


PENETRATING
THE REALITY OF

AIKIDO

A Rational Approach to

a Mystical Art

By Sandra Segal

Harvard graduate Dan
Furuya teaches aikido accord-
ing to the universal laws of
science. Since the human body
is subject to natural laws, all of
its movements can be explained
in terms of kinesiology, physio-
logy and physics. By propagat-
ing his art in this universal
language, Furuya demolishes
the muystical barriers normally
associated with aikido. It be-

' comes at once a rational
method for the masses.

Can aikido teach you to harmonize with
the essence of the universal, control mysti-
cal, seemingly magical powers, and lead
an opponent to destruction not by force
but by blending with his ki?

“No,” counters Harvard graduate Dan
Furuya, the director and chief instructor of
the Hollywood Aikido Club, and one of the
leading exponents of aikido in America to-
day. Although many masters of aikido use
these and similar phrases to describe their
art, Furuya insists that this tends to distort
aikido's true nature. In a significant depar-
ture from traditional practices, -he claims
that aikido is a realistic art that can be
taught—and  learned—through  rational
analysis.

“Rather than teach aikido from an eso-
teric viewpoint," Furuya says, “| wanted to
teach it in the language of science. Since
the human body is subject to natural laws,
all of its movements can be explained in
terms of kinesiology, physiology, and
physics. Science is a universal language,
and by teaching aikido in those terms,
there will be no barriers to learning the art”

Furuya reached these conclusions
through his twenty years of searching for
aikido's underlying principles. “I began
studying aikido when | was 12, Furuya re-
calls. “I studied with a variety of masters
who taught aikido in the traditional way.
You never asked any questions. You

“Knowledge must be translated into
action.”
Wang Yang-Ming, Chinese philosopher
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watched and watched, and then you
trained and trained.

“Then in 1969, | went to Japan for three
months of intensive training under the
head master Kisshomaru Uyeshiba, son of
the founder of aikido, Morihei Uyeshiba.
Here | still watched and asked no ques-
tions. But to watch a master is to be
inspired, and | found it easy to learn. When
| returned to the United States, | needed
another way to ensure | could continue
training correctly.”

Even though Furuya had been autho-
rized to open a school on his return, he still
didn't feel qualified to teach. “I knew the
techniques, | knew what to do, but |
couldn’t see one line going through all of
the techniques,” he says. “Finally, | took a
piece of paper and a pencil, and |
sketched out a basic technique. | asked
myself, ‘Why does it work? What are the
dynamics of the technique which make it
effective?’ | stared at that paper for three
frustrating days, and finally | realized that
my research had to follow a new direction.”

After this realization, Furuya set out on a
course of intense personal study of ana-
tomy, physiology, kinesiology, and psycho-
logy, as well as religion and philosophy,
relating everything he learned to aikido. It
was the study of kinesiology which gave
Furuya a rational way to understand aikido.
Kinesiology is the scientific study of human
movement. It provides an integrated
understanding of how the principles of
physics and the laws of motion operate in
the human body. By analyzing the body’s
movements, a kinesiologist can find out
what is actually happening when an athlete
runs, jJumps, catches a ball, etc.

Furuya's breakthrough came when he
applied a kinesiological analysis to aikido
movements. He explains, “In kinesiology,
an effective movement is one in which the
body acts as an integrated unit, and does
the maximum amount of work with the
minimum amount of effort. By clarifying the
basic principles of aikido movements, we
can see what makes a technique effective.”

If the student or teacher does not have
this understanding, he will be unable to
pinpoint the reasons a technique is not
working. “In training, your teacher may cor-
rect your mistakes by saying, ‘Put your right
foot here, straighten your posture, raise
your right arm, lower your elbow." But these

just correct the symptoms of the problems,
not the causes of them,” Furuya explains.
“It's like a doctor learning the symptoms for
a disease, and not the disease’s source.”

