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			Praise for 
Get Empowered

		

		
			“Get Empowered is a resource every person needs to walk through the world with their head held high and their dignity intact. We have all been impacted by sexual violence—whether it is our lived experience or it happened to someone we love. But that means we all need the knowledge and skills to face these experiences, so we have self-agency and can affirm our own dignity for ourselves and in our relationships. Get Empowered gives you all of these tools with compassion, strength, and courage.”

			—Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes and coauthor of Courageous Discomfort

			“Read Get Empowered and you will feel safer and less lonely. This book speaks the truths we all need to hear. And most importantly, Nadia and Lauren will help you feel thoroughly supported in your journey to survive our disempowering world.”

			—Jeffrey Marsh, LGBTQIA+ activist and author of How to Be You and Take Your Own Advice

			“Get Empowered is an inspiring, grounding, practical guide to securing our own freedom, and that of our communities. This book will help you name the life you want to live and to reckon with your inner obstacles so that you can also resist the outer obstacles. I wish I’d had this book to grow up with, but reading it makes me think it’s never too late to own my power.”

			—Rinku Sen, racial justice strategist and writer

			“An empowerment guide that should be on the shelves of every survivor—filled with messages to return to over and over again and share with loved ones. As a Black queer woman, I found Get Empowered an affirming tool for resistance and resilience, with holistic strategies that honor grace and compassion for the healing journey of all survivors. Reading this was a balanced praxis of trusting my intuition as a superpower and a gentle reminder that I am worthy of defending.”

			—Jewel Cadet, queer Black activist, entertainer, and speaker

			“Get Empowered is a must-read for anyone who wants to overcome their fears, become empowered, and heal. A particularly powerful aspect of the book is its emphasis on caring for one’s mind, body, heart, and spirit while doing the work of healing and growing. As I reflect on my life as a young woman, I wish that I would have had access to such a wonderful tool.”

			—Carmen Gelman, award-winning activist

			“Get Empowered is critical reading for every gender-oppressed person. I grew up feminist and highly aware of sexism and gender roles intellectually, but it was the exercises in this book that helped me learn—and begin to unlearn—exactly how much I had internalized those roles. This book puts theory into practice in a transformative way.”

			—Autumn Whitefield-Madrano, author of Face Value: The Hidden Ways Beauty Shapes Women’s Lives
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			To missing and murdered Indigenous women—and all whose experiences and existence are rendered invisible. —Nadia

			
		

			To everyone who’s been through something. —Lauren

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			Welcome

			Chapter 1

			WHERE YOU’RE GOING: ENVISIONING THE LIFE YOU WANT

			Chapter 2

			MORE THAN RAPE: UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM

			Chapter 3

			HOW GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE HAPPENS

			Chapter 4

			IS THERE SOMETHING WRONG WITH ME? HINT: IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT

			Chapter 5

			FIRST, YOU HAVE TO BELIEVE: YOU’RE WORTH DEFENDING

			Chapter 6

			CLAIM YOUR POWER

			Chapter 7

			BECOME AN ACTIVE RESISTER

			Chapter 8

			YOU HAVE CHOICES

			Chapter 9

			GET YOUR MESSAGE ACROSS: SPEAK YOUR MIND—AND YOUR HEART

			Chapter 10

			WHAT’S NEXT: GET SUPPORT, BUILD YOUR CREW, CHANGE THE WORLD

			Chapter 11

			CONCLUSION: EMBRACE YOUR YES

			About Empowerment Self-Defense

			Glossary

			Resources

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			About the Authors

		

	_151444589_

	
		
			
				
				[image: ﻿“﻿Boundaries are the distance  at which I can  love you  and me  simultaneously.”  —­Prentis Hemphill]
			

			WELCOME

			
			

			GROUNDING & CENTERING: A safe place. Think of a place where you can feel safe, whether it’s real or in your imagination. Settle yourself into the safe place, taking a few conscious breaths. Ask yourself: What does it feel, smell, sound, and look like there? What’s the temperature? Is anyone else—human or spirit or animal—there with you? Using all your senses, fill in as much detail as you like. When you’re ready, transition back to the present moment by focusing again on your breathing. You can go back to this safe place whenever it’s helpful.

