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DISCLAIMER
BLACK BELT COMMUNICATIONS, an Active Interest Media Publication, as publisher, does not endorse and makes no representation, warranty or guarantee concerning the safety or effectiveness 
of either the products and services advertised in this magazine or the martial arts or other techniques discussed or illustrated in this document. The publisher expressly disclaims any and all 
liability relating to the manufacture, sale or use of such products and services and the application of the techniques discussed or illustrated in this document. The purchase or use of some 
of the products, services or techniques advertised or discussed in this document may be illegal in some areas of the United States or other countries. Therefore, you should check federal, 
state, and local laws prior to your purchase or use of these products, services or techniques. The publisher makes no representation or warranty concerning the legality of the purchase or 
use of these products, services and techniques in the United States or elsewhere. Because of the nature of some of the products, services and techniques advertised or discussed in this 
document, you should consult a physician before using these products or services or applying these techniques. Specific self-defense responses illustrated in this document may not be 
justified in any particular situation in view of all of the circumstances or under applicable federal, state or local law. Neither Black Belt Communications nor the author makes any representation 
or warranty regarding the legality or appropriateness of any technique mentioned or depicted in this document. You may be injured if you apply or train in the techniques illustrated in this 
document and neither Black Belt Communications nor the author is responsible for any such injury that may result. It is essential that you consult a physician regarding whether or not to 
attempt any technique described in this document.

If you’re a regular reader of Black Belt, you know all about the combat qualifica-
tions of Bas Rutten: three-time King of Pancrase titleholder, two-time Ultimate Fight-
ing Championship victor, formerly the No. 5 ranked muay Thai fighter in the world, 
second-degree black belt in kyokushin and taekwondo, and so on. You’ve read about 
his views on punching, his views on kicking and his views on grappling. In this exclu-
sive interview, you’ll be exposed to the lessons he’s learned about the forgotten facet 
of fighting: the mental component. 

 — Editor

How much of winning is related to mental 
tactics?

For me, 90 percent of fighting is mental. 
It’s nowhere near 50-50, as some say. How 
many people are really good in the dojo but 
can’t function at all on the street? The guys 
who walk around with T-shirts that tell the 
world what they train in — I call them “bark-
ing dogs.” They’re bringing too much atten-
tion to themselves. They get on television 
and scream that they’re going to rip your 
head off, but when it’s fight time, they turn 
into scared dogs.

Have you ever used a specific mental 
strategy to avoid a fight?

Yes. One time, a guy was in his car scream-
ing at me. I didn’t want to do anything be-
cause I had my kids with me. So I showed 
him one of my photos from when I was the 

heavyweight champion. He drove off. Some-
times it’s about using the intimidation factor.

Is that one of the strategies you advocate 
for self-defense?

It worked for me, but I had photos. Acting 
like you don’t want to fight is probably the 
best strategy. It’s always better if witnesses 
see you behave that way. Then if a fight does 
start and you’re forced to knock him out, you 
look like the victim.

How do you transform a person, whether 
it’s for self-defense or the mixed martial 
arts, into someone who has the mental 
capability that’s needed to win?

Some people are blessed with the ability 
to focus during a fight. The best way to give 
that to someone is by explaining it. I tell my 
students: “You’re going to be nervous. Ev-

http://www.blackbeltmag.com/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/tag/bas-rutten/
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erybody is. But soon you’ll realize that when 
the bell rings, those nerves disappear. That’s 
when you can focus on fighting.”

Then I say: “What’s the worst thing that 
can happen to you in the ring? If your op-
ponent gets you in an armbar, you tap and 
you lose. If he knocks you out, you prob-
ably won’t even remember it because you’ll 
wake up in the dressing room.” The worst 
thing is that somebody picks you apart — 
he punches you in the head and lets you 
recover, he gets you in a choke and lets you 
go just before you tap out — that can be 
humiliating. But since it’s sport fighting and 
you know your opponent, it’s not going to 
happen. Everything is pretty even. There 
are very few mismatches these days. If you 
think about it, everybody who steps in the 
ring wins. Nobody is a loser as long as you 
don’t run out. If you just get caught, that’s 
OK because everybody gets caught. The 
trick is to come back afterward.

How did you manage to come back?
I made every loss into something posi-

tive. When I lost to Ken Shamrock, I didn’t 
know any submissions except the guillotine 
choke. He set me up in the half-guard with 
the Americana, the figure-4, and while I was 
concentrating, he rolled me into a kneebar. I 
thought, Man, he got me.

Afterward, I vowed never to lose again to a 
submission. I took myself out for six months 
and worked on submissions and ways to es-
cape from them. Later, I put that loss on my 
career DVD because you should learn from 
your losses.

Then I fought Maurice Smith and used ex-
actly the same setup. I won.

What’s the difference between fighting to 
win and fighting not to lose?

Some guys will train for 10 years and still 
not be ready to be the champ. I knew within 
two years that I would be the champ — you 
should have that feeling. And you should be 
successful within four years. If not, it’s going 
to get more and more difficult.