To help his students understand the
structure of each technique they study,
Furuya shows them the physical principles
which make the technique work. For
example, he explains the first few
movements of tanto tori yokomenuchi kote
gaeshi, a knife striking attack to the side of
the neck, in these terms. “In this technique,
as the knife is coming down toward your
neck, you must step in to block the arm
with a circular movement of your hand,’
Furuya says. “You must catch the oppo-
nents arm exactly at the right point near
the elbow. If you catch his arm too close to
his shoulder, you meet too much
resistance from his body mass. If you.
catch it too close to the wrist, you are in
danger of being cut by his knife.

“Beginners often do not have the proper
timing necessary to catch the attackers
arm at the right point above the elbow.
When the student does catch the attack, .
his body is stretched out, and he is in a
vulnerable position.

“A kinesiological analysis of his move-
ment may show that the student is moving
ineffectively, rather than too slowly. In a
common instance, the student will lift his
lead foot first when he begins his forward
motion. All of his weight then shifts to his
rear foot. This will decrease the length of
his stride and slow the movement of his
body. | tell my students to move like a track
runner, pushing off with their back foot.
This projects their body forward with more
speed, power, and efficiency of movement.

“Many aikido teachers consider this
point insignificant, but when the knife is
coming toward your head, every split
second counts. Using your body effec-
tively may be necessary for survival. Know-
ing how to move correctly is the foundation
of proper technique in aikido.”

Furuya's analysis of motion and body
mass can make apparently weak
techniques more powerful. Kokyunage, for
example, is a simple technique, but one
which is difficult to do correctly because of
its subtle nature. “When you practice it in-
correctly, you see it doesn't work,” Furuya
explains. “You turn and throw someone,
and he won't go down. Your teacher may
say, ‘This is just for practice in breakfall-
ing! But if you understand the exercise,
you see that to make it work, you must first
break the balance of your opponent. This
is done by first bringing him downward,
and then providing the forward movement
for a fall. That is the definition of a fall in
this instance, a downward and forward
movement which brings his center of
gravity outside his base area.

“By understanding the two forces
involved, you can do the technique so it
will work. Then, instead of just hoping the
opponent will take a fall, you will know his
balance is broken and he must fall when
the technique is done correctly.”

Furuya demonstrated the technique,















“People will say, ‘By be-
coming too analytical
don’t you lose the
flavor of aikido?’ This is
not true. Rather, we
bring the art to a higher
level by intensifying the
training.”

student begins to understand the basic
principles of each technique, he can see
the relationship between all techniques.
For example, a child can memorize two
plus two equals four, but his understand-
ing is increased if he knows why. Under-
standing principles instead of memorizing
isolated circumstances helps the student's
growth and gives him a clearer understanding.

To make it clear that he is merely refin-
ing and developing traditional methods,
and not offering an alternative training
routine, Furuya has his students train even
more rigorously than is wusual in an
American aikido school. “My students do
not train at a slow and static rate, but at a
very fast pace which requires more energy
and effort” he says. “The attack is more
realistic, direct, and strong, so that the
student must be on his toes and make
every movement count. People believe that
aikido is easy for old men, children, and
women. That is not true. Aikido is rigorous.
It hurts.”

Furuya began testing his new approach
when he opened the Hollywood Aikido
Club in 1975. “In the process of teaching, |
tested and revised my methods,” he says.
“I went very slowly, very painstakingly,
making sure that things made sense both
to myself and to my students.”

The results have been extremely good,
according to Furuya. “The rate of learning
by using this method has doubled, and the
students retain what they learn. | had one
student that trained for four months, and
then left for ten years. When he came back,
he didn't have the conditioning, but he still
knew the techniques because he knew the
basics of making the art work.”

Furuya uses his rational approach even
in teaching his students about ki, consid-
ered the mystical center of aikido. He says,

““When you talk of universal ki, and extend-
ing this mystic power, you're taking some-
thing basically natural and good, and
exaggerating it to the point of distortion.
There’'s nothing mystical about ki. | like to
explain it to my students taking out the
mystery.”