			
			

			Welcome to Get Empowered, a book about protecting ourselves, including our inner selves, from the effects of gender-based harassment, abuse, and assault. We’re cheering you on for setting out on a journey that we, Nadia and Lauren, have taken to reduce the barriers that can make speaking up difficult, to gain skills for self-protection, and to create bigger, more authentic lives (and let’s be real: it’s an ongoing process, and it’s not always simple).

			
				
					Gender-based violence is harm done based on actual or perceived gender, sex, sexual orientation, or gender expression. It’s a manifestation and reinforcement of unequal power relationships among genders and sexual orientations. It most commonly shows up as sexual violence (including sexual harassment), partner abuse, stalking, and sex trafficking. (For more, see the spectrum in Chapter 2.)

				

			
			Gender-based violence restricts our lives and causes us harm. Whether or not we’ve experienced it directly, we’re all affected by the fact that we live in a world where all forms of gender-based violence and rape culture are so widespread. They harm us emotionally, mentally, spiritually, financially, and often physically.

			
				
					Rape culture is a culture in which sexual violence is pervasive and treated as normal, and victims are blamed for the assaults against them. It’s not just about sexual violence itself but about cultural norms and institutions that protect those who rape, shame victims, and demand that women be responsible for avoiding sexual violence. The norms include things like victim-blaming, slut-shaming, sexual objectification, trivializing rape, denying how widespread sexual violence is, and refusing to acknowledge the harm it causes.

				

			
			For those of us who are the targets of gender-based violence, social and cultural forces rob us of our natural skills for self-protection and train most of us to be passive, scared, and compliant. This makes us vulnerable to harassment, abuse, and assault.

			Get Empowered is about the ways you can:

			
					
					Defy the messages telling you to be small or passive

				

					
					Challenge shame and blame

				

					
					Better understand your choices and behavior

				

					
					Gain skills to value and advocate for yourself

				

					
					Make choices that will help you get more of what you want and deserve

				

					
					Live your life feeling more safe, confident, and free.

				

			

			TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF

			Even though this book focuses on empowerment and on solutions to gender-based violence, you may sometimes find it upsetting to read and to complete the exercises because we’re talking about hard topics and looking at hard experiences.

			We encourage you to have a plan for taking care of yourself while you engage with the book (for more about self-care, see Chapter 1). We’ll give you suggestions, including a grounding exercise at the beginning of each chapter and a reminder about self-care at the end.

			Feel free to use the grounding exercises from the beginning of each chapter whenever you’d like help calming your nervous system or building your resilience.

			And if you already have something that works for you—use it!

			Consider trying a grounding and centering exercise every time you open this book, or every week. Experiment to find the ones that work for you. If you find yourself anxious or stressed out or triggered while working through this text, check out the Resources starting on this page.

			
				
					A trigger is anything that sets off a memory of a traumatic experience. It can be a noise, smell, temperature, other physical sensation, or visual image. When we’re triggered, we’re usually so filled up with feelings related to the old trauma that we’re unable to focus on the present, and we can’t think rationally or regulate our emotions like we usually can.

				

			
			We suggest you don’t read or work with the book right before bedtime (in case it stirs up feelings—we want you to get your sleep!) and make sure you have people you can call and additional resources available (see “Build Your Crew” in Chapter 10).

			Also, if you’re living with someone who is abusing you, consider leaving the book with a trusted friend, leaving it in a sealed envelope, or putting it in a place that only you are likely to look.

			WORKING WITH YOUR BREATH

			One tool for staying calm and grounded is conscious breathing—we’ll be mentioning it a lot! We know you’re breathing all the time, but noticing your breath, focusing on the inhale and the exhale, or deliberately deepening your breath helps on a different level. (We’ll talk more about this when we talk about fight, flight, and freeze and the nervous system in Chapter 8.) To help yourself remember to take a deep breath when you need it, you can practice throughout your days—whenever you’re irritated or scared or upset. Keep breathing in mind as you read the exercises and stories in this book, starting now.

