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“Sensei Perry’s 6th-degree black belt, her founding, publishing, and editing of Aikido Today Magazine, and her 48 years as an Aikido student, dojo owner, and trusted sensei make her a rare combination of Eastern and Western, scholar and practitioner expert. Her work is simultaneously profound and personally applicable wisdom for all readers of living philosophy, martial arts, and other related disciplines.”

JUDITH BLITZ, ADJUNCT PROFESSOR OF NAROPA UNIVERSITY, AIKIDO 6TH DAN

“Susan Sensei encourages us to aspire to a deeper exploration of Aikido that will engage us at all levels of our lives. Using her knowledge of Aristotle’s principles of virtue and O-Sensei’s principles of Makoto, she makes the case for Aikido’s ability to provide substance for anyone to live deeply and meaningfully.”

MARY HEINY, AIKIDO 7TH DAN

“O-Sensei, the founder of Aikido, taught that we all must learn to live with the spirit of love and protection for all existence. I believe Susan Perry’s words are inspiring, and I trust her book will help nurture this practice.”

MOTOMICHI ANNO SENSEI, AIKIDO 8TH DAN AND CONTRIBUTOR OF JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF AIKIDO

“Philosopher, historian, and nationally known Aikido instructor, Susan Perry gifts current Aikido practitioners with a deeper understanding of their art and provides aspiring students and the public insights into the potential of this martial art.”

BARRY PORTNOY, PH.D., 4TH DAN

“In The Hidden Power of Aikido, Perry Sensei has distilled her years of deep unflinching curiosity for truth through the training, study, and teaching of Aikido. She offers a smoothly written and easily accessible book.”

AIMEN AL-REFAI, 35 YEARS IN AIKIDO, 5TH-DEGREE BLACK BELT, SENIOR INSTRUCTOR AT AIKIDO OF SANTA CRUZ

“Alongside being an author and the publisher of Aikido Today Magazine, Susan Perry simultaneously created and operated a major Aikido dojo. All of this, coupled with her formal training and teaching in philosophy, makes her a unique and special voice whose insights will reward the reader and help illuminate the path ahead.”

DOUG DEARIE, TECHNOLOGIST, MUSICIAN, ENTREPRENEUR, AIKIDO 4TH DAN

“The deep sincerity of Susan Perry Sensei’s quest has enabled her to penetrate beneath the surface and enter the rich depths of this transcendent path. She has eloquently shared her discoveries in The Hidden Power of Aikido.”

REV. LAWRENCE KOICHI BARRISH, HEAD SHINTO PRIEST OF TSUBAKI GRAND SHRINE OF AMERICA

“Susan Perry has played an important and profound role in Aikido in America. It’s enlightening to hear more of her stories as she looks back on her career in Aikido and offers her advice and guidance to those who have come after.”

JACOB “BUDO JAKE” MCKEE, 3RD-DEGREE AIKIDO BLACK BELT

“Susan Perry shows us that Aikido, so much more than a martial art, provides a path for living as a good person. If you train in Aikido, read this book to deepen your understanding of Aikido. If you don’t yet train, read this book to learn how Aikido provides that path, and then go looking for an Aikido dojo.”

NANCY JANE MOORE, WRITER AND AIKIDO INSTRUCTOR

“Explores how Aikido offers not only a template for what it is to be a good human being but also a method to become one. Highly recommended for practitioners, both actual and armchair, of Aikido and other martial arts.”

ROBERT KENT, FOUNDER OF THE PEACECAMP INITIATIVE
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A journey of 1000 miles begins with a single step.

LAO TZU
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Foreword

by John Stevens

Aikido is hikari-no-michi (the Way of Light).

MORIHEI UESHIBA

Susan and I have much in common. We were both born in the Midwest: Susan in Lincoln, Nebraska, and I in Chicago, Illinois. For some mysterious reason, we both became enamored of the art of Aikido, a discipline of body and mind that emerged in twentieth-century Japan. What was that mysterious reason? In Japan, there is the concept of innen, or “karmic affinity.” In is karma, the seed that is believed to have been planted in some previous existence. Karma is what compelled a teenage boy in Chicago to develop an intense interest in Japan and Japanese culture. So intense, in fact, that he went to Japan, planning to stay for six months, and ended up living there for thirty-five years. Among many other things, he discovered Aikido, which was to become his lifelong passion. The way his life unfolded was his en: the affinities he had, the relationships he fostered with people and places, the serendipitous events, the ups and downs of his career.

