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  AIKIDO: THE PATH TO INNER POWER



“How to Earn a Black Belt in Real Life”







  About the Author



My name is Emil Mammadov. I was born in Azerbaijan, and for the past three decades I have followed the path of Aikido, the Japanese martial art that has become for me not just a practice, but a way of life, a way of understanding myself, and a way of interacting with the world.

When I first encountered Aikido, I felt that it offered something greater than sport or combat. I was drawn to its philosophy of harmony, respect, and inner strength. I was inspired by the idea of prevailing not through force, but through understanding and self-control—of my actions, my state of mind, and the situation itself. That challenge became the motivation for me to develop not only physically, but mentally as well.

My training began in 1994 under the guidance of Sensei Farhad Aleskerov. Three years later, while holding the rank of brown belt, I became the head of one of the branches of the Aikido Federation in Baku. During eight years of teaching in Azerbaijan, I trained hundreds of students, and some of them continue to teach to this day.

In 2005, I moved to Dubai, opened a new dojo, and continued my training. But for me, the process of personal development and the people alongside me—everyone who becomes part of this shared journey—have always been more important than titles or ranks. At the time of writing this book, I hold the rank of 3rd Dan Aikikai.

Aikido in My Life

Aikido teaches us to listen, to show respect, to build connection, and to develop inner stability, patience, and clarity of thought—qualities that are valuable to everyone, whether a child, a parent, a manager, or a teacher.

Over the years of practice, I have developed my own approach based on breathing, movement, and awareness. On its foundation, educational and methodological materials have been created and continue to be used in various Aikido groups for the training and development of students. This approach helps people not only move more effectively but also gain a deeper understanding of themselves and those around them.

Aikido is a path of self-improvement that teaches us to use strength constructively, harmoniously, and for the benefit of others. Its philosophy places special emphasis on redirecting energy, preventing conflict, and maintaining respect for every person.

By following this path, I hope that my observations, reflections, and practical experience will be of value to those who seek inner stability and strive to make a positive contribution to the lives of others.
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This book is not only about Aikido.

It is about the people we meet along our path, the choices we make every day, and the desire to become better. I sincerely hope that every reader will find something in these pages that is both useful and personally meaningful.

















  Reminder



Legend has it that before birth, the soul stands in the presence of the Creator.

He reveals to it the life that awaits on Earth—with its joy and pain, its falls and triumphs and asks:

“Do you want to remain an angel, or do you want to become a human being?”

And you chose life.

You knew it would not be easy. But you also knew why you were choosing this path.

If life feels difficult right now, this is not the end.

It is only another turn in the road.

Perhaps you have already forgotten, more than once, what you are capable of. But every new step is another opportunity to remember.

This book is not only about motivation.

It is a reminder.

About you.

That even in the most ordinary situations, a person always has a choice.

That it is possible to change not only the circumstances but also the way we respond to them.

You chose to be human.

And every new day is another opportunity to walk your path with dignity.







  Word to the Reader



This book is intended not only for those who step onto the tatami. It is for anyone who has ever asked themselves about their true self. It brings together not so much techniques as principles, reflections, and stories that may help you look at familiar life situations from a different perspective and find support during difficult moments.

Every step along the path of Aikido is an opportunity to better understand yourself, to learn how to maintain balance not only in movement but also in everyday life, and to become more mindful of your decisions and actions. This book is written not only for Aikido instructors and practitioners but also for anyone interested in seeing how the principles of this art can reveal themselves beyond the dojo.

“You are capable of more than you think.”

These words are often heard during training, especially when a student is ready to stop or believes they cannot go any farther. And very often, it is precisely at that moment that it becomes clear the only limit existed in their own mind.

If the ideas gathered in this book help you see yourself, your reactions, and the world around you even a little differently, then it will have fulfilled its purpose.
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Aiki — “the union of energies.” Harmonious interaction with a partner.

Aikido — a Japanese martial art based on controlling a partner’s movement, balance, and intention, as well as harmoniously interacting with them.

Aikization — a tendency to dominate or impose one’s own will, distorting the meaning of genuine interaction.

Awase — blending; synchronizing one’s actions with a partner.

Atemi — a strike or targeted action directed at vulnerable points; one aspect of self-defense.

Batto-taijutsu — a system of techniques for drawing the sword and coordinating body movement.

Budo — “the Way of the Warrior.” A system of martial arts that combines physical techniques with spiritual principles.

Go-no-sen — a responsive action; a counterattack initiated after the opponent’s attack has begun, using their initiative against them.

Zen — a school of Buddhism that emphasizes direct experience and meditation (zazen) as the path to enlightenment without relying on theoretical teachings or rituals.

Dojo — a place for training and the development of body, mind, and spirit; a space for self-discipline.