			
				Nadia’s Story

				I couldn’t find the words

				Get Empowered is partly the result of a painful experience in which I didn’t speak up for myself. It was a turning point that made me determined to make a change.

				I went to a thrift store to buy a pair of jeans. There was no dressing room—just an aisle in the back where boxes were stacked.

				While I was changing, an employee entered the area, and with his back to me he began sorting through the boxes. I was uncomfortable, but I didn’t say anything because he was just doing his job and I didn’t want to seem paranoid.

				He then turned around and asked me how the jeans fit. I dismissed my feelings of discomfort and answered him. He then put a tape measure around my waist. Convincing myself that he was trying to help me—after all, jeans come in waist sizes—I said nothing but resolved to speak up if he “did anything.” He then put the tape measure around my thigh. Again, I didn’t say anything, telling myself he was trying to get me the best fit.

				Finally, he pulled down the jeans and measured my naked thigh. At that point, I was out of excuses for him and out of denial: I was sure something was wrong and told him to leave. He did.

				But it wasn’t over: I left the store filled with self-hate.

				I felt the whole assault was my fault for continuing to give him the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t tell anyone what happened for a long time because I was sure no one else would have been as stupid as I had been.

				I needed to understand where my passivity had come from. Eventually, I found that I wasn’t the only one; many others would’ve acted as I had.

				After I started training in martial arts and gained physical skills and confidence, I was able to deal with situations involving obvious harassment and even assault. But I still had trouble with unclear situations that called for trusting my intuition and taking action. Any time I wasn’t positive I was in danger, or I didn’t want to hurt someone’s feelings or be seen as rude, my old reactions—and inaction—took control. I discovered that changing this mindset takes time—yet it’s so worth it.

				Bottom line: I wrote Get Empowered because I needed to hear—and learn—the things in it.

			
			
				Lauren’s Story

				Out of touch with myself

				Standing up for yourself involves knowing how you feel, knowing what you want, and being able to say it. I was stuck on the first: I was so out of touch with my emotions that I couldn’t figure out how I felt about most things. Much of the time I felt sad. Occasionally I felt happy and could have named it, but I definitely couldn’t identify shame, anger, guilt, hurt, pleasure, connection, contentment, or anxiety, even though I felt them.

				I needed to find a way to identify and connect with my feelings, use that information to decide what I wanted, and then have the skills to say it out loud and to feel okay about speaking confidently! Three steps.

				
					Empowerment self-defense teaches practical skills to those targeted for gender-based violence—primarily women and LGBTQIA+ people. The combination of verbal and physical skills works for avoiding, interrupting, responding to, and healing from the effects of interpersonal violence. It’s what Nadia and Lauren teach and is the basis of Get Empowered. (Find out more in About Empowerment Self-Defense.)

				

				Taking empowerment self-defense classes (okay, along with therapy) is how I was able to make that change. The first and most transformative thing I learned was that I do have power. For the longest time, I believed there was nothing I could do if someone tried to attack me or otherwise cross my boundaries.

				The realization that I have power transformed my life. I also learned that I have the right to speak up. I had less fear, more confidence. I was less angry and prickly because it was now safe to be kind. I found my voice. I learned how to ask for what I wanted and to say “no” when I wanted to.

				For example, I had a boss who mistreated me and the team I managed. He would denigrate our department in meetings, say we weren’t meeting productivity goals (even though we were), and refuse to give raises to those who were underpaid. I confronted him with all the facts and set some excellent boundaries in a long memo. When the bullying didn’t stop, I found another job. (He was shocked that I would leave!)

				Even more difficult was dealing with the homophobia and heterosexism coming from my mother when I was in my twenties. Just a couple of examples: she didn’t invite my partner to family gatherings even though she invited my siblings’ partners, and she told me not to be “obvious” about being a lesbian. I told her that I needed a break from being in contact with her, and that for me to resume being in touch, she’d have to treat me and my partner respectfully, not like something she was ashamed of. I went no contact, and after about a year, we got back in touch and her behavior was better.

