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Understanding Mass Attack

When explosive physical violence erupts suddenly in a crowded nightclub, during a 
stadium brawl where you are pinned between barriers, or during a group threat 
unfolding in a narrow passageway, a form of chaos emerges in which multiple people 
move, push and attack at the same time. In such situations time is scarce, space is 
limited, situational awareness breaks down quickly and the direction of threat 
changes constantly. These scenarios were not unfamiliar to me, both professionally 
and privately. It was precisely this combination of pressure, unpredictability and 
limited room for choice that became a central focus of study for me.

In my search for ways to navigate this kind of physical chaos, I came across the 
Russian martial system known as Systema, which includes a training method where 
several attackers move at the same time from different angles. This training method 
is known as Mass Attack. What interested me most was the way dynamic movement 
was used to maintain direction within that chaos. This led me to explore how one can 
continue to move functionally when several attackers act at the same time. My 
deeper work in Systema lies beyond the scope of this text, but for those interested in 
how this training eventually led me toward Mass Attack, a separate section is 
included below. Mass Attack is not separate from Systema but shows how the same 
principles of breath, structure, relaxation and natural movement reveal themselves 
under maximum pressure and instability.

The Dynamics of a Multi Attacker Environment

Mass Attack training focuses on situations in which opponents move into the danger 
zone from several angles at once. A more practical description is that of a dynamic 
field of forces in which external pressure, direction and speed influence one another 
in rapid succession. It is not a fixed sequence or choreography but a constantly 
shifting interaction of impulses, forces and intentions generated by several bodies at 
the same time.
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Biomechanical disturbances such as losing balance from a push or a shifting 
support line combine with sensory overload and rapidly changing intentions. Under 
these conditions relying on a single technique or fixed defensive pattern becomes 
impossible. Techniques fail quickly and only adaptive principles remain effective  
continuous pressure. In this sense Mass Attack is a concrete expression of what I 
describe on my website as the martial: purposeful action under pressure when order 
and available space are collapsing.

The emphasis is on adapting to disturbances, maintaining functional movement 
under pressure and recognizing brief openings that appear when rhythm or 
predictability breaks. This applies both to yourself and to those around you.

External Forces and Involuntary Motion

Biodynamics in Mass Attack arise not only from your own movement choices but 
also from forces imposed on your body. A sudden shove, impact or collision can 
accelerate, tilt or rotate your body involuntarily. In an environment with multiple 
attackers such forces create chains of momentum and structural disruption. Instead 
of resisting these forces, you learn to use them by moving with pressure to maintain 
balance, using imposed rotation to turn or redirecting an incoming impulse to step 
out of a line or initiate a technique. These involuntary motions often become the 
starting point for the next conscious action. This happens continuously in Mass 
Attack because pressure, collisions and shifting positions follow one another at high 
tempo.
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Internal Chaos: Reflexes and Neurophysiology

Such situations generate not only external chaos but also internal chaos. The 
nervous system reacts to sudden danger much faster than conscious thought can 
follow. When someone approaches rapidly or unexpected pressure occurs, a 
protective reflex is triggered first. This automatic response protects the head and 
vital areas and absorbs the first moment of danger before deliberate movement 
becomes possible. When you understand that this reflex is not a mistake but a 
starting point, you can use it to regain orientation more quickly and move again from 
a protected position.

Here there is an interesting point of overlap and distinction with the system known as 
the S.P.E.A.R.-system developed by Tony Blauer. The name stands for Spontaneous 
Protection Enabling Accelerated Response. This approach focuses on the 
neurophysiology of the initial moment of confrontation, where an unexpected 
stimulus temporarily interrupts cognitive processing and the body reacts instinctively 
through a protective reflex. This reflex is always accompanied by an involuntary 
biomechanical change, such as a shift in weight, a change in muscular tension or a 
slight rotation of the torso. Although often described in the context of a single 
primary attacker, the same logic applies in Mass Attack situations. Even when several 
attackers are present, there are continuous moments when one person briefly 
becomes the most immediate threat.
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These moments may be a shove from an unexpected angle, a strike breaking through 
the crowd or a sudden grab. Neurologically these moments behave in the same way 
as a singleattacker event. For that reason I use these neurophysiological insights 
consciously in my training, as they help recover more quickly from the startle 
response and reestablish direction within the broader chaos. Both approaches 
acknowledge the same reflex foundation, but the S.P.E.A.R. system formalizes this 
response explicitly while Systema integrates it into a wider method of natural 
movement.

Shifting Roles and Managing the Dynamic Landscape

In a Mass Attack situation roles shift constantly. Sometimes one attacker temporarily 
becomes central and there is enough room to respond after your initial reflex with a 
counter or deliberate movement. At other times this room disappears because 
several attackers apply pressure at the same time or because the surrounding 
movement forces you to regain balance before performing any controlled action.

