
AIKIDO,  NEUROSCIENCE  AND  THE  TAO
John Turnbull Sensei.

The name Aikido is a combination of three Japanese words - “ai” (harmony), “ki”  
(intrinsic energy or life-force) and “do”, which is usually translated as “the Way”). 
“Do” is the Japanese pronunciation of a Mandarin concept named the “Tao”, and 
to truly grasp Aikido one must understand its meaning.

It is often pronounced “dao” (which rhymes with “cow”) and is usually thought of 
as “the way the Universe is, or the way it works”. But beware of making 
assumptions about it, for “Anything you say about the Tao will be so inadequate 
that it can only mislead”, warned a Chinese master centuries ago. So it’s not 

surprising that the Tao, although a fundamental 
part of Eastern thought and culture, remains an 
enigma to most Westerners.  

Western science has come a long way in recent 
years, however, and understanding the Tao is 
now easier than ever before, provided we accept 
that the universe can have a multiple nature, as 
science has revealed that light does. Light bends 
when passing from a transparent medium such 
as air into another such as glass or water, and it 
does so according to simple rules which, once 
discovered, enabled glass to be ground into 
lenses which bent light rays so images could be 
magnified, leading in turn to the development of 
telescopes and microscopes.

This then created a desire for ever more 
powerful instruments requiring ever better 
lenses, but these proved impossible to make 
until it was realised that at sub-microscopic 
levels light behaves not as rays, but as waves 
whose colours vary according to their 
wavelengths - a breakthrough which quickly led 
to vastly superior lenses. Then it was found that 
light also propagates as packets of energy called 
photons -  which can also be waves or rays 
depending on how you look at them!  This in turn 
led to even better lenses.

Similarly, thinkers in ancient India perceived that the universe can best be 
understood by visualising it as existing in two simultaneous modes which they 
named the “Relative World” and the “Absolute World”.
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The Relative World is the one we perceive with our physical senses. Its myriad 
objects have length, breadth, volume, height and weight, and can be individually 
identified by comparison with each other. Mountains are higher than hills, oceans 
bigger than ponds, rocks larger than pebbles and a two metre board is twice as 
long as a one metre board.

What’s not so apparent is that some aspects of nature cannot be described by 
comparing their likes and differences with each other, because they are beyond 
comparisons. It is these that make up “the Absolute”, and until we comprehend 
what this means we cannot begin to understand the Tao, nor attune to the 
enormous and absolute power within Aikido.

Philosophers in ancient China also realised that the distinctions we make 
between things in the Relative world “are actually relative comparisons to each 
other which are bound together by their mutuality. Thus there is no such thing as 
‘long’ except by comparison to ‘short’ and vice versa; no such thing  as ‘being’ 
except through comparison to ‘non-being’”. (The Tao Te  Ching.)

Centuries later the German philosopher-mathematician Gottfried Leibniz similarly 
observed that: “Reality cannot be found except in one single source, because of 
the interconnection of all things with one another.”

What he meant becomes clearer if we think about the old riddle that asks “which 
comes first, a chicken or an egg?” For this ceases being a riddle the moment we 
look at it from the viewpoint of Leibniz and the Eastern sages, who saw that 
chickens and eggs are not separate things, but interdependent parts of a process. 
One cannot exist without the other, so the question of which comes first does not 
apply!

This is why masters  of the Zen art of Aikido, when asked if their discipline is 
better than other martial arts, merely smile and say “the mountain does not sneer 
at the river because it is lowly, nor the river sneer at the mountain because it 
cannot move around.” 

For there can be no mountains unless there are also valleys, just as there can be 
no up without down, or wisdom without ignorance, or beauty without ugliness. 
Why not? Because each defines its opposite, and so each is actually a part of its 
opposite  - try to imagine an inside that does not also have an outside! And since 
one cannot exist without the other, how can one be more important than the 
other?

 Following this concept through logically reveals that every thing is 
interdependently intertwined with every other thing! For as well as mountains and 
valleys there are alps, hills, hummocks, buttes, ridges, ranges, peaks, highlands, 
glens, gullies, canyons and so on - all interactively formed and evolving 
simultaneously through the same natural principles, and each “one” being a part 
its complementary opposite.  And so it is for every “thing” in the universe.
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Tragically, our ignorance of this fundamental unity which lies within the core of 
nature has caused us to do dreadful damage to our beautiful world. Only now, 
when the damage has become so revoltingly obvious, are we realising that our 
planet is not constructed of isolated “things” which can be greedily exploited any 

way and any time we like, but is a 
balanced, integrated system 
within which we, like chickens and 
eggs and everything else, are 
inter-dependent parts. Only now 
are  we seeing that we must care 
for our planet as we do for 
ourselves if we are to survive. As a 
sign outside the CSIRO in 
Canberra proclaims, we should 
“Cherish the earth, for all of our 
future is by it.”

