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Abstract

	 	 	 Literature	does	not	provide	a	clear	conceptualisation	of	the	fighting	at	the	core	of	martial	arts.	In	fact,	there	
is	not	even	a	precise	definition	of	martial	arts.	It	is	common	to	find	descriptions	of	martial	arts	fighting	as	a	
derivation,	simulacra,	or	metaphorical	phenomenon	of	human	conflict,	i.e.	a	phenomenon	without	its	proper	
dignity.	To	discover	its	proper	dignity	is	the	main	goal	of	this	theoretical	research.	Achieving	this	goal	can	be	
of	fundamental	importance	to	the	whole	of	the	research	field	and	to	clarify	norms	of	practice	regarding	the	
two	phenomena	(fighting	and	martial	arts).

	 	 	 Methodologically,	classical	phenomenology,	or	the	archaeological	phenomenology	of	culture,	 is	applied	to	
grasp	the	essence	of	these	phenomena,	in	order	to	return to the things themselves.	Moreover,	the	phenome-
nal	distinction	of	corporal fighting leads	to	a	correlative	ethical	aspect,	namely,	the	mutual	availability	of	the	
fighters	involved	and	the	motivation	inherent	in	the	challenge	of	physically	overcoming	another	while	avoid-
ing	being	overcome.	All	varieties	of	martial	arts	involve	a	form	of	corporal fight	training	that	unites	aesthetical	
and	ethical	aspects.	In	the	systematisation	of	corporal fighting,	the	aesthetical	dimension	defines	one	aspect	
of	martial	arts,	including	its	operative	nature;	the	other	aspect	is	defined	by	an	enhanced	typification	of	the	
ethical	dimension	comprised	therein.	In	other	words,	the	ethical	dimension	is	characterised	by	conduct	that	
typically	relates	to	combative	attitudes.	Lived	experiences	constituting	fighting	and	martial	arts	have	scien-
tific	and	ethical	consequences.	
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INTRODUCTION

This	philosophical	and	psychological	 theoreti-
cal	investigation	aims	to	define	the	essence	of	
two	phenomena:	martial	arts	(budo)	and	what	
I	call	corporal fighting.	The	methodological	per-
spective	adopted	in	this	study	represents	classi-
cal	phenomenology,	which	attempts	to	grasp	the	
essence	of	the	objects	it	studies,	in	order	to	back 
to the things themselves.	The	primary	phenome-
nal	feature	of	corporal fighting,	that	is,	its	defining	
characteristic	on	the	face	of	things	is	a	physi-
cal	confrontation;	however,	this	characteristic	is	
common	to	other	phenomena	as	well.	Moreover,	
as	will	be	reviewed	and	analytically	shown,	the	
phenomenical	non-distinction	between	corpo-
ral fighting and	fighting	in	a	broad	sense	(as	does	
agonology,	i.e.	science	about	struggle,	however,	
due	to	the	author	limitation	in	reading	Polish,	it	
was	not	possible	to	examine	the	literature	on	
agonology.	The	Editors	warn	that	it	is	a	science	
about	struggles,	which	allows	establishing	that	
kind	of	distinction.	For	a	better	comprehension,	
see	the	glossary	added	by	the	Editors,	as	well	as	
the	Editorial	Note)	leads	to	a	serious	misunder-
standing	about	their	natures,	with	scientific,	eth-
ical,	and	motivational	confusion	about	the	true	
and	cultural	meanings	of	martial	arts.	

The	scientific	community’s	burgeoning	interest	
in	issues	inherent	to	martial	arts,	fighting,	and	
combat	sports,	such	as	Japanese	karate-do,	Israeli	
krav maga,	Olympic	boxing,	and	tae-kwondo,	 is	
evidenced	by	the	ever-growing	number	of	pub-
lications	‒	which	will	be	presented	below	‒	and	
the	growing	scientific	impact	of	Archives of Budo 
[1].	Although	interest	in	martial	arts	and	com-
bat	 sports	 (MA&CS)	 is	 still	 dispersed	 among	
scientific	publications	[2]	that	pertain	to	differ-
ent	study	areas	or	among	national	and	interna-
tional	scientific	events,	it	does	extend	beyond	
the	fields	of	physical	education	and	sports.	 In	
this	sense,	continuous	contributions	from	other	
areas,	such	as	psychology,	sociology,	and	philos-
ophy,	address	these	issues,	thereby	enriching	the	
scope	of	possible	interpretations	of	martial	arts	
and	combat	sports.	However,	this	growing	inter-
est	is	not	associated	with	any	sort	of	conceptual	
clarity	via	any	linking	element	that	would	provide	
thematic	unity	among	these	fields	of	study.	As	
argued	by	Martinkóvá	and	Parry	[3],	‘In	both	the-
ory	and	practice,	there	is	presently	terminological	
chaos	in	the	area	of	martial	activities’	[3,	p.3].	The	
absence	of	a	common	thematic	and	terminolog-
ical	unit	poses	problems	for	the	scientific	com-
munity,	in	that	it	makes	it	difficult	to	find	grounds	

for	comparison	in	the	literature	regarding	specific	
practices	found	in	the	unique	facets	of	martial	
arts,	combat	sports,	and	fighting.	This	happens	
even	when	different	researchers	face	sharing	the	
same	theme	as	those	aiming	to	analyse	the	socio-
psychological	outcomes	of	martial	arts	and	com-
bat	sports	involvement,	specifical	issues	such	as	
aggression	and	violence	[4].	Theeboom	[5]	tried	
to	‘help	to	explain	why	a	number	of	studies	have	
resulted	in	contrasting	findings’	[5,	p.200],	argu-
ing	that	‘only	through	a	more	nuanced	way	of	
analysis	might	we	be	able	to	dissolve	the	exist-
ing	paradox	and	can	we	start	to	detect	the	true	
effects	of	martial	arts	involvement	among	youth’	
[5,	p.201].	Before	detecting	these	effects,	we	
argue	here;	it	is	imperative	to	know	what	these	
phenomena,	fighting	and	martial	arts,	truly	are,	
through	an	even	more	nuanced	(though	more	rig-
orous)	way	of	analysis.	

The	 present	 research	 is	 conceptual	 and	 car-
ries	out	a	philosophical	exploration	that	aims	to	
define	the	essence	of	both	fighting	and	martial	
arts.	A	phenomenological	analysis	is	done,	whose	
results	provide	criteria	-	inherent	to	the	subject/
object,	a	feature	that	phenomenology	aims	to	
make	explicit-	that	make	possible	to	conceptu-
alize	fighting	and	martial	arts,	defining	them	at	
the	light	of	their	various	forms	of	empirical	man-
ifestation	and	distinguishing	them	from	similar	
phenomena.	The	research	aims	to	contribute	to	
the	whole	of	the	research	field	and	clarify	norms	
of	practice	regarding	the	two	phenomena.	The	
definitions	 provided	 by	 the	Anglo-Saxon	 and	
Latin	literature	regarding	these	cultural	objects	
are	not	founded	on	phenomenological	analysis.	
Moreover,	the	consulted	bibliography	in	English,	
Spanish,	French,	Italian,	and	Portuguese	do	not	
offer	 a	 precise	 definition	 that	 encompasses	
the	 wide	 variety	 of	 practices	 found	 in	 these	
phenomena.

Even	if	there	is	no	novelty	in	applying	phenom-
enology	to	sports	psychology,	or	still	to	physi-
cal	education	[6-16],	the	purpose	of	grasping	the	
intentional	structure	of	lived	experiences	is	still	
incipient	not	only	in	sports	psychology	but	also	
in	psychology	as	a	whole.	In	adherence	to	the	
Husserlian	method,	we	took	an	original	approach	
in	applying	classical	phenomenology	to	the	anal-
ysis	of	cultural	phenomena	[17,	18].

In	phenomenology,	the	use	of	precise	words	is	
important	for	avoiding	ambiguity;	it	is	particu-
larly	important	to	describe	phenomena	clearly.	

Agonology (science about 
struggle) – five detailed 
theories of agonology were 
published in 6 separate books 
(from 1938 to 2000, all in 
Polish [83-88]).

Struggle – any activity that 
is at least a two-subject one 
(premising that a team can be 
a subject) where at least one 
of subjects hinders the other 
[83; see also: 73, 74, 93, 94].

Fight– in the popular Diki 
Dictionary, there are 19 basic 
synonyms of the term (nouns); 
14 verbs; 2 phrasal verbs; 2 
idioms.

Budo (Budō) – originally a 
term denoting the “Way of 
the warrior”, it is now used 
as a collective appellation 
for modern martial arts of 
kendō, jūdō, kyūdo and so 
on. The primary objective of 
these “martial ways” is self-
perfection (ningen- kesei) [89].

Capoeira – a Brazilian 
martial art in which “fighting 
overcomes the fight itself, 
encompassing the practice of 
a ritualistic game since dance 
comes up from musicality and 
rhythm; attacks and defenses 
occur within a people 
wheel (roda), formed by the 
practitioner (capoeiristas) and 
the public” [36, p. 178].

Krav maga (KM) – Israelian 
self-defence system, 
developed from military 
experience and constantly 
updated by violent incidents in 
the military, law enforcement 
and civil arenas, taught to 
security forces and civilians 
worldwide.

Global science space – 
conventionally, the global 
science space is associated 
with the ability to provide the 
latest scientific knowledge 
through prestigious electronic 
scientific journals [75].

Simulacra – are copies that 
depict things that either had no 
original, to begin with or that 
no longer have an original [91].

SWAT – Special Weapons And 
Tactics.
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Words	and	expressions	used	generically	are	often	
unsuitable.	As	Husserl	states,	‘phenomenology	
is	never	content,	on	principle,	with	vague	talk	or	
obscure	generalities,	but	systematically	demands	
a	 definite	 clarification,	 analysis	 and	 descrip-
tion	shedding	light	on	the	essential	connexions	
and	penetrating	to	the	remotest	specifications	
attainable:	it	demands	thoroughgoing	work’	[19,	
p.	417].	Once	a	phenomenon	is	described,	the	
word	or	term	used	to	describe	it	is	conceptual-
ised;	the	current	use	of	the	word	does	not	nec-
essarily	change,	but	its	philosophical	significance	
becomes	more	precise.	To	obtain	a	better	under-
standing	of	the	phenomena	focused	on	in	this	
study,	it	is	appropriate	to	coin	a	new	expression:	
corporal fighting.	The	term	‘fighting’	is	generally	
taken	to	refer	to	various	forms	of	‘physical	com-
bat’,	whereas	corporal fighting	refers	only	to	that	
kind	of	fighting	in	which	the	body	plays	a	central	
role	as	a	tool,	target,	and	motivator.

Physical	combat	includes	the	use	of	weapons	in	
fighting	but	also	encompasses	struggles	 (here	
used	as	street	fighting	or	brawls),	battles,	duels,	
self-defence,	and	some	forms	of	play,	all	of	which	
‒	as	will	be	shown	‒	are	excluded	from	the	scope	
of	corporal fighting	if	the	body	is	not	the	central	
tool,	target,	and	motivator.	Moreover,	the	idea	of	
physical	combat	is	not	restricted	to	the	notion	of	
physical	struggle	(brawl),	nor	vice	versa,	if	physi-
cal	combat	is	taken	to	include	cases	of	play,	duel-
ling,	self-defence,	or	corporal fighting,	all	of	which	
are	irreducible	to	the	idea	of	‘struggle’.	When	ref-
erencing	acts	of	self-defence,	struggling,	or	duel-
ling,	the	word	‘fighting’	tends	to	bear	meanings	in	
addition	to	the	typical	meanings,	such	meanings	
being	determined	by	the	motivations	inherent	in	
the	act	of	fighting.	Once	the	expression	coined	
in	this	article	is	clarified	and	disseminated,	there	
will	be	a	wider	and	more	comprehensive	grasp	
of	the	essence	of	martial	arts.	This	need	for	the	
coining	of	a	new	concept	has	been	brought	about	
by	the	lack	of	conceptual	accuracy	in	the	Anglo-
Saxon	and	Latin	literature,	which	has	led	to	a	fail-
ure	to	individuate	such	phenomena	and	explain	
their	specificities.	

Achieving	goal	of	this	work	can	be	of	fundamen-
tal	importance	to	the	whole	of	the	research	field	
and	to	clarify	norms	of	practice	regarding	the	two	
phenomena	(fighting	and	martial	arts).

Literature review
A	cursory	literature	review	reveals	a	lack	of	con-
ceptual	 unity	 among	 the	 various	 approaches	

to	 the	 theme	at	hand.	As	 already	mentioned,	
‘describing	and	precisely	defining	the	martial	arts	
has	provided	an	ongoing	challenge	for	authors	
and	theorists’	[20,	p.	9].	Some	studies	from	dif-
ferent	regions	‒	including	America,	Europe,	Asia,	
and	Oceania	‒	illustrate	this	fact.	In	their	other-
wise	exhaustive	encyclopaedia	of	Eastern	mar-
tial	arts,	Habersetzer	G	and	Habersetzer	R	[21]	
do	not	dedicate	a	single	chapter	to	defining	their	
subject	matter.	Even	Keenan	 [22]	‒	mirroring	
the	approach	adopted	in	almost	every	bibliog-
raphy	‒	does	not	offer	any	definition	of	 ‘mar-
tial	arts’;	like	the	authors	previously	mentioned,	
he	merely	speaks	of	‘Eastern	martial	arts’.	Thus,	
these	authors	seem,	implicitly,	to	share	the	popu-
lar	approach	of	narrowly	interpreting	martial	arts	
in	terms	of	the	word	budo,	the Japanese	term	
for	martial	arts	(loosely	meaning	‘warrior	path’).	
The	relation	between	the	definitions	of	martial	
arts and budo	is	pointed	out	by	Braunstein	[23]	
and	by	Kalina	and	Barczyński	[24,	2]).	In	a	broad	
sense,	as	adopted	here,	budo	is	synonymous	with	
martial	arts,	the	usual	translation	of	the	expres-
sion.	Although,	it	is	interesting	that	Sasaki	warns,	
‘Historically,	the	term	Budo	has	had	a	very	broad	
meaning’	 [25,	 p.	 47],	 even	 in	Japan,	 and	 that	
‘although	the	concept	of	Budo	has	been	argued	
about	from	many	points	of	view,	it	has	not	yet	
been	clearly	defined’	[25].

A	 likely	 problem	with	 this	 approach	 is	 that	 it	
may	 associate	 the	 concept	with	 very	 specific	
cultural	terms	and	with	theoretical	and	practi-
cal	references	that,	in	the	Western	context,	lead	
to	an	erroneous	inference	that	the	only	authen-
tic	martial	arts	are	those	originating	in	the	East.	
According	to	this	interpretation,	Western	martial	
arts	would	amount	to	nothing	more	than	cop-
ied	versions	of	models	originating	in	the	East,	
which	is	not	accurate	if	one	takes	into	account	
the	martial	art	forms	prevalent	in	Europe	‒	medi-
eval and renaissance martial	arts	[26],	the	martial	
arts	of	Ancient	Greece	[27]	that	is,	the	so-called	
European	historical	martial	arts	[28]	‒	or	capoe-
ira,	a	martial	art	form	developed	in	Brazil	[29],	for	
instance.	There	is	an	evident	paradox	in	the	asso-
ciation	of	martial	arts	with	the	East:	its	etymol-
ogy	is	entirely	occidental,	referring	to	Mars,	the	
ancient	Roman	god	of	war.	Even	if	we	do	not	talk	
about	‘areal	arts’,	i.e.	the	arts	of	Ares,	the	ancient	
Greek	god	of	war	who	was	considered	disrup-
tive	and	impulsive,	and	who	did	not	have	the	vir-
tuous	character	of	Mars,	it	is	possible	to	find	the	
employment	of	an	alternative	expression	which	
avoids	(and	opposes)	the	suggestion	of	a	specific	
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military	practice	in	martial	arts:	‘civil	fighting	tra-
ditions’	[30,	p.	23].	

This	alternative	expression,	though	interesting	
to	an	eventual	kind	of	classification	of	combat	
techniques,	apparently	is	not	explicitly	justified	
and	seems	to	be	particular	to	McCarthy’s	text.	
Beyond	this,	it	can	promote	confusion,	since	civil	
fighting	can	be	rigorously	understood	as	political	
fighting,	or	fighting	for	civil	rights,	in	which	phys-
ical	combat	ideally	is	not	expected	to	occur.	On	
the	other	hand,	Eastern	versus	Western	styles,	
i.e.	a	classification	based	on	cultural	differences	
‒	or,	more	precisely,	geographical	differences,	we	
should	say	‒	is	arguably	the	most	popular	way	to	
classify	martial	arts	[31].	Theeboom	et	al.	[32]	
merely	classify	combat	systems	as	‘indigenous	
fighting	sports	(e.g.	boxing,	wrestling,	and	fenc-
ing)	that	have	been	practiced	in	Europe	for	a	long	
time,	other	systems	(e.g.	judo,	jiu-jitsu,	and	karate)	
found	their	way	from	Far-East	Asia	to	the	West	in	
later	times’,	and,	suggesting	an	Eurocentric	stand-
point,	state	that	after	‘the	spread	of	Asian	martial	
arts	to	the	West	(…)	gradually,	fighting	systems	
from	other	parts	of	the	world,	too,	found	their	
way	to	the	West	(e.g.	Brazilian	Capoeira)’	[32,	p.	
19].	The	authors	argue	that	the	variety	of	com-
bat	systems	‘over	recent	decades	has	made	it	less	
than	straightforward	to	refer	to	martial	arts	as	a	
unitary	phenomenon’	[32,	p.	19].	However,	they	
do	not	define	martial	arts;	they	only	suggest	ways	
to	classify	it.	They	consider	a	convention	followed	
by	Kavoura	et	al.	[33]	that	uses	‘the	terms	combat	
sports	and	martial	arts	interchangeably	to	refer	
to	all	combat	systems’	[33,	p.	2].

