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Books 1 through 5 of the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series focused on getting to know and use the knife. Now that you have gained some understanding of knife offense, let’s continue by studying what you might do if faced empty handed with a knife-wielding assailant.

If you have experience in a contact martial art, you know that one good strike or kick, even though it may be painful, is not likely to kill you or even end the fight. This bit of knowledge gives you confidence in your survival ability. Participating in contact martial arts training, wearing gloves and other protective gear, is good physical conditioning. It also builds confidence in your ability to take strikes and kicks. But let’s assume now that your opponent is armed with a knife, and that a faulty move on your part will likely mean severe injury or death. Will you be more cautious about the techniques you execute, the distance you keep between you and your adversary, or your timing? Even though nothing else has changed, you will approach the situation more cautiously when you know that your safety or life is at stake. Training in knife defense, using a dull training blade and acknowledging each time it touches you, will make you more aware of the dangers involved.

Defending empty handed against the knife is one of the most difficult and dangerous situations you will encounter. When setting up realistic scenarios and training at realistic speed, you will learn that it’s not as simple as sidestepping and intercepting the attack, or placing your opponent in a joint lock that neutralizes the threat. You will likely miss the attacker’s hand when trying to intercept it and get cut in the process. When facing a knife-wielding attacker, even a cut to a non-lethal area such as your arm can cause shock. If you fail to react with offense after your defensive move, the fight will likely end to your opponent’s advantage. When facing a knife-wielding attacker, you must have a keen sense of distance. The fighting range that applies when sparring empty handed in the training hall will likely not be workable against the knife. You must either be far away or very close. If outside of the knife’s effective range, you must either distance yourself permanently or find an opportunity to move to close range. You must then control your opponent’s offensive capabilities by unbalancing him, harming him through a strike or kick to a vulnerable area, or pinning or controlling his knife-wielding hand.

What are your choices? You can attempt to control the knife, control the arm that holds the knife, or control the person. Untrained people have a tendency to fixate on the knife. But since the knife is at the extension of the arm, it is capable of tremendous speed and is difficult to intercept and control. Focusing on the arm rather than the knife gives you a slightly better chance of achieving control of the weapon without getting cut. Consider, too, the possibility of controlling your opponent’s whole body while ignoring the knife initially, through an unbalancing move for instance. Balance loss and damage to your opponent’s arms or body may prevent him from gripping or using the knife against you.

As explained in Book 1, the Knife Training Methods and Techniques for Martial Artists series has three objectives: The first few books focus on getting to know the knife, its strengths and weaknesses, and on manipulating and using it. The next few books focus on defending against knife attacks. The last few books focus on implementing empty-hand martial arts skills into your knife training, and include scenario-based exercises intended to bring your knowledge into perspective and give you a solid understanding of your strengths and weaknesses when faced with a knife-wielding assailant. Each book starts with an introduction. You are then given the lesson objectives, along with detailed information and a number of training exercises aimed at making you physically and emotionally ready to participate in traditional martial arts demonstrations involving a knife or, if fate will have it, in a real encounter. Remember that it is your responsibility to know and comply with all federal and local laws regarding the possession and carry of edged weapons.
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​BRIEF HISTORY
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Although some people will argue that the techniques you learn in the martial arts training hall are much too complicated for a real situation involving a knife, this is not necessarily true. Remember that many Asian martial arts are built upon surprise tactics. They were developed to give you an advantage over a bigger or stronger adversary. Consider how ancient Chinese military strategist Sun-tzu, for example, advocated surprise and “dirty” fighting; for example, that you should appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak. There is nothing that says that you must use a clean block or clean intercept technique when defending against a knife. Rather, you should find a way to weaken your adversary before engaging him for a disarming technique. Weakening him can involve a distraction such as spitting at his face, or it can involve a strike to a sensitive area such as the eyes.

