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PRAISE FOR THE COST OF FEAR BY MEG STONE

“In this intriguing debut treatise, Stone … argues that common advice on how to react when threatened with rape and sexual violence is rooted in sexism… . This is sure to stir debate.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Stone provides a practical, deeply needed resource that expands rather than diminishes the world for women.”

—Booklist

“The Cost of Fear delivers a compelling critique of the shortcomings of conventional safety practices. Through meticulous evidence-based research and personal stories, Stone suggests more effective strategies for eliminating gender-based violence.”

—WENDY ROUSE, author of Her Own Hero

“Meg Stone offers her incredible knowledge with love and compassion, an essential guide for resistance-based self-defense training. Drawing from her decades-long experience, Stone empowers you to build mental resilience and vital techniques for developing situational awareness to defuse gender-based violence quickly for your safety. The Cost of Fear is a must-read for people of all genders and ages, regardless of their fitness and experience levels.”

—REV. IRENE MONROE, co-host of All Rev’d Up on Boston Public Radio

“Meg Stone has written a powerful, accessible, and devastatingly acute analysis of the pervasiveness of gender-based violence and why our efforts to prevent it have failed, packed with expert insight drawn from her decades-long career and practical tips to empower women and others who are targeted. The Cost of Fear moved me, enraged me, and educated me. I don’t think I’ll ever stop thinking about it. I wish this book weren’t necessary. But until we live in a better world, get this book.”

—ALEX MARZANO-LESNEVICH, author of The Fact of a Body

“In The Cost of Fear, Meg Stone weaves together stories—from the individual to the organizational—and extensive research to offer a comprehensive understanding of the problem of gender-based violence. She makes a clear, compelling case for safety through resistance to both protect individuals and change society. Valuable for everyone from policymakers to individuals wanting to increase their safety, this book can change the world.”

—LAUREN R. TAYLOR, founder-director of Defend Yourself
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INTRODUCTION

DUMB WOMEN WHO GET ATTACKED AND THE MEN WHO TRY TO SAVE THEM

I’m sitting on a folding chair in a room used for group exercise classes. The hardwood floors are unreasonably shiny; no scuff marks betray the constant presence of gym shoes. The walls are a soft, soothing color, maybe yellow. The room is packed. The man at the front is lean and muscular. His Police Academy polo shirt and slacks are unwrinkled; his hair is cropped. His charisma and authoritative tone seem practiced and comfortable.

He’s here to give a lecture on personal safety, called something like “Street Smarts for Women.” The sponsor is this women’s gym, the kind of gym that costs more than $150 a month to join. The kind of gym that has a whirlpool and sauna in a locker room that is never dirty.

About one hundred women sit in the audience, some on the edge of their chairs. Fear and urgency are heavy. It’s only been a few weeks since a bright and promising twenty-four-year-old was abducted from an ATM where she’d stopped to get cash after a morning workout—a morning workout at this gym. She was found dead a few hours later, her body dumped in a nature preserve and discovered by a bicyclist.1 Every woman in this room, I imagine, has stopped at an ATM on her way home from the gym, and maybe they came to this lecture feeling desperate to avoid becoming like her.

The man is affable. Funny even. I don’t remember the specifics of his jokes, only that the laughter was loud and cathartic. He tells us what “smart” women do. They don’t wear headphones in public. They don’t let FedEx or UPS drivers enter their offices, especially if they’re the only one still at work. For that matter they don’t work late alone. They try to avoid going shopping alone, and if they absolutely can’t, they don’t buy more than they can easily carry. He does a comedy routine in which he imitates a woman weighed down by too many shopping bags, struggling to balance, eyes on her phone instead of the street. Some people laugh. My arms are folded tight across my body, my jaw is clenched.