You are continuously shifting between micro focus and macro survival depending on 
the moment that presents itself, the reflexes active at that moment, the space 
available and the forces acting on your body. Understanding this shifting dynamic, 
combined with insight into reflexive protection and the use of brief openings, makes 
the situation more manageable. Although Systema has a broad scope that includes 
breath, relaxation, health and general self defense, the underlying movement 
principles remain the same whether dealing with one attacker or several. Mass 
Attack is not separate from Systema but reveals how its principles function under the 
intensity and pressure of simultaneous threats.
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External and Internal Layers of Dynamics

At its core Mass Attack involves both external and internal dynamics. The external 
dynamic consists of several bodies influencing one another in a constantly shifting 
environment. The internal dynamic consists of reflex, loss of orientation, regaining 
attention and restoring direction. When these layers overlap, a realistic picture 
emerges of how people respond when order collapses and several threats appear at 
once. It is in this intersection between reflex and deliberate choice that Mass Attack 
gains its unique martial value.
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My background in Systema and the Related Topic of Mass Attack.

As I mentioned in my interview with Masters Magazine in 2016, my introduction to 
the Russian martial system Systema began in 2002 through Sensei Mirakian. During 
my visit to him he showed me several videos and told me that he had hosted a few 
Systema practitioners in his dojo for private training. He explained that he was 
impressed by the natural and relaxed way of moving and believed it might interest me 
as well, and he was right. At the same time I was aware that, just as in karate, kung fu 
and many other martial arts, the world of Systema also contains its share of 
exaggerated claims and misinformation. The internet is full of poor examples and the 
quality and presentation of instructors vary widely. I had my doubts as well until I felt 
my first Systema strike and later saw the exceptional professional Vladimir Vasiliev 
move, which changed my perspective very quickly.

Lex Opdam with Vladimir Vasiliev
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After returning from the United States I gradually collected everything I could find 
about Systema, both in text and on video. Drawing on my martial background I 
studied what I read and observed and gradually incorporated what made sense and 



what felt effective into my own practice. In 2004 I had the opportunity to attend a 
Systema seminar in Paris taught by Vladimir Vasiliev. The group of participants was 
extremely diverse, ranging from street fighters to Tai chi practitioners. Their clothing 
varied from tracksuits to camouflage trousers. Everyone had some connection to 
martial arts, but their backgrounds differed widely.

During the first break of the seminar I unexpectedly met an old acquaintance from 
Groningen, an Aikido and karate instructor with whom I had trained in the late 
nineteen eighties. We had not seen each other for many years. He told me that he 
had just received an apparently relaxed punch from a large Russian man who had 
been quietly taking photos throughout the seminar, but that the punch had still sent 
him several metres backwards. The man turned out to run a school in Germany, and 
the fact that this punch impressed my former training partner immediately caught my 
attention. I wanted to know more.

A few minutes later I approached the man and discovered that he was Valentin, the 
older brother of Vladimir. I asked whether I could visit his school to train and with few 
words, along with his request to keep it quiet, he agreed. A few weeks later I found 
myself in his school in Münster, Germany, where I experienced real stick strikes and 
continuous body punches, a standard part of their training. The school consisted of a 
mix of Russian and German students and I travelled there every two weeks, 
sometimes weekly, by car, a journey of roughly two to three hours there and two 
hours back.

There was instruction during training, but very little verbal explanation. The approach 
was very different from the methodical and didactically structured training I was used 
to, and it took months before I began to internalise the movement principles. The lack 
of analytical explanation did not help, and because my mind needs that structure to 
process new material, it took me longer to adapt. In addition not everyone moved like 
the instructor, which made it difficult to learn through observation or to work with an 
ideal training partner. The coloured marks I was familiar with from Okinawan karate 
on my arms and legs soon appeared across my upper body.

Later I invited Valentin, who always maintained a very modest profile, to teach 
regularly in my own dojo for a small private group of ten interested students. 
Eventually only two students remained. The shift to a different way of moving and the 
process of making it one’s own proved difficult for many. After this period Valentin 
moved his training to Arnhem, near Nijmegen, where I continued to train under him 



for several months together with various martial artists, many of whom worked in 
uniformed professions. During the same period and for several years afterwards I 
attended various international seminars and training sessions with other Systema 
instructors, including Vladimir Vasiliev, Mikhail Ryabko and others. These experiences 
not only shaped my understanding of Systema but also formed the basis for the 
technical insights I later explored in Mass Attack.

Lex Opdam with Mikhail Ryabko

To this day I continue to work with movement principles, strategic insights, breathing, 
tension and relaxation methods and various exercises derived from Systema for both 
myself and my students. However I was and remain unaffiliated with any organisation 
or instructor, and I do not present myself as a Systema teacher, expert or 
representative in any way.

Impression Valentine Vasiliev: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hEowVCcqe5Q&t=28s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QVEhW5tZ7yA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xZzUCZyxXqQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkclRb0hD2I
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