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			I dedicate this book to every woman, with the hopes that, together, we can train and create a life we love, armed with the knowledge to protect ourselves both physically and mentally.
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			FOREWORD

			I had always subscribed to the belief that women were far more likely to be victimized by men because they were physically weaker and thus ill-equipped to defend themselves. This was nonsense that, I suppose, was further perpetuated by my love of movies—where, time and time again, I was offered examples of the classic “damsel in distress.” It wasn’t until I met Avital Zeisler and was introduced to her unique method of self-defense, the Soteria Method, that my perceptions were forever changed. There’s no clearer way to say this (and I hope I don’t lose anyone by speaking so technically), but Avital is a genuine badass. She emboldened me beyond my wildest expectations by teaching me simple mechanical techniques and combative wisdom that more than make up for any physical disadvantage. In short, she turned me into a badass. The Soteria Method is exclusively for the female defender and works for women of all ages and sizes. It helps you to build an effective and intuitive survival mindset that ensures your ability to use the concepts and strategies under pressure. Learning Avital’s method has actually made me less paranoid and more confidently aware.

			In addition to learning how to physically defend myself, I was surprised by my gains in mental acuity and my reduction of anxiety. Avital’s Soteria Method gave me an increased level of confidence, which resonates in my daily life. It’s also a serious workout. Avital’s personal journey is intertwined in her method and profoundly illustrates how women can gain strength to overcome any attack, setback, or negative experience—and to live the best life possible.

			Avital’s story is a fascinating one. She is incredibly brave for sharing it. It is her personal experience of surviving a sexual assault and becoming such a highly respected self-defense instructor that gives the Soteria Method such strength, purity, and authenticity. Here, embedded in her ethos, you’ll find a unique set of benefits for women of every age, state of mind, and physical capability.

			I believe that every woman should know the Soteria Method. Life is too precious to not want to get the most out of it, so strive for happiness and solace. The physical and mental benefits of learning Avital’s method will be apparent shortly after a commitment to her program. The empowerment that you feel will last a lifetime.

			—AMANDA SEYFRIED
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			REDEFINING SELF-DEFENSE

			I was told that I was too tall to be a classical ballerina. I was told that I had too much muscle in my calves to be a model. I was told that I didn’t have a deep-enough six-pack when I participated in a fitness competition for athletic routines. My body never fit society’s molds for the passions I wanted to pursue. Being judged on each and every physical attribute, rather than who I was as an individual, sometimes made me feel like a prisoner to my appearance. But deep inside, no matter what anyone said, I had a drive to find my place in the world, and a dream to nurture a creative outlet where I could express who I was and what happiness meant to me.

			When I was young, I always considered happiness a given. I was totally immersed in the world of dance, got good grades, and maintained my focus on being the best dancer and student I could be. I felt invincible, safe, loved, supported, and cherished by my family and friends. I was completely unaware that bad things could happen to me. Even when a neighbor surprised me on my driveway by telling me that I was his “honey,” all I had to do was tell my father. He immediately marched over to the neighbor’s house and made sure that was the last time this neighbor came anywhere near me or our property, or the police would be called. Within this cocoon of security, I nourished my ambition.

			When I was thirteen, I insisted that my mother take me to my first serious dance audition, and soon I moved away from home to attend a full-time ballet school. As the years passed, I competed in every dance competition that I could, and dieted until I had a model’s measurements and became part of the fabulous fashion industry. Not content with success in dance and modeling, I also worked tirelessly in school to get the best marks possible, just in case I ever decided to become a doctor. I was ambitious and driven, but I was still a typical kid, juggling my grades and my passions with my life outside high school. And even after my neighbor’s comment, I remained totally oblivious to potential danger.

			Then, one time when I was walking home from my bus stop, I realized that a car was following me. I was scared, but I kept my cool and cut in between some houses to lose him. When I told my parents, my father immediately signed me up for a Krav Maga class. Krav Maga is the official self-defense system of the Israeli Defense Forces and has been adapted for use by elite combat units, secret service operatives, law enforcement, and the general public. I enrolled in a beginner class, learned the moves, and aced the test. The whole time, I was more concerned with getting a high mark on my final Krav Maga test than with actually contemplating the reasons for learning the moves and their effectiveness for real-life application.

			

			—

			DURING MY FIRST YEAR of college, I met a man. I was so taken with him. He said the right things, acted as if tending to my needs was his main priority, and spoke as if he supported each and every one of my dreams. As a naive young woman who believed I was in love, I bought it all! This was my first serious relationship, and it felt wonderful. Even as he became increasingly controlling and jealous, no one—not my parents, brothers, or friends—could tell me anything against him, because I wouldn’t hear it.