Other women, I’m sure, were killed in the two or three weeks it took to plan this lecture. Women whose murders were not covered relentlessly by local news, with remembrances of their favorite songs, or warm personalities. Indigenous women, for example. On some reservations, Native women are murdered at rates ten times the national average. Homicide is the third-leading cause of death for Indigenous women and girls between ten and twenty-four years old, and the fifth-leading for women between twenty-five and thirty-four.2 Or Black women, who are more than twice as likely to be murdered than white women. A study published by the Violence Policy Center found that 61 percent of Black women murdered in 2018 were killed by intimate partners.3

But this young white woman could be us (or at least the “us” that is assembled in a high-end women’s gym). All she did was stop at an ATM. And maybe her murder won’t scare us so much if we let a confident, charismatic man tell us what to do.

He tells us that if a creepy guy is following us, we should get on our phones. We should pretend we are calling our boyfriends, we should say a man’s name loud enough that the creepy guy hears. We should tell our fake boyfriend that we see him in the window, that we are almost home and he should expect us soon. We should tell our fake boyfriend there is soup in the fridge for dinner and that he should start heating it up. It’s only been a few minutes since he told us that being on our phones is bad, but still.

I raise my hand and ask the question I always ask at lectures like this one: What is the evidence that supports the effectiveness of this strategy?

His answer is not an answer. Something about how he doesn’t have time to get into all that and how we should use common sense.

My question is less than sincere. I know what the evidence shows. I’ve been teaching self-defense for decades, and I know what it means to trust my body, instead of relying on an imminent boyfriend (and a fake one at that) to protect me. I know, too, that sometimes I forget that as a woman I’m supposed to live with a constant, low-grade fear that someone will assault me. I walk alone at night. I wear earbuds in public. I go shopping alone and buy as many groceries as I need. I trust that I could stop an act of violence with my own unremarkable strength. I know, too, that after I took my first feminist self-defense class, I stopped enduring my father’s too-tight hugs. I spoke up more in male-dominated spaces. I had always believed that sexism was wrong, but after having the visceral experience of fighting off a male instructor who outweighed me by a hundred pounds, I was more able to embody my beliefs.

Feminists, Black liberation activists, and others committed to social justice have been teaching self-defense for decades.4 Helping people find their voices and the power of their bodies, helping them become bolder, not more afraid. Helping people make connections between their individual experiences of fear or vulnerability and the political inequities that rely on keeping some people smaller. Yet in the public imagination, self-defense is often understood as an action movie, a gun, or a bunch of directives about how we should clutch our keys or cross the street if we see a homeless person.

This reputation is often well deserved. I’ve lost hours of my life listening to men tell audiences as white and female and scared as this one what to do: If you’re a woman living alone, put a pair of men’s boots outside your back door. Don’t get undressed in front of a window. Don’t wear a ponytail; it’s easy for an attacker to grab. Trim your hedges so an attacker can’t hide in them. Don’t do laundry alone. Pull the fire alarm. Every rapist is afraid of firefighters and apparently will wait for them to show up before they start attacking you. Don’t go out alone after dark. Restrict your life to be safe. Depend on the good men to protect you from the bad ones.

As the lecture goes on, I get angry. Angry because I’m just as charmed by the police officer at the front of the room as every other woman seems to be. He’s charming in a way that makes me want to like him. And worse, some deep unconscious part of myself wants him to like me.

He gives us a hypothetical situation. We are told to imagine that a guy is creeping us out. The buildup is dramatic. He follows us down the sidewalk. We try to lose him in a crowd but we can’t. He leers and makes obscene gestures. When we get to the subway station, he follows us down the stairs. Our intuition tells us to leave the subway station. But we have to get home, or we want to go shopping, so we stay on the subway platform wishing this creepy man would go away.

Your gut instinct is telling you to leave, he tells us. Every fiber in your being is telling you to leave, you know this guy is up to no good. But if you don’t trust your intuition, and you get attacked, whose fault is that?

“The person who assaulted you,” I yell out. Not raising my hand. Not waiting for him to call on me. My arms still tight across my chest.

I can’t throw him off for long. He recovers quickly, he’s good at public speaking. Well yeah, he says, acknowledging and dismissing me at the same time. But he moves right on with his point, which is that women don’t trust their intuition and they put themselves in vulnerable situations and then they shouldn’t be surprised when they get attacked. I mean what did we expect.

