AIKIDO AND THE PARADOX OF VIOLENCE:
The Instructor’s Dilemma

by David Birt 6th dan, chief instructor of The Davis Aikikai


  The name Aikido means “The Way or Harmony and Love,” but teaching Aikido as budo, The Way of The Warrior, involves the difficult task of reconciling Harmony and Love with violence.  This “difficulty” reflects a universal paradox best exemplified by the carved wraithlike apparitions that “guard” houses of worship world wide.  Why such terrifying specters (some frightful beyond description) surrounding sanctuaries of peace and serenity?  They offer a simple message:  before entering the tranquility of the inner sanctum, the supplicant must look upon and reconcile to life in ALL its aspects. Heedful of this wisdom, a good teacher realizes that some teaching situations require the student traverse a path of violence before entering into the way of Peace.  

This understanding of Love as a process involving violence and death often puzzles students whose sentimental and dualistic thinking leaves them unable to reconcile such incompatible categories.  Thus they reject the harsh and violent aspects that attend to the study of Aikido as budo and quit.
 

Most serious students pass beyond sentimental understanding and come to an intuitive but not intellectual understanding of the paradox of violence.  I remember a student in Albuquerque that successfully foiled a rapist who grabbed her and attempted to force her into his car.  At first she expressed surprise at how calm she remained throughout her ordeal; then she reflected for a second and told me that after all I had put her through she wasn’t about to lose her composure to some hoodlum.  


A good instructor neither ignores nor overemphasizes the violent or frightening dimensions of training.  The scary aspect is inappropriate for some students, and too much tension makes learning very difficult, if not impossible.  Too little tension leads to the even greater lie of flowing dance, empty of martial content in everything but name.  Every teacher must find the balance between tension and relaxation that both creates a martial atmosphere and makes for dynamic learning.  

Any attempt to create proper martial “atmosphere” in a dojo leads to an exploration of the nature of partner practice - the interplay between uke (the thrown) and nage (the thrower) that constitutes the basic unit of Aikido.  I feel that Aikido differs from most other martial arts in the deeply relational nature of the bond between partners, a bond that allows for a synergistic learning of incredible depth and sophistication.  Let me amplify.

In most martial endeavors, ukemi -the art of receiving and blending with the energy of another person - is regarded as more a matter of common sense than an art in itself.  For example, in street fighting or boxing, you duck out of practical necessity.  Boxing coaches don’t waste much time teaching the “art” of ducking; instead they concentrate instruction on the common goal of all fighters:  delivering blows that knock out or disable an opponent.

This type of interaction (itself a form of relationship) constitutes a model of struggle.  You are the subject to be protected and the other person is an object to be pulverized.  Philosophically such a model is grounded in what Vedic philosophy considers the root of illusion: maya, the deception of separate name and form. Practically this impulse to separation manifests as fear or what the elder Nakazono Sensei referred to as “fighting mind.”  It is exactly this impulse that creates the ghost in the machine with which western philosophy has so engagingly struggled.  If I am the subject to be protected what is the nature of this “I” that “owns” this body?

Ideally, no subject-object dichotomy exists in Aikido; instead there occurs a blending of subject and object that unites attacker and defender (or uke and nage) in such a manner as to neutralize aggressive energy.  This involves confronting and transcending the fighting mind, thereby passing through the barrier of fear.  This process is so difficult that most fighting arts bypass the process altogether, simply accepting fear as a given that anybody with “guts” learns to handle.  Yet other fighting arts use the nature of fear and what Vedic philosophy considers “illusory” thinking to create the basis of an effective fighting mentality.  I know of a professor at U.C. Berkeley who trained in just such a system while living in South America.  After training, the students would circle around the local well, bend over, and drink the refreshing water with cupped hands. If a new student showed seriousness and had arrived at the right point in training, the chief instructor would surprise the student with a severe right of initiation.  As the unsuspecting trainee bent over, the instructor signaled his senior students who grabbed the initiate and held his head underwater, keeping it there as he flailed violently to escape drowning.  When the struggle reached titanic proportions and the student neared drowning, the initiate was released and allowed, briefly, to continue assaulting his attackers.  At this point the instructor intervened, offering the following wisdom:  “This is how you must fight.”
This struggle-based model of fighting dedicated to creating a crazed death-based fearful subjectivity that lashes out and objectifies any attacker definitely works.  Yes, if in the theatre of conflict you recreate such a mind set, you will do well, but this mentality contrasts significantly with what we try to cultivate in Aikido through the relational nature of the dialectic between teacher and student and uke and nage.
Yet, within this relational dialectic lies the great paradox of Aikido:  how in the context of a trusting cooperative relationship do you lead your student to confront and pass through the reality of fear and violence?  The answer lies in the nature of the uke-nage relationship as manifest between teacher and student.  I will share my limited understanding of the nature of this bond in a future essay.  