Realising that we are interacting 
and inter-dependent parts within a 
system is an important step 

toward understanding the Tao. It helps us see, for instance, that without the sun 
which energises the plants which produce the oxygen we and all other animals 
need, there could be no biosphere or life on earth. Nor could there be a sun 
without the evolutionary processes that created it and all the other suns in the 
cosmos. 

It is the unending, ever-changing compendium of natural processes and forces 
underlying this extraordinarily complex process that the sages called the Tao. It’s 
composed of all the natural systems, processes and principles which interact to 
form “Nature” with a capital “N” - including the vast and unlimited resources of 
infinity and eternity. For without them the universe would not have had the 
freedom from constraints in time and space needed for this evolutionary process 
to proceed as far as it has.

Water has taken some 16 million years to carve the Grand Canyon out of solid 
rock, some of which is nearly two billion years old! The universe has needed much 
longer to reach its present stage of development, the end of which is beyond our 
imagining - for eternity has no end!

What makes infinity so difficult to comprehend is that it is an absolute and thus 
completely different from the myriad things of the relative world. Unlike 
comparative things such as mountains and valleys, rivers and creeks, it is beyond 
comparability - nothing can be taken away from it or added to it:  it cannot be 
expanded or contracted, multiplied or divided - it simply is!

 When a very wise school teacher was asked to explain infinity, she told her 
students: “Think of the largest number you can possibly imagine, and then keep 
adding one to it - forever!”
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Trying to grasp infinity with our finite brains is like trying to cram an ocean into a 
teacup, but fortunately our brains are not our minds, and our minds include 
processes which enable us to comprehend teacups, oceans, galaxies and much, 
much more -  including profundities such as infinity and eternity. Were this not so 
we would not have names for them.

Recent research has revealed that there is “a major system within the brain, an 
organ within an organ”, a revelation which is described as “like the discovery of a 
new continent!” (“New Scientist” November 8, 2008.) It is a complex web of 
interconnections that is only active when the conscious mind is inactive. But when 
it is active it uses huge amounts of oxygen and glucose, apparently as the raw 
materials for the amino acids and neurotransmitters needed for building and 
maintaining the synapses essential for memory and abstract thinking - processes 
that make it possible to encompass limitless concepts such as the Absolute.

Interestingly, an ancient Indian technique for increasing our ability for this kind of 
comprehension is to gaze into the limitless blue sky, letting our minds attune to its 
everlasting vastness. Then,  as we centre and begin feeling “the peace that 
passeth all understanding”  - will limited mind to unlimit!  Little wonder this “organ 
within an organ” requires so much energy! 

Such exercises can lead to what Zen calls satori - enlightenment - a quantum 
leap in the power and efficiency of our minds as consciousness “settles”.

The term “Zen” refers to a mental-emotional state in which the mind settles the 
way a lake’s surface settles when the wind ceases disturbing it, so it perfectly and 
effortlessly reflects its surroundings. Even untrained people experience this at 
times, and they then often have valuable insights. Centuries ago, people in India, 
China and Japan began seeking ways to extend these perceptive flashes of 
genius, and so Zen was developed. Regular practice leads to satori, an 
understanding of the Universe so boundless that words cannot express it, but 
which leads to a comprehension of the wonder called the Tao.

Our brains are in two separate hemispheres connected by a bridge of nervous 
tissue called the corpus callosum. The left hemisphere controls the right side of 
the body, and the right controls the left. Each hemisphere contains 
‘compartments’ with specific functions which work somewhat like the 
components of a computer, but on a vastly more complex scale. For the brain has 
trillions of interconnections between cells in its many compartments, each 
dedicated to specific tasks in such a complex and interactive way that the whole 
is much greater than the sum of its parts.

Neuroanatomy shows that each of these “compartments” processes different 
aspects of thought and perception in different ways. Only when there is free-
flowing, balanced interchange and “consultation” between this constellation of 
brain regions via the corpus callosum (which trades information between the  two 
brain halves) and other ways not yet fully understood, can optimum insight and 
decision-making occur.
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Neuroanatomy also shows that the corpus callosum is such a high-speed 
pathway for the vitally important interconnections between these many functions 
that our consciousness of “self” is of being a unified individual, even though many 
of our mental activities occur separately in different locations and in different 
ways.

In the not-too-distant future industry may discover how to link computers in a 
similar matrix so the whole becomes vastly more than the sum of its parts, 
creating super-supercomputers with powers exceeding even those of the human 
mind. 

But the human mind still has powers and potentials that are seldom fully realised. 
There is, for example, a region where mathematical calculations occur in humans 
but which does not exist in animals, and isn’t well developed in most people even 
today. For developing it requires firstly the discovery of mathematics and then the 
devising of an education system for teaching it. Which can only happen in a 
society with a high regard for mathematical literacy.

This has already occurred, but there are also other brain sections, and networks 
of sections, with enormous potential which are even less developed, though 
historically their functions have been greatly valued in India, China and Japan. 
Enhancing these is the purpose of most forms of meditation.

