MARTIAL ARTS USA
Ranks, Honorific Titles and Promotional Requirements

Principles:

Martial Arts USA ® is a martial arts sanctioning and training organizational body which encompasses the many martial arts disciplines of the Okinawan, Japanese, Korean, Chinese and other martial arts styles. To facilitate the advancements’ of our affiliate organizations, schools and instructors, Martial Arts USA has adopted an encompassing system of ranks, shogo and promotional requirements designed to accommodate the many styles of its membership.
Martial Arts USA ® hereafter known as “MAUSA” is a “jiko kann” (self-regulating) 501C3, not for profit martial arts organization. We were established in 1986 by Grand Master Dr. John A. Suarez, Ph.D, to be a professional martial arts sanctioning and training organizational body, governed by a set of guidelines in compliance with modern national and international martial arts standards to further propagate the professionalism of the martial arts of all disciplines and styles. MAUSA has established its major focus of the organization of continuing the preservation and popularization of the martial arts for future generations.
It is the mission of Martial Arts USA to support positive martial artist nationally and internationally and to recognize instructors who have lost their up line and any chance of upward mobility. As an awards panel our Board of Examiners are empowered to issue licenses, promote, issue honorific titles, train and register qualified kyu, gup, student, dan, and disciple members and Martial Arts Schools so that they may progress and receive the respect and recognition they so richly deserve for their dedicated service(s). 

These two issues are at the heart of MAUSA’s beliefs and will never be compromised. The success of Martial Arts USA is based upon its “no politics” approach to the operation of the organization and maintaining our strong training focus. The officers of MAUSA have pledged to continue to do everything in their power to make MAUSA the most professional, ethical and responsive martial arts organization of its kind in the world today; it’s the only way that MAUSA will operate. 
The martial arts organizations in America can best be described as predominantly western organizations with many adopted Eastern customs.  The truth is most western martial artist knows very little about the eastern culture.  We here in the west commonly use or more often misuse honorific titles that were originated martially in the Japanese art of kyu-do.
One can notice that the words used have been cautiously chosen to give a precise frame while avoiding any unnecessary nor fictitious precision. Consequently, these definitions are widely recognized all over the world (e.g. Internet sites) and consistent with many Japanese documents. This constitutes in fact a very important point we may emphasize as follows: the dan-and-shogo is universally recognized as a reference system which meaning goes far beyond a mere list of objectives. 

Discussion: 
Differences between Rank and Title

In this article of ranking and Shogo regulations, we propose a first synthesis of the main characteristics of the ranking system used in the America and international martial arts communities, i.e. kyu, gup, student, disciple, dan, and shogo. After basic descriptions, some considerations are working the tracks are proposed.

Considering the analysis of a given concept, the first step consists in referring to the regular definitions. Hence, let us consider the definitions synthesized by rank first:

RANKS:   What are the differences between Rank and Title in the Martial Arts? In most of the Japanese arts, the ranking system is divided into two general divisions: the upper division is called “dan” implying the idea of “man” or degree; the lower level is called “kyu” referring to “boy” or grade.  Most of the Korean arts follow the same principle of “dan” and “gup” for the lower grades. The same apply with the Chinese arts having the “disciple” equivalent to a dan rank and the “student” being similar to the kyu and gup ranks. A karateka does not have a degree in karate, until he has his “Shodan” meaning “first man” in Japanese. The same is true with the Koreans and Chinese arts. Usually, in many martial arts system, there are ten Kyu’s below black belt (Shodan) and, it takes from three to five years of continuous diligent study to achieve the Shodan rank. 
Translating “Dan” as “rank” seems problematic, since a rank has an implication of legal authority over a person subordinate in the organizational structure, as in the military or police force, i.e., superiors can order juniors to do / or not do something and that order has legal force or standing.  Rank is assigned after an individual has met the established minimum standards required by the student’s martial arts organization and confirmed by the sensei or an examination board of Yudanshi-kai.

TITLES:  Honorific Titles are what are known as shogo, meaning teaching titles or degrees. Many of the teaching titles, particularly those of folks who were active before Word War II, were awarded by the Butokukai, in lieu of dan. The grades in kendo, iaido, naginata and such are pretty much (not completely) a post-WWI phenomenon, introduced to maintain parity with judo and as a result of the misbegotten SCAP ban on martial arts as "militaristic propaganda" in reaction to the abuses of the Japanese army during the war. At least that is what some of the people, old-timers and scholars seem to think. There is a certain amount of resignation on the part of the old-timers, pretty much to the tune of, "Well, it used to be a lot better than it is now, but there's no going back at this point." Obviously, there are some senior people, I am talking about Hanshi, Kudan and Hachidan level who think that what exists is better than sliced bread and they have no problems with what is happening.

