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Gender Gap in Aikido in Hokkaido as a Microcosm of Greater Society at L.arge
Joslynne Abe, Aikido Hakodate Dojo

The martial art of Aikido has the potential attract more women to the dojo than other martial arts,
such as karate or judo. There are no competitions in Aikido, the training is safer than many other martial arts
and everyone trains together on the mat; men, women, children of all ages and levels. It is also one of the
most accessible martial arts in that training involves deflecting attacks and safe falling practices. Typical
Aikido techniques involve two partners, one the attacker and the other, the defender. When men and women
are partners, they each take turns being the attacker and defender. If the man is much larger and stronger
than his female partner, it would be easy for him to throw her roughly, possibly causing injury. That is where
the spirit of Aikido plays its most important role — the stronger partner never uses his/her power to overcome
the opponent. Rather he or she moves into a safe position from which the attacker cannot recover, resulting
in a peaceful resolution. It would seem that women who are interested in actively moving their bodies and

training in a traditional martial art would be drawn to Aikido.

I have been actively involved in my local Aikido dojo for the past 25 years and have earned a 4™ dan

black belt. I have watched other women also join our dojo and achieve high levels. On the other hand, I

have watched many women leave the dojos of Hokkaido for various reasons which may include unsuitable
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training time (caring for children, elderly parents), injuries, unwelcoming members, lack of support or no
female role models with whom to relate. 'When women leave a dojo, the dojo loses not only a member, but
the input of female opinions and the ability to attract other women to the dojo. A healthy dojo should have
a balanced representation of men, women and children of all ages and levels. The teaching staff must be
open and aware of the differences of each member and how to treat everyone fairly. A quick glance at the
Hokkaido Aikido Federation website shows 26 dojo members and 4 university club associations within the
Aikikai network. (Aikikai refers to the largest Aikido association in the world with its main center in Tokyo,
Japan.) All contact names are men. Each of the leaders for the regional associations across all of Japan is
aman. This lack of representation is harming both Aikido and women’s roles in society at large. It is the

responsibility of both men and women to rectify this imbalance. What can be done about it?

Current leaders must promote women to top roles and women must be willing to accept such roles.
In each dojo, women must eagerly take on teaching responsibilities, and not just children’s classes or teaching
other women. If they are not offered the role, they need to express their willingness to instruct and welcome

leadership roles in their dojo.

The obstacles to gender equality in Aikido cannot be eliminated easily or quickly. A steady
approach with clear goals is needed. The reality is that in order to achieve 50 percent exposure on the mats
and in dojos, women must be able to join in the leadership. Training time that works for both employed
people as well as home caretakers, a balance of training levels in each session, well-qualified and concerned
instructors are ways that can make Aikido more attractive to more women, without making it less attractive to

men. Typically, dojos with women in leadership roles attract more women to the dojo.

The world in the dojo reflects the world outside the dojo. Women need to step up to responsible
positions and men need to support them in their endeavor. Some dojos are already doing that and my current
dojo has an almost 50/50 balance of men and women who train together actively. Some other Aikido dojos
in Hokkaido support women practitioners. Next, more women Aikidoka should step into leadership roles

and represent Aikido in their community.
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