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Principles of Randori
By George s. Ledyard

Randori is the term used in Aikido for defense against multiple attackers. While randori contains elements that would be applicable in real self-defense it is much more than that in Aikido practice.

Aikido is often referred to as "moving Zen" and nowhere is the comparison more apt than in randori practice. Randori practice requires the practitioner to become one with the stream of time moving continuously in body and mind, never allowing his mind to stop his focus on any detail nor allowing his body to over commit to any technical element. Instead Nage must be completely in the present while being conscious of how every past action led to the present instant and how the present movement shapes future possibilities.

In one sense randori is simply bout executing a string of individual techniques together. In fact the old Aikido adage has been that "when facing multiple attackers act as if there is only a single attacker (at a time) and when facing a single attacker act as if there were multiple attackers." But this is a bit simplistic. A technique or movement that might be completely effective and appropriate against a single attacker might be the wrong move if it meant having your back to a second attacker in a randori.

So the Mind must simultaneously maintain focus in the instant on clean and powerful physical technique and yet see the interaction with the Ukes as a whole that flows in time and space. Every action produces an effect that shapes future possibilities. So the Nage must not only focus on the present instant which is the only time in which physical action can take place but he must also allow his mind to see the flow of past events which set up this instant in time and how the action he takes in this very moment serves to shape the possibilities of the next instant and all those that follow.

Nage not only has to focus in the present on the particular technique he is executing but he should know in that instant what his next move will be, the following move probably will be and the third move in the future could be. Of course the further out in the future he looks, the less certain the exact circumstances will be (because he can't control the various responses of the Ukes). But the closer to the current instant we are the more certainty exists in how this instant can precisely set up the next.

So how does the Aikidoka practice these skills? How does he develop that sense of what to do and when to do it that needs to be so automatic that it seems to happen on a non-conscious level? Repetition or practice is clearly important but mere repetition without the influence of a clear understanding of the principles that govern randori will not result in the highest level of performance. So the primary goal of Randori practice is to isolate and clarify the various principles that govern the multiple attacker interaction.

Randori is Controlling Time
The first requirement of a successful Randori is effective technique. The best understanding of movement theory and strategy will be useless if the physical techniques being strung together are weak. Also, not all techniques are equally suited for use in Randori. If you think of technique in a temporal sense every one has a certain rhythm or "beat". The most useful techniques for use in Randori are the ones that can be done in one beat. Occasionally circumstances will allow for the execution of a technique which is two or three beats but generally there isn't enough time available for that.

At the heart of things Randori is about controlling Time. What makes Randori difficult is that with several attackers one has very little time in between one attack and another. Assuming that ones technique is sufficient to handle one attacker at a time then randori is really all about how to create Time. Any action in a randori that doesn't create time for the Nage is essentially a wasted action.

For instance 60% of the techniques one performs in a randori should result in an attacker taking a fall. An attacker with very good intention will be on you again in about two seconds if you simply evade his incoming attack. If however, you throw him and move in the opposite direction you will have 4 seconds before he gets back to the attack.

Normally, every attacker you touch should interfere with the movement of another attacker. In other words, treat each attacker as a weapon to be used against the other attackers. If you have slowed down the movement of an attacker by throwing one of the other attackers at him you have thereby "created Time" for yourself. If you choose not to throw an attacker at another attacker an alternative is to throw him as far as possible from yourself and the other attackers as possible. Time and distance are interchangeable: more distance equals more time. 

Movement Principles

Randori strategy varies depending on the type of randori one is doing. It is best to begin with randori in which the attackers are attempting to grab the Nage but aren't executing striking attacks. This forces the Nage to balance his balance his fluid movement with strong throwing technique, allows the Ukes to get a handle on randori ukemi (which is potentially dangerous), and keeps the interaction simpler and therefore more comprehensible so that the movement principles are more evident.

Once strikes are introduced the randori becomes technically more complex. There are many more possibilities and the Nage has less time to work with because the strike occur in an instant as opposed to grabs which have temporal duration.

The Nage at this point begins to incorporate striking techniques of his own in order to shorten the duration of a given technique. For example, executing an entry and striking the Uke's head forcing him to take a fall in order to avoid being hit takes less time than doing a kotegaeshi.

Randori Ukemi

It is very important that the Ukes respect the Nage's movement. If Nage strikes the space directly in front of the Uke's face, it is incumbent on the Uke to recognize that this is a strike that the Nage is choosing not to do and is not a throw. He should respect the fact that the Nage was kind enough not to hit him by taking the fall. When the Uke fails to acknowledge these techniques it forces the Nage to either actualize his atemi and smash the Uke or to back off in which case the Ukes will prevail because the Nage can not effectively "create time" as he needs to.

If one gets to the pint at which the randori practice is against armed attackers the randori becomes almost entirely striking on the part of the Nage. He can't use his hands against the weapons the way he did against the arms of an attacker because they will be "cut". So technique is largely a mix of direct entry strikes with some evasion and use of the Ukes as shields used against the other attackers.
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Working the Centers and Working the Spaces

The two basic movement patterns of a randori are what we call "working the centers" and "working the spaces". A real randori is usually an unpredictable mix of these two basic movements but for practice it is often useful to do some randoris in which the Nage uses one or the other exclusively. This leads to a clear understanding of the differences between the two types of movement.

"Working the Centers" is the most "assertive" movement strategy. Nage moves directly to the center of each Nage in turn and executes his technique. It is our belief that a randori should not feel like several attackers going after one defender but rather like one person going after several attackers. In other words, Nage should "control" the randori not be in "reaction" to the attackers. However this movement strategy is fairly energy intensive compared with the alternative of "working the spaces".
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"Working the spaces" has a completely different "feel" from "working the centers". It is an effective movement strategy which utilizes the "intention" or commitment of the Uke to set up appropriate techniques and to position them. The Nage who understands how to "work the spaces" uses his own movement to produce the desired movement on the part of the Ukes without the need to act directly on them physically. The Ukes move themselves.
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Working the Edges

Working the centers and the spaces are movement strategies which are appropriate for situations in which the Ukes are separated by enough space that they can be encountered sequentially. If the Ukes are bunched together neither of these movement strategies is effective because the lack of distance between the Ukes equates to lack of time. So an alternative movement strategy is called "working the edges". Here the Nage moves tightly around the outside of the bunched Ukes and continuously pushes them towards a common center so that they are in continuous collision with one another. Nage is always behind the "shield" created by the Uke with whom he is dealing at that instant.
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The Rhythm of Randori
Randoris have their own rhythm patterns. It is the goal of the Nage to keep the Ukes "broken open" or as far apart as possible. But there is a synergistic interaction between the Ukes that causes them to spontaneously adjust to whatever movement the Nage is doing. So if a randori goes on for a bit it will inevitably begin to coalesce and the Nage will shift into "working the edges" until one of the Ukes, in an attempting to get back to the attack, puts himself at least one step closer to the Nage than the other Ukes. At that point the Nage will proceed to "break open" the randori by shifting to "working the centers" and throwing each of the Ukes as far as possible in opposite directions. Then he will use the "centers" or the "spaces" movements to keep them broken open as long as possible. If the randori goes on for a while the pattern repeats itself.

Starting the Randori

There are two standard methods for staring a randori. First involves having the Ukes line up across from the Nage. Uke should try to seat himself equidistant from the two Ukes on the end of the line, preferably forming an equilateral triangle. If he is too far away from the line the Ukes get closer and closer together the longer it takes Nage to engage them. As one can see from the illustration the preferred initial technique is to move to either one of the outside Ukes and drop him in place creating a shield around which the other Ukes need to move and also lining up the remaining Ukes so that they can be engaged sequentially.
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The alternative method for staring a randori is beginning with Nage surrounded by the Ukes. Whereas there are a number of possible movements in this situation, the one that seems to work best is to execute a turn and enter to the center of the Uke who was originally behind the Nage. This movement seems to offer the best chance of avoiding the attack of the Uke being engaged while positioning the other Ukes optimally.

[image: image7.png]Starting a Randori When
Surrounded

Quick Turning Move to
the Rear

(Irimi Tenkan __ — — ="
i Tho»

= pivection f




Changing Levels

Occasionally, despite ones best efforts, two or more Ukes will be in position to engage Nage simultaneously. One of the most effective responses is to "change levels". Whether the attack is with empty hand or weapons there is normally more space down next to the legs. If the Ukes are striking simultaneously they will often hit each other if the Uke drops to his hands and knees at the last possible instant. This is especially true if the Ukes are using swords or longer weapons. If the attackers have grabbed Nage they will knock their heads together where when Nage drops unless they let go quickly (thus allowing Nage to escape).

Drop and Hook

It is important to note that the Nage should always execute a turning movement after he drops and attempting to stand up again. We call this the "drop and hook" movement. Its function is identical to the sharp hooking movement a receiver makes immediately after catching a pass. He never turns directly up field because he knows that there will be someone there if he does. In fact this rule applies whether you are on the ground or standing: Never turn in place to see what is coming. Always move before turning (irimi - tenkan).
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Moving Between Ukes

At any point during a randori it may become necessary to move in between two attackers. It is important to remember that the space is always smaller than it appears because the two Ukes will be moving towards each other as you attempt to pass between. So the gap closes at twice the speed you expect. If you attempt to move directly in between you often get caught by both Ukes simultaneously because they move at roughly the same speed and you chose to move equidistant between them. But if you move closer to one incoming Uke than the other, you can pass between and only have to deal with one of them.
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Combining the Elements

The essence of Nage controlling a randori rather than the Ukes lies in his never allowing them to "gel" as an attacking unit. It is crucial that the Ukes feel that the movements of the Nage are unpredictable. To this end Nage must mix all of the preceding elements together and not "overuse" any of them. The effectiveness of any movement strategy is inversely proportional to the amount of time Nage tries to utilize it. Uke should change movement strategies every two or three techniques. In other words throw two Ukes using the work the centers principle, then deal with the third by working the spaces. The "change the levels" on the next Uke by doing a drop technique. Sensing when to make thee shifts is one element in the mastery of Randori technique.
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