The trick is not to care about anyone else. I 
tell my students: “First, you fight for yourself, 
then you fight for me. Always fight to win.” If 
you stay away from your opponent and try 
not to lose, you’re done. I hate that.

ELEMENT OF SURPRISE: 
Bas Rutten uses a head butt to get the edge on Amir Perets.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/tag/ken-shamrock/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/daily/martial-arts-entertainment/martial-arts-multimedia/george-kirby-on-jujitsu-figure-4-locks-book/
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Do you believe in visualization?
I do, but not too much. It’s OK to visualize 

your moves, but stay away from the what-ifs: 
What if I throw this, and he kicks me to the 
body? That can make you freeze up. If you 
have a game plan and get hit just one time, 
you can forget the whole plan. It’s better to 
just take your shot.

I use visualization mostly with my coun-
ters. If someone kicks me, I block and coun-
ter, just the way I visualized it.

Here’s another kind of visualization: Some-
times I wake up at night with a submission 
running through my mind. Then I put my 
wife in it, write it down and fall back to sleep. 
The next day, I take it to the ring and see if it 

LESSON LEARNED: Bas Rutten positions his left arm to make his opponent think he’s going to hit him, 
and the action causes him to use his forearms to protect his face. Rutten slams his left hand into his 
opponent’s wrist and grabs it, then snakes his other arm under the trapped forearm and locks his hand 
onto his own left wrist. He turns his torso so they’re chest to chest while forcing the limb downward for 
the arm lock.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/daily/martial-arts-masters/jean-jacques-machado/download-jean-jacques-machado%E2%80%99s-free-guide-to-submission-escapes/
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works. This has happened at least 10 times. 
Most of the time, it works. Then it’s about 
making it better and figuring out an escape.

What do you think of mantras, or positive 
chants such as, “My left hook is a guaran-
teed knockout”?

I don’t do that because what if it doesn’t 
work? What if you’re fighting Mark Hunt and 
you try your strongest punch and it doesn’t 
work? You have to make a decision to switch 
tactics, and a person who’s repeating a man-
tra about his punch won’t want to make that 
decision. He’ll keep going with the same 
technique, then he’ll punch himself out and 
lose because he’s tired.

I believe in being relentless — it’s my main 
thing — and in being relaxed because a re-
laxed mind can do anything. Anger can back-
fire because you load up before you punch, 
and that gives your opponent an extra mo-
ment to prepare for the strike. With a relaxed 
mind, you just fire from wherever your fist 
is, which makes it more difficult to see the 
punch coming.

Is there any special way to overcome fear?
It goes back to asking yourself questions: 

“What can really happen to me? If I get 
knocked out, big deal. If I get submitted, 
thank God I can tap. I can be stupid and not 
tap, but then if my arm gets broken, I can’t 
fight for six months.”

In reality-based self-defense, there’s a con-
troversy over sparring. Some people say that 
if your goal is self-defense, you should never 
spar because it makes your brain think fight-
ing is a sport.

That’s like watching a tennis DVD and 

thinking you can play. It’s not a smart thing 
to say. Actually, it’s unbelievable.

Then how much full-contact training does 
a reality-based self-defense student need?

You don’t have to go full contact all the 
time, but you should put on headgear and 
body protection and go at it sometimes. You 
need to spar to know how an opponent will 
react. If you don’t know how to stay out of his 
reach, how can you fight? You’ll get clocked 
right away. 

How far should you take it? You need to 
get hit — not every day, of course. Say you 
spar, spar, spar, and after a few months, you 
decide to go hard. You accept the risk of get-
ting knocked out. It gets you used to dealing 
with a punch. Until that happens, you won’t 
know how you’ll react.

But how much contact is too much?
I believe in going fast but keeping control. 

I might use a kick to push someone away, 
and if he doesn’t think it’s hard, I’ll do it with 
power and show him. If you do it with force 
once in a while and the student can still 
go home and sit down, you’re being smart 
about letting him feel how effective it is.

Likewise, if I show an armbar and someone 
doesn’t think it would work, I call him over and 
do it on him. He feels the pressure and thinks, 
This could actually break my arm. Look at the 
early days of Brazilian jiu-jitsu. They came and 
thought they owned the world — until people 
started learning some defense. It was simple 
— if you learned five defenses, nobody could 
do anything to you in the guard. The fighters 
started raining punches while in the guard — 
and where are submissions now? It’s a whole 
different ballgame.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/tag/reality-based-self-defense/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/category/brazilian-jiu-jitsu/
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ALTERNATIVE CHOKE: Bas Rutten has control of his opponent’s back. He releases his grip on his 
right wrist and wraps his arm around his neck. Because the opponent has positioned his chin against his 
chest to prevent a conventional rear-naked choke, Rutten uses his arms and shoulders to pull backward, 
forcing his jaw into his throat for the submission.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com/
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What should a martial artist learn first: striking or grappling?
My theory is it’s better to learn striking first not because strik-

ing is better but because strikers are already used to get-
ting hit. If you do only submissions, try doing an armbar on 
someone who’s punching you in the face. You won’t know 
how to deal with the punches. If you’re a striker and you 
get hit, your body will automatically react to being hit. 
You think, I can take a few shots in order to pull off the 
armbar.

