-0240171-3883300?_encoding=UTF8&search-type=ss&index=books&field-author=JigoroKano
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/102-0240171-3883300?_encoding=UTF8&search-type=ss&index=books&field-author=ToshiroDaigo
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/102-0240171-3883300?_encoding=UTF8&search-type=ss&index=books&field-author=IsaoInokuma
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/102-0240171-3883300?_encoding=UTF8&search-type=ss&index=books&field-author=NobuyukiSato