Moreover, even if you do get cut trying to defend against a knife, it does not necessarily mean that you are completely incapacitated or dead; you may still be able to strike with your bare fists to a vulnerable target and proceed with a disarming technique. Remember that your opponent, too, even though he has a weapon, will experience adrenaline and loss of fine motor skills. An attack that seems precise in a controlled environment will lose that precision on the street. Nobody has a death wish. Your adversary fully knows that if you get hold of the weapon, the odds will likely turn in your favor and against him.

Historical Gem: Not all cuts or thrusts with a sharp weapon prove deadly or even limiting to the victim. Consider, for example, the rapier, which proved a popular dueling weapon in the middle ages. As noted by George Silver, an English gentleman of the sixteenth to seventeenth century known for his writings on swordplay, in his Paradoxes of Defence (London, UK: Printed for Edward Blount, 1599), the rapier, due to its extraordinary length, was an article of dress and social function. He did not consider it a true battlefield weapon, however: Although the “science” of dueling and sword fighting for social purposes was “noble” and “preferred next to divinity,” which “preserves the soul from hell and the devil,” the “noble science” of swordsmanship “defend[s] the body from wounds and slaughter.” While the sword, according to Silver, proved lethal and was wielded on the battlefield in the service of a Prince, the rapier, on account of its design as a thrusting rather than slashing weapon, was predictable in motion. Since it was suited only for the thrust, it proved nearly useless in battle. While the rapier could stab deeply into soft tissue, it could not sever a limb or head from the opponent’s body. A wounded duelist could thus continue fighting, even after receiving numerous stabs:


I have known a gentleman hurt in a rapier fight, in nine or ten places throughout the body, arms, and legs, and yet has continued in his fight, and afterward has slain the other, and come home and has been cured of all his wounds without maim, and is yet living.



Every great general in history knows that the moment the first shots are fired, all your plans go out the window. This is true for the knife-wielding attacker as well. Yes, he has the advantage initially, holding both the weapon and the initiative. However, the moment he attacks, and you respond or preempt the attack, the initial plan will likely begin to fail. In fact, he may not even survive the encounter. If his first attempt to stab you fails, he may not have enough endurance to try again with any prospect of success.
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An 1874 fencing duel between two gentlemen desiring to settle a dispute the “honorable” way. These sorts of duels resulted in injury more often than death. Image source: Das Wissen des 20. Jahrhunderts, Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 1961, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.
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​LESSON OBJECTIVES
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Upon completion of this lesson, you should:

1. Have acquired a healthy respect for the power of the knife

2. Have gained an understanding of how to retain realism while avoiding injury when training in knife defense techniques with your martial arts buddies

3. Have developed a basic understanding of how issues of violence develop and be able to detect the warning signals

4. Have started to hone your ability to move to a superior position in relation to your opponent, and should understand the importance of seizing the initiative

5. Have had an opportunity to engage in plenty of partner practice involving basic blocks and deflective moves

6. Have gained some knowledge and practical experience in the benefits and pitfalls of distancing yourself from the knife versus moving to close range

7. Have developed insight into the extent to which your empty-hand martial arts background can be used as a guide to building proficiency in basic knife defense
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​THOUGHTS ON BASIC KNIFE DEFENSE PRINCIPLES
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I have heard both extremes: The first position says that when you’re attacked by a knife-wielding opponent, you just have to use your ki, or internal energy, to snap the knife from the offender’s wrist and subdue him by using his own momentum and energy against him. This advice assumes that you have no fear of dying by the knife, and that your opponent will attack with such obviousness that you can easily catch the knife, disarm him, and blend with the momentum of the attack to throw him off balance. The other position says that you’ll never pull off a defensive technique against an opponent armed with a knife, because the attack will be like a wild blur and happen faster than any person can possibly time. My view is that neither of these extremes is true. Although it is not easy to defend against a knife-wielding attacker, and you may get injured in the process, it is possible.

Studying the knife and experimenting with a variety of attacks and defenses will give you clarity and insight into what it takes to defend yourself; it will inform you about targets you can strike successfully when under a great deal of stress to protect your life. If a highly skilled person with a knife attacks a lesser skilled student, it is unlikely that the student will pull off an effective defense. When training with the self-proclaimed knife experts in the martial arts training hall, you may encounter
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