
 

 

Awase Summer / fall  2016 

 

Newsletter / Aikido Institute Davis 

Aikido Institute Davis  
638 Cantrill Drive,  Suite B,  Davis, CA 95616 

530-297-1215   www.aikidodavis.com  

 
Awase is the newsletter of the 

Aikido Institute of Davis, a dojo where you 
can learn the arts of Aikido and Tai Chi. 

The Awase newsletter is published twice 
yearly in Winter and Summer. 

 
Please visit our website at 
AikidoDavis.com for information on 
membership & class times.  

  
 

 

 
 

Firm Grip 
By Hoa Newens Sensei 

One characteristic of the way we practice Aikido 
as taught by Saito Sensei often confounds 
beginners and experienced students alike, 
especially those coming from a different lineage. 
This hallmark characteristic is the firmness of 
the grab. Some students enjoy working with this 
solidity and many others become frustrated 
when their movement is stifled by the Uke’s 
forceful grip. It is also not uncommon to hear 
practitioners of other Aikido styles commenting 
on how Iwama stylists are too static and cannot 
move on the mat. And there is some truth in this 
observation. 

Some decades ago, at my first class in the Iwama 
Dojo where Saito Sensei taught I was greeted by 
several dojo uchideshi with vise-like morotedori 
grabs. With some effort, I was able to extend 
through the grip and executed the technique 
properly. Upon passing this ritual test for first 
time visitors, I was welcome and accepted as a 
worthy member of Saito Sensei’s dojo. I was 
ranked yondan then. 
Then three years ago, upon visiting the Hombu 
Dojo in Tokyo to accept the nanadan rank from 
Doshū, a stern-looking dan-ranked older 
gentleman wanted to train with me. He 
apparently knew who I was and where I trained, 
so gave me the same morotedori treatment. As it 
happened, Doshū taught morotedori the entire 
class. Fortunately, I managed to get through the 
class without incident. Afterward, my training 
partner, who happened to be a key administrator 
at the Aikikai, offered hand-shake, smiles and 
compliments. I must have passed some sort of 
test. 
Grabbing firmly is one aspect of a way of 
practice called katai keiko (hard training), which 
is itself one element of kihon keiko (basic 
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training). It is a way of practice that is 
appropriate under certain circumstances and not 
under others. Using it in the wrong setting is 
harmful and possibly injurious to the 
participants. 

Kihon waza means basic techniques, that is, 
techniques that form the core of the Aikido 
curriculum. Kihon keiko refers to not only the 
practice of these techniques but also the way 
they are executed. I have explained kihon waza 
in an earlier essay published in the book titled 
Aikido Insight. In kihon keiko the student 
normally progresses as follows: 

1. First, is emphasis on the correct outline 
of the form. To this end, techniques are 
executed in simple linear format with 
little force and at low speed. 

2. Next, is emphasis on the correct angle 
and positioning. At this stage, the student 
is familiar with the form, she now pays 
attention to her relative position with 
regard to the training partner. 

3. Finally, kokyū (extension of life force) 
can be added to the technique, once the 
student is comfortable with the form and 
the angle. 

It is this last stage of kihon keiko that is often 
referred to as katai keiko. The “hard training” 
refers to the use of kokyū in the technique, as 
well as the linear form. This is obviously not 
appropriate for beginners. I do not expect a 
student to practice katai keiko until about 2nd 
kyū. Some instructors mistakenly apply katai 
waza every time they teach kihon. The 
premature application of kokyū to a form that is 
still developing and a body position that is not 
yet optimal, only serves to solidify imperfection. 
Besides, learning how to extend your energy 
(kokyū) properly takes several years of practice. 
The average students need to spend their first 
two to three years learning the correct form and 
body positions without the unnecessary 
distraction of force, and hence should not train 
frequently in katai waza. 

There is a further misconception about katai 
keiko. Once they have reached a certain level of 
proficiency in kihon, some students, especially 
within our lineage, move on to the next level by 
boosting the kokyū content and adding speed as 
the fourth emphasis to the three-stage kihon 
keiko described above. They would apply this 
training approach to all techniques, basic or 
advanced. As you may know, this does not make 
yawarakai waza, which is the next level of 
training after kihon, and which underscores the 
blending of motion. Just adding power and speed 
to the kihon waza makes them appear strong and 
fast and may satisfy the students’ craving for an 
adrenaline surge; however, such techniques lack 
flow and harmony and give rise to the 
observation that Iwama stylists cannot move. 
The correct progress in training after gaining 
proficiency in kihon is to gradually back off 
from katai waza and begin to work on smoothing 
out the movement. The reader can refer to my 
essay on yawarakai waza in Aikido Insights for 
further reference. 