Moreover,	 without	 intending	 to	 define	 ‘mar-
tial	arts’,	Looser’s	[34]	sociological	analysis	and	
Lantz’s	[35]	therapeutic	analysis	study	athletes	in	
New	Zealand	and	the	United	States,	respectively,	
practising	martial	 arts	originating	 in	 the	East;	
these	studies	reinforce	the	message	that	there	
are	cultural	particularities	in	martial	arts	originat-
ing	in	the	East.	This	perception	is	also	suggested	
by	Lu	[36],	who	clarifies,	‘Not	to	be	confused	with	
what	in	the	West	may	be	perceived	as	«physical» 
activities,	Eastern	martial	arts	are	instead	consid-
ered	to	be	«philosophical»	activities’	[36,	p.33].	
Elsewhere,	Monahan’s	[37]	philosophical	reading	
deliberately	limits	the	definition	of	‘martial	arts’	
to	traditional	practices	in	which	the	emphasis	is	
less	on	the	instrumental	accuracy	of	combat	than	
on	artistic	facets.	Monahan’s	definition	excludes	
instrumental	combat	practices,	such	as	those	per-
formed	in	military	and	competitive	contexts,	and	

this	exclusion,	in	association	with	his	arguments	
deployed,	results	in	an	understanding	of	martial	
arts	in	the	context	of	a	Western	philosophical	
idea	of	self-overcoming.	Monahan’s	definition	is	
promising	and	full	of	well-founded	moral	conse-
quences,	but	it	clearly	restricts	martial	arts	to	this	
philosophical	idea.

Although	the	objective	of	Columbus	and	Rice	
[38]	is	not	to	define	martial	arts	but	to	compre-
hend	phenomenologically	the	various	meanings	
imparted	to	these	arts	by	its	practitioners,	the	
authors	mention	that	aspects	related	to	emanci-
pation,	religion,	and	military	practices	are	part	of	
its	historical	definition,	while	placing	emphasis	on	
psychological	maturation	and	skills	acquisition.	
Vey	[20]	refutes	the	dimension	of	meanings	that	
martial	arts	could	have	and,	regarding	its	defini-
tion,	suggests	that	‘the	elusiveness	of	this	task	
seems	to	rest	in	the	inherently	dichotomous	per-
ception	of	the	martial	arts	in	that	they	are	simul-
taneously	regarded	as	a	physical	phenomenon	
of	combat	and	a	metaphysical	set	of	beliefs	and	
ideologies’	[20,	p.	8].	That	is,	in	fact,	the	case	in	
Cynarski’s	[39]	definition,	where	martial	arts	are	
understood	as	‘a	historical	category	of	perfect	
systems	of	the	hand-to-hand	fight	and	wielding	
weapon	connected	with	elements	of	metaphys-
ics’	[39,	p.	20).	Therefore,	adhering	to	dualism	and	
a	radically	positivistic	perspective,	Vey	under-
stands	 that	 ‘an	operational	definition	of	what	
constitutes	the	phenomenon	is	also	required.	In	
this	case,	combat	is	the	physical	instance	of	a	
deliberate	and	volitional	motor	series	produced	
exclusively	by	humans’	[20,	p.	11].	The	extreme	
weakness	of	his	attempt	to	define	martial	arts	is	
patent	since	it	contains	not	only	the	combative	
phenomena	but	also	any	other	corporal	move-
ment	intentionally	made	by	a	human	being.

Then,	it	is	not	possible	to	disagree	with	Correia	
and	Franchini	[40],	who	say	that	‘the	disagree-
ment	demarcates	and	characterises	the	dialogue	
among	the	different	actors	making	the	historical	
scene	that	represents	the	field	of	fighting,	mar-
tial	arts,	and	combat	sports’	[40,	p.	1].	Taking	a	
broad	approach	to	the	notion	of	fighting,	with	
emphasis	 on	 the	 anthropological	 dimension,	
which	is	excluded	from	the	positivistic	approach,	
the	authors	argue	towards	a	polysemous	view	
and	conclude	that,	in	‘lato sensu,	we	have	the	sit-
uations	in	which	that	term	[fighting]	is	circum-
scribed	in	the	context	of	physical/bodily	combat	
by	intent	of	subjugations	between	subjects	start-
ing	with	interpersonal	conflicts	and,	always,	by	
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contradictory	and	ambivalent	human	content’	
[40,	p.	1].	However,	how	do	we	understand	this	
view	that	not	all	fighting	happens	because	of	an	
interpersonal	conflict?	The	authors	would	answer	
that	we	do	so	by	seeing	it	as	a	‘war	metaphor’.	
This	line	of	interpretation	is	indeed	assumed	by	
many	other	authors.	

Conceptually	–	compared	to	previous	research	
on	this	topic	–	Figueiredo	[41]	made	landmark	
progress	with	his	research.	In	his	approach	to	
the	 study	of	martial	 arts	 and	 combat	 sports,	
Figueiredo	 highlighted	 a	 hermeneutical	
approach	as	suitable	for	considering	the	sub-
ject,	because	it	allows	for	a	proper	cognisance	
of	the	complexity	involved.	In	his	conceptuali-
sation	of	the	subject,	Figueiredo	[41,	p.	20]	dis-
tinguished	between	the	‘fight’	(in	which	the	‘kill	
is	real’)	and	the	‘ritualistic	fight’	(in	which	the	
‘kill	is	more	symbolic’);	the	latter,	because	of	its	
sublime	aspect,	allows	martial	arts	and	combat	
sports	to	be	defined	as	disciplines,	rather	than	
as	real	fights.	Nevertheless,	the	intentional	spec-
ificity	of	these	phenomena	in	not	examined	in	
terms	of	their	essence,	that	is	to	say,	in	ontolog-
ical	terms,	but	only	in	terms	of	the	hermeneutic	
perspective	applied	by	Figueiredo	in	his	import-
ant	contribution.	Figueiredo	follows	some	ideas	
of	Reid	and	Croucher	[42].	Although	they	asked	
‘what	exactly	do	we	mean	by	‘martial	arts’	[42,	
p.	10],	the	answer	is	not	exact,	as	it	is	limited	
to	a	significant	overview	of	historical	aspects	
that	were	determinants	in	its	probable	devel-
opment:	‘The	fundamental	division	into	fight-
ing	as	entertainment,	sport	or	ritual,	performed	
within	the	tribe,	and	warfare,	which	is	combat	
against	other	tribes,	probably	occurred	in	pre-
historic	times.	By	the	time	the	first	civilisations	
were	well	established	this	division	had	become	
ritualised’	[42,	p.	12].	In	another	work	often	ref-
erenced,	Poliakoff	[43]	took	an	approach	that	
encompasses	important	distinctions	and	defi-
nitions	whose	contents	may	be	understood	as	
contractualistic:	I define Sport and athletics (...) 
as activity in which a person physically competes 
against another in a contest with established regu-
lations and procedures, with the immediate object 
of succeeding in that contest under criteria for 
determining victory that are different from those 
that mark success in everyday life. (...) This defini-
tion of sport excludes a number of forms of combat, 
such as fencing, armed duelling, and gladiatorial 
events, activities that fall more properly into cate-
gories other than sport [42,	p.	7].

Therefore,	Poliakoff	[42]	escapes	from	the	his-
toricism	of	Reid	and	Croucher	[42]1,	 from	the	
positivistic	naturalism	of	Vey	[20],	and	from	the	
psychologistic	fault	of	Correia	and	Franchini	[40],	
who	consider	who	consider	fighting	always	as	
metaphorical	expression	of	interpersonal	con-
flicts.	However,	the	question	that	remains	is:	how	
are	all	of	those	combat	categories	constituted?	

In	a	version	similar	to	the	pair	‘fight’	and	‘ritu-
alistic	fight,	Sanchez	García	and	Malcolm	[44],	
based	on	Norbert	Elias	and	Eric	Dunning,	inter-
pret	 the	 modern	 sportive	 phenomenon	 as	 a	
search	for	‘mimetic’	excitement.	Parallel	to	the	
concepts	of	‘real	life’	excitement	and	‘mimetic’	
excitement,	 the	 concepts	of	 ‘real	 life	 combat’	
and	‘mock	fights’	were	introduced.	The	former	
‘is	reserved	for	unregulated	combat	such	as	street	
fighting’	[44,	p.	42].	Yet,	the	authors	state	that	
‘participants	in	combat	sports	explicitly	recog-
nise	the	differences	between	the	“mock	fights”,	
for	which	they	train,	and	“real	fighting”’	[44,	p.	
42].	Although	they	highlight	that	‘mock	fights’	
are	used	 ‘to	 recognise	qualitative	differences,	
and	that	combat	sports	people	identify	between	
these	activities	rather	than	portray	the	fighting	
in	combat	sports	as	“unreal”’	 [44,	p.	42],	 they	
do	not	offer	a	conceptual	definition	of	fighting.	
Therefore,	fighting	and	martial	arts	are	under-
stood	as	a	kind	of	cathartic	representation	of	
real	fighting,	of	real	conflict.	Although	represen-
tation	is	important,	only	an	accurate	description	
can	express	the	essence	of	these	phenomena,	not	
as	a	representation	of	anything	else,	but	as	phe-
nomena	having	their	own	dignity.

Recently,	Martínková	and	Parry	[3]	emphasised	
the	prominent	conceptual	differences	and	con-
fusion	in	the	field,	and	stated,	‘there	is	no	satis-
factory	and	well	justified	cross-cultural	account	
of	the	classification	of	martial	activities’	[3,	p.	4).	
They	comment	that,	in	‘the	fine	collection	edited	
by	Priest	and	Young	(2014)’	[3,	p.	2],	among	chap-
ters	of	a	dozen	philosophers,	‘their	conceptions	of	
“martial	arts”	vary	considerably’	[3,	p.	2].	Echoing	
the	editors,	for	whom	a	‘question	about	the	mar-
tial	arts	is	how	to	characterise	them’	[45,	p.	9],	
they	‘address	this	hard,	non-trivial	philosophical	
question’	[3,	p.	2]	and	‘propose	a	classification	
of	martial	activities	based	on	the	purpose	of	the	
activity’	[3,	p.	2].	The	clear	eidetic	classification	of	

1.	 The	historicist	approach	taken	by	the	authors,	who	con-
sider	a	common	development	from	prehistoric	times,	
suggests	an	evolutionistic	conception.	Therefore,	it	
may	be	as	well	interpreted	as	naturalistic.
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the	purpose	of	what	they	call	martial	categories,	
and	its	usefulness,	however,	is	not	the	same	of	
back	to	physical	combat	and	martial	arts	as	things	
themselves	but	is	centred	around	what	is	possi-
ble	to	do	(and	what	is	made)	considering	the	exis-
tence	of	these	phenomena.	Once	again,	we	can	
detect	the	dichotomous	pair	of	‘real-life	fighting	
with	the	aim	of	defending	oneself	or	defeating	
an	opponent’	[3,	p.	8]	and	‘combat	in	a	modi-
fied	form,	given	the	lack	of	any	real	need	to	fight	
someone’	[3,	p.	9].	For	someone,	knowing	fight-
ing,	the	things	learned	by	practising	a	martial	art,	
provides	the	better	condition	to	act	in	both	the	
real	 combat	and	 the	 supposed	non-real	 com-
bat	(modified,	metaphorical,	symbolised).	What	
exactly	does	the	lack	of	any	real	need	to	fight	
mean,	considering	that	when	someone	is	prac-
tising	combat	in	martial	arts,	he	feels	in	his	flesh	
the	need	to	fight	to	defend	himself	and	defeat	
his	opponent?	Therefore,	the	definition	of	fight-
ing	and	martial	arts	are	still	unclear	from	a	phe-
nomenological	point	of	view.

In	the	pedagogical	field	of	physical	education	and	
sports,	a	very	fruitful	line	of	research	has	been	
devoted	to	examining	the	internal	logic	of	fight-
ing	practices	[41,	46-50].	Different	ways	to	clas-
sify	and	characterise	the	phenomenon	of	fighting	
are	presented	in	these	works,	most	of	them	aim-
ing	to	explain	the	principles	that	organise	the	
functions	of	the	combative	exchange.	However,	
what	is	the	fighting	phenomenon	itself	remains	
to	be	elucidated.	The	absence	of	clear	answers	
in	the	literature	to	questions	about	combat	cat-
egories	(see	Editorial	Note	–	insertion	by	Arch 
Budo),	i.e.	of	what	fighting	and	martial	arts	con-
sist,	inspires	the	analyses	done	herein.	The	search	
for	a	definition	can	be	undertaken	with	the	inten-
tion	of	highlighting	non-definitions	or	vague	defi-
nitions	of	 ‘martial	 arts’	 in	 the	groundwork	on	
which	these	research	works	are	based.

Methodology
Phenomenology	was	founded	in	the	early	twen-
tieth	century	by	the	philosopher	Edmund	Husserl	
(1859–1938).	Its	major	objective	was	to	develop	
a	gnosiology	able	to	pinpoint	the	ultimate	rational	
inherent	in	scientific	practices.	Phenomenology	
would	thus	serve	as	a	propaedeutic	for	the	sci-
ences.	With	regard	to	the	sciences	and	the	human	
condition,	 phenomenological	 research	 reveals	
implicit	elements	and	ideal	possibilities	that	shape	
both	scientific	practice	and	the	perception	of	exis-
tence.	The	task	of	phenomenology	was	to	make	
explicit	the	implicit	elements,	that	is,	the	elements	

that	were	not	evident	but	were	sensed	obscurely.	
The	 methodological	 approach	 adopted	 in	 this	
paper	has	been	sourced	from	classical	phenom-
enology,	which	uses	eidetic	and	transcendental	
reduction	as	a	way	to	isolate	the	essential	features	
of	a	phenomenon,	made	by	a	thing	consistent	with	
its	intentional	comade	consistently	with	its	inten-
tional	consciousness.omenology	‘proceeds	with	
an	excavation	sui generis	that	moves	not	from	the	
surface,	but	from	interiority’	[51,	p.	5].	She	goes	
on	to	say	that	the	transcendental	dimension	is	the	
dimension	of	the	acts,	the	operations	of	which	we	
are	conscious,	which	we	‘live’	at	every	moment	of	
our	existence,	these	are	the	acts	that	are	lived	by	
us,	our	‘lived	experience’,	or	Erlebnisse (in	German).	
The	acts	we	live	are	consciously	grasped	by	us,	
which	means	that	we	are	aware	that	we	are	liv-
ing	them	[51,	p.	5].

Therefore,	we	can	recognise	and	then	analyse	
those	specificities	among	the	synthesis	of	lived	
experiences	present	in	the	flow	of	conscious-
ness.	In	this	operation,	the	object	is	approached	
with	a	readjusted	attitude;	the	accepted	assump-
tions	with	regard	to	the	object	are	suspended	
in	order	to	extract	only	what	is	manifest.	This	
approach	does	not	view	the	objects	as	‘beings	in	
themselves’	but	as	‘beings	for	a	subject’,	reveal-
ing	themselves	as	things	to	the	conscious,	which	
is	always	conscious	of	something.	Here,	we	fol-
low	what	Husserl	[19]	defined	as	‘the	principle	of	
all	principles’:	‘Every primordial dator Intuition is a 
source of authority for knowledge, that whatever 
presents itself in intuition in primordial form (as it 
were in its bodily reality), is simply to be accepted as 
it gives itself out to be, though only within the limits 
in which it presents itself’. [19,	p.	92].

The	reduction	is	dealt	with	as	a	procedure	that	
aims	to	subtract	those	characteristics	of	a	phe-
nomenon	that	are	shown	to	be	mere	accessories,	
thus	limiting	itself	to	the	phenomenological	ori-
entation	and	essence	of	a	phenomenon.	To	verify	
the	essential	stability	of	a	phenomenon	(without	
which	that	phenomenon	is	not	as	it	previously	
was),	the	criteria	used	are	of	the	eidetic variety	
‒	or	those in	which	different	outcomes	of	a	phe-
nomenon	are	considered	‒	so	as	to	guarantee	the	
persistence	of	its	structure.	This	persistence	cor-
responds	to	the	essential	stability	of	the	phenom-
enon.	By	performing	this	operation,	it	is	possible	
to	derive	an	internal	description	of	those	lived	
experiences	which	characterise	the	phenome-
non	or,	in	this	case,	phenomena,	namely,	corpo-
ral fighting and	martial	arts.
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For	a	reader	not	familiar	with	phenomenology,	
the	progress	of	 such	analyses	may	eventually	
seem	to	follow	simple	logical	syllogisms	and	not	
what	is	called	here	eidetic	reduction.	In	fact,	the	
problems	of	logic,	and	the	imperative	need	of	
logic	are	decisive,	corresponding	to	a	historical	
starting	point	for	the	phenomenology	of	Husserl,	
who	was	 a	mathematician.	Without	 escaping	
logic,	the	fundamental	distinction	is	that,	here,	
logic	complies	with	the	intuition	of	the	phenom-
enon,	is	oriented	entirely	by	it.	Therefore,	it	does	
not	concern	the	correction	between	sentences,	
as	the	syllogism.	Indeed,	it	concerns	sentences	
that	must	be	veridical	 in	terms	of	adhering	to	
things,	i.e.	expresses	adequately	the	return	to	the	
things	themselves,	as	Husserl	stated:	‘Perfectly	
clear	apprehension	has	this	advantage,	that	in	vir-
tue	of	its	own	essential	nature	it	permits	us	with	
absolute	certainty	to	identify	and	distinguish,	to	
relate	and	make	explicit,	enable	us,	briefly,	 to	
carry	out	“with	insight”	and	“logical”	acts’	[19	p.	
197].	This	means	overcoming	the	uniqueness	of	a	
case,	of	an	individual	example:	‘It	is	only	the	indi-
vidual	element	which	phenomenology	ignores,	
whilst	it	raises	the	whole	essential	content	in	its	
concrete	fullness	into	eidetic	consciousness	and	
takes	it	as	an	ideally	selfsame	essence,	which	like	
every	essence	could	particularize	itself	not	only	
hic et nunc	but	in	numberless	instances’	[19	p.	
209].	Phenomenology,	therefore,	precedes	the	
sciences	of	facts	that	‘must	find	support	in	such	
acts,	it	makes	nonetheless,	as	a	fundamental	con-
dition	of	its	possibility,	positive	affirmations	con-
cerning	unreflective	experiences.	These	it	owes	
to	reflexion,	or,	more	accurately,	to	the	reflective	
intuition	of	the	essence’	[19,	p.	225].	According	
to	the	issues	discussed	in	this	paper,	what	we	do	
is	‘psychology	in	the	sense	of	a	doctrine	of	psy-
chic	or	spiritual	essences	that	studies	the	psy-
che	empirically	and	a	priori	in	its	own	particular	
essence	according	to	its	immanent	set	of	types	
[Typik]’	[52,	p.	8].