The Hidden Power of Aikido is the story of Susan Perry’s innen: her upbringing in Nebraska; her family background and its influence on her later years; her college days, more or less conventional; her trip to Heraklion in Crete, where she had a completely unexpected visit to a taverna and spent “a magical night of intense wonderment;” her eventful marriage to Ron Rubin, a college professor full of wit and wisdom, and a perfect companion for Susan; and then to the heart of her journey, her encounter with Aikido, which began primarily on a whim but then became the central focus of her multifaceted personal and professional life. Susan has been a student, a mother, a professor, an editor, a teacher of Aikido and yoga, a collector, and a late-blooming brush artist. Early on in the book Susan asks, “What is Aikido? A martial art? A religion?” She gives the answer: “A vision.” She tells us about the founder of Aikido, Morihei Ueshiba. He was a social activist: as a young man in Tanabe he assisted Kumagusu Minakata in a successful protest against the government’s Shrine Consolidation Policy, which threatened to destroy the local environment. In Hokkaido he was one of the pioneers to settle in the underdeveloped region, served on the village council, acted as an entrepreneur to promote the village economy, and saw to the construction of schools and sanitation systems. And in Ayabe he was deeply involved with one of the greatest revolutions in twentieth-century Japan, Omoto kyo. In 1925, Morihei had a new vision: “I realized that I and the universe are one. All at once, I understood the nature of creation; the way of a warrior is to manifest divine love, a spirit that embraces and nurtures all things.” It was his mission to spread that message. This dramatic event marks the beginning of Aikido. Aikido eventually became a grand social movement with the aim of transforming human beings and building a peaceful world. Morihei had trained as a warrior in many martial arts. He transformed those lethal techniques into forms based on the principle of harmonization, which could be safely practiced by anyone. The techniques of Aikido are vehicles, stepping stones, and tricks that enable practitioners to progress on the Way of Harmony. Susan relates many instructive and sometimes humorous stories of how she walked along the path that Morihei opened for us, and then found her own Way within the context of her study of Western Philosophy—in particular Aristotle—coupled with her understanding of Eastern wisdom through the vehicle of Aikido. Her life is a synthesis of East and West; this book details the manner in which she learned to harmonize the two worldviews over the years. Based on her interactions with her teachers, friends, students, and even the occasional jerk, Susan offers many insightful explanations of the physical, psychological, and spiritual dimensions of Aikido. She also waxes lyrical on Aikido and nature, particularly forests and mountains, emphasizing the cleansing of the spirit that a walk through the woods or a hike among the peaks can bring. Finally, she tackles the arcane, even mind-boggling, elements of Morihei’s thought, primarily misogi and kototama. Misogi is “purification.” As Susan notes, there is misogi of the body: ablution, washing away external grime with water, typically under a waterfall or in the ocean, and physical exercise to remove the “dust” in one’s joints. There is misogi of the heart: separating oneself from malicious thoughts, removing all emotions of aggression and competition, and abstaining from hurtful and unkind speech. There is misogi of the environment: keeping your personal space clean and well-ordered and acting responsibly in regard to global pollution. And then there is misogi of the spirit: chinkon kishin (calm the spirit, return to the source) meditation.

Kototama is “word-spirit.” It is a firm conviction in Asian cosmology (and now modern physics) that “all matter is vibration.” Morihei had an idiosyncratic interpretation of kototama. Susan discusses her own experiments with kototama both on and off the mat and relates how important it is for Aikido practitioners to understand and apply its principles in various aspects of life. The Hidden Power of Aikido illumines Indra’s net, “the cosmic web of interrelationships.” Ultimately, everything is related to everything else; there are no coincidences, no random encounters, no meaningless activities, no empty thoughts or deeds. Everything intersects, shedding light on everything else.

JOHN STEVENS

JOHN STEVENS is chairman of the Classical Aikido Association and author of Aikido: The Way of Harmony.


Foreword

by John R. Perry, Ph.D.

