THRAT BELI'?

By Russell Boon - Kazoku Karate/International Tang Soo Do - Martial Arts Sociely

n this article, [ will take o book st the
crisis in the martial arts prading sys-
tern and the predicoment we faoe as
students and instructors. Broce Lee
e neinarked that a belt 1s only good for
keeping your trousers up, Aciually o be
precase, in karute, they stop Your Juuhr.'[
from coming open, Details, bui mamy of
s are ublerly obsesssd with them.

It was Judo foander Yigaro Kano who
created the bell system most recognise and
follow, more or lesg, oday. T e 18005,
K awarded the first black bel 1o his
original sudents. Later, having only ueed
white and hlack, he imtroduced a colounsd
belt system sarting with white for a raw
bigimmer, red for povkce, brown Far fnner-
mediate and black for mdvanced. Senior
grides wene awanded widee and red block
belts and the most advanced solid red,
therehy completing e cincle,

Why lre close these colours remaing a
myslery. Cme popalar theory is that the
bnger o studend frained, the dirter the belt
became. Another, mone believable theory,
is that white was chwsen ag the colour of
basth the martkal anl wifonn and novice
belt becanse of the cullural significance of
white in Tapamese coliare: white 35 used o
represent clesmliness and innocence, hon-
our and viruwe, The Japanese national flag,
the 'Kokki™ features a red disc. represent-
mg the wun, on a whise backeroumd.
(Incidentally, the white of the Tae gokki -
the Soath Konsan flag - alse mdicates pan-
ty, revenling an Fast Asian cobural trend.
thus allrwing the Komeans o adopt the
eame philsophy )l The white of a new
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stpdent’s bell is therefore a symbol of kis
innocence ond lock of knowledge.

This poesibly explaing white, but wihat
nhout block for 1510 Dan and above T
Agcording 1o a bypotlsesia pat foromard by
the Amerncon morteal ars poademic omd
author, Dy Don Cunmingham, in lapaness
high schoal swamming iournamenis,
advanced competiiomn wore hlack baswds
around their wnsts o sepamie themselves
froun the povices, Cunningham wriles on
his website: “As a distiimguished ediscmior
aorted sporrs emthucnion, D Koamo woas mios
cortginhy aware of s fradition and may
Tave incorporated dn inne i proctices ai
ihe Kodalan,”

Anc red and whise For the most sengor?
A simple culiural preference says
Cunndngham: raditonally the Japanese
trafiticnally divide groups imte red and
white sides based on the Genpel War In
which two rival clans, the Genji and the
Heike wbentified their ineops with fags, the
Crenji using white and the Heiki ed,

In Tang So0 Do, he Konzan form of
Korate-Do founded by Grandmaster
Hwang Eee, the bell system is slightly
different to the Inponess version bui based
am the same ddea. There ane ten Gup
grodes and ten Dan grades, with 4th Dan
amd abovie being classed as ‘Masier”,

Mosi schools feature o red belt instead of
a browarn bell but can ineorporate both. A
Ik o schools hase the balt calours aroamsd
the egasong of the vear. for exnmple whits
represents winter, yellow ond omnge
apring. ete, ebe. In many schools, miduiglst
blne 15 woum as o substive for black, the
theory being that it isn't 45 final a8 black
nmd conald nkways become darker, sugpest
ing knowledge can forever be gained,
wherens block 15 permanent.  Master
grades, 4l Dan and above, wear midnight
bloe bs=lis with a red slripe, impdying that
the lsalder bad both the guality of um
|chumolerised by mudnight bloe) amsd vamg
{the redh. UmMang ks the Borcanised
version of the Chinese concept of
YinYang, the esernal contradiction ulii-
malely working im hammony.

In many American Karate clobs, ihe
“Eenshi’ kelt i5 becoming more and more
commen and causing a bit of controversy,
For those wivo don’t know by niws, the
Renshi beli is & varation of the red and
white block belt fovoured by semior judo
pracuitioners. usually worn by a renshi
prade {3th [an omd above osualby) bence

the tle, i ia split lengthwaye, coloured
red and while on one side amd solkl black
o the other. Unformsately no one in
Japan recogmises the belt. Sensei John K,
Spence of Willamebarg Shorin-Rvu save
these bezlis do not, and have never, expsied
on Orkimaws, He wiites, “dofos thar s
these belis are poy bd dojos or thase wise
H'E'IHFI'IIEEJT:I e pod II.HI'HI.'I'E"JT.HEI. IIHM'I:"I-'I!"J'.
they fave io be ped for the right reasoms
I vou ane using it to disvingaish the high-
er-ranking lock belisfeenior Bleck belts
St the orher viulansgha [Dar prade fuld-
e them § imggine it is acoepiable,
Hewveves o wear o fo FrodgiiZe yaur
mewly acguired 3ef dgn o Gih dap rank
aiied s bt vou can feal more imporiam by
Tavimg people call yor “rerchi’, then the
Joke i5 on yo"

