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A  N O TE O N  TER M IN O LO G Y

The term  ninja is correctly interpreted as shinobi no m ono (shinobi carries the connotation of
ñhidingò and m ono m eans ñpersonò). This is often contracted to shinobi. The skill of ninjutsu is
correctly spoken as shinobi no jutsu, ñthe arts of the shinobiò. These are the term s used in the
historical scrolls on w hich this book is based and so these are the term s used here.



Introduction
TH E W O R LD  O F TH E SH IN O BI

Spanning a m illennium , from  the 9th to the 19th century, the age of the sam urai w as a glorious chapter
in the chronicle of Japan. The sam urai observed a refined and precise etiquette in all their activities,
from  the taking of tea to the taking of enem y heads. This em phasis on the ñright w ayò of doing things
continues to exert a pow erful influence in m odern Japanese culture.

N estled w ithin a sam urai force, yet standing apart from  it, lurked the shadow y shinobi, the
infam ous ninja agent. H e w as the com m ando, the spy, the betrayer. W hile ñstandardò sam urai found
lying and cheating repugnant, the shinobi w ere not bound by such scruples. They too follow ed an
ethical code, but they considered duplicity to be acceptable as long as it w as used in the service of
their lord. The shinobi soldier w ould often integrate him self w ithin the enem y, sharing in the rhythm s
of everyday life and steadily gaining their trust but all the w hile hiding a m align intent. H e w as a foul
dem on obeying the bidding of his gods, enabling the plans of his lord to bear fruit.

W H O  W ER E TH E SH IN O BI?

The shinobi w ere spy-com m andos w ith m ultiple specialism s, all of w hich involved clandestine
activity. These included espionage, counter-intelligence, surveillance, scouting, infiltration,
propaganda, incendiary w arfare and physical protection, as w ell as the capturing of any person
targeted for arrest by the lord. A n essential part of any Japanese m ilitary force, the shinobi w ere
considered by m any chroniclers as the ñeyes and earsò of an arm y.



Im age of a thief by Edoperiod artist, H okusai.

U nlike the sam urai, w hich w as a specific social class, the shinobi w as a paid m ilitary role that
could be fulfilled by a soldier of any background. M any shinobi w ere from  the sam urai class, but
others w ere sim ple ashigaru foot soldiers. O thers still w ere itinerant m onks, actors or tradesm en
w ho m ight take on a tem porary assignm ent. True shinobi ow ed their allegiance to a single lord,
w hether for the length of a short-term  contract or across generations. Being a shinobi did not
autom atically confer any particular status; there w ere low er-grade shinobi as w ell as m asters of the
art (see lessons 18 and 19).

The shinobi w ere first recorded in the 14th century. They are believed to have becom e
particularly influential during the turbulent Sengoku period (1467ïc.1603), w hen Japan w as in a
near-constant state of civil w ar. They then fell into relative obscurity during the m ore stable Edo
period (c.1603ï1868), w hen the country w as largely united under the Tokugaw a shogunate. B y the
tim e of the M eiji R estoration in 1868, w hen im perial rule returned in place of m ilitary governm ent,
the historical shinobi and sam urai had died out.

A BO U T TH IS BO O K



Ninja Skills investigates the beliefs, tactics and practices of the Japanese shinobi. It draw s directly
from  historical m anuscripts, m ost of w hich date from  the 17th century and w ere com piled by forw ard-
thinking w riters determ ined to record for future generations the experiences of shinobi w ho had
served during the w arring Sengoku period. The chief source for the 150 lessons contained w ithin
these pages is the 1676 m anual the BansenshȊkai, w ritten by Fujibayashi Yasutake. This has been
supplem ented by quotations and variations from  other im portant w orks of the period, including the
ShǾninki by N atori M asazum i (Issui-sensei), the YǾkan series by Chikam atsu Shigenori, and the
G unpǾ JiyǾshȊ by O gasaw ara Sakuôun K atsuzo.

The lessons build on the original m aterial to explain how , as a m odern reader, you can interact
w ith these skills. Com m entaries expand upon each teaching, outlining the social, cultural and
religious context and practical applications, in order to deepen your understanding of shinobi no
jutsu. It is hoped that you w ill be able to incorporate som e of the skills and insights into your ow n
shinobi study. H ow ever, the w orld of the shinobi w as very different from  ours and som e of the
practices described are dangerous or illegal or both, and should not be em ulated.