A lot of us feel reassured when someone offers us certainty in the face of a horrible crime against someone who could have been us. Especially someone who didn’t do anything to lose the status of “perfect victim”—someone young and white and middle class. With no known history of drug use or sex work, someone whose parents loved her and who are devastated that her bright future was cut short by a brutal stranger.

Every bit of the grief this woman’s family experienced deserves respect and empathy and attention. But we can hold that grief or outrage or heartbreak without losing sight of the statistical realities of violence, and we can do so in a way that honors the memory of a beloved person who should still be alive.

The family of Vanessa Marcotte, who was murdered at age twenty-seven by a stranger while she was out walking, is an admirable example of what it means to hold this kind of nuance. Her loved ones started a foundation to honor her memory, and in a video explaining their work, Caroline Tocci, a board member who is Vanessa’s cousin, speaks about violence with clarity. “Murder is very rare, but assault isn’t,” she says.5 The Vanessa T. Marcotte Foundation gives grants to support mentorship and self-defense training for women and girls, violence prevention education for children and teens of all genders, and domestic violence services. All of these are programs that address the statistical realities of violence.6 And they run to honor Vanessa’s memory because she loved to run. They hold a 5K race every summer and sponsor teams for marathons in a few different cities. They do this instead of telling women not to run or chastising them for running alone.

But too often we are told to diminish ourselves, to avoid “creepy” strangers and trust the police, though some research shows that police officers are more likely than people in other lines of work to be abusive to their spouses.7 We are told that the people who want to rape or abduct us lurk in poorly lit alleyways. They hide in parking garages, waiting to grab us if we dare to be distracted by our phones or carry too many shopping bags or fail to get a security guard to walk us to our cars. They are outsiders, deviants. Never our friends or loved ones. Never the charming and hilarious person we just met on a date or at a party. Never upstanding members of the communities we call home. When they tell us be “smart,” we are to understand that being smart has nothing to do with thinking, reasoning, or analyzing. Being smart about crime is all about complying and following. If you question the advice or the evidence that supports it, you will be met with condescension.

I’m a class-privileged white woman. I was raised on a steady diet of Law and Order: SVU to keep me scared and romantic comedies to keep me believing that the power of my love can make men change. If I had a different line of work, I might think twice about grocery shopping after dark, or I might call a friend and stay on the phone with her while I walked to my car in a parking garage. I might have had better things to do with my time than to scour the internet looking for reliable data about crimes in parking lots. (Most of what I found was outdated or taken out of context by companies that sell parking lot security products.)8

If I had a different line of work, I might feel afraid in situations in which my chances of being struck by lightning are only a few hundred times less than my chances of being struck by a man in a ski mask who jumps out of the bushes.9 (A man who is probably Black or Brown in a lot of our imaginations, but we know better than to be explicit about that.)
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It’s been more than ten years since I sat on that folding chair in that spotless group exercise studio. The girls in the first high school self-defense class I taught through IMPACT Boston, the abuse and violence prevention organization I lead, are hovering around forty now. But the questions I got from the girls I taught last year have changed surprisingly little:


If someone approaches you, should you tell them your boyfriend will be right back?

I heard you should pretend you don’t speak English. Is that right?

I heard you should always take the elevator because attackers hide out in stairwells and they will tape your mouth shut so you can’t scream, is that real?

I heard you shouldn’t scream or fight back, that it will just make the attacker more angry.



On the first day of some of our self-defense classes, we ask students to tell us what they’ve been taught about how to be safe. If the group is all or mostly girls, the responses come quick, remarkably similar from one group to the next. Don’t go out at night; don’t talk to strangers; don’t accept things from strangers; don’t wear revealing clothes; don’t be on your phone in public.