Now let’s look at the proper way to carry on 
katai waza. 

In katai practice, one should focus on the correct 
form and angles, breaking the techniques into 
simple linear segments, maintaining a low speed 
and applying an appropriate dose of kokyū. To 
apply the appropriate dose of kokyū both 
training partners should collaborate, with the 
sempai bearing the responsibility to adjust the 
dosage to the situation. 

The optimal dose of kokyū occurs when two 
conditions are met: (1) the nage is able to 
continue the movement with effort but without 
interruption; and (2) the Uke is able to remain 
energetically connected to the nage throughout 
the technique. When nage is unable to move or 
moves without effort, or uke is unable to 
maintain connection, the practice is suboptimal.  

For example, in morotedori kokyuho, when uke 
exerts a bone-crushing grip on nage’s forearm, 
the latter’s movement is stifled; the nage may 
manage to break through by pushing his body to 
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extreme and causing excessive strain on joints 
and muscles and possibly hurting himself. The 
uke should back off and provide only sufficient 
resistance to elicit nage’s extension of Ki. 
On the nage side, he may execute the technique 
with a powerful burst of energy that leaves the 
uke behind, unable to remain connected with 
nage. In this case, nage should back off and 
maintain only sufficient extension to draw uke’s 
energy out and allow it to stick with his 
throughout the technique. 

In summary, the optimum dose of kokyū occurs 
when flow exists and when the participants’ 
energies are joined. In katai practice, it is 
important to not interrupt flow as well as not 
allow a disconnection of energies. This is not a 
practice for beginning students.  

Learning proper kokyū is not the subject of this 
essay so I will not engage in a detailed 
explanation. It would suffice to mention for now 
that abundant physical and mental effort is 
required initially but should taper off with 
practice and give way to these three 
components: proper grounding; relaxed and 
ready stance; intentional focus of ki (energy). 

 Now, I clarify another aspect of katai keiko. 
The “katai” aspect comes from extending ki 
from the center and involves the entire body as 
well as a unified mental focus. It is not just a 
matter of exerting more muscular power in the 
ukemi or the execution of the technique.  

For example, in morotedori kokyuho, the uke 
holds nage’s forearm firmly, by using her entire 
body, not just exerting the muscles of her arms 
to tighten up the grip. Her intent should not be to 
immobilize the nage’s arm in the present point in 
space, but to lock her energy on nage's arm and 
stay with it, wherever it goes. Uke should have 
the feeling that she possesses huge arms and 
hands that wrap around nage’s center. On the 
nage’s side, he should feel the firmness and the 
presence of Uke’s energy on his arm and should 
extend his own energy, to the extent necessary to 
join and lead uke’s energy. In this correct 
practice, uke’s and nage’s relative sizes or 

strength do not matter, and the technique is not 
stifled but flows on. 
This same principle applies to the advanced 
level of katai practice, except that the linearity is 
softened and the ukemi takes on a dominant role. 
A skilled sempai can use katai waza during 
ukemi to guide the kohai during execution of the 
technique. The degree of skills of the 
participants manifests through the uninterrupted 
adhesion of energies throughout the execution of 
the technique. Although such practice is done at 
low speed, one can see and feel the power of the 
energies involved and the continuous flow even 
at minute level. This practice is especially 
beneficial for training in henka waza and kaeshi 
waza, at nidan level and above. 
As we have seen, katai keiko is beneficial, 
especially when used in the higher level of kihon 
waza, but should not be used indiscriminately by 
all. Its main purpose is to encourage the proper 
exercise of kokyū. During class, students should 
follow the instructor’s directions. Unless the 
instructor directs the entire class to use katai 
waza, only the sempai should initiate katai waza. 
Kohai initiating katai waza brings the risk of 
offending a sempai who may perceive this act as 
a challenge of authority; it also creates the risk 
of injury to the kohai if he is not sufficiently 
skilled to take the proper ukemi when the sempai 
responds with a powerful kokyū. 
From a general martial art viewpoint, katai keiko 
is a counter-balance to the tendency to 
overemphasize the blending and harmony aspect 
of Aikido training. In this respect, a deficiency 
in katai keiko leads to a deficiency in the kokyū 
content of the techniques, resulting in movement 
that lacks substance.  

