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I believe the most common reason people are drawn
to the martial arts is to learn a new approach in dealing with
adversity (whether it be internal or external). People don’t like
feeling helpless or reactionary when faced with an assault on
their vision of how the world should be. Unless a person is
completely accident prone or always seeks a fight, threats such
as verbal or physical confrontations, life threatening accidents,
or the manifestation of a serious disease can be extremely
jarring.  Because most of us don’t have specific training in
conflict resolution the idea of being in “combat” is often
times a foreign experience leading to the assumption of the
attitude that this can’t be happening to me when posed with a
grave threat.

One example of my own inability to deal
appropriately in a potentially hazardous situation happened
during a minor auto accident a couple years ago. I was on my
way to work during rush hour when I approached a highly
congested intersection. Instead of slowing down and
proceeding with caution I continued to drive at the same
speed assuming that since I had the green light everything
would be fine. Unfortunately, there was another motorist
assuming the same thought just beyond my line of sight. As
the opposite driver proceeded to make a left turn directly in
front of me I could here myself saying “I have the right of
way, what the hell is he doing?!” The only option I had was
to abruptly steer right in order to minimize the impact.
Regardless of my actions at that point, it was too late and a
split second later we collided. As a result, we blocked the
intersection and had to endure endless jeers from heckling
passersby (not to mention I had to get a new car!). Defensive
driving is not passive, it’s proactive. It’s about taking the
initiative.

In Aikido, taking the initiative is paramount. Without
the initiative executing correct technique is near impossible.
I’ve been exposed to this idea since beginning my training,
but unbeknownst to me, there’s actually specific
classifications for “initiative.” There are three traditional
martial initiatives and they’re referred to as go no sen, sen no
sen, and sensen no sen. Mark sensei explained them during class
a few weeks ago and the topic sparked interest for further
research.

The term “sen” is a complex word and I unearthed
multiple interpretations (most of which stemmed from
blogs and message boards written by overly sarcastic and
condescending experts) of it. Fortunately I was able to find
this informative explanation through all the crud.

as “saki.” It means “before” and even sometimes
“after” in certain contexts! But in the terms go no
sen, sen no sen and sensen no sen, it is an
abbreviation of sorts for the word “sente”
meaning initiative or lead. The “te” in sente means
hand, so sente directly translates as “before hand.”
In budo, sente refers to an attack or the initiative to
attack.

Searching for the term “sen” alone provided little
fruit for my want of knowledge so I coupled it with
“kendo” per Mark sensei’s suggestion due to the emphasis
placed on taking sen within the art of  Japanese fencing.

2 ‘Sen’ and ‘Rinki-ohen’- Taking the initiative and the
ability to react to any situation (Sen= When the
opponent sees a weakness and initiates an attack, you win
by striking in turn before the opponent’s strike is
successful). The legendary Mochida Seiji sensei
always did kendo setting his sights on taking sen,
the initiative. This is the most important concept
in kendo. The subtlety in kendo lies in the battle to
take sen, and this is what examiners are looking
for. As long as you have sen, you should be able to
react to every move your opponent makes.
Conversely, if  you are unable to deal with your
opponent’s movements, this is proof that you
have not got control of sen, and you need to train
more.

Despite the fact that learning to take sen is an
advanced concept, it needs to be practiced at all levels since
it’s so integral to our art. Whether a person assumes the
role of uke or nage, both partners seek to take sen. We
initially learn kihon waza (basic technique) beginning from
static positions, then move on to slow motion attacks,
and eventually progress to dynamic applications. But just
because we begin our training at a slower pace doesn’t
mean it shouldn’t be sincere. Hikitsuchi sensei said that
“all Aikido is a martial art of ‘Shinken Shobu’ (live blade
practice)” illustrating that taking sen equally applies when
training dynamically or while starting from a static
position. The static position is simply a suspension of
action, much like hitting the pause button during a movie,
so once the technique begins uke should continue their
momentum rather than remaining sedentary while waiting
to be thrown.

1 The Japanese character
for “sen” can also be read
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While researching sen I began to recognize that the
majority of my training has revolved around go no sen-
reacting to uke’s attack. This is probably true for most
beginners considering there are so many new ideas and
physical movements to assimilate that they eventually reach a
saturation point in which they can’t accept or implement any
more new information. This is fine because training is a
process. In fact, it is the process, but by keeping the idea of live
blade in mind throughout all stages of training, taking sen
becomes natural and technique flourishes as a result of proper
timing.