I once taught a group of mostly white teenage boys who were quiet and confused when I asked what safety advice they’d gotten from adults or the media. “Wear a seat belt?” one kid finally said. “Be careful crossing the street?” said another. “Don’t go to a bad neighborhood,” offered a third, but when I asked them what made a neighborhood “bad,” nobody wanted to say. More recently, in a racially mixed class, a group of Black boys told us they’d been taught to keep their hands visible and talk softly if they were approached by the police. Others said their sisters and girl cousins got advice that they didn’t. When I asked what advice their families gave only to the girls, they told me they didn’t know. A boy from a Muslim family came up to me after class to say that his sister had been warned not to wear a hijab in public.

My teaching experience is not systematic like high-quality research, but the gender differences I’ve observed are consistent with the evidence. Through in-depth interviews with college students on a suburban campus, criminologist Shannon Jacobsen found that a majority of the women—and none of the men—avoided certain places or activities in order to be safe. One participant said she decided not to enroll in a class that met at night. Almost all the women but only a third of the men said they had walked around campus in groups to avoid violence. When the research team asked follow-up questions, they discovered that the men walked in groups to protect their female friends while women said they felt safer walking in groups that included men.10

A specific image of crime and how to avoid it lives in a lot of our imaginations. And what some of us fear most is shaped not by the strongest evidence but by the most compelling stories. Management professor Chip Heath and entrepreneur Dan Heath provide insight into what types of ideas stay with people, or “ideas that stick.”11 Chip Heath and his students reviewed hundreds of compelling ideas, presented in formats ranging from proverbs to urban legends to advertising campaigns to often-repeated stories, some of which were true and others were not.

They identified the common characteristics of ideas, beliefs, and stories that stick with us. First, they are simple but also unexpected. They fill voids in our knowledge in ways that are surprising yet uncomplicated. They also have concrete images that are easy for people to picture. In the realm of personal safety advice, that can mean a pair of men’s boots on the doorstep of a woman living alone, or telling a woman that if she ever gets abducted and locked in the trunk of a stranger’s car, she should kick out the taillight, stick her hand out of the hole, and wave frantically. That way, drivers behind her can see but her abductor can’t tell she’s trying to get help. Besides, ideas that stick touch our emotions. If people feel something, they’re more likely to care. Boring statistics about prevalent problems don’t hold our attention the way a single horrifying story does.

A lot of evidence-poor ideas about violence are more compelling than the complicated reality: we have some power to keep ourselves and our communities safer, there are skills we can learn to protect ourselves and our communities, some of those skills have evidence to show they reduce some types of violence, but many more questions can’t be answered by quality research. At the same time, structural factors outside our control cause or contribute to violence, and these can be changed only by sustained political organizing. Also, there are some types of safety skills that contribute to creating structural change and others that don’t.

Did you fall asleep reading the last paragraph? Did you get lost and have to go back? Did you give up and not care anymore? Most importantly, did you get a compelling picture in your mind as you read it, or are you still thinking about the woman locked in the trunk of a stranger’s car who kicks out the taillight and waves her hand at the drivers behind her?

Another characteristic Heath and Heath identified is credibility, having a spokesperson or champion that people believe and trust. In the realm of violence prevention, this one has become the most insidious because the trustworthy spokesperson is often a male police officer. Either that or someone who served in the military or teaches karate or another martial art we’ve heard of. Most of the research-backed strategies for how to keep ourselves safer come from feminist psychologists, sociologists, and self-defense practitioners, but police departments continue to enjoy a position as leading experts on violence, crime, and safety.12

Sexual and domestic violence are widely recognized today because of the work of generations of feminists.13 As recently as the 1970s, the psychiatric community was convinced that child sexual abuse in families was rare.14 The first rape crisis centers and domestic violence shelters in the US opened their doors in the mid-1970s. Our current understanding of the magnitude of sexual violence as well as the fact that there are currently 1,300 rape crisis centers and domestic violence service centers in the United States15 is because feminist activists created service centers, protested police departments, and shaped public opinion.16

Still, decades later, it’s the police who are seen as the experts. A systematic analysis of the largest national and regional newspapers conducted by Berkeley Media Studies Group in 2014 found that when sexual assault makes the news, law enforcement professionals are more than three times as likely as leaders of rape crisis centers to be quoted.17 Specifically, 32 percent of people quoted were from the criminal justice system while only 9 percent were leaders of local and national advocacy groups. This study also found that the majority of news stories, 51 percent, were about criminal justice events like arrests, trials, or convictions. Our news media treats law enforcement agencies as experts on sexual and intimate partner violence even though historically, the police were so unwilling to take this violence seriously that they did so only because feminist activists protested police departments and successfully sued them for gender discrimination.18

Deciding who to trust when it comes to our safety is complicated. There is something visceral and intimate about when and why we feel vulnerable and the choices we make in an effort to feel less so. Asking hard questions about these beliefs and choices is delicate. Who am I (who is anyone) to tell someone how careful to be? I don’t know if the girl asking about pretending not to speak English is a daughter of immigrants who survived harm I will never understand by acting like they couldn’t communicate. I don’t know if the girl who was told to avoid making an attacker angry heard that advice from her parents. If her parents are kind people who surround her with safe and trustworthy adults, who am I to contradict them with the evidence, especially when the evidence is based on a couple dozen studies that are high quality but don’t apply to every possible situation? On the other hand, if her parents are abusive, and they are bombarding her with “stranger danger” messages to undermine her ability to trust her own reality, could informing her that the majority of abuse comes from people we know help her believe she can trust herself? (For my first book, I interviewed a woman who experienced unrelenting sexual and emotional abuse from a martial arts community she thought was her family. The most abusive teacher consistently taught self-defense classes that were full of “stranger danger” messages that directed students to be afraid of people they didn’t know.)19

Every person is 100 percent entitled to any safety choice that feels right for them, with the exception of choices that stoke racism or prejudice against people with less political and social power. If you have survived a life-altering traumatic experience and the only thing that makes a good night’s sleep possible is hiding a knife under your mattress and installing motion sensors on your doors and windows, then you deserve respect for discovering what works for you. If clutching your keys as you walk through a parking lot or keeping your head on a swivel when you’re in public gives you peace or relief, then don’t let me or anyone else tell you that you’re wrong.

And just because an act of violence is statistically uncommon doesn’t mean it never happens. So I fully support you in being as vigilant and prepared as you want or need to be. If it feels right to you to avoid dark parking lots, or have a security guard walk you to your car, or carry pepper spray or a whistle on your key chain, I would not presume to tell you to substitute my judgment for your own. You may have a well-thought-out safety strategy based on your unique life. If you are part of a marginalized community that isn’t well represented by large-scale research, then your own lived experience is likely more useful than national surveys. In either of those cases, I support you in trusting yourself to know better than me or any other expert what is best for you.

That said, if you are questioning the advice you’ve been given, I want to offer you the evidence and its limitations. I want to tell you what the research shows and what it doesn’t. I want to help you discern what we know from credible sources from what men in authority just say because it sounds good. Maybe they sincerely believe that they are helping, or maybe they think their position entitles them to tell you what to do. I especially want to invite you to think critically about two types of safety directives: those that perpetuate racism and stigma, and those that make you feel like you are wrong, that if you experience violence it’s your fault because you parked too close to a white van or wore a miniskirt to a club or used your phone in public.

Here are some common characteristics of baseless safety advice:


♦ It is given by people who rely on their position of authority as a reason we should listen to them, rather than giving solid evidence or reasoning. If we question the advice or try to determine what evidence supports it, we are dismissed or belittled.

♦ It casts our mundane decisions or ordinary routines as dangerous. It does so even when there is little or no evidence that any remarkable number of people are assaulted while doing activities like using a public bathroom or climbing a flight of stairs.

♦ It uses words like “always” or “never” as if every situation is identical and every person’s life is the same. It doesn’t account for differences in demographics and life circumstances that are relevant to the ways that people are targeted for violence. Even among women, prevalence of different types of violence varies widely by everything from how old you are to where you work.

♦ It is irrelevant to the majority of violence, particularly the types of violence and harm that are caused by powerful and privileged people or people we know, love, and are supposed to be able to trust. The most obvious version of this is advice for avoiding sexual violence that can be used only with strangers.