These honorific titles should be used only in a formal setting such as during a ceremony or on official documentation such as certificates or formal letters.  Then it would be proper to use a given name, followed by their title, then their rank.  When used verbally during a ceremony or formal introduction use of the rank would be optional.  In all other applications martial artist is merely given name, Sensei, as any other sensei is.  This applies to all honorific titles, any other method of use is contrary to Japanese culture, and the traditional way the Japanese use these titles.  

SHO-GO:   Shogo is the teaching title system set up by the Dai-Nippon Budoku-kai, the grater Japan Budo Encouragement Federation established in 1895 in Kyoto Japan.  It consists of three titles, Renshi, Kyoshi and Hanshi.  The Shogo titles awarded by Martial Arts USA consist of those three titles and the additional titles of Tashi, Shihan, Saiko Shihan, Soke and Meijin. The awards of shogo are based on each individual’s knowledge, teaching ability and the outstanding development of character through the martial arts. Therefore, it is important to realize that in the modern approach to the martial arts, these titles/ranks are much more difficult to achieve than the conventional Dan grades and are not automatically assigned with rank or seniority. The holder of these titles must also have made significant contributions to the martial arts community at large.

Definitions:
Chinese Arts, Kung Fu (Gung Fu):  According to tradition, there are three types of Kung Fu practitioners:  the student, the disciple and the master. Ranking is a common aspect of westernized martial arts; however, the concept of ranking does not exist in most traditional Kung Fu styles of the martial arts. 
There are of course, different levels of proficiency between students. However to establish arbitrary 
student classifications by using belt colors or a similar ranking system is improper in keeping with the true philosophy of Kung Fu. Although westernized ranking is avoided, there is still a system of belts. There belts are merely a reminder to the instructor, which forms, or techniques a student is working on, nothing more. 

Korean Arts:  Like many martial arts, most Korean martial arts styles have the student ranks called a gup, also romanized as geup or kup and nine or ten dan or degree of black belts. New students begin at 10th gup (white belt) and advance down in number to 1st gup. 
The grading in tae kwon do consists mainly of patterns, techniques and theory. The patterns are a display of punching and kicking techniques, and may also contain others such as breathing and stances. Theory is displayed verbally and expresses information on Korean words, vital information (such as vital points and rules) and general understanding and knowledge of tae kwon do. Other Korean arts will vary slightly from what we have presented here and MAUSA will consider those differences when evaluating those arts.
 
Okinawan and Japanese Arts: The Okinawa and Japanese martial arts are characterized by their difference of cultures. The Okinawa for many years has declined to be recognized as a part of Japan. For reasons of simplicity Martial Arts USA, Inc, will recognize both as interchangeable sister systems.   

 
Deshi: refers to a follower, student or disciple, identified by the kyu, gup and student ranks.

 
Yudansha: refers to all black belt rank holders from shodan / disciple up.

 
Kyu, Gup and Student:  Are ranks below the recognized rank of Shodan, 1st degree black belt. Under Martial Arts USA system of rank there are formal examinations for the ranks from 10th Kyu / Gup to 1st Kyu / Gup and 1st degree black belt to Rokudan, 6th degree black belt. 

 
Dan and Disciple:  Rank indicating level of skill; dan rank is higher than Kyu, Gup or student rank. Under Martial Arts USA system of rank, there are formal examinations for the ranks from Shodan, 1st degree black belt to Rokudan, sixth degree black belt. 

 
Shogo Titles:  A title, which indicates one's level of achievement as a martial artist. Under Martial Arts USA system, there are eight levels of shogo: Tashi, Renshi, Kyoshi, Shihan, Saiko Shihan, Hanshi, Meijin and Soke. 
These titles are awarded to persons who have been at the required dan levels respectively, for the requisite number of years and who satisfy the given qualification standards. Dan indicate one's technical level (mental elements included), while shogo signify, in addition to technical proficiency, the level of one's achievement with respect to one's leadership and judgment as a Martial Artist. 
 