The teachings have been selected from  all volum es of the BansenshȊkai and represent a broad
overview  of the w riting of Fujibayashi-sensei. If you w ish to delve m ore deeply into the source
m aterial, the appendices at the back of this book go into further detail about the scrolls and the
Chinese m ilitary classics on w hich som e of them  are based. You can also read an English translation
of the full BansenshȊkai in The Book of N inja (W atkins, 2013).



The
Lessons



Fundam ental C oncepts



Lesson 1
T H E  PAT H  O F T H E  SH IN O B I

ñIn our country w e use the ideogram  shinobi  as it has a deep m eaning. W ithout realizing the
m eaning you w ill find it difficult to take even the first step on this path.ò

BansenshȊkai, Fujibayashi-sensei, 1676

Those w ho w ish to take the path of the shinobi m ust first understand the concepts represented by the
shinobi ideogram . It carries the follow ing essential m eanings: ñperseveranceò, ñforbearanceò,
ñenduranceò, ñsecrecyò and ñstealthò. Through its use by agents engaged in espionage the ideogram
has also com e to have the connotations of ñspyò, ñsecret agentò, ñthiefò and ñinfiltratorò.

In the BansenshȊkai Fujibayashi-sensei explains that the shinobi ideogram  com prises the
characters for ñheartò ( ) and ñbladeò ( ), because to plunge them selves deep into the core of the
enem y shinobi m ust forge their hearts into w eapons that are hard and sharp like a blade.

A  breakdow n of the individual characters that m ake up the shinobi ideogram .

This is not a path for the w eak. To venture into the dom inion of the shinobi requires enorm ous
self-control and a level of com m itm ent and endurance that m ost people cannot attain.

W hat m akes the path so difficult is that shinobi m ust be sim ultaneously loyal to their ow n clan and
treacherous tow ard the enem y. They live w ithin sam urai society but rem ain in its shadow , forever
close to the centre but alw ays cast to the outside, as any betrayal could m ean the dow nfall of a clan.
C onsequently, shinobi sit outside the lordôs ñlightò but close enough to feel its ñw arm thò. U nlike the
average soldier, they do not benefit from  the arm yôs protection ï they do not m arch w ithin the ranks or
cam p behind sturdy palisades. The shinobi venture out before all others, alone, and put them selves in
danger deep inside the adversaryôs stronghold.



Ideogram s representing shinobi no jutsu (ñthe arts of the shinobiò) by M onk JyuhǾ Yam am oto.

Lesson 2
T H E  O R IG IN  O F T H E  U N IV E R SE

The Taoist creation m yth heavily influences sam urai and shinobi thought. A ccording to the m yth,
before the universe existed there w as a form less expanse called W u-chi (ñPre-U niverseò), w hich
evolved into Tôai-chi (ñThe G reat Ultim ateò). The G reat Ultim ate then differentiated into negative
and positive elem ents called yin and yang. W hile being contrary to each other, yin and yang also
com plem ent each other ï a duality found in, for exam ple, m ale and fem ale, light and dark, and fire and
w ater.

Yin and yang divide into ñheaven, earth and m anò (tenchijin), w hich exists in the four seasons of
spring, sum m er, autum n and w inter. This is the foundation for the five elem ents of Earth (do), Fire
(ka), M etal (gon), W ater (sui) and W ood (m oku). The five elem ents give rise to the eight trigram s:
H eaven (qian), Lake (dui), Fire (li), Thunder (zhen), W ind (xun), W ater (kan), M ountain (gen) and
Earth (kun). They in turn generate the w hole w orld.

Yin and yang are also earth and heaven. W hen the body dies, yin and yang separate: the yin
elem ent ï the body ï crum bles and returns to the earth, w hile the yang elem ent ï the spirit ï returns to
heaven. Therefore, death is not an end but the beginning of another phase of life. This understanding is
w hat enables the shinobi to face death w ithout fear.

Shinobi skill: D o not m ix up the Chinese version of the five elem ents show n above, know n as the
gogy» ( ), and the Indian version, know n as the gorin ( ).



The hierarchy of the Taoist universe.