Dan — an advanced rank or degree of proficiency in Japanese martial arts.

Zanshin — “remaining mind.” A state of continued awareness and readiness after completing an action.

Jujutsu — an ancient Japanese martial art of close combat, practiced both with and without weapons.

Ikkyo-osae — a fundamental Aikido technique known as the “first control.” It consists of controlling and immobilizing the partner’s arm by applying pressure to the elbow joint and pinning it to the ground.

Irimi — a direct entering movement into the partner’s space, combined with body positioning to establish control over their movement.

The Art of Breathing — practices intended to harmonize body and spirit through breathing.

Kamae — a martial stance; the foundation of stability and readiness.

Karate — a Japanese martial art emphasizing strikes with the hands and feet.

Kime — decisiveness and precision in executing a technique; clarity of purpose and action.

Kidzuki — the ability to notice details and remain aware of what is happening around you.

Ki — a concept referring to a person’s internal energy, state, and direction of movement; in Aikido, it is regarded as the foundation of harmonious interaction between body, mind, and intention.

Ki-no-nagare — the flow of energy; harmony between internal and external movement.

Kihaku — “strength of spirit.” Inner determination.

Kendo — a Japanese martial art of swordsmanship that developed from samurai traditions, practiced with a bamboo sword (shinai) and protective armor, with an emphasis on discipline, concentration, and spiritual development.

Kogeki — an attack; a deliberate offensive action in martial arts.

Kokyu — breathing; the connection of body, mind, and movement through conscious inhalation and exhalation.

Kokyu-ho — a breathing practice or method designed to develop coordination between breathing and movement.

Kokyu-ryoku — breath power; the use of breathing cycles to enhance movement.

Ma-ai — “interval.” The spatial distance between partners.

Mushin — “empty mind.” A state of consciousness free from attachment to thoughts and emotions.

Metsuke — focus of the gaze; the art of attentive observation.

Mesen — line of sight; the direction and control of attention.

O’Sensei — an honorary title meaning “Great Teacher.”

Randori — free practice with one or more partners under conditions of continuous interaction.

Riai — the correct harmony between principle and technique.

Rei — etiquette and respect in interaction.

Sen-no-sen — taking the initiative by acting just before the opponent.

Sen-sen-no-sen — anticipating the opponent’s intention before they begin to act.

Shisei — conscious posture; an expression of a person’s inner state.

Sensei — teacher or instructor.

Sempai — senior student; mentor.

Suki — a moment or position in which a person becomes vulnerable to an opponent’s action.

Tai-no-henko — changing body position without meeting force with force.

Tai-sabaki — body movement; the feet move together with the hips and shoulders, maintaining unity of movement and the smooth execution of technique.

Tatami — a traditional Japanese training mat.

Tenkan — a turning movement of the body combined with footwork in which the direction of movement changes along an arc or circle, usually while maintaining contact with the partner. The feet slide or take small steps, allowing the center of gravity to remain stable and balanced.

Te-katana — “hand sword.” The use of the hand according to the principles of sword movement.

Tsuki — a thrusting attack; a straight strike delivered with the fist or fingertips.

Ukemi — the art of receiving technique safely through proper falling and recovery.

Uchikomi — repeated practice of the entry or initial phase of a technique to develop movement.

Uchi-deshi — in Aikido, a live-in student who resides with the Sensei or at the dojo.

Hara — the body’s center, traditionally located slightly below the navel; in Japanese arts it is regarded as the foundation of stability, balance, and the organization of movement.

Hombu — the headquarters or central Aikido school where traditions and standards are preserved and organizational leadership is maintained.

Hanmi — the fundamental Aikido stance in which the body is turned sideways to the partner, with one hand and one foot forward. It provides stability, balance, and readiness for movement.

Chushin — the center of the body; inner balance.

Shihan — a highly accomplished Aikido master with deep knowledge and extensive teaching experience, authorized to preserve tradition and instruct other instructors.
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A brief excursion into the history of Aikido.




O’Sensei Morihei Ueshiba — A Path of Personal Growth




He was born into the family of a landowner and merchant. At first glance, he seemed like an ordinary Japanese boy: small in stature, often ill, with weak arms and frequent health problems. But within him lived an unshakable will.

It first revealed itself when he witnessed his father being beaten by local political opponents. His father was a man of honor and dignity, yet at that moment he was unable to defend himself.

That incident became a turning point. Morihei, still only a child, decided that he would become strong—not simply strong, but strong enough to protect himself and those close to him.

He began training without sparing himself. He studied Jujutsu, Kenjutsu, Sumo, spear techniques, and swordsmanship, mastering throws and controlling techniques—everything he could learn. Every day he devoted himself to physical training, sought out instructors, and studied under recognized masters.

