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One of the main factors that have hindered the evolution of human beings is that they have lost the ability of making full use of all their sensorial organs. In its development humanity has moved more and more towards technology, making people less aware of their bodies. In present society we give far too much importance to what we see. This may prove to be very detrimental in fighting, since sight is slow and unreliable.

Defence against an aggressor’s attack can be defined by a very simple formula: action-reaction. To react to an action however one must recognise it. Most styles of martial arts entrust this task to our eyes. WingTzun instead gathers such information through physical contact.

In a street-fight, speed is one of the factors that determine the outcome of the confrontation. The visual assessment of such an attack however, requires a complex set of calculations (distance, height, trajectory, direction….) that are time consuming and may prove to be fatal.

I will now give a brief overview of sensorial organs involved in the process to help us understand why physical contact is so important for the E.B.M.A.S. Wing Tzun (Emin Boztepe Martial Arts System) reaction speed.

The synapse is the connection between two nerve cells that allows a nervous impulse to be exchanged.
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Visual perception takes place through so-called polysynaptic paths. A great number of intermediate passages are required to transmit a signal from the sensory organ (eyes) to the peripheral effectors organ (muscle) through many neurons connected in series. Sight is regulated by sensory receptors, called exteroceptors that receive the stimulus from outside.


Physical contact, such as that produced when part of the body is pushed or hit, as in a fight, is regulated by proprioceptors, i.e. receptors that receive the stimulus from the muscles, tendons and articulations, in which the nervous impulse is transmitted by a much smaller number of neurons.
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For the sake of clarity we may consider visual information a s a train that stops at many stations before it arrives to its destination. Information received through physical contact, instead, arrives to its destination much faster, 

like an Intercity!


Proprioceptor sensibility is therefore used to correct at every given moment the position of the body in a given space. It allows us, for example, to stand up straight as we walk and to carry out all sorts of every day activities that don’t require conscious decisions, which would be time consuming and would not allow natural movements.


Normally such a difference in speed goes unnoticed, but in fighting it can truly make the difference.


As I mentioned earlier human beings rely mostly on sight and not other physical abilities. That is why the use of this deeper sensibility (proprioceptor) needs to be stimulated and exercised.


Wingtzun has developed a specific exercise for this purpose called Chi-sao (“sticky hands”), to which a considerable part of the training is devoted.


Before getting into the details, we should note that sight is deceiving in the long distances, when there is still no physical contact between the opponents. Sight is slow and easily fooled. Wingtzun has developed an effective technique that reduces the risk of being deceived by our eyes. If somebody wants to hurt us he has to get close to us and touch us. The practitioner of Wingtzun sets up an aggressive defence by attacking the opponent as soon as he passes a theoretical “safety distance” (i.e. the distance from which he would be able to hit us with an attack). The attack should follow, as geometry teaches us, the shortest and most immediate path… i.e. a straight line!


Such an attack, however, should not be suicidal and therefore has to be both effective and safe. We must always bear in mind that we are talking of real situations of danger and not just sporting competitions. Moreover we will often be confronted by opponents who are physically stronger and bigger than us. In a direct confrontation between two forces the stronger one would prevail. That is why we cannot defend ourselves just relying on sheer physical strength.


To address this issue Wingtzun has adopted a physical principle that human beings have known and employed for centuries. Such a principle is used to counter strong resistances with rudimentary tools. It is the principle of the wedge.


The wedge is a very simple machine. But it is so effective that it is still employed in spite of the many possibilities offered by modern technology. It is employed in ice-breaking ships that use a wedge shaped icebreaker stem to break through ice packs. Also weapons increase their destructive potential thanks to the principle of the wedge: that is why arrows and bullets have a triangular or cone shape. Common nails can penetrate within the most solid of walls thanks to the same principle. This demonstrates that a wedge, in movement, is capable of neutralizing even the strongest of forces. Wingtzun, therefore, teaches us to move our body as a wedge, to obtain these same advantages when we are fighting.


The shoulders (and the hips for the lower part of the body) have to be in line to form the base of the wedge, while the arms have to be stretched out front along the central line to create its vertex. The same result is obtained with the legs by rotating the knees inwards and creating a tension towards the front. The correct position of the shoulders and the trajectory of the punch while approaching an opponent are fundamental to make the attack both destructive and safe. Of course the same principle applies also to the position and movement of the legs. The inward rotation of the knees and the lining-up of the hips have to be always maintained while moving. They have to be kept in the ending position and during each leg attack and defence. Kicks, for example, have to be aimed at the central line, parallel to the ground, without moving the hips and without rotating the supporting foot. In such a way we hit the opponent both effectively and safely.


Although unfortunately an opponent cannot always be hit by advancing in this way the wedge can help us insert ourselves in the guard of our opponent, allowing us to feel and interpret the pressure of his arms or legs and make it flow away from our body.


Once such a contact is established the deeper sensibility (proprioceptive) gets into play allowing us to receive precise and speedy information over the movements of the opponent.


This ability is developed, as we said before, through the practice of Chi-sao, that is made up of a set of exercises that develop abilities required for combat techniques. Chi-sao, however, does not only train sensibility. It is a complex tool that prepares the practitioner to handle a wide variety of situations that can take place during a real confrontation.


Firstly Chi-sao enables us to have an exact perception of the intensity and direction of the pressure exerted on our arms and legs. It teaches us to give in to a blow, much like elastic, without opposing ourselves with force.


The student of Wingtzun learns to remain glued to his opponent. He learns to take advantage of gaps that he perceives in the opponent’s defence where he directs his attack.