Lesson 3
O F H E AV E N , E A R T H  A N D  M A N

The concept of tenchijin ï ñheaven, earth and m anò ï signifies the oneness of the universe. The
Confucianist sage M encius said that to govern a country you m ust take into account the tim e of heaven,
the advantages of earth, and the harm ony of m an. The N atori-RyȊ sam urai tradition breaks these
elem ents dow n as follow s:

Tim e of heaven
Å  the date (im portant in divination)
Å  the 12-sign zodiac system
Å  the 10 celestial signs
Å  auspicious and inauspicious directions
Å  the energy of each season (im portant in divination)



A dvantages of earth
Å  distant or close
Å  steep or flat
Å  large or sm all
Å  life and death

H arm ony of m an
Å  the unity of all people of all classes

G enerals planning for a battle or shinobi preparing for a m ission w ill greatly increase their chances
of success if they understand this triad and align heaven, earth and m an in their favour.

Lesson 4
SK IL L S O F T H E  D A R K  A N D  SK IL L S O F T H E  L IG H T

In the BansenshȊkai Fujibayashi-sensei divides the arts of the shinobi according to yin and yang. The
yin aspect, the ñdark sideò, is called in ( ), and the yang aspect, the ñlight sideò, is called yǾ ( ).
A ny skill (jutsu) found in the arts of the shinobi is either in-jutsu, a ñskill of the darkò, or yǾ-jutsu, a
ñskill of the lightò. Shinobi them selves are also classified along these lines, as in-nin (  ),
ñshinobi of the darkò, and yǾ-nin ( ), ñshinobi of the lightò. Typically, in-nin m ove in stealth like
com m andos, w hereas yǾ-nin use deception and disguise to ñhide in plain sightò like spies.



Practical exam ples of in-jutsu include travelling out of sight over m ountains and aw ay from
roads, m oving in stealth around enem y positions at night, cutting through w alls and infiltrating
buildings, and entering in secret w ithout ever being seen. In contrast, yǾ-jutsu m ight involve
disguising yourself as a local tradesm an, using the local dialect and m oving freely am ong the enem y,
all the w hile counting forces, m aking m aps and surveying building layouts. A lternatively, you m ight
settle on the edge of an enem y tow n before a conflict starts and becom e fam iliar w ith the tow nsfolk.
Then w hen w ar breaks out, because you are already know n to the enem y, you w ill not be suspected of
being an agent. A nother exam ple of yǾ-jutsu is placing a fem ale spy-m aid (kunoichi) w ithin an enem y
household.

M IX IN G  IN  A N D  Y ǽ

Low er-level shinobi should com plete a m ission using only in-jutsu or yǾ-jutsu. H ow ever, m ore
experienced agents w ill know  w hen it is appropriate to sw itch betw een the tw o. Such an agent m ight
enter into an enem y castle by using stolen passw ords or pretending to be the servant of a local
sam urai (yǾ-jutsu). They w ill then pick the correct tim e to infiltrate in secret, clim bing or breaking
through into the m ost secure areas (in-jutsu).

A lternatively, seasoned shinobi m ight infiltrate a sam urai house in stealth (in-jutsu) and then hold
a false conversation w ith them selves to m islead any guards w ho overhear (yǾ-jutsu) so that they can
continue infiltrating deeper (in-jutsu). O r they m ight place a kunoichi in the enem y household (yǾ-
jutsu) and have her open the doors at night so that they can infiltrate (in-jutsu). Fujibayashi-sensei
calls this sw itching of skills yǾ-chȊ in jutsu ( ) ï the ñskills of darkness inside lightò.

Lesson 5
T H E  C O N C E P T  O F IN SU B STA N T IA L A N D  SU B STA N T IA L

K yojitsu ( ) is a concept that you need to understand, as it is the basis of the shinobi m indset.
M eaning ñthat w hich is insubstantialò, kyo ( ) carries connotations of falseness, em ptiness, untruth,
deception, w eakness and unpreparedness.



O n the other hand, jitsu ( ) m eans ñthat w hich is substantialò and represents truth, fullness,
correctness, honesty, strength and preparedness. The art of the shinobi lies in telling the difference
betw een the tw o qualities.

The fan is substance; the shadow  of the fan is insubstantiality.

In the im age above, the fan is substantial and true, w hile the shadow  of the fan is insubstantial and
untrue. It m ay look like a fan, but it is only a projection, an illusion. W e can apply this concept to
w arfare. If a m ilitary force places 1,000 m en on the field of battle, a good strategist w ill ask w hether
this is truly the w hole force (jitsu). O r has the enem y hidden 2,000 additional m en, w aiting to
am bush? If so, that is a false appearance designed to m islead, a shadow  of the truth (kyo).

