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You can’t learn much about aikido just by reading. Many hours of practice
and experiment are needed before the ideas presented here will have much
meaning. On the othe hand, almog from the outset, it may be hdpful to
have certain conceptsin mind as you practice. Accordingly, what | attempt
inthis pgoer is to pull together the basic ideasand principles of this art to
orient beginners during their first few yearsof training. | do not attermpt to
explain specific aikido techniques; such descriptions arereadily available
elsawhere. Rather, | will try to explain some ideas and principles behind
the art —ideasthat make aikido techniques effective, and that make the
stylewhet it is. They also happen to be the ideas and principles that make
akido truly meaningful and useful today, because they can be applied off
the mat, in ordinary life situations where hand-to-hand combat is not a
serious possbility.

It scarcely needs saying that what followsis just one practitioner’s
view. Though | have practised, taught and thought about aikido for 35
years, | would scarcdy claim to understand its principles fully, still less to
apply them perfectly in the instant of an attack, whether physical or verbal.
Therefore, what | write will be, in part, a display of ignorance, whatever
elseitis. My excusg, if it isone, isthat to-date, | have not found a
compar able treatment of these bascsin abookstore or onthe Web. [f this
piece clarifies my own understanding, helps students who read it more than
it confuses them, and irritates someone more competent than my<elf into
doing a better job, it will have served its purpose.

The pape isnot intended for complete beginners, who ae likely to
find it overwhelming, but primarily for students who have had ayear or so
of training. Students a this sage will have learned to survive on a tatami,
and will know (more or less) where their hands and feet go in executing
basic techniques. However, they will gill beincined to think of akidoin
just that way —as so many different techniques. They will have little
awareness as yet of the unity of the art, nor of the factors that make the
difference between a well and a poorly executed technique, nor of the need
to transcend technique dtogether. 1n short, they will not have had more
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thana glimpse of what akido hasto teach. My intertion, therefore, is to
offer my own understanding of the art’stheory in amore compact and
coheent way thanwould be possbeon the mat. Please be patient with
yourself (and with your instructor) if many of these ideas go over your
head on afirst reading. | did not get them all at once like this, and nether
did anyone else. To use this paper to best advantage, I’ d suggest you read
it through, taking what you can from it, and comparing what is said here
with what you have heard fromyour instructor. Then use it for reference,
or re-read it from timeto time, when you feel need to do so. Discuss any
issues that occur to you with your instructor and/or a senior student.

At theminimum wha | hopeto convey inthis paper is a sense of
how rich thisart is, and how it is possible to spend a lifetime in it without
learning dl thereisto know about it, nor exhausting its fascination. The
practice of aikido is as deep, challenging and frustrating as any art | know
of. Heres why.

The first thing to say isthat aikido is aJapanese martia art. Thisisto say
much more than that it originated in Japan. Rather, the student should be
aware that aikido is deeply rooted in ancient Japanese culture and
traditions, and that it deliberately and systematically encodes the ideals and
thought patterns of that tradition for transmission to modern people. Thus,
for Westerne's to practice akido is among other things, to be exposed to
agreat and rather alienculture, indeed to a culture that exists no more,
even in modern Japan. Accoordingly, not theleast of what this art hasto
offer is preci<ely, the aculture-shock involved. Practigang aikido, for
however mary years, will never turn you into a samurai; but it will make
you see your own culture differently — as just one way that human beings
canlive, not as the only natural and proper way. Aikido iscertainly not
unique in this respect but, unlike many other things you might do with your
gpare time, it will offer serious chdlenge to s uff you learned as a child
about how to be an accept able person.

The second point, perhaps a paradoxical one, isthat although aikido
isamartial art and a very effective ore, it isnot about learning how to
fight. Rather, one could say, it is about how net to fight — how to confront
and deal with aggression and viol ence without oneself becoming violent or
aggressve. Aswe Il see below, alargepart of wha givesthis styleits
interest is its rejection of violence and competition as paradigms of corflict.
Rather we start from the idea that the differing of interests and valitions is
anecessary and even positive aspect of human life — necessary because
inescapable, and potentialy postive because conflict, for dl the appalling
waste and suffering it may cause, is a spur to effort, and areative novelty.
Nature is notorioudly indifferent to waste and suffering. It isahuman
problem, however, to keep the costs of conflict to a mnimum andto
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resolve its issues as b oodlessly as possible.

In this context, it should be remembered that the Japanese samurai,
like the knights of medieval Europe were much more than professional
fighting men— but land-holders local authorities, and courtiers as well.
For these men, compeently goplied violence was a necessary instrument of
government, as is still the casetoday. But the problem was and remains to
wield power as creatively as possible, and to minimize its cruel, destructive
aspect: to keep the peace and protect the productive economy. What we
can understand, then, isthat the ultimate martial art isnot about winning
and losing fights but, most fundamentally, about meeting and dealing
creatively with volitions in conflict with your own. Thiswas the gist
(insofa as | would clamto understand it) of O-sensel’ s experience of
enlightenment. In hisown words. “True budo is protective love for all
living beings in a spirit of reconciliation. Reconciliation means allowing
everyone to camry out and complete his own mission.”

1 Philosophical Background

The name of our gyle does not trandate precisdy into English. Itis
comprised of three Japanese words ai, ki and do, none of which has an
exact English equivalent because each has deep roots in Japanese and
orientd thought. To understand where aikido comes from, what its name
means, and what it is about, one needs to know something of the traditions
of thought behind it.

Do (identical to the Chinese Tao) meansroughly a path or way or
method. The word has profound philosophical connotations, however. In
the ancient thought of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, the Tao isthe Way of
Nature —the way things naturdly are. WhereLao Tzu speaks of zi-ran —
the self-so — we think of ecology and the theory of open, self-organizing
systems. Where Lao Tzu praises wu-wei (doing nothing), we would speak
of being efficient and effective — getting the job done with minimel effort.
The meaning of do in akido is “to carve redity at the joints” (so to speak),
obtaining “ maximum eff ectiveness with minimum effort.” In every
movement, every situation, you try to avoid direct opposition to the
opponent’ sforce, but rather to accept his force, merely adding the vector
of your own intention and movement, so as to re-direct his power to your
advantage.

In akido' s centra concept of ki, our Western physics, physiology and
psychol ogy come together — or rather, have not yet been separated out. In
the andent vitalist conception, &i is anamalgam of numerous modern
notions. force, energy and momentum, breath and life, intention, attention,
volition, mind and charisma. The English word spirit comes closest in
meaning, especialy if we remember that thisword also means“ghost,” and
is cogrete with “respiration” which means “breathing.” Quite simply, ki is

Page 3 of 31



the Japanese word for an ethereal substance that makes the difference
between aliving thing and an inanimate or dead one. More below on the
uses of thislittle word.

The first term, ai, means something like unity or harmony. Itswritten
character suggests ahousehold or family dwelling together under a single
roof. With adash of optimism, one imaginesthat they are dwelling
harmoniously, reconciling differences as they arise. Thus, the name aikido
means something like, “amethod for practisng how to dwell in harmony
with the Way of Nature, and with the flow of (possibly divergent)
intentionsaround you.” More simply, the name can be translated “the way
of unified spirit,” or even as “the art of getting things together.” Its core
idea is the reconciliation of divergent volitions into a coherent whole.

Therole of vitalismand Taoismin aikido will be apparent throughout
this paper. The whole practice is about handling the opponent without
making a struggle of it —with as little effort as possible. The central
technical concept, one could say is to have the Tao — Nature’s Way — asan
dly. Thisinvolvesaunifying or harmonizing of ki —intention, breath,
movement, and life itself — on three levels: To beginwith, the aikidoka
learns to use his own body as a unified whole. Instead of brute force, he
uses pefect coordination to make histechniqueswork. Also, he learns to
synchronize the movements of his own body with the movements and
intentions of hisopporent. Third, he seeksto work in accordance with
“the ki of the universe’ — with what Western people would call “the will of
God’ or “thelawsof nature.” One need not get terribly mystica about dl
this. It turnsout tha the ancient vitaist language of i is a convenent way
of thinking: agood way to conceptualize the vectors of intention, and the
flow and power of movements.

Aikido' s debt to Zen must be defeared to Section 5 on “no-mind” (mu
shin). What should be said here is that although aikido is not areligion as
Westerners understand the concept, yet it is— or has the potential to be —a
profound spiritual practice, with close affinities to formal Zen practice.
The student is not asked to believe anything at al; yet the art itself nudges
unmistakeably in a direction that can be considered “spiritual” if one likes
to think it so, or otherwise, just plain clear-headed and centred. Inorigin,
Zen is asect of Buddhismemphasizing presence, clarity and spontaneous
respongveness through a practice based on unfocussed meditation. It
became influential anongst the warrior caste of Japan who, for obvious
reasons, needed and responded to thevaluesit put at poirt.

During the ‘sixties and after, Zen and itsrelated arts (including
akido) gained a significant following in the Western world. T he same
camot be sad of Shinto which, for themog part, remains opague to
Western sensibilities. However, three objectsthat it takes as sacred —the
sword, the mirror and the magatama — ajewel cut to suggest a spiral — are
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aso part of aikido’'s philosophical background, and may till hold meaning
for its practitionerstoday.