We should also keep in mind that this style has oriental roots. Chi-sao was developed to create a perfect equilibrium between the Yin and Yang of Taoism. The martial artist learns not to oppose himself to the force that wants to knock him down (Yin) and to exploit all possible opportunities to strike (Yang).


The capacity of adapting to the movements of the opponent and of letting his force flow away has to become totally instinctive. Chi-sao is not just a matter of learning by heart a series of techniques but rather implies a conditioning of the body of the practitioner who has to react in a reflex way to the short stimuli it receives.


In a situation of real danger there is no clarity of mind nor time to rationally recognize the blows of the aggressor and search, in our minds, for the right counter measure. The practitioner of Wingtzun acquires a reactivity that is very similar to the natural reflexes, thanks to which he can defend himself without being conscious of what the opponent has done to provoke that given answer.


Reflex movements are the quickest produced by our body. 
It would be impossible for a human being to survive without an adequate defense mechanism: everything would become dangerous, including simple actions such as cooking, walking or driving. The main abilities that make a driver attentive and careful are attention and good reflexes. But what exactly is a reflex? Simple as it may seem, it is in fact quite complex. The movement that we see and that is commonly defined as a reflex is just the tip of the iceberg of a very complex neural and physiological action. A reflex represents an involuntary and reproducible answer, mediated by two or more neurons of the nervous system, induced, with a very brief latency period, by peripheral stimuli (i.e. of the outer organs). In other words it is an elementary form of activity of the central nervous system that takes place outside willpower and eventually conscience. A stimulus is transmitted from a peripheral receptor organ to the central nervous system and subsequently to an effector organ. The constancy and immediacy of the answer depends on an innate nervous circuit that is independent from an individual’s experience. This circuit along which the impulses travel is called relax arc. 
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Reflexes are at the base of all the activity of the Central Nervous System. They take
place in all areas of the Encephalon and of the Spinal Cord. Important body functions,
such as the movements required to breath, or to digest, are controlled by reflex
mechanisms. We are aware of some reflex acts, while others take place unnoticed.




The external stimulus (such as, for example, the pricking of a needle) provokes the propagation of a series of impulses along the sensorial nervous fiber, towards the spinal cord where the impulses are transmitted to association cells and to motoneurons that are in the muscles and provoke the retraction of the limb (flexor reflex). 
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Everything, therefore, appears to depend of the activity of the reflex arc, characterized by an elementary nervous circuit made up of one afferent sensory neuron (that conduces the stimulus from the periphery to the nervous centers) and by one efferent neuron (or motoneuron), that conduces the signal from the central nervous system to the effector organs, i.e. the peripheral organs that react to the outer stimulus. A typical example of reflex is the knee-jerk reflex (or patellar reflex): if we hit lightly the knee, under the rotula, the sensory fibers transmit an impulse to the spinal cord, which passes it on directly to the motor fibers, that in turn send the impulse to the quadriceps muscle of the thigh, that contracts and makes the leg extend.  
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Another example is that of the pupillary reflex, i.e. the reaction of the eyes pupil, that contracts and expands according to how much light is present (it contracts when there is too much light and expands when there is too little). This mechanism id fundamental to see well during the day and the night, and is therefore a very important reflex when driving, for example.
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Even if, for its definition, a reflex is an involuntary answer induced by peripheral stimuli, reflexes can be partly modified or  conditioned. The existence of conditioned reflexes was demonstrated for the first time back in 1903 by the Russian physiologist Ivan P. Pavlov (1849-1936), whose fame is connected to a specific experiment of his: after having repeatedly associated the sound of a bell with the feeding of a dog, Pavlov demonstrated that the dog would salivate only upon hearing the bell. The natural reflex of salivation, which normally occurs only upon seeing or smelling food, was artificially conditioned. 

The repetition of certain movements can turn them, with time, in full fledged acquired movement reflexes; this is exactly what happens through a continuous practice of Chi-sao.

We can imagine that the continuous physical training makes there reflexes more and more similar to the simple reflex arc.

Another fundamental positive effect acquired through Chi-sao is the capacity of remaining relaxed while interacting with an opponent. In order for the wedge to deform under the pressured of the aggressor and resume an instant after for an attack, it is essential to take away all rigidity. Isometric contraction must be avoided. This is essential to obtain desired results but remains one of the greatest obstacles for those who start practicing Wingtzun.

The most difficult things to achieve is to change incorrect body schemes, that have become instinctive after being repeated thousands of times during our life. We must be willing to completely “re-program” ourselves (often the greatest resistance is of a psychological sort). All of this can be achieved through the exercises of Chi-sao that where specifically developed for this purpose.

Chi-sao is a very helpful tool also to improve fundamental aspects of fighting such as stability, equilibrium and movement. The exercises of Chi-sao, in fact, are initially  rather static, aimed essentially at training the upper limbs. But then subsequently they become more dynamic and involve movements, rotations, pushes, tugs and low kicks. This teaches the student to neutralize such attacks  and remain stable.

It is necessary for the practitioner to acquire a perfect control of the positions and movements to be able to deform under the pressure of the opponent without loosing one’s stability and to transmit one’s blows with the maximum energy possible by coordinating the attacks and the movements. One of the characteristics of Wingtzun, in fact, is that it always couples attack techniques with movements, also slight ones, to exploit the opponent’s body movement inertia and thus endow the blows with greater energy.

To conclude I should say that given the complexity of the techniques of Chi-sao, a great deal of constancy is necessary on the part of the student and a great responsibility on the part of the instructor. The instructor has to accompany his student in world for him unknown, in which habitual perceptions are not helpful and in which he may get lost. For this reason it is necessary for instructors to have a very clear knowledge of the mechanisms at the base of Chi-sao.
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