				The transformation—to more confidence and less fear, to being able to speak up for myself—led me to teach empowerment self-defense, which focuses on not only physical moves but also verbal, emotional, and mental strategies for self-protection. I’ve been doing it for more than thirty-five years, and my students have shown me I was far from alone in my struggles.

				I’m able to do all those things now—know how I feel, know what I want, and say it—and empowerment self-defense is a big part of how I got there.

			
			THE PROBLEM: GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

			Many of us face threats and violence because of our gender. Gender-based violence is so common that we may not always notice it, but it affects our lives deeply and in many ways. It shows up in forms ranging from irritating to life-destroying.

			Some people face even more violence because they’re also targeted based on race, ethnicity, religion, class, age, size, sexual orientation, immigration status, disability, and more.

			All of the ways people are marginalized and kept from engaging in personal and group power build on each other, and all of them need to be addressed.

			
				
					Marginalized refers to people and groups who, based on some aspect of their identity, are oppressed, discriminated against, and excluded in the social, political, economic, educational, legal, and/or cultural realms.

					Microaggressions are common verbal, behavioral, or environmental slights, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative attitudes toward stigmatized or culturally marginalized groups. They are manifestations of the dominant group’s power and entitlement and can be a result of ignorance or malice.

				

			
			These forms of violence limit options in every part of daily life: work, home, friends, family, health, fun . . . everything. They can keep people dependent and afraid, affect their choices, and erode their belief in themselves as powerful human beings who are worthy of living in safety and being treated with respect. People are often left with self-hate, shame, and self-blame.

			Every form of violence, verbal and physical, from microaggressions to full-on attacks, can affect how we feel about ourselves without our even realizing it. The threat of violence has led almost all of us, consciously or unconsciously, to change the way we live our lives.

			For example, when Lauren was twenty-six, she wanted to leave the roommate life and get her own apartment. She looked at many places in the part of town where she lived, which was close to friends and work, but didn’t think she’d feel safe in any of them. She ended up moving miles away to find an apartment that worked for her. Decades later, she realized that the daily street harassment in her old neighborhood made her scared much of the time and affected where she felt safe living.

			THE COMPLICATION: SOCIAL AND CULTURAL PROGRAMMING

			Unfortunately, many of us have been taught to be victims in the face of violence—whether emotional or physical. We’ve been trained not to take action when we’re targeted for harassment, abuse, or assault.

			As a result, when we try to protect ourselves verbally or physically, we often come up against social and cultural programming that teaches that being nice, helpful, likable, and compliant is more important than our safety and well-being. It’s layered with racial, ethnic, gender, and other cultural norms related to identity that affect the ways we react.

			This training shows up in thoughts like these:

			
					
					“I’d say something, but I don’t want to be rude or make a scene.”

				

					
					“I don’t want to hurt their feelings.”

				

					
					“If I say something, they might make my life at work even harder.”

				

					
					“If I stick up for myself, they might not like me.”

				

					
					“What if I set a limit and it makes the situation worse?”

				

					
					“If I push back, they’ll dismiss me as an ‘angry Black woman.’ ”

				

					
					“What if they don’t mean anything by it?”

				

					
					“I don’t want people to think I’m a bitch.”

				

					
					“If I don’t let them help me, even though I don’t need their help, they’ll hold it against all disabled people.”

				

			

			And some of us have learned to become aggressive, to escalate, in the face of disrespect or boundary violations. But that doesn’t necessarily keep us safe either.

			These inner messages can stop us from speaking up for ourselves or taking action that could help us avoid danger. And they can get in the way of healing from whatever we’ve been through.

			So even if we do know how to advocate for ourselves or set a limit, we can’t always do it—and that fact can be extra painful. We end up likely to feel responsible and guilty for anything that does happen. So a cycle of self-blame (which others reinforce by victim-blaming) begins. And because most of us are reluctant to speak of experiences that cause us shame or for which we blame ourselves, silence around the violence continues.

			
				
					Victim-blaming is examining the victim’s or survivor’s behavior to explain why violence happened rather than looking at the harasser’s, abuser’s, or attacker’s behavior. This may look like believing that violence happens because of what victims are wearing, how drunk they were, or because they didn’t disclose that they’re transgender.