WHAT IS CORPORAL FIGHTING?

It	must	be	noted	here	that,	conceptually,	corpo-
ral fighting	embodies	a	concept	of	a	more	general	
nature	when	compared	to	the	concept	of	‘mar-
tial	arts’;	it	loosely	encapsulates	the	field	of	mar-
tial	arts,	while	it	is	possible	to	include	corporal 
fighting under	the	rubric	of	martial	arts.	Thus,	the	
various	martial	arts	embody	specific	ways	of	cor-
poral fighting.	The	truth	of	this	statement	is	evi-
dent	in	the	fact	that	it	is	impossible	to	imagine	

a	martial	art	form	that	does	not involve corporal 
fighting,	even	though	it	is	reasonable	to	concep-
tualise	the	converse.	

Imagining	is	an	act	of	consciousness	central	to	
the	 procedure	 of	 eidetic	 variation	 described	
by	Husserl	[19].	The	eidetic	variation,	or	act	of	
imagining,	is	accomplished	by	the	insertion	and	
removal	of	features	that	are	potentially	essential	
to	the	phenomenon	being	examined	for	arriving	
at	a	lowest	common	denominator,	i.e.	the	phe-
nomenon’s	essence.	Thus,	in	considering	the	idea	
of	‘martial	arts’,	if	one	imagines	subtracting	the	
presence	of	corporal fighting from	martial	arts,	an	
essential	impossibility	will	be	faced.	There	is	no	
martial	art	without	corporal fighting,	whether	real	
or	imaginary.	The	opposite,	however,	is	not	true,	
i.e.	if	the	idea	of	‘martial	arts’	‒	even	if	it	is	still	
an	obscure	idea	‒	is	subtracted	from	the	idea	of	
corporal fighting,	the	essence	of	the	latter	idea	
remains	intact.	Without	the	idea	of	‘martial	arts’,	
the	essence	of	corporal fighting is retained and 
can	have	real	or	ideal	forms	independent	of	the	
notion	of	‘martial	arts’.	This	is	the	case	for	some	
forms	of	combat	sports,	such	as	box	and	wres-
tling,	which	are	not	necessarily	relative	to	cul-
tural	notions	of	martial	arts.	Further	clarification	
of	this,	however,	depends	on	a	precise	phenom-
enological	analysis	of	martial	arts	phenomena.	
Once	the	more	general	nature	of	corporal fight-
ing is	clarified	in	relation	to	martial	arts,	the	rea-
son	for	focusing	on	corporal fighting as	an	object	
will	be	easier	to	grasp.

It	is	necessary	to	clarify	here	that	corporal fight-
ing	does	not	refer	to	any	form	of	institutionalised	
physical	confrontation	regulated	by	external	rules	
that	control	the	conduct	of	the	participants	and	
which	involves	the	criteria	of	victory	and	defeat.	
This	description	is	more	suitable	‒	although	phe-
nomenologically	imprecise	‒	as	a	definition	of	
‘combat	sport’	than	of	corporal fighting.	The	term	
corporal fighting	is	a	new	concept	that	refers	to	
a	 phenomenon	 that	 encompasses	 all	 combat	
sports	types,	although	this	premise	is	not	entirely	
accurate.

This	analysis	has	already	suspended	the	informa-
tive	institutional	definition	‒or	so-called	natural	
definition	‒	that	seeks	to	identify	or	apprehend	
what	 is	 immediate	 in	 corporal fighting.	What,	
then,	is	exhibited	in	corporal fighting?	As	already	
mentioned,	the	primary	phenomenal	feature	of	
corporal fighting lies	 in	physical	confrontation;	
however,	other	phenomena	‒such	as	physical	
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struggles,	duels,	instrumental	offensive	combat,	
self-defence,	and	some	forms	of	play	‒	share	the	
same	characteristics	and	thus	lie	on	the	fringes	of	
the	experience	of	corporal fighting,	extending	the	
analysis	even	further.	Mere	similarities	are	not	
synonymous	with	being	identical,	and	although	
these	phenomena	could	be	mistaken	for	each	
other,	 their	 characteristics	 reveal	 differences	
between	them.	We	should	caution	here	that	the	
next	analytical	steps	will	make	the	reductions	in	
order	to	get	the	pure	manifestations	of	phenom-
ena,	identifying	the	acts	of	pure	consciousness	
of	which	phenomena	originally	consisted.	These	
phenomena	can	occur	impurely,	that	is,	with	the	
right	mix	of	acts.	These	occurrences	are	not	only	
a	fact,	but	also	the	source	of	imprecise	concepts	
on	the	subject.

The	 idea	 of	 inherent	 motivation	 and	 ethical	
correlatives	with	 regard	 to	 physical	 struggles	
in	appears	again	Husserl’s	statement:	‘the	vast	
manifold	of	meaning-objectivities,	that	is	to	say,	
levels	of	meaning	in	physical	things	and	subjec-
tivities,	are	understandable	[verstehbare]	objec-
tivities,	and	their	scientific	exploration	is	nothing	
else	than	just	engendering	understanding,	clarify-
ing	motivations’	[52,	p.	9].	The	first	fundamental	
distinction	that	surfaces	in	corporal fighting is	the	
mutual	availability	of	the	participants:	both	are	
willing	to	fight,	and	both	are	aware	of	each	oth-
er’s	willingness	to	fight.	This	is	well	exemplified	
in	the	simple	image	of	two	practitioners	of	any	
kind	of	fighting	greeting	each	other	and	engaging	
peacefully	‒	even	if	done	with	much	energy	‒	in	
combat,	with	one	trying	to	dominate	the	other.

The	second	fundamental	characteristic	is	that	cor-
poral fighting finds	motivation	in	itself	‒	namely,	
in	 the	challenge	of	overcoming	 the	opponent	
while	avoiding	being	overcome.	The	phenome-
nal	apprehension	of	corporal fighting thus	implies	
the	possibility	of	recognition	that	both	opponents	
participating	in	combat	are	deliberately	available	
for	the	fight.	For	instance,	a	fight	for	survival	with	
physical	combat	does	not	correspond	precisely	
to	the	essence	of	corporal fighting,	because	the	
ultimate	motivation	of	the	fighter	is	to	prevent	
someone	else	from	killing	him.	The	motivation	
of	corporal fighting is	inherent	in	the	fight	itself	
insofar	as	the	key	element	that	drives	the	fight-
ers	is	a	kind	of	ethical	challenge	embodied	only	
by	the	act	of	corporal fighting.	What	is	this	ethi-
cal	challenge?	To	repeat:	it	is	that	of	overcom-
ing	the	opponent	while	avoiding	being	overcome.	
What	this	overcoming	involves	precisely	will	be	

developed	later.	From	the	image	of	the	fighters	
greeting	and	combating	each	other,	mentioned	
above,	we	pass	now	to	the	moment	when	one	of	
the	practitioners,	finding	himself	dominated	and	
even	disappointed,	accepts	his	defeat	and	stops	
the	fighting.

In	a	physical	struggle	(street	fighting),	confron-
tation	is	invariably	motivated	by	hostility.	This	
motivation	reifies	the	other	entity	as	something	
disaffected.	As	the	target	of	hostility,	the	other	
entity	is	not	recognised	as	having	positive	moti-
vations,	and	so	the	agent	is	closed	to	the	other.	In	
this	closed	condition,	the	agent	always	perceives	
the	other	as	a	negative	and	threatening	entity.	
This	hostility	characterises	the	inherent	unilateral	
nature	of	the	physical	struggle,	in	stark	contrast	
to	the	mutuality	of	corporal fighting.

An	intemperate	emotional	outbreak	occurs	only	
on	occasion	during	conflict	and	is	therefore	not	
an	essential	feature	of	physical	struggle,	which	is	
conceived	as	the	simple	possibility	of	somebody	
struggling	 ‘coldly’,	without	showing	emotional	
engagement	of	any	kind	even	if	the	struggle	is	
accompanied	by	the	necessary	hostility,	closure,	
and	unilaterality	 of	 regarding	 the	other	 as	 an	
attack	target.	Hence,	the	physical	struggle	does	
not	embrace	the	ethical	reciprocity	inherent	in	
corporal fighting,	namely,	the	mutual	availability	
and	inherent	motivation.

In	a	duel,	the	motivation	for	confrontation	is	the	
protection	of	one’s	honour.	How	do	we	know	
this?	Again,	 by	 the	 imaginative	 variation	 that	
opens	the	way	for	the	eidetic	reduction	in	the	
purpose	of	reaching	an	element	that	is	impos-
sible	to	subtract	 from	the	phenomenon	with-
out	disfiguring	it,	an	element	that	is	therefore	
essential	to	the	phenomenon.	If	one	were	to	set	
aside	the	honour	component—that	is,	wounded	
self-respect	demanding	reprisal—the	duel	would	
cease	to	exist.	However,	unlike	with	a	physical	
struggle,	there	is	no	element	of	unilaterality	in	
a	duel;	on	the	contrary,	it	is	characterised	by	a	
mutual	agreement	between	the	fighters,	once	
both	participants	are	willing	to	accept	the	oth-
er’s	reciprocal	attempt	to	fight	for	honour.	

A	duel	embraces	only	one	characteristic	of	corpo-
ral fighting’s	ethical	features.	It	is	best	to	consult	
a	dictionary	to	understand	the	essential	scope	
and	cultural	relativity	of	the	concept	of	honour.	
According	to	the	Brazilian Aurélio Dictionary,	hon-
our	is	a	‘sense	of	dignity	that	leads	the	individual	
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to	seek	and	deserve	all	consideration’.	A	further	
step	towards	understanding	honour	can	be	taken	
by	reading	philosopher	Kwame	Anthony	Appiah,	
for	whom	‘the	heart	of	psychology	of	honour	–	
the	giving	and	receiving	of	respect	–	is	already	in	
you	as	it	is	in	every	normal	human	being,	however	
enlightened	and	advanced’	[53,	p.	xix].	

Honour	is	thus	a	sense	of	self-esteem,	a	feel-
ing	of	being	worthy	of	respect.	The	perception	
of	someone	that	is	attacked	on	his	self-esteem	
is	 deserving	 physical	 combat	 repair	may	 lead	
to	real	combat.	The	first	possibility	of	real	com-
bat	is	presented	by	a	simple,	immediate	attack,	
which	would	be	closer	to	a	street	fight	movement	
(struggle).	A	second	possibility	is	a	challenge	to	
engage	in	a	physical	confrontation	which	equates	
to	a	propositional	mediation	between	the	dam-
age	to	honour	and	a	confrontation	with	restor-
ative	intent.	This	propositional	mediation	appears	
as	the	structuring	temporal	element	distinguish-
ing	a	duel	from	a	fight.	Combat	for	the	sake	of	
honour	‒	a	more	permanent	manifestation	of	
one’s	self-esteem	‒	is	different	from	circumstan-
tial	combat	as	it	is	triggered	by	an	emotional	reac-
tion	that,	in	another	situation,	depending	on	the	
mood	of	the	offended,	could	be	more	easily	miti-
gated.	The	value	that	fulfils	a	given	notion	of	liv-
ing	honour	varies	enormously	and	can	be	even	
highly	individualised,	independent	of	institution-
alised	social	codes:	‘to	say	people	have	honour	is	
to	say	that	they	are	entitled	to	respect	accord-
ing	to	the	codes	of	their	honour	worlds’	[53,	p.	
31].	In	spite	of	this	variation,	honour	absolutely	
needs	to	be	defended,	under	penalty	of	living	in	
shame,	since	’shame	is	the	feeling	appropriate	to	
one’s	own	dishonourable	behaviour’	[53,	p.	31].	
To	avoid	a	life	of	shame	and	to	make	patent	his	
purest	intentions,	the	dishonoured	samurai	dis-
plays	the	interior	of	his	venter.	The	localisation	
of	the	soul	is	attributed	to	the	venter,	exposed	
in	the	sepukku,	the	suicide	ritual	known	as	hara-
kiri	[21].

Since	some	kind	of	hostility	is	essential	to	‘phys-
ical	struggle’	and	‘duels’	–	the	demand	for	resti-
tution	for	an	affront	to	dignity	–	it	can	also	be	
asked	whether	hostility	is	a	necessary	or	possible	
element	in	corporal fighting	and	‘combat	sports’.	
Hostility	is	certainly	not	a	necessary	element	in	
these	phenomena,	although	it	should	be	treated	
as	a	possibility	within	certain	limits.	These	lim-
its	delineate	the	boundaries	of	corporal fighting 
and	combat	sports	as	distinguishable	units	within	
consciousness	flow.	What,	then,	is	the	limit	of	the	

hostile	element	in	corporal fighting?	Such	a	limit	
is	given	by	the	objective	conversion	of	growing	
hostility	in	strikes	that	dissolve	the	reciprocal	eth-
ical	nature	of	corporal fighting.	When	a	hostility	–	
which	is	exclusively	psychic	in	the	beginning,	i.e.	
subjectively	experienced	–	undergoes	this	objec-
tive	conversion,	there	is	a	transition	toward	the	
reification	of	the	other	party	into	an	entity	as	a	
result	of	disaffection	with	the	exchanges,	lead-
ing	 to	 strokes	 expressing	 hostility.	Therefore,	
the	limit	 lies	between	a	possible	hostility	that	
presfrontier	itself	in	a	contained	manner	–	com-
posed	and	tolerant	–	and	a	hostility	concretely	
expressed	in	combative	action	–	unrestrained.	

What	about	hostility	in	‘combat	sport’?	In	this	
case,	the	 limit	 is	 institutionally	regulated	with	
rules	that	are	guaranteed	by	the	referee,	which	
control	the	conduct	of	the	participants.	Anyway,	
for	combat	sports,	 from	a	psychological	point	
of	view,	the	 limits	of	contained	hostility	must	
be	respected.	The	psychological	dynamic	inher-
ent	to	combat	experiences	is	the	determinant	in	
developing	the	subjectivity	of	a	fighter	and	is	one	
of	the	most	important	points	in	communities	of	
different	combat	practitioners,	whether	sportive	
or	 non-sportive.	Hostility	 should	 not	 become	
objective	because	the	event	would	cease	to	be	
a	sporting	event.	In	sporting	events,	the	essen-
tial	condition	of	not	being	openly	and	objectively	
hostile	sustains	its	sporting	nature	and	maintains	
the	practice	within	institutionalised	rules,	ideally	
aiming	to	restrict	violence	to	within	the	confines	
of	 those	 rules.	 In	 theoryfromo	 remain	within	
the	sporting	ethos,	combatants	cannot	express	
corporally	or	morally	the	outright	hostility	that	
would	arise	from	strokes	and	offences	devoid	
of	the	reciprocal	nature	of	corporal fighting.	This,	
however,	does	not	mean	that	corporal fighting and 
combat	sports	do	not	feature	aggressiveness,	an	
energetic	element	crucial	to	those	who	fight	but	
not	the	same	as	hostility.

One	 final	 distinguishing	 characteristic	 of	 the	
various	forms	of	physical	confrontation	is	con-
cerned	play.	This	is	similar	to	corporal fighting in 
that,	unlike	a	duel,	the	motivational	experience	
focuses	on	playful	grace	rather	than	on	the	deter-
mined	challenge	that	characterises	combat.	One	
must,	therefore,	recognise	that	physical	confron-
tation	can	be	marked	by	playfulness,	as	in	chil-
dren’s	fighting	games,	but	also	occasionally	as	in	
‘combat’	in	which	the	disparity	between	combat-
ants	is	such	that	a	real	challenge	for	the	partici-
pants	does	not	arise.	One	of	the	characteristics	
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of	these	play-fights	is	that	participants	may	delib-
erately	swap	positions,	putting	themselves	in	a	
situation	of	inferiority	or	superiority	without	this	
being	a	determinant	of	any	dispute	because	in	
these	games	the	purpose	is	not	to	define	a	win-
ner	and	a	loser.	 If	the	definition	of	victory	and	
defeat	has	important	consequences	for	the	par-
ticipants,	the	play	in	question	gives	rise	to	another	
phenomenon,	namely,	physical	struggle	of	some	
sort.	By	now	we	have	distinguished	some	of	the	
phenomena	that	are	essential	to	the	general	field	
of	physical	combat	and	which	approach	the	phe-
nomenon	that	this	research	is	trying	to	explain,	
namely,	 corporal fighting.	 As	 anticipated,	 what	
constitutes	the	phenomenon	of	corporal fighting 
is	the	gravitational	centre	of	martial	arts,	and	this	
plays	a	decisive	role	in	the	analyses	carried	out	
below.	In	the	phenomenological	reduction	pro-
cess	performed	below,	the	various	forms	of	phys-
ical	combat	have	not	been	treated	as	objects	and	
so	have	not	been	regarded	from	an	objective	per-
spective.	Instead,	the	objects	have	given	way	to	
the	phenomena,	that	is,	they	have	given	way	to	
how	these	occurrences	are	revealed	to	conscious-
ness.	One	can	consider	here	the	first-person	per-
spective	[54-56]	of	someone	–	the	author	or	the	
reader	–	who	assumes	the	attitude	of	those	who	
witness	such	phenomena	intuitively	filling	them	
from	the	descriptions	in	progress	in	this	paper.	
Thus,	with	reference	to	situations	experienced	
directly	or	indirectly,	remembered	or	imagined,	or	
described	in	literary	works	or	presented	in	mov-
ies,	one	can	assess	the	adequacy	of	the	essential	
description	and	different	manifestations	of	duels,	
fights,	games,	and	struggles.