Sim ilarly, shinobi w orking undercover to gather intelligence from  the enem y m ust alw ays
question w hether the inform ation they have received is true or w hether in fact it is false, deliberately
planted by the enem y in order to m isguide.

The concept of kyojitsu is deep and profound and is a fundam ental part of shinobi no jutsu.
W ithout m astering this idea an espionage agent can never becom e a jǾnin ï an expert shinobi (see
lesson 19).

Lesson 6
W A IT IN G  F O R  T H E  E N E M Y T O  M A K E  A  M O V E

ñThere is no difference between the principles for ninjutsu (espionage) and the principles for
kenjutsu (swordsm anship). W hen your opponent is not going to strike at you with their sword, it is
difficult for you to strike at them . Instead you should strike at the m om ent that the opponent
attacks. The sam e holds true in ninjutsu: when the enem y is in a state of non-m ovem ent, you should



not m ove either. Infiltrate at the exact m om ent that the enem y m oves.ò
BansenshȊkai, Fujibayashi-sensei, 1676

Fujibayashiôs com parison illum inates one of the core principles of espionage. W hen your opponent in
a sw ord fight is in a defensive position they are like a sealed castle, difficult to attack. But w hen they
m ake an attacking m ove they have to open up their defences, w hich is som ething you can exploit. The
key is to find the opponentôs w eak spot before their attack does you harm .

The shinobi has to either bring about m ovem ent in the enem y position or w ait for the enem y to
m ove of their ow n accord. W hen the enem y m oves they give the shinobi a chance to infiltrate
unnoticed, but if the enem y is inactive, any m ovem ent by the shinobi becom es obvious to the
defenders.

A n exam ple of m ovem ent in sw ordsm anship.

Lesson 7
T H E  T H R E E  D ISE A SE S O F T H E  SH IN O B I

ñThe three diseases of shinobi no jutsu are to fear, to take the enem y too lightly and to think too
m uch.ò

BansenshȊkai, Fujibayashi-sensei, 1676



FEA R

ñIf you cannot detach yourself from  death, then you will fear everything. It is said that nothing is a
greater change than your own death, think on this. This is the sam e as to stop breathing though a
fear of ageing.ò

H eika JǾdan, Issui-sensei, c.1670

Left to run am ok, fear ï particularly fear of death ï can paralyse your thoughts. The 20th-century
science fiction w riter Frank H erbert fam ously w rote, ñFear is the m ind-killer.ò This statem ent carries
a universal truth, w hich resonates through the ages.

To have no fear is recklessness; to have too m uch fear is cow ardice. Shinobi need to identify the
fear in their m ind and take control of it.

U N D ER ESTIM ATIO N

A devastating m istake that strategists can m ake is to consider their enem y to be stupid or beneath
them . A n adversary is a hum an and all hum ans have different types of intelligence. You m ay consider
your opponent to be lacking in the kind of intelligence you possess, but their kind of intelligence m ay
find a w ay to see through your tactics. Furtherm ore, do not forget that the enem y forces w ill contain
m ultiple opponents, each w ith a different kind and level of intelligence. Therefore, alw ays view  the
enem y as a skilled and accom plished nem esis and m ake plans accordingly. N ever allow  your
strategies to becom e entrenched in com plexity, but also never low er the standards of intellect and
reasoning in your planning.

O V ERTH IN K IN G

Each situation w e encounter has a central point surrounded by an im aginary boundary and beyond this
boundary lies another situation. O ften in m artial arts you m ay ask your opponent, ñW hat if I do this?ò
to w hich the opponentôs response is, ñI w ould do this,ò to w hich you say, ñThen w hat if I do this?ò
and the chain of change continues. A t this point the original situation no longer exists and both people
have found them selves in new  circum stances.

The sam e happens w hen a shinobi plans a strategy for a clandestine operation. W hat if the enem y



does this? W hat if they do that? W hat if they do som ething else? There is a central point, w hich is the
problem , the here and now , and w ithin this situation there are foreseeable eventualities. W hen your
thoughts push beyond these possibilities they create a chain of change and eventually the situation is
changed beyond the actual truth. In fact, the situation is still the sam e, it has changed only in your
m ind.

A good shinobi w ill know  the difference betw een a reasonable level of contingency planning and
over-speculation.

