What does Black Belt mean?

By Peter Elphick


“A black belt is nothing more than a belt that goes around your waist. Being a black belt is a state of mind and attitude.” - Rick English.  This quote in essence is what being a black belt is all about.  You do not get a black belt, you become a Black Belt.  Achieving the rank of Shodan and getting a black belt is not what it is all about.  The lessons learned and shared in the process and state of being a black belt must be applied to your whole life.   


Some people may ask you, “how hard is it to get your black belt.”  My response is “you mean how hard is it to become a black belt?”  This is because your training and practice is not entirely in class.  You must cover a wide area of bases in order to become a black belt.  For example, you must improve your stamina and mental strength.  All aspects and skills in life help you become a black belt, and being a black belt helps you in all aspects of life.  Since you worked on improving your skills in life to become a black belt, it is then like a gift that keeps on giving and helps you in life in return.  Then there is the official test that you must pass to become a black belt. Technically, a “black belt” is a master of the basics.  Does that mean you have no room for basic improvement?  No, it does not.  All black belts can improve on their basics or at least keep them up to date once they elevate higher in rank and become teachers.  And something we all must realize is that no one is ever absolutely one hundred percent PERFECT.  


As I have seen many a time on walls of teacher's classrooms and on Dojo walls “Perfect practice makes perfect.”  This is a great idea, but what would make more sense is “almost perfect practice makes almost perfect.”  However, we must not take this too literally, we must strive for perfection and not try to become almost perfect. We must not strive to become almost perfect because that is giving in to the mistakes we make and the knowledge of how no human is perfect.  On the contrary, we as humans are prone to making mistakes.  However, we do and can learn from them.  Knowing no one is perfect cannot degrade or discourage a black belt and their training.  They must strive for perfection but attain almost perfect perfection.   


In the Dojo you have many more responsibilities when you become a black belt.  For example, you may need to lead the meditation at the beginning of class or the Dojo Kun after class. You will also be expected to lead the warm ups more often. You also have a certain responsibility to motivate others in class and help them if they are having trouble with basics.  For example like going hard and strong next to someone who needs some motivation, or when some on is having trouble executing a technique properly you give them a little advice like “try bringing it straight up” or “try pulling you draw hand in faster.”  And you can be a role model for technique as well as discipline.  However, you mustn't teach them because that is the Sensei's job.


In addition to the responsibilities of helping others in the Dojo, a black belt must be aware of another responsibilities in the Dojo, to help themselves.  Now obviously you are not teaching yourself new moves, but you must keep yourself up to date.  For Sensei seldom looks at you to fix stuff in the beginners class, so you must keep your weapons squeaky clean so you can build your advanced techniques off of them.  For that is what I have said earlier that a black belt is a master of the basics.  And what use would it be if you just left your weapons there to rust just after you attained that specific level of basic knowledge. So that is why you must push yourself and train your basics very hard in the Dojo.  Especially during times when you think the training is easy, make it harder push yourself.


At work you must present yourself everyday as if for an interview, dressed appropriately for work and confident.  This is because everywhere you go and the people you interact with need to be left with a sense of curiosity, wondering how you are so efficient, hard working, confident etc .   This not only makes you look good; it gives a good name to your teachers and Dojo.  


Everyday at work should be karate training whether you are working with people who test your patience or driving harder to become better at a life skill.  For instance, I work at a grocery store where I fix shelves and since humans make mistakes and things  tend to fall off the shelves as your straightening them.  However I learn from those falling objects because I consider them reflex practice.  Each catch I make improves my reflexes and keeps me from having to clean it up.  I also discipline myself and concentrate harder so I can move faster through the store. 


Respect is another very helpful thing around the work place.  Once you are a black belt, you have disciplined yourself and practiced respect sufficiently so that respect around the work place becomes second-nature.


When people find out you are a black belt they usually respect you more.  However now and then people think its funny to jab jokes at you and make fun of you because you are different.  This, however, a black belt just enjoys for two reasons: one because it is good training for your discipline, and, two, because it is fun just to shrug off  their immature remarks and actions.


The responsibilities of black belts are many, and in a fight are for defense of yourself and others.  When confronted with a fight it is in every black belt's best interest to get away as soon as possible and  fight only when you must.  This is because you don't know if the guy has got buddies coming to back him up or if he has a more dangerous weapon up his sleeve.  If you see people just fighting each other it's better to steer clear of it.  However, if you see someone else who is over-powered by the assailant you can go in to the defense of that person.  Fighting off an assailant or defending someone can be rewarding.  However, even karate can walk a fine line with the law.


In essence, being a black belt is just an improvement upon your being, both physical and mental.  You see the world in a different light and you are always looking for ways to learn from what life throws at you. You strive for perfection and motivate others.  You fight only for defense and for others safety.  You are disciplined and respect others.  You are a black belt. 