The	phenomenon	of	duelling	has	always	shown	
itself	to	be	a	matter	of	honour,	whether	through	
the	 celebrated	 cape-and-sword	 novels	 of	
Alexandre	Dumas,	such	as	The Count of Monte 
Cristo,	the	epic	Homeric	duel	between	Hector	
and	Achilles,	the	samurai	stories	of	Miyamoto	
Musashi	 (1584–1645),	or	 the	history	of	duel-
ling	nobility	in	France	in	the	sixteenth	and	sev-
enteenth	centuries.	Even	defeat	can	be	regarded	
as	honourable,	even	if	painful	–	think	of	Hector	
in	Troy	–	because	it	remains	expressive	of	the	
fight	for	dignity.	Reflecting	a	value	that,	socio-
logically,	is	typically	organised	by	traditional	aris-
tocracies,	duellists	do	not	act	unilaterally,	which	
would	be	shameful	for	those	who	live	in	accor-
dance	with	the	codes	that	govern	this	type	of	
confrontation,	but	ritualise	the	fight	as	a	defence	
of	honour.	This	ritualisation	is	essentially	charac-
terised	by	the	fact	that	the	duel	is	preceded	by	

an	agreement	between	the	parties,	made	possi-
ble	by	a	time	lag	between	the	act	that	insulted	
the	honour	and	the	fight	itself.	

While	the	duel	does	not	have	the	reciprocal	ethi-
cal	feature	of	corporal fighting,	this	does	not	mean	
that	it	 is	 less	ethical	but	only	that	it	 is	consti-
tuted	by	another	ethic.	Through	this,	the	duel-
list’s	moral	strength	is	evident	because	it	is	an	
ethics	in	which,	ultimately,	the	duellist’s	honour	
is	placed	above	life	itself	or,	at	least,	above	physi-
cal	well-being.	Thus,	in	a	duel,	combat	is	a	means	
of	achieving	another	goal	that	is	not	restricted	
to	fighting	itself,	namely,	that	of	defending	one’s	
honour.	The	eidetic	analysis	performed	herein	
puts	brackets	around	those	particular	situations	
that	lead	both	participants	to	defend	their	hon-
our,	without	dealing	with	the	justice	or	injustice	
of	any	action.	In	short,	the	duel	is	a	physical	con-
frontation	motivated	by	the	defence	of	honour	
and	whose	ritualisation	implies	the	possibility	of	
the	opponent	also	defending	himself.	

By	this	definition,	the	duel	is	submitted	to	the	
prevailing	notion	of	honour,	to	what	is	felt	to	be	
an	affront	to	dignity.	Thus,	the	concepts	of	hon-
our	are	so	flexible	from	culture	to	culture,	and	
eventually	within	the	same	culture	so	relative	
in	reference	to	the	meaning	of	its	defence,	that	
other	resources,	such	as	rationalisation,	political	
pondering,	and	even	self-deception,	can	aid	in	
the	development	of	a	person’s	moral	and	psy-
chological	integrity.	Thus,	to	defend	one’s	hon-
our	can	mean	eventually	to	not	make	use	of	the	
radical	device	of	a	duel	or	even	the	polemic	of	a	
‘verbal	duel’.	Attesting	the	flexibility	of	the	notion	
of	honour	is	not	equivalent	to	weakening	its	deci-
sive	role	for	mankind,	nor	to	understanding	hon-
our	as	a	feeling	that	is	easily	interchangeable.	The	
duellist	puts	honour	above	his	physical	integrity	
and,	ultimately,	above	his	life	–	knowing	very	well	
on	behalf	of	what	he	is	fighting.	However,	refer-
ring	to	the	historical	idea	of	a	duel	to	the	death	
between	gentlemen,	Appiah	[53]	shows	that	the	
duel	became	considered	a	source	of	shame	rather	
than	a	source	of	honour,	a	change	of	opinion	that	
took	centuries	 to	occur.	The	process	 through	
which	the	duel	was	led	to	infamy	and	elimina-
tion	took	place	thanks	to	a	moral	revolution	–	
and	 as	 such,	 quickly	 –	 dissociating	 the	 repair	
of	self-respect	from	the	fight	to	the	death	[53].	
However,	a	duel	may	be	considered	as	mean-
ing	to	honour	one’s	own	life.	In	a	certain	way,	it	
gives	sense	to	life.	This	can	mean	saving	a	life	in	
a	naked	sense,	i.e.	the	biological	sense,	but	also	
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saving	a	life	in	a	moral	sense	within	the	concep-
tion	of	human	dignity.

The	struggle,	in	its	turn,	may	even	include	a	sense	
of	honour,	as	a	hostile	reaction	is	not	without	
injury	to	the	dignity	of	the	subject.	Its	immedi-
ately	reactive	character,	however,	differentiates	
the	experience	of	struggling	from	that	of	the	duel.	
By	immediately	reactive	character,	we	mean	not	a	
chronological	immediateness	(one	can	feel	hostil-
ity	before	a	struggle),	but	a	kind	of	reaction	that	
makes	the	hostility	and	the	physical	attack	‘iden-
tical’.	When	a	struggle	occurs,	any	other	media-
tion	happening	prior	to	or	at	that	moment	‒	a	
reflexive	or	persuasive	one,	for	instance	‒	falls	
into	a	separate	hostility	coming	from	the	physical	
attack,	experienced	as	a	physical	urge	to	act.	This	
reactivity	to	the	other	is	imbued	with	a	hostility	
that	suggests	the	loss	of	otherness	and	thus	loss	
of	the	other	as	a	subject	with	values	and	freedom.	
It	 is	worthwhile	to	appreciate	the	significance	
of	this	loss	of	freedom:	physical	confrontation	
means	the	physical	overcoming	of	an	opponent,	
an	overcoming	that	corresponds	to	cancelling	his	
immediate	freedom	of	action	in	the	world.	This	is	
corporeal	action	and	is	well	illustrated	by	strug-
gles	where	the	aim	is	to	shut	someone	up.	This	
lived	experience	of	being	taken	by	hostility	puts	
the	other	into	an	objectified	state,	whose	charac-
teristic	is	to	be	reduced	to	a	negative	and	threat-
ening	presence.	At	the	moment	when	the	subject	
takes	the	initiative	in	a	physical	struggle,	even	if	
only	instantly,	there	is	no	sense	of	respect	toward	
the	other.	The	intention	is	to	nullify	otherness	‒	
the	other	objectified	as	negative	and	threaten-
ing	‒	even	if	it	happens	for	a	very	brief	moment,	
which	it	does	most	of	the	time.	Even	if	the	strug-
gle	 is	 followed	 by	 repentance	 or	 justification	
for	the	event,	which	would	encompass	a	moral	
reflection	on	the	experience,	it	does	not	change	
anything	with	regard	to	the	essence	of	the	phe-
nomenon	that	occurs,	unreflectively,	at	the	time	
it	is	happening,	i.e.	without	mediation	between	
hostility	and	attack.	This	does	not	mean	that	the	
fight	and	all	hostility	correlated	to	it	occur	in	a	
thoughtless	or	irrational	manner	since	every	fight	
has	its	meaning,	but	that	the	attack	is	primarily	
considered	a	direct	expression	of	hostility.

Phenomenally,	the	struggle	looks	like	an	event	
lacking	a	degree	of	corporal	control.	It	is	not	by	
chance	that	when	a	martial	arts	practitioner	is	
seised	by	hostility	so	that	the	intensity	of	the	
blows	become	uncontrolled,	witnesses	often	say	
that	the	match	turned	into	a	street	fight.	In	such	

cases,	as	shown	by	Sánchez	Garcia	[57]	and	by	
Melo	and	Barreira	[58],	the	intensity	of	rampant	
blows,	which	is	defined	by	the	specificity	of	the	
interaction	between	practitioners,	corresponds	
to	a	loss	of	control	and	the	emergence	of	vio-
lence.	Sánchez	Garcia	[57]	points	out	that	the	cri-
terion	of	loss	of	control	is	given	by	the	notion	of	
normal	practice,	institutionally	defined	and	lived	
by	experienced	practitioners.

Therefore,	the	essence	of	corporal fighting lies in 
identifying	the	intentionality	of	a	body	that	is	also	
a	subject.	What	is	this	intentionality	and	what	is	
the	relevance	of	situating	the	body	of	the	fighter	
as	a	subject?	Briefly,	it	has	already	been	men-
tioned	that	corporal fighting requires	the	chal-
lenge	 of	 physically	 overcoming	 another	while	
avoiding	being	overcome.	The	inherent	challenge	
of	corporal fighting reveals	part	of	its	intention-
ality	but	hides	its	deeper	meaning,	which	is	its	
essential	meaning.	It	has	been	clarified	that	what	
defines	a	fight	is	the	fact	that,	in	it,	‘the	bodies	
of	the	fighters	remain	the	target,	as	an	object,	
and	objective	of	the	actions’	[41,	p.	20].	From	
this	simple	and	structural	insight,	it	is	possible	
to	penetrate	into	its	intentional	sphere,	stress-
ing	some	consequences	for	the	phenomenology	
of	combat.	The	first	of	them	concerns	the	adver-
sary:	those	who	have	an	opponent’s	body	as	their	
target	also	have,	simultaneously,	their	own	body	
as	the	target	of	their	adversary.	We	should	reflect	
on	what	this	means:	The	implication	is	that	the	
purpose	is	not	just	to	strike	or	stop	the	oppo-
nent’s	body,	as	the	target,	but	also	to	avoid	hav-
ing	one’s	own	body	hit	or	stopped	as	the	target	of	
one’s	adversary.	When	considering	the	purpose	
of	physically	overcoming	the	opponent,	that	is,	
having	him	as	a	target,	the	corollary	to	that	must	
also	be	acknowledged,	namely,	the	purpose	of	
not	being	overcome	by	one’s	opponent.	It	fol-
lows	that	an	objective	reading	of	the	fight,	that	
is,	an	external	reading,	is	inadequate;	the	chal-
lenge	arises	of	understanding	the	fight	regarding	
its	own	intentionality.	

The	second	possible	point	to	consider	in	order	
to	comprehend	Figueiredo’s	definition	[41],	at	
its	core,	is	that	the	fight	is	not	against	a	body,	
but	 against	 another	 fighter	 (who,	 of	 course,	
is	not	disembodied).	Naturally,	the	fighter	is	a	
person.	Nonetheless,	 the	fight	occurs	 against	
the	 fighter	 rather	 than	 against	 the	 person.	 If	
inverted,	the	circumstances	would	characterise	
it	not	as	a	fight,	but	as	a	conflict,	which,	in	its	
turn,	can	be	a	struggle	(brawl),	self-defence,	or	an	
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instrumental	offensive	combat	procedure,	a	duel.	
However,	what	is	decisive	in	this	particular	oppo-
sitional	intersubjective	relationship	is	the	range	
of	intentional	actions	carried	out	by	the	partici-
pants’	bodies.	

In	order	to	reach	a	description	that	adequately	
covers	the	full	arc	of	corporal fighting, it	is	still	
necessary	 to	 determine	 the	 intended	 mean-
ing	of	what	is	objectively	referred	to	as	physi-
cal	overcoming.	The	intended	meaning,	in	terms	
of	lived	experience,	does	not	correspond	to	that	
natural	attitude	in	which	the	opponent	would	be	
grasped	only	as	a	physical	entity	to	be	overcome,	
i.e.	grasped	in	a	strictly	physical	way.	As	indicated	
by	earlier	assertions,	it	does	not	eliminate	the	fact	
that	the	determination	of	the	fight	is	physical,	but	
it	highlights	the	fact	that	this	physicality	is	inher-
ently	subjective	because	it	is	the	physical	body	
of	a	subject.	Furthermore,	the	idea	of	physical	
overcoming	does	not	reveal	the	specificity	of	this	
overcoming,	because	it	is	not,	for	example,	a	kind	
of	physical	elimination.	Once	this	negative	read-
ing	of	corporal fighting,	that	is,	a	reading	clarified	
of	the	shortcomings	of	some	descriptions,	has	
been	carried	out,	we	can	move	on	to	a	positive	
reading.	So	how	do	we	describe	corporal fighting 
in	its	full	scope	and	specificity?

In	corporal fighting,	the	goal	is	to	restrict	the	oper-
ative	mobility	of	the	corporal	subject,	the	oppo-
nent,	as	well	as	to	frustrate	his	or	her	identical	
intentions,	 thus	 determining	 the	 phenomenal	
and	operative	dimensions	of	corporal fighting,	by	
different	kinds,	uses,	and	styles	of	displacement,	
blocking,	grappling,	submission	holding,	kicking,	
and	striking.	

These	 intentional	 goals	 are	 ethically	 deter-
mined	by	the	condition	of	being	able,	fully,	to	
make	a	combatant	the	centre	of	a	corporal	chal-
lenge2	and	to	know	that	the	opponent	is	doing	
the	same;	these	conditions	lead	both	combat-
ants	to	accept	the	challenge.	When	there	is	no	
reciprocity	in	terms	of	consciousness	or	willing-
ness	to	restrict	the	operational	mobility	of	the	
opponent	‒	that	is,	if	the	intention	to	limit	the	
other’s	freedom	of	movement	through	physical	
dominance	is	not	shared	by	both	subjects	‒	the	
essential	conditions	of	corporal fighting have	not	

2 			 In	cases	where	the	basis	of	a	corporal	challenge	is	not	
the	challenge	itself	but	another	motivation	‒	such	as	
hostility	or	honour	‒	then	the	phenomena	are	matters	
of	physical	struggle	and	duel.

been	met.	Thus,	when	there	is	no	reciprocity	in	
a	physical	confrontation,	it	can	be	considered	a	
form	of	confrontation	motivated	by	hostility	or	by	
an	offensive	physical	attack	that	occurs	regard-
less	of	the	victim’s	consciousness;	thus,	there	is	
no corporal fighting.	

Phenomenological	 apprehension	 tries	 to	
approach	the	phenomenon	exactly	as	it	presents	
itself	to	intuition,	and	within	limits,	it	presents	
to	intuition.	Figuratively,	it	can	be	argued	that	
the	phenomenon	‘speaks	about’	itself,	but	only	if	
one	assumes	an	appropriate	attitude	of	listening.	
Briefly,	when	the	phenomenon	of	corporal fighting 
is	allowed	to	‘speak’	about	itself,	its	phenomenal	
features	are	immediately	apparent,	although	rel-
atively	enigmatic.	As	previously	pointed	out,	the	
interaction	of	the	combatants,	characterised	by	
displacements,	defences,	grappling’s,	submission	
holds,	kicking,	and	hand	strikes,	develops	through	
the	mutual	 attempts	 to	 restrict	 the	operative	
mobility	of	the	other	subject’s	body,	and	to	frus-
trate	his	or	her	same	intentions,	thereby	deter-
mining	the	phenomenal	aspects	of	the	body	and	
the	operative	fighting.	In	such	a	development,	
it	is	possible	to	understand	how	the	actions	are	
ethically	determined	by	the	condition	of	both	
subjects	accepting	the	challenge.

There	is	still	a	point	to	be	considered:	since	duel	
is	defined	as	fighting	as	a	question	of	honour,	
does a corporal fight	not	 involve	honour?	The	
honour	of	the	fighter	lives	in	his	attitude,	in	his	
posture	towards	himself	in	facing	the	fight.	His	
honour	consists	of	a	self-value,	an	effort	to	cor-
responding	 to	 his	 own	 expectation	 regarding	
the	performance	toward	the	combat.	The	ques-
tion	of	honour	in	corporal fighting is	motivated	
by	the	fighter	himself	rather	than	by	an	offender	
or	challenger.	Therefore,	in	spite	of	implicating	
the	adversary,	the	challenge	of	corporal fighting 
is	not	centred	on	the	other,	as	in	the	duel.	In	cor-
poral fighting,	the	honour	is	centred	on	the	fighter	
himself,	corresponding	to	the	combative	posture	
emulated	by	the	fight,	expressing	a	self-value	of	
the	subject	in	action.