For warriors everywhere, the sword was a symbol of honour, duty
and status. But in Shinto it is something more than that. | once asked
Nakazono sensel why we bow to the bokken' before we begin to practice
withit. Hereplied, “Bow to sword because sword is symbol of intellectual
judgment. To say the word ‘head’ is to separate head from body. That is
function of sword.” In other words, the sword can be taken to represent
the mind’'s wonder ful faculty of distinction and categorization. In Shinto, it
playsarole like that of the Logos or “Creative Word” in Greek and
Wegern thought. “Out of nothing cameone; out of one came two; ou of
two came the ten thousand things” In aikido, as we'll see later, your own
spine is thought of as a kind of “sword’ that divides theworld beforeyou
into a left side and aright, arcing back and thenforward to generate power.
Later on, picking up abokken, you discover that the weapon must be used
as an extension of the spine, and that chopping downward with the
shouldersspoilsthe aut.

The spiral, represented in Shinto by the magatama jewd, isthe
general pattern of growth and natural movement. It isthe pattern that
results when any cyclic process — of feedback, metabolism, physical
rotation, or whatever — produces some cumulative result. For example, the
spird isagenerd patternin al learning: One practices something over and
over, and gets progressively better at it. Or one lives with a question day
after day, studying it by whatever method, and gains a degpening
understanding of its complexities. Often the completion of one cycle isjust
atick in somelarger cycle. The days and years go by, and one livesone's
life. It turnsout that most aikido movements have aspira shape. The
beginner cannot yet see thisshape, but thinksonly of where to put his feet
and how move hisarms. Gradually, he learns to think in terms of lines,
then circles, then spheres, then girals — then finally interms of a spiral
coiled up 0 tightly that it lies inside hisown centre. Asdifficult asit isto
reach thislevel, aikido becomes very smpleonceyou aethere. Thereis
no longer need to think about the hands and feet; thereis no need to think
at all. Automaicdly, from the begiming of an opponent’ smovement, you
extrapolate and jointo its continuation — just asyou would run under abdl
to catch it, intuitively judging the end of the tragjectory from its beginning.

The mirror isasymbol of Mind — more specificaly, of the
relationship between a given mind and itsworld. In aikido, it is aso
suggestive of the relationship between practice partners, as we'll discuss
later. Moregererally, the mrror canbe seen as a synbol for any sort of

A wooden practice sword meant to smulate the two-handed, r azor-edged weapon used by
Japanese samurai.
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relationship, whether symmetrical or complementary, andfor the idea of
relationship as such. Inrdationship, after dl, the related entities respond
and come to “reflect” one another as a mirror reflects wha is placed before
it. In relationship, two or more separate things become one new thing: a
sngle system.

As aprinciple, then, the mirror is just the opposite of the svord —its
reflection, infadt. Where the sword distinguishes and divides, the mirror
conneds and unites. The “ten thousand things” all make a single world, a
single cosmos whose dynamic principle isthe cyclic interplay of centripetal
and centrifuga forces— of Yin and Yang, as the Taoigs cdled them —
generating an endless evolutionary spird. Theworld as One, and theworld
as Many are just two seemingly opposite ways of saying the same thing.

These ideas, though ancient and framed poetically, are by no means
primitive. Modern science, speaking a different language, is far more
powerful in some respects, but does not contradict them at all, so far as|
cantell. For cetain purposes they remainthe language of choice moreor
less presert in the background to each aikido techniqueand to the system
as a whole — and more or less emphasized by your instructor, depending on
hisown taste and temperament and on theinterest of hisstudents. Some
instructors talk alot about the principles of akido. Otherstalk very little,
leaving sudents to find the principles in thar reading or intuit themon
their own. They are especidly suggestive, | would say, for students who
wish to take their aikido off the met, into their daily lives. The crucid
point hereisthat our practice can be seen as a metaphor for life and for the
ordered Cosmosasa whole—and that it was S0 seen by its founder: All
life is movement. All life has an underlying harmony (an ecology, we' d
now say), experienced by living creatures as universal conflict. All lifeisan
open self-organizing system, dynamically balanced on the edge of chaos.

What must be said here is that to attempt to unpack aikido as
metaphor isto follow O-sensa beyond histechnicd insights, toward his
intellectud and spiritud ones. Thereisno necesdty to do this. Certainly,
thereis no demand to swallow awhole belief system on faith. Rather the
opposite: The aikido student must learn to feel for himself the difference
between a good movemert and a poor one; and must then find language,
as best he can when, in histurn, he tries to teach. The ideas introduced
here are suggegtions only.

2 Concepts of Movement

Aikido movemert is smoother, more relaxed and more elegant than combat
hasany right to be and our practice may easily look likedance to a
spectator who does not understand what he is seeing. But it is not a dance
—orifitis, it'sapotentialy lethd one. The attacks should be asreal as
you and your partner can handle, remembering that the speed of your fall

Page 6 of 31



will match the speed of your attack. After all, your purpose in practiceis
to learn and to help your patner leearn—and to avoid getting hurt. Within
these limits, you should attack with sincerity, and fall because you have to,
or because it is your best escape from a dangerous situation.

In aikido there is no sparring, asin boxing or karate; and thereisno
grappling asin judo. Inakido practice thereisno actua contention even,
because no antagonism — no symmetry of opposing intentions — is allowed
to form. Rather, there are two roles — one person (called uke) who attackss,
and another (called nage) who defends himself. Uke wants afight
(presumably) because he doesn'’t like the situation asit is. Nage would
prefer to avoid afight, if possible. And for reasons that we'll consider
later, uke, the man who attacks, is at a theoretical disadvartage in such an
encounter. With “best play on both sides,” uke should lose. Basic aikido
practice explores this fundamental asymmetry; and we can therefore see
that aikido differs frommost other gylesinits certral paradigm It
specifically rejects the notion of combat as a contest, to see who is stronger
or shrewde. It hopes to resolve conflict without injury to either party. It
sees violence as a disruption of peace, to be contained and cleaned up as
economically as possible. Thisethicd intention and rejection of any
sportive dimension to comba are what give the gyle its character.

In normal akido prectice, uke atacks, getsthrown, and rollsout, if
he can, so that he can attack again. Nage kilfully avoidsthe atack, but in
such away as to keep control of the situation and to leave uke off balance
and vulrerable. After the initial contact, a movement developsto its logical
conclusion, with uke and nage following each other until someone (usually
uke) getsthrown or pinned. There are variations on this basic pattern, as
we'll see but we canignore themfor the time being. Wha we have are
two bodies moving in relation to one another, which become asingle
system when they come together, and then evolve as such until a resolution
isfound. In fact, nage should put all thoughts of throwing uke out of his
head, and moveintuitively to sustain and augment his initial advantage.
Whenthe movemert isripe, uke will fall by himself, and attempts to force
the throw will only ruinit. At best, nage will find himself doing more work
than necessary, in violation of Taoist minimalism and the style’s aesthetic.
At worst, nage will find himself becoming the uke of the situation, and
flying through the air from a well-performed counter-technique. In time,
the practice partners come to understand that an aikido technique isnot
something that one person does to another. Rather, it isjust one possibility
that might occur when one person invades another person’s space.

A funny 9gn weused to see cagptures theidea pefectly. “I’d like to
help you out. Which way did you come in?’ The spirit of aikido
movements is to help theintruder out of your personal space and
discourage him from trying again. To do this without unnecessary force,
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one has to respect the line of hismomentum and intertion — precisely, that
IS, to observe how he is coming in, since it isa matter of basic physics that
alteing the momertum of any physical object requires force, and the art of
the thing is to use as little force as possible. Always the trick isto add your
own component to the existing movement so as to steer it to your
advantage; never to alow adirect collision, to oppose force directly. And
the addition of your vector should always be done as smoothly as possible,
to avoid warning your opponent that his Stuation is changing, that his
intertions are being subverted, and that his balance isgoing. . . going. . .
gone. If all thiscan be done, uke will find himself falling before he knows
what has gone wrong, and the movement as a whole will have a flowing,
rhythmic qudity that is both very gentle and very powerful.

Several points in the last paragraph should be expanded . To begin
with, there is the problem of respecting the opponent’ s intention without
allowing collision. Wheremary other styleswork in combinations of
block-and-counterattack, aikido prefersa method known generically as
“body displacemert,” or tai sabaki to usethe Japareseterm. Theideaisto
get out of the way of the attack without disturbing it, but in such away as
to leave the attacker off balance, under your control, and well set up for the
continuation that will finish him. There are severa basic footwork patterns
for doing this, al designed to accomplish these two things.

These need not be described here since, in any case, they must be
learned from an instructor. But it is worth explaining that the tai sabaki,
and techniques that follow from them, fal into two groups, because the
motion of any physicd body hastwo components—a rotation around some
axis, and a displacement of the centre of mass. Accordingly, the patterns
of tai sabaki are of two basic kinds There arethe 0-called positive or
omote movements whereby alinear displacement of your body causesthe
opponent’ sbody to turn and go off balance There areal < the negative or
ura movements whereby a pivoting, rotary movement of your body induces
your opponent’s body to run around your body, also more and mor e off
balance. It turnsout that amost every aikido technique existsin both a
positive and negative version.

