NONVIOLENT PERSONAL SELF DEFENSE PART 1

By John Looney
The topic of Session 5, ”Nonviolent Personal Self-defense,” is probably the hardest in the course for both teachers and students. Why is this true?

All of us have grown up in a violent, competitive, adversarial, aggressive society. What deluges us, practically from the day we are born, in history books, in newspapers, on television, in sports, from our peers, from our political leaders, from everywhere is that only two responses to conflict and violence exist. A person can fight or run away. But if we run away, we are called a “wimp,” which is bad. Therefore, we had better learn how to fight. We have to look after ourselves; no one else will. Even our parents will tell us this.

With this background, we only believe in the practicality of standing up for ourselves. Because we have not been taught it and have not read about it or experienced it, we simply do not believe nonviolence will work in the “real world” where one must be practical. Somehow this continuing emphasis on violence gives people the impression that being a good fighter will always win one’s goals, and will always work; conversely, we believe that not fighting will never work. This is unfortunate because both perceptions are wrong.

I remember a woman in one of our classes who was particularly unyielding in her concept that nonviolence would never work, that she would always fight back if attacked. She did not weigh much more than 100 pounds. She only reconsidered when l asked what she would do if there were not one but two assailants. What if each weighed 200 pounds? What if they both were armed and she was not? Would she still fight? Only then did she think about it more deeply. Finally, she agreed that at times it might be good to have some choices other than fighting. But not knowing these nonviolent alternatives or not having training in the techniques for using them, we are lost. This session is mainly to give us more tools in our self-defense package.

People who use violence can and do lose. People who use nonviolence can and do win. Some have used nonviolent alternatives successfully for centuries all over the globe. We just have never known of all this history. Often we do not even recognize its presence and use in our daily lives. When we do not read about, hear about or see something happening, we “know” it is not true. Yet when we are exposed to a fact five times we believe it, though it may be false.

“Fighters,” whether in a war, a boxing ring, a sport or whatever, are well trained and disciplined. Without ever having seen a tennis game or taken tennis lessons, who would ever be successful on the court? Yet, we tend to condemn nonviolence as not practical, surrendering, giving in, not doing anything mainly because we do not know about it, understand it, witness it, nor have we been taught the principles and skills to use it effectively. Throughout this course, we are seeking to start making up for all of these generations of ignoring and neglecting the power of nonviolence. This particular session may get to the root of what nonviolence is all about. Ignorance of the principles that are delineated throughout this course, can and do threaten our very survival.

But how might we get started on this particular session? First, let’s think about some experience we have had in our life of being either attacked physically or threatened with such attack. We may have to go back to our childhood playground or delve into a more hurtful personal event.

The greatest emotion felt is fear; fear and violence are closely related. Creating fear in another is doing violence because a person’s fear causes violent reactions. Dr. Gerald Jampolsky, the psychiatrist, has said that human beings have but two emotions. We are born with unconditional love; then we acquire fear. “Love,” Jampolsky claims, “means letting go of fear.” In fact, this quote is the title of one of his books.

Though usually, we only think of hate and love as opposites, Gandhi claimed that “fear and love are contradictory terms.” (see page 97). Is it not true that we cannot really love someone or something we fear? Nor can we fear someone we love. Love implies absolute trust. This faith is part of why true love is so exhilarating because the excitement of finding and experiencing such a relationship tends to be unusual in our culture and enriches so much the entire fabric of our lives.

Perhaps the most impractical application of love is the instruction, which Christ gave to “Love your enemies.” Imagine, even your enemies! If someone hits your cheek, knocks you down and turns and starts walking away, you are supposed to struggle to your feet and say, “Hey, you forgot something. I have another cheek; come and smack it, too!” What, to most Americans, could seem more ridiculous? Few Christians themselves are comfortable with this instruction of Jesus. Yet this very principle has much to do with applying nonviolent personal self-defense.

That no doubt is why Martin Luther King, Jr. in his sermon on loving your enemy included in the book, The Strength of Love, says this is the hardest of all topics. How then, does he handle it? In order to love an enemy, Martin Luther King stresses, first, we must forgive. It is one thing to forgive someone to whom we are related and means much to us, but it is quite another thing to forgive an attacker.

To be successful with nonviolence, we must get ourselves in a frame of mind to forgive an attacker for his/her actions. We must try to understand the causes of those actions. Forgiving will help us to have a clearer mind to deal with the problem. Peace of mind comes from being more ready to forgive than to retaliate. Oscar Arias, former President of Costa Rica, expressed this concept with “No defense is our best defense.”

Why does nonviolent self-defense ever work? In our culture so few encounters seem kind and helpful to us or at least we fear so much that we give others little chance to try. When we know someone cares and shows kindness and concern, it is very hard to be mean toward that person.

True, the message of kindness may not get through to someone whose sensory powers are too dulled by drugs or mental illness. We have said nonviolence does not always work. However, one of our Alternatives to Violence graduates who heads a social worker staff in a large, urban mental institution said he felt more than 95% of patients would get the message of kindness. Remember, the situation may be such that nonviolence is the only choice available.

Exactly 300 years ago, in 1692, William Penn explained it this way: “let us try then what love will do, for if people did once see love, then we should soon find, they would not harm us.” In this session of Alternatives to Violence we will share cases that might better prepare us for applying nonviolence successfully in actual or threatened personal assault.