				

			
			HOW THIS BOOK CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE

			This book will help you dismantle your internal barriers to resisting, to speaking up, and to protecting yourself.

			When you do the work in these pages, you’ll be changing your own life—and be part of a movement to change the world. As a result, you’ll be able to live a safer, more confident life.

			Shifting our own behavior can be life changing:

			
					
					We can restore our instincts and build skills for taking care of ourselves and avoiding potentially dangerous situations.

				

					
					We can more easily tell people what’s okay and what’s not okay with us, and just as easily tell them what we want. This boosts confidence and our sense of personal power, even if we don’t get what we hope for.

				

					
					We can shut down many assaults during their early phases, before they escalate.

				

					
					We can protect our hearts from verbal and emotional attacks.

				

					
					We can reduce the effects of trauma and heal from the harm we’ve experienced by gaining an understanding of what happened and releasing self-blame and shame.

				

					
					We can become active, confident, self-loving participants in the world, thus changing the ways violence affects us.

				

					
					We can become more creative and flexible, and we can have more strength and wisdom in our own lives and toward others.

				

					
					We can hold people who commit violence—and the society that condones it—accountable.

				

					
					We can become models of courage, respect, and healing.

				

					
					We can become advocates for larger-scale change.

				

					
					We can take up space in our own lives and live the lives we want.

				

			

			We made those changes for ourselves and went on to teach others how to do the same. Get Empowered grows out of our experiences as women, empowerment self-defense teachers, martial artists, lesbian and queer people, and workers in a rape crisis center and in a shelter for abused women and their children. We want to share the possibility of transformation with you.

			Ultimately, our goal is to help you live your fullest, most authentic life. We’re so glad you’re here!

			
				The Self-Defense Paradox

				You might be asking: Why should I have to do this? Why shouldn’t those who are responsible for gender-based violence be responsible for ending it?

				We say: good point!

				We believe all the people using all the strategies are needed to create a safer, more respectful, and more inclusive world. Those of us targeted for gender-based violence (and for gender-based violence combined with racist, ableist, and other oppression-based violence) shouldn’t have to sit around waiting for the world to change before we’re safer and able to live bigger lives. We can act on our own behalf while we live in the world as it is now.

				That’s the self-defense paradox. We know aggressors are 100% responsible for the harassment, abuse, and assault they carry out. That’s so important, we’re going to say it again:

				Aggressors alone are totally responsible for the harassment, abuse, and assault they carry out.

				Although people who are targeted can interrupt some harassment, abuse, and assault, the responsibility and blame belong entirely to the aggressors and to the society and culture that allow and facilitate their behavior. There’s nothing anyone could do or not do that would make them deserve to be assaulted.

				It’s also true that those of us at risk of gender-based violence can take action to increase our own safety. Both these things are true at the same time: it’s never our fault, and there are things we can do about it.

				Doing this work won’t guarantee you’ll never be targeted, be treated disrespectfully, or have your boundaries crossed. We can’t control harassment, abuse, or assault because we can’t control those who do it.

				But we can reduce the chances we’ll be targeted. We can build our toolboxes for resisting. We can heal the harm we’ve experienced. We can ditch shame and self-blame. We can recognize who’s really responsible and hold them accountable. We can claim our power, ourselves, and our lives.

			
			HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

			The best way to use Get Empowered is the way that works for you. You could start at the beginning and read every word and do every exercise. You could turn to the chapters that call to you and complete the exercises that feel relevant. Not everything in Get Empowered will apply to you. Concentrate on the parts that are the most helpful to you. See if you can find the place where you’re challenging yourself but not stressing yourself or pushing too hard.

			Simply reading the book may be enough. Completing the exercises will bring about greater inner strength, confidence, awareness, and change in your life. Since Get Empowered is for you, and since everyone has their own strengths and challenges, feel free to choose only the exercises you resonate with, or adapt them so they fit your own experiences and so you’ll get the most out of them.

			We’ll often provide you a place to write your answers. But don’t think that means you need to write! You can draw or doodle your response. You can tell a friend or record your thoughts on your phone. You can use a sketchpad or a journal. Any way you engage with the exercises is a good way.