If you had asked me a few years ago what Aikido and Aristotle had in common, I might have said, “My sister Susan knows a lot about both of them, and I know next to nothing about either of them.” I have a Ph.D. in Philosophy, but it didn’t involve much study of Aristotle. Susan also has a Ph.D. in Philosophy, but she wrote her dissertation on Aristotle. And along the way she took up Aikido, eventually earning a 6th degree black belt. Aikido is a discipline that, from a distance, seemed to me to involve a lot of exercise. Philosophy was done in a chair. Or I guess while walking if you are a peripatetic philosopher like Aristotle. Aikido is done on a mat, mostly while assuming uncomfortable-looking poses and executing strange movements—or so I thought.

Earlier on back in Nebraska, after earning a B.A. in Philosophy at the University of Nebraska, Susan went to Claremont Graduate School for her Ph.D. in Philosophy. I was ecstatic about this. My wife and I and our three kids lived in Santa Monica, not too far away. Ron Rubin was a brilliant professor and an expert on Descartes, on the faculty at Pitzer College, one of the Claremont Colleges. He became a good friend of mine and eventually, much to my surprise, a devotee of Aikido. I fantasized that he and Susan would meet and fall in love and get married.

By the time she finished her dissertation, in the late 1970s, it seemed that Aikido and Aristotle were battling for Sue’s soul. She was an assistant professor of Philosophy at California State University, Fullerton and was giving a lot of talks on Aristotle. “She’ll publish a couple of those lectures, maybe turn her dissertation into a monograph, and soon have tenure.” Or so I thought.

By 1985 she was publishing a lot. But not about Aristotle. She had founded Aikido Today Magazine (ATM), of which she was to be editor-in-chief for twenty years. This publication gave all the Aikido dojos around the world a way of knowing about, and appreciating, other dojos, which was an important event in the history of Aikido. She wrote an editorial for each issue, and a lot of other articles. Around that time, she did meet Ron, fall in love, and got married without my lifting a finger. Bliss.

Susan finished her Ph.D. and began teaching at various state colleges in southern California. Ron finished his great book on Descartes.

She taught Aikido at a number of places, including Musubi Dojo in Claremont, which she founded with Ron. Aikido Today Magazine was published by Arete Press, which they founded together. Arete is Greek for virtue and excellence, an important word for Aristotle, so there was at least a hint of a connection.

Since Ron became a passionate devotee, I realized this philosophical fascination with Aikido couldn’t just be another one of my sister’s quirks. His favorite philosopher, Descartes, wasn’t even a peripatetic philosopher. As far as I can tell, Descartes liked to sit in a chair in some secluded place and try to prove things, like that he existed, and that God existed. I couldn’t imagine Descartes enjoying striking funny poses in a sweatsuit and throwing people around a mat any more than I could imagine Aristotle doing that. I must’ve been missing something that Ron and Sue saw.

If I drove out to Claremont, the three of us could sit around all afternoon talking Philosophy. But then our conversations began to take a turn. Instead of talking all afternoon about their favorites, Aristotle and Descartes, and my favorites, Hume and Frege, the conversation would turn to this thing I had barely ever heard of: Aikido. They had learned Aikido and loved it. But they didn’t just throw each other around on a mat. They learned all about the history of Aikido, got acquainted with the dojos in Southern California and the senseis that led them. When I went to visit for an afternoon, as often as not I would meet some sensei from a local dojo who had dropped in to chat about Aikido. Pretty soon Sue was talking about visiting Japan to find out more about their new passion. Which she did, coming home more enthusiastic than ever about Aikido, and full of stories about the founder, O-Sensei, and eager to earn more belts.

Susan didn’t publish her dissertation or much else about Aristotle (there is still plenty of time). But as far as I could tell, her philosophical prowess kept growing. I became a great believer in Aikido—at a distance, without practicing it or reading much about it. But I have always wanted to understand what was going on in Sue’s mind and Ron’s, and in the many fascinating Aikido devotees I met over the years when they were in Claremont to visit Sue and Ron.

Now, thanks to this book, I can begin to understand it. We think of Aristotle as primarily the founder of logic, but he was also a “practical” philosopher, he thought not only about arguments for accepting statements, but reasons for performing action. Once we learn that Aikido was founded by O-Sensei, we think of him as an accomplished and charismatic Japanese martial artist, devoting his life to throwing people around on a mat and teaching others to do so. But O-Sensei saw the principles of Aikido as an activity, as a working out of one aspect of Aikido—which is a philosophy of life. Ethics and the good life were at the core of the visions of both Aristotle and O-Sensei. True principles of reason weren’t just formal principles of logic for Aristotle but ultimately a means of practical activity, a guide to action. The principles of Aikido as a martial art were not just tricky maneuvers for O-Sensei but expressions of principles of interpersonal interaction, based on compassion, understanding, and values.