The ideal training path for a martial artist begins 
with simple movements, grows with hard 
training and graduates with soft training. 
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Tai Chi Student's Perspective: 
Lessons of the Tortoise  

By Lisa Adda 
In Wu Tai Chi classes, Sensei Newens speaks 
often of the tiger and dragon energies and as his 
students we are taught the importance of 
awareness, humility, and perseverance. Such 
was the insight I was able to apply to a recent 
event that I share in this article.   

My neighbor has been caring for a pet tortoise 
belonging to her daughter.  Late one afternoon, 
the tortoise escaped from the backyard while my 
neighbor took an extended telephone call. My 
neighbor was searching intensely in her yard and 
out beyond her fence that adjoins a golf course. 
She was desperate to find that tortoise given her 
responsibility for its welfare.  I offered to assist 
by searching in various directions out on the 
rough area of the golf course thinking: "in the 
time it takes to complete a phone call how far 
away could the tortoise actually be?"   

Awareness: I scanned the golf course for any 
signs of movement and heard some birds 
cackling near a distant tree. Although the 
tortoise is only about six inches in diameter, I 
proceeded to search for the tortoise in the 
direction of the cackling, suspecting the birds 
could be disturbed by the presence of the 
tortoise.   

Perseverance: I was not intending to stop 
searching until the tortoise was found. I was 
already hundreds of feet away from my 
neighbor's backyard and there I found the 
tortoise, safe near a tree under the scrutiny of the 
reporting birds.  

Humility: My neighbor was elated and 
bestowed on me the honorary title; "Guardian 
Angel of the Tortoise." I humbly accepted that 
title because offering assistance was simply the 
right thing to do. I love all animals and I have a 
tremendous empathy for the way of a tortoise.  

According to Feng Shui expert, Kathryn Weber, 
the tortoise represents, "the compass direction of 

North, the element of water, and the number 
one." You can read Kathryn’s insights about a 
tortoise in her article "Feng Shui Support from 
the Cosmic Tortoise - 6 ways to grow your 
income." (http://redlotusletter.com/feng-shui-
support-from-the-cosmic-tortoise-6-ways-to-
grow-your-income/)   

As a tai chi student there is much that can be 
learned from the tortoise: 

1. Move Slow, Steady, and Consistently: 
When I first met the neighbor's tortoise (a 
female, Russian tortoise, to be specific), I 
observed how she moved slow and steady 
from the center of the backyard, underneath 
a fence, and out onto the golf course. I was 
deep in conversation with my neighbor so as 
the minutes passed the tortoise covered a 
great distance. In fact, we felt that if we 
looked away for a moment she might 
disappear from our sight. Silly right? But I 
watched. The tortoise moved slowly and 
steadily, much like a Tai Chi student when 
practicing a form. The steadiness comes 
from the footwork, the speed matches the 
breathing, and the consistency comes from 
the focused mind. Sensei Newens says, 
“practice at your own pace.”  Perhaps, tai 
chi students should choose the pace of the 
tortoise. 

2. Relax and Live Longer: I believe with 
conviction that tai chi will enable me to live 
a long and healthy life and so I was 
fascinated to learn that in Feng Shui the 
tortoise is a symbol for longevity. The 
relaxed lifestyle of the tortoise, including a 
very slow heartbeat, enables it to live for 
many, many years.  

Sensei Newens says, "It is very difficult for 
many people to stand still even for five 
minutes because we are conditioned to 
believe that we need to be doing something 
more productive." My lesson from Sensei 
Newens is that I must practice standing 
mediation. The tortoise reminds me of this 
lesson and exemplifies why we must learn to 
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relax and keep our hearts beating at a healthy 
and steady pace.  

3. Focus on One Goal: In Aesop's fable; "The 
Tortoise and the Hare" the tortoise wins the 
race because he never gets distracted, 
maintains a consistent speed and is fully 
committed to achieving his one and only 
goal.  I have been studying tai chi at the 
Aikido Institute Davis since 2011, but my 
practice has not been consistent. My 
priorities were devoted to school and other 
commitments including work and family. As 
I reflected on the past five years, I realized 
that I have made good progress because, like 
all students, I started by learning the basic 
fundamental movements and now I am 
learning long form part III. But more 
importantly, I am able to maintain optimal 
health when I practice Tai Chi.  