But even as his body grew stronger and his technique became more refined, he continued to feel that something was missing.

He served in the military, fought in the Russo-Japanese War, and witnessed death, hardship, and cruelty. Those experiences led him to realize that physical strength alone was not enough.

Later, he continued his search.

At that time, Sokaku Takeda, the renowned master of Daito-ryu Aiki-jujutsu, enjoyed exceptional recognition. Deeply impressed by him, Morihei became his student. He studied the system of controlling an opponent in depth, mastering throws, joint locks, and the principles of controlling balance.

Yet his inner unease did not disappear.

After his father’s death, he went through a profound personal crisis. Everything he had pursued, everything he had mastered, proved powerless in the face of the inevitability of human life.

During that period, he met Onisaburo Deguchi, the charismatic leader of the Omoto-kyo religious movement.

Deguchi did not teach martial arts as much as he spoke about spiritual development, harmony, and the unity of human beings with the world around them. These ideas deeply influenced Ueshiba and gradually changed his understanding of the purpose of martial arts.

He did not abandon his skills but began to rethink them. Over time, he came to understand that a person’s true opponent is often found within themselves—in fear, pride, and the desire to prevail at any cost.

Together with Deguchi, he traveled to Mongolia, where he took part in a risky expedition. During those events, they were arrested and narrowly escaped execution.

After returning, his views continued to evolve. His movements became calmer, freer, and more economical. Less and less attention was given to direct physical confrontation, and more attention was devoted to the moment of interaction with a partner.

In time, Morihei Ueshiba began shaping his own martial art, which would later become known as Aikido.

Martial techniques remained an important part of it, but the ideas of harmony, responsibility, and the inner development of the individual became increasingly significant.

Ueshiba himself repeatedly said that the true purpose of Aikido is not victory over another person but the overcoming of conflict and the achievement of harmony.

He lived a long life, surviving wars, personal losses, and difficult trials while continuing to search for a deeper meaning in his path.

Why This Matters

Morihei Ueshiba was not born a teacher. He became one through hard work, doubt, constant searching, encounters with different people, and continuous work on himself.

His life was a journey from the desire to become stronger to the desire to better understand himself and the world around him.

That is why the story of O’Sensei matters not only to Aikido. It reminds us that true growth begins when a person stops trying to change only external circumstances and begins to change themselves.

In many ways, that is where the conversation about true strength begins.
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Introduction


In the chapters that follow, I will return to the subject of breathing many times—sometimes only in passing, mentioning it in connection with the center, movement, and one’s internal state.

This chapter explores it in greater depth, focusing on methods for achieving better results through proper breathing.

Why is this so important in martial arts and in everyday life?

Because breathing is not only physiology, nor is it simply an element of technique. It is the foundation of every interaction—both on the tatami and in everyday life.

It connects the body with movement, the internal state with intention, and the individual with the world around them.

O’Sensei repeatedly emphasized the special role of breathing, regarding it as an inseparable part of movement and inner harmony.

Aikido teaches more than self-defense or movement. It teaches us to act without unnecessary tension while maintaining naturalness and awareness.

Breathing becomes the invisible link that helps us maintain our center, stay connected with ourselves, and become more aware of what is happening around us.

That is why it is important not only for the Aikido practitioner but for anyone facing a stressful situation, taking part in negotiations, or simply communicating in everyday life.


Breathing in the Tradition: From the Founder to His Students


O’Sensei viewed breathing as an expression of inner balance and natural movement. He did not teach it as a separate technique, yet he constantly reminded his students of the importance of maintaining free and uninterrupted breathing while performing techniques.

Morihiro Saito: Breathing as Part of Kihon

In his teaching system, he placed great emphasis on coordinating breathing with movement, striving to ensure that inhalation and exhalation naturally accompanied the execution of technique without disrupting its unity.

Nobuyoshi Tamura: Breathing as the Link Between Attention and Movement

Tamura emphasized the importance of maintaining calm and steady breathing even under physical pressure, considering it one of the factors that support stability and the quality of contact with a partner.

Seigo Yamaguchi: Breathing as Part of Presence

In his practice, breathing was inseparable from movement and from a person’s overall state. He sought to ensure that attention, breathing, and technique existed as a unified whole.

[image: Image]

Three Minutes of Centered Breathing


Stand upright (or perform the exercise while seated if necessary) with your feet shoulder-width apart.

Take a slow inhalation and feel your abdomen gently expand.

Then take a long, calm exhalation, imagining your breath naturally flowing through your entire body.

With each exhalation, release unnecessary tension from your shoulders, face, and abdomen.

Practice 5–7 breathing cycles in the morning and again in the evening.