In developing these ideas, Sue tells us a lot about the history of Aikido, of its reception in America after our war with Japan, and the misunderstandings of Aikido and O-Sensei that were part of that. She tells fascinating stories of her trips to Japan, her visits to the important places in O-Sensei’s life. She also tells some engaging stories about how Aikido has helped her give some jerks she has encountered what was coming to them—stories I enjoyed quite independently of their deeper philosophical significance, I must admit.

The need for Aikido Today Magazine as a way of keeping dojos around the world connected with each other lessened considerably with the rise of the internet. And in 2005, ATM’s twenty-year run was celebrated on the eve of the publication of its 100th issue. Ron Rubin died in 2014, too early. Sue has continued teaching Aikido, as well as yoga, but she has also used her time to become an accomplished artist in the Shodo tradition of Japanese calligraphy, among other things. Before the pandemic, I regularly attended exhibitions of her work, where she also gave lessons in brushwork. But the pandemic gave her even more time, and she wrote this book. I’m very grateful and I think you will be too.

JOHN R. PERRY, PH.D.

JOHN R. PERRY, PH.D., is the Henry Waldgrave Stuart Professor of Philosophy Emeritus at Stanford University and Distinguished Professor of Philosophy Emeritus at the University of California, Riverside.


PREFACE

Aikido,
Lighting the Way


Let your mind be as high as the highest mountain, as deep as the deepest ocean, and as vast as the open sky.

MOTTO OF AIKO INSTITUTE




Aikido is a curious art. Within a year we had given up our smoking habit. My boyfriend was right: Aikido was a fun art to practice, and its study supported this tremendous change in our lives. But we continued together practicing the art for the next thirty-seven years! We became a power pack of creativity: We published an international nonpartisan magazine on Aikido for twenty years (one hundred issues), we opened one of this country’s largest dojos, which enjoyed a thirty-five-year run, and I was asked to write a book on the Aikido founder, which included a paid trip to Japan! What was it about Aikido that inspired all this creativity? I dig deep to answer that question, for this book is not merely a reflection on the motivating factor of our curiously productive life in Aikido; it is about the transformation that changes your inner self and in so doing affects the world around you. I consider this phenomenon from many directions: the literary world from Aristotle, the Kojiki, and King Lear to the films of Kurosawa; the organic world of forests, trees, and clay fields as well as the elemental world of wind, water, and vibrations. I look back to see ahead and I find clarity for this “modern” art in the ancient and legendary worlds of Japan.

It may be true that the outside world and other people are to blame for our personal difficulties, but the enemy is not just outside of us. Often the barrier to solutions lies within us. Once we can see that we have the capacity to change, that we have options, a choice when we face a difficulty, we increase our capacity to solve problems, and as a result our confidence in ourselves and in the world soars. Nonviolence is not just some abstract concept; it is a way of dealing with the world. In this book I describe how I’ve learned from many real-world struggles and their solutions as well as from the “solutions” that failed. I share discoveries of how to deal with real-world encounters I’ve experienced with bullies, with overbearing humans, with doubt, and with a lack of confidence. These discoveries come from a deep study of the Warrior nature, and the application of ancient wisdom that surfaced along the way.

What is Aikido? Is it a religion? Is it a martial art? These are the two categories that have been offered so far. But we need to broaden our view: neither category fully explains this art. In this book the scholarly work on Aikido that has helped to clarify aspects of the founder’s life enables us to build a more casual interpretation of Aikido’s principles that applies to our everyday life. I am thrilled to introduce you to a phenomenal art that waits to embrace you with welcoming arms, not with the smothering arms of imprisonment but with the open arms of embracing change.

I feel impelled to inspire people to take a serious look at the art of Aikido with the hope that more people might try it out. Aikido has flourished with the influx of students who enjoy the joyful spiraling movements of training together on the mat. But I’m guessing there is a whole population of people who, although not so inspired by the physically active side of Aikido, would give it a try once they understand its incredible power for growth and transformation on a personal level as well as its beauty, which calms, relaxes, and restores a person weary from the onslaught of the problems in the outside world. In fact, I’m convinced that with this art we can solve many of these problems and unify toward a more peaceful existence.