 
Sensei Newens says, “As beginners we focus 
on each movement in the form but as we 
become more advanced in our tai chi 
practice we no longer think of the movement 
but the feeling of the chi energy in the 
movement, that is the primary objective: to 
move the chi energy.” The rewards of 
focused and consistent tai chi practice helps 
me sleep, boosts my immune system, and 
relieves stress to keep my mind, body, and 
spirit in balance.  The example of the tortoise 
demonstrated how much “ground” can be 
covered in a short period of time so for tai 
chi students it is not how much of the form 
we learn but how well we learn the purpose 
and fundamentals of form. 

I encourage all tai chi students to be like a 
tortoise. Always remember the tortoise 
represents the number one, so focus only on one 
goal. My goal is to optimize my health through 
tai chi, which I am certain, is a common 
objective for us all.  When practicing tai chi, 
Sensei Newens will say to "be like water" 
because movements are fluid.  All too often tai 
chi students will rush through the form only with 

a goal of mere execution.  But the objective is 
chi flow over form, so I urge students to, “be 
like tortoise” which is a symbol for the element 
of water, and then slow-down to focus and 
accomplish more with pace than what impulse 
alone will achieve. 
 

 
 

The Decisions We Make.  
Or Do We? 

By Paul Williams 
Neuro-Scientists now suggest that we hardly 
have free will. At least it’s not as cleanly 
understood as we thought it was. Several 
cognitive experiments with functional MRI have 
shown that before the observer is even aware of 
their decision their brain has already made their 
decision for them. This may be true for the 
whole scale of decisions made by us.  
Not too long ago I was living in Florida with my 
fiancé and I was working and studying for my 
doctorate in Physical Therapy. I was also 
practicing aikido at a great dojo with lovely 
people and started teaching there as well.  

Then came a seminar we held for Sensei Hoa 
Newens. I had never heard of him before. 
However, being that I came from the east coast it 
shouldn’t come as a surprise. Iwama aikido is 
scarce in Florida. Not like in California where 
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one could throw a rock and hit an Iwama dojo.  
In any case, I was eager to see what the 
Takemasu Aikido Association had to offer.  

My first impression of him came in the morning 
of the seminar. He was soft spoken and 
pleasantly polite. His demeanor was that of a 
seasoned professor. He had a commanding 
presence but demanded nothing of anyone 
around him. He just had that martial presence. I 
could tell this was going to be a good seminar.  
On the mat he moved with grace. His techniques 
were precise but effortless. I could not wait to be 
his uke. I really wanted to see for myself if this 
guy was legit. To my surprise, he called me up 
and instructed me to throw him in morote dori 
kokyuho.  I thought to myself, “O.k. I’m going 
to give him all that I’ve got.” At the moment I 
thought he was thrown, I found myself in mid air 
doing a high fall not knowing how I got there. 
He had reversed the throw on me! Perhaps it was 
then that my brain had decided for me without 
being consciously aware that this was going to 
be my teacher.  

Some time after that weekend I had made two 
trips out to the Aikido Institute of Davis to learn, 
train, and test under Sensei Newans. Each trip I 
felt the love and acceptance not just from him 
but from the whole dojo. Each time I went I felt 
more and more drawn there. The first trip one 
student, Martin, even suggested of moving out to 
Davis. I thought this proposal to be impossible. 
At the time, I was studying for the physical 
therapy board exams and was engaged to be 
married. I had so much on my plate that moving 
3000 miles to Davis seemed even ridiculous. But 
just like in the movie “Inception”, he had 
planted the seed and it was growing without my 
knowledge of it. 
About a year later my wife and I were selling, 
donating, or just throwing away most of what we 
owned. We both found travel jobs in Sacramento 
and were preparing for a cross country trip.  The 
recent passing of my father had taught me 
something. Not that life is short but that 
tomorrow is promised to no one. I have always 

lived by the saying that you don’t regret the 
things you’ve done but the things you haven’t 
done.  So it was this life changing event that 
catapulted me and my wife to follow this path.  
So what happened? How and when did this 
decision get made? I honestly don’t know. It 
may have been that day I was first thrown by 
Sensei. Perhaps it was the seed planted by 
Martin. It’s hard to tell. Science says the 
decision was already made for me before I was 
aware of it. But what if our big decisions in life 
are building up day by day? Not in a single 
moment but a collection of moments that stir in 
us a calling or a sense of urgency.  
All I can say is that for me looking back it was 
building to a crescendo much like a Mumford 
and Sons song. It was soft in the beginning and 
almost unnoticeable. As time went on it could no 
longer be ignored as it reached its tipping point. 
So perhaps it’s true the moment I was 
consciously aware of the decision I had already 
made it.  

