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The various forms of discrimination and harassment (power,
sexual) in sport remain difficult to identify and handle despite
the progress in women’s sport. The predominance of male
leadership and male values in sport, as well as the top-down
power relationships between coaches and other staff and/or
athletes are foundational issues. Sexism and harassment can be
more pressing in martial arts and sports that are male dominant
and hierarchically structured. In martial arts and combat sports
(MACS)' that emphasise 'hard’ male values and are organised by
and dominated by male-male hierarchies, sexism and harassment
can be camouflaged or even normalised as a part of the 'tradition’
or the culture of MACS. As such, women and girls can be caught
in a 'double bind (double layer of oppression)' in MACS, which can
be difficult for them to circumvent and navigate through these
issues or be given the support needed.

It is also important to note that sexism within MACS is not
similarly experienced by all women as it depends on intersections
of women and girl’s social class, race, physical attractiveness,
body weight, physical or mental (dis)ability, sexual orientation
and so on. Women are not always able to express objection to
the institutionalised sexism in MACS. Women may fear that their
complaints would be silienced, trivialised, or even have further
negative repercussions. This may influence how some women
defend the normalisation of misogeny in MACS supporting that
MACS are simply not suitable for all women, and that women
should remain focused on training, be tougher, and not complain.
Arguably these standpoints are harmful and does little to shift
the machismo culture of MACS especially since sexism and
harassment can in some cases lead to abuse and this is not simple
for women, especially minors to evade.

Sexism and harassment are embedded in the structures of
power within MACS, which can objectify (sexualise) women,
diminish women’s abilities and impede their opportunities
based on 'invented histories' and out-dated assumptions about
women'’s 'inherent' characteristics, thought processes, and
aspirations. In other words, women are not always considered
legitimate participants in MACS. Rather, their participation is
often contained within a male-centred system that often decides
on the purpose of their presence and direction of women’s martial
arts and combat sports.

The motivation to write this article evolved from the stories
that women have shared their experiences of sexism, harassment
in kendo and how their experiences have often been silenced or

1 According to Channon and Jennings (2014), social science researchers
have turned considerable attention to investigating martial arts and com-
bat sports (MACS) since the late 1970s. As a field of inquiry MACS research
examines social change and personal transformation through processes
of embodiment.
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trivialised. | have also learned that those in power can control
how complaint processes are handled. Specifically, procedures
do not always protect those that complain, nor do the processes
necessarily advocate for safe, equitable and inclusive kendo
environments. Complaints are often silenced, filed away, and
hidden and sadly 'when a complaint is filed away or binned or
buried, those who complain can end up feeling filed away or
binned or buried' (Ahmed, 2021, p. 38). The filing away, binning,
and burying, allows behaviour to reoccur or even develop into
more serious cases of maltreatment. Complaint procedures could
do better to act as spaces of cultural transformation.

The stories | have heard, and my own experiences, suggest
that sexism and harassment in kendo is an issue and the way that
complaints are sometimes handled is concerning. The incidents
and experiences disclose sexist and harassing behaviour enacted
by local and visiting male sensei, coaches, referees, and other
high-graded officials or federation administrators at kendo
seminars, competitions, gradings, kendo parties and, inside and
outside of dojo environments. In these situations, consciously
or unconsciously, authoritative figures have neglected the
ethical responsibility of their high-status positionality in kendo.
Problematically the discriminatory and predatory behaviour
has most often been played down. This inclination covertly
protects those in power and the people that benefit from, or fear
retribution from that power. People who are willing to reproduce
the institution by not complaining, are given a route of access
that will benefit from that reproduction (see Ahmed, 2021).
Complaining can be considered non-reproductive labour by not
reproducing the norms of an organisation’s culture. It can slow
you down and gives you a harder time to get a route through (see
Ahmed, 2021). In a kendo context, people are discouraged from
complaining or supporting complaints as it may jeopardise their
position, reputation, and advancement opportunities.

