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Praise for 
Beyond Self-Defense


“In my forty years of martial art experience, I have taken and taught countless self-defense courses. Shihan Michelle’s Self Offense program is by far the best I’ve ever experienced. Its comprehensive and practical approach makes it very accessible for people from all walks of life no matter what their experience level. Plain and simple the woman knows what she’s doing. Listen to her! (And buy this book!)”

—Shihan Gene Dunn, founder of Gene Dunn’s Shotokan Karate and Brooklyn Brazilian Jiu Jitsu; 6th Dan, Shotokan; 4th Dan, Renzo Gracie Jiu Jitsu; Shodan Judo; author; and artist




“Shihan Michelle has a passion for helping people make positive changes. . . . She is offering suggestions about how to be safe in interactions with others, through embracing one’s own power and controlling one’s own awareness and actions, and that is the basis for freedom. And she offers these suggestions from a position of compassion because she understands well how diﬃcult it can be to change. 

So read her words and understand that the practical and effective steps she describes are not only solid self-defense advice, but also a way to change yourself for the better, offered with love and compassion.”

—Shihan Maria Van Dessel, 6th Dan and Chief Instructor of Eizan Ryu Jiu Jitsu and 4th Dan, World Oyama Karate




“Shihan Michelle enlists her unique experience, knowledge, and insights to offer simple and practical tools to navigate this complicated modern world. Beyond Self-Defense is a must-read for anyone who has ever felt that twinge of fear and uncertainty while riding a subway car late at night, or trying to size up a stranger or even a would-be friend.”

—Greg Kotis, Tony Award–winning author, playwright, and lyricist




“A groundbreaking approach to personal protection that transcends traditional self-defense techniques. Drawing from her extensive experience, Shihan Michelle teaches readers how to not only protect themselves but also serve as protectors of their communities. Through practical real-world examples, Beyond Self-Defense provides readers with the tools to assess and mitigate threats, defuse violent situations, and act as a force for good. Whether you’re a seasoned martial artist or a commuter looking to improve your personal safety, this book is an essential guide for anyone looking to be responsible about their personal safety.”

—Mike Lesser, New York City parole officer and senior law enforcement professional




“Such accessible writing, with a lovely personal touch—very relatable examples and ‘real life’ possibilities. The concept of Self Offense, without offensiveness, is fresh and attainable. This book is, in itself, a kata.”

—Prudence Glass, activist, social worker, writer, and former series producer at PBS’s American Masters




“In my professional experience in law enforcement, I have seen the positive impact of self-defense training in violent crime scenarios. In this book you will find stories that engage you and insights that will transform your everyday life. I fully endorse Michelle’s book as a valuable training tool that offers practical, not just theoretical, advice for anyone eager to become more alert, aware, and self-protected.” 

—Sima Radut Burgess, special investigation unit officer and former Secret Service agent




“In Beyond Self-Defense, Shihan Michelle uses her lifetime of karate and movement analysis practices to offer nuanced and necessary approaches to preventing the conditions under which assault occurs. . . . I couldn’t stop reading and I hope every young person—every person—I know will read it too!”

—Aynsley Vandenbroucke Laban, certified movement analyst, and core faculty at Princeton University program in dance




“Instead of playing defense, play offense. This book will teach you everything you need to know about taking the initiative and winning the day.”

—Silenn Thomas, producer of 300 and The Spiderwick Chronicles
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For Zelda—my daughter and hero. Thank you for your work on this book.

For all those who have been impacted by sexual violence and who have mustered or will muster the courage to share, to confront that happening, to own it and come out of the shadows—living your best life, free from the poison of resentment and regret, may well be your best revenge.

For all the men who got my “no” and especially those with whom I had the pleasure of changing my mind.






Preface


The term sexual assault means any nonconsensual sexual act proscribed by federal, tribal, or state law, including when the victim lacks the capacity to consent.



It was the winter of 1977, and Lynn and Debbie wanted to party. Lynn’s parents were out of town and had left fifteen-year-old Lynn and her older brother on their own. Their small Canadian town had few options for teenagers to socialize outside school in the middle of winter. They debated going to the mall or the ski club, but settled on the local hockey rink.

They convinced Lynn’s brother to drop them off and assured him they would find their way home at the end of the evening. Before going in, they slipped around the side of the building to blow a joint. That’s when they first caught sight of the two hot, slightly older guys who would forever change their lives. Giggling to themselves, they plotted how they could meet them.

At the end of the night, those same two guys offered Lynn and Debbie a ride home, and they accepted. The next day the police found Lynn in the back of a car parked in a driveway where she had been left, bruised and beaten, after being sexually assaulted, while her attacker, one of those guys, slept soundly inside his house. His roommate had called the cops. Go figure.