			I started spending more and more time with him at his place and envisioned a long future together. But then one night we got into an argument. I didn’t want to do something sexual with him, and he was insisting. I refused, and he lost it. Within seconds, he became verbally and physically aggressive towards me. I was in utter shock as he grabbed my hair and banged my head into the bathroom wall. Three times. Each time he asked me if I would give in and do what he wanted.

			All I could do was think, “What is happening? How could he be doing this to me? Where did this violence come from? Why did my saying no to him result in this violence? What am I going to do?” These and millions of other thoughts ran through my mind. I had no idea how to get out of his hold of my hair, which was incredibly painful. He asked me again if I would do it, and I said no again. He whirled me around and started shoving my head toward the toilet bowl. I resisted, trying to keep my head out of the water, and then I decided to try to calm him down. I cried out that I would do what he wanted. He released my hair to let me up. I ran out of the bathroom and tried to run out of the bedroom, but he leaped after me and grabbed me. He swung to punch me, but I somehow blocked it, through natural reflexes (not training). He became increasingly aggressive, and the next thing I knew, I was pinned down on the floor. He then violently raped me.

			I was in utter disbelief that this had happened to me—that someone who’d said that he loved and adored me could attack me so violently. I could not wrap my head around the implications of his attack—what it meant for me as a woman, what it made him as a man. I wondered how I could ever move on from the devastation I felt.

			The physical damage was nothing compared to the emotional trauma, which would not go away. Every aspect of positivity and daily enjoyment in life had vanished. I felt nothing but negativity—toward everything and everyone. I had been so innocent, so sure of my own invincibility, and I’d felt so cherished by my family. But now I felt damaged inside and out. I was a person who no longer had a direct line to her dreams and aspirations.

			I immediately broke up with him and asked not to be contacted in any way, shape or form. My requests were ignored and it got to the point where I had no choice but to get a restraining order. When I went to the police, they said he should be charged with both sexual and physical assault. He was arrested and charged. Every time I tried to pretend like it hadn’t happened or to ignore my flashbacks, another meeting with the police or people from the Victim Services agency would remind me of the incident and the upcoming court case in which I would testify. I didn’t want to serve as a witness, but I couldn’t get over the fact that if I didn’t, I would potentially be putting another woman’s life at risk.

			As I waited for the case to make its way through the court system, I learned more about sexual assault from the information provided by Victim Services and individual therapy. I’d thought that since I personally knew the man who had attacked me, it wasn’t considered rape. I was shocked to learn that, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 78 percent of female rape or sexual assault victims from 2005 to 2010 were assaulted by friends, acquaintances, family members, or intimate partners, while only 22 percent were attacked by strangers (per the Bureau of Justice Statistics 2013 report Female Victims of Sexual Violence, 1994–2010). I gained many other unwelcome insights like this as I tried to come to terms with my assault and how it had permanently changed me. One of the most difficult things to accept was that I was only one of thousands of women who have faced this—and worse.

			

			—

			AS AN ATHLETIC KID and teenager, I had always sought out some form of physical activity, whether for exercise or simply to put me in a good mood. But after the incident, nothing made me feel any sense of confidence, empowerment, or positivity. I tried dance classes, fitness classes, every activity I could think of. Soon it got to the point where I had to find a way to bring myself back to life.

			I decided to take another self-defense class and reintroduced myself to Krav Maga, since my father still recommended it as an effective self-defense system. This time in class, I was actually able to learn the defenses against the attack that I had experienced. I learned how I could have fought back in the incident, and I practiced the moves over and over again. I gained confidence with each repetition.

			I was amazed at the changes I felt. For the first time since the incident, I began to feel the sense of empowerment and confidence that I was so longing for. I kept on going back to the self-defense classes just to hold on to those positive feelings. I soon became addicted.

			My transformation began with a search for empowerment, but it quickly became a more involved challenge of assessing how what I was being taught was applicable to women in particular. Basically, I wanted to find out if I, as a woman, could really defend myself against a much stronger and larger attacker. Since I’d experienced a violent sexual assault firsthand, I had a unique lens of reality that I used to assess the concepts and tactics that I was shown. I couldn’t help but try to judge whether or not each tactic I was shown would work in a real-life situation.

			From my experience, I knew that at the moment of the attack, I was feeling so many things, had so many thoughts, that I wasn’t able to formulate a clear or quick response. In the moment, I was trying to simultaneously comprehend what was happening, overcome the pain and fear I felt at this sudden betrayal and attack, and formulate an escape plan. There was too much going on in my head, and I was ill prepared to defend myself. Knowing how my brain reacted in this situation informed my approach to learning self-defense techniques. I knew these factors had to be kept in mind when assessing the effