Unraveling the Layers

A Comprehensive Analysis of the Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu Belt Ranking System

The Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu belt ranking system is a topic that often stirs up strong emotions
and debates on social media platforms. In this article, we aim to delve deeply into the
workings of the belt system, its structure, strengths, and flaws. Additionally, we will discuss
the concept of belt testing versus awarding belts, as well as the essential skill sets a
student should possess upon achieving a certain rank.

The primary purpose of the BJJ belt system is to serve as an indicator of an individual's
progress in the technical aspects of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. It showcases the proficiency and
intellectual skills attained in the art of BJJ, prioritizing technical mastery above all else.
While the belt system does recognize an individual's fighting skills, it is crucial to
understand that combat prowess is not the sole determinant of belt ranking, despite
common misconceptions.

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu is founded upon biomechanical principles, emphasizing the ability to
generate power with minimal effort and counter an opponent's force with technical finesse.
Unlike many other grappling arts, BJJ is characterized by its deliberate and methodical
approach, prioritizing intelligent movement and strategic positioning over sheer athleticism.

To illustrate this point, consider the example of practitioners like Mickey Musumeci and the
Rutolo brothers, who have demonstrated their remarkable ability to dominate powerful
opponents in competitions like One FC. Despite not possessing the same level of
explosiveness, their continuous flow of movement and precise technique have proven to
be the decisive factors in their victories.

While it is essential to acknowledge the athleticism of accomplished BJJ practitioners, it is
their exceptional technical prowess that truly sets them apart. The ability to execute
techniques with finesse and precision allows practitioners to overcome physical
disadvantages and emerge victorious in their matches.

In the upcoming sections, we will explore the debate between belt testing and awarding
belts. Some schools and academies emphasize formal belt testing as a means of
advancement, while others favor a more organic approach based on a student's
performance, dedication, and understanding of the art. Each approach has its merits and
drawbacks, making it essential to weigh their implications carefully.

Furthermore, we will discuss the skill sets expected of practitioners as they progress
through the ranks. Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu places considerable emphasis on adaptability,
creativity, and problem-solving, which are crucial qualities at every level. Understanding
the specific technical and conceptual requirements of each belt level allows students to set
clear goals for their development and advancement within the art.

As we continue our exploration of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu belt testing principles, it becomes
evident that technical mastery and intellectual growth are the cornerstones of this martial
art. With the examples of accomplished practitioners showcasing the effectiveness of
BJJ's strategic approach, we recognize the importance of technique in overcoming
physical limitations. In the subsequent sections of this article, we will delve deeper into the
nuances of belt testing and the skill sets expected at various ranks, providing a
comprehensive understanding of the BJJ belt ranking system.

Continuing our exploration of belt levels, it becomes apparent that the essence of Brazilian
Jiu-Jitsu lies in its deeply technical nature, which transcends personal attributes. The
defining element for belt levels is, therefore, the proficiency in technical execution.



Recalling a significant fight from 21 years ago, we find the encounter between BJJ
Blackbelt and MMA legend Rodrigo "Minotauro" Nogueira facing off against Bob Sapp in
Pride. Despite Bob Sapp's lack of formal BJJ training, he showcased his formidable
strength and raw power, managing to pass Minotauro's guard during the fight. It is
noteworthy that passing the guard of a BJJ Blackbelt typically demands a high level of
technical skill, which Bob Sapp did not possess. While this feat was impressive, it does not
qualify him as a BJJ Blackbelt.

This fight serves as a poignant example, highlighting the occasional ability of strength and
power to overcome technique. However, it is essential to recognize that true BJJ mastery
is not merely about achieving results through sheer power but rather through refined
technique. The art of BJJ emphasizes intelligent application, strategic positioning, and
precise execution of techniques to overcome opponents. While strength can undoubtedly
be an advantage, it is technique that forms the foundation of BJJ's effectiveness. As such,
attaining a Blackbelt in BJJ is a testament to one's technical proficiency, understanding,
and dedication to the art, rather than simply achieving victories through raw physical
power.

Understanding that we exist in a world where physics govern our physical abilities, we
cannot disregard our personal attributes and identify solely as technical BJJ athletes.
Efficiency can always be surpassed by effectiveness if there is enough physical power. For
instance, if giants were to appear, standing 20 feet tall and weighing 2000 pounds, we
would have no chance of defeating them, even if they were BJJ whitebelts while we held
the rank of Blackbelts.

Fighting ability is inherently a combination of skill and personal attributes, making it not
merely a reflection of our technical abilities but also a representation of us as fighters.
While we have competitions to demonstrate our fighting skills, it is crucial to grasp that the
BJJ belt system and competitive success are not intrinsically linked. While winning a
tournament can indeed showcase great technical abilities, it does not automatically
correlate with the scenario described earlier.

The BJJ belt system serves as a measurement solely for the technical level achieved in
BJJ. Consequently, it is essential to recognize that a 150-pound female Blackbelt, aged
70, may lose to a 25-year-old, 200-pound male BJJ Bluebelt. This does not imply that the
Bluebelt possesses a Blackbelt level or that the Blackbelt is limited to a Bluebelt level.
Rather, it exemplifies the substantial physical differences that even the perfect body
mechanics and techniques of the 70-year-old Blackbelt may not overcome against the
strength, power, weight advantage, resilience, and youth of the Bluebelt.

While Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu constitutes a vital part of the overall fighting puzzle, as stated
before, it is not the sole component. The comprehensive fighting skillset encompasses
various elements, and understanding this fact allows us to appreciate the significance of
each aspect in its entirety.

Once we acknowledge the need to reassess certain aspects of our current belt ranking
system, questions arise about the relevance of winning fights or titles as indicators for
higher belt levels. For instance, should Mark Kerr be awarded a BJJ blackbelt after
winning his ADCC superfight against Mario Sperry in 20017 The complexity arises
because the BJJ belt system cannot be solely based on competition wins, especially when
considering practitioners of varying ages and physical conditions.

If the belt system were exclusively applicable to young individuals engaged in competitions
with weight classes and in their physical prime, connecting competition victories with belt
advancement might be more straightforward. However, this is not always the case.
Therefore, we must contemplate the most effective ways to graduate practitioners.



As there is no one-size-fits-all solution, the approach to belt ranking must consider the
unique motivations and circumstances of each practitioner. For instance, a 20-year-old BJJ
athlete who regularly competes and achieves notable success may not require a formal
belt test curriculum to advance. Their performance in competitions against peers of their
age and weight class could serve as a clear indication of progress and technical
proficiency. Young competitors who begin BJJ in their teenage years are often highly
motivated and technically skilled, evident in their competition performances.

However, the approach to grading becomes more nuanced for those who choose not to
compete, or for individuals who are older, have physical limitations, or simply do not find
interest in competition. For this diverse group of practitioners, alternative methods of
evaluation and graduation are essential.

In my gym a rigorous 4-hour test serves as a means of evaluation, and while | find this
testing method effective, it is not the only way to assess a student's progress. A coach can
also closely monitor a student's technical performance, especially in smaller gym settings,
and once they have attained a certain standard, they may be graduated without a formal
test. As a coach, | personally observe my students and inform them when they are ready
for testing, which serves as a rite of passage to qualify for their next belt.

Ultimately, the pivotal point lies in ensuring that every student achieves a certain level of
technical proficiency before advancing to the next belt. This article will delve into the
specific technical abilities that serve as criteria for belt promotion, offering insights into
what makes a well-rounded and skilled practitioner in the art of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu.

Whitebelt:

The whitebelt is not associated with a specific skill level, as every beginner starts their BJJ
journey with a white belt around their waist. Over time, a whitebelt begins to develop
certain skills that qualify them as an advanced whitebelt. The initial focus for beginners is
to learn the ability to survive in various positions by adhering to a few simple rules. For
example, they learn to keep their elbows close to their body when trapped in the bottom of
the mount position, avoid turning their back to opponents, and refrain from extending their
arms to avoid armlocks.

These fundamental survival skills may seem basic but form the bedrock of a whitebelt's
BJJ journey, allowing them to buy time in challenging positions and prevent immediate
submissions. However, it is crucial to understand that these skills are passive and only
represent the first step in the development of basic BJJ techniques. A student must not
remain solely focused on passive survival without attempting to attack or escape actively.

Bluebelt:

Once a whitebelt has established a solid foundation in avoiding common beginners'
mistakes, their focus must shift from passive survival to active escape techniques. This
shift marks the journey towards the bluebelt level. Escaping from challenging positions
becomes paramount, despite the inherent risk of counterattacks. In BJJ, it is always a
game of risk and reward, and as a beginner aspiring for a bluebelt, one must develop
strong escapes that eventually lead to more favorable positions, even if they face
occasional setbacks.

From my perspective, a bluebelt must demonstrate mastery in the technical skill of
escaping without solely relying on their physical attributes due to a lack of proper
technique. To be worthy of a bluebelt, a student should be capable of consistently
escaping from any unfavorable position when grappling with other whitebelts of similar age
and weight who have no prior grappling experience. This ability to escape repeatedly,
without exhausting oneself, and finding enjoyment in the process is an essential hallmark
of a bluebelt.



It is important to note that a bluebelt should also possess control and submissions, but | do
not expect them to effortlessly submit every whitebelt in the room. However, | do expect
proficiency in positional escapes. If a bluebelt struggles to escape from side control or the
mount position when grappling with other whitebelts, they are not yet ready for their
bluebelt.

A true bluebelt is characterized by a sound understanding of fundamental BJJ attacking,
controlling, and escaping techniques, with a strong emphasis on the skill of escaping from
challenging spots consistently without becoming overly fatigued. Once this skill set is
mastered, a practitioner can confidently consider themselves a deserving bluebelt and can
begin expanding their BJJ game while advancing towards the purple belt level.

Purplebelt:

The purple belt represents a significant shift from passivity to assertiveness, albeit in a
technical sense rather than emotional aggression. A purple belt should possess not only
formidable escape skills but also demonstrate exceptional control and submission
prowess. They should be able to effortlessly submit numerous whitebelts of similar age
and weight repeatedly, without tiring in the process. The ability to identify and capitalize on
an opponent's mistakes swiftly is a defining trait of a purple belt.

The crucial distinction between blue and purple belts lies in the automatic execution of
survival and escape techniques for the latter. With these foundational skills operating
instinctively, a purple belt can increasingly focus on the aggressive aspects of BJJ. Against
whitebelts, a purple belt should display a high degree of control and playfulness in their
approach. However, when facing bluebelts and other purple belts, a higher level of
intensity, struggle, and rapid positional changes come into play.

Typically, a purple belt develops a set of favorite submissions that work well against
opponents of their level. However, there are still gaps in their game, and their skill set can
be considered rudimentary but exceptionally well honed and reliable. A purple belt
possesses a vast pool of technical knowledge, yet not all of it has been fully converted into
refined skills.

To provide an analogy, let's consider learning the geography of a country. As a whitebelt,
you grasp the major highways, the primary routes connecting significant cities. At the
bluebelt level, you can easily navigate between major cities via these main highways,
though you may not be familiar with the smaller roads or intricate routes within a city.

As a purple belt, you possess a comprehensive knowledge of the country and can travel
between cities through various routes, but you may not be familiar with the nuances of
navigating within a city. Upon reaching the brownbelt level, you will gain proficiency in
maneuvering within big cities, and as a blackbelt, your knowledge will encompass the
entire country.

Thus, as a practitioner achieves the purple belt level, the focus should now shift towards
honing brownbelt skills, continuing the journey of growth and refinement in Brazilian Jiu-
Jitsu.

Brownbelt:

At the brown belt level, a practitioner becomes a skilled problem solver, adept at handling
various forms of resistance. Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu is, at its core, the art of problem-solving,
both in creating dilemmas for opponents and ingeniously resolving them in one's own
game. A brown belt should demonstrate a high level of proficiency in this regard.

When it comes to a brown belt's abilities against white belts, the focus shifts to a display of
complete control. Regardless of the white belt's size or athleticism (provided they do not
possess prior grappling experience), the brown belt should be able to dominate and finish



the fight. It is essential to emphasize that this control should be grounded in technique
rather than relying on personal attributes. Thus, even a significant weight difference should
not hinder a brown belt's ability to control and handle white belt opponents.

A brown belt should be well-versed in countering escape attempts from submissions and
positions. They should be adept at capitalizing on their opponent's mistakes and setting
their own traps to secure submissions or sweeps.

Furthermore, a brown belt is expected to possess a balanced game, proficient both from
the top and bottom positions. While they may have their favorite techniques, they should
be formidable from both positions, showcasing a well-rounded skill set.

In the realm of problem-solving, a brown belt should be equipped to deal with advanced
attacks, such as the modern leglock game, and other intricate techniques. Technically, a
brown belt has a comprehensive understanding of the same techniques as a black belt but
may lack the mastery attained at the highest level. The journey to the brown belt level is
one of immense growth and skill development, and a brown belt stands on the precipice of
ascending to the pinnacle of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu expertise, the coveted black belt.

Blackbelt:

The distinction between a brown belt and a black belt lies in their ability to handle attacks,
counters, and resistance. While a brown belt can adeptly navigate through various attacks
and counterattacks, a black belt takes it a step further by avoiding these situations
altogether through impeccable positioning, posture, and strategic planning.

A black belt simplifies the game by preemptively stopping potential attacks before they
materialize. Their deep understanding of why situations occur allows them to halt them in
their tracks through precise positioning and strategy. Mastery is exemplified by the ability
to achieve more with less effort, and the black belt has honed this skill after years of
mindful practice. Their heightened awareness enables them to recognize and prevent
potential threats at an earlier stage.

Moreover, a black belt develops a highly personalized game that complements their body
structure and mindset. While they continue to learn and improve like practitioners of any
other belt level, they do so with a focus on streamlining and making things easier, rather
than merely adding variations.

An apt analogy from mathematics illustrates this phenomenon. Suppose the calculation is
(2x3) + (2x2). A beginner might perform the individual calculations of 2x3 and 2x2,
resulting in 6 and 4, respectively, before adding them together for a total of 10. In contrast,
a black belt instantly grasps that the values are 6 and 4, leading to an immediate answer
of 10. Their mastery allows them to skip the intermediary steps, leading to quicker
responses, the prevention of situations, and the ability to execute seemingly "crazy"
techniques effortlessly.

This streamlined response process contributes to a black belt's playful and relaxed
demeanor. Their improved timing and simplified decision-making enable them to focus on
the most critical aspects of the game, rather than being overloaded with minor details.
While their appearance of speed and strength is sometimes genuine, it is often a product
of their ability to simplify their response to attacks.

However, even as a black belt, one must recognize that they are still human beings bound
by the laws of physics. Strength, speed, endurance, weight, youth, and resilience all play
significant roles in one's fighting ability. BJJ maximizes body mechanics to optimize
leverage and power output, but the context of one's physical attributes should always be
considered when evaluating technical skill in BJJ.



| hope this article has provided you with valuable insights into the different belt levels. If
you have any questions or suggestions, feel free to reach out to me at Info@Fighter-
Fithess.com
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