The	qualification	of	the	opponent	fighter	affects	
the	level	of	the	challenge	directly	and	so	inter-
feres	with	the	expectations	of	performance	and	
attitude,	i.e.	the	honour	challenge	of	fighting.	The	
challenge	faced	by	the	fighter	to	correspond	to	
the	self-placed	expectations	will	be	modulated	
and	 optimised	 by	 personal	 tendencies	which	
come	out	as	lived	experiences.	As	the	practice	of	
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a	martial	art	presumes	the	existence	of	a	commu-
nity,	the	experiences	in	question	are	intertwined	
with	the	culture	of	this	martial	art	and	with	the	
fighter’s	peers,	especially	his	masters,	who	are	
models	for	his	self-placed	expectations.	In	some	
circumstances,	the	challenge	will	be	facing	his	
fear.	In	others,	the	challenge	becomes	into	self-
indulgence,	uncontrolled	aggressiveness,	negli-
gence,	the	absence	of	tenacity,	etc.	The	fighter’s	
sense	of	honour	also	includes	his	understanding	
of	how	his	behaviour	can	be	moral	in	the	face	of	
defeat	or	victory.	Therefore,	the	sense	of	honour	
required	to	fight	rests	on	the	challenges	lived	by	
each	one,	which	will	renew	the	motivation	inher-
ent	in	the	fight.	However,	if	no	challenge	exists	in	
the	fight,	no	question	of	honour	will	be	evoked.	
Then,	respecting	a	wide	myriad	of	experiences	
and	intensities,	something	materialises	out	of	cor-
poral fighting that	necessarily	constitutes	a	pro-
cess	of	self-knowledge.	This	process	has	martial	
arts	as	an	existential	model	of	confrontation.	It	
is	guided	by	the	emulation	of	a	sense	of	hon-
our,	encompassing	a	sense	of	self-value,	which,	
in	its	turn,	is	about	the	attitude	assumed	dur-
ing	a	fight.	Once	fighting’s	essential	experiences	
have	been	developed,	every	martial	art	must	be	
grasped	as	an	existential	tradition.	We	are	ever	
closer	to	a	phenomenological	understanding	of	
what	a	martial	art	is.	We	will	not	be	so,	however,	
without	prior	analysis	of	two	peculiar	combative	
phenomena:	self-defence	and	instrumental	offen-
sive	combat.	The	danger	of	these	form	of	com-
bat	largely	distances	it	from	play	fighting.	Their	
severity	does	not	make	self-defence	and	instru-
mental	offensive	combat	identical	to	a	struggle	
(brawl)	or	duel.	Entering	into	hand-to-hand	com-
bat	by	necessity	and	against	one’s	own	will	cir-
cumscribe	the	lived	experience	of	self-defence.

SELF-DEFENCE: A NON-COMBATIVE 
INTENTION AS ETHICAL PARADIGM

As	proposed	by	Del	Vecchio	[59],	self-defence	
is	significantly	more	than	merely	using	combat	
techniques.	Self-defence,	firstly,	allows	one	to	
anticipate	and	avoid	situations	in	which	there	is	
a	risk	of	violence	or	when	this	risk	is	unavoid-
able,	to	be	cautious	and,	ultimately,	defend	them-
selves	physically.	Harasymowicz	and	Kalina	[60]	
approach	self-defence	from	a	perspective	that	
‘includes	certain	categories	of	preventive	mea-
sures,	 verbal	 counteractions,	 as	 well	 as	 the	
technique	of	self-defence	in	the	narrow	sense’	
[60,	 p.	 20].	 It	 is,	 in	 all	 cases,	 ‘defensive	 and	

self-preservation	 behaviour,	 which	 may	 pro-
tect	the	person	against	affronts	of	their	integ-
rity,	freedom,	health	and	life’	[59,	p.	50].	Another	
objective	definition	says	that	‘Self-defence	is	the	
capability	to	counteract	one	attacker	as	well	as	
a	group	of	them,	who	do	not	observe	any	rules’	
[60,	p.	24].	As	argued	previously,	it	is	necessary	
to	transcend	external	and	objective	definitions	in	
order	to	deeply	penetrate	these	phenomena,	in	
their	intentional	consciousness.	Being	willing	and	
ready	(prepared)	for	self-defence	is	not	the	same	
as	having	the	intention	to	enter	into	combat,	but	
means	knowing	the	manner	in	which	to	prevent,	
deter,	and	stop	a	physical	attack.	With	regard	
to	the	 last	 item,	to	 interrupt	a	physical	attack	
against	oneself,	against	another	person,	or,	in	cer-
tain	circumstances,	against	property,	leads	back	
to corporal fighting	as	the	only	appropriate	con-
dition	for	a	person’s	learning	and	development	
of	skills.	Practising	with	someone	by	simulating	
attack	situations	is	necessary	for	promoting	pos-
sible	responses	with	defensive	intent	or,	to	a	cer-
tain	degree,	with	a	counter-attack	feature,	thus	
making	the	means	of	action	readily	available	for	
the	person.	This	will	happen	through	the	practice	
of	‘exercises	designed	for	composite	but	specific	
preparation	for	self-defence’,	i.e.	through	‘defen-
sive	training	fights	and	control	fights’	[60,	p.25].

Therefore,	 defending	 yourself	 from	 a	 physi-
cal	attack	is	not	a	‘corporal	fight’,	but	it	may	be	
the	use	oflearned	resources	in	a	corporal	fight.	
However,	combat	occurring	as	self-defence	has	
an	essence	apart	from	other	combative	forms.	
Its	motivational	act	is	morally	loaded	‒	it	can	be	
filled	with	a	sense	of	honour	‒	but	it	is	essen-
tially	defensive,	not	combative.	For	comprehend-
ing	its	non-combative	nature,	it	is	still	necessary	
to	take	into	account	the	circumstances	in	which	a	
combative	(re)action	consists	of	self-defence.	The	
lived	experience	here	is	equivalent	to	a	response	
to	an	attack.	To	be	involved	in	an	attack	on	one-
self,	or	to	something	or	someone	for	whom	the	
subject	 feels	 responsible,	 is	 necessarily	 to	 be	
emotionally	affected	by	an	intentional	operating	
movement	of	returning	the	attack	with	the	aim	
of	its	discontinuation.	This	defensive	attack	does	
not	imply	equivalence,	i.e.	returning	the	attack	
with	the	same	emotion	and	using	the	same	cor-
poral	action,	which	would	lead	to	the	progres-
sion	of	violence;	rather,	emotional	mobilisation	is	
needed	for	the	occurrence	of	the	reaction.	This	
is	not	an	eminently	logical	intentional	movement,	
but	an	affective	and	inter-corporal	one.	
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The	limit	of	the	return	is	also	crucial	for	defining	
the	essence	of	combat	in	self-defence;	it	deals	
with	 stopping	 the	 attack	 as	well	 as	 the	 dan-
ger	of	its	continuation.	Therefore,	self-defence	
will	depend	on	the	extension	of	the	danger	and	
determination	of	the	offender.	Even	killing	can	be	
a	proportional	response	to	an	attack,	constituting	
legitimate	self-defence.	However,	an	intentional	
limit	that	marks	combat	in	self-defence	resides	
in	 the	 emergency	 and	 effectiveness	 of	 inten-
tional	acts	that	characterise	properly	a	brawl.	In	
addition	to	a	defensive	return	aiming	to	stop	an	
attack	and	any	danger,	if	the	subject	is	assailed	
by	a	degree	of	hostility	that	blinds	or	impairs	his	
conscience	with	regard	to	the	offender,	inducing	
his	reification	as	occurring	in	the	lived	experience	
of	a	brawl,	the	defence	becomes	an	attack	and	
the	combat	becomes	a	quarrel.	Therefore,	the	
intentional	return	of	self-defence	is	always	risky	
to	exceed	in	an	offence	that	restricts	the	capac-
ity	of	recognising	the	other,	transforming	into	
a	disproportional	reaction	to	the	danger	of	the	
attack.	Thus,	the	boundaries	of	an	appropriate,	
intentional	return	to	self-defence	require	a	sig-
nificant	level	of	self-control.	Interestingly,	it	has	
been	demonstrated	that	decreased	states	of	hos-
tility	and	aggressiveness	and	increased	assertive-
ness	and	confidence	are	associated	with	learning	
self-defence	[61].	Similarly,	a	decrease	in	fear	in	
facing	hostile	situations	has	been	determined	to	
be	an	effect	of	training	in	self-defence	[62].

Thus,	 besides	 physical	 defence,	 self-defence	
embraces	 feelings,	 attitudes,	 and	 behaviours	
related	to	precautions	against	risk.	Self-defence	
goes	through	not	only	objective	detection	of	sit-
uational	dangers	but	also	a	certain	degree	of	sen-
sitivity	and	social	skills	to	discern	and	possibly	
deter	others’	offensive	intentions.	Self-defence	
is	a	question	of	something	broad,	not	restricted	
to	technical	issues	but	that	embraces	humanis-
tic	education	[59].

Legally,	self-defence	have	contours	and	well-es-
tablished	 conditions.	 Cazalbou	 [63]	 discrimi-
nates	 in	 the	French	 jurisprudence	 the	criteria	
for	defining	the	aggression	and	response	with	
which	a	combative	action	is	fitted	as	a	legitimate	
defence,	a	juridical	correlation	of	self-defence:	
the	attack	must	be	real,	recent,	and	unfair;	the	
answer	must	 be	 necessary,	 proportional,	 and	
voluntary.	Being	real	means	there	should	be	a	
clear	danger,	the	threat	of	attack	or	the	accom-
plishment	of	an	attack,	not	only	the	presenti-
ment	of	an	attack	sensed	by	the	victim;	verbal	

attacks	are	excluded	from	the	context	of	a	legit-
imate	defence.	The	existence	of	a	certain	tem-
poral	interval	between	the	aggression	and	the	
attack	may	characterise	revenge	and	not	defence.	
This	relates	to	the	currentness	of	the	aggression,	
which	also	includes	the	imminence	of	the	attack	
as	characterising	the	response	as	self-defensive.	
Attacks	from	police	are	supposed	to	be	fair,	and	if	
this	is	the	case,	the	response	to	this	kind	of	attack	
does	not	fit	the	definition	of	self-defence.	The	
response	must	be	necessary,	i.e.	an	alternative	
response,	one	other	than	fighting,	may	not	legit-
imise	the	combat	as	self-defensive.	If	the	answer	
is	more	aggressively	intense	than	the	attack,	the	
inversion	of	roles	could	characterise	revenge.	The	
voluntarism	of	the	answer	concerns	the	control	
of	its	results,	i.e.	the	injury	caused	by	the	defen-
sive	action.	This	presumes	a	high	domain	of	the	
used	techniques	of	the	body	[63].

In	the	ideal	democratic	society,	it	is	fair	to	postu-
late	that	the	idea	of	a	legally	delineated	self-de-
fence	matches	the	ethical	paradigm	guiding	the	
universal	conduct	of	martial	arts	practitioners	in	
a	civil	context.	This	paradigm	suggests	that,	out-
side	the	context	of	combative	practice,	the	prac-
titioner	should	sustain	a	non-combative	intent,	
which	also	involves	the	development	of	skills	to	
prevent	conflicts	and	risks,	as	well	as	assume	a	
personal	posture	of	deterring	the	use	of	violence	
as	a	mean	to	solve	conflicts.3	There	is	a	consistent	
motivational	thread	‒	not	an	arbitrary	connection	
‒	between	the	corporal fighting experience	and	
the	psychological	condition	required	to	exercise	
the	ethics	of	self-defence.	The	continued	prac-
tice	of	corporal fighting gives	the	subject	the	abil-
ity	to	respond	physically	and	emotionally,	i.e.	to	
have	physical	and	psychological	control.	It	is	sum-
marised	as	an	integral	self-control	experience,	
superior	to	the	condition	that	this	same	person	
would	have	if	not	practised.

In	spite	of	peculiarities,	this	conduct	is	also	the	
one	expected	from	various	security	forces,	pri-
vate	or	public,	especially	the	police.	Unlike	the	
military,	 security	 forces	 have	 formations	 and	
training	that	are	not	oriented	to	physical	attack	
and	counterattack;	according	to	the	 law,	they	
only	defend	citizens	and	property.

3			 The	cultural	tradition	of	martial	arts	points	to	the	exis-
tence	of	this	gain	of	self-control,	and	this	efficiency	
tends	to	justify	them.	Much	empirical	research	sup-
ports	this.
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Instrumental offensive combat
Being	neither	struggle,	duel,	play	fighting,	corpo-
ral fighting,	nor	self-defence,	instrumental	offen-
sive	combat	has	the	simple	intention	to	attack	
someone,	for	any	reason	other	than	that	previ-
ously	considered	as	fight	or	duel.	This	combat	
aims	for	submission	(surrender),	physical	paraly-
sis	(applying	keys	and	bottlenecks,	causing	loss	
of	consciousness	or	harm),	or	death	of	the	oppo-
nent,	to	annul	the	attacked	person.	Instrumental	
offensive	combat	 is	not	motivated	by	a	ques-
tion	of	personal	honour	regarding	the	attacked	
person,	nor	by	a	hostile	intemperate	emotional	
outbreak.	Differently,	than	a	duel,	there	is	no	rit-
ualisation	that	would	imply	the	possibility	of	the	
opponent	defending	himself.	Differently,	than	a	
struggle,	hostility	here	is	not	reactive	(immediate),	
but	a	calculated	attack	approach.	

For	the	purpose	of	the	phenomenological	anal-
ysis,	the	empirical	motivation	for	instrumental	
offensive	combat	should	be	excluded.	The	anal-
ysis	needs	to	be	done	regardless	of	how	the	com-
bat	is	judged,	i.e.	whether	it	is	correct	or	not,	fair	
or	unfair,	valuable	or	worthless;	what	is	relevant	is	
to	grasp	its	pure	intentionality.	Then,	instrumen-
tal	offensive	combat	concerns	criminal	or	mili-
tary	actions,	for	example,	actions	that	feature	a	
calculated	intention	of	attacking.	Robbers,	ter-
rorists	and	special	military	forces	undertake	this	
kind	of	combat.	Its	purpose	usually	does	not	lead	
to	a	fight	properly,	although	having	as	a	method	
to	show	or	make	direct	use	of	the	force.	Thus,	
the	protagonist	of	offensive	instrumental	combat	
aims	to	neutralise	the	target,	preferably	before	
a	 fight	 happens.	 However,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
attacked	party	can	react	and	enter	into	physical	
combat	may	lead	the	protagonist	of	the	attack,	
by	using	instrumental	calculation,	to	anticipate	
this	possibility,	assuming	an	intentional	combat-
ive	position.

In	contrast	to	this,	when	a	statement	between	
the	involved	parties	is	presumed,	war	is	equiva-
lent	to	a	duel	on	a	large	scale.	Offensive	instru-
mental	combat	is	done	without	the	knowledge	
of	the	opponent,	who	is	actually	seen	and	con-
sidered,	perceived	and	thought	of,	as	a	target	of	
the	attack:	‘Elite	military	teams,	hostage	rescue,	
SWAT	and	entry	teams,	as	well	as	criminals,	use	
any	methods	they	can,	including	surprise,	supe-
rior	numbers,	and	superior	weapons,	to	disable	
or	to	force	compliance,	preferably	without	the	
need	to	fight	or	kill’	[3,	p.7].	What,	precisely,	is	
the	intention	here?	It	is	to	attack	the	opponent	in	

order	to	protect	themselves,	to	subdue,	compel,	
or	destroy	the	other,	for	an	instrumental	reason,	
i.e.	to	reach	a	calculated	aim.	The	intention	of	
protecting	themselves,	to	some	extent,	is	a	con-
dition	for	combat	to	occur.	To	enter	into	com-
bat,	even	knowing	that	the	attack	will	most	likely	
result	in	the	opponent’s	death,	is	different	from	
a	suicide	attack	(kamikaze),	in	which,	effectively,	
there	is	no	fighting	but	mutual	destruction.

What is a martial art?

The	idea	of	a	kind	of	martial	art	that	does	not	
involve corporal fighting has	already	been	rejected,	
because	corporal fighting is	central	to	martial	arts.	
Nonetheless,	it	remains	to	be	seen	how	this	cen-
trality,	stated	above	but	not	justified,	arises.	That	
physical	combat	is	essential	to	martial	arts	is	not	
questioned.	Why	do	we	not	just	settle	for	this	
observation	to	define	a	martial	art?	The	reason	
is	that	this	would	keep	the	phenomenon	vague	
and	indistinct,	which	is	what	we	want	to	avoid.	
According	to	our	previous	analyses,	physical	com-
bat	can	take	the	forms	of	struggle	(brawl),	duel,	
play,	self-defence,	instrumental	offensive	combat,	
or corporal fighting,	each	with	its	own	intentional	
horizon.	Are	all	of	these	implicit	in	the	definition	
of	martial	art?	The	answer	is	no,	and	this	is	the	
postulation	supported	by	the	present	analysis.	