Women and girls are most often the victims of sexism and
harassment due to patriarchal heteronormative culture of kendo
which appropriates a lower status to the female sex as 'tradition’.
Men and boys can also be mistreated by the male-dominant
system of power embedded in kendo’s hierarchical relationship
structure. After all maltreatment is often the abuse of power.
Despite its harmful impact, the misuse of power is sometimes not
easily detected and can be overlooked in hierarchical relationship
structures. As a result, the responsibility of circumventing or
dealing with sexism and harassment, that can lead to abuse, is
often placed on the victims.The onus is less often the responsibility
of those who abuse the power granted through the combination
of their gender, rank, and position.

It is not uncommon that salacious attention is directed
towards women and girls in kendo. This undermines how like men
and boys, women and girls are intent on learning and practicing
kendo for the various cultural, health, spiritual and social benefits.
Most often, learning requires a rapport between student and
teacher and the building of relationships. Communication that
strengthens human connection and enhances learning cannot
be confused for flirtatious opportunities. In line with kendo
philosophy, high-ranked kendo leaders are often entrusted
as morally sound people with good intention. Sadly however,
sometimes people in leadership positions mishandle the
power conferred to them. For women and girls, identifying and
responding to sexism and harassment can be confronting and
paralysing. Sometimes when it happens, it is difficult to know
how to respond due to the unexpectedness of the action and
kendo etiquette.

It is not the responsibility of girls and women to call out and
navigate through sexism, harassment, and abuse. Rather, the
accountability is solely on those that misuse power. In the context
of kendo typically these are often male sensei, coaches, referees,
and other high-graded officials or federation administrators. It
is crucial that people of status in kendo are self-reflexive about
their behaviour and views on women in kendo. How females are
treated in kendo impacts on their confidence and well-being in
and outside of kendo environments and in the short-term and
long-term.
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To ameliorate sexism and harassment in global kendo, it
is necessary to raise awareness and explicitly state what sexist
and harassing behaviour from men in leadership positions may
look like in kendo. These following bullet points are drawn from
incidents enacted by those in positions of power within kendo
that have been shared or experienced.

«  Positioning males before females in the dojo
Giving more attention and opportunity to males
Comments that stereotype female abilities and
characteristics
Lumping together 'women and children' as a category
Undermining women’s abilities based on their gender,
not capability
Taking away or blocking opportunities for self-confident
women

«  Unnecessary or unwanted physical contact
Sexualising gaze
Derogatory comments about women

«  Asking questions about personal life, such as 'Do you
have a boyfriend?'
Selecting women and girls based on sexual appeal

- Comments on physical appearance and body weight
Communicating with members flirtatiously inside and
outside of the dojo

«  Ignoring or minimising complaints of sexism, harassment,
and abuse

To safeguard women and girl's well-being in kendo, it is
critically important that those in positions of power recognise
their responsibility and also articulate to others that sexism
and harassment in kendo is harmful and unacceptable. A
pressing issue is that some sensei and coaches have records
of inappropriate behaviour in their own countries and other
countries. Problematically these occurrences are often silenced
or circulate as 'rumour’. Federations and dojos can unknowingly
invite such sensei, coaches, and referees to participate in and lead
events.

It may be necessary to request that local and visiting sensei,
coaches, and referees, and others that are invited to lead a
seminar or attend other events in an official capacity, be required
to provide references of 'good character' and sign a code of
conduct that is plain-spoken and translated into the signee’s
language. Requesting that a code of conduct be signed may be
uncomfortable to present to high-graded persons. However,
based on the number of incidents shared, it is evident that there
is a lack of awareness of what sexism and harassment in kendo is
and the harm it causes. In the code of conduct, it may be necessary
to explicitly state what is considered misconduct so that certain
behaviours are de-normalised and replaced with new norms that
respect women as legitimate participants in kendo.

Sexism and harassment in kendo is not uncommon, and it
is a problem that is not easily identified or circumvented due to
hierarchical relationship structures that often place men at the
top. Sometimes, sexism and harassment can evolve into explicit
maltreatment such as power and sexual abuse. For kendo to be
safer and gender equitable, it is critically important for those
in positions of power to be ethically responsible and respect
the status and trust bestowed to them. It is also essential that
bystanders, particularly men, act as allies and call out harrassing
and sexist behaviour. Clear codes of conducts, reference letters
of 'good character', investigations of 'rumours, and complaint
processes that place greater accountability on misconduct in
a public manner, could facilitate a cultural transformation that
enables kendo-related spaces to be more safe, equitable, and
inclusive.
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