SUSAN PERRY, PH.D.
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Introduction

Morihei Ueshiba,* a venerable Japanese man usually referred to as O-Sensei, whose vision of world peace gives us not only a philosophy by which to understand it but a practice through which to embody it, founded an art called Aikido. Because Aikido is a practical philosophy with a physical art embedded within, the two aspects—the physical and the hidden—constitute a unified whole. And it is this unified whole that is the focus of this book.

For nearly fifty years I have been a student of Aikido and, as a formally trained philosopher, I see this art not only as an answer for those seeking more meaning in life, but also as a way to bring balance to our everyday activities.

We typically do not recognize O-Sensei as a spiritual leader, but I think we should. Of course, Japan viewed him as a national treasure, and his hometown of Tanabe erected a memorial statue of him. So I hope this book contributes to a deeper understanding of and appreciation for what great strides we have all made as a direct result of studying Aikido. Perhaps with time his stature in the world for his contributions will be realized and honored by more than a small cadre of students and teachers.

As I will discuss in this book, to classify Aikido as a martial art, which has been done for its lifetime in the West, is to downplay Aikido’s unique power as a transformative discipline, which it delivers to the modern world. Aikido holds keys to unlock how inner and whole-self transformation occurs. I believe O-Sensei saw this as Aikido’s central purpose. Many notable teachers of Aikido agree, as do his son and grandson. Kisshomaru Ueshiba, his son, writes,

Ultimately, Master Ueshiba concluded that the true spirit of budo is not to be found in a competitive and combative atmosphere where brute strength dominates and victory at any cost is the paramount objective. He concluded that it is to be realized in the quest for perfection as a human being, both in mind and body, through cumulative training and practice with kindred spirits in the martial arts (Ueshiba 1984, 15).

Moriteru Ueshiba, O-Sensei’s grandson, quotes O-Sensei in his preface to his father’s book, A Life in Aikido. “The objective of Aikido is [to] polish one’s mind and body and to produce an individual of high integrity.” And, at the end of his preface, Moriteru Ueshiba adds, “It is my desire that with this publication, many more people may come to understand correctly the true core of Aikido.” Moriteru Ueshiba leads the Aikido World Headquarter in Tokyo, Japan, which is regarded by many as the ultimate authority on Aikido.

Aikido is not easy to explain, and we must have patience with the founder and maintain an attitude of compassionate understanding for the many difficulties he faced in articulating what he was doing, as he was creating Aikido during the time he lived. To help us along the way, I have chosen to draw upon an ancient philosopher—some say he was the father of Western Philosophy—with whom we are familiar. I have found, then, that Aristotle may be helpful to this discussion if only because his way of thinking is more familiar to an everyday Westerner’s thinking. That is, he speaks in a logical, ordered manner, distinct from O-Sensei’s Kojiki allusions and non-sequitur reasoning. The major overlap in the thought of these two thinkers is the insistence of embodiment as a necessary condition of self-cultivation.

At the time I began Aikido I was writing my Ph.D. dissertation on Aristotle’s theory of moral development. Aristotle was an ancient Greek philosopher responsible for much of how we see the world today: his formative writings from drama and poetry to biology have influenced those who’ve come after him. With the Nicomachean Ethics, he is said to have introduced a practical philosophy (rather than a theoretical one) with his considerations of how to live the good life. This seems to be an innovation of Aristotle’s— presenting a practical rather than a theoretical philosophy—and, as I study the deeper aspects of Aikido, it has struck me that the Aikido founder has also presented a practical philosophy in his development of Aikido. The Aikido founder relied on stories from Japan’s oldest book, the Kojiki (see page 81), to illustrate his thinking to Japanese youth who, whether they themselves were religious or not, knew the stories from their childhood. And so there are the makings of an argument that his use of the Kojiki was not religious, but illustrative of a philosophical system, a system I attempt to set out in this book for a deeper understanding of Aikido. I have given much thought to the systems of these two thinkers even though they lived on different continents and at quite different times, and I have found that they have important things in common.

Both Aristotle and O-Sensei are concerned with what constitutes the highest form of a human being. O-Sensei in lectures describes what he considers the highest form of a human being, and in so doing he discusses the good life. But his explanations include many sayings inscrutable to the common person as well as references to the fantastic stories of the Kojiki. And so understanding the deeper points of his presentation is left for only those who are already knowledgeable with the material.