Indeed,	the	following	question	must	be	answered:	
is	it	conceivable	that	a	form	of	martial	art	may	
evolve	spontaneously,	without	implying	continu-
ous	practice?	The	answer	is	surely	‘no’.	All	martial	
arts	necessarily	imply	training	in	corporal fighting.	
If	there	is	no	training,	there	is	no	martial	art	phe-
nomenon,	but,	at	best,	a	simulacrum	of	martial	
art	or	its	idea.4

4			 It	is	prudent	to	consider	that	corporal fighting	‒	the	
essence	of	which	has	been	analysed	above	‒	is	not	lim-
ited	to	actual	physical	confrontation	but	is	essentially	
enabled	by	the	motor-intention	emergence	of	con-
frontation.	It	can	thus	occur	to	a	subject	even	when	
the	opponent	is	only	imaginary,	as	is	the	case	with	
corporal	combat	that	is	practiced	solo.	In	martial	arts,	
these	solo	practices	involve	specified	forms,	such	as	
the	Japanese	kata	and	the	Chinese	tai chi chuan.	They	
express	motor	operations	comprising	clearly	defined	
defence	and	attack	strategies	directed	at	one	or	more	
imaginary	opponents.	The	phenomenological	differ-
ence	between	corporal fighting	with	a	real	opponent	
and corporal fighting	with	an	imaginary	opponent	lies	in	
the	factual	otherness,	effectiveness,	and	consequences	
inherent	in	the	former.	The	latter	is	engaged	in	a	com-
bat	that	is	free	of	effectiveness	and	true	consequences,	
both	of	which	are	inherent	in	a	physical	confrontation	
with	a	real	opponent.
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The	training	in	corporal fighting inherent	in	martial	
arts	connotes,	as	will	be	noticed,	a	determination	
of	the	phenomenal	and	ethical	dimensions	of	cor-
poral fighting.	It	is	quite	possible	that	such	training	
leads	the	practitioner	to	subjective	experiences	
that	are	closer	to	other	phenomena	at	the	periph-
ery	of	corporal fighting,	such	as	physical	struggles	
(brawls),	duels,	acts	of	self-defence,	and	some	forms	
of	recreation	activities.	Very	likely,	over	the	years,	
trained	fighters	will	have	intersubjective	experi-
ences,	which	can	be	objectively	recognised	and	are	
peculiar	to	some	of	the	previously	mentioned	fringe	
phenomena.5	However,	what	happens	during	the	
lived	experience	of	training	itself	is	not	a	struggle	
(brawl),	duel,	real	self-defence,	or	play.	If	martial	arts	
are	defined	in	terms	of	the	training	they	necessarily	
involve,	they	are	also	committed	to	the	aforemen-
tioned	essence	of	corporal fighting,	in	the	event	that	
physical	struggles	(brawls),	duels,	real	instrumental	
offensive	combat,	real	self-defence	situations,	and	
play	cannot	be	properly	trained.6

What	is	achieved	with	training,	namely,	the	acqui-
sition	and	improvement	of	the	fighter’s	abilities,	
can	be	applied	to	several	physical	combat	situa-
tions	‒	such	as	combat	sports	and	the	learning	
of	a	martial	art	form	‒	as	well	as	to	situations	not	
strictly	classified	as	corporal fighting per se,	but	as	
physical	struggles,	duels,	or	forms	of	instrumental	
offensive	combat,	self-defence,	and	play.	In	this	
sense,	training	may	even	aim	at	the	realisation	
of	these	other	actions	that	do	not	correspond	to	
actual corporal fighting,	such	as	physical	struggle,	
but	the	training	itself	does	not	involve	a	physical	
struggle	(brawl).	Such	experiences	are	intention-
ally	different;	one	can	be	an	experience	that	pre-
pares	for	future	action,	whereas	the	other	can	be	
a	hostile	or	playful	act.

5			 Some	interesting	ethnographic	examples	are	described	
by	Sánchez	Garcia	[57],	and	some	grasped	by	using	nar-
ratives	in	first	person	by	Melo	and	Barreira	[58].

6			 Representations	of	those	forms	of	physical	conflict	that	
can	be	rehearsed	or	trained	are	excluded.	This	kind	of	
training	does	not	have	any	bearing	on	the	effectiveness	
of	the	challenge	among	the	players;	rather,	it	deals	with	
the	challenge	of	representation	itself	and	its	improve-
ment.	Recreational	play,	even	if	repeated	many	times,	
as	in	a	training	program,	can	retain	its	essential	rec-
reational	criteria,	without	which	the	same	would	be	
performed	mechanically	and	be	devoid	of	its	essential	
grace.	The	training	can	be	mechanical,	although	the	
real	meaning	of	the	above-mentioned	training	forms,	
which	are	exemplified	by	tai chi chuan and kata, are 
neither	mere	representations	nor	mechanically	expe-
rienced	training	forms.	Even	if	the	opponent	is	imagi-
nary,	these	training	forms	can	be	subjectively	lived	as	
expressions	of	corporal fighting,	not	in	itself,	but	as if 
in corporal fighting.

Corporal fighting,	 according	 to	 the	 meaning	
revealed	by	intentional	analysis,	besides	being	
required	for	martial	arts	is	a	central	lived	refer-
ence	for	the	relationship	established	between	
fighters.	 In	the	modulation	of	such	a	relation,	
psychic	variations	in	hostility	can	drive	the	fight-
ers	to	the	edge	of	a	physical	struggle	or	a	duel	
during	training,	making	 it	too	dangerous	and/
or	threatening.	However,	a	lack	of	challenge	or	
threat	makes	training	nothing	more	than	a	play-
ful	experience	or	dilettante	practice,	or	even	a	
practice	just	for	fitness.	Thus,	corporal fighting can 
be	understood	as	existing	in	a	state	of	dynamic	
tension	 along	 its	 borders.	The	 rupture	 of	 the	
boundaries	of	these	lived	experiences	is	gener-
ated	by	intentional	excesses,	such	as	aggression	
that	becomes	hostility,	or	intentional	deficiency,	
such	as	the	absence	of	challenges.	This	intersub-
jective	challenge	constitutes	the	essence	of	fight-
ing,	and	its	absence	can	be	motivated	by	fear,	
negligence,	or	whatever	else.	Every	fight	has	its	
own	dynamic	tension,	which	is	constituted	by	the	
fighters’	reciprocity	and,	occasionally,	the	violent	
loose	of	reciprocity.

The	psychic	variations	experienced	by	the	prac-
titioner	of	a	martial	art	 form	while	 in	combat	
takes	him	or	her	into	the	psychological	states	of	
a	duel,	physical	struggle,	instrumental	offensive	
combat,	self-defence,	or	play.	Eventually,	some	
psychological	states	materialise	operatively	 in	
hostile	attacks	or	recreational	practices,	modify-
ing	the	combat-effective	conditions.	Indeed,	an	
objective	condition	pertaining	to	brawls,	duels,	
self-defence,	and	play	is	established.	This	descrip-
tion	of	phenomena	and	their	boundaries	does	not	
make	for	definitive	outlines,	but	rather	forms	the	
foreground	of	lived	experiences,	whose	central	
presence	and	effectiveness	are	the	determinants	
of	the	phenomena,	without	excluding	the	pos-
sibility	of	a	simultaneous	occurrence	of	differ-
ent	lived	experiences.	The	occurrence	of	these	
phenomena	is	therefore	dependent	on	the	cor-
relation	between	the	‘subjective’	(psychic	lived	
experience)	and	the	‘objective’	(effective	corpo-
ral	action)	facets	that	occur	simultaneously.	A	
fighter	may	feel	overtaken	by	hostility,	but	fight-
ing	itself	is	not	determined	by	this;	indeed,	fight-
ing	is	designed	to	avoid	the	accomplishment	of	
hostile	action.

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 a	 fighter	with	 no	 hostile	
intent	may	act	with	an	intensity	that	is	objec-
tively	understood	as	 inappropriate	for	a	fight,	
either	 because	 the	 fighter	 violates	 normative	
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standards	or	 because	 the	 limits	 of	 combative	
intensity	have	been	exceeded	in	the	eyes	of	the	
opponent.	As	noted	in	both	examples,	there	is	
no	simultaneity	between	subjective	and	objec-
tive	correlates	that	would	constitute	an	actual	
struggle	(brawl).	Without	the	option	provided	by	
the	eidetic	reduction	to	identify	hostility	as	a	key	
factor	in	the	struggle	(brawl),	it	would	not	be	pos-
sible	to	describe	the	essentiality	of	the	different	
lived	experiences	of	physical	combat.	It	would	
also	 affect	 the	 recognition	 that	 hostility	 may	
emerge	in	corporal fighting	because	it	is	a	psycho-
logical	rather	than	an	empirical	condition	in	which	
one	experiences	the	struggle	(brawl).	Maintaining	
the	spirit	of	corporal fighting	‒	the	fighting	spirit‒	
as	the	central	axis	of	the	lifeworld	is	in	keeping	
with	the	principles	of	any	martial	art	form.	This	
is	not	to	say	that	martial	arts	do	not	have	differ-
ent	aims	to	those	of	corporal fighting,	however.	
This	is	down	to	time	and	place.	Fights	are	defined	
according	to	the	situation,	by	the	intentional	field	
of	the	combatants.

The	purpose	of	practising	a	martial	art	may	be	
for	 possible	 participation	 in	 a	 duel,	 as	 instru-
mental	offensive	combat	or	self-defence	against	
a	physical	attack.	According	to	these	goals,	mar-
tial	arts	practice,	in	temporal	and	psychological	
terms,	is	a	preparation,	anticipation,	for	likely	sit-
uations.	Although	simulated,	this	corporeal	fight-
ing	is	a	quite	real	combat.	The	mutual	availability	
to corporal fighting is	a	requirement	of	fighters	
for	simulating	confrontations	with	other	kinds	
of	 confrontation	by	using	 embodied	 imagina-
tion.7	Practising	martial	arts	is	corporeal	fight-
ing	as if	it	was	a	duel,	as if	it	was	a	brawl	as if it 
was	instrumental	offensive	combat as if	it	was	a	
self-defence	situation.	Although	it	requires	the	
use	of	the	 imagination,	corporal fighting is not 
the	same	thing	as	playing	in	a	duel,	playing	in	a	
brawl,	attacking,	or	self-defending.	The	anticipa-
tion	and	simulation,	which	constitute	a	kind	of	
presentification	posed	by	these	goals,	mean	that,	
psychologically,	different	lived	experiences	arise	
simultaneously.	Which	ones	are	determinants	to	
be	included	in	the	practice	of	martial	arts?	Even	
with	anticipated	presentification	and	a	simulated	

7  About	the	simulated	combat	subject,	see	the	empirical	
research	of	Broomé	[64]	that	makes	‘a	phenomenologi-
cal	study	of	a	police	academy	cadet´s	lived	experiences	
of	role-play-simulated	scenarios	of	lethal	encounters	
and	deadly	force	training’	(p.	153).	As	noticed,	‘When	
the	participants	had	gained	control	over	the	simulated	
incident,	they	noticed	that	their	anxiety	diminished	and	
their	surreal	perceptions	became	normal	again’	(p.	154).

case	of	self-defence,	instrumental	offensive	com-
bat,	struggle,	or	duel,	the	centrality	of	the	effec-
tive	presence	of	 lived	experience	framing	the	
other	is	the	determinant	(i.e.	the	essential	con-
stituent)	 of	 corporal fighting.	 Thus,	 given	 that	
training	is	an	essential	element	of	martial	arts,	
its	practice	is	an	experience	whose	intentional	
horizon	is	delineated	primarily	by	the	layer	per-
taining	to	corporal fighting.	Even	if	this	horizon	is	
aimed	at	and	nourished	by	other	purposes,	every-
thing	on	it	is	dispensable	while	the	essential	ele-
ment	of	the	intentional	structure	of	the	martial	
art,	corporal fighting,	remains.

The	intentionality	of	corporal fighting previously	
described	is,	in	its	turn,	essential	to	Martial	Arts.	
As	should	be	noted,	the	descriptions	have	made	
an	eidetic	move	from	an	essential	level	to	a	pos-
sibly	empirical	level,	that	is,	located	in	possible	
existences,	a	move	that	occurs	especially	when	
using	real	examples.	The	assertion	above	corre-
sponds	to	the	general	idea	of	martial	arts	and	
does	not	exclude	the	possibility	that	certain	mar-
tial	arts	lose	their	characteristics	if	the	elements	
of	hostility	and	danger	are	removed	or	if	they	are	
converted	into	a	struggle	or	duel.	One	can	sug-
gest	that	narratives	in	which	struggles	and	duels	
modulate	postures	and	inspire	virtues	such	as	
courage	have	historically	characterised	all	mar-
tial	arts.	It	is	unreasonable	to	infer	that	a	martial	
art	is	the	same	thing	as	a	struggle	or	a	duel.	As	
a	lived	experience,	the	fighting	spirit	is	the	per-
sonal	tension	pertaining	to	the	challenge	of	cor-
poral fighting,	which	avoids	being	dragged	down	
by	the	psychic	state	corresponding	to	the	strug-
gle	and	its	lack	of	control,	or	by	the	complacency	
that	would	reduce	the	challenge,	or	by	a	fear	so	
strong	that	it	hinders	the	confrontation.

The	attitude	of	the	fighting	spirit	opens	up	the	
lifeworld	to	the	availability	of	the	challenge	that	
emerges	as	a	corporal	readiness	for	combat.	It	
is	not	 an	arbitrary	 launching	 into	fights	but	a	
readiness	to	accept	and	respond	to	the	mutual	
intention	to	challenge.	Therefore,	invoking	the	
fighting	 spirit	means	 responding	 to	 the	 avail-
ability	of	the	other.	In	this	attention	to	the	other	
and	modulation	of	one’s	own	presence	resides	
the	ethical	aspect	of	corporal fighting.	It	is	nec-
essary	to	consider	also	that	this	response	is	an	
ethical	duty	to	one’s	existence	‒	to	respond	to	
violent	attacks,	hostile	attacks	that	do	not	com-
ply	with	the	assumption	of	intentional	reciproc-
ity,	which	 is	 peculiar	 to	 corporal fighting.	This	
does	 not	mean	 that	 the	 ideal	 of	 the	 fighting	
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spirit	is	to	be	disposed	to	fight	in	any	situation,	
for	instance,	to	accept	challenges	such	as	duels.	
Instead,	 the	attack	presupposes	a	 reaction	 to	
avoid	being	transformed	into	a	victim	of	violence.	
The	promptness	of	the	fighting	spirit	inspires	atti-
tudes	and	gestures	that	are	formalised	in	martial	
arts,	providing	a	structure	endowed	with	per-
sistence	in	their	phenomenal	and	ethical	dimen-
sions.	 In	 turn,	 this	 formalisation	 favours	 the	
availability	of	the	fighting	spirit	in	the	lifeworld.	
This	is	the	sense	of	honour	intrinsic	to	corpo-
real	fighting	and,	as	mentioned	before,	developed	
in	martial	arts.	Here,	fighting	for	honour	is	not	
identical	to	the	combat	for	the	honour	of	a	duel,	
where	combat	is	a	manner	of	solving	a	conflict	
of	honour,	although	this	must	exist	in	order	for	
corporal fighting to	occur.

Nevertheless,	no	martial	art	form	is	solely	defined	
by	 the	 most	 elementary	 meaning	 of	 corporal 
fighting,	namely,	the	mutual	intention	between	
combatants	to	restrict	the	mobility	of	the	oppo-
nent	while	avoiding	being	restricted	in	his/her	
own	mobility.	Each	martial	art	form	comprises	a	
method,	with	attack-and-defence	patterns.	Such	
a	method	aims	to	fulfil	a	combative	intention	that	
corresponds	to	the	formalisation	of	a	corporal	
system.	To	approach	this	system	solely	on	the	
physical	plane	is	to	lose	its	intrinsic	sensibility	and	
perceptive	order,	the	latter	of	which	is	related	to	
the	apprehension	and	recognition	of	the	differ-
ent	martial	art	forms	and	intersubjective	combat	
dynamics	and	corporal	positioning	in	the	world.	

These	 elements	 are	 dealt	with	 adequately	 by	
a	consideration	of	the	phenomenal	features	of	
each	martial	art,	that	is,	as	they	appear	to	the	
senses.	We	might	talk	of	aesthetics	of	their	forms,	
although	aesthetics	here	does	not	imply	the	idea	
of	beauty	as	a	central	component,	even	if	the	cor-
poral	domain	of	experienced	practitioners	can	
be	regarded	as	beautiful	when	compared	to	the	
lack	of	corporal	control	demonstrated	by	begin-
ners.8	The	aesthetical	aspect	is	reflected	in	the	
motor-operative	capacity	to	restrict	the	mobility	
of	others	through	hits,	projections,	strangleholds,	
and	so	on,	as	well	as	through	defensive	manoeu-
vres.	The	formal	systematisation	of	the	aesthetic	
dimension	of	corporal fighting defines	one	facet	of	
martial	arts;	the	other	is	defined	by	the	enhanced	

8			 In	Japanese	budo,	argues	Sasaki:	‘Techniques	are	con-
trolled	by	standards	of	beauty.	The	technical	move-
ments	have	to	have	artistic	value.	This	is	not	beauty	
dictating	function,	but	the	function	and	utility	of	a	
technique	installing	beauty	into	the	form’	[25,	p.	48].

typification	of	the	ethical	dimension	of	corporal 
fighting,	namely,	through	a	typical	cultural	code	
of	conduct	that	is	necessarily	reflected	in	com-
bat	attitudes.	

While	the	idea	of	an	ethical	code	is	included	in	
this	typical	dimension,	it	makes	more	sense	to	
talk	here	of	an	ethos,	which	is	to	say	a	broad	code	
of	conduct,	a	way	in	which	human	beings	relate	
to	each	other.	The	ethical	dimension	of	any	mar-
tial	art	form	includes	the	conduct	of	the	self	to	
itself,	the	way	of	being	a	self	in	the	world,	a	way	
of	being	present	among	other	people,	a	way	of	
positioning	oneself	in	relationships,	and	a	‘sub-
jective	process’	developed	through	body-to-body	
experiences	[65].	Thus,	the	enhanced	experiential	
reference	implies	a	moral	dimension,	culturally	
articulated	 ‒	 and	 commonly	 religiously	 artic-
ulated	‒	with	regard	to	forms	of	conduct	that,	
among	other	things,	avoid	certain	types	of	con-
frontation	and	reaffirm	ways	of	facing	them.	In	
the	absence	of	a	commitment	to	the	enhanced	
ethical	dimension,	there	can	be	no	martial	art,	
only	 systematised	 corporal fighting.	 Likewise,	
without	a	commitment	to	the	systematic	com-
bat	motor-phenomenal	dimension,	there	can	be	
no	martial	art;	only	morality	or	spirituality	per-
sists.	These	two	dimensions	are	constitutively	
and	co-dependently	interlaced,	bodily	express-
ing	both	the	superficial	and	profound	aspects	of	
a	martial	art	form.

