
The Onna-Bugeisha  

Long before the modern-day archetype of the male 

samurai warrior, Japanese history was dominated 

by powerful female samurai. They were trained to 

use weapons and martial arts long before the 

existence of the established samurai class. They 

were known as the Onna-Bugeisha, and they were 

highly educated in science, mathematics, and 

literature. Female warriors were in the noblest class 

of feudal Japanese society, and would fight 

alongside men during warfare. Onna-Bugeisha 

women were trained to use the Naginata, an iconic 

weapon of the period. The version of the weapon 

often used by the female warriors was known as the 

ko-naginata. This was smaller than the male o-

naginata, allowing a better balance for women given 

their height and strength. Another weapon used by 

the female samurai is the Kaiken dagger, a double-

edged blade with a length of up to 10 inches. 

Usually, these daggers would be used for self-

defense in small and confined spaces, where the 

wielder’s movement is limited. Any warrior of the 

Onna-Bugeisha had to wear a Kaiken with her at all 

times if she moved without her husband. Female 

samurai warriors were also equipped with the 

knowledge of Tantōjutsu and Tessenjutsu, fighting systems in which they trained from an early age. 

The martial art, which was traditional throughout Japan, is still common today. With all these abilities 

and skills, the Onna-Bugeisha were expected to protect the family household in days of unrest or war. 

They were trained professionals, and far from subordinate to any male patriarchal figures. These 

warriors were ready and able to defend themselves and their family against any attack. 

Naginata (なぎなた, 薙刀) is one of several varieties of traditionally made Japanese blades in the 

form of a pole weapon. Naginata were originally used by the samurai class of feudal Japan, as well as 
by ashigaru and sōhei. The naginata is the iconic weapon of the onna-bugeisha. Naginata for fighting 
men and warrior monks were ō-naginata. The kind used by women was called ko-naginata. Since the 
naginata with its pole is heavier and much slower than the Japanese sword, the blade of the ko-
naginata was smaller than the male warrior's ō-naginata in order to compensate for the lesser height 
and upper-body strength of a woman than an armoured male samurai. The Naginata would often be a 
wedding gift from husband to wife to be used to defend the family and as such became the principal 
weapon of the Onna Bugeisha.  

Tantōjutsu (短刀術) is a Japanese term for a variety of traditional Japanese knife fighting systems 

that used the tantō, a short knife or dagger. Historically, many women used a version of the tantō, 
called the kaiken, for self-defense, but the onna-bugeisha learned one of the tantojutsu arts to fight in 
battle.  

Tessenjutsu (鉄扇術, Iron fan technique) is the martial art of the Japanese war fan (tessen). It is 

based on the use of the solid iron fan or the folding iron fan, which usually had eight or ten wood or 
iron ribs. The practitioners of tessenjutsu could acquire a high level of skill, some became so skilled in 
fact, that they were able to defend themselves against an attacker wielding a sword, and even kill an 
opponent with a single blow. Like so many other Japanese arts of combat during this era, tessenjutsu 
reached a high level of sophistication. Apart from using it in duels against enemies armed with swords 
and spears, the skilled wielder could also use it to fence and fend off knives and poisoned darts 
thrown at them. Like a sword, the tessen could be dual-wielded to parry with one hand and attack with 
the other. 
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The Onna-Bugeisha in Test of Honour 

As it stands within the game at present we don’t have many female characters available for play, only 

the one named character of the Widow and the Geisha exist, so I wanted to give another option for 

use in the game. 

I have designed these cards to be standard samurai choices as to give them a flavour of being the 

wife of Samurai lord but still having their own flavour for use. There is no reason though why with an 

adjustment of the attribute line and points cost you could not run each of these as the Hero for your 

warband. 

I have offered two different cards to try and capture the difference between a) Onna Bugeisha in 

battle and b) that of one defending her home and family from attack. 

Sumisu Reira: 

Our Onna Bugeisha in battle. Armed with her fearsome ko-naginata, a wedding gift from her husband, 

which I why I believe the Family Heirloom fate card fits quite nicely into her make up. 

To try and represent the physical stature of a female of the period as opposed to her male counterpart 

her Agility has been increased while Strength has gone down. 

 

As the armour of the period was not gender specific there was no issue with creating the model I have 

done for Reira from the standard sprue available through the Test of Honour range with only some 

mild conversion work. The head used is available through Annie at Bad Squiddo games. 

 

 

 



Katagiri Toku: 

Our Onna Bugeisha defending herself, family, or home. As per the above to try and represent the 

physical stature of a female of the period as opposed to her male counterpart her Agility has been 

increased while Strength has gone down. 

The weapon she is armed with is mainly the Kaiken dagger but the fate card assigned to this 

character gives the bonus of the training of the martial art of tessenjutsu. The iron fan was in the 

hands of skilled practitioner was just as deadly a weapon as anything carried by any other warrior.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The character model we have come up with is 

available again through Annie at Bad Squiddo games 

with minor conversion to add the dagger into one of 

her hands. 

Final thoughts: 

Although I have designed the characters above there 

is no reason why you can’t also swap their assigned 

fate cards if you wish to do so. 

Any further comment you have regards the above 

please be sure to pass onto me. I hope they add 

something to your game should you wish to use them 

and thanks for the time to read over my suggestions. 

Thanks, 

Kieran 
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