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1. The BJJ Game 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) is a contact sport where two players compete against each other in a 
manner that is like the game of chess. Although it is a contact sport, there is no striking involved, 
and winning a match relies on factors that are parallel to the factors in chess. Applying wedges, 
leverage, and weight distribution using parts of the human body in BJJ is akin to applying the 
same concepts using chess pieces on the chessboard. 

At the novice level of the BJJ game, a player often wins by having more athleticism, more 
knowledge of techniques, and better instincts in exploiting mistakes. Similarly, in novice levels 
of chess, a player wins by having more knowledge of techniques and better instincts for 
exploiting mistakes. 

However, at advanced levels in BJJ, the ways of winning at the novice levels are harder to come 
by because the players are approximately equal in athleticism and technical knowledge, and they 
tend to make very few mistakes. Thus, like in chess at advanced levels, winning in BJJ at 
advanced levels requires well-played strategies in the opening game, middle game, and end 
game. 

2. Primary and Secondary Goals 

The primary goal of each BJJ player is to get the opponent to declare a submission,19 just as a 
chess player aims to put his opponent into “checkmate”. The most prevalent way for a BJJ player 
to indicate his defeat is to do something called tap out.23 When a player cannot continue the 
match because he becomes unconscious due to the application of a submission, the referee will 
declare a submission on behalf of that player. Once a submission is declared, the match ceases 
and the winning player must immediately let go of any submission hold.8 

As a secondary goal, each BJJ player aims to earn more points than his opponent in case the 
match timer runs out and the match ends without an early defeat (by submission or 
disqualification). Throughout the match, the referee awards points to a player for specific actions 
that progress the game in his favor. The player with the most points wins if the match ends with 
no submission. If both players are tied in points at the end of the match, then either the referee 
decides the winner, or the match goes into overtime, depending on the rule set used for the 
match. 

3. Importance of Positions 

Establishing Top and Bottom Positions 

A BJJ match can progress once both players’ positions are established. There are two main 
positions in a BJJ match, top position24 and bottom position.2 A player can assume only one of 
these positions at a time. Only one player can have top position, and only one player can have 
bottom position. A player can actively attempt to assume a position, but he is not guaranteed his 
desired position if the other player wants the same position. As soon as one player establishes 
bottom position (either voluntarily or by being forced there by the other player), the other player 
assumes the top position by default. 
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Awarding Points based on Top and Bottom Positions 

The only way for either player to score points is for the players to establish top and bottom 
positions. Therefore, it is very important (and strategic) for each player to know what position he 
has so he can predict how many points he can score. 

Before awarding points to a player, the referee must know which position that player had at the 
time of the point-scoring action. A player’s position determines which of his actions will score 
points and how many points will be awarded. The referee is responsible for tracking which 
player has which position so that he can accurately award points. This means that the players’ 
positions are very important to the referee in determining the winner if there is no submission 
achieved.  

Using Dominant Positions to Advance 

A player with a dominant position4 allows him to easily progress to a submission hold, because it 
is achieved by passing the opponent’s guard. A dominant position can be entered from either 
bottom or top players. A player who achieves a dominant position can be awarded points, 
depending on the rule set. 

4. Progressing in the Bottom Position 

For the bottom player to progress, he can: 

1. Achieve Guard.7 If the bottom player is under the top player’s dominant position, he can 
attempt to establish or re-establish his guard. Although achieving guard will give a 
bottom player a higher chance of submitting his opponent or scoring points, the action of 
achieving guard itself usually does not score any points because it is considered a 
defensive action. 

2. Reverse the positions. If the bottom player has guard at the time of the reversal, he is 
considered to have performed a sweep,21 and points are awarded in most rule sets. If the 
bottom player does not have guard at the time of the reversal, he usually receives no 
points. No matter how many times a bottom player gets onto his knees, or how long he 
stays on his knees, he is still considered the bottom player if his opponent has not been 
seated.  

3. Submit the top player. The bottom player can achieve a submission, which ends the 
match. Although it is more common for a guard player to be able to submit the top player 
from within his guard, the bottom player without guard can also submit the top player. 