The technique called ikkyo, for example, makes an excellent defence
against a punchto the head. The spiral notion of uke’'s arm, shooting out
and turning downward, is picked up and anplified so that his whole upper
body follows. Uke then finds himself bent at the waist, hopelessly off
bal ance and falling down, mostly because of gravity but under your
encouragement and control. The initial fai sabaki, however, hastwo forms
so different from one another that beginners cannot easily see how what
follows could be the same technique: 1 n ikkyo s positive version, you enter
inastraight diagona acrossuke s punch and toward hisinside, thus
turning him back in the direction he was coming from. In negative ikkyo,
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by contrast, you spinbehind uke, outside the line of his attack, alowing
himto continue moving forward but degroying his balance dl the same.
Positive and negative ikkyo lock up uke’s shoulder inthe same way, so that
al dack istaken up, and the movement of your body is directly
communicated to his; that is why they are considered the same technique.
But the way of making power and the movement communicated are
entirely different: In the positive version, there is a simple translation of
your centre of mass and uke is turned by the linear momentum of your
entry across hisline. Inthe negative version, your body rotates tangent to
hisline of attack, and it is your angular momentum that he acquires. The
use of the body, and the relaionship established are not the same a al.

Another point made ealier — that the transfer of forces should be as
smooth as posshle —isalso worth developing: What this means, in
particular, isthat aikido movements should have no cusps and no direct
colligons. I1nthe mathematician’ slanguage, they are dways differentiable
curves, having a well-defined tangent. Y ou never meet your opponent’s
force directly. You never force an abrupt change of direction. You tryto
steer your opponent — to smoothly re-direct his movements and suggest
directionsto his mind, not to cause things to happen to hm Y ou want to
allow him to be the cause of his own downfal; you want to avoid taking
this respongibility away from him.

It will help the beginne to imagine aikido as much like driving on an
icy road, whereany abrupt turn of the wheel, sudden acceleration or hard
braking, would throw the car into a id — possiby with fatal reaults. In
akido, the result of an abrupt move isjust suchlossof control. Asin
driving, everything must be done gently and gradually; with uke’s current
intention and momentum respected at all times. This, of course, isnot at
all what the novice is expecting to hear. People come to martial artsto
become fast and strong and tough, not to betold to be more gentle! So it
comes as something of a shock whenyour instructor asks you to be softer
and more sengitive, and tells you that the speed and power will come by
themsalves as by-products of refined technique. It istrue nonetheless, and
for the same reason tha the most powerful cars must be driven delicately.
Tha reason is Newton’s First Law of Motion: “A body in motion tends to
remain in motion at the same speed in the same direction; abody at rest
tendstoremain at rest.” It takesaforce (given by the Second Law, F =
ma) to produce achangeinvelocity. But it isjust the point of this art to
use as little force as possible.

Othe features of aikido movement can be seen to manifest the Shinto
emblems of sword, mirror and spird. The sword motif isseeninthe
anatomical necessity to transfer power through the spine (as will be
discussed further below), and in the corresponding need to work on the
centreline and keep control of it. It can be seen in the shomen attack, in
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certaintechniques (e.q. shiho nage, sankkyo and yonkkyo) and in tegatana
— literally, “hand-sword” — the use of the hand as a blade.

The principle of the mirror is manifest in the relationship tha nage
establishes and maintains with uke, as will be discussed in Section 4 below.

The principle of the spird is everywhere —mogt easily seenin
the twist of a punch (thetsuki attack), and in techniques like nikkyo,
sankkyo, kote gaeshi and (writ large) in all those techniques like negative
ikkyo where uke spiralsto the ground around nage’s centre. Inevery
case, the spiral develops from a combination of thrust and torque — alinear
force and atwisting force. The Japanese terms for these forces aretate and
yoko —which make an interesting metaphor, as these are a so the Japanese
weaving termsfor the warp and woof threads regectively. One way to
analyse an aikido movemert is to consider the distribution of these two
forces and how they are applied. For example in the sankkyo control, the
tate force, up through uke's forearm, isapplied by the extensor muscles of
nage’s legs, while the yoko force, twisting the wrist comes from the turn of
the hips. By contrast, in kote gaeshi, the tate force out through uke’s arm
comes from the turn of nage’s hips, while the yoko isa combined effect of
uke’s momentumand nage ’s weight, focussed through uke s lodked wrig.

Finally, it is worth emphag zing that much of the effortl essness of
aikido movement isa matter of precise timng (de-ai) and rhythm. If the
timing is accurate, power is transferred smoothly, like two precisely timed
wavesthat reinforce each other without interference. When thetimingis
off, the effect is more like waves timed to different frequencies that
produce turbulence when they cross.

A smple anadogue for the use of rhythm in aikido isto push a child
on aswing. You will find tha a push at just the right moment, evenwith
your little finger, adds its quantum of energy to the system and makesthe
swing go higher. A push too late adds nothing. A push too soon may get
your finger broken. An attacker's movements are not nearly as predictable
asachild on a swing, but they do have a certain rhythm that can be caught
and used. Onereason uke is at atheoretical disadvantage is that he must
give his intentions and his rhythm away, to a nage sensitive enoughto
catch them. When you catch the rhythm, a minimum force a just the right
Instant is enough to throw an opponent much larger and more powerful
than your sdif.

3 Use of the Body

The movements of aikido need only minimal force, but that minimum till
needsto be generated somehow. On one leve, therefore, akido issimply
about learning to use your body inthe nost efficient way. In thisrespect,
itsbasic principles are common to many atsand styles, though each will
make its trade-offs differently, depending on what it wants the human body
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to do. Human anatomy and physiology are the same for all of these, as ae
the lavs of mechanics. Only the spedfic tasks to be acconplished will vary
from style to another.

Correct use of the body istoo subtle for verbal explanation. In any
case, understanding of how to move is not the same thing as skill, which
must be learned from a competent teacher, withalot of trial-and-error.
Accordingly, what I'll try to cover here isjust the rationale behind aikido’s
use of the body. Practice is more interesting and you will learn faster if you
understand what you are wor king toward, and why your instructor is so
demand ng about so many details It turns out that the speed and power of
your movements depend almost completely on their precision and
accuracy. Paradoxically, therefore, to develop speed and power, you must
begin by dowing down and practising very gently — giving yoursef the
chanceto fed the difference, in exquisite detail, between a good movement
and a poor one.

Stance, Mobility and Power
Y ou will find yourself working on basic footwork for the next 30 years,
and still feel that there is roomfor improvement.

A dilemmacommon to al martial artsis the trade-off between
mobility and power. The feet and legs anchor the body on the earth and
enable usto move around. Inany style, the patterns of stance and
footwork must be chosen to attain the best combination of stability and
speed as needed. For two-legged creatures like ourselves, these values
compete heavily: A wider stance is dower but much stronger and more
stable; anarrow stance is swifter but weaker. In aikido, thefeet are
usually positioned just slightly more than shoulder width apart in the ‘T’
position called hanmi. ldeally, they never fully leave the ground, but glide
along the ma as the weight shifts and the hips turn. An attack is received,
or power istransmitted for an atemi or athrow, along the axis of the two
feet. Thisisaconsequence of Newton’s Third Law: With every force,
therewill be equal force in the opposite direction; & the instant of
transmission, the forces must be grounded if your techniques are to have
any power. Whenyou push on someone or when someone pusheson you,
the force must be transferred through the arm and shoulder, down through
the spine to the pelvis and thence through the back leg and foot into the
ground. If the feet are too close together, or if the body’salignment is
wrong, then your push will be weak and your balance will be broken.

On the othe hand, if your stance istoo wide and low, it will bevery
solid, but also static. For aikido you have to be able to move and change
direction instantly, and the hanmi stance is designed to let you do this. By
turning your hips, and pivoting onthe bells of the feet — firg the front foot
and then the back —it is easy to turn 180° without lifting your feet off the
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ground. Thismust be practised carefully, however. If your heelsreman
planted, or if the timing iswrong, it is easy to strain the knee joint. If your
feet arenot properly aligned your legs will get tangled after the turn. 1f
your postureispoor, the movement will be dow, and you may throw
yourself off balance.

The hanmi stance takes some getting used to. When the feet are
planted incorrect position, it feels most natural to hold your body turned
sideways Some styles notaldy Wedern fendng, actually use a kind of
hanmi (called by another name, of course), but with the hipsturned
sidewaysso as to be ready to lunge, and to minimize the target offered. In
aikido, by contrast, the hips and body are turned forward, asif to use a
two-handed sword. If your feet are lined up toward uke, the centreline of
your body is covering hhm, and you could cut himdown with ashomen
strike —if you had asword. Aswell, inthis stance, with the front of your
body facing him, you offer uke a deceptively tempting target. Y ou may
look rather exposed. In redity, you can deflect a punch just by turning
your hips alittle, and the same movement isthe begiming of a tenkan that
will take you outside the line of attack. Or you can step to the inside,
sweeping the punch the other way with an irimi or aback tenkan. You will
learn these patterns from your instructor. The point is tha froma good
hanmi you have a choice of several efficient escaping movements, and are a
wholelot less vulneral e than you gppear to be.