 
Training Alone 

By Kim Sullivan 
I have often wondered how historical martial 
arts figures continued to stay devoted to their 
martial art, and continued to train for their 
lifetime. How does one stay motivated without 
boredom setting in? I have read the first-hand 
accounts of some of the greats such as The Book 
of Five Rings, by Miyamoto Musashi, and Tang 
Soo Do (Soo Bahk Do), by Hwang Kee. I have 
read numerous biographies of famous legends, 
including Morihei Ueshiba, Gozo Shioda, and 
Yukiyoshi Sagawa.  One common thread among 
all these masters was their daily commitment to 
training and self-improvement . . . and self-
discovery. 

I recently was thrust into a situation where I was 
challenged to train alone. In February 2016, I 
committed myself to participate in the Tough 
Mudder (a 10.4-mile challenge with 20 obstacles 
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that were designed to challenge a person’s 
physical strength and mental resolve in the 
mountains of Truckee, CA). 

I joined a team, but was unable to train with my 
team due to them being over an hour away. I 
sought some feedback from others on how to 
train. One person told me to be sure to train 
upper body and another said lower body. I 
thought running and cardio must also be 
important, so I threw those into the mix.  A 
voice in the back of my head told me that yoga 
should be part of a comprehensive training 
program. So, I threw that in as well. I really did 
not know what to expect or how to train, so I 
figured a well-rounded training program would 
be the best option. 
I trained on my own for 4 months. I missed a 
few workouts, and I cut my planned 3-mile run 
to 2 miles a few times.  What did it take to train 
alone?   
It took a plan. Well, I had a plan to train daily. It 
was a sketchy plan, but some things were 
plugged in. I would go to yoga on Monday 
evenings and practice forms after that. Tuesday 
was weight day at the gym. Wednesday was 
running day. Thursday and Friday were aikido 
training days. Saturday was stretching and 
massaging day. Sunday was weight day again. 
Well, we know the outcome of the best-laid 
plans of mice and men . . . So, this plan had 
some flexibility in it. 

It took a goal. My goal was to train and stick to 
the plan. It was nice when my curl weight 
increased by 5 pounds and the counterweight on 
the pull-up was reduced by 15 pounds. It was 
nice when my run times improved. However, I 
was not working on a goal of running faster. The 
goal was to complete the run fluidly with 
minimal negative consequences afterwards. 

It took commitment. Well, that was the goal. 
Refer back to The Plan and The Goal. 

It was challenging to work-out alone. There was 
no one to hold me accountable. There were no 
pep talks of, “You can do it,” or, “Don’t give 

up.” If I missed a day, would it really matter? No 
one was waiting for me. It was easy to 
rationalize myself out of a workout. “It’s too late 
to go to the gym now. If I go now, I won’t be 
done until 10pm. If I go home, I can just do 50 
push-ups and call it a night.” 
RACE DAY 

I drove up Friday night instead of Saturday 
morning as planned. I met a couple members of 
my team who had rented a cabin. In the 
morning, I still had to get my registration 
materials, where hundreds of other people were 
in line as well. I got to the starting line over an 
hour late, and my team did not wait for me. I 
was alone again. 

At mile 7, I got into freezing cold water and had 
to crawl over floating blocks. This obstacle was 
called the Block Ness Monster. My calves seized 
up. They were on the verge of cramping. I got 
through the obstacle and could barely walk. I 
needed to stop and stretch. The rest of the course 
was all downhill, and it was going to be next to 
impossible with my calves in the condition they 
were in.  (I trained uphill on the treadmill. I did 
not think to train downhill – oops.) 

It was a steep downhill trail. I was breathing 
mindfully, “inhale, two, three four. Exhale, two, 
three, four. Inhale, two, three, four. Exhale, two, 
three, four. I was only looking 15 feet ahead and 
careful not to step on any rocks. “There are still 
3 miles to go!”  **snuck a glance up ahead**  
“This trail goes forever!” “Stay in the moment.” 
“One step at a time.” Each step produced 
excruciating pain in my calves and knees, but 
that long exhale seemed to take the pain away. I 
remember listening to my long exhale as I 
walked down the mountain. Somehow, the 
sound was soothing. 
People were casually walking past me at twice 
the speed that I was going. I didn’t realize until 
afterwards what I doing. I was walking the way 
that Eric Sempai showed us! Stay in balance. No 
controlled fall. I was extending my leg only as 
far as it would go while still staying grounded on 
the supporting leg. My body was probably doing 
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this naturally in an effort to stay erect and to 
protect those calves and knees. However, it is an 
interesting observation none-the-less. 