DISCUSSION

The	analyses	were	done	here	make	it	possible	to	
define	precisely	corporal fighting and	martial	arts	
(budo).	These	definitions	take	into	ethical	con-
sideration	criteria	related	to	the	mutual	dispo-
sition	and	motivation	to	fight.	In	addition,	they	
clarify	the	nature	of	the	objects	under	examina-
tion	in	terms	of	their	cultural,	technical,	and	eth-
ical	aspects.	From	here,	it	is	possible	to	question	
some	of	the	meanings	and	scope	regarding	the	
explanation	of	this	phenomenon,	from	a	philo-
sophical,	scientific,	and	practical	point	of	view,	
by	taking	into	account	the	pertinent	literature.

From	a	philosophical	point	of	view,	it	is	interest-
ing	to	appeal	directly	to	Husserlian	reflections,	
with	which	these	investigations	try	to	align,	in	a	
manner	that	can	situate	them	within	the	perspec-
tive	of	the	phenomenological	school.	The	philos-
opher	states:	‘It	can	be	seen	quite	generally	that	
there	are	many	kinds	of	objectivities	which	defy	
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all	psychologistic	and	all	naturalistic	misinter-
pretations’	[19,	p.421].	The	conceptual	failure	
of	defining	fighting	or	martial	arts	accuses	how	
exact	 is	 the	Husserlian	diagnosis	and	demon-
strates	how	certain	approaches	are	equivalent	to	
naturalists	or	psychologising	attempts,	to	which	
these	phenomena	do	not	curve.	In	the	literature,	
these	attempts	define	martial	arts	as	Asiatic	[23],	
historical	[42,	39],	or	by	physical	particularities	
[20],	as	well	as	ritualistic,	mimetic,	metaphorical	
or	modified	expression	of	a	supposed	real	con-
flict	[41,	44,	40,	3],9 

This	happens,	argues	Husserl,	‘with	all	types	of	
objects	bearing	the	value,	all	practical	objects,	
all	concrete	cultural	organisations	which	as	hard	
realities	determine	our	actual	life,	the	State,	for	
instance,	the	Church,	custom,	the	law,	and	so	
forth’	[19,	p.	422]	and	‘all	these	objective	enti-
ties	(Objektitäten; in	German)	must	be	described	
in	a	way	they	come	to	be	presented	according	to	
their	fundamental	types	and	their	proper	order	
of	formation’	[19,	p.421,	422].

Since	the	time	of	Husserl,	the	state	was	described	
in	1925	by	Edith	Stein	[66],	the	law	in	1913	by	
Adolf	Reinach	[67],	and,	quite	recently,	arriving	
at	the	lived	experiences	that	founded	the	Church,	
the	sacred	was	described	by	Angela	Ales	Bello	
[18].	Other	cultural	phenomena,	such	as	the	lit-
erary	work	of	art	in	1931	[68]	and	education	[69],	
were	analysed,	seeking	to	explicit	their	funda-
mental	types	and	their	proper	order	of	formation.	
The	present	analysis	tries	to	be	inserted	in	this	
phenomenological	way	of	thinking,	in	its	attempt	
to	describe	physical	combat,	and	especially	cor-
poral fighting and	martial	arts	as	objects	bearing	
value	and	practicality

The	 inter-subjective	 sphere	 plays	 a	 decisive	
role	in	the	understanding	and	constitution	of	

9			 Even	if	is	an	eidetic	analysis,	from	the	point	of	view	of	
classical	phenomenology,	the	Martínková	and	Parry	
categorisation	[3]	fails	for	not	operating	the	Epoche,	
making	use	of	established	knowledge	rather	than	sus-
pend	them.	This	does	not	reduce	the	importance	of	the	
work.	Besides,	although	militating	for	a	phenomeno-
logical	philosophy	of	sport,	the	fact	that	the	authors	
did	not	mention	phenomenology	in	the	article	shows	
that	they	are	aware	of	the	fact	that	their	classification	
does	not	conform	to	its	principles.	As	argued	before,	
which	places	their	interpretation	as	psychologist	is	not	
the	general	classification,	which	is	not	naturalistic	or	
psychologist,	but	only	the	assertion	that	there	is	a	real	
fight	by	necessity	and	other	modified	form	of	combat.	
Explaining	the	phenomenon	based	on	a	psychological	
cause,	necessarily	or	not,	to	define	their	reality	lies	on	
a	psychological	argument.

these	cultural	phenomena.	This	is	clear	in	the	
distinction	that	qualifies	the	different	forms	of	
combat.	The	ontological	foundation	of	this	pos-
sibility	resides	in	the	phenomenon	of	empathy.	
Empathy,	as	rigorously	analysed	by	Husserl	[70]	
and	Edith	Stein	[71],	is	a	special	lived	experi-
ence.	Ales	Bello	stressed	that	‘by	means	of	this	
we	recognise	the	common	humanity	within	our-
selves	and	others’	[51,	p.	11].	Thus,	empathy	
is	the	basis	of	the	constitution	of	all	possible	
shared	objectivity,	what	Husserl	designates	the	
‘unity	of	higher	order’,	the	identical	intersubjec-
tive	thing:	‘Its	constitution	is	related	to	an	indef-
inite	plurality	of	subjects	that	stand	in	a	relation	
of	“mutual	understanding”.	The	intersubjective	
world	is	the	correlation	of	the	intersubjective	
experience,	mediated,	that	is,	through	“empa-
thy”’	[19,	p.	420].	

In	 its	 turn,	 ‘the	 living	body	 is	 thus	 the	 instru-
ment	of	the	encounter	between	human	beings,	
of	mutual	recognition	and	the	basis	for	estab-
lishing	an	interpersonal	relationship’	[51,	p.12].	
Physical	combat,	an	animal	phenomenon	with	
human	specificities,	concomitantly	universal	and	
culturally	particularised,	corresponds	 to	some	
of	the	more	concrete,	extreme,	and	elementary	
ways	through	which	empathy,	i.e.	the	recogni-
tion	of	the	other,	can	effectively	be	developed	
or	become	obscure	in	human	relationships.	The	
current	 analysis	 demonstrates	 that	 an	 exclu-
sive	glance	into	the	physical	or	the	psychologi-
cal	dimension	cannot	lead	to	the	comprehension	
of	these	phenomena.	It	is	in	the	intersubjective	
interweaving	of	corporal	experiences	that	grasp	
combative	experiences,	in	which	the	intentional	
relationship	between	two	parts	will	determine	
the	kind	of	action	that	is	going	on.

The	general	features	of	a	regional	ontology,	the	
region	of	physical	combat,	make	evident	that	cor-
poral fighting al	place	in	the	study	of	the	sport.	
Besides,	duel,	instrumental	offensive	combat,	and	
self-defence	are	central	to	the	military	sciences	
are	central.10	For	the	sake	of	creating	a	definition,	
corporal fighting is	the	mutual	availability	of	chal-
lenge	between	combatants,	in	which	the	goal	is	to	
restrict	the	operative	mobility	of	the	corporal	sub-
ject,	the	opponent,	as	well	as	to	frustrate	his	or	her	
identical	intentions.	

10 	Broomé’s	work	[64]	can	be	taken	as	an	example.	
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This	definition	retains	the	ethical	criteria,	which	
is	described	in	its	essence	and	related	to	mutual	
availability,	to	the	motivation	for	the	fight	itself.	
From	this	definition,	 it	 is	possible	to	establish	
the	 general	 articulation	 and	 eidetic	 connec-
tions	 among	 the	 different	 scientific	 interests.	
This	is	consistent	with	the	defence	proposed	by	
authors	such	as	Cynarski	[39],	Barczyński	et	al.	
[72],	Figueiredo	[41],	Krzemieniecki	and	Kalina	
[73],	Kalina	[74],	Barczyński	and	Kalina	[75],	and	
Martinkóvá	and	Parry	[3].	From	different	meth-
odological	and	theoretical	perspectives,	these	
authors	are	situated	in	epistemological	positions	
whose	dialogue	with	the	phenomenological	per-
spective	presented	here	is	the	most	fruitful.	

The	reductionist	approach	adopted	by	Vey	[20]	
contrasts	explicitly	with	the	phenomenological	
approach,	although	not	in	its	primary	objective,	
i.e.	the	idea	of	scientifically	thinking	of	fighting	
in	an	integral	manner.	It	is	also	possible	to	indi-
viduate	the	technical	field	of	scientific	research	
that	will	address	the	operative	dimension	of	cor-
poral fighting,	aiming	to	identify	data	and	condi-
tions	for	the	improvement	of	different	aspects	
of	the	fight.	Some	examples,	such	as	the	study	
of	athletic	training	in	the	areas	of	biomechan-
ics,	physiology,	nutrition,	epidemiology	of	inju-
ries,	 pedagogy,	 and	psychology,	 as	 subjective	
processes	that	favour	or	disfavour	the	practitio-
ner,	illustrate	the	general	goal	of	these	technical	
investigations.	

This	 definition	of	corporal fighting means	 that	
the	study	of	its	technical	aspects	is	only	possible	
when	the	discipline	is	understood	in	its	entirety,	
i.e.	including	its	ethical	meaning.	This	dimension	
will	be	more	openly	explored	in	the	fields	of	his-
tory,	sociology,	psychology,	philosophy,	anthro-
pology,	and	so	on.	The	inclusion	of	subject	and	
object	terms	provided	by	phenomenology	also	
means	that	the	presented	definition	concerns	not	
only	the	subjects	that	practice	corporal fighting,	
but	also	the	researchers	who	investigate	corporal 
fighting objectively.	Indeed,	the	terms	subject	and	
object	‘presume’	tacitly,	that	is	to	say,	implicitly,	
that	the	whole	phenomenon	includes	the	con-
cept	of	‘challenging’	itself,	whether	lived	in	the	
first	or	third	person,	i.e.,	lived	by	the	fighters	and	
researchers	respectively.	This	means	that,	sharing	
a	lived	experience	within	a	community	research-
ers	have	the	challenging	intention	to	improve,	
through	scientific	knowledge,	the	conditions	that	
qualify	fighters	and	their	practices,	of	research-
ersd	self-development.	

As	argued	by	Barczyński	et	al.	[72]	in	the	Editorial	
of	Archives of Budo,	‘Any	division	of	sciences	and	
any	classification	of	scientific	disciplines	and	spe-
cialties	are	in	some	sense	imperfect’	[72,	p.117].	
So,	the	editorial	preview	of	the	Journal	has	four	
sections	of	published	articles:	Sciences	of	Martial	
Arts,	Health	Prevention,	Philosophy	and	History,	
which	 are	 founded	 on	 the	 conviction	 that	 to	
restrict	the	Journal	to	one	privileged	part	of	sci-
entific	classification	would	be	‘a	contradiction	of	
the	Budo	conception’	[72,	p.	119].	By	this	rea-
son,	‘Necessary	is	an	interdisciplinary	approach’	
[72,	p.	117].	A	phenomenology	is	a	potent	tool	
for	thinking	of	the	unity	of	AM&CS	phenomena	
based	on	their	ontology.	

As	mentioned,	 the	 lived	 experiences	 that	 are	
active	and	essentially	determinants	in	corporal 
fighting constitute	its	operant	motor	intention-
ality,	its	apprehension	of	the	other,	and	its	spe-
cific	motivation.	The	presence,	absence,	or	even	
failure	of	the	intensity	will	determine	whether	a	
concrete	case	is	or	is	not	a	corporal	fight.	For	
Husserl	[19],	‘every	description	of	Essential	Being	
which	relates	to	types	of	experience	provides	an	
unconditionally	valid	norm	for	the	possibilities	
of	empirical	existences’	[19,	p.	231].	Therefore,	
for	sports	psychology	(and	for	military	psychol-
ogy,	in	its	appropriate	contexts),	the	knowledge	
here	exhibited	signals	for	critical	norms	to	their	
application,	by	which	the	empirical	existence	of	
combat	demands	a	scientifically	founded	psy-
chological	 know-how.	 From	 an	 interventional	
perspective,	by	means	of	an	inter-subjectively	
encounter	with	the	practitioner,	it	is	necessary	
to	 look	 for	his	 unique	 and	proper	 conditions,	
i.e.	his	psychological	conditions,	to	fight	effec-
tively	without	being	carried	away	by	lived	expe-
riences	that	are	improper	to	corporal fighting.	In	
this	sense,	on	the	trail	of	a	‘Phenomenological	
Sport	 Psychology’,	 the	Husserl’s	 [19]	 orienta-
tion	is	still	assumed;	for	him,	as	argued	in	§	79	
of	Ideas,	‘phenomenology	is	the	court	of	appeal	
for	 the	 fundamental	 questions	 of	 psychology	
methodology.	The	general	conclusions	which	it	
has	reached	must	be	recognised	and,	as	occa-
sion	requires,	adopted	by	the	psychologists	as	
the	condition	of	possibility	of	all	further	devel-
opments	of	the	method	in	his	field’	[19,	p.	231].

One	might	expect	that	without	an	awareness	of	
the	distinction	between	corporal fighting and vio-
lence,	there	would	be	an	increased	risk	of	blur-
ring	the	boundary	between	them.	Indeed,	the	
boundary	that	separates	them	is	categorically	
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delineated	by	the	phenomenological	transition	
between	the	experience	of	living	the	phenom-
enon	and	the	experience	of	being	aware	of	the	
phenomenon,	which	 raises	 awareness	 of	 and	
thematises	it.11	Revealing	the	tacit	presumption	
makes	explicit	the	practitioners’	and	researchers’	
ethics,	the	risk	they	face	in	flirting	with	violence,	
and	the	kinds	of	positions	they	can	assume.	

Thus,	 ethically,	 the	 technical	 research	 opera-
tively	dimensioned	in	corporal fighting assumes	
an	agreement	between	the	fighters	for	the	occur-
rence	of	combat	with	a	sense	of	respect	for	the	
other,	which	means	not	to	turn	him	into	a	thing,	
nor	becoming	a	violent	action.	Simultaneously,	
objective	 conditions	 are	 given	 for	 raising	 the	
technical	level	of	the	ethical	challenge	inherent	
in	the	fight	itself,	so	that	the	production	of	tech-
nical	knowledge	can	stimulate	improvement	of	
the	ethical	challenge	of	corporal fighting,	once	
motor	control	and	athletic	condition	lead	to	psy-
chological	control.	In	its	turn,	investigative	com-
prehension	of	the	moral	processes	intrinsic	to	the	
practice	of	corporal fighting	‒	whether	thematic	or	
not	‒	improves	conditions	to	maintain	self-con-
trol	and	so	qualify	technical	performance	in	the	
motor	dimensions	of	fighting.	It	favours	or	dis-
favours	the	fighter,	thereby	providing	the	chal-
lenge	of	fighting	and	the	realisation	of	technical	
performance.	In	each	case,	the	field	of	technical	
research,	as	well	as	the	ethical	and	cultural	fields,	
are	focused	on	one	pole	of	what	is	commonly	
understood	as	objectivity	and	subjectivity,	with	
no	true	phenomenological	separation	between	
them.	The	integration	of	knowledge	related	to	
these	poles,	either	on	the	part	of	the	practitioner	
or	the	part	of	researcher	provides	integrity	to	the	
corporal fighting phenomenon.	In	this	sense,	the	
present	postulation	assumes	the	interpretation	
proposed	by	Figueiredo	[41],	except	that	here,	
beyond	the	hermeneutic	puzzle,	we	indicate	the	
connections	that	provide	the	essential	integrity	
and	continence	to	the	phenomenon	of	corporal 
fighting.

Once	the	corporal fighting is	defined,	it	is	possi-
ble	to	move	onto	defining	the	second	phenome-
non	to	which	this	investigation	is	dedicated.	The	
term	‘martial	arts’	refers	specifically	to	corporal 
fighting that	is	systematised	in	its	totality,	that	

11 		This	corresponds	to	being	aware	of	being	aware	of	
the	phenomenon.	The	reflexive	thematisation	of	this	
awareness	of	the	phenomenon	originally	experienced	
firsthand	must,	according	to	the	goal	of	Husserlian	phe-
nomenology,	aim	at	an	essential	description	of	this.

is,	systematised	in	terms	of	its	own	aesthetics	
and	ethical	aspects.	Aesthetics	refers	to	the	set	
of	a	participant’s	actions	that	is	appropriate	for	
combat.	Ethics	refers	to	the	typical	attitudes	dis-
played	in	practice	and	in	the	interaction	between	
practitioners,	attitudes	that	tend	to	be	fixed	by	
habits,	articulating	personal	interaction,	contem-
poraneously,	with	the	knowledge	transmitted	by	
coexistence.	The	incalculable	variety	of	ways	of	
practising	corporal fighting corresponds	to	the	cul-
tural	diversity	of	martial	arts	and	the	multiplicity	
of	its	practical	and	moral	guidelines,	all	of	which	
refer	to	particular	times	and	social	contexts	but	
never	validate	the	exclusion	of	the	two	central	
facets	of	corporal fighting.	To	make	explicit	the	
limits	of	corporal fighting is capital to understand-
ing	the	lived	experiences	with	which	their	bound-
aries	are	wiped	out	by	violence.

From	an	empirical	point	of	view,	it	will	be	cru-
cial,	therefore,	to	understand	how	these	lived	
experiences	are	cultural	and	communally	regu-
lated	among	practitioners	of	different	arts	and	
in	different	places	-as	pointed	out	in	the	case	of	
capoeira	by	Melo	and	Barreira	[58].	The	cultural	
sphere	and	its	values,	encompassing	the	manner	
by	which	its	practitioners	embody	these	values	
also	deserve	investigation,	for	instance,	by	the	
psychology	and	anthropology	fields,	in	order	to	
reach	an	ethical	perspective	that	would	be	much	
more	direct	and	objective	than	the	one	attained	
by	technical	and	physical	studies.

