NORFOLK AND NORWICH SHIN-GI-TAI
YODOKAN

MY THOUGHTS ON BEING A BLACK BELT

THE FABLED BLACK BELT 

During my many years studying various martial arts styles, people who meet me often ask the same age old questions “ are you a black belt?” or “ what grade are you?”. The least asked questions are what style ? how long have you been training ?  and , why did you choose this art or style ? The usual first questions are the ones that tend to annoy me the most, particularly when they have come from another so called martial artist. I have my own personal views to the black belt …or being a Dan grade… these may not be the most welcoming views to certain people or quarters, but, the true martial artist may get where I am coming from, but my views are expressed to both equally. 

Basically , in modern day dojos , I agree with the grading system, but…this is a westernised form of advancement ( promotion ) within martial arts systems since the 70’s. Prior to this it took many years, sometimes decades to attain you’re black belt or Dan grade . This grading system was brought into force mainly because westerners needed for us a quicker , more structured form of advancement within the art, with , sometimes a set number of hours practised per belt and, can usually attain black belt within 4 years, unless you are in America where they even have dojos that will put you through this after 1 year. This, it was said, was a quicker way to fill a dojo with students. Alas, usually, a lot of students get bored or lose interest very quickly when they find out just how much hard work or time it takes to achieve their fabled black belts. The great ones ..upon achieving their dan grades realise that this is only the first step in their training and so go on to achieve much more greatness in their training. 

For me, a martial artist is one who is humble in his approach to training and does not look upon the colour of his belt to infer greatness in his art or superiority above those graded below him. So , what do we focus on if we don’t focus on attaining the fabled black belt? It is for some , easier said than done. I believe that we must focus our energies on our practice. I also believe that to think “ I will concentrate on my training to get a black belt” is simply playing silly mind games with yourself that will ultimately lead to your own disappointment and downfall. 

So, let us look at the black belt or Dan grade, the first level of black belt in Japanese is called SHODAN- first level (SHO) is comprised of 2 radicals- meaning “cloth and knife “ it is like making a new suit, you first cut the pattern on the “cloth”, the pattern determines the style and look of the final product, if this is not cut properly the final suit will not fit, in the same way, the initial training to reach your black belt is very important. It determines how you will eventually turn out as a black belt or Dan grade. If you are training purely and simply to attain black belt or high rank, then arrogance will and usually is the final result. These are the people who are selfish in how they practice and selfish in how they train with their lesser graded fellow students. 

Aikido training is an individualist enterprise to figure out your own physical self and to study its relation to other people. The core in Aikido training can be seen, when the attacker (uke) takes a grip on the victims (tori) hand.  Physical information is exchanged and the feelings should guide you to the technique. The point is self exploration with the help of others, but the journey is made solely by you. In other words, if you train to be the best that you can be, time no object, then you will be the best that you can be and in turn have more to offer the art and more to offer in your training with your fellow students. For these people , grading has no meaning, holds no stature for them, these people don’t need belts or badges to infer greatness above others or to state how good they are, indeed , these people shall be humble in their approach to their training and fellow students and shall therefor tend to do better and go further in the art and be recognised as a true martial artist. 

Let us now look at O SENSEI’S rules for training in Aikido. 

1/ Aikido decides life and death in a single strike, so students must carefully follow the instructor’s teachings and not compete to see who is the strongest. 

2/ Aikido is the way that teaches how one can deal with several enemies. Students must train themselves to be alert not just to the front, but to all sides and back. 

3/ Training should always be conducted in a pleasant and joyful atmosphere. 

4/ The instructor or sensei teaches only one small aspect of the art. It’s versatile applications must be discovered by each student through incessant practice and training.  5/ In daily practice , first begin by moving your body and then progress to more intensive practice. Never force anything unnaturally or unreasonably. If this rule is followed, then even elderly or disabled people will not hurt themselves and they can train in a pleasant and joyful atmosphere. 

6/ The purpose of Aikido is to train mind and body and to produce sincere, earnest people. Since all the techniques are to be transmitted person to person, do not randomly reveal them to others, for this might lead to their being used by hoodlums for pain or gain. 

Also let us now look at DOSHU’S addendum to these rules. 

1/ Proper Aikido can never be mastered unless one strictly follows the instructor or sensei’s teaching. 

2/ Aikido as a martial art is perfected be being alert to everything going on around us and leaving no vulnerable opening (suki) . 

3/ Practice becomes joyful and pleasant once one has trained enough not to be bothered by pain. 

4/ Do not be satisfied by what is taught at the dojo, one must constantly digest, experiment and develop what one has learned. 

5/ One should never force things unnaturally or unreasonably in practice. One should undertake training suited to his body, physical condition and age. 

6/ The aim of Aikido is to develop the truly human self. It should not be used to display ego or arrogance. 

In conclusion, your “BLACK BELT” has to do with you as a person. How you conduct yourself in and out of the dojo, your attitude to your sensei and fellow students, your goals in life, how you handle the obstacles in your life and how you persevere in your training are all important aspects and conditions of your “ BLACK BELT” At the same time, you become a role model to other students and eventually reach the status of sensei or assistant instructor. In the dojo, your responsibilities are greater than the regular students and as such are held accountable to much , much more than those junior to yourself. 

YOUR RESPONSIBILITIES ARE GREAT AS A BLACK BELT HOLDER. 
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