I don’t want you to subordinate your critical thinking and good judgment to baseless advice. Nor do I want you to diminish yourself or restrict your life to avoid being attacked. And if you have some privilege, like I do, I really don’t want you to confuse your personal safety with perpetuating racism and stigma. One example of this happened in May 2020, the same day Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin murdered George Floyd. A white woman named Amy Cooper made a 911 call.20 She told the operator that there was an African American man threatening her and her dog, and that she didn’t feel safe. The man, Christian Cooper, is an avid birdwatcher. They were in an area of Central Park where dogs are required to be leashed to protect the birds and other wildlife. When Christian told Amy to leash her dog, she responded by calling the police. Christian began filming, and the video of Amy making the 911 call went viral on social media. Amy made a second 911 call, falsely claiming that Christian had assaulted her.21

I want you to have the fortitude to improve your safety in ways that also upend the power inequities that are so often connected to abuse and violence. I want you to have carefully considered strategies to resist violence, and I want those strategies to be relevant to reality, not stereotypes.

Especially if you are a woman or LGBTQ+ person, I want you to be able to recognize coercive control from people you know, as that is a common precursor to sexual and intimate violence. I want you to have the support to challenge the messages you got that you should be “nice” or that any concern you have is somehow “overreacting.” Still, no matter who we are and how much more prevalent some types of violence are than others, none of us have zero chance of being attacked by a stranger who jumps out of the bushes or follows us to our car in a shopping mall, so I also want you to have some skills and principles you can use to decisively protect yourself in the moment if you are attacked. Having useful self-defense skills for an unexpected situation means you don’t have to spend as much psychic energy being afraid. (For a deeper dive into specific practical strategies, I recommend Get Empowered: A Practical Guide to Thrive, Heal, and Embrace Your Confidence in a Sexist World, by Nadia Telsey and Lauren R. Taylor.)22

BUT WHAT IF THEY SAY THEY WANT TO “EMPOWER” YOU?

Fat activist Aubrey Gordon identified some insidious changes to the prevailing public conversations about weight loss. Blatant references to “being on a diet” were socially accepted decades ago, but are much less popular today. “Increasingly, the rhetoric of dieting and weight loss is seen as falling out of favor,” she says. 23 “Even one of the most enduring diets in the United States, Weight Watchers, has changed its name to WW, and reoriented its marketing toward more holistic ‘wellness’ branding.” But, she argues, replacing the word “diet” with a different word doesn’t make it any less fatphobic: “Weight loss methods are not marketed as diets, but as ‘lifestyle changes,’ ‘detoxes,’ ‘cleanses,’ and ‘cognitive behavioral therapy.’ That shifting allows the weight-loss industry to cloak its same old diets in the language of holistic wellness and self-care … We may talk about diets differently today, but social mandates to become thin are as strong as ever.”24

A similar repackaging of tired, baseless patriarchal messages exists in the realm of women’s safety. Blatant messages telling women to subordinate ourselves to our male protectors may not be socially acceptable outside of “tradwife” and other right-wing spaces,25 but much like a “cleanse” is just a diet in disguise, a lot of people and organizations that peddle “women’s empowerment” are not interested in women having any real power.

Rape Aggression Defense (RAD), the largest police-led self-defense program in the US, has some messages in its manual that communicate respect for the women who take their classes. The “Participant Expectations” section of the manual includes several trauma-informed statements, including “You have every right to choose non-participation at any time for any reason.” The page ends with “You are in control of your participation” in big, bold letters. Yet, this message that women have options and agency is side by side with statements about what women should always or never do, framed not as suggestions or options but as directives. These directives include everything from how thick the curtains on our bedroom windows should be to how we should trim our hedges to prevent intruders from hiding in them.

The National Rifle Association (NRA) has a personal safety course called Refuse to Be a Victim. It was initially developed for women in 1993 and, according to the participant manual, went coed in 1997 because of demand from men. The manual opens with an acknowledgment that personal safety is not one size fits all. “Every situation is different, just like every person is different,” reads a paragraph from the section on being mentally prepared to avoid crime. “There are no right answers or reactions so you will need to decide for yourself how you will react.”26 The handbook also presents accurate information about child sexual abuse and sexual assault of teens and young adults, stating that most people who abuse are someone the child or teenager knows and trusts.

