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would !mve responded using both principles of Aikido movement
and principles guided by the Wisdom of Love. I would have
stepped off line, and redirected his attack with the sweetest o‘ssi-
ble apology and maybe a life-affirming hug. g
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Epistemic Viciousness in
the Martial Arts

GILLIAN RUSSELL

When I was eleven, my form teacher, Mr. Howard, showed some
of my class how to punch. We were waiting for everyone else to
finish changing after gym, and he took a stance that I would now
call shizentai yoi and snapped his right fist forward into a head-
level straight punch, pulling his left back to his side at the same
time. Then he punched with his left, pulling back on his right. We
all lined up in our ties and sensible shoes (this was England) and
copied him—Ieft, right, left, right. Afterwards he told us that if we
practiced in the air.really hard for three years, then we would be
able to use our fists to kill a bull with one blow.

I worshipped Mr. Howard (though 1 would sooner have died
than told him that) and so, as a skinny, eleven-year-old girl, I came
to believe that if 1 practiced enough, 1 would be able to kill a bull
with one blow by the time I was fourteen. I'm going to talk about
epistemic viciousness in the martial arts, and this story is an illus-
tration of just that. Epistentic means having to do with beliefs and
their justification. Viciousness normally suggests deliberate cruelty
and violence; but I use it here with its more old-fashioned mean-
ing: possessing of vices. (The opposile being a virtue.) Vices (such
as avarice, alcoholism and nail-biting) are ordinary things, and most
of us struggle with a few, but epistemic vices are defects with
respect to the formation of beliefs. My eleven-year-old self pos-
sessed the epistemic vice of gullibility, which lead me to form the
false belief about killing bulls.

Other epistemic vices—such as closed-mindedness—can also
lead to us 17of forming true beliefs when we ought to. Consider the
internet-surfing Karate-sensei who stumbles upon an article claim-
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134 Giflian Russell

tors, making the patella of many karateka a bit frog-eyed. All that
punching over-develops the chest, anterior deltoids and triceps
with respect to the back, posterior deltoids and biceps, contribut-
ing to poor posture and a tight chest. Unbalanced leg muscles and
sweeps are a nasty combination, and so are insufficient develop-
ment of the rotator cuff and repeatedly having to receive ikkyo (a
technique that involves manipulating your opponent’s body by
manipulating their arm), and if you are practicing Karate seriously,
it's better that you should know all this.

Admittedly, T am assuming that getting injured—especially
things like knee and shoulder injuries that often linger on for
years—is no way to accomplish Karate’s goals. But if you'll grant
me that, then what we have is a reason to add something to Karate
from the outside, by giving new karateka a gentle push in the
direction of the power-rack and the pull-up bar. I take my claims
here to be unexceptional, though no doubt they'll offend the True
Believers. But right or wrong, it won't be possible to dispute these
points reasonably by assuming that karateness is next to godliness,
and ignoring anything that comes into conflict with that.

Rei unto Sensei
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The Problem with Investment

Not everyone treats their martial art like a religion; but another,
more inevitable, problem is that those who already have beliefs in
the area tend to have a lot invested in those beliefs, and the peo-
ple whose testimony we are most likely to trust have inevitably
invested years of effort.

Suppose that Kenji has been studying Shotokan Karate for
twenty years. He had a lot of trouble with a particular style of side-
kick early on, finding it hard to make his knee do what his
teacher’s knee did, but one day his elderly teacher took him aside
and showed him how using his hip-lexor and obliques in a slightly
different way made the kick much easier to perform. Kenji was
impressed and since then he has been able to execute a kick which
closely resembles that of his teacher. Kenji eventually ended up
teaching Karate, and whenever he has a student who struggles with
the kick in question, he takes them aside and teaches them his
teacher’s trick, feeling proud that he is able to pass on this infor-
mation, and contribute to his students’ progress. Very occasionally
a new student will ask him what the kick is useful for, and, like his
teacher before him, he tells them that it is used in competition, but
that its real use is in disarming an attacker by kicking the knife
from their hands. Kenji subscribes to the following belief: this par-
ticular side-kick is an important and effective Karate technique. He
has a lot invested in this beliel, and it would be painful to give it
up: he struggled for years to master the technique, and if it is not
a useful technique, all that will have been wasted. He taught the
technique to many students; if he comes to believe that it is not an
effective technique, he would have to admit that he had mislead
them, and that would be very embarrassing.

Down the pub one night, a lot of evidence is presented to Kenji
that goes against his beliel: friend A, a physiotherapist, observes
the kick and tells Kenji that the technique will be detrimental to
the stability of his and his students’ knees. Friend B, a professional
cage-fighter, argues that the technique is useless and points out
that no-one has ever used it in a full-contact fight, and that's
because you can't get any useful force behind it (except against
your own ligaments). Friend C, a historian of the martial arts,
argues that the kick is not to be found in any of the precursors of
the Shotokan Kata. It is, he argues, a late addition to the style that
probably crept in by mistake. Finally Friend D, an expert in knife-
fighting, tells Kenji that the disarming technique simply wouldn't
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