Yes, I finished. Five hours of . . . whatever that 
was. 

Training Alone? 
Sustained solo study takes something more than 
a goal and a plan.  There is a magical inspiration, 
a curiosity, an inquisitiveness that propels one to 
tackle a perplexing challenge or to explore a new 
idea or perspective.  It is the internal experience 
of awareness and knowing that is reinforced with 
shining moments of discovery that serve to 
thrust one to the next level of understanding. 
By this explanation, it is not exactly “sustained 
solo practice.”  It is not maintained in one place 
like holding the gas pedal in the car in one place 
and maintaining a sustained speed.  To an 
onlooker, it may look like boring repetition of 
raising the sword up and cutting it down.  
However, to the practitioner, he is exploring, 
noticing, or altering his stance, balance, posture, 
grip, or muscle engagement.  He may be 
focusing on learning the skill itself.  He may also 
be taking the exercise to a deeper level and 
observing the balance and the fluidity of the 
movement.  He could be taking his attention 
from himself and directing it toward the 
imaginary battle in front of him.  There are 
countless experiences that can be incorporated 
into the first suburi that can only be experienced 
by doing, experimenting, and using one’s 
imagination.  This is a solo practice. 

I have experienced the drive to pursue a 
challenge.  I can be obsessive about things and 
sustain focus and direction for extended periods 
of time—even years.  However, none of these 
has lasted for a lifetime—or even half of a 
lifetime.  Even top athletes do not continue to 
train in the same discipline for a lifetime.  They 
may stay close and move to coaching or 
managing, but many others leave their sport 
entirely.  So, what is the element that allows a 
person to pursue a discipline for a lifetime 
without losing interest or becoming stagnant? 

My solo training for the Tough Mudder was 
missing this necessary element.  I did not really 
have any training goals established.  I did not 
strive to increase the weights or the reps for each 
weight.  I just did what felt good in the moment.  
There was no curiosity or moments of self-
discovery—at least not until the last 3 miles 
coming down the mountain on race day.  In 
those moments, I was glad I was alone, but I’m 
not sure why.  People passed me on the trail and 
gave me words of encouragement.  I smiled at 
them and thanked them, but I really did not want 
to talk.  I went back to my breathing and isolated 
one step at a time.  For some reason, I was really 
focused on this and did not want any 
distractions.  However, I do not think I found the 
missing element in this situation either.  I have 
absolutely no desire for sustained practice of 
walking down a mountain with two cramping 
calf muscles.  So, I will not pursue this 
experience as an example of a life-long passion. 

That mysterious and elusive spark of stimulation 
and inspiration does not strike everyone.  Yet, it 
is probably true that everyone has the capacity to 
be “afflicted” by it if they are receptive to it.  It 
is a spark of inspiration that turns to passion that 
becomes a life force.  I can imagine it – even if I 
have not experienced it.  I will continue on my 
martial arts journey, making a conscious effort 
to be less blocked, and more awake. 
 

Some Like It Hot, While Some 
Not 

By Donny Shiu 
Recently, I handled a situation without realizing 
or aware that the other person involved didn’t 
like my methods.  I didn’t have to guess; I was 
told.  This blunt reminder taught me a good 
lesson to not charge into a situation hastily and 
forcefully.  I should have listened, learned and 
make an effort to blend with others involved.  I 
failed to taking into account of other people’s 
sensibilities – shame on me. 
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People are different.  We each have different 
perspectives, temperaments, likes and dislikes.  
My mistake was treating that situation from my 
perspective.  Instead, I should have done more 
listening than talking.  We can’t assume people 
to always see things you way. 
Perhaps it would be desirable and wise to 
treating others as how THEY want to be treated.  
Gift giving is a good example.  I know what I 
like, but it takes sensitivity and awareness to 
know what others like.  It is not only about 
oneself.  It requires conscious effort to be aware 
--look, listen and learn.  Tools may not make 
good Valentine’s gift. 
Be mindful that yielding selflessly in certain 
situations is appropriate but can be unwise in 
others.  Because not everyone may treat you as 
you would want to be treated.  Unfortunately, 
some may even want to do you harm.  We 
should yield while maintaining balance and be 
centered by not compromising our integrity and 
safety.  Hopefully, experience and training can 
help us recognize various situations and respond 
appropriately. 
In training, we practice blending with our 
training partner without over powering with our 
own agenda.  Some people move fast, some 
move slowly, just as some like it hot, while 
some not.  Forcing the situation blindly is not 
blending.  Don’t make the mistake I made. 
I should have applied my Aikido lessons.  It is 
what I call the “Goldilocks’ Technique”…it’s 
not too hard, not too soft, and just right.  Stay in 
balanced and centered throughout.  It is not what 
I like, not what you like.  It is what we like. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Reflections on Sempai and 