			You can work with Get Empowered alone, with a trusted friend, or in a group. Speaking with others and sharing our experiences, fears, strengths, and successes is a powerful tool for change and healing.

			Also, be sure to check out our website—getempoweredbook.com—where you’ll find lots of resources and bonus content.

			For everyone, especially for those of us who have survived some kind of violation—like child abuse, child sexual abuse, abuse in a relationship, stalking, sexual assault, trafficking, or even “just” harassment—being in our bodies and feeling present there can be scary. We invite you to make a plan.

			MAKE A PLAN. How will you take care of your mind, body, heart, and spirit while you do the work of healing and growing? Write some notes about how you’ll get support while you work with Get Empowered.

			While I’m working on this book, I’ll (fill in whatever works for you below):

			
				Get support from others by: ______________________

				Care for and nurture myself by: ______________________

				Remember to take breaks by: ______________________

				Encourage myself by: ______________________

				Remind myself to take long, slow breaths by: ______________________

				Other ideas: ______________________

			

			GENDER AND LANGUAGE

			Gender-based violence affects everyone. We know that people of all genders can be targeted for harassment, abuse, and assault, and people of all genders can be aggressors. We also know that the gender binary—the belief that everyone is either male or female—is false.

			Because of these facts, in this book we’ll generally use gender-inclusive language, which means we’ll refer to people in a way that doesn’t signal what gender they are. And because men commit the vast majority of gender-based violence, and the vast majority of those targeted are women, children, and LGBTQIA+ people, we’ll sometimes refer to aggressors as men and those being targeted as women, LGBTQIA+, or whatever combination is accurate. (Most aggressors are men, but most men are not aggressors.)

			
				
					LGBTQIA+, two spirit, and non-binary are gender identities and sexual orientations. L, G, and B stand for lesbian, gay, and bisexual. T stands for transgender, meaning someone doesn’t identify as the sex they were assigned at birth. Q can stand for queer, which many people use as an umbrella term for LGBTQIA+, or as a way of saying they don’t belong in any of the categories or that they aren’t straight. Q can also stand for questioning, which means someone feels they may not be straight or cisgender but isn’t sure how they identify. I, or intersex, refers to someone with one or more innate sex characteristics, including genitals, internal reproductive organs, and chromosomes, that fall outside traditional concepts of male or female bodies. A stands for asexual, meaning someone who doesn’t experience sexual attraction at all or experiences it only under certain circumstances, for example, after forming a strong emotional connection. Two spirit refers to a person who identifies as having both a masculine and a feminine spirit and is used by some Indigenous people to describe their sexual, gender, and/or spiritual identity. Non-binary, genderqueer, or gender diverse describes those who experience their gender as falling outside the binary gender categories of “male” and “female.”

				

			
			In doing this, we can be more respectful and inclusive of everyone gender-based violence affects, helping everyone lead safer lives and recover from harm, while still recognizing how it shows up in many people’s lives.

			A few notes:

			
					
					All the stories we use in Get Empowered are real. Some are compilations of more than one person’s experience. Some have identifying details changed, including names; where the person has given us permission to use their name, the names are real.

				

					
					The stories are for informational purposes only. We’re not saying we recommend you do what the person in the story did. Every situation’s different, and we’re sharing the stories and everything else to add tools to your toolbox. Only you can decide in any given situation what strategies you want to try.

				

					
					Throughout Get Empowered, you’ll find definitions in the margins for terms you may not be familiar with. They’re also collected in the Glossary.

				

					
					You can go to getempoweredbook.com and sign up to get bonus content, additional resources for working with the book, and more.

				

			

			CLOSING

			Congratulations again for reclaiming yourself and your life! We believe in you and your potential to bring more ease, more empowerment, and more healing to your life while you let go of shame, self-blame, and fear.

			We’ve witnessed tens of thousands of students work through barriers to advocate for themselves and to transform themselves into strong people who can use their voices to be authentically themselves. They can say “no” to what they don’t want and can ask for what they do want.

