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There are two basic concepts to defending yourself against attack.  The first is to realize that an attacker cannot attack unless he can get close to you.  Understanding this idea will help you see and use things which can keep an attacker from getting close enough to start an attack:   awareness, strong body language and assertiveness.

The second concept is to understand that in ANY situation, both you and the attacker have strengths and weaknesses (openings or vulnerabilities).  This is contrary to the usual image (particularly for women) where the attacker is seen as having all the power and the victim is presented as totally helpless.

Some of the attacker’s weaknesses include fear of being caught or injured.  Attackers can also be confused if the situation does not play itself out as they had planned.  Every attacker, no matter how big and muscular, still has vulnerable body areas.  Being aware of an attacker’s vulnerabilities, both psychological and physical, gives you ways to put an attacker off-balance and take the initiative in the situation.

Understanding an attacker’s weaknesses also means understanding that not all attacks are the same.  Attacks vary in seriousness: number of attackers, presence of weapons, degree of isolation, etc.  Attacks also vary in purpose: rape, mugging, discovery while burglaring, desire to maim, etc.  Looking at the seriousness and purpose of an attack will help you determine what means (physical - verbal) would be most useful in helping you escape the situation safely.   There are some situations even a master of martial arts with Swat Team training could not escape unhurt, and others where a glare or a yell is sufficient to send an attacker running.

Use positive visualization.  This is a tremendous aid in preparing you to deal successfully with an attacker.  Visualize potential situations you think may occur.  Act out in your mind or actually practice what you might do or say to get out of the situation safely.  Thinking of responses in advance make it much more likely that you will think of them in a real crisis situation.  While you may not think it likely you would choose physical resistance, it is an option you COULD choose if you’ve thought about it before the actual crisis occurs.  This type of advance mental preparation is not the same as paranoia where you are simply afraid.  Positive visualization means thinking about what your strengths are: keep your options open and think through possible techniques of resistance, physical or otherwise, ahead of time.

The amount of force used in defending yourself should be in line with what you consider to be the amount of danger and seriousness of the attack.  Keep in mind that escape is the best defense.  Be aware of potentially dangerous situations, take safeguards and act early whenever possible.

KEY POINTS FOR ANALYZING HOW TO DEFEND YOURSELF

Following are important physical points to use in deciding how to act in a self-defense situation:

1) 
DISTANCE:  Remember, an attacker cannot attack without getting close so keep an eye on potential attackers.  Remember, most attackers use a verbal social method of approaching a potential victim.  They do this to keep the situation ambiguous until they are close.  If you don’t feel ‘right’ about a situation, it is best to trust your feelings and act to escape before the person is close enough to grab or strike.  This is true whether the person is a stranger or an acquaintance.  Too often we limit our concept of attackers to the ‘stranger only’ category.  Once an attacker is close, keep your eye on the person - you can step out of the way or block an attack only if you are watching.

2) 
STABILITY:    Losing your balance makes any response very difficult.  Putting your weight into a strike or kick while you are off-balance is almost impossible.  For the best stability, use a stance or base where your weight is centered and low.  The easiest way to do this is to stand with your feet apart and knees bent.  Have one foot forward so you are stable both forward and back as well as side to side.  If you choose to kick, stomp or knee, you will only have one foot on the ground.  Two things will help you maintain your balance: keep your support leg bent and if necessary hold onto the attacker as you kick.  Whether you have both feet on the ground or you are kicking, keep your torso straight, shoulders relaxed and head up.  This position is easy to move from quickly as well as a good position from which to swing your body weight into a strike.  This position also presents strong body language if you choose verbal responses.

3) 
EFFECTIVE PHYSICAL RESISTANCE: Physical resistance should be last resort.  If you decide to use physical force in a situation, don’t hold back, give it all you have got.  Keep in mind that using physical resistance effectively is not the same as struggling against an attacker’s grip.  Look for a weak point and strike or kick with all your weight.  This is much more likely to disable or startle an attacker so you can escape safely.

4) 
YOUR STRENGTHS: What you have available to strike with is determined by what you feel strongest with.  Generally, you must decide whether you feel strong using hands or elbows to strike with and whether you also feel you could use kicking, stomping or kneeing.  In an actual situation, how the attacker has grabbed, whether he is in front or behind, etc., might limit what you can actually use from those actions you feel strong about.

5) 
ATTACKER’S VULNERABILITIES - TARGET AREAS: Where you strike can be divided into three main areas: 1) The head area: this includes eyes, ears (boxing), nose, temples, under the chin and the front and sides of the throat.  2) Mid-body area: the solar plexus (directly below the sternum), stomach and groin.  3) Leg and lower body: this includes knees, shins, ankles, and insteps.  Striking to the head area is the most serious and can cause the most injury.  Mid-body areas are easy to reach but you must hit much harder to disable.  The legs are good targets because they are easy to reach and because you can disable without causing life threatening injury.

SUMMARY

Be aware of distance.  Getting out of a situation before it becomes life threatening is safer and easier than acting once the attacker has grabbed you.  Know your options.  Decide in advance what your strengths are: body language, assertiveness and yelling are options for self-defense as well as physical ones such as striking and kicking.  It’s just as important to know your limitations as your strengths so action can be taken without delay.  You don’t need to have every option to act.  You do need to know what your options are, so no time is wasted trying to decide what to do in the actual crisis.  Visualize in advance.  Pick situations you think you may encounter because of your life style or schedule.  Think through how you could act to avoid the encounter or how to resist physically if no other options are open.  Being ready to act makes it much more likely that you can act should the need arise.