Note: In MAUSA, we must be careful not to give the public the appearance of being an organization that gives out promotions without first examining the student's martial arts knowledge and skills. Therefore, there are examinations given for the rank of Shodan (first-degree black belt) to Rokudan (sixth degree black belt).

 
Ranks:   What is the difference between rank and title in the martial arts? It is often confusing when you hear martial artist use various terms for the same rank. In most of the Japanese arts, the ranking system is divided into two general divisions: the upper division is called “dan” implying the idea of “man” or degree; the lower level is called “kyu” referring to “boy” or grade.  A karateka does not have a degree in karate, until he has his “Shodan” meaning “first man” in Japanese. Usually, in many martial arts system, there are ten Kyu’s below black belt (Shodan) and, it takes from three to five years of continuous diligent study to achieve the Shodan rank. 
Translating “Dan” as “rank” seems problematic, since a rank has an implication of legal authority over a person subordinate in the organizational structure, as in the military or police force, i.e., superiors can order juniors to do / or not do something and that order has legal force or standing.  Rank is assigned after an individual has met the established minimum standards required by the student’s martial arts organization and confirmed by the sensei or an examination board of Yudansha-kai.

  
Dan and disciple characteristics: a black belt must be able to demonstrate martial knowledge, physical skills, organizational skills, mental acuity, teaching proficiency, technical proficiency and actual leadership efficiency.


Shogo characteristics: the characteristics of a shogo candidate are achievement, judgment, leadership, teaching honorary and exemplary knowledge.


Black Belt and Shogo Title’s. Including literal translation:

SHOGO:   Shogo is the teaching title system set up by the Dai-Nippon Budoku-kai, the grater Japan Budo Encouragement Federation established in 1895 in Kyoto Japan.  It consists of three titles, Renshi, Kyoshi and Hanshi.  The Shogo titles awarded by Martial Arts USA consist of Tashi, Renshi, Kyoshi, Shihan, Saiko Shihan, Hanshi, Meijin and Soke. The awards of shogo are based on each individual’s knowledge, teaching ability and the outstanding development of character through the martial arts. Therefore, it is important to realize that in the modern approach to the martial arts, these titles/ranks are much more difficult to achieve than the conventional Dan grades and are not automatically assigned with rank or seniority. The holder of these titles must also have made significant contributions to the martial arts community at large.
Shogo Dictionary:
Sempai: Senior student, 3rd Kyu to Ikkyu
Sensei:  Is the Japanese term for teacher. It has been adopted into English mostly for use with martial arts instructors whose rank is Shodan and above and in other styles they must be the rank of Nidan and above. One who has gone before', 'born before', 'honorable teacher'. Sen; 'Ahead', 'proceed'. Sei; 'Life', 'spirit', soul'. (Shodan, 1st Degree and must be teaching in the dojo)


Tashi: Means “Expert Proficient”. This title is awarded to an expert of the Japanese martial arts who is of the rank of Yondan, forth degree black belt to Godan, fifth degree black belt. Not all belts within this category, however, receive this title.
Renshi: '“Ren” means polished, tempered” and”Shi” means “person”. 
Thus Renshi indicates a “Polished Instructor” or “Senior Expert”, teachers of teachers, a person whose performance and character is polished by continued practice”. It also means to polish the spirit and character through the requirements of detail and interpretation.  To demonstrate a compassionate nature that can pass on knowledge without egotistical pride and arrogance. Normally awarded to a fifth or sixth Dan in Japanese martial arts. 

Shihan:  The “Shi” in Shihan means “person, teacher or master” and “Han” means master example, Model teacher' 'wise teacher', 'master teacher'. Therefore, Shihan denotes a master teacher, a model of the art, the chief Instructor. The connotation being that a Shihan is supposed to be a "master" who is an example to all those who see them and train under their tutelage. Normally suggests an Instructor who heads his own Organization or School. Not regarded as a 'title', but more of a 'position' in a Ryu. Can also be reversed as Hanshi, as the written Kanji is identical. A Shihan is of the rank of Nanadan, seventh degree black belt or Hachidan, eight-degree black belt.


NOTE: A Japanese teacher automatically became a Shihan at sixth dan but it was long unclear whether westerners with the same rank also held the title. Finally, it was declared by the powers in Japan that westerners needed not only the rank of sixth dan but also a special appointment to become a Shihan.