This simple exercise helps strengthen the connection between breathing, your center, and your attention while gradually developing the habit of maintaining inner calm both on the tatami and in everyday life.



Common Breathing Mistakes — On the Tatami and in Life


[image: Image]

Breathing as a Practice for Life


Aikido teaches not only the mechanics of breathing but also the art of being fully present through breathing.

In everyday life, this becomes evident when:


	you do not lose your breath out of fear;

	you do not allow anger to take control of your breathing;

	you do not allow pain or resentment to completely take control of you.




Breathing connects us with the present moment and helps us return to reality.


Abdominal Breathing: Why It Matters and What Makes It Different


In Eastern martial arts, abdominal breathing (diaphragmatic breathing) has traditionally been regarded as a fundamental part of practice, not for the sake of form but because it is closely connected with:


	the activity of the parasympathetic nervous system, which is responsible for relaxation;

	a more stable organization of movement and center of gravity;

	awareness of the Hara as the body’s internal center.




Based on my own observations and experience, abdominal breathing:


	helps maintain balance even while moving;

	reduces internal tension;

	makes breathing more natural and relaxed;

	helps maintain presence during interaction without allowing the mind to wander;

	contributes to a stronger sense of inner stability.




This method of breathing is known as Fukushiki Kokyu, or abdominal breathing. It is widely practiced not only in Japanese martial arts but also in traditional arts, including theater, calligraphy, and the tea ceremony.


Breathing as a Practice in My Own Life


Theory and training remain only theory until they are tested by life itself.

When I became ill with COVID-19, breathing stopped being just another part of my practice and became a daily necessity. Every breath required effort, coughing constantly disrupted my rhythm, and even the simplest movements became exhausting. The hospital room, surrounded by medical equipment and tubes, felt unfamiliar and beyond my control.

It was then that I returned to what years of practice had taught me: a slow inhalation through the nose with the abdomen engaged, a long and calm exhalation, and the conscious relaxation of the body. At first, maintaining that rhythm was almost impossible, but each breathing cycle helped restore at least a small sense of control.

Breathing became my way of remaining calm and composed. It helped reduce inner tension and allowed me to stay connected with myself even in a serious condition.

With each passing day, it became a little easier. My breathing grew steadier, my body gradually relaxed, and my thoughts became clearer. For me, it was no longer simply an exercise but a practical tool that helped me endure the illness.

During that period, breathing stopped being merely a technique. It became a way of preserving my inner foundation even when I felt I had almost no strength left.


My Practice and an Approach to Developing Breathing in Aikido and Everyday Life


The time I spent in the hospital, together with my study of Eastern practices and modern research, led me to develop my own approach to breathing.

After testing it on myself and applying it in my teaching, I now offer a simple and universal system that I call:

The Breathing Algorithm:

Center – Contact – Release


	Center — Bring your awareness to the abdomen and take a gentle inhalation into the area below the navel.

	Contact — With a soft exhalation, engage in the action, whether it is movement, conversation, or a stressful situation.

	Release — Complete the action with a gentle, full exhalation while consciously letting go of tension.




[image: Image]

A Practical Approach I Offer for Aikido and Everyday Life

Breath as an Anchor in Stressful Situations

Instead of the familiar “Stay strong!” or “Pull yourself together!”, take one slow exhalation through your nose while gently focusing your attention on your abdomen.

This immediately reconnects you with your center, helps slow your heart rate, and allows you to engage with the situation more consciously.

While performing a technique, imagine that your exhalation and your movement pass not only through your own body but mentally continue through and beyond your partner, joining both of your actions into a single flow. The energy does not stop at your partner but continues forward, just as a punch in Karate does not stop at the surface of a board but travels through it.

This approach helps preserve softness, avoid unnecessary pressure, and perform technique with a natural and harmonious connection. As a result, each movement becomes more organic, and interaction with your partner becomes smooth and natural.

Breathing with a Pause — A Skill for Everyday Life

Before any important word, decision, or action






Applying It in Real Life


Conclusion: Breathing as a Skill for Interaction




	composure;

	genuine connection;

	the ability to remain stable in different situations.





Managing Pain Through Breathing: A Step-by-Step Method from My Personal Practice

Controlling Your Response to Pain





1. Stop






2. Exhale





3. Observe Your Breathing






4. Assess Your Condition



	Where is it located?

	Is it sharp or dull?

	Is it getting worse, or is it staying about the same?






5. Establish a Rhythm





6. Decide on Your Next Action





Important



	does not treat injuries;

	is not a substitute for medical care;

	does not remove the need to seek professional medical attention in the case of a serious injury.





Notes

What Is a Breathing Cycle?





Should You Breathe Through Your Nose or Your Mouth?




If Nasal Breathing Is Uneven




Summary
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