
The History and Origins of Israeli Martial Arts  

 

Israeli martial arts, particularly Krav Maga, have gained global recognition for their practicality, 
effectiveness, and real-world applicability. While many believe that Krav Maga originated with 
Imi Lichtenfeld in pre-World War II Europe, the roots of Israeli martial arts actually trace back 
to Kapap - Krav Panim El Panim. This article delves into the historical journey of Israeli martial 
arts, shedding light on the transition from Kapap to Krav Maga and the influential figure of Imi 
Lichtenfeld in shaping the development and dissemination of these self-defense systems. 
Origins of Kapap and Krav Maga (approx. 200 words): The origins of Israeli martial arts can be 
traced to the tumultuous times of the 1930s and 1940s. With rising anti-Semitism and the threat 
of violence looming, Jewish communities sought means to defend themselves. It was during this 
period that Kapap - an acronym for Krav Panim El Panim, meaning "face to face combat" - 
emerged as a comprehensive self-defense system. Developed by Jewish fighters within 
organizations such as the Haganah and the Palmach, Kapap incorporated techniques from 
various martial arts and combat systems, tailored to suit real-world scenarios. 

Transition from Kapap to Krav Maga (approx. 200 words): During the 1950s, there was a 
transition period when the names Kapap and Krav Maga were used interchangeably. Imi 
Lichtenfeld, a highly trained Kapap instructor in the Palmach and Haganah, played a pivotal role 
in this transition. Lichtenfeld recognized the need to refine and streamline the self-defense 
system, integrating techniques that could be quickly learned and effectively applied by 
individuals with varying levels of physical prowess. 

Lichtenfeld's Influence and the Birth of Krav Maga (approx. 200 words): Imi Lichtenfeld's 
contribution to Israeli martial arts cannot be overstated. As the head of the new Krav Maga 
division in the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), Lichtenfeld further refined the system, emphasizing 
practicality, simplicity, and adaptability. His military experience and exposure to real combat 
situations shaped the evolution of Krav Maga, which focused on neutralizing threats quickly and 
efficiently. 
Furthermore, Lichtenfeld is recognized as the founder of civilian Krav Maga, as he began 
teaching the system to civilians outside of the military. This marked a crucial turning point, as 
Krav Maga gained popularity and spread beyond the borders of Israel. Lichtenfeld's dedication to 
promoting self-defense education and empowering individuals with practical skills laid the 
foundation for Krav Maga's global growth. 

Conclusion: Israeli martial arts, including Krav Maga, have a rich history rooted in the need for 
self-defense and resilience in the face of adversity. While many attribute the origins of Krav 
Maga solely to Imi Lichtenfeld, it is important to recognize the role of Kapap as its predecessor. 
The transition from Kapap to Krav Maga marked a refinement and evolution of Israeli martial 
arts, with Lichtenfeld's influence shaping the system into what it is today. As Krav Maga 
continues to gain recognition worldwide, it remains a testament to the ingenuity and 
determination of its founders and practitioners. 
 