For Aristotle, it was paramount that for a person to act virtuously, the act has to spring from a firm and fixed disposition. Just behaving virtuously is not enough; the propensity to act in a virtuous way needs to be embodied—that is, ultimately it has to come from one’s body and soul. And, as you will see, for Morihei Ueshiba the embodiment of a compassionate but fierce nature is necessary for the realization of peace and harmony. So, not only do we have two thinkers who have much to say about the good life, but they both are practical philosophers in that they agree that embodiment is critical to the cultivation of the self.

Also, both thinkers aspire to lofty ends: for Aristotle it is happiness, and for Morihei Ueshiba it is world peace. But it is Morihei Ueshiba who—a few steps ahead of Aristotle—has offered a physical art to help embody deep principles. To me, there is a fundamental agreement between these two thinkers, an agreement that has helped me realize a deeper understanding of their practical philosophies. And so I have been inspired to write this book, a book about the practical philosophy of personal transformation.

It seems to me that this makes both thinkers relevant for people living today. Moreover, although happiness and world peace may seem like different ends, they are commensurate. That is, more virtuous, happy people in the world may be just what it takes to realize world peace. And so I believe we have something here that is not just relevant but critical for us today in our wayward evolving world.

Aikido is an art from the East that, when discovered in the 1950s and 60s by the West, seemed exotic and paradoxical, but alluring. At that time, we were a culture still stinging from the trauma of having faced Japan in a recent world war, and so we were measured in our attraction to and interest in the culture of Japan. We owe much to those curious and courageous individuals who willingly wandered into this enticingly different culture; some were military men stationed in Japan as a part of the occupying force, while others were artists, poets, and writers drawn to the aesthetics of this radically different world that was Japan.

Today there is a much better understanding of the cultural differences between Japan and the West and, as friends, we even have participated at times in preserving one another’s culture. The Japanese youth have been fascinated by Elvis Presley and the cowboy culture of the Wild West, while those in the West have been equally fascinated by the samurai and martial arts practices. After the war, the United States helped Japan develop a business model to bring about recovery from the devastation of the war. Western MIT professor Edward M. Deming lectured in the 1950s to Japanese businessmen and helped them produce the business model that resulted in, among other things, Toyota’s successful economic boom of the 1980s! I remember when my philosophy colleagues at California State University, Fullerton actually put together a philosophy conference about Japan’s innovative business model. So in a business model, the Japanese saw the functioning of the employees in toto, as a single energetic system, which was much more critical to success than viewing the system of employees as consisting of separate individuals. And so we were introduced to the dichotomy of East/West worldviews: while the East centers on the group as a unit of agency, the West looks to agency as a matter of individual performance. So with Prof Deming’s help, Japan has profited from incorporating their home-grown philosophy into a new model of quality control for a business, while we in the West have surely benefited from understanding how Japan’s worldview of group effort can make things move more smoothly. In terms of aesthetics and spiritual practice in the West, it was the Beat Generation who first noticed what Japan had to offer in terms of the aesthetics and spiritual practices like Zen.

Much was made of Eastern practices in the movies and television series of the West, such as a glimpse into a judo practice in the James Bond movies; the intriguing sidekick, Kato, to Inspector Clouseau in the beloved Pink Panther movies; and the adventures of Kwai Chang Caine in the Kung Fu television series. Schools (dojos) of judo, karate, and taekwondo immediately sprung up across the country, often taught by military men returning home after the war who were excited to engage in the practices they studied while living in Japan. These schools filled up with young kids who learned self-control and confidence through these Eastern martial arts.

The development of Aikido’s physical side has given us many dojos and opportunities for practicing it in classes, workshops, and camps. This worldwide spread of Aikido has been a major effort on the part of Kisshomaru Ueshiba, O-Sensei’s son, and two generations of students. In the United States, many of us have participated in Aikido’s growth as a serious but fun physical practice, open to everyone. It is because of this participation that Aikido enjoys the popularity it does today. Although replicating observable movements is much easier, we must not overlook the hidden side of Aikido that holds the promise of realizing the tremendous transformative power that can make us better people, and thereby contribute to O-Sensei’s dream of a world of peace and respectful stewardship.