Kōhai 
By Toby Hargreaves 

At the Tahe Gasshuku this year, I had the chance 
to reflect on a few things, one of which was the 
relationship between sempai and kōhai in 
Aikido. 
As we all know, Aikido originated in Japan, and 
in Japan, the sempai-kōhai system is one of the 
defining forces of the Japanese psyche and 
pervades all aspects of life—family life, work, 
and social groups. As students of a Japanese 
martial art, it would be informative and useful to 
our training to reflect on the systems of etiquette 
that serve as its foundation. 
I’d like to note that I am speaking in general 
terms of my experience with the traditional 
culture of Japan, which is quite limited 
compared to a native Japanese person. Of course 
in modern Japan, things are changing, and, as is 
happening in this country, traditional 
relationships and cultural norms are being 
redefined by the new generations.           
In the workplace, as well as school clubs, sports 
teams, and other social groups, those who have 
been members for longer generally have 
seniority. In social situations, those who are 
older have seniority, and are shown respect by 
younger people. In family life, older members 
also have seniority. On a day to day level, this 
can mean that the grandparents bathe or are 
served food first, followed by the parents, then 
the children. On a community level, seniority 
can extend beyond the lifetime of an individual. 
For instance, in a rural village, one family may 
be given more clout in community decision 
making because that family has been in the 
village for 500 years, rather than a neighboring 
family, who has been there only 200 years.  

The respect for age can likely be traced to 
ancient Confucian philosophy in which ones 
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forbearers—those who came before—are held in 
great respect. Sempai literally means “people 
who come before”; Kōhai meaning “those who 
come after.” Thus the sempai-kōhai system is a 
very simple ordering of people based on age or 
experience, the two of which often go hand in 
hand. However, what seems very simple on the 
surface can have some subtle and far reaching 
effects.  

The seniority based culture of Japan runs so 
deeply, it is reflected in the very structure of the 
language. Depending on the difference in rank of 
two people, the language used between them 
differs. For instance, when talking to someone of 
equal or lower rank, the plain or casual form is 
used: verbs are conjugated in their simplest 
form, and some grammatical particles are 
omitted. When speaking with someone of 
somewhat higher level, the polite (desu/masu) 
form is used. In this form, endings are added to 
verbs to indicate a polite level of speech. Finally, 
when speaking to, or about someone of much 
higher position, a language form called 
sonkeigo, or honorific language, is used. In this 
form, many of the verbs are in fact completely 
different than the plain or polite forms. 
Additionally, there are many set phrases that are 
used to honor the sempai being addressed and to 
humble oneself. 

Not surprisingly, the more casual the speech, the 
more emotionally expressive it tends to be. 
When interacting with higher ups, it is less 
important to express one’s own personality, and 
more important to show respect. 
This whole world of seniority that the Japanese 
operate within has a totally different feel than 
the way we operate in the West, where the 
fundamental principle upon which we relate to 
each other is the basic equality of all people. 
This is certainly one of the defining differences 
between the East and the West. The East’s 
emphasis on honoring the hard earned 
experience and knowledge of one’s elders, and 
the West’s emphasis on the equality of all 
people. It would behoove us to be fluent in both 

ways of seeing the world, as they are both 
equally valid and true. 
Back to the sempai-kōhai system in relation to 
the martial arts. During Sensei’s class at the 
Tahoe Gasshuku this year, he mentioned two 
things that are relevant. The first is that one of 
the most important things in Aikido is the 
interaction between oneself and one’s partner. It 
is through this interaction that we find out about 
ourselves. The second is that etiquette is the 
spirit of martial arts. This is a deeper subject that 
Sensei has covered in his essays, but let it suffice 
to say that the study of etiquette is central to our 
training. Within this study of etiquette, the 
subject of sempai and kōhai is a recurring theme. 