			We’re excited for you to do it too, and we’re with you every step of the way!
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			Chapter 1

			WHERE YOU’RE GOING

			Envisioning the Life You Want

			
			

			GROUNDING & CENTERING: The connection places. Pause for a minute. No matter what position you’re in, feel where your body meets the world around it. It could be your feet or back on the floor, your butt in the chair, or anything else. Take a minute to feel each connection place. Now feel where your body touches your body, such as your hands on your thighs or your lips touching each other. Feel the texture, the temperature, the energy where they meet.

			
			

			Before you start dismantling the barriers to self-advocacy, let’s imagine the life you want. Having a vision of where you want to go can help you create the life you want and can be a touchstone as you do this work. We’ll also help you build a path to get where you’re going using patience, practice, self-compassion, and self-care.

			PART 1

			Where Do You Want to Go?

			What would your life be like if the threat—or reality—of harassment, abuse, and assault weren’t always with you?

			Let’s look at where you want to go. This process will help you go beyond avoiding pain to moving toward the life you want.

			In 2018, feminist next door (@emrazz) asked her Twitter followers what they’d do if for twenty-four hours there were no men:

			
				[image: feminist next door @emrazz Women, imagine that for 24 hours, there were no men in the world.  No men are being harmed in the creation of this hypothetical.  They will all return. They are safe and happy wherever they are during this hypothetical time period.  What would or could you do that day? 4:57 PM • ­Dec 24, 2018 • Twitter for iPhone]
			

			She posts this every year on Christmas Eve, and as of 2022, more than twenty thousand people have responded. The most common answer was that they’d go for a walk at night.

			
				[image: Jane Doe—­she/her @janedoe Replying to @emrazz Walk at night. Just walk. That’s it. 5:35 PM • ­­Dec 24, 2018 • ­­Twitter for iPhone]
			

			A LIFE WITHOUT FEAR. Ask yourself: What would you do, how would you live your life, if you knew you’d be safe from harassment, abuse, and assault? Here are some examples to get you started, and you can fill in your own below:

			
				☐ Go for a walk at night

				☐ Set limits with my family

				☐ Use my own identity in the digital space

				☐ Wear what I want

				☐ Live alone

				☐ Post more online and share my opinions

				☐ Go hiking or camping

				☐ Go to a bar alone

				☐ Stop constantly looking to see who’s around me

				☐ Go out dancing

				☐ Leave my windows open at night

				☐ Wear earbuds

				☐ Leave my drink unattended

				☐ Talk without watching my tone or making things more palatable for others

				☐ Travel solo

				☐ __________

				☐ __________

				☐ __________

			

			Now take a more holistic look at how you’d like to live. We’re looking beyond physical safety to emotional and mental safety—and belonging—as well. Pick a few items below and fill in the blanks in a separate journal, and then add your own.

			
					
					If I weren’t afraid of being seen as rude, I’d

				

					
					If I weren’t afraid of being wrong, I’d

				

					
					If I could take up as much space as I wanted, I’d

				

					
					If I didn’t worry about what other people think, I’d

				

					
					If I could say anything, I’d

				

					
					If my internal critic was silent, I’d

				

					
					If I didn’t depend on someone else, I’d

				

					
					If other people would be supportive, I’d

				

					
					If I didn’t feel my housing, grades, or job would be jeopardized, I’d

				

					
					If my family would be kind, respectful, and accepting, I’d

				

					
					If my partner would still love me, I’d

				

					
					If my friends would still care about me and include me, I’d

				

					
					If I could do anything, I’d

				

			

			I LIKE MY LIFE. Think about your life now. How content are you with it? Write the things in your life that you’re grateful for or that bring you joy (we’ve given some examples to get you started). Another way to think about it: If you were creating your life from scratch, what would you definitely want to include? (One way to imagine activities you’d like is to think of what you enjoyed when you were young—for example, doing hair on dolls or people, skateboarding, playing in the dirt, drawing, and so on.) Write or draw your answers below.