Lynn survived, as many do, and life went on. Lynn moved forward, fighting profound shame and rage, working hard not to let it consume her, burying her feelings, and making the best of it all. She grew up, went to college, got married, had kids, and worked her butt off to be successful in every area of her life. She is successful. And she has lived her life in the shadow of that event.

Her parents never forgave themselves for leaving Lynn and her brother alone that weekend, and her brother blames himself for not having arranged to pick Lynn up at the end of the night. Like so many families impacted by sexual assault, they were deeply shaken in the wake of the pain and terror Lynn had experienced.

I’ll never forget learning the news. My mother spoke to me in the way that mothers do when something terrible has happened to someone else’s kid, and they want to rush to hug their own; I discovered this for myself as I raised my own children. I hung up the phone vowing to myself that I would never let that happen to me. I would never be so naive, careless, and stupid. I would be smarter; I would know better; I would see it coming. Except that I wasn’t, I wouldn’t, and I didn’t.

The story of Lynn is based on the story of someone close to my family, and she could just as easily be a member of your family or someone you know. She could even be you. If you are someone who has already had an experience of being sexually assaulted, I have a specific request for you before you go any further with this book.

It won’t work for you to use this book to blame yourself, beat yourself up, or take what I would call a “shoulda, woulda, coulda” approach. This book is not a referendum on why you were assaulted or a judgment of how it happened or why it shouldn’t have happened. This book is not the truth about assault, or safety, or protecting yourself. It is also not a book for you to use to compare and belittle yourself or demean your choices.

Instead, it offers tools you can use to carve a powerful path forward for yourself, embracing your experience and circumstances in ways that empower, embolden, and inspire you. And it is, potentially, a powerful new perspective.

I invite you to consider that whatever you did or didn’t do, said or didn’t say, thought or didn’t think, felt or didn’t feel in that situation was exactly what was available to you in that situation. And anyone else with your set of circumstances in that situation would have done the same thing. You can’t change what happened. You can resist it, avoid it, blame it, judge it, assess it, resent it, heal from it—and while all of this is completely valid, it still won’t change what happened. However, you can move forward and past that experience. You can use the tools in this book to take action, to build on, to share, and even to recontextualize your experience. I humbly ask to be your partner in that journey.

And this book is not just for those who have experienced sexual assault. This book is also for those of you who have experienced harassment, belittlement, or bullying at work, at school, on the street, or even at home in your intimate relationships. And for those of you who experience fear or uncertainty when meeting new people, dating, traveling, or entering new relationships—from serious partnerships to casual hookups and everything in between. The tools in this book will empower you to make confident choices with anyone, anywhere, and at any time.

Over the years, I have had my own experiences navigating the world of taking risks, staying safe, and avoiding harm while dating, meeting new people, and hooking up. Starting at the age of fifteen, I had a lot of sex and did a lot of drugs and rock and roll. It was the late 1970s and early 1980s, and the real threat of AIDS was still years away. There were so many instances of saying yes to sex because it was easier than saying no.

One night, rather than going home, I accepted an offer to crash on a friend of a friend’s couch only to wake up with my host naked and between my legs. My shout of surprise and reflexive push to get him off me were enough for him to stop. And if you had said to either one of us at that time that what had happened was sexual assault, we both likely would have balked. It was a misunderstanding, an accident, even; certainly not assault. We were naive, and the event seemed so banal, so ordinary—in other words, no big deal. He stopped. He apologized. No harm, no foul.

I met my husband when I was twenty-five and moved to New York City. We got married and started a family. I assumed that being married meant that because dating was behind me, so was the risk of being sexually harassed or assaulted. But no. I was a dancer and an actor. I was in New York City. I was going to be a star! There I was, standing in front of a casting director seated behind his desk in his oﬃce. I was wearing a thigh-length pencil skirt and high heels. I looked sophisticated and beautiful. He asked me to raise my skirt so he could see more of my legs. I thought to myself, That’s odd, and I pulled my skirt up a few inches. Without taking his eyes off my legs, he held out his hand, palm side up, making a gesture that I took to mean “higher,” and I lifted my skirt a bit more. I was hesitant—but kept following his direction. He repeated the gesture a third time, and my skirt inched higher until my panties were clearly visible. I was embarrassed, and felt awkward, and had a series of thoughts in a flash: This is not right; I shouldn’t have to do this, quickly followed by Maybe it’s not such a big deal; it’s not like he’s touching me, and If I go along with this, he’ll submit me for work (he did). I wasn’t harmed, but I did have to confront and make peace with having gone along with it. I could have walked out, and I didn’t. I wanted something, and from my perspective, he had the power to grant what I wanted.