SELF-DEFENSE: BASIC CONCEPTS

Mary Brandl, 3rd Degree Black Belt                Anita Bendickson, 4th Degree Black Belt
For information about courses and workshops:

612-729-4621 or at Midwest Karate Association 651-771-7901

(outside Mpls./St. Paul area) 1-800-365-4BPS (365-4277)

FAX 612-728-1901   TTY/TDD 612-729-4692

BPS Communications        P.O. Box 19187       Minneapolis, MN 55419

E-mail: mary@bpscom.com             Web site: www.bpscom.com    (Includes information on our videos)


What is Self-Defense?

Self-defense is any available means of safely avoiding or escaping a potentially dangerous encounter.  It needn’t involve fighting or even a direct physical encounter.  Since no self-defense techniques are guaranteed, our goal is not to ‘win’ but rather to get away from a potentially dangerous situation safely.

Psychology of Attacks – Disrupting the Attack Scenario

Most attackers have thought out their actions to some degree.  They have developed a scenario - either conscious or unconscious - of how their attack will proceed.  This is true whether the attacker is a stranger or someone you thought was a friend.  This scenario is every attacker’s security blanket, his or her assurance that the attack is going ‘well’.  By disrupting an attacker’s scenario, you put yourself on more even ground with your attacker.  You exploit the attacker’s weaknesses and assert your own strength.

Attacks vary in seriousness (presence of weapons, degree of isolation, etc.) and in purpose (rape, mugging, discovery while burglarizing, etc.).  Assessing the seriousness and purpose behind an attack will help you determine what means to use to act - whether to use physical, verbal or others forms of resistance.

Middle Ground Self-Defense — Act Early

Attackers need to get close to attack.  The first part of their scenario depends on it.  Most attackers’ scenarios include ploys or approaches that allow them to get within hand-shaking distance...without signaling the potential victim that an attack is starting.  Even on the occasions when an attacker is using a weapon, he or she will almost invariably move in before wielding a gun or knife. Usually the approach is casual: “Have you got a match?”  “Do you have change for a dollar?”  There are also many approaches which are non-verbal.
Trust Your Feelings
Victims often report that something made them feel ‘uneasy’ even before the attack began.  This seems to be especially true when the assailant is a stranger.  The most useful thing you can do to upset an attacker’s scenario and regain the initiative is to trust your feelings.  You don’t need to wait to find out why you feel uneasy before acting!

Set a Boundary
To interrupt a casual approach, set an unmistakable boundary using:


DISTANCE: 
If you don’t feel right about a person or situation, get or keep some distance.  

Don’t assume that an attacker will always be a stranger.

STRONG BODY LANGUAGE: If you can take a good, deep breath, you are probably in strong body 
position.  For the strongest position, place your feet slightly apart, with some space between them 
from side to 
side as well as from front to back.  This is like having your heels on the diagonal 
corners of a square.  Relax your joints.  Place shoulders directly over your hips.  You can look at 
someone without making it easy for 
them to talk to you by centering your vision in the triangle made 
up of the area between their eyes and shoulders.


ASSERTIVE VERBAL RESPONSES: If a verbal response is called for, using commands and 
statements in a firm but non-challenging tone is perhaps your most valuable response for ending a 
situation. Use simple statement and commands that refer only to what “I want...” or “I don’t want...”.

Physical Resistance
While many situations can be averted early, there are times when physical resistance may be the only chance you have to get away safely.  However, if you decide to respond physically, it is imperative that you make your strike as effective as possible.  Use your strengths against the attacker’s weaknesses and give it everything you’ve got.  Use all the speed and energy you can.  If you commit to a physical response, you must be willing to injure your attacker.

To use your body most effectively, you need a strong base, with your weight centered and low.  (See “Strong Body Language” above).  You can either get into this position by stepping as you strike, or start from this position and rotate your hips and body into your strike.

Your Arms As Weapons: To strike with your arms, hand or fist, bend your arm at the elbow and pull your fist back by your side, or around your head.  You can unleash your energy by uncoiling your arm and body into a strike.  Hard surfaces to strike with are your fist, fingers / nails, heel of your hand, edges of your hand, and elbows.

Your Legs As Weapons: If you are stomping, coil the leg and drive the foot downward into your target.  If you are kicking straight ahead, coil your leg and snap it out and back quickly for extra power.  To kick backward, coil and drive the whole leg back into the target.  Hard surfaces to use are your knees, ball of the foot, outside edge of the foot, and the heel.

Targets: Regardless of an attacker’s size or strength, he or she has weak areas.  If you choose your target carefully, even a fairly weak blow can be very painful and potentially disabling.  To identify available targets and weapons, ask yourself: What do I have free?  What targets are available?   Your targets can be divided into three main body areas.  Generally, the most serious targets are above the shoulders.


HEAD
Includes the eyes, temples, ears (boxing), nose, under the chin, and the front and sides of the throat. 

                          To remember, think of the five senses plus breathing.


MID-BODY
Includes the solar plexus, stomach, groin.  Mid-body targets are usually less serious. 

  


To remember, continue to think of breathing and what interrupts breathing.


LOWER BODY  Knees, shins, ankles, and instep. The knee is the most serious lower-body target.  



  To remember, think of interrupting mobility.

Fear and Panic - Breathe Deeply and Visualize In Advance

Fear can actually be helpful.  It gives you a burst of adrenaline.  Panic is anything but helpful.  It can keep you from thinking straight, considering your options, and active decisively.   If you start to feel afraid, take a couple of deep breaths.  Although you don’t need every option, visualize a few preferred self-defense options in advance.  The more positive options you have considered, the more resources you will have in a crisis.  This is not paranoid thinking.  It is prepared thinking!

The following are excerpts and adaptions from the book entitled


 Scenarios In Self-Defense by Mary Brandl and Anita Bendickson.