By	this	point,	we	have	sufficiently	stressed	that	
the	 lack	 of	 an	 appropriate	 definition	 of	what	
constitutes	a	‘martial	art’	can	lead	to	the	term	
being	regarded,	erroneously,	as	a	cultural	partic-
ularity	that	originated	in	the	East.	Perhaps	one	
can	assume	intuitively	that	martial	arts	practitio-
ners	have	always	understood	what	it	is.	Different	
authors	around	the	world	who	are	dedicated	to	
the	study	of	martial	arts	certainly	are	clear	about	
its	scope.	Italian	historian	Sergio	Raimondo	[76]	
posited	that	‘the	so-called	martial	arts	are	disci-
plines,	first	of	all,	dedicated	to	self-education	and	
not	specialisations	for	the	exercise	of	violence’	
[76,	p.	27].	The	list	of	authors	who	adopt	its	scope	
would	be	virtually	endless,	so	it	is	easy	to	find	
examples	that	support	the	argument	that	there	
is	an	essential	degree	of	equivalence	between	
martial	arts	and	budo or wushu.	Sasaki	stated	that	
‘Ancient	Japanese	think	of	the	traditional	arts	and	
Budo	as	methods	of	improving	people’s	physi-
cal	skill	and	personalities’	[25,	p.	47].	This	idea	is	
certainly	correct	but	is	not	restricted	to	Japanese	
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budo.	Any	martial	art	is	a	method	that	comprises	
these	qualities.	Considering	‘internal’	as	referring	
to	morals,	mind,	or	spirit,	and	‘external’	as	refer-
ring	to	physical	strength	or	skills,	‘Wushu	(also	
called	kung	fu	in	English)	is	traditional	Chinese	
martial	arts	that	cultivate	a	practitioner’s	inter-
nal	and	external	qualities	and	abilities’	[77,	p.	38].	
As	suggested	by	these	examples,	particular	cul-
tural	definitions	of	martial	arts	(beyond	some	of	
its	singular	qualities)	usually	express	its	general	
features,	universal	facets	that	are	shown	by	the	
phenomenological	reductions	operating	therein.	

Moreover,	while	it	is	impossible	to	conceive	of	a	
combat	system	that	does	not	comprise	an	ethical	
(spiritual)	dimension,	not	all	combat	systems	are	
martial	arts,	especially	if	their	typological	mea-
sures	 are	 too	 restrictive,	 insufficiently	 articu-
lated,	or	only	instrumental.	This	can	be	the	case	
in	some	sporting	versions,	in	which	moral	norms	
are	restricted	to	the	competitive	rules	or	military	
practices	through	which	the	ethical	discernment	
can	be	fulfilled	one	side	by	hierarchical	obedi-
ence,	and	combative	knowledge	can	be	fulfilled	
by	mere	techniques	on	the	other.	When	a	martial	
art	acquires	a	sportive	version,	it	is	possible	for	
it	to	lose	consistency	in	such	a	way	that	it	loses	
its	features,	both	motor	(esthetical)	and	attitudi-
nal	(ethical).	The	reasons	for	this	are	suggested	
by	Lu,	who	says	that	judo	and	taekwondo	‘were	
accepted	by	the	Olympics	by	changing	them-
selves	significantly,	 thereby	 losing	their	philo-
sophical	 essences	 of	 Buddhism,	 Daoism,	 and	
Confucianism’	[77,	p.38].	In	addition	to	the	fact	
the	 fact	 that	 in	 the	competitive	system	 ‘rules	
significantly	restrain	technique	and	fundamen-
tally	distort	traditional	wushu’	[77,	p.38],	in	sport,	
‘seeking	champions	and	winning	medals	becomes	
the	primary	goal	of	learning/practicing	in	athletic	
wushu,	pursuing	Olympic	ideals	such	as	higher,	
faster,	and	stronger’	[77,	p.	39],	which	is	detached	
from	martial	arts’	‘traditional	roots	–	the	culti-
vation	 of	 fitness,	 self-development,	 and	 self-
defence	[77,	p.	39].	Lu	also	argues	that	y,	these	
athletic	wushu	performers	nowadays	would	not	
be	able	to	use	wushu	‒	one	of	the	most	power-
ful	self-defence	arts	‒	to	defend	themselves	in	
real	fight	situations	as	they	have	not	learned	the	
proper	techniques’	[77,	p.	39].

By	the	same	reasoning,	Martinkóvá	and	Parry	
[3,	p.	13]	considerer	that	‘in	present	society	the	
emphasis	on	victory	is	immense,	and	often	dom-
inates	 contemporary	 sport’,	 an	 approach	 that	
‘affects	 the	way	 of	 fighting	 –	victory	 over	 an	

opponent	does	not	necessarily	require	reaching	
the	perfection	of	the	individual	 (...),	nor	abso-
lute	excellence	(...),	but	only	relative	excellence	
(enough	to	win	this	particular	contest)’	(p.	13).	
Raimondo	 [76]	 presents	 a	 similar	 argument:	
‘the	richness	of	the	philosophy	underlying	their	
practice	would	suffer	too	much	to	find	breathing	
only	through	sports	competition	and,	differently,	
maintaining	a	solid	value-oriented	to	personal	
self-elevation	is	more	serenely	prosecuted	with-
out	competitive	concerns’	(p.45).	We	can	refer	to	
this	kind	of	transformation	and	polemics,	which	
are	typical	between	practitioners,	as	existential	
tensions	in	martial	arts.	

Therefore,	according	to	the	perspective	adopted	
here,	the	assumption	of	Barczyński	et	al.	‘that	
each	combat	sport	is	a	martial	art’	[72,	p.	117]	
can	be	withdrawn.	Every	form	of	martial	arts	is	
a	cultural	product	that	is	shared	and	transmis-
sible.	If	a	certain	combat	ethos	is	too	particula-
rised	or	unique	to	a	fighter,	it	is	doubtful	that	it	
is	a	martial	art	form	at	all.	Many	combat	systems	
originating	in	warrior	societies	have	not	with-
stood	the	proverbial	‘test	of	time’,	but	some	have	
retained	and	developed	both	their	aesthetic	and	
ethical	dimensions	by	incorporating	into	them	
changes	that	have	occurred	in	their	respective	
societies.	The	latter	case	is	true	for	the	Japanese	
form	of	karate	[78]	and	Brazilian	capoeira	[29],	
for	instance.

The	application	of	this	line	of	phenomenologi-
cal	reasoning	to	corporal fighting opens	up	fields	
of	technical	research	that	deal	with	aspects	of	a	
martial	arts	system,	as	well	as	fields	that	deal	with	
the	historical,	cultural,	and	philosophical	aspects	
of	martial	arts,	allowing	us	to	discover	how	their	
individual	ethical	dimensions	emerge.

From	the	perspective	of	moral	praxis,	the	phil-
osophical	investigation	has	consequences	with	
regard	to	fighting	and	martial	arts	instructors,	ref-
erees,	and	sports	institutions,	as	well	as	opinion	
makers,	sports	announcers,	commentators,	and	
journalists,	not	forgetting,	of	course,	the	fighters	
themselves.	Such	consequences	are	essentially	
related	to	the	aforementioned	proximity	between	
physical	fighting	and	violence.	Once	enlightened	
on	the	nature	of	corporal fighting,	deviation	from	
the	 criteria	 of	 corporal fighting in	 the	 behav-
iour	and	motivation	of	fighters	can	be	detected.	
We	can	establish	that	the	ethical	zeal	in	corpo-
ral fighting is	the	zeal	for	the	physical	and	moral	
integrity	of	practitioners.	Thus,	in	a	fight,	when	
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the	physical	limits	of	one	of	the	fighters	is	over-
stepped,	that	is,	each	time	physical	aggression	
reaches	an	intensity	that	is	no	longer	acceptable	
to	one	partner	and	the	fight	is	not	interrupted,	
the	criterion	of	mutual	availability	can	be	deemed	
to	have	been	 injured,	 trespassing	beyond	 the	
frontier	of	corporal fighting and	into	the	territory	
of	violence.	The	fighter	displaying	such	aggres-
sion	must	halt	it	when	the	limit	is	exceeded.	In	
the	context	of	teaching	fighting,	one	of	the	cen-
tral	roles	of	the	instructor	is	to	ensure	that	this	
limit	is	not	reached,	while	in	the	sporting	context	
the	central	role	of	the	referee	and	the	regulatory	
institution	is	to	maintain	this	limit.	Crossing	these	
boundaries,	however,	may	mutilate	the	essence	
of	the	challenge	of	corporal fighting,	preventing	
the	self-development	of	a	martial	artist.

In	addition,	the	present	study	is	explicit	regarding	
the	inherent	characteristics	of	martial	arts	that	
provide	the	conditions	for	an	existential	answer	
to	 the	problems	 that	prevail	 in	 contemporary	
society	[34].	They	provide	a	meaningful	expe-
rience	that	help	practitioners	face	life	[38]	and	
form	close	family	bonds	[35];	they	also	constitute	
a	corporal	practice	in	which	states	of	conscious-
ness	are	reached	through	experiences	of	a	reli-
gious	nature	undergone	in	practice	[22].	This	is	
a	subjective	process	that	has	been	addressed	by	
the	field	of	anthropology	of	the	body	[65].	Martial	
arts	also	provides	a	training	program,	by	way	of	
decisive	lived	experiences,	that	turns	a	life	into	
a	work	of	art	[37],	and,	as	Figueiredo	[41]	states,	
potentially	contribute	to	the	determination	of	the	
objects	of	scientific	studies.	

Only	 the	 articulated	 values	 and	 motivations	
for	 lived	 experiences	 determining	 combative	
practices	make	possible	to	penetrate	 in	what,	
effectively,	 pushes	 the	 so-called	 psycho-so-
cial	 outcomes	 of	martial	 arts	 practice.	 It	 also	
concerns	the	self-regulation	of	the	athlete	in	a	
combat	sport,	as	the	specific	interests	of	sports	
psychology.	 Research	 that	 does	 not	 consider	
these	interests	will	necessarily	establish	portraits	
of	correlations	that	are	just	circumstantial;	that	
is,	‘contrasting	finds’	[5,	p.	200]	will	be	produced	
about	the	relationship	between	combative	prac-
tices	and	anti-social	behaviour,	without	any	solid	
basis	for	obtaining	results	using	the	universal	sci-
entific	scope	intended	by	science.	

None	of	the	preceding	information	can	be	com-
prehended	without	explicitly	establishing	how	
martial	arts	results	from	the	intentional	structure	

of	corporal fighting.	The	fighting	spirit	contains	an	
ethical	essence	that	can	counter	violence	and	is	
ultimately	opposed	to	 its	promotion.	The	fact	
that	Mars	 is	 considered	virtuous,	 as	 opposed	
to	the	disruptive	and	impulsive	Ares,	leads	us,	
through	this	cultural	expression,	toward	its	essen-
tial	manifestation.	Precisely,	the	ethical	essence	
expressed	by	Mars	virtuosity	allows	staying	in	
communication	about	identical,	even	if	neces-
sarily	differentiating,	phenomena.	

This	paper	attempts	to	contribute	to	the	issues	
on	the	intentional	lived	structure	of	these	phe-
nomena,	 but	 not	without	 considering	 its	 lim-
itations	The	first	 is	 related	to	the	difficulty	of	
understanding	phenomenology,	a	living	philos-
ophy	 that,	 since	 its	 beginning,	 has	witnessed	
important	philosophical	disputes	about	its	way	
of	being	applied	and	 its	pretentions.	To	prop-
erly	use	definitions	that	have	been	reached	phe-
nomenologically	means	to	understand	the	need	
to	grasp	intentions,	the	intentionality	of	actions.	
Therefore,	boxing	can	be	grasped	as	a	martial	art,	
but	not	objectively	from	the	natural	orientation	
sin.ce	from	this	pre-conceptual	point	of	view,	
boxing	is	seen	just	as	a	sport.	As	we	argued	in	
the	initial	paragraphs	of	this	paper,	some	forms	
of	combat	sports,	such	as	boxing	and	wrestling,	
which	are	not	necessarily	related	to	the	cultural	
notions	of	martial	arts,	must	be	shown	by	put-
ting	in	brackets	the	factual,	cultural,	particular-
ised,	and	objectified	view	of	what	martial	arts	is:	
it	can	be	grasped	as	martial	arts	whilst	lived	as	
martial	arts	in	a	communitarian	context.	Even	if	
he	does	not	claim	this	classification	for	boxing,	
Wacquant	[79]	describes	how,	from	the	point	of	
view	of	its	practitioners,	boxing	is	about	teach-
ing	discipline	and	self-respect	as	well	self-de-
fence	and	violence.	This	comprehension	unifies	
the	double	feature	of	the	object	(MA)	and	the	
subject	(practitioner)	and	looks	for	a	comparison	
between	concept	and	case/situation	grounded	
on	 lived	 experiences	 (intentionality).	 Another	
limitation	is	that	analyses	are	always	subjected	
to	new	re-descriptions,	which	seise	other	facets	
and	specificities,	deepening	and	making	more	
precise	the	differentiation	between	lived	expe-
riences.	This	is	shown	by	the	range	of	analyses	
that	for	some	years	now	[80-82]	have	allowed	of	
a	gradual	deepening	of	the	differences	between	
lived	experiences,	which	is	now	being	presented	
in	a	manner	 that	 is	believed	 to	be	global	and	
satisfactory.
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CONCLUSIONS

In	conclusion,	we	paraphrase	Polish	philosopher	
Roman	Ingarden,	concerning	his	findings	about	
the	literary	work	of	art,	and	say	that	the	phe-
nomenological	approach	of	martial	arts	presented	
here,	by	making	patent	the	intentional	structure	

of	 combative	 experiences,	 especially	 corporal 
fighting,	is	a	banal	thing:	‘But,	despite	being	banal,	
none	of	the	authors	I	knew	has	clearly	seen	that	
here	lie	the	fundamental	structures	that	conform	
to	the	essence’	[68,	p.	87]	of	fighting	and	martial	
arts	experiences.
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EDITORIAL NOTE

This	valuable	article	by	Cristiano	Roque	Antunes	Barreira	is	an	example	of	intellectual	and	cognitive	
losses	that	arose	as	a	result	of	the	political	division	of	the	world	after	the	Second	World	War	–	Cold	
War	and	Iron	Curtain	[92,	93].	The	editors,	taking	advantage	of	the	privilege	to	correct	the	text	of	
the	manuscript,	removed	(irrespective	of	the	explanations	in	the	glossary)	the	following	fragment	of	
the	author’s	statement:	‘None of the definitions offered in the literature for any of these cultural objects 
is based on phenomenological analysis; moreover, the literature offers no precise definitions that encom-
pass the wide variety of practices found within these phenomena’.

Especially	Jarosław	Rudniański	(1921-2008),	who	after	the	end	of	the	martial	law	in	Poland	published	
in	1989	in	Polish	the	fundamental	work	of	agonology:	A Compromise and a Struggle. The Efficiency and 
Ethics of Positive and Negative Co-operation in a Dense Social Environment	[86];	makes	a	broad	phenom-
enological	analysis	of	the	concept	of	‘fight’.	He	refers	to	Heraclitus	from	Ephesus,	Thomas	Hobbes,	
Charles	Robert	Darwin,	Friedrich	Wilhelm	Nietzsche,	Bhagavadgita,	David’s	fight	against	Goliath,	but	
also	to	Karl	Marx’s	class	conflict,	or	to	Adolf	Hitler’s	Mein Kampf.

The	paper	of	Cristiano	Roque	Antunes	Barreira,	published	in	the	Archives of Budo,	is	valuable	for	at	
least	two	reasons.	First,	it	reinforces	the	argumentation	emphasizing	the	cognitive	(scientific)	and	
social	consequences	of	isolating	knowledge	about	struggle	as	a	result	of	ideological	and	political	
divisions	[74,	92-94]	–	language	barriers	[83-88]	are	a	secondary	consequence.	Second,	it	supple-
ments	the	basic	knowledge	about	fight	in	the	context	of	the	growing	martial	arts	bibliotherapy	in	
global	science	space	[73,	95,	96].

RECOMMENDED REFERENCES 

92.	Barczyński	BJ,	Graczyński	M,	Kalina	RM.	Barriers	Restricting	the	Free	Dissemination	of	Scientific	Achievements:	
Own	Experiences	in	Crossing	Walls	and	Bridges	J	Hum	Kinet	2009;	22(22):	7-14

93.	Kalina	RM.	Cognitive	and	application	barriers	to	the	use	of	“Agonology	in	Preventive	and	Therapeutic	dimension”.	In:	
Salmon	P,	Macquet	AC,	editors.	Advances	in	Human	Factors	in	Sports	and	Outdoor	Recreation.	Proceedings	of	the	
HFE	2016	International	Conference	on	Human	Factors	in	Sports	and	Outdoor	Recreation,	July	27-31,	2016,	Walt	
Disney	World®,	Florida,	USA	Series:	Advances	in	Intelligent	Systems	and	Computing	2016;	496:	25-35

94.	Kalina	RM.	Agonology	–	the	unknown	science. Arch Budo 2016; 12: 231-237

95.	Klimczak	J,	Krzemieniecki	LA,	Mosler	D.	Martial	arts	bibliotherapy	–	the	possibility	of	compensating	the	negative	
effects	of	the	continuous	education	for	aggression	by	electronic	media	and	the	aggressive	interpersonal	relation-
ship	of	children	and	adults.	Arch	Budo	2015;	11:	395-340

96.	Krzemieniecki	LA,	Moska	W.	Combat	issues	in	literary	works	of	Nobel	Laureates	for	Literature	–	an	interdisciplinary	
perspective	of	martial	arts	bibliotherapy.	Arch	Budo	2016;	12:	345-352

Cite this article as: Barreira	CRA.	The	essences	of	martial	arts	and	corporal	fighting:	A	classical	phenomenological	analysis.	 
Arch	Budo	2017;	13:	351-376