The physical practice of Aikido is flourishing; classes are now offered in dojos around the world. And, because every Aikido student becomes familiar with the Japanese names for techniques, it makes it possible to engage in practice in foreign countries, even if you cannot speak that country’s language. This, in turn, makes it possible for students to travel and participate in an Aikido class sometimes far from home. I found it exhilarating to step into a foreign dojo and be welcomed to practice. Certain gestures of openness are universal, and one realizes communication on a rudimentary but meaningful level is possible wherever you go. If the instructor calls for a shihonage every Aikido student, foreign or not, will know what technique to do. Being able to so easily make foreign friends through practice, to see their schools, and to experience different teachers opens the world in new and pleasing ways. With a physical practice that is so joyful, and with the ability to practice anywhere, I began to feel Aikido’s power to bring a transformative movement of peace to the world.

Aikido has been a rewarding study for me. I have learned at the feet of prominent teachers in seminars around the world. Also, I have had the privilege of hosting at my own school many of these teachers, which enabled me to participate in deep, late-night conversations, and to become good friends with some of them. These interviews and epiphanies I shared in my publication, Aikido Today Magazine, for twenty years, to help the worldwide Aikido community understand the rich messages from visiting teachers. Through this kind of outreach and personally expansive study, I began to see how Morihei Ueshiba’s art of Aikido straddles the physical and the hidden.

My study has been intense, and it has led me to the edge of Aikido’s deeper fields, where I could see the vast world that lay before me. And, although I do not think a student can embrace the secrets of this art without participating in its physical practice, stepping on the mat doesn’t have to be the starting point for everyone. There is a hidden aspect to Aikido that is waiting to be understood and disseminated. I am indeed grateful to those who have gone before me, and for the scholarly works that have been written that can inform a dedicated student through ardent study.

Now the public seems ready for something that promises solutions for the overwhelming difficulties we are facing in our world today. In this book, I will help to present this hidden side of Aikido to readers, hoping that it will be the first step toward finding a rewarding practice of Aikido at a dojo near them. I share many personal stories—some uplifting, some not—to show how Aikido’s lessons are expressed in an ordinary life.

Aikido’s founder appeared before a broad audience. He lectured on and demonstrated Aikido to Japan’s military brass, businessmen, martial arts teachers, religious leaders, royalty, and even dancers. And his words guide us in our search to find the depths of Aikido’s physical practice. Some say Aikido is a modern martial art, yet a cursory look at books about Aikido show it coming out of and inextricably bound up with ancient traditions of Japan, and the samurai arts of Japan’s more recent past. Aikido’s uniform is largely based on samurai dress, which strangely enough comes from aristocratic women’s exercise wear of that period. Those who focus on a Confucian rendering of Japanese culture refer to the seven virtues being represented by the pleats of the hakama (trousers) students wear in practice (although some say O-Sensei was not drawn to Confucian thought). Nevertheless, it is not uncommon to hear mid-level students reciting this view. And so, Aikido evolves. The lessons, from the open-hand techniques the samurai practiced (in case they were without a sword) to the postural and timing elements found in swordwork, join with the older staff arts to provide a rich tableau essential to Aikido’s open-hand practice. But Aikido is much deeper than this too.

[image: ]

O-Sensei lectured and demonstrated and even brushed diagrams, wrote poems and characters but he did not produce anything like a textbook in his later years as would be expected of an accomplished philosopher. Not all thinkers are avid writers. For instance, Socrates, one of the West’s earliest philosophers, was not a writer either. We know about him largely through Plato, one of his students, who is said to have written down Socrates’s conversations with people as he engaged in his social life in Athens. These “transcriptions” of Socrates’s conversations with politicians, poets, and the like constitute the corpus of the Socratic dialogues, philosophically meaty conversations that philosophy students study in most introductory classes at today’s universities. There are other intellectual leaders in history who are known from the writings of their students and followers, and Morihei Ueshiba is one of them. Although he was a literate man whose personal library was vast, it was through his students’ and followers’ transcriptions that his thought has been made available. So, preservation of Morihei Ueshiba’s lectures and sayings are regarded today as the major source of his thinking. I have been inspired by these sayings in studying his philosophy, and in composing this book.

