Self Defense as Survival Posture

Kristen

I did not become a swift-kicking, elbow-swinging, eye-poking badass over the month of February.

When I decided to focus on learning self defense for this project, the first thing that came up was how to defend myself if someone attacked me while alone, outside, in the dark. I borrowed two instructional videos for women from the library (yay CLEVNET) and asked a couple friends for help. I watched a video. I was going to learn to breathe, have a strong stance, practice these moves, then photograph them. 

Stay vigilant, right? I know to pay attention to my surroundings and to not sit in my car messing with my phone. There are many actions I take in a day to discourage an attack: having my keys ready, deciding which deadbolts to lock at which times of day, mixing up my routine so no one can pinpoint when I’ll be arriving anywhere, leaving lights on when I’m not home and when I am. 

I have found myself crying out of fear after carrying in groceries while leaving my preschooler strapped in her car seat. I run back out to the car, tears in my eyes at the thought of someone taking her, relieved to see her hair sticking up, still sleeping. I need to get away from an attack for my own survival and so my children don’t lose their mommy.

I wanted to stop carrying this fear so heavily. I was going to increase my confidence with the ability to physically defend myself somewhat. Then, three experiences in February – each about one week apart – shook me up and had me thinking about self defense in a whole new way. 

First

I will never forget the Bridge Project. At that event, the love of my life became furious with me and shoved me in the chest three times until I fell off a platform. This February, 17 months later, she asked if I would be her Valentine.  Would I be her Valentine? I did not want to say yes, but I did not say no. I wavered and replied with something about celebrating as a family. She knew it was a no (complete with giving me a hard time about it later), but it was a weak answer.

Second

I was at an awkward impasse with a woman I had gone on a few dates with. We decided she should come over so we could make out and break the ice. She arrived and let me know she wanted to have sex. I told her that is not what I had in mind. But as things progressed, I heard myself hem and haw while lying with her, uncomfortable. I got myself out of the situation, but I was disappointed at how long it took. 

Third

Landlady: Do you want a copy of my driver’s license?

Me: No, I don’t see why I would.

Landlady: Well, I might decide to drive off with her. You know, not come back. But I probably wouldn’t get very far before she got to be too much to handle, and I’d drop her right back off.

Me: Ha. If someone tried to take my daughter, I’d kill …   them.

(Yet I still considered her to babysit because I really needed the help.)

!!!

My exercise in learning self defense moves suddenly became an exercise in assertiveness. 

Self defense is not just about having a few moves under my belt. Yes, it is how I prepare – every day, many times throughout the day – to avoid attack of myself and my children. But it starts with how I carry myself, including the language I use in daily conversations. 

So, why do I consider a stranger attacking me when I think about the need to defend myself? I have needed to defend myself more often against someone I know than against a stranger. I have never been attacked on an unlit street, but I have been pushed in the face in my own home. My children have never been approached by a weird man with candy, but the woman upstairs has joked about kidnapping my daughter. 

Domestic abusers, abductors, and rapists alike are looking for those of little self esteem; people who don’t know how to say no.

Everyone has the right to: 

· Say no 

· Not have to give a reason for saying no

· Change our minds 

· Stop people from making excessive demands on us 

· Be alone 

· Maintain our dignity in relationships 

· Avoid manipulations by others 

· Make mistakes and accept responsibility for them

If someone tries to make me feel foolish for saying no, that is their problem. 

I need to know what I want. 

I need to be able to communicate it. 

I need to stop apologizing for my decisions. 

No, you cannot be my Valentine. 

No, I will not have sex with you even though you seem like a cool woman and I invited you.

No, you cannot make me forget your shitty boundaries by leaving gifts at our door two days after your jokey threat on my daughter.

This is what I learned during the month of February 2011 while working on the Survival Postures project:

I am still a kind person when I say no.

No!