One such is the network which empowers our ability for altruism, empathy and 
sensitivity to “ki” - bioenergy or the “life-
force”. It is highly developed in 
aesthetically sensitive people but absent 
in psychopaths, which is the reason they 
are not capable of experiencing love, 
remorse, compassion or guilt.

In contrast, people with highly developed 
ki sensitivity are inherently loving and 
altruistic. One such was the Zen and 
Martial Art master Morehei Ueshiba, who 
became known as O’Sensei (Great 
Teacher) after founding Aikido, a  martial 
art leading to satori through self-defence 
training. It means the Way (do) of 
harmony (ai) with the creative life-force 
(ki) of the Universe. (In Mandarin it is 
phonetically pronounced “hai-chi-tao”.)

The renowned Zen master and author D. T. Suzuki described Aikido as “moving 
Zen” in comparison to “za-zen”, the basic Zen meditation method where students 
sit quietly to practice settling their minds in a similar way to the sky method.  For 
active people, Aikido may be a better pathway to satori. It produces a quiet, 
confident, alert mind free from delusions, distractions and fears.
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As a small child O’Sensei saw his father attacked by thugs and was too small to 
help. But so outraged and distraught was he that he determined to follow in the 
footsteps of Japan’s legendary “sword saints” - warrior-sages who protected 
people needing help. So he studied Zen, Shinto, Buddhism, Christianity and the 
martial arts, attaining insight into the Absolute and developing the “inner energy” 
called “ki”. Eventually he established Aikido as a pathway for people seeking 

satori through meditation 
and martial art training 
that provides the ability 
to (in his words) “lovingly 
protect all beings”. 

Zen is a necessary part 
of Aikido, for it liberates 
us from the conceits, 
prejudices and dogmas 
which otherwise distort 
our perception of reality. 
Alan Watts equated it to 
modern psychotherapy in 
his book “Psychotherapy 
East and  West”.  By 
removing the  baggage of 
delusion, preconceptions 
and biases which 
everyone unconsciously 
accumulates, it allows 
their truth-sense to begin 
operating properly, the 
way a lake’s reflections 
clear when the wind 
ceases agitating its 
surface. 

This settles the mind into 
the calmly perceptive 
state which modern 

science can identify by its brainwave patterns on an electroencephalograph - 
patterns similar to those found in people creating and enjoying beautiful music,  
poetry of other such aesthetic activities which create genuine harmony with 
nature.

Zen was developed in India and later introduced to China by the Buddhist sage 
Bodhidharma some 1600 years ago. Its mental and physical benefits quickly 
made it popular with the intelligentsia, from whom it spread to Japan, becoming a 
major factor in that nation’s rise to international eminence.
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Enlightenment is an inner transformation which follows one’s liberation from the 
insidious bonds of self-delusion, clearing the way for inspired insights and 
bringing a wonderful ability to cut through foggy thinking. Which is why people 
who attain it are highly valued for their problem-solving ability. Einstein’s insight 
into the nature of time and space was pure Zen, as was O’Sensei’s insight into the 
essence of harmonious living with the principles of nature, which he called ai-ki.

Zen meditation “settles” the mind into the state of enhanced perceptiveness 
which arises out of “mindfulness”, which is an essential part of advanced Aikido.  
Many years ago, when I asked my teacher, Seiichi Sugano Sensei1 about Zen, he 
explained that Aikido is like Soto Zen, a discipline which leads gradually, step by 
step, towards enlightenment, in contrast to the better known Rinzai Zen where 
enlightenment occurs in a single great burst of inspired insight.

Fortunately for people studying Aikido today, a vast wealth of knowledge has 
been accumulated about Zen and ki, including a treasure-trove of energy-
focussing techniques for enhancing health, fitness and longevity.
  
As a result,  many who train in Aikido now do so simply for the sense of well-

being it provides, and if enlightenment also occurs it’s an added bonus! It’s a 
Zennish paradox that if one trains selfishly for enlightenment it rarely occurs, but if 
one sincerely seeks to make the world a better place by becoming a better 
person, it tends to naturally arise, just as it may under the guidance of an 
insightful psychotherapist. And more and more psychotherapists, it seems, are 
finding answers to mental health problems in the ancient wisdom of the East.

When asked the purpose 
of psychotherapy, Freud 
said it is “to make the 
unconscious conscious”. 
To which Scott Peck 2 
added “to help people 
become more aware so 
that they can think more 
clearly and live their lives 
more effectively and 
efficiently.”

So it is with Aikido. For 
Aikido, like Soto Zen and 
the Buddha’s “middle 
way”, is a doorway which 
leads to an understanding of the “unending, ever-changing, self-generating 
compendium of natural processes and forces that sustains the evolution of he 
Universe”  -  otherwise known as the Tao.

1 Sugano Sensei was a “live-in” apprentice teacher of O’Sensei Ueshiba, the Founder of Aikido.

2 Scott Peck was one of the first psychiatrists to study psychopathy. His early research was controversial 
because it showed that psychopathy is incurable, but recent brain scan research shows this to be true.
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