4. Reset the positions. If the bottom player chooses to stand up onto his feet and his 
opponent also stands onto his feet, and both remain standing for 3 seconds or more, the 
positions become vacant where neither player has top or bottom. 
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5. Progressing in the Top Position 

For the top player to progress, he can: 

1. Pass the bottom player’s guard. It is difficult for a top player to submit the bottom 
player when the bottom player has guard. Thus, the top player usually attempts to pass 
the guard.7  

2. Submit the bottom player. The top player has an easier time submitting the bottom 
player once he has passed the bottom player’s guard. The top player can also attempt to 
submit the bottom player from within the guard, although submissions under these 
conditions are uncommon. 

3. Yield top position. If the top player sits down onto the mat and allows the bottom player 
to come onto his knees or feet, he is yielding the top position. If the top player has not yet 
passed the bottom player’s guard at the time he sat down, and he allows the bottom 
player to quickly assume top position, a sweep occurs, and the new top player will be 
awarded points for the sweep. No matter how many times or how long a top player sits 
down, he is still considered the top player until his opponent gets up from the seated 
position onto his knees or feet to establish the top position. 

6. When positions have not been determined 

When both players are reset to standing, the top and bottom positions are not determined. This 
happens on 3 occasions: 

1. At the start of a match when both players are facing each other on their feet. The top 
and bottom positions are established only when one player pulls guard14 or a player 
performs a take-down22 on the other player. The top and bottom positions are not 
determined when both simultaneously sit down to assume bottom position, which is 
known as double guard pull.5  

2. When the bottom player stands up onto one or both feet (usually for a minimum of 3 
seconds). 

3. After a referee reset when both players were ordered to stand up after a time out during 
the match. 

A submission is hard to achieve when both players are standing, or when both players are on 
their knees. Also, points cannot be awarded unless the positions have been determined. Thus, for 
the game to progress from standing, the players need to establish their roles either by pulling 
guard or by taking down the opponent. 

7. Importance of Positions in Training Matches 

In a BJJ class where mat space is too limited for standup scuffles, BJJ practitioners often start on 
their knees instead of on their feet. Training in a practice BJJ match is often known as rolling16 
or sparring.18 
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During a roll, the primary goal varies for each player, depending on what he is working on 
within his training regimen (e.g., developing a submission technique, refining strategies, 
developing a sequence, etc.). In any case, players should get in the habit of realizing who has 
what position at any point during the roll to help them understand what’s required to progress the 
game. 

In BJJ classes, instead of rolling, students are often asked to play the game of “sweep or pass.” 
This is where the players’ positions are predetermined, and no submissions are allowed. When 
the option of a submission is taken away from the game, then the only actions that will progress 
the game are for the bottom player to sweep the top player, or for the top player to pass the guard 
of the bottom player. The game of “sweep or pass” helps to develop the BJJ practitioner’s skills 
in getting to the submission hold, instead of focusing on submission techniques. 

8. Rule sets without points (Submission-only rules) 

There are many rule sets that do not award points, so the position of either player does not 
directly determine the winner if there is no submission. In this case, the positions only matter 
strategically for setting up a submission, and neither player is rewarded or penalized for 
achieving a dominant position. 

In many Submission-only rules sets, the only way to win is to submit your opponent. Both 
players lose if there is no submission, which encourages the players to actively pursue 
submissions regardless of their position. 

Some Submission-only rule sets allow for the referee to determine the winner if there is no 
submission. This can result in a player’s position mattering, because his ability to aggressively 
pursue submissions usually depends on his position. Also, sometimes the referee selects a winner 
simply based on how long a player remains in a dominant position. 

9. Leg Entanglements 

A popular type of rule set for No-Gi BJJ matches is one that favors battles of leg entanglements.7 
This type of rule set allows for knee reaping9 and heel hooks.8 For No-Gi matches where the 
players tend to be more advanced, knee reaping and heel hooks add more attacking options but 
require more understanding of how to navigate leg entanglements. Adding knee reaping and heel 
hooks induce battles that are centered more around strategies for leg entanglements than around 
strategies for sweeping and passing the guard. 

Maintaining a submission hold while in a leg entanglement is usually achieved by a seated 
player, regardless of his assigned position of top or bottom. Quite often when the legs are 
entangled, both top and bottom players end up in the seated position. If the match does not use 
points, the top and bottom positions don’t matter because both players in a leg entanglement 
have opportunities to submit his opponent, and the player who has the better strategy for leg 
entanglement often gets the submission. If the match uses points, the top and bottom positions 
matter only if there is no submission by the end of the match. 
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10. Conclusion 

In conclusion, BJJ is generally a game where the players vie for a position that prevents the legs 
of the other player from impeding access to a submission hold. Although the primary goal of a 
match is to achieve a submission, it matters greatly if a player can prevent his opponent from 
using the legs to impede a submission hold. 

The top player usually needs to pass the legs of the bottom player to achieve a submission. Thus, 
the main goal of the top player who is not in a dominant position is to pass guard of the bottom 
player so that he can secure a dominant position. 

The bottom player who has guard can easily use his legs to prevent the top player from getting a 
submission, while having easy access to submission holds of his own. In essence, the guard 
player can be considered to have passed the guard of the top player by the nature of having guard 
from the bottom position. This is why it is common for bottom players who have guard to get 
submissions. 

A player normally prefers either the top or bottom position when it comes to executing 
submissions. If a player who prefers the top position ends up being in the bottom position, it is 
common for him to attempt to sweep the top player, then pass the guard to set up his attacks. If a 
player who prefers the guard position ends up in the top position, it is common for him to 
attempt to pass the guard then yield the top position before setting up his submissions. 

Some players prefer submissions from the leg entanglement, so it does not matter to him whether 
he plays top or bottom position because he can be seated in a leg entanglement from either top or 
bottom position. When knee reaping and heel hooks are added to the rule set, the game is still 
about preventing the legs of the other player from impeding access to a submission hold. 
However, submission techniques with knee reaping and heel hooks allowed are abundant while 
the legs are still entangled, whereas submission holds where knee reaping and heel hooks are not 
allowed usually require the legs of the players not be entangled. 
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11. Glossary of Terms 

1. Back Control. This position can be entered by either top or bottom player. The person 
whose chest is secured on his opponent’s back is considered to have back control. The person 
whose back is being controlled would be considered dominated. 

2. Bottom Position. The player who is seated or on his back or on his arms and knees with his 
back being controlled. The player with the bottom position is in one of two states: (1) having 
guard or (2) not having guard. 

3. Closed Guard: When the guard player has his legs wrapped around the top player’s hips 
with the feet crossed behind the opponent’s back. This is considered a dominant position for 
guard players because the top player’s leg cannot impede submission hold. However, many 
rule sets do not define the closed guard as a dominant position that merits points because of 
the degree of movement that a top player has from within the closed guard. 

4. Dominant Position: A position that allows a player to easily advance to a submission hold. 
A top player having a dominant position denies the bottom player from having guard. A 
bottom player having a dominant position has back control or closed guard control of the top 
player. In most rule sets, the four dominant positions that a player can achieve for scoring 
purposes are (1) side control, (2) north south, (3) mount, and (4) back control. 

5. Double Guard Pull: When both players simultaneously attempt to assume the bottom 
position. This occurs only when the top and bottom positions become vacant. The referee 
gives the players about 30 seconds to determine the top and bottom positions before he resets 
the players to their feet (usually with a penalty given to both players). 

6. Gi. The traditional uniform worn by each BJJ player. It comprises a heavy cotton jacket, 
reinforced drawstring pants, and a belt which communicates rank. The phrase “Gi” also 
indicates the grappling format of a BJJ match, where the gi uniform must be worn by both 
players. 

7. Guard. This is the ability to use the legs to prevent the opponent from advancing to a 
dominant position (see definition of “dominant position”). The main reason to have this 
ability is to prevent the top player from establishing a submission hold. In this state, the 
bottom player is known as the “guard player,” which is usually the desired for the bottom 
player. When a bottom player does not have the ability to use his legs to impede the top 
player from establishing a dominant position, he is known to “not have guard”. 

8. Heel Hook. A submission technique that rotates the heel in one direction while pushing the 
knee on the same leg in the opposite direction. Knee reaping is illegal in most BJJ matches 
because of the severity of the knee injuries that it can cause. 