Lesson 8
D R AW IN G  F R O M  D IF F E R E N T  R E L IG IO N S

The sam urai class existed for approxim ately one m illennium , from  the 9th century to the 19th century,
and during this tim e a variety of belief system s becam e prom inent in Japan. Each of these influenced
sam urai and shinobi philosophy, although individual w arriors w ould have been subject to their ow n
beliefs and the political clim ate of the tim e. H ere w e give a brief overview  of the m ost significant
religions. To gain a fuller understanding of the shinobi m indset you should venture deeper into these
teachings.

BUD D H ISM

Founded in India in around the fifth century bc by Siddhartha G autam a, Buddhism  teaches us the Four
N oble Truths, w hich are:

1  Life contains suffering.
2  D esire or ñthirstò for certain im perm anent states or things produces suffering, w hich in turn leads
to a build-up of karm a, tying us to the endless cycle of death and rebirth.

3  If w e identify and overcom e our desire, w e w ill reduce our suffering and karm a.
4  Inner peace is found by cultivating a correct m ind.

By cultivating a correct m ind, w e can liberate ourselves from  the cycle of death and rebirth. W e do
this by follow ing the N oble Eightfold Path:



1  correct view  ï understanding the nature of reality
2  correct intention ï acting from  com passion
3  correct speech ï com m unicating in a non-harm ful w ay
4  correct conduct ï not exploiting others
5  correct livelihood ï pursuing a non-harm ful occupation
6  correct effort ï conducting accurate self-analysis and adjusting accordingly
7  correct m indfulness ï continuing to perfect aw areness of all things
8  correct m editation ï developing the ability to live in the m om ent

Japanese B uddhist m onk JyuhǾ Yam am oto, overseer of Eunji Tem ple in W akayam a and grave-keeper for the 17th-century shinobi-
m aster N atori M asazum i (Issuisensei) of the N atori-RyȊ school.



The basic distinction betw een B uddhism  and Zen.

A particular school of Buddhism  know n as Zen, w hich focuses above all on m editation, cam e to
Japan in the 12th century. Zen Buddhism  becam e popular am ong the sam urai, w ho found that the
m ental discipline they developed through intensive Zen m editation enhanced their m artial arts skills
and helped them  to face the enem y in battle w ithout fear of death.

C O N FU C IA N ISM

Confucianism  is the study of the w ays and teachings of the revered Chinese philosopher Confucius
(551ï479 bc). It centres on developing a harm onious relationship betw een the individual
(m icrocosm ) and society (m acrocosm ). Confucius teaches us to cultivate certain virtues, such as
benevolence, righteousness, loyalty, and respect for ritual, fam ily and tradition. A ll m em bers of a
society have a collective responsibility to develop these virtues w ithin them selves, in order to serve
the com m on good. Confucianism  becam e particularly influential in Japan tow ard the end of the 17th
century. It is not hard to see how  its ethic of unsw erving loyalty and selflessness regulated by an ever-
vigilant m ind can be applied to the shinobi path.

SH IN Tǽ

ShintǾ (ñpath of the godsò) collects together various Japanese folk religions. Central to ShintǾ are
Japanôs native gods, or kam i ( ), w ho reside in the natural w orld. A dherents w orship at a shrine
w here areas of purity are m arked off by shim enawa ropes and the iconic torii gates. Inside the shrine
is the focus of veneration, w hich is norm ally a rock know n as an iw akura ( ) or a m irror called a
kagam i ( ). The latter is often referenced in traditional m artial literature as a sym bol for the m ind.
Like a m irror, the m ind reflects the w orld around it. If the m ind-m irror is unpolished, w arped or dusty
then the reflection of reality w ill be distorted and false. Therefore, shinobi constantly ñpolishò their
m ind so that their understanding of reality is clear and pure.

TA O ISM

The ancient Chinese tradition of Taoism  is not found as a full or form al religion in Japan, but, as w e
have seen already, elem ents of Taoist philosophy, such as the concepts of yin and yang, saturate
Japanese culture.

In Japanese culture it is acceptable to draw  different insights from  different beliefs, rather than
subscribing exclusively to one. For exam ple, the agricultural reform er and sage N inom iya Sontoku
(1787ï1856) considered ShintǾ as the basis for the country, Confucianism  as the basis for the
governing of the country and Buddhism  as the basis for the governing of the m ind. H e even broke this
blend dow n into set proportions: a half ShintǾ, a quarter Confucianism  and a quarter Buddhism .