			
					
					Pets

				

					
					Friends

				

					
					Home

				

					
					Family

				

					
					Community

				

					
					School

				

					
					Work

				

					
					Faith

				

					
					Creative time: painting, drawing, sewing, quilting, baking, cooking, posting on social media (TikTok, etc.), woodworking . . .

				

					
					Games

				

					
					Movement/sports: biking, running, walking, basketball, rugby, canoeing, kayaking, rock climbing, dancing . . .

				

			

			THE LIFE I WANT. What could you do without the limits that have been put on you by society, by media, by how you were raised? Imagine your life how you’d like it to be, without the limits that fear of harassment, abuse, and assault—or actual violence—put on all of us.

			What would your life look like? Don’t think about what’s “realistic.” Just imagine how you would shape your life if you could do anything.

			Using the words and images from the exercises above, make a collage, vision board, drawing, painting, song, poem, or list that expresses your life without limits. When you’re done (or done for now; you can keep adding to this over time), sit with your creation for a few minutes and observe your feelings.

			
				Lauren’s Story

				A wobbly biker

				I went on a weeklong bike trip with a group; one of the cyclists was Iris, who was in her seventies. Iris had had brain surgery, and because of it, was a bit unsteady on her feet and on her bike. Her whole family was against her going on the trip, and she carried with her letters from her adult children trying to talk her out of it. Iris rode more than fifty—sometimes wobbly—miles a day, and she had a blast! I don’t know what she did to push through the limits others tried to put on her, but I was thrilled to witness her doing it.

			
			PART 2

			How to Get There

			As you do the work of transforming your life, you’ll find two things helpful: patience and practice.

			Remember that we’re up against a lifetime of conditioning and up against entire systems that benefit from us staying how we are. So celebrate the times you set a limit or ask for what you want—however small.

			Strive to have compassion for and patience with yourself, where you’ve been, and the distance you still want to go. It’s a process, and you’re worth it. Changing years of conditioning isn’t simple.

			Learning any physical skill (rock climbing, martial arts, knitting, a new dance . . .) by repeating moves will at first feel awkward and unnatural. The goal of practicing is to make the moves familiar enough that they’ll flow without thought.

			Similarly, we can repeat ways of speaking, thinking, and behaving that may at first seem awkward but will become more natural with practice.

			You might think of it as training for a race. You don’t get up off the couch and start running. First you get up off the couch and walk around the block. After doing that for a while, you might start walking for twenty to thirty minutes a day. When that starts to feel easy, you alternate jogging for five minutes and walking for five minutes. And so on . . . until you can do a 5K or a marathon—whatever’s growth for you!

			This work is training your assertiveness, boundary setting, and self-defense muscles, and the process is the same.

			If you’re in a relationship with someone who’s abusing you, this may mean practicing in your head and heart and planning for the future. It’s not necessary, or always helpful, to start with the most difficult situations we face.

			Moving toward valuing ourselves is a first step. If you realize that you’re being hard on yourself, take a deep breath and give yourself a hug. Treat yourself with the same compassion you would show someone you love, say some words of encouragement, take a break if you want, and keep going. (For more on negative self-talk and what to do with it, see Chapter 6.)

			Focus on where you’re going—and on the progress you’ve made!

			
				Lauren’s Story

				Eyes up!

				I took my first self-defense class when I was twenty-eight, and because of that class I realized that I looked down almost all the time. It felt really hard to look up and impossible to make eye contact. Instead of being hard on myself for it, I decided to treat it as useful information and work on it. I started by reminding myself to look up in low-stakes situations, like in the hallways at the office where I worked. I graduated to keeping my eyes at human level outside or when there were people around. Finally, I started working on keeping my eyes up when I was in a conversation. It took about a decade (!), but I learned to move through the world with my head up.

			
			PART 3

			Along the Way: Self-Care

			
				CARING FOR MYSELF IS NOT SELF-INDULGENCE, IT IS SELF-PRESERVATION, AND THAT IS AN ACT OF POLITICAL WARFARE.

				—Audre Lorde

			

			This is hard stuff. As we do the challenging work of healing from the damage the patriarchy has done to us and claiming our power, it’s important to take care of ourselves.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Self-care is anything you do to take
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