Saiko-Shihan: International Master Instructor 
Kyoshi: ' The “Kyo” in Kyoshi means “Professor” or “Philosophy”. Proficient teacher', 'teacher'. Can be translated into numerous titles, including 'assistant master teacher' if required Therefore, Kyoshi equals a “Professor” capable of teaching the philosophy of the martial arts.  A Kyoshi is of the rank of Hachidan, eight-degree black belt or Kudan, ninth degree black belt. 

Hanshi: The “Han” in Hanshi means “example, model” and indicates “teacher that can serve as an ideal model for others”, or a “Senior Master”. This is a very special title representing the highest levels of the martial arts, political involvement as a practitioner, be seen as an enervator, a teacher of and show personal growth an in depth understanding of the style of martial arts. A Hanshi is of the rank of Hachidan, eight-degree black belt or Kudan, ninth degree black belt or Judan, tenth degree black belt.  It is normal that the applicant would hold the shogo of Kyoshi previously, but not necessary.

Have we now closed the circle of knowledge? I am afraid no. As an ancient Greek philosopher has said, ’’I am getting older, always being instructed (or educated)’’. It is this continuing process, which will bring the person to the next level that of Hanshi, were enlightenment is reached. It is that stage where simplicity comes not from ignorance but from deep knowledge. It is the same principle that our ranking belt system signifies; white for novices.  This becomes an indication of their ignorance and simplicity of actions, becoming dark and ultimately black from sweat and dirt as a result of hard training. This assumption, usually indicating a higher degree of knowledge and the return to white, as frayed from continuous practice throughout the years, indicating the simplicity of actions because of deep knowledge. 

'Model teacher' 'wise teacher', 'master teacher'. Normally suggests an Instructor who heads his own Organization or School. Also referred to, although often incorrectly, as 'master', or professor' 
Meijin: Grand Master / Founder of Style. 'Expert' or 'spiritual perfection'. One becomes 'Meijin' only after experiencing years of infinite painstaking discipline.

Soke: 
This term is supposed to have a “spiritual” or even “ancestral” element to it as the “founder” or “ancestral seat” of a particular style. Soke is a Japanese title that means “Headmaster” or sometimes translated as “Head of the Family” or even “Grand Master”. The latter usage is a common Western misconception. It can mean one who is the leader of any school or the master of a style, but it is commonly used as a highest level Japanese martial arts title, referring to the singular leader of a school or style of martial arts.
Note: Soke is sometimes mistakenly believed to mean “Founder of a style” because many modern “Soke” are the first generation headmasters of their art (Shodai Soke) and are thus both Soke and founder.

However, the successors to the Shodai Soke are also Soke themselves. Sokes are generally considered the ultimate authority within their art and have final discretion and authority regarding promotions, curriculum, doctrine and disciplinary actions. 
A Soke has the authority to issue a Menkyo Kaiden certificate indicating that someone has mastered all aspects of his style. A Soke is usually of the rank of Judan, tenth degree black belt, but in some other styles they can be of a lower rank.

Definition of Soke from a Japanese Point of View:

The widespread use of the term “soke” is controversial in the martial arts community. Traditionally it was used very rarely in Japan, typically only for very old martial arts, although it has become a somewhat common term for headmasters of schools created in the last few decades that attempt to reconstruct or emulate older styles of martial arts. Some modern western Soke has used the title “Soke Dai” as a title for their assistant as the leader of their school. The Japanese character Dai used in this context translates as “in place of.” Thus, a shihan-dai or soke-dai mean “someone who teaches in temporary place of “the main instructor, for certain reasons, such as the incapacity of the soke due to injuries or illnesses.
The very obscurity of the term Soke provides commercial advantage when it is invoked in a competitive marketplace crowed with instructors who promote themselves not just as high ranking black belts, but as masters or even grandmasters. The English-language usage stands in stark contrast to the connotations of the word soke in Japan where, if it is used at all, it strongly implies loyalty to existing schools, deference to ancestral authority, and conservative adherence to traditional forms. 

Sokemon is a derisory term used on the Internet to describe those who create their own martial arts or who claim full mastery of one or more (usually fictitious) Japanese martial arts systems and claim the title of soke for themselves.

Since you cannot open a magazine without reading the word Japanese "SOKE" as a title used by thousands of martial arts instructors, it might be good to explore exactly what this commonly used word actually means to the Japanese themselves.  We can distinguish several different patterns of usage associated with the term Soke throughout Japanese history and, in spite, what many seem to believe in the west, "SOKE", as a Japanese word, has never meant "founder," nor does it mean "grandmaster."