Lesson 9



R E SP E C T  F O R  H E AV E N

ñThose in a high seat of power are nothing com pared with the gods of heaven. If you offend the
gods, then you have none to whom  you can pray.ò

BansenshȊkai, Fujibayashi-sensei, 1676

Shinobi live in a w orld of lies and deception, but that does not m ean they should be dishonest. They
are agents contracted to serve a clan. W hile they perform  evil deeds in this role, shinobi m ust
m aintain the strictest of m oral codes in their inner life, believe in the gods, practise sincerity,
cultivate their m ind and follow  the W ay (see lesson 10). For if they do not do this they w ill fall into
despair and lose the support of the gods.

A  student of the Japanese arts m ust follow  the W ay, w hich offers a path in life to clearer understanding.

Lesson 10
F O L L O W IN G  T H E  W AY

ñThe W ay is indescribable.ò
Lao-Tzu (604ï531 B C), reputed author of the Tao Te Ching

The W ay is the central concept of Taoism . It is considered as the pow er behind the construction and



governing of the universe; it is outside of tim e and space yet it perm eates all existence. Like the
W estern concept of G od, the W ay is unknow able. H ow ever, G od is com m only personified as a m an
w hereas the W ay has no identity, no gender, no num ber.

H ow  then to follow  the W ay, if it is unknow able? If any answ er to this question can be found it
w ill be in the teachings of the Tao Te Ching, the defining w ork of Taoist philosophy. O bserve the
principle of wu-wei, or m ui ( ) as it is know n in Japanese: do not force the situation, flow  w ith
the m om ent (see lesson 147).

N ote the difference betw een the W ay and a w ay, such as:

Å  chadǾ ( ) ï the w ay of the tea cerem ony
Å  shodǾ ( ) ï the w ay of calligraphy
Å  kadǾ ( ) ï the w ay of flow er arrangem ent
Å  kǾdǾ ( ) ï the w ay of fragrance

These are all ancient traditions that can help you to concentrate the m ind and lead a life of harm ony.

Lesson 11
M A IN TA IN IN G  A  C O R R E C T  M IN D

A t the beginning of the BansenshȊkai Fujibayashi-sensei introduces the concept of seishin, the
correct m indset ï from  sei ( ) ñcorrectò and shin ( ) ñm indò. H um ans are extrem ely logical
creatures and w ill follow  a series of steps until they arrive at a conclusion. This is know n as
deductive reasoning. For exam ple, the hill slopes dow nw ards and therefore a ball w ill roll dow n it.
H ow ever, often people begin their reasoning from  an incorrect starting point, w hich leads to m yriad
m isunderstandings, m isuses and m alpractices. Fujibayashi-sensei teaches us that before training as
shinobi w e should cultivate seishin to help us understand w hat is correct and w hat is not correct,
w hat is truth and w hat is falsehood. O nly then w ill our m inds w ill bloom  in the correct direction.



Lesson 12
T H E  W AY O F T H E  SH IN O B I IS H O N E ST Y

Paradoxically for an agent of deception and lies, the w ay of the shinobi is to be com pletely honest.
M any of the teachings concerning the shinobi qualify this sim ple instruction by describing three
aspects of truth.

A SPEC T 1

A  shinobi w ho has been set up undercover needs to develop a reputation for honesty. If you becom e
know n as a trustw orthy person, then w hen the tim e com es you can place a lie that w ill bring dow n the
enem y clan.

A  sam urai is straight and true, inside and out.

A SPEC T 2

If you stray onto the path of dishonesty and greed, then m oney and pow er can w eaken your resolve
and you w ill becom e susceptible to m anipulation. You could end up as a double agent or a rogue
agent w ho sw aps sides depending on w hich gives you the m ost benefit.

The core of a shinobi is true, but outside are lies and deception.

A SPEC T 3

To be a shinobi you m ust be clear about the w orkings of the hum an m ind and understand your ow n
psychology. M ost of us believe that our point of view  is correct and w e do not understand the effect
our em otions have on our thoughts and actions. O nce you understand the w orkings of your m ind you
w ill becom e internally honest, m eaning that you can identify w hen your m ind is overpow ering or
m anipulating you (see lesson 145). Then you w ill understand not only yourself but also the enem y.



