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To Klaus Rödiger, who first expressed this question to me: “Does Aiki(do) work?”. 

I didn’t know it at the time, but for many years, that was going to be the question my Aikido companions and I would be struggling with. 
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Part I: Context
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1.1  Introduction
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The techniques presented in this book are geared towards Aikido practitioners and people interested in self-defense who wish to practice an art which is rougher than normal Aikido, but less hard on the body than MMA or boxing, which have the risk of brain trauma, and just as practical as Krav Maga but more sophisticated.

With Self-Defense Aikido, I created the martial art that I personally like to practice. It is an answer to my journey within Aikido and other martial arts. I hope that you as my reader find the following techniques just as fulfilling as I do myself.
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1.2  My lineage
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I remember my first Aikido class. That evening I met the first Aikido teacher who would have a big influence on my thinking. He introduced me not only to Aikido, but also to other martial arts. We practiced Nishio Iaido together. He showed me his Kendo gear. Aikido mainly happens above the waist – I was caught off-guard when he foot-swept me one time. He was a Judo blackbelt, too. 

I inherited from him the main Aikido question: “This looks nice, but does it work?” He loved to practice with the sword, and he died from a heart attack while showing paired sword exercises in a public demonstration. I believe the project of Self-Defense Aikido would have pleased him.

While learning from him, he supported me when he heard I also took up studying under a famous Japanese Shihan (master instructor) from the Aikikai (Aikido organization) who had studied under Morihei Ueshiba, founder of Aikido. Under this Shihan I was thus as close to the source as possible, and I could observe the techniques of Aikido being performed with the highest standard of detail. The Shihan introduced me to the Japanese character of the martial art – an exclusive experience open to only a few nowadays. I was very fortunate. In breaks in between classes, the highly trained students of the Shihan took me under their wings. And I could train hard with my training buddy, a young man who has roots in Syria. We attacked and threw each other as hard as possible. I have fond memories of those times.

During this time, in 2013, when I graduated from high school, my parents gave me the present of traveling to Japan to train Aikido there. For a month, I was an uchi deshi (live-in student) in O Sensei’s dojo in Iwama. The tatami were unforgiving, training was vigorous, and then there was makiwara practice ... I punched the board until my knuckles bled, then had to do it over again every second day, not allowing my hands to heal. That was practice (I have since changed my views on knuckle punches). Then, in Iwama, there was this German guy. He had a Viking name. Attacking with yokomen uchi (strike to the side of the head), he had once broken the arm of another practitioner, who had attempted to block the German’s strike. The man with the broken arm never hardened his bones with makiwara practice. 

I thought of that a lot while blocking hard strikes, when I was afraid I would break my arm, too.

Then I went to university. While practicing Aikido, I also took up Muay Thai. One time, a 90-kilogram fighter kicked me in my quadriceps, and his kick lifted me up into the air, where I spinned 360 degrees after which I fell to the floor. I learned a lot from Muay Thai. MMA was also very educational. Merging striking and wrestling is intricate, but necessary to understand actual hand-to-hand combat.

I have never competed in either MMA or Muay Thai. I know many fighters out there take lots and lots of punches, but I don’t want that. Getting hit and shaking it off felt good to me, thinking about the consequences didn’t.

Then, I went overseas to Mexico. Living in a third world country made it clear to me that I needed a fighting style with as much and as little mercy for my opponent as he has for me and the people I am with.

The process of my Aiki formation would not have been possible without my parents, who have ceaselessly supported my martial development financially and through their efforts.
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1.3  Characteristics of Self-Defense Aikido
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	Defensive and offensive techniques

	One defense per type of attack by opponent

	Palm strikes and kicks

	Focus on one’s favorite offensive techniques

	Foot sweeps

	Short techniques (not circular)

	Boxing, Muay Thai and MMA influences

	Dirty fighting
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I.Defensive and offensive techniques
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The question was: Do Aiki techniques work? Well, let’s look at other arts. BJJ, also based on joint-locking techniques, works. Why? It is not limited to defensive (reactive) techniques. It can also initiate a technique to submit the opponent. 

Only training reactive techniques leads to weakness, indecisiveness and being easily manipulated in a fight. But still, reactive techniques are necessary. There need to be trained responses to the opponent moving first, and to being caught off-guard.

Offensive techniques have actually had their place in Aikido for a long time. O Sensei used them in his manual “Budo”. He attacks the opponent with shomen uchi (Ueshiba, 1991, p.54).

However, even the oldest forms of Aikido (like Iwama ryu) only propose offensive techniques in an ai hanmi relation, meaning the protagonist’s right hand against the antagonist’s right side (Saito, 1994, p.90). What about gyaku hanmi relations, like kote gaeshi or nikyo?

In Self-Defense Aikido, these are initiated by attacking the opponent with yokomen uchi, a palm strike from the side, like a boxing hook.

And instead of initiating ai hanmi relations with a vertical shomen uchi, the opponent is struck in a way reminiscent of the awase shomen uchi of Iwama ryu.

These attacks cause the opponent to react, like Aikido’s ai and gyaku hanmi katate dori juji nage. But feigning a strike is not enough. If unblocked, the strike must have a consequence: hitting the lower side of the opponent’s head, his throat, or his neck.

If blocked, the blocking position of the opponent is used to quickly build the technique and submit the opponent with as much force as adequate.
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II.One defense per type of attack by opponent
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Some martial arts, like most Aikido forms and Krav Maga, have many responses to each type of attack. Then, when the moment is there, the practitioner is paralyzed: Which of the techniques will he choose? Before he can make his decision, the damage is already done.

The solution is to have one response to one attack. A leads to B, and not: A leads to B, C, D, or E. That would constitute a tyranny of choice.
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III.Palm strikes and kicks
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Punches look nice. But the real reason for wearing gloves in MMA and boxing is to protect the hands, not the opponent’s head. Knuckles break easily, and so does the wrist if the angle of the punch is wrong. 

Palm strikes are better. They are easy, and the open hands don’t signal aggression. Plus, more force can be exerted without damaging the hands. MMA Bas Rutten likes palm strikes​[1], and so did Fairbairn in his Commando self-defense book “Get Tough” (1974, p.7). And when I was in Japan, one Russian 4th dan used the palm strike to break a solid makiwara board. Police officers benefit from palm strikes. Punching involves tightening the fingers, which transfers to pulling the gun’s trigger when that is not the intention.

Kicks are not new to Aiki, either. They are shown in Tadashi Abe’s Aikido books from the 1950s (Abe, 1958, p.53).

The purpose of a strike is not to touch the target. It is to go “through” the target.
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