The aikido way of walking is different from what you are used to. In
anorma walk, theright arm comes forward with the left leg and the left
arm with the right leg, counter-balancing each stride on the body’s
opposteside. Onthemat, am and leg on each side of the body move
together — firg one whole side of the body, thenthe other. Thismethod of
walking allows the feet to glide along without ever leaving the ground. It
also allows each arm and shoulder to come forward with the body’s
momentum behind it — as inthe ¢suki attack, or in techniques like sumi
otoshi or irimi nage. Findly, it dlowsthe rapid pivoting motion of tenkan,
that brings thebody around to face inthe opposite direction. Y ou can try
doing tenkan while walking normally, to see how clumsy this would be.

Mechanical Power and Breath Power

When most people think of bang strong, they think primerily of upper
body drength — grength in the arms and shoulders and back. To learn
aikido, you have to get over thisidea. Not that upper body strengthisa
badthing. Theproblem istha begmers who have it tendto rely onit,
which gets in theway of learning about other kinds of power. In aikido,
the arms and hands are never used to generae force, but only to tranamit
foroes generated by body movement (tai sabaki), by gravity, and also with
“breath” —the powerful respiratory muscles of the chest and belly. The
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arms are also used as sense organs, to feel what the opponent is doing, so
as to adjust your own position with hismovement. Attempting to exert
power with the arms and shoulders interferes with both these uses. Since
all of us havebeen traned from childhood to sit still and manipulate objects
with our hands — pushing or pulling themin reation to our stationary
bodies — the habit of making power with the armmusdes is hard to break.

Y et so long asthe student triesto make the techniques work by pushing
and pulling uke around, he will never learn to use hisbody to full
advantage.

The mogt efficient way to generate mechanicd power isto recruit
gravity asan dly. When uke is sufficiently off balance, he fals down of his
own weight. Whenyou connect yourself to him so that he bears your
weight at an impossile angle, he goes off balance and fallsdown. Y ou can
also lead an uke off balance by inviting him to over-reach himself, to follow
his own momentum and intention beyond what he intended.

In connection with gravity, and the breaking of balance, the so-called
“dead point” should be mentioned. If you think of uke’s fed as the base of
atriangle, the dead point is the vertex of the equilatera triangle extending
behind him from that base. Quite afew techniques— notably sumi otoshi,
ten chi nage, and some forms of irimi nage — begin by breaking uke s
balance into the dead point of his stance. Most techniquesleading to a
badk fdl end by dropping him into that point.

Among its many other uses, the human head can be manipulated to
break its owner’s balance. There are variousways of doing this. Ina
technique like irimi nage, the head can be pushed forward by the hand on
uke' s neck, threatening to send him into a forward roll, or actually doing
so. Alternatively, the head can be turned to one side and tipped back,
setting up a backward throw. Sometimes atemi is used for the same
purpose: As uke tips hisbead to avoid getting hit, his timing and belance
are ruined, setting hhm up for the technique to follow.

Conversely, poor posture disturbs your own balance, making your
technigues wezker and slower, and the counter-techniques easier for your
opponent. In particular, when the head and upper body are canted
forward, your tenkan will be slow,? and will tend to pull you off balance
(because your body mass is not evenly didributed around its axis of
rotation). We tend to think of body posture as the concern of Victorian
governesses and finishing schoals, but for any dancer or martid artist it is
the basis of technique and no mere socid convention. Good postureis
good becauseit is efficient — requiring the least muscular effort to hold the
body upright, move, and turn. It istherefore aso the most relaxed and

Due to i ncreased angul ar momentum when upper body massis not hel d on and around the axis of
rotation.
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comfortable — once you are used to it. There' sthe rub: The human
nervous system is so made that what ever you are used to feels natural and
comfortable; what you are not accustomed do, theoreticaly superior asit
may be, feelsstiff and awkward. Thisis just one of the reasons — there ae
many —why aikido is difficult to learn.

Y ou can also generate mechanical power for a technique with your
own linear or angular momentum. In a positive (omote) movemert, your
linear momentum cutting acrossuke’'s momentum areatesthe patern of
forces known inmechanics as acouple — alever armaround a pivot point.
In anegative (ura) movement, uke isdrawninto your angular momentum,
adding his own momentum to the whole system Either way, it is your
body inmotion, and no particular group of musclesthat does the work.

When you do need sheer muscle power, (It happens!), you use the
core musclesof the thighs and pelvis rather thanthose of the armsor back.
Y ou get under uke and lift with the legs. Y ou get behind him and push
with the hips. And you use the so-called “breath power,” based on the
powerful respiratory muscles, that we Il cometo ina moment.® In most
techniques gravity and momentumare arranged to work together, with
just alittle help from the core and respiratory muscles. No aikido
technique | canthirk of is done by pulling with the arms. (But thereare
some in which uk€e' s balance is broken by pulling straight back with the
pelvic mass while you do not pull with thearms.) No techniqueisdone
mainly by pushing with them, though the extensor musdes of the arms are
used with the flexors relaxed, to transmit power, and to hold uke a bay.

In every cas, if you find yourself pulling or pushing uke with the
strength of the arms and shoulders, you are not really doing aikido. It may
work anyway — until you run across someone stronger or more skilful than
you are. But it isnot what you should be practising.

As aready mentioned, one of the meanings of the word “4i” is
“breath.” Aikido (like tai chi chuan, for example) is classified as an
“internal” style, meaning (as you may hear) tha it relies on* breah power”
(kokyu) rather than “muscle power.” But the expresson “breath power” is
something of amisnomer, making the thing sound more mysterious than it
really is. We do not actualy bowl uke over by breathing on him, though it
may look that way to athird party. Rather, what happens isthat powerful

The pelvic and abdominal region is simultaneausly the body’ scentre of mass, the sourceof its
movement, and of abdominal breathing as well. The Japanese word far this region — hara,
literally meaning “belly”— also connotes will power and strength of personality. The aikidoka
thinks of a point about 2" under the navel as the centre from which techniques originate. In
yaga, thispointis recognized as one of the body s chakras (energy nades), specifically, as the
locus of thewill. In coll oquial English too, we praise an individua’ s courage and persistence by
saying sy that he ar she has “guts.”
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respiratory muscles in the belly, chest and back are used to generate a
standing wave tha flows up the spine and along the armto uke’s body. It
isno great trick to generae power with the out-breath, as consderable
forces are exerted automatically. The problem isto transfer these forces so
they do usefu work, in addition to their main task of emptying the lungs.
Thistakesalot of practice, asthe beginner's tendency rather isto tense his
shoulders and arms, blocking the wave of “breath power” that must be
tranderred to uke through the spine, shoulders and arms.

In kokyu ho (the breath-power exercis) uke and nage kned facing
each other in the Japanese sitting position (seiza), with uke holding onto
nage’s Wrists Nage then triesto push uke over with his “ breath power,”
while uke tries to ground that power through his own body, playing “tree”
to nage’s “wind.” But the object is not really for uke to show that the
wind cannot push him over. Rather uke’s purpose here as elsewhere is to
help his partner practice — inthis case, by giving the best feedback he can
as to the power and precision of his partner’s kokyu.

Asyou practice kokyu ho to develop breath power, you will aso be
toldto coordinate your techniqueswith your breathing — breathing in to
receive the attack; breathing out with the actual throw, asthe technique's
power istransferred. Then, asyou develop real kokyu, you will find that
the out-breath does not just accompany the throw, but greatly contributes
toit: launching it, so to speak, and sending it on itsway by sharply adding
the wave of breathto uke s existing momentum and to the other forces
acting on him. Whenyou can do this, you will find that your technique
happens as if by itsdf — with you as a facilitator of uke’s fdl, but not its
direct cause. In fact, the only direct cause of uke’s fall isuke s attack.

It isonething to generate power, something quite different to apply it
with precision. To avoid unnecessary labour, boththe timing and direction
of force must be controlled exactly. The “magical” effortlessnessof aikido
technique is a consequence of applying correctly generated force in the
right direction (or along the right arc) at theright time The problem here
isthat our instinctive responses are wrong. When someone pushes you,
the natural response is to push back in the opposite direction, until either
you or your opponernt (depend ng on who is stronger) arewregled into
submission. A lot of force is needed, and for arelatively long time since
the contest isto see who can hold out longest. When adversaries behave
this way, what you get isa systemindead odk, with enormous efforts
expended to maintain astatus quo. Trench warfare worked this way, and
so do alot of marriages.

Theideal strategy —if you can bring it off —isto deter combat and
remove its causes. The next best, if your opponert insists onfighting, isto
rig the stuation so that his own aggressve persistence takes him off
balance, and vulnerable to a precise application of force. Either way, the
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capecity to apply power istreated as ascarce, very costly resource, to be
husbanded carefully and invested whereit will do the most good, not
squandered infutile contests. The techniques of akido suggest various
ways of doing this.

