Being a Teacher in our School
In this paper I will describe the impact of two forces affecting dialectically instructors in a school like ours. The first is a force unifying instructors' behavior and thought; such a force acts towards establishing a uniform, conformist type of teacher. Under the impact of forces of this kind teachers tens to resemble one another, thinking and acting in ways recommended within the school. The second type of force acts towards individualistic modes of behavior and thought; under the influence of such a force instructors tend to express themselves individually, often deviating from normative or conformist ways of teaching. The two forces mentioned above are conspicuously different, mutually contradictory. I will henceforth call the first type "conformist", the second "individualistic." 
The question I raise is the following: how can we characterize the conformist force present in our Aikido tradition? Such a question reminds me a controversy between two of the greatest philosophers in the West: L. Wittgenstein and G. Frege. Wittgenstein adored Frege, and considered him a spiritual master. And yet, Wittgenstein criticized Frege on one essential issue; he thought one should tackle a rival over the latter's strong positions (not over his weak ones). (Frege used to look for rivals' weak points). Challenging a rival's weak points, in Wittgenstein's view, would not overcome a rival's position (since an improved version would be possible), whereas overcoming an opponent's strong positions would finish off his stance altogether. Wittgenstein is known to have said: "Go the bloody hard way." This is, in my view, a deep saying; it is indeed a saying expressive of the essence of our school. When we wish to create better teachers and instructors, we need, I think, to inculcate wittgenstein's attitude into our minds, and seek to make ourselves free of faults and shortcomings of previous generations of teachers, improving ourselves beyond limits of the past. When Chris Mooney Sensei told me it was time for my Fukushidoin exam, I realized – after many years of teaching and instructing – that there is a substantial gap between my conception of what is possible for me and what I can actually accomplish. Thus, I realized that in order to become a truly reliable and worthy teacher in our school I had to transform myself the hard way. It is, I think, a way in the spirit of Wittgenstein, inviting a need to renounce what we had learned in the past, making room for new developments often different from what we used to consider as our stronger points. It is indeed emotionally very difficult to accept our true imperfections. Many schools – even within the Aikikai field - focus on the trainees' powers, ignoring the weak areas which consist, I think, in the allegedly successful assets. However, in my view transformation and developments constitute the core of our value-system in the school. 

But how do we actually act for transformation-sake? One thing is clear: by all means, complacency should be avoided. Neither disciple nor master should be encouraged to be complacent about practice and functioning. Neither should disciples be thrown into despair; a subtle boundary between complacency and despair should be made visible and alive. 

Chiba Sensei and his disciples created and maintained a system coherent and cohesive, of specific character and attributes. Anybody experiencing the particular combination of weight (heaviness) and movement in the functioning of our great teachers knows what I mean. Maintaining this spirit the Sensei represents the next phase or generation of disciples in the tradition of Aikido. 

But our tradition implies not only bodily transformation; it means an ethical transformation from the body (often tired, even injured) into the domain of value and spirit. This is the goal of Chiba Sensei as I understand it. In our process of training we need to realize our imperfections and weaknesses as we face authoritative figures not always "nice". We work from the body towards character-traits recommended, emphasized, insisted upon in our school. In this way we live towards establishing a common personality of masters and disciples working together for surviving in changing, hard circumstances. In this sense, the force of conformity is present in our school and tradition. 
And yet, we also seek individuality of our disciples, teachers, and masters. Old Hassidic tales are to the point in this respect. Rabbi Bunem was old and blind. When asked about a wish to be Abraham the Father, he said: no, I prefer to be myself, as I am, for what is God's benefit for Bunem being Abraham, or Abraham being Bunem? And there is also the tale of Rabbi Zussia who visualized himself in heaven; then, he said, I won't be asked a question such as "why have you not been Moses", but rather the following one: "why have not you been Rabbi Zussya?" Thus, tension between conformity of character (and values) and individuality is obvious. Though Chiba Sensei was as powerful and dominant as he was, the individuality of teachers and masters following him could never be suppressed. We will never be able to be exactly like Chiba Sensei, but this is, in my view, not a failure but rather a challenging reality expressive of the aforementioned tension between conformity and individuality. We, all of us, have to find and express ourselves in Chiba Sensei's world. 

I wish to end my essay with an advice I once got from a senior master of our school: "Do exactly what I tell you to do, precisely as I show you; but put into that some sparks of your own".  This is a wonderful advice and wisdom, integrating the two forces – conformity and self-expression – present in our tradition ; I need only find the way to make it real and true in my Aikido-life.           