When most teachers of aikido talk of
harmonizing ki. with the opponent to lead

_him off balance, Furuya explains how to
guide the body weight of opponents off
their base area. “When a person's mass is
off center, he will go down,” he says. “It is
very natural.” And when other teachers dis-
cuss how to extend ki to make yourself
immovable, Furuya explains the physical

principles behind the phenomenon (see
sidebar). “For example, you stand with your
arms in front of you and the opponent
pushes you. You hear, ‘Keep one point and
extend ki towards the opponent, and you
will be immovable,” Furuya explains. “But if
your rear leg is straight, in a line with your
torso, it makes your body like a brace.
Imagine the back of a chair pressed at an
angle against a door to keep it shut, or a
pole slanted against a wall to support it. By
straightening your leg you make your body
one diagonal line like the pole, and you
can resist the push without using any force
of your own. The power of this stance is
not isolated in the arms alone, but is
generated by the dynamics of balance and
support in your entire body.”

Furuya does believe that ki is the
essence of aikido and a vital part of a per-
son's life. However, his explanation of its
nature is unique. “Scientific training is for
understanding the world with clarity; spiri-
tual training, developing ki, is the same
thing, another way of understanding the
real world with clarity,” he says.

“l ask my students,-If a punch is com-
ing, do you see the punch, or do you see
your image of it? Do you see the punch, or
do you see your own fear? Do you say, ‘I'm
going to be hurt, I'm going to be
humiliated, I'm too weak? We all tend to
react to our image and coloration of an
event, not to the event itself”

Furuya impresses this point on his stu-
dents with a vivid demonstration. “I give my
student a plastic baseball bat or a stick
and tell him to bring it down on my head
as fast and as hard as possible. When he
begins to strike, | step out of the way with
an aikido entering technique. Then | tell my
student, ‘I'm going to strike you. To avoid
the strike, simply step out of the way!’
Without fail, the student is unable to step
away. He'll say, ‘I'm too slow.” or “You hit too
fast) or ‘I didn't see the move, show me
again. These students see the threat, not
the actual movement of the attack.”

The student must learn to discard his
fears, hopes, and images of the past and
future in order to see things as they are.
According to Furuya, one of the pathways
to attaining this clarity is to become more
open and sensitive to the world. “If you like
something, you have an affinity with it, and
you become more aware of it" Furuya
says. “As you become more intimate with
something, you remove all of your barriers.
Your compassion and affinity give you
great awareness and clarity. In aikido, you
face your opponent with compassion so
that you will be open to the reality of the
situation, and see him and his movements
with absolute clarity. In that absolute clarity,
the aikido technique is evolved.”

The process of becoming open to reality,
which also means having great involve-
ment, sensitivity, and compassion towards
the world, requires an extreme amount of
mental energy. In Furuya's theory, this
energy and this mental state of total
involvement is what is truly meant by ki.

“Ki isn't a cosmic force you use to zap
someone like in Star Wars,” Furuya adds.
“i's very simple and everyday. We say in
Japan that your mind should be like a
bright mirror or calm water, which reflects
exactly what is there. The Japanese word is
mushin, which means ‘no-mindedness.
This is the goal in Zen and in the martial
arts.”

Furuya believes that the attempt to
objectify ki into a force which can be sent
here or there detracts from an
understanding of its true nature. “It is like
water flowing out of a hose. You can't con-
centrate and force more water to come out
of the hose, but you can take out the kinks
and knots. In the same way, by attempting
to achieve clarity, you put yourself in a
condition where more ki will flow out of
you."

Itis apparent that the clarity and openness
toward reality which Furuya considers so vital
illuminates all of his techniques to his remark-
ably unambiguous explanation of ki, that
state of simplicity which is so difficult to attain.
By using the rational, unmystical approach,
Furuya hopes to give his students the
direction they need to benefit most rapidly
from the study of aikido. He explains, “If
you are following a road you never have
been on before, and you are confident you
know the directions, you can walk without
hesitation. If you are not confident of the
way, you must go slowly. In olden times, a
student who entered a martial arts school
would have the rest of his life to devote to
the art. Now everything is ‘high tech’ and
‘instant ramen,” and we have to find a way
to make the art as clear as possible to the
student in the limited time available for
instruction.

“But we must always remember that a
rational analysis of aikido is only a way to
enhance training, and must never be
thought of as an alternative to training. If
there is training without analysis, the art
becomes coarse; if there is analysis with-
out training, the art becomes ineffective.” kg
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