The nusubito thief is crooked inside and out.

Lesson 13
B E IN G  L IK E  W AT E R

There is an old Chinese teaching: ñW ater adjusts itself to the vessel it is in.ò W hen w ater is put into a
teapot it takes the shape of the teapot, w hen in a cup it takes the shape of the cup, etc. Sim ilarly, w e
change our behaviour and personality to suit the environm ent around us. Issui-sensei of the N atori-
RyȊ school tells us that w hen w e interact w ith a m erchant or som eone w ho values m oney, then w e,
too, shall becom e m ore fascinated w ith w ealth; or if w e see som eone w e find attractive, then w e w ill
have lustful thoughts. These are exam ples of how  ñw ater adjusts to the vessel it is in.ò

Those w ho take the path of the shinobi m ay find them selves in extrem e situations involving
bribery, extortion, lying, thieving, killing and so on. Their entire lifestyle w ill becom e one of
m anipulation and m aleficence. Therefore, they need to take full control and understand how  to protect
their character from  external experiences.

In som e respects you w ill need to ñbe like w aterò ï in adapting yourself to your environm ent so
that you do not attract attention ï but you m ust also ensure that the dem ands of your role do not tw ist
your true nature.

Lesson 14



T H E  T R E A SU R E  O F F IR E  A N D  W AT E R

Fire can fill a room  w ith w arm th and good cheer, cool w ater can be ñliquid goldò to a thirsty
traveller, but in the w rong circum stances they can kill you. Likew ise, the arts of the shinobi can bring
great benefits to a lord or they can destroy them  and their house.

Leaders m ust understand the arts of the shinobi so that they can place their pieces ñon the boardò
in the correct w ay. They m ust have m ultiple shinobi ï som e of w hom  are unaw are of each otherôs true
identity ï reporting back to them  so that they can com pile an accurate account of enem y m ovem ents.
This is done so that any shinobi w ho are reporting different inform ation from  the others can be
identified as double agents. W ithout such m easures, false reports flow  back up the chain of com m and,
double agents find their w ay into a leaderôs confidence and secret plans becom e know n to the enem y.
Therefore, like fire and w ater, shinobi can be either a treasure or a hazard, bringing either bounty or
destruction.

Fire and w ater can both be either saviour or assassin, so m ust be treated w ith respect.

Lesson 15
W O R K IN G  O U T SID E  T H E  SY ST E M

The shinobi straddle tw o w orlds, the public and the private. Just like M I5, M I6, the CIA , SA S, SBS
and the N avy Seals, w e know  they exist but their agents, objectives and operations are secret.

Surprisingly, m any people m ay have been able to identify a shinobi in historical Japan. The
m ilitary w riter Chikam atsu Shigenori (1695ï1778) tells us that w arlords w ould have shinobi w ho
w ere know n to the w orld (yǾ no shinobi) and secret agents w hose identity w as kept secret (in no
shinobi). In the Sengoku period (1467ïc.1603) som e shinobi w ere hidden w ithin the enem y w hile
others m oved w ith the m ain arm y. They w ere billeted separately but could be seen as shinobi. It is
also know n that in the Edo period (c.1603ï1868), som e shinobi w ore a specific jacket and crests



w hile on duty and engaged in training, m eaning that everyone in the castle and castle tow n knew  w ho
they w ere, but also that others w ere kept secret, ready to do the lordôs bidding.

Students of the shinobi arts m ust have a thorough understanding of general sam urai skills, from
physical m artial arts through to m ilitary tactics. They m ust hold shinobi no jutsu as an auxiliary art
that they specialize in and develop them selves as an exclusive unit above others, no m atter w hether
their identity as a shinobi is open to the public or kept hidden from  all but a few .

A  shinobi is outside of the system .

Lesson 16
B E IN G  T H E  E Y E S A N D  E A R S O F T H E  A R M Y

A  shinobi w orks outside a lordôs observation.

W hether during tim es of w ar or tim es of peace, the shinobiôs task is alw ays to serve as the eyes and
ears of the lord. W hen a lord resides w ithin his ow n castle he can ñseeò only to the borders of his
lands, likew ise w hen an arm y is on the m arch it can ñseeò only to the crest of the next hill.

