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6. OFF-BALANCE
(The Ob of

A B Ob A Fu Go)

1. BLOCK/ FOLLOW-THROUGH

The application of off-balancing blocks may well be the missing link
between symbolic one-step sparring drills and effective one-step sparring

drills. Blocks are the quickest, most efficient way to off-balance seme-te.
Blocks and off-balancing are not identical but they are related. Whenever
possible, you, as uke-te, should off-balance with your block.

It is fine to learn to block first and off-balance seme-te second, just as
it is acceptable to learn to avoid first and block second — beginners often learn
best sequentially and simplistically — but just as a real assailant is not going to
wait for the defender to strike his arm in a blocking action, he is not going to
wait patiently to be off-balanced. He will, naturally, attack again. In fact, he may
be in the process of a combination attack. If you do not Off-balance him during
your first reception, you will no doubt have to avoid, block again, or be hit. The
longer you are on defense, the more advantage accrues to the attacker. You
must try to switch defense to counter-offense as rapidly as possible.

By using a block to Off-balance (even a little), you temporarily prevent
a follow-up from the attacker. To learn this, begin by following through with
your blocks. These do not have to be the larger swings of circular blocking, but
they do have to block through the attacking limb and often should strike the
opponent’s upper arm.
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There is some debate regarding exactly where is the ideal spot  on seme-
te’s arm to block straight punches. Many traditional Japanese stylists advocate
hitting the attacker’s wrists. They argue that this moves seme-te’s arm most
easily since the leverage from the point-of-origin (his shoulder) is the greatest.
But it also implies that uke-te will have secured a safe distance to deliver the
block to that target ergo when uke-te can block at the wrist, he is probably out
of range. Wrist contact is fine for beginners in order to learn blocking at a safe
distance. Often, however, beginner’s karate gets perpetuated into an advanced
karate that is a fast and hard version of the same thing. In this case, “advanced”
karate students get very good at basic drills but will not be exposed to more
realistic variations of those drills. My objections to the defender’s blocking
seme-te’s wrist are these:

(1) when blocked from the outside, seme-te can easily fold his elbow
toward his target;

(2) it will take longer for the block to move seme’te’s fist laterally off-
trajectory since the block must completely cross the defender’s body;

(3) the defender assumes an unrealistic engagement distance; and
(4) the defender assumes no follow-through by the attacker.
Rather, I urge that as you get better at receiving blows, you, as defender,

should begin blocking above seme-te’s elbow from the outside and at seme-te’s
upper forearm from the inside. Both of these actions prevent seme-te’s elbow
folding response; both put you closer to his retaliation; and, you can use both
to better Off-balance the opponent.

Each block can be used in two ways (outside or inside) to get two
different results. From the outside, blocks will generally move the opponent’s
attacking limb across his own body to prevent attack with the other hand. From
the inside, especially when combined with a strike, blocks will generally open

6-1. Block
at wrist
(longer
ma-ai)

6-2. Block
at upper

arm
(shorter
mai-ai)
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the opponent to further strikes or a throw. There are exceptions, however, so
the student should practice this type of off-balancing with each of the basic
blocks.

6-3. a. ready position b. against a high attack, the
defender retreats and throws a

standard upper block...

c. ...but continues the follow through... d. ...so that the opponent is
off-balanced and cannot counter

Completing the natural action of basic block
— from outside, across opponent to prevent attack
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6-4. a. against a low
attack, the defender throws a standard

downward block...

b. ...but continues the follow
through...

c. & d. ...so that the opponent is off-balanced and cannot counter
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6-5. a. against a mid-level thrust, the defender
applies a standard inside forearm block...

b. ...but continues the follow through...

c. ...so that the opponent is
off-balanced and cannot counter

6-6.  a. against a mid-level thrust, the defender
applies a standard outside forearm block

b. ...but continues the follow through...

c. ...so that the opponent is
off-balanced and cannot counter
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6-7. a. ready position b. against a upper level attack, the
defender applies a standard

upper block

d. ..to open the opponent up for
a counter

c. but presses forward toward the
natural angle of the block...
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6-8. a. against a low level thrust, the
defender retreats and applies a

standard down block...