I know that I am drifting into tricky territory here. You might be thinking, That’s not fair; it wasn’t her fault; he abused his power. Or you could be thinking, How could she have been so stupid or weak to let him take advantage of her in that way? Or how about, No one should have to deal with that in the first place. All understandable points of view, for sure. The problem is that not one of them leaves me with power. In both cases I am a victim—either a victim of the casting director or a victim of my own inability to stand up for myself. I prefer not to see it that way.

Rather than shaming or blaming myself or others, I work to own my actions by taking responsibility for them. And I am inviting you to do the same whenever possible. Because when Spidey’s Uncle Ben says, “With great power comes great responsibility,” the reverse, “With great responsibility comes great power,” also holds true. When I talk about power, I mean the ability to take new actions in areas where we have been stuck or have experienced resignation, cynicism, or despair. Whenever we can own our actions and experiences and the impact, we have an opportunity to learn, and we get to be powerful in the face of what life throws at us. And the people around us get to experience that too.

In other words, as long as our experience remains one of being a victim of circumstance, blaming others and life for the ills that befall us, even when it is valid to do that, we do so at the risk of sacrificing real power and prolonging our suffering. This is not in any way, shape, or form meant to condone acts of violence or harassment, or absolve the people who commit them—not by a long shot. If we use my experience in the casting director’s office as an example, it would be easy for me to stick myself with the following judgments: He shouldn’t have asked me to raise my skirt. That is an abuse of power. He was a creep. Or for me to blame myself for being foolish, naive, or weak-minded. While those are valid reactions, they leave me and my world smaller. To use an exaggerated example: If someone has a horrible experience in a parking lot and as a result decides that the best way to keep that thing from happening again is never to use parking lots, their experience of life is without parking lots and therefore smaller. Suppose they then have a bad experience on a bus, and they choose to handle it the same way: no more bus rides. Now they can’t ride a bus or go into parking lots, and their world is smaller still. They are now reducing the inherent risk that life is by reducing their travel options. Now, that doesn’t mean that one shouldn’t have their experiences in parking lots or on bus rides shine a light on future actions. But there is a big difference in including one’s experience in future decisions: factoring it in as a possibility and taking appropriate precautions, and eliminating it from life altogether. In my case, it would sound like “I will never let myself be alone with a casting director; I will never wear a pencil skirt again; I will never trust another authority figure or man.” I might even question whether I’m on the right career path and give up. When I am stuck being victimized by circumstances, my best options are to try to avoid or control those circumstances in the future, and living life that way raises the questions: How’s that going? or, What is your experience of yourself and your life when you’re living that way?

When I try to control or avoid past circumstances, I limit my options and my self-expression. My experience of myself is that I am small and fearful. Instead, I look at what actions I took or did not take and what had me take or not take those actions, and then my experience of myself is that I am bigger, and wiser, even. I am left contributed to by my experience and therefore have a new view to shine a light on my future choices. Experience, good or bad, has the potential to provide a new view or even wisdom. In this case, the action I took was to comply with his request to lift my skirt, because I reasoned that I wanted the job, and I needed to do this to get it. With the upbringing, education, and experience I had, and without judgment, I say that was the best I could do in the moment. When I look from there, I can recontextualize the experience for myself from one who is at the effect of that experience to one who took the actions that had the experience go that way. And I can do that with compassion and a little admiration for the courage that it took for me to take that risk for what I was passionate about, even in the face of my inexperience. Owning that experience empowers me to keep going, to take new actions, and to stay open to possibilities. I am now bigger for my experience, not smaller.

Of course, this interpretation of victimhood or power is not the truth either. It’s a creation—one that leaves me bigger for myself and with access to forgiveness and wisdom, and an openness to sharing my experience with others. It works for me. It leaves me with a say in my life.

I have been sexually assaulted, harassed, dishonored, disrespected, and, at times, compliant rather than consenting. I have also been lucky. And I acknowledge my white, cis, straight, able-bodied, middle-class privilege and how that has contributed to my being lucky. I am here to be of service—not tell you how it is for you. In the same way that there is no one way to go through life, there is no one way to stay safe and no one way to use this book. Some of it will make sense; you will agree with it, and you’ll be willing to try it. Some of it, you may already be doing. Some of it may not work for you. Just because it’s good information doesn’t mean it’s good for you. My goal is to give you tools to speak and act with power in the face of uncertainty, pain, harm, doubt, and fear—to help you live. No matter what, you can live with peace and purpose even when it seems impossible to do so. Take what you need and

■ ■ ■
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