The first w ave of reconnaissance are called m onom i scouts. H ow ever, for deeper observation the
shinobi m ove outside the range of the castle and the arm y, relaying inform ation back to the lord on the



situation beyond the borders of the land. They are the eyes and ears of the lord beyond his norm al
field of inform ation. Furtherm ore, the shinobi w ill observe those inside the boundaries and bring
inform ation about the lordôs ow n forces. This is also the responsibility of the m etsuke, internal
observers w ho w atch for any conspirators from  w ithin.

Shinobi skill: Shinobi m ust observe both friends and enem ies, as friends often becom e enem ies
in tim es of w ar and change. It is the job of the shinobi to act as inspectors w ithin their ow n ranks.

Lesson 17
SH IN O B I O U T F IT S

Perhaps the best answ er to the question of w hat a shinobi should w ear? is that it depends on the
situation. W hat you should definitely not w ear is a hooded black ñninja suitò, as this is a m odern
invention. H ow ever, it m ay be appropriate to w ear black, particularly w hen infiltrating at night.

W hen using yǾ-jutsu ï disguise ï the m ost im portant thing is to correctly m im ic the target identity.
H ow ever, the principle of disguise also has a place in in-jutsu ï stealth. If shinobi are m oving as a
squad to infiltrate a castle during a siege, they m ay choose to w ear partial arm our and helm ets, and
carry spears.

D ifferent lengths of sleeve can traditionally m ean different things in Japan. H ow ever, shinobi typically w ear a classic kim ono sleeve.



The tasuki is a piece of cloth used to tie the sleeves back w hen engaging in w ork of various types. Shinobi m ight tie their sleeves back
w hen infiltrating or leave them  open to give easy access to tools.

W hen m oving into an enem y battle cam p in an isolated area they m ight also w ear the outfit show n on
the previous page, but strap dow n or tighten all equipm ent so that it m akes no sound, i.e. stop
w eapons from  rattling, w ater flasks from  sloshing, arm our from  jangling etc. O r w hen infiltrating a
com plex as a squad, shinobi m ay w ear light-fitting clothes and no arm our but carry w eapons and use



w hite cloths as headbands or other identification m arkers. H ow ever, w hen infiltrating alone they m ay
be very lightly arm ed and w ear only loose-fitting clothes, but w hen m oving through rough terrain they
m ay need m ore rugged clothing, such as furs in w inter.

ñC lose scouts should w ear various clothes of their own choice. W hen infiltrating in the daytim e,
they should wear norm al street clothes so as not to be questioned by anyone. At night when
investigating an area they should wear lightweight clothes that allow freedom  of m ovem ent. W hen
investigating forests and m ountains they should wear clothes that allow them  to run around with
ease.ò

M urakam i fam ily traditions, 1639

A  kim ono allow s the w earer to carry item s easily on his person, inside the kim ono breast, in the
sleeve or in a sm all purse on the belt, w hich m akes it a useful garm ent for a shinobi. The
BansenshȊkai has several exam ples of the sleeve being used as a ñpocketò. H ow ever, the InkǾ-Ryu
school says to use a thin-sleeved jacket as show n below .

These are som e general points about shinobi clothing. Later lessons w ill go into m ore detail
about item s of clothing for specific situations.

Lesson 18
SH IN O B I R A N K S

The m odern concept of belts or grades does not exist in the shinobi arts. Traditionally, a shinobi w as
m easured by his ability to perform  his duties successfully. H ow ever, som e ancient records, such as
the BansenshȊkai and the Taiheiki, do give us a broad ranking system :

Å  JǾnin ( ) ï shinobi of the highest ability
Å  C hȊnin ( ) ï shinobi of a m iddle-level ability
Å  G enin ( ) ï shinobi of low er ability



This system  does not m easure a shinobiôs social status, it sim ply assesses the agentôs ability to
perform  ninjutsu. A jǾnin is an agent of exquisite skill, som eone w ho is sent out on the m ost
im portant m issions and w ho deals w ith the m ost difficult situations (see lesson 19). ChȊnin and genin
are assigned lesser tasks. W hile they are still w ell-trained and better developed than the average
m em ber of the public ï and m aybe even the average soldier ï they are yet to reach the heights of the
jǾnin.

D ating to the eighth century, the m enkyo licensing system  is another w ay to assess students of
traditional Japanese arts, including shinobi no jutsu. In this system  the highest level of licence is
know n as m enkyo kaiden ( ). This is aw arded only to the m ost accom plished practitioners.