It is one task to translate these passages and quite another to fully grasp their meaning. Morihei Ueshiba often speaks in riddles. And so these passages of Morihei Ueshiba’s are often viewed as impenetrable without the help of an Aikido teacher to guide you. And, of course, in my searches for such teachers over the years, I was lucky enough to find a handful of scholarly teachers to guide me. But finding such a teacher is often difficult, and this will become even more difficult as many of us pass on. For those interested, then, I want to offer a picture of the deeper, hidden side of Aikido as a tool for self-transformation and as a preservation of Morihei Ueshiba’s philosophy for generations to come.

At the head of most chapters, I have presented a translation of one of Morihei Ueshiba’s statements relevant to the material in that chapter. These sayings may seem impenetrable to one who doesn’t study Aikido, and maybe to some who do! But it’s not the translator’s fault, and it’s not the founder’s fault; it’s just the inherent difficulty of articulating deep thought. As someone who has spent her life clarifying the words of deep thinkers, I can offer some help.

The physical is easier to see than the hidden. Thus, we presume we understand the whole of Aikido if we have read a fair number of Aikido books and practiced the techniques pictured within them. But there are too many books on Aikido techniques and too few on Morihei Ueshiba’s philosophy of self-cultivation and his aspirations for how his art could help humankind. For long enough we have put on the back burner Morihei Ueshiba’s sayings. And if we treat his revelations as relics, as the rarified utterances of a wonderful but old man, we will miss the advanced maturity of his transmissions.

Throughout the book, I use “O-Sensei” to refer to the founder of Aikido. I should say, however, that the proper Western form of this name is Morihei Ueshiba (family name last, although this is not the Japanese practice). But because of the respect with which most people address him, you will either see his name written elsewhere as Ueshiba Sensei where sensei is his teacher title, or, as I refer to him here, as O-Sensei, which means “great teacher,” an honorific title reserved for the founder of Aikido.

In chapter 2, I write about the life of O-Sensei. I have chosen certain aspects of his life that I’ve found most interesting and remarkable. More than other aspects of his life, they have explained how he became the man he did—which in turn illuminates how his art grew in the direction that it did. As editor-in-chief of Aikido Today Magazine for twenty years, I was able to talk to and learn from many of O-Sensei’s direct students. They helped me understand certain of O-Sensei’s choices in life, and his views of life as well. But I must say that I am not a historian, and so, for someone interested in a fuller presentation of O-Sensei’s life look at the biographies Invincible Warrior by John Stevens and A Life in Aikido by Kisshomaru Ueshiba.

I am saddened to find some dojo webpage accounts of O-Sensei as a World War II warmonger, and also as someone who was not interested in teaching Aikido to students from other countries. This is completely false. Also, the aging founder of Aikido transforming his art as he grows older does not appeal to a part of his previous membership; they cannot appreciate his direction and they prefer an older formative practice while discarding the rest of O-Sensei’s innovation. Unfortunately they insist that this is the real Aikido and discount the rest. We should leave it to them to enjoy their practice, hoping that one day they may aspire to practice in the founder’s later direction. But judging and pronouncing that the older aspect of the art is the only real part is to throw away O-Sensei’s final arrival at an art that has the power to quell the world’s discord, if only person by person. It is only with this latter development that world peace becomes relevant.

In a recent conversation with me, a friend expressed concern that the memory of O-Sensei may become distorted by such statements, especially as the older generation of students may not be around much longer to protest and correct it. It is clear that O-Sensei was a man of change and curiosity; indeed, change is the very nature of his art.

These are timely topics in a world where we yearn for more honorable and virtuous people as well as for a deeper understanding of how best to steward our future in a physical environment that is suffering due to our lack of prescience.

It is my hope that by presenting a simple version of this very deep and esoteric art, many readers will be inspired to consider an Aikido practice for enriching their lives. My students and friends have encouraged me to use my own personal stories to clarify and illustrate points about Aikido that might be difficult to explain. And so I hope with this book I have managed to give you, the reader, a lively glimpse into an amazing art. I would be very pleased if this book inspired some of you to enroll in an Aikido class, and for Aikido teachers everywhere to up their understanding and teaching of Aikido.

As my stories express, I have found and enjoyed the lessons of Aikido in all that I do. It has made for much joyful living, and it has made me a better person. My hope in presenting these personal stories is to encourage others to try a life with this valuable vision. For I am convinced that Aikido teaches what we need to make our lives safe, full, and peaceful. It teaches a way of meeting others, of being with others, and of assessing situations with other humans that head off problems and instill peaceful coexistence.

We
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