But after a few empowering messages and a little bit of accurate information, the rest of the manual is devoted to unnuanced directives and unsubstantiated claims about crime and criminals. “Do your laundry with a friend or neighbor,” the manual directs, and “Don’t do your laundry early in the morning or late at night.”27 There are other directives that are given solely to women. “If you are a woman alone in the house or apartment and a stranger asks to speak to your husband or the man of the house, tell them he is working in the garage or office and cannot be disturbed. Never tell a stranger that you are home alone.”28 “In parking garages, use caution in stairwells. It is usually much safer to walk down the auto ramp instead of using the stairs (provided that you watch out for traffic).”29 Or, to avoid carjacking, “always allow at least a car’s length of space between you and the car in front of you when stopping for traffic signals.”30 Have the authors of this manual ever driven in a city before? I live in Boston, a small congested rude city where people honk at you if you take your foot off the brake pedal a millisecond slower than they would have, then cut you off for any reason or no reason at all. If I left a whole car length in front of me, my nerves would be shot from other drivers’ yelling and honking, or I’d never make it anywhere because other drivers would cut in front of me.

A page devoted to women’s safety tips from the Louisiana Sheriff’s Association opens with an empowering message: “While statistics are extremely high, women need not view themselves as helpless victims.”31 The page includes some reasonable advice about the best ways to use physical skills by focusing on vulnerable targets of an attacker’s body: “The eyes, knees, throat and groin are very vulnerable, good places to gouge and kick.” The page goes on to acknowledge that the woman in the situation is the best judge of what is best: “But listen to your instincts and try to determine if a counter attack by you is the best approach. If you do decide to fight, make sure your first move is as forceful as possible.”

But side by side with these encouraging and reasonable suggestions is the same tired, baseless advice. Always take the elevator, never take the stairs, or if an attacker throws you in his car, “kick out the back tail lights, stick your arm out the hole, and start waving wildly. The driver won’t see you, but everyone else will,” the directive says. “This trick is said to have saved lives,” the Louisiana Sheriff’s Association claims, citing no evidence that this has ever saved a life, or even if trunk abductions are prevalent in Louisiana.

Advice like this creates a confusing mess—we can take care of ourselves, as long as we do what men in authority tell us to do. We are not powerless, but we also shouldn’t be in the grocery store, the mall, or even the bathroom by ourselves. (Yes, that one is real. It can be found on page 13 of the NRA Refuse to Be a Victim manual.)32

USING THE EVIDENCE WE HAVE

When it comes to our personal safety, separating fact from fiction presents some specific challenges. We can’t base every safety decision on evidence, because gathering the evidence we would need is not always possible. It would be logistically impossible and ethically questionable, for example, to recruit a large group of women and randomly assign them to either clutch their keys while they walk to their cars or not and then measure which group gets attacked more. Also, stopping violence with our own actions is complicated. Most types of violence are systemic and structural, concentrated in communities that have the least political power. So personal safety strategies have to be connected to larger social and political change.

We can’t answer every question about every situation, but we can use the evidence we have to evaluate the safety information we are getting. There are three main ways that we can base our personal safety decisions on evidence:


1. Is there actual experimental evidence showing that certain types of strategies or interventions actually reduce violence? (Spoiler alert: the answer to this one is usually no.)

2. Is the safety precaution relevant to types of violence that are actually prevalent? What makes good TV (both fictional drama and the news) is what grabs attention, not what’s common.

3. Is this safety precaution perpetuating stigma while deflecting attention from violence perpetrated by people close to us or people in authority who are actually more likely to harm us than random strangers? Does the advice in question help you recognize and resist coercive control from people you know? Does it equip you with the fortitude to challenge people in authority and make sure leadership is accountable? Most of the widespread sexual abuse crises are in organizations, from the Catholic Church to Olympic Sports to the US military, in which leaders have high
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