What’s most interesting about discovering the concept
of  sen is not that it’s just a means of evaluating my aikido
technique, but rather it’s a way in which to analyze how I’ve
been living my life. Am I reaching out to those around me
and making meaningful relationships or do I pick and chose
who I talk to based on status or appearance? Do I address and
accept confrontation at its lowest level or do I turn the other
way until it becomes the “elephant in the room?” Do I pay
my bills on time or do I wait until the last possible day to
reluctantly put the check in the mail?

Most of us can interpret the behaviors of our loved
ones accurately enough to know when something’s wrong,
especially when they begin to elicit some type of physical
precursor to a break down, an outburst, etc… That’s our key
to open up dialogue, perform an act of kindness, or simply
give space to our angered and frustrated friend. Regardless of
the situation, we recognize their signs enabling us to respond
immediately and meaningfully. Too bad the Virginia Tech
shooter didn’t have someone around to respond to his needs
in a meaningful way. People have theorized that if  more
individuals would’ve reached out to the shooter, he possibly
would’ve made different choices and the incident may have
been minimized. I agree with this assessment, but of course,
this is after the fact.

Taking sen transcends the dojo’s walls and must be
utilized in all aspects of our lives. O’ Sensei said that “it is not
a question of either ‘sensen no sen’ or ‘sen no sen.’ If  I were
to try to verbalize it I would say that you control your
opponent without trying to control him. That is, the state of
continuous victory. There isn’t any question of winning over
or losing to an opponent. In this sense, there is no opponent
in aikido. Even if you have an opponent, he becomes a part
of  you, a partner you control only.”  Our most effective
techniques don’t begin with our hands, it begins with our
hearts.

-Jared Manninen

When taking sen is not a part of our training, the
relationship between uke and nage can become comical. Are
you doing the technique or am I? If it’s my turn to do the
technique, why aren’t you attacking me? If it’s your turn to do
the technique, why are you putting your hand out, aren’t I
supposed to grab you? These silly scenarios aren’t only
reserved for newcomers though. A few years into my own
training and I still find myself on occasion standing in front
of my partner waiting for something to happen. I believe
much of this miscommunication stems from neither partner
understanding the vital role that sen plays within our training.

 Generally speaking, sensen no sen is the ideal way of
taking the initiative, but further research and meditations on
this thought illustrated that each initiative has its place within
various martial situations.

Go no sen can be translated as “after the attack. It is
where uke sees a weakness in nage and launches an assault.
Nage is left with the option of reacting to the attack or being
struck. In Kendo, the defender will attempt to parry the
oncoming strike and then launch a counterstrike immediately
upon discouraging their opponent’s attack. Due to the reactive
nature of this approach, go no sen is considered the least
desirable of the three initiatives. There are some situations that
may specifically call for it though. Consider a competitive
scenario (sporting event, martial situation, etc…) in which
neither opponent shows any sign of weakness. In this
situation it may be necessary for nage to feint an opening in
order to draw uke into an offensive maneuver, thus creating an
opening within uke’s strategy allowing nage to take sen.

Sen no sen can be translated as “before the attack.”
It’s highlighted by nage initiating a technique at the moment
uke begins an attack, forestalling uke’s efforts. This comes
about by nage recognizing the physical beginning to uke’s
attack and acting upon it.

Sensen no sen is what most martial artists strive for
in their training. An exceptional definition of the concept is as
follows:
3 Sensen no sen is an even more refined concept in regards to
timing. The term consists of a repetition of the term sen. So
this refers to the timing before sen no sen. It is the case of
initiating a movement intended to lead the attacker’s spirit as
well as to draw forth an actual attack, in order to utilize this
attack for a defensive technique. Saito Sensei often said: “aite
no ki wo yobidasu,” to call out the ki of your opponent.
Some people may think that this goes against the attitude of
never attacking in aikido. In this case, one must recognize the
training situation, as well as an actual self-defense situation, for
what it is: all attempts to defuse the conflict have been tried to
no avail, and therefore we are faced with an impending attack
from our opponent. The opponent has already decided to
attack, the intention is there, and the actual physical attack is
impending. In this case, we are not attacking an innocent
individual, we are responding to a situation that is clearly a
threat to our safety. It is therefore morally justifiable to call out
the attack of your opponent. You are making him commit to
the attack that he already has intended to execute, but you are
controlling the circumstances of the situation by leading him.
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