When you’re training for self-defense, should you  
assume that your opponent is better than you?

Always. You should do that with every opponent in every fight. 
It keeps you training hard.

You once said: “Every man wants to be able to fight, even 
the ones who say they’re nonviolent.”

If a guy is walking down the street with his family and two 
guys start grabbing his wife and smacking his kids around, he 
prays to God that he can kick their asses. If he says he doesn’t, 
he’s lying. Everybody wants to be like that — it’s why action 
heroes will always be popular. Deep down inside, all guys 
like to fight. Some may deny it because they know they 
can’t be the kind of person they want to be. The worst part 
is, most of the time they don’t even try. 

About the interviewer: Lito Angeles is a Southern 
California-based police officer and a practitioner of 
reality-based self-defense and mixed martial arts. To 
order his new book Fight Night! The Thinking Fan’s 
Guide to Mixed Martial Arts, call (800) 581-5222 or visit 
blackbelt.com/fight_night.

http://www.blackbeltmag.com/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/category/strikes/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/category/grappling/
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/category/daily/self-defense-training/?topicid=2561
http://www.blackbeltmag.com/shop/fight-night-the-thinking-fanis-guide-to-mixed-martial-arts-book/
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WINNING ON THE GROUND 
by AnnMaria De Mars and James Pedro Sr. 

In Winning on the Ground: Training and Techniques 
for Judo and MMA Fighters, authors AnnMaria 
De Mars and James Pedro Sr. present a 
variety of drills — demonstrated by Ronda 
Rousey and Kayla Harrison, among others — 
to help beginners and even experienced judo 
players (or grapplers or mixed martial artists) 
win matches on the mat.  200 pgs.  
(ISBN: 978-0-89750-205-4)  
Book Code 527—Retail $18.95

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO  
REALITY-BASED SELF-DEFENSE
by the Editors of Black Belt

Featuring some of the best self-defense  
articles from the Black Belt archives, this 
book explores a wide spectrum of violent 
situations, delves into the criminal mind, 
and teaches you how to effectively assess a 
violent situation and act accordingly.  
128 pgs. (ISBN: 978-0-89750-196-5)  
Book Code 515—Retail $21.95

ULTIMATE CONDITIONING 
by Scott Sonnon

Improve strength and endurance for 
hard-hitting moves in a variety of 

martial arts styles.
Volume 1 (Approx. 50 min.) 

DVD Code 9749—Retail $29.95
Volume 2 (Approx. 52 min.) 

DVD Code 9759—Retail $29.95
Volume 3 (Approx. 49 min.) 

DVD Code 9769—Retail $29.95

21ST CENTURY WARRIORS: 
FIGHTING SECRETS OF MIXED-

MARTIAL ARTS CHAMPIONS
by Jason William McNeil

The book profiles 12 legendary, contem-
porary and up-and-coming MMA masters. 
Each chapter is an in-depth narration that 

shares the secrets behind their success 
with readers. 174 pgs.  

(ISBN-3: 978-0-89750-177-4) 
Book Code 503—Retail $24.95 

SALE PRICE $4.99

Books and DVDs from 

COMBATIVES FOR STREET  
SURVIVAL: HARD-CORE  
COUNTERMEASURES FOR  
HIGH-RISK SITUATIONS
by Kelly McCann

Kelly McCann leads the reader through 
simple but powerful and effective methods of 
self-defense. Based on visceral combatives 
techniques, the book guides the reader 
through multilayered scenarios and concepts 
for empty-hand and weapons self-defense. 
192 pgs. (ISBN: 978-0-89750-176-7)  
Book Code 502—Retail $24.95

COMBATIVES FOR  
STREET SURVIVAL 
by Kelly McCann

A former Marine trains you in hard-core tac-
tics to fight back and escape with your life.
Volume 1 (Approx. 90 min.)  
DVD Code 9779—Retail $29.95
Volume 2 (Approx. 60 min.)  
DVD Code 9789—Retail $29.95
Volume 3 (Approx. 55 min.)  
DVD Code 9799—Retail $29.95

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO  
MIXED MARTIAL ARTS

by the Editors of Black Belt 

A compilation of instructional articles and 
interviews with the industry’s greatest 

champions, The Ultimate Guide to Mixed 
Martial Arts is the definitive resource on the 
athletes and techniques of the world’s most 

intense and popular new sport. 216 pgs. 
(ISBN-13: 978-0-89750-159-0) 
Book Code 488—Retail $16.95

SALE PRICE $3.99

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE  
TO GRAPPLING
by the Editors of Black Belt

Ground fighting is the cornerstone of 
combat, and The Ultimate Guide to 

Grappling pays homage to the art with 
three decades’ worth of instructional 
essays and interviews collected from 
the archives of Black Belt. 232 pgs. 

(ISBN-13: 978-0-89750-160-6) 
Book Code 489—Retail $16.95

SALE PRICE $3.99
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