It seems that some people are hiding
bt thoeir fashy bebis and does. claim-
ing f0 be sommecthing that they are i, Maod
amly dio we bave siripes, blocks and gokd
bars, we: now alss have camouflage beli
amwd even ‘patied” belis desigied i the
colours of national flags, We have impor-
tant fatles, ‘Kwang Jang Men® | Korean:
prandmaster), “Renshi’ (Japanese: refining
tescher), ‘Hamshi® (Japanesse: wise tescher)
ebe, Some schools operate on an almos
Jusel Stalin type el of personaling!
These is nothing wrong with titles, but ]
have ween 30-year old 12th Dan (21} grand-
masters advertising their superiors systems
in imaganes.

I think mowet of us recopnize the need
for o grading sysbem becanse we all like
ecimething b nim for, something o
achieve. Bt what happens wilsen the belt,
rather thnn improvement itseli, becomes
the main focus?

[ mry fnther's schood, we fear the
dreaded red belt fever! Red belt fever
could be describexd] os “severe aversion io
iraining. lack or non-existence of spirit and
n ]h:rpr:iuu! rucEinH_ of despomdency” Let
me exploin 19 Cap atudenis - ved belis -
musl wall 1 minimum of @ vear between
passing their Lag Gup and testing for sl
[3an. Many stsdems lack the patience o
enable them o continue trakning. They eet
their sights on that coveted block belt so
el dvat o of twe things lappens, (a)
they camned wait, get bored rlqh:.ilinp_ the
same patierns and wechnigues over and
over again ond |.|I.Ii1. sometimes binming
the instructor for hobling them back or
soime somt of odher fechde excuse, or {h)



they fmally acoomplish their goal, ane
avarded the hlack belt.,, and leave becouss
the novelty guickly wears aff. They don't
feel umy different, they aren’t suddenly amy
berter and it is at beast another two years
wail umil they can grade again so they quit
and take up something else. This period 14
a perilows fime For students!

And what about instrisciorsT What
pressure does il prading sysiem put us
umder? For one, the presiane o pass s-
dents is quite high becaonee no good
mEleor wanks o see slsdents bumiliaged.
eapeciully children because they do pod
take fatlure easily {and netther do the par-
enisl), Luckily. our students don’i often
disappoint and doa’t often fadl bul soame-
times ilsey do and it is just o fact of Life,
Some quil, some leam from it Usoally
thaugh, ihey quii

As an amabeur insmockor with a “prop-
er’ full fime job the pressure on me isn’i
as preal as U wollld be if 1 were a prodes-
sional instnocior banking on my students
staying so 1 could pay the morgage.
Some professional instmetors - pod all -
end up running “MelroganesMeDogos”
because they couldn’t care legs what stan-
dand people are as bang ag the caplial
keeps following,

A% |'|m-|:|.i1i|.1|1|.'|.': of martinl ars, we
musl vemernber o el curselves that the
helt, whatever colour it may be - yellow,
green, brown, black, pink or gold - says
something nbout ws, cur characier, and
o eluba, associstions and federations
Are we really worth that belt? That grode
op title? Are cur students at scceprable
skill levels for their grade? | hove met
‘Masziers' with only seven years service
under their fancy belis! [3 the sums!

If it takes on average at beast three years
in get in black belt, two years between
Ist amd 2nd Dan, three vears between
2nd and drd and four years between drd
and 4th 77! Me thinks i has more to do
with them being franchize managers,
bringing a lot of revenue inte the head
office. The blnck belt is sommething that
18 earned, not given. It shouoldn't be
hought in the same way any kind of
qualification shoaldn’t be bough
Would you leam how 1o play classicul
pianc wilh a teacher who has only been
playing a couple of years?

Renaei John Spence save, “with pew
SOk, CEIBEN MEW FeRiniliny and expe-
tadions, It does nar bring us fame oF Hew
metapivsienl abilittes, Each new step or
Yk puids ws in e crosshairs of our sii-
demty, our peey gl oeredver

We are expected 1o deliver in other
words. IF we do not, it mokes the hokder
and the clubfaesociation look bad.

Thank-yon o Sensei John Spence Sth
Dian of the Williamsburg Shorin-Hyu aseo-
ciaticn, UsA., and L Don Cunningham,
anthor of The Secret Weapons of Jujutsn
mnd Taibo-Jutsu; Law ond Chvder in the
Age of the Samurai pablished by Turtle.

For more informmation aboer Kageku
Karare and the Tnrernarions! Tang Yoo D
- Martial Arts Society, ring (642 363638