By setting up a strong hierarchy, the sempai-
kōhai system creates a difference in power 
between individuals. If this power is twisted to 
serve individual egos, the effect can be abuse 
and bad feelings. However, if done correctly, the 
sempai-kōhai system has the potential create 
harmony in the dojo and in our lives, and create 
a safe and efficient learning environment par 
excellence. Here are three ways in which it can 
work: 

Establishes an order 
As can be seen around the world in war-torn 
countries, a clear, strong hierarchy reduces 
conflict. Out of the chaos of many factions vying 
for power, stability and order comes about when 
one entity is acknowledged as supreme. 
Similarly in the martial arts, conflict can arise 
when there is confusion over who is sempai, or 
if a sempai is disrespected by a kōhai. If a strong 
hierarchy is in place that everyone follows, 
members do not have to worry about asserting 
themselves and establishing their place. There 
are many potential distractions to our training. A 
strong hierarchy can eliminate a number of these 
distractions.  
Give and take 

Even with a strong hierarchy in place, 
resentment can arise among kōhai if they do not 
feel properly taken care of. Kōhai defer to 
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sempai, let them go first, assist them with 
cleaning tasks, follow their directions, and 
generally are open and available to help with 
whatever needs to be done. In turn, sempai look 
out for kōhai, as an older sibling would a 
younger one. They act as role model and strive 
to set a good example. They also take 
responsibility if kōhai does something wrong 
that sempai should have been watching out for. 
They take on the job of guiding kōhai in their 
training and answering any questions they may 
have. They act as intermediary between kōhai 
and sensei.  

Thus, though it is an inherently unequal 
relationship in terms of power, it is one of 
balance, mutual trust and care. As kōhai, the 
lesson is trust and obedience, as sempai the 
lesson is responsibility and benevolence. 
Accelerates learning 

When undertaking something as vast as the 
learning of an art like Aikido, it helps to have a 
systemized progression to guide one’s training. 
If this progression is established, as it is in our 
dojo with Sensei’s curriculum, then we all walk 
the same path, and sempai are merely farther 
along that path. Thus sempai can share their 
experience with kōhai and know that it will be 
useful to them. Additionally, by elevating those 
who have more experience in the art, the 
sempai-kōhai system instills in sempai the 
confidence needed to grow into their roles as 
leaders and instructors. It spotlights those more 
experienced persons as role models for the 
newer students to follow. 
In short, the sempai-kōhai system of etiquette, 
when followed with the proper understanding, 
creates a safe and healthy learning environment, 
builds a community of people who respect and 
support each other, and binds them together in 
common purpose. 

 
 
 
 

KYU Promotions 
 

February, 2016 
 

Daniel Lopez 4 K 
Edam Kurtovic 2 K 
Kelsey Imamoto 2 K 

Kim Sullivan 4 K 
Mitchell Peters 1 K 
Noah Burwell 5 K 
Rick Moore 6 K 

Zachary Laputz 5 K 
 

June, 2016 
 

Chris Cook 5 K 
Elias Marvinney 1 K 
Hannah Miller 5 K 

Luca Del Bene-Kythos 8 K 
Marie Capistrano 5 K 
Matilda Lohstroh 8 K 
Mehul Paparaju 7 K 
Naomi Hayashi 2 K 
Oren Vinokurov 8 K 

Rick Moore 6 K 
 
 

Announcements 
 

Absences from the Dojo:  
 
Please inform Sensei or one of the instructors for 
any absence longer than one week.  
 
Monthly membership dues apply irrespective of 
absence; exceptions are made for circumstances 
outside of the control of the students, such as 
serious injury or illness, job or study 
requirements. Questions? Talk to Sensei. 
 
Instructors: Please remember to turn off the 
heat and air conditioning when you leave the 
dojo at the end of the day. 
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A note about the newsletter: The AWASE 
newsletter is currently published twice a year, at 
the beginning of winter and at the beginning of 
summer. All submissions are welcome! Very 

little editing is done. Authors should take care to 
edit, copyedit, proofread, and make their own 

stylistic corrections prior to submission; 
however, formatting mistakes are generally the 
unfortunate goofs of your editor, who may be 

confused from time to time. If I have made any 
mistakes in the presentation of your submission, 
I greatly apologize! Thank you for submitting to 

AWASE.         – Bruce Sempai 
 
 

Dues are due at the beginning of the 
month. Please pay on time or use 

automatic payments from your bank. 
Thanks! 
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