As regards timing, the basic probemisto stay in control and wait for
the instant of ripeness. Inevey akido movement there just one irstant for
the decisve goplication of power: Uke isoff balance; any dack in the
movement has been taken up; hisjointsarelocked. At thispoint the wave
of your out-breath or any movement of your centre will be communicated
directly to hiscentre. Too soon, or too late, and the movement will
midire, like an explosive charge detonated before its packing is compl ete,
or beforeitsred target ison location. The chargeisspent; its power is
disspated; but the job it was supposed to do is still unfinished. Onthe
other hand, if you pack the charge with precision, and time the detonaion
right, then the results of the explosion may be out of al proportion to the
costs involved.

Before that moment of ripeness, your task isto guide or lure uke into
postion in the gentlest way possble, without alerting him that anything is
happening. After that momert is the zanshin — literally “ theremai nder” or
follow-through —in which the throw is already complete, and thereis
not hing left except to finish the action and recover fromit. In betweenis
just that critica instant, when gravity, momentum and breath all come
together and the actual work of the throw gets done.

The matter of directionis more difficult to desaribe You mud learn
to fed whereyour opponent is srong and where heisweak, and to apply
force only against his weakness, never agang hisstrength. Instructors
oftenuse the analogy of walking through awall that has a door init. 1fyou
want to go from one room to the next, you do not push through the wall.
Rather, you feel your way along the wall until you find the doorway. Then
youwalk throughiit.

Thismuchis obvious but it would be impossble inthispiece to try
to explain where the openings are, or how to look for them. What can be
said isthat you must learnto fed them for yourself, and that youwill not
be able to do this while trying to make the movement work by brute force.
Openings there will be, because it isimpaossible for anyone to be srongin
all directionsat once. Uaually, thebeg way to find an opening is to
concede alittle to uke ’s attack so as to avoid opposing it directly. You can
then redirect that attack, altering your own vector gradually urtil you feel
uke's power disappear. Tha isthe doorway, and you now know where to
enter.

Suppose the attack is katate tori —awrist grab. The vector of your
response (conveniently thought of as the direction of your i) will usually
follow one of the fingers of your hand — typicdly, the index finger, little
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finger or thumb. Which finger givesthe vector of entry will depend on the

specific nature of the attack and the position in which you alow your hand

to be grabbed. Sometimes thevedor of entry changesfromone finger to
another in the course of the movenment.

What the beginner mug learn isthat the direction of entry is never
just a generic push againg the hand that grips. Rather, it isavery precise
atterpt:

1.  to give your own hand in afavourable position;

2. topushthe seized wrist firmly into the opponent’ s grip to establish a
solid connection;

3. toturnthe hand in someclear direction (sending 4i through one
finger or another) so as to unbdance uke and find a® doorway” for
entry;

4. to enterintheavailable direction, ill following the line of i in some
definite direction, and then allowing the movement to develop until a
critical point is reached, at which power can be trarsferred to
maximum effect;

5. actuadly transferring the power at that criticd moment when uke is off
balance and all slack is gone, so that your two bodies are
indantaneoudy a sngle dynamicd sysem.

Of course, these 5 s eps, which took you afew minutesto read and me
perhaps half an hour to write, are executed in no more than two seconds
every time you do a movement. Nage hasno timeto think what he is
doing; but no two movements are ever exactly the same, and each one
requires innumerable minute choices. To spesk of habit, then, or automatic
proficiency, would not do justice to the trained practical intelligence that
must eventually function at extraordinary speed, and well below the surface
of consciousness. More onthislater.

Looking and Feeling
There is a series of Japanese films, (I’'m writing this shortly after seeing the
last one), about a character named Zaoichi who is blind, but has developed
an extraordinarily acute sense of hearing, and an exquisite sense of touch.
With his clever hands, he earns hisliving as amasseur. Heisaso
phenomenally “lucky” as agambler, ableto guesstheroll of the dice by
their rattlein the cup. What actualy keeps him dive, however, isthe
hidden blade in the long st &ff that he usesto pick his way. For, with his
uncanny hearing and touch, he is also a matchless swordsman. All the bad
guys who pick on the poor old blind man are in for their last surprise.
Zatoich is a send-up, but it is true that we rely on our eyesight more
than we need to, to the neglect of other senses. Two of these are of
particular importance inaikido.
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First is the kinaesthetic sense, so basic that we scarcely think of it asa
diginct serse at dl. Close your eyes. Slowly touch the little finger of
your left hand to thetip of your nose. Touch your nave with your right
thumb. Now touch your two index fingers together behind your head.

Y ou can do these things because special sensors in the muscle fibres report
on patterns of muscular gretch and compresson, fromwhich the brain
maintains a rat her accurate map of the postion of the limbs.  With blindfold
practice welean to trud this sense, which then enablesus to keep tradk of
our own movements while leaving our eyes free to track opponents.

Second is the sense of touch, which allows usto acquire anaccurate
grip without fumbling, and to recognize whenajoint is locked.

The eyes themselvesmust be used correctly;, and there are (at least) two
very bad habits connected with their use that need to be gotten over. First
isthe habit of looking back over your shoulder in ura movementsto find a
grip or see whether uke isfollowing. (Beginners do thisalot with negative
kote gaeshi). To do these movements properly, you need to look where
you are going, and know by feel whether uke isfollowing. It's amost
impossible to look to the left while turning right, or vice versa.

Another bad habit isto look directly at any part of your opponent’s
body, or a hiswegpon, if he hasone. For one thing, looking in some
particular direction can “telegraph’ your movement, giving warnng of
wha you are about todo. Aswdl, when you are paying attention (eg.) to
the knifein his hand, you are not paying attention to hisother hard, or to
hisfeet, or to the other guy behind you. Findly, the peripheral visonis
mudh more sensitive to movement than thefovial region at the certre of
the visionfield; and it is movement, not fine detail, that concerns you.
Hence it ismuch beter to de-focus the eyes ard just takeinthe patern of
movement than to look at any one thing.

The broad point to be made here is tha tensed muscles and fixation
of the senses deprive you of needed information. Contrary to what the
beginner expects, an aikidoka s body is not primarily an instrument for the
generation and transmission of forces, but rather aninstrument for
gat hering information, and for the organizing of responsive, agile
movement. What the beginner needs, then, isafairly radical changein
working philosophy: A good aikido throw isnot something that you do. It
issomething you perceive and cooperae with asit devd ops, cortributeto
(but only ever so dightly), but mostly just alow to happen. When a
technigue is done well, you will not feel strain at any point, and will not feel
especially strong. Y our uke seems to be moving you much more than you
are throwing him. It is not you, but the developing logic of hisown attack
that causes himto fall.
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Getting It All Together

The first meaning of ai-ki, then, is coherent use of the whole body. We use
dignment and coordination, not muscular strength, to mak e the power in
our techniques. Thismeansthat hips, legs, spine and armsall work in sync
with each other, with the breathing and with the opponent’ s movement.
There isarhythm to al of thiswhich you may experience as a standing
wave that passes from his body through yours, into the ground, and then
badk up and out again. | thirk the rhythmissomething you canlook for
and work on; | think the wave feeling is something that has to come by
itself, when your movements are smooth and relaxed and all the technical
pointsfal into place. So let mejust say some further words about the
rhythm of aikido movements.

Recdl again, from afew pages back, the image of pushing a child on
aswing. Thisisasystem with avery clear natura rhythmto it, arhythm
that must be fdt and respected. Otherwise, the swing may hit you; or, in
any case, your effortswill not have the desired effect. Now, what the
aikidoka should understand is that, like the swing, all processes of the body
havetheir natural rhythms. In particular, uke’s attack will have a rhythm to
it, as do your own movements and your breathing. Much of amovement’s
power, as We' ve seen, is obtained through exact alignment of these
rhythms.

Now, thisfeaure of aikido technique — thematching and use of
rhythm— requires a lot of practice. Thismeans that the beginner’s habit of
dowing down for the difficult bits while doing the easy ones asfast as he
can isavery inefficient way to learn. It also meansthat in a practice
situation, uke and nage must work together on the unfamiliar movement, to
create not only the technique being practised, but the natural rhythm of that
technique. Your ingructor will demonstrate that rhythm. Sometimes he
will try to explainit. But itisuptoyouand your partner to find it
together. Indoing so, you will discover that the natura rhythm of any
technique depends on accurate footwork, and on nage s compl ete presence
and responsiveness to uke ’s movement.

It depends on accurat e footwork for the obviousreason that it is
impossible to find any clear rhythm in amovement if you're shuffling
around with your feet. It dependson nage’s close regpond veness to uke
because the rhythm of the movement i s fundamentally uke s prerogative.
Uke controls the timing of his attack. He is an autonomous “swing” that
nage hasto push. Itisnage’s problemto catch and control uke’s rhythm
by superposing hisown rhythm uponit. Practicein line, doing the same
technique againgt a succession of uke, isan excelent way to learn this sKill
because the rhythm of each attack is different while the shape of the
movement to be created with it is roughly constant..

Practising with rhythm and the matching of rhythms, we find that
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every ¢ydic process has a phase of oollection followed by aphase of
dispersal — a yin phase and yang phase as the Taoists called them. In
breathing there is an in-breath and an out-breath. In the work performed
by any group of muscles, there is a cycle of tension followed by relaxation.
In the analogy of the child on a swing, there is a phase of gathering speed,
and a phase of dowing down. The only exception | can think of would be
a perfectly circular orbit, or some similar process, in which theyin of
gathering and theyang of dispersal occur at the same time.