9. Knee Reaping. When a player’s leg entanglement can imminently turn the opponent’s knee 
towards the center line, while trapping the opponent’s foot on the same leg. Knee reaping is 
illegal in most BJJ matches because of the severity of the knee injuries that it can cause. 
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10. Leg Entanglement. The condition where a player’s leg or legs are entwined with his 
opponent’s leg or legs. There are multiple configurations of the entwinement. Both players 
can be seated, or one player can be standing while the other one be seated. 

11. Mount. This position can be entered only by the top player. The top player is sitting on the 
torso of the bottom player, with his hips below both armpits of the bottom player without 
having the bottom player’s feet or knees impeding. The person in the bottom position would 
be considered dominated. 

12. No-Gi. Grappling format without the traditional gi uniform where no grips are allowed using 
any clothing. Matches in the No-Gi format normally means each player  wears a rash guard 
and shorts. The allowed garment for a match is dictated by the rule set. 

13. North South. This position can be entered only by the top player. The top player has chest to 
chest control from the bottom player’s head position without having the bottom player’s feet 
or knees impeding. The person in the bottom position would be considered dominated. 

14. Passing Guard. The act of positioning your body entirely above the opponent’s hips and 
below the head. This is achieved by the top player. Passing guard score points only if the top 
player establishes a dominant position for a qualifying period of time (normally 3 seconds) 

15. Pulling Guard. The act of assuming the bottom position with guard. This can be done only 
at the start of restart of a BJJ match when the top and bottom positions have not yet been 
determined. For a player to pull guard, he needs to be connected to his opponent by a grip, 
held by either player, prior to sitting or lying down on the mat. The requirement of a grip 
prior to assuming the bottom position is to provide an opportunity for the opponent to 
perform a take down. 

16. Rolling. Training match in BJJ where there is no referee and no scoring. This is normally 
done in a BJJ class setting but can occur anytime and anywhere when two BJJ practitioners 
want to train. The training match is normally referred to as a “roll.” The match is run for a 
fixed period (usually 5 minutes), regardless of how many submissions are achieved. The 
match normally starts with both players on their knees, but the players can pre-determine the 
starting positions. Usually, the match commences when each player slaps the other player’s 
hand and they bump their fists together. The positions resets after a submission, and the 
match restarts after each reset until the end of the match time. There is no declared winner in 
a roll because it is intended to be practice of techniques and strategies in a competitive setting 
instead of in a drilling session. Scoring is normally not tracked by anyone, but players who 
are preparing for competition matches may want to self-track or ask someone watching the 
roll to keep score. 

17. Side Control. This position can be entered only by the top player. The top player has chest to 
chest control on one side of bottom player without having the bottom player’s feet or knees 
impeding. The person in the bottom position would be considered dominated. 

18. Sparring. See “Rolling.” 
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19. Submission. The forcing of an opponent to yield defeat before the end of the scheduled 
match duration. The player yielding defeat is known to have been “submitted”. The player 
forcing the early defeat is known to have “applied the submission” or “submitted his 
opponent.” 

20. Submission Hold. When a player frames his arms and legs around his opponent in a way 
that is likely to prevent the opponent from impeding his ability to win the match by a 
submission. 

21. Sweep. When a guard player intentionally puts the top player into a seated or lying down 
position and then the guard player immediately gets onto his knees or feet. A sweep reverses 
the assignment of the top and bottom positions of the players. The player who performs the 
sweep must have guard at the time he reverses the assignment. There is normally a qualifying 
period of holding the reversal (about 3 seconds) before the reversal is established and the 
bottom player becomes the top player. A bottom player who does the same thing but without 
first having guard does not perform a sweep. 

22. Take-Down. The act of forcing a player into the bottom position, so that the player who 
performs a take down can assume the top position. A take-down can be done any time the top 
and bottom positions have become vacant.  

23. Tap out. To lightly tap somewhere multiple times in a manner that allows the opponent to 
become aware of a declaration of defeat. A player can produce the taps on his body, on the 
opponent’s body, or on the mat. Other ways of tapping out include the spoken word “tap” or 
any verbal indication of pain.  

24. Top Position. The player with the top position is in one of two states: 

• Within his opponent’s guard. This position means the bottom player can prevent the top 
player from achieving a dominant position. 

• Past his opponent’s guard. This position means the bottom player does not have the 
ability to prevent the top player from achieving a dominant position. 
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