b. ...with enough forward energy and
natural follow through that the attacker
is open for a counter and cannot reach

the defender to follow-up

6-9. a. against a mid-level punch, the defender throws
a standard inside forearm block...

b. ...but with enough forward
energy and natural follow through...

c. ...that the attacker is open for a counter and
cannot reach the defender to follow-up

Completing the natural action of basic block
— from inside with strike to open or throw opponent
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6-10. (two views
of same

sequence)
a. ready position

�

�
�

b. the opponent
attacks with a

mid-level thrust

c. the defender
responds with an
outside forearm

block with
enough follow-

through that the
attacker is

off-balanced

d. the
attacker cannot

follow up but the
defender can

easily counter

defender on right defender on left
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The outside forearm blocks are very powerful therefore are often used
in ippon kumite. You will find the outside forearm block (a block that starts
outside the frame of your body and crosses your torso toward opposite edge
of your body) does not conform to the rules to which the other blocks seem to
adhere. All the other basic blocks are, in most systems, delivered inside to
outside; that is, they begin across the defender’s torso then proceed outward
to the opposite edge of the body frame. Special attention should be given to
them when applying our specialized blocking techniques (see page 110).

A Block with an Off-balancing follow-through may not always work
instantly. If you sense even a moment’s delay off-balancing seme-te or in
starting your retaliating, you should follow-up with a grab and pull or push
across seme-te’s body. Sometimes this can be done with the hand of the
blocking arm, sometimes it must be done with the opposite hand. In both cases,
it is best done at a downward angle at a slight distance from the opponent to
prevent the opponent’s secondary blow.

b. ...the defender grabs and pulls
downward and across the

opponent's body

6-11. a. after an inside forearm block to
the outside of the attacker's arm,...

Grab and pull after block

6-12. a. after an outside forearm block to
the outside of the attacker's arm,...

b. ...the defender grabs and pulls
downward across the opponent's body
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A minor sweep

2. QUICK SWEEP/LOW KICK (see also Chapter 8 on Follow-Up.)
Of course, you can imagine a situation in which your expertly delivered

Avoidance, Block, and Off-balancing motions do not do the job. If you are
quick, you can get in a counterAttack and a follow-up, but if you are not
prepared to do so, it would be better to continue with a separate Off-balancing
movement. This is most effective on another plane; that is, instead of working
on the arms and upper body, you should work on the legs with sweeps or low
kicks.

The distinction between a sweep and a low kick is that the first makes
the opponent fall, the other makes him bawl. As a general rule, for dojo
training, sweeps can be completed as long as the partner can fall safely but low
kicks must be controlled.

There are actually two kinds of sweeps: major and minor, each of which
have their cognates in low kicks. These have a relationship to three kinds of off-
balancing: complete, partial, and subtle.

In a minor sweep, the sweeper uses the sole (sometimes the instep) of
his foot and sweeps across the front of his own body. In judo terms, minor
sweeps would be ko-soto-gari (minor outer reaping), de-ashi-barai (advanced
foot sweep) or ko-uchi-gari (minor inner reaping).

In a major sweep, the sweeper uses the back of his leg as a contact
surface sweeping to his own rear. In judo terms, major sweeps would be o-soto-
gari (major outer reaping) or o-uchi-gari  (major inner reaping).

b. the defender checks the
attacker's shoulder and,

turning his body
sideways,...

6-13. a. ready position c. ...sweeps the attacker's
foot in front of his own

(the defender's) body with
the sole or instep of

his foot
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For practical Off-balancing in a karate engagement, minor sweeps are
preferred because, although they are not as strong as the major sweeps, they
are much faster and can be more easily timed with seme-te’s step. If they are
not timed well with seme-te’s step, seme-te will have his weight on the stepping
foot when the sweep arrives. The sweep will then become a de facto low kick.

Intentional low kicks proceed two ways: like low instep roundhouse
kicks and like soccer kicks with the inside edge or arch of the foot which I call
“propping kicks”.

6-15. a low instep
roundhouse kick

6-16. an arch of foot
propping kick

6-14. a. blocking a middle
thrust with a reverse

inside forearm block,...

b. ...the defender places his
rear leg behind the

attacker's
forward leg...

c. ...and sweeps the back
of the defender's leg to

his own rear
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