In matching rhythm to rhythm, the critical moments occur when one
phase is chang ng over to the other. Inthe exampleof the swing, the top
of the arc, when the swing is highest but slowest, is the instant to give a
push; the moment a the bottom, when the swing lowest and fastest, would
be the instant of maximum impact, when the most energy would be
transferred to you. Obviously, that isthe moment to be out of the way.
Aikido movementstoo must be timed to the phases changes of uke’s
movements. when thefoot comesdown, just before the weight is
transferred; whenthe armisraised, jug before it begins to descend; when
the punch breaks, just before the arm retracts to strike again.

On the level of movemert, ai-ki means an dignment of the rhythms
within your own body and an alignment of these with the rhythm of the
attack. On thelevel of mind, aswe'll now see, ai-ki hasquite a differert,
complementary meaning.

4  Correct Relationship
To the best of my knowledge, aikido is unique among the martid artsin
treating combat as a human relationship, subject to ethical and existential
congderationsas well astactical ones Theculture it came from hadits
own version, as we' ve seen, of Clausewitz' doctrine that war and
diplomacy aretwo aspects of the conflict relationship, and aikido takes this
thought very serioudy. AsSun Tzu putit, “The highest form of victory is
to win without fighting. (??) As one Jgpanese proverb hasit, “A sword is
useful so long as it remains its scabbard.” Another saysthat “ Amateur
tactics cause grave wounds.” All these sayings convey an idea that
violenceiswhat happens when norma power relationships bresk down,
and that the correct am of war asof paliticsisto keep the peacein a Sable
system of power relationships—and thento restore sability as bloodlesdy
as possible when only competent handling of violence will do the trick.

| have written elsewhere on Aikido as Political Theory, treating this
art asametaphor for conflict relationships in general, with uke and nage —
the source of 4i and the shaper of ki — asfamiliar roles of everyday life. My
focus here is on some aikido concepts of relationship in the combet
situation itsdf. The most central of these, to which the other's are
subordinate, isthat of ai-4i itself.
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Ai-ki, the harmonizing of intention and “vital energy,” can be sen as
a political value (in negotiaion or mediaion, for exanple), but it isalo a
tactic of combat. Asatactic, its basic idea is to avoid wasteful conteds of
strength but to join in order to lead — not to throw uke with your own
strength, but rather, to connect with him and add your intention to his so as
tolead him into afall. To lead an attacker’s mind in this way implies a
certain relationship between you; and akkido chooses to frame the problem
of self-defence asthe maintenance of correct rdationship. The problemis
not to defeat the enemy but to neutrdize his hogtility, and re-direct it, if
possible, along more positive lines — more positive for yourself, at least, but
hopefully for him aswell. To do this, you need to keep control of the
terms of association and of the situation as awhole. Above al, you need
to keep your freedom and self-control — however, uke loses his own, and
whatever he attempts.

Mutual Distance (ma-ai) and the Line of Centres

What we mean by relationship is mutual regard and responsiveness. Two
personsinrelationship arewatchful of one another, and they respond to
one another. Oneway they preserve apostive and comfortable
relationship isby keeping clear boundaries and a certain distance between
them. “Good fences make good neighbours,” as the saying goes. Asa
femae friend of mine once put it, “There is afine line between feeling
loved, and feeling squished!”

In aikido, we imag ne the person asa loaus of autonormous intertion
and agency organized around and moving from a centre — the hara — and as
existing within a sphere of defended persona space, aso organized around
this centre. We imaginre relationship as organized around the line between
two such centres We can imag ne an attack as a threaten ng closure of
distance aong that line.

The term ma-ai literaly means “harmony of space” or “ mutual
distance.” It might be used for the actual distance between you and your
opponent, but it is usually used to mean “correct distance’ — the sefe but
fully engaged distance to maintain with respect to that opponent. Itis
sometimes used inyet athird sense of “critical distance” —the range at
which pre-emptive attack becomesnecessary. These three concepts are
closely related, but the confusion among them is unfortunate. Distanceisa
variable of combat that bot h partieswill try to useto advantage. The
correct distance (from your perspective) will vary with the situation, and
may ometimesbe either well outside, or well inside the critical distance at
which actual combat begins.

Forget aikido for amoment. | magine two gundingers in aWestern,
walking toward each other from opposite ends of the street. Until they get
farly dose they ae out of each other' s range, sincea hand gun is nat a
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very accurate weapon. But amoment will come when one or the other will
fed obliged to draw and shoat, forcing the other to do sotoo. That isthe
critical distance. 1t will vary according to the speed and skill of the
shooters, and the accuracy of their revolvers, and it can be manipulated
accordingly. For example, if one of the men is confident that he isfager on
the draw, he can force the other to draw first, so asto be ableto clam
“self-defence.” If one knows that he has a more accurate gun and isa
better shot, he can draw and shoot while still out of the other’s effective
range. Or he can hold hisfire, forcing the other to draw, shoot first and
miss — and then be shot in self-defence. Similarly in any combat situation,
with whatever weapons or with empty hands. Distance is afactor that can
work for you or against you, and that you must judge and use.

To use digance sKkilfully in combat, you must perceive how it controls
the time available for response to an opponent’s moves, and how it can be
used to determine who becomes the uke of the Stuation. Inred life or in
free practice these roles are not pre-arranged. Uke is the manwho over-
commits, and thereby puts hmself at a disadvantage. Nage is the man who
induces his opponent to over-commit, and is skilled enough to exploit that
disadvartage. Otherwise, uke’s attack may succeed, or he may sted the
movement with a counter-technique (kaeshi waza). Y ou can see, then, that
in playing with distance, the aim is to force your opponent to accept the
disadvantages of the attacking mode — or give up hiswill to fight. Itisaso
possible to go to meet your opponent, rapidly closing the distance between
you, without making yourself the uke. What courts is the balance of
intention at the point and instant of contact. If you are pushing on your
opponent at that moment, you become the uke — giving himthe advantage,
if he is good enoughto take it. If you provoke himto push on you, you
make him the uke, seizing that advantage for yourself.

Beginners mostly ignore ma-ai and, indeed, have plerty of other
thingsto think about. But, for any martial art including akido, it isof
utmost importance. Thisis especially clear whenyou defend against an
armed opponent — as inthe jo dori, tachi dori or tanto dori techniques for
example.*

Ma-ai in its descriptive sense—the actud distance between adversaries—is
measured along the line of centres. But in every aikido movement and
every relaionship, one might say, thereare actudly three centresto think
about: thereisyour own centre; thereisyour opponent’s (or your
partner’s) centre; and there is the centre of your relationship as awhole —
the point round the movement turns. If you think of the straight line
connecting your centreto your opponent’s centre, and then think of the

Againg staff, sword and knife, respectively.
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vertical plane that contains this line, you will find that the common centre
of movement lies somewherein this plane. The reason isthat both you and
your opponent will need to work on the centre line of your own bodies, as
it is not possile to achieve much power or accuracy anywhere else. When
you try doing shomen uchi with aweapon, or even with your bare hand,
you quickly see that the cut must be an extension of your spine, continuing
the mid-line of the body.

Now, the techniques of some martial arts are designed to fight it out
and prevall dongtheline of centres: A punch comesat you; you deflect it
with a sharp bock, and throw a counter punch into the opening that your
block created. Aikido usesthe centre line differently: If you can pre-empt
that line straight off, you do. |f your opponent leavesthat line open, or if
you can occupy it before he does, there is no need to get fancy. Otherwise,
if your opponent takes the centre line you can flark him by moving either
to the outside or the ingde of hisline of attack. Y ou can turn the line by
entering diagonally acrossit, as in positiveikkyo, for example. Or you can
wind up his line with atenkan or irimi-tenkan, €.9. asin negative shiho-
nage.

Finally, the actual throws depend on controlling the common
rotational centre of amovement, or physically occupying it with your own
centre. The latter isthe basis of al the hip throws (koshi nage), while the
former — in one way or another —isthe basis of every technique | can think
of. Inparticular, geding the movement's common centreis the basis of all
counter-technique, al kaeshi waza, where uke takes nage s movement
away fromhim. What you work for, then, is instinctive avareness of how
that common centre is moving, and instinctive skill in taking that centre
under your own control.

As you canseg, it takes pages merely to lig the possibilities of
relationship along the lire of centres and it will takeyou many years to
explorethem. However, one idea that you can take from this paper will
improve your practice immeasurably, and at once: Thisisthat aikido
movements have a strong geometry to them, of circles, spheresand spirds
organized around the three centres we' ve been discussing. The techniques
are ony superfiadly aout the placement of feet, and thetwisting of wrists
and arms; and so long as you think and work on that anatomical levd, the
whole business is impossibly complicated. By contrast, as you begin to
grasp the geometry and underlying rhythm of aikido movements,
everything becomes very smple. At that point, hands and feet go to the
right place automaticaly — meredy following amovement that, in
imagination, you easly extrapolate to itsend. You don’t haveto think
what to do next —which is good, because you don’'t havetimeto think. At
every moment, uke himself, and thelogic of your evolving relaionship are
telling youwha to do.
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Welcome

When someone invades your spece, even for the purposeof hurting or
killing you, thefirg thing is to make him welcome — prepareto receive him
as an honoured guest, but on your own terms. There are good tactical
reaonsfor this: You can’t affordto be aradof him, if you hopeto
defend yoursdf effectively;, and you don’t wart to let him know you are
afraid of him, even if you are. The message you wart to send to a
potentialy violent man is that he has no reason to be afraid of you unless
he forcesyou to defend yoursdf. 1nwhich case you will dea with him —
possbly in alethd way — but with no intention to become violent your self.

Theideaof akido, my teacher used to say, isto make yourself a
person who cannot be attacked. First, by being open and generous inyour
dealings, you avoid giving people the desire to attack you. Second, in your
demeanour you convey the message that you are not going to start any
fights but that attacking you might not be such a good idea. Fnally, for
anyone silly enough to attack you, you have a suitable welcome prepared —
intended to show him his mistake without injuring him more than
necessary. Y ou come to meet the attack; you greet it; and you neutralize
it. You don't hang around to spar with it. That’s not thegameyou're
training to be good at.

Coming to meet the attack means closing the distance and offering
your opponent one shot at histarget. Greeting the attack means allowing
the attacker into your space, but in away that withdraws histarget and
takes away his balance. Neutralizing the attack is then the akido technique
itself — the last step and the easiest once the set-up has been accomplished.

When you wd come someoneino your space — make imyour guest,
0 to gpesk —you haveto entertain him somehow. |f you leave him to his
own devices, you don’t know what mischief he may get into. It is much
better to keep him preoccupied with something harmless Give him anarm
to grab, or anicejuicy target to stab or punch (atarget you take away at
the last instant). The ideais to focus hisattentionin a predi cteble way, on
something you can contral. Injust thisway, thetoreador waves hiscape in
front of the bull to catch and hold his attention, while he gets himsdf off
the line of danger. To extent you can manage your opponent’s intentions,
you avoid having to guess a them. You can make hisown hogile
intention work in your favour. That is what ai-ki means.

In generd, every aikido movement has two phases marked by the in-
breath and out-breath respectively. The out-breath, we've seen, isused to
make power. When you exhale, the rib cage closes and the arms close and
thrust forward. The in-breath prepares an out-breath, of course, but it also
takes ownership of the space around you, and it areatesa sense of
expansive generosity, welcoming uke into that space. When you take a full
breah, your rib cage expands and your arms tend to openwide as if you
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were greeting your long-lost brother. According to the sanmurai way of
thinking, that isthe way to greet a man who wantsto kill you. It lets the
attacker know that you are ready are ready for him, and the oxygen rushin
fact makes you joyfully ready for whatever happens. 1f thisisgoing to be
your last breath, make it a good one!

Connection (ki no musubi, ittaika)

The notion of ki no musubi — literdly the knotting up or tying up of ki —is
the joining of your own intention and erergy to tha of your opponent. It
describes the subtle connection that locks your opponent onto you, and
induceshimto follow. What happens might be described asajoiningin
order to lead. At the outset, you obey uke — you allow his movement to
tell you what to do. Then you add something of your own to that joint
movement, so smoothly that uke hasno chanceto redizeheis nolonger in
charge. You subvert uke sintention with your own. A solid join at the
point of contact helps greatly in doing this, and it is this join that the idea of
“knotting” seems to cach.

In pat, it’saquestion of taking up whatever dack existsin the grip
(regardless of who is holding whom), and in the play of wrist, elbow and
shoulder joints, so that any movement of your body is communicated to the
opponent’s whole body, and not just to awrist or arm. This precise
mechanical linkage of bodies has a technical name, ittaika — literally, “one
bodyness.” When the slack is taken up and the connection is established
uke and nage move together without awareness of the hand grip, nor any
transfer of power throughit.

In part too, ki no musubi is a psychological connection that makes
uke want to follow your lead — asthe bull follows the matador’s cape. The
timing of thisconnection must be precise: |f you withdraw the target of his
attentions too soon, uke will shift his mind elsewhere; if you are too late,
uke will nail you. But if you get it right, you can sometimes throw him
without touching him. In these so-called kokyu nage, or spirit-power
throws, uke follows because he waris to, held by nothing but hisown
mind. He could let go at any time, but does not do so until it’stoo late.

Before connection is established nage and uke are separate systems
In the zanshin, after thethrow is completed, they become separate sysems
again. But, for a short timenage and uke in body and mind become a
single dynamic syssem; and we can take that expresson “knotting up of 4"
as ametaphor of this connection.

Lead

When the bodies and minds are joined with dl dack taken up, it becomes
possibleto lead your uke —whether by your grip on him, or his on you —
asyou might wak ahorse, leading it by its bridle. Y ou can’t push or pull
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an animal who is much stronger than you are. Using force at all would just
provoke resdance. Y our bes hope is to enlist theanimal’ s cooperation
and show it where to go.

The use of lead ina simple kokyu nage is typical of the gpplicaion of
lead throughout aikido, and elsewhere for tha mater. SQuppose tha wuke
has grabbed your wrist and is trying to control you through it, and use that
control to hurt you. Y our response now is not to throw him, but to lead
himinto afall. Thefirst step, aswe’ve seen, is to allow yourself to be led.
To lead your uke you begin by following him. You have to catch and
match his intention and rhythm before you can add your own. The method
for doing thismight be a tenkan — a pivot just tangent to his line of attack,
neither faster nor slower than he is coming. Once it is clear that you are
going alongwith him, just a shade more readily than he had expected, a
strong suggestion: “You will go there!” (pointing a the right spot onthe
mat) may be enoughto finishthe movement. Uke goesalong with this
suggestion for much the same reason that a horse follows you — because it
represents, for im, theline of |least resistance. He is already holding on to
you and trying to follow you inorder to control you. Heis already almost
going in that forward, downward direction. You give hmno reasonto
change his mind. So he hangs on and follows, and is already falling before
it can occur tohimtolet go and try something else. From that point it
must be hisown initiative to take the fal as best he can.

Essentidly the same technique can be done in other ways— by
pushing uke downward with your weight, displacing him sideways with a
kind of body check, drawing him into adrde aound you and rdying on
centrifugal force, and by combinations of these methods. Indeed, most
techniques can be driven by various sour ces of power, and sometimes by
amog no power at all. But athrow by pureleader ship, by ai-ki, actualy
happens from time to time, when you are good enough.

Atemi
We have to mention the use of atemi (striking techniques) inthis sedion
because their chief usein aikido isto seize and maintain control of the
combat relationship. At nead, atemi can be turned back into real blows to
vulnerable parts of the body; and at that point, our styleretums toitsroots
in Daitoryu and other forms of jujitsu. However, in friendly aikido practice
—and even in real but sub-ethal encounte's — they need not be intended to
damage the opponent’s body. Striking movementscan be used instead to
draw adedred response from the opponent, to distract and unbdance him,
to control his centre line.

Control of the centreline and of the whole combat relationship is
necessary if we hope to ded with violence without becoming violent
ourselves. Theideaisnot to let the fight turn into afight —not to leave
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uke any opening to attadk, if you canhelp it. Thereisno idea & all of
allowing a“far” fight. Aikido proposesto take control of the situation at
the very beginning of violence, and not to relinquish control until the
adversary has changed his mind about fighting. To achieve this, you often
compd uke to defend against astrike, even whenyou have no intertion of
hitting him!

Aikido is sometimes called the pacifist’s martial art. Thisis correct
up to apoint, but aikido’s “pacifisnt is largely misunderstood. It istrue
that aikido seeksto keep the peace and believes that coercive force should
be alast resort. It istruetoo that the aikidoka prefers not to harm his
opponent if he can avoid doing 0. Itistrue that aikido affords some
technical meansto respond to violence in relatively gentle fashion, to the
extent this may be possible. All that said, it should be remembered that
aikido accepts the sometime necessity of fighting in self-defence, that we
spend half our timeinaikido practising to atack, and tha inreal combat,
the roles of uke and nage are not decided in advance, but only at the instant
of contact. Aswell, it should be remembered that when violence breaks
out, aikido seeksto gain and keep a complete dominance of the situation,
using actual or threatened atemi as needed, to hdp do so.

Allin all, the picture that emerges is rather different from Gandhian
pacifism. Aikido is not so much about peace per se, as about “ peace, order
and good government.”

Ai Nuke
The phrase ai nuke means “mutua escape.” Origindly it meant the
outcome of adue where each participant escapes harm. By extenson, it
means the resolution of conflict without injury to elther party. Such win-
win resolution is considered the ideal of aikido which may, on oneleve, be
understood asa kind of non-verbal discourse on the difficulty of that ideal.
Accepting that interests and values will differ, our attitude toward
conflict changes. We no longer dream of agatic peace, but of able
diplomacy punctuaed by episodes of measured, adroitly handled conflict.
The theory is that adversaries encounter each other, measure each other’s
strengths, survivetheir trial, and find some mutual accommodation to each
other's interestsand power. There is a saying that budo begins with
respect and endswith respect. This alludes both to the bow at the
beginning and end of practice, and to the mind-set that permeates the art.
If we remember that budo was originally the competence and ethic of a
governing cage, then the idea isthat respect is the indispensable pre-
condition of competent governance. Respect is the safeguard against
hubris — aganst the over-reaching that causes “ grave wounds” quite
probably to yourself. Respect means measuring your opponent’s power
and your own correctly, so asto find the correct belance. O-sensei’s
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words may be quoted once again: “True budo is protective love for all
living beings in a spirit of reconciliation. Reconciliation means allowing
everyone to camry out and complete his own mission.”

Aikido's approach to conflict is both redigtic and ethical. Atthe
sametime, it helps us understand how difficult the problems of conflict and
government really are — how wide a gulf separatesthe utopian society of
the dojo from the appalling waste and cruelty of real-world politics.

Many beginners come to martia arts with fantasies of invincibility and
power. | know | did, once upon atime; and as an instructor | have seen
such fantasies repeatedly ever since. If aikido gave nothing but a deeper
understanding of the conflict relationship, and of the limits of one’s own
power over and against the power of others, the trip would still be
worthwhile.

5 No-Mind

AsaZen art, the koan of aikido is surely this. The sword iscoming & your
head, and the next split second will make the difference between life and
death. What will you do? If you hesitate you are a dead man; but with so
many excruciating details to think about, it's awonder the aikidoka can
move at dl.

To this point, we' ve been talking about aikido technique. Thereisa
lot of it, taking alot of patient, conscious effort to learn. Like much
simpler skills however —like waking or driving, or riding a bike— those of
akido don' t become redly effective until they are*second nature’ — until
they can be performed, as we say, “instinctively,” inany stuation. What
counts is just what you can do whenit counts— when the atteck isonits
way, and you havejust that split second to respond. Thisis why free-gtyle
practice against multiple opponents is so important: It is the test of what
your training might amount to in areal situation.

Like the centipede who was asked how he kept track of his legs, the
aikidoka isin a double bind — made to become extremely self-conscious
about every detall of posture and movement, while being told to forget his
ego and move Pontaneouwsly. The way out of this bind is found only with
years of practice, when every detall is a matter of hahit. At that point, you
no longer do aikido techniquesas such, except when you need to think or
talk about them. Y ou just move &s the situation directs, leaving your
conscious mind to catch up when it has time.

From one perspective, then, what the Zen magers mearnt by “ no-
mind” is not especially myderious. Today we'd call it “the unconscious.”
If your aikido isto be useful for self-defence you have to praciceuntil you
can do the movements almost literally inyour sleep — urtil the unconscious
mind can make all choices as needed. For we know today that the
unconscious mind truly isamind — not just a rublish heap of repressed

Page 28 of 31



memories. It feds and knows and plans — often in conflicting, mutualy
incondgent ways It's asophidicaed paallel processor, cgoable of
weighing its options in red time, under the presaure of events, to decide on
and coordinate the most complex patterns of movement. In fact, it is much
better thanthe sequentid, articulae, conscious mind at doing so. It isvery
concrete, however, and does best with thoroughly familiar stuations, which
iswhy conceptual familiarity with aikido means so little without the
practice that makesit truly a part of you.

From adifferent perspective — because, at itsown good pleasure, it
either carriesout or utterly subverts the conscious mind' s intentions — the
unconscious is for each of us an ultimate mystery, teeming with images and
impul ses and conflicts we scarcely dare acknowledge as our own. To
domesticate that mind, come to terms with it, call its energies into our
service, is what aikido and all authentic spiritual practices are firally about.

In the Zen tradition, a famous series of drawings depicts the process
of integration of a conscious mind with its unconscious. These are known
asthe “Ox-herding Pictures,” or “Ten Stepsin the Taming of aBull.> This
Bull — powerful, fierce, concarete and without much foresight — is a symbol
of the unconscious mind. The man in these drawings, who seeks, tames
and rides that Bull, and finally becomes one with him, is the conscious
individual — lost and alienated in thefirst drawings, but findly a home in
theworld. What the drawings suggest to meisthat integration of the mind
itself is yet another level of meaning for the word “ai-ki.” When O-sersel
sad that the greatest warrior is the one who winsthe victory over himsdf,
this may have been what he had in mind.

It’ seasy to see why the samurai wereattracted to Zen withits
doctrine of “no-mind” (mu-shin). The teachings of cognitive openness,
presence, instantaneous response and freedom from fear or anxiety were
just what they needed to live up to their duties, fight fiercely —and die
camly, whentheir time came. Inreal combat there is no time for
technique, or fear, or second-guessing. Life and death are decided, we
might say, on the level of pure ki — intention, breath, will and spontaneous
movement — and there is nothing el to say. To the extent aikido wishes
to remain ared budo it must keep something of this spirit dive evenfor
today’ sstudents, who are more likely to be cut down by cancer or a
coronary than akatana.

6 Learning to Learn
Over the years, students have asked many timeswhat | have learned in

These pictures are easi ly available on the Internet and in books about Zen. For example, see
http://www.zen-mtn.org/zmm/gallery3.htm. The drawings thereare by Master Jikihara; the
verses by Master K'uo-An.
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aikido —wha | have gotten out of it to justify all the time and work that
I’ve put in. Thisis adifficult question, because on one level, the answer
must bethat |’ ve learned nothing at al. |'m still the same person aswhen |
started more than 35 years ago, with all the same basic attitudes and the
samefaults. | think thisistypicd: akido people seemto becomemore
integrated, more thoroughly themsdves, but do not really change in any
radical way. But | could also say that in all those years | have learned
something about knowledge and about learning to learn — what Gregory
Bateson cdled second-order, or deutero-learning. Infact, | believe some
understanding of the learning process is the most valuable thing aikido has
to teach.

Certainly, you can learn the skills and attitudes of learning through
persstent study of aimost anything at all. Any authentic art or discipline
will take you through the same issues if you gay withit long enough For
thisreason, begimers with previous training in some other discipline are
easy to recognize, because they come to aikido without some typical
beginmer’s hang-ups. What they have already |earned el sewhere about how
to learn now stands themin good stead. By the same token, what we learn
about learning in aikido we take with uswherever we go:

. to perceive the difference between ignorance and knowledge;

. to have confidence inour ability to learn and devdop;

. to practice mindfully;

. to care about details;

. to douht, question and experiment;

. to learn by teaching others;

. to vaue mastery;

. to cultivate “beginner’ s mind”;

. to enjoy it all —to live for the process more than the achievement.
But, as my teachers warned, and as|’vere-learned in my own practice and
teaching, there are severa specific dangersto be wary of, in this or any
other art:

First, beginners should be aware that every form of training is arace
between getting good, and wearing yourself out. Practice wisely. Do the
techniques safely. Pay attentionto technical detail sthat reduce stress on
the body. Asuke attack no faster than you are prepared to fall. Asnage,
especialy when you are more experienced thanyour partner, remember
that it is your responsibility to control the situation, and avoid accidents.

More advanced students and instructors need to remember that
practice, and living gererally, make you very good at your mistakes. What
countsin ared stuation iswhat you can do smoothly, powerfully and
naturally — but just because a move works and comes naturally doesn’t
mean it’s an ideal movement, or even acorrect onel It redly isn’t difficult
to get trapped at a certain level and stay there for the rest of your life,
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making the same mistake over and over, with more and more authority as
you get older. Infact, thishappensto al of us sooner or later; but the
trick isto avoid that trap as long as possible.

Closely related is the delusion that there is a angle right way to do
aikido, or to teachit. There are cruder and sultler waysto do a
movement; and some movements are clearly better than others;, but that is
all that can be sad. Aikido is ateaching of posshilities, not of absolute
truths. Thisis egecially important to remember whenyou take classes
fromother instructors —as you should, by dl means go out of your way to
do.

Stll another point isthat uke and nage are dliesin alearning
dtuation. Insomesense, this may betrue of conflict relaionshipsin
general, but it is certainly true of practice on the mat. How to learn by
helping someore el to learnis no small part of what aikido has to teach.
In generd, you will learn more from your practice partners — both less and
more experienced than yourself — than fromyour instructor.

Firally, it isimportant to realize that one canlearnto do aikido very
well without becoming especidly wise. Worse than that —atrained and
liberated fool is till afool. Inthe last resort, you practice at your own
risk, and with your own taste and judgment; and you remain responsible
for what you learn. No guru or sensei takesthat responsibility away from
you, and none should want to.

One version of the sacred spird isthe great serpent who continualy
devours himself, and spews himself forth — symbolizing, among other
things, the secret of self-creation. Theideais that beginnings are endings
and vice versa. Old patterns must be extinguished to make way for new
ones Thisisthemeaning of “beginna’s mnd,” and it is the secret of
mastery in any field whatever. 1t makes the difference bet ween having
twenty years experience, and having four years of experience fivetimes.
We resist change, and havea natural reluctance to admit our ignorance,
even to ourselves. But we only beginto learn when we canallow
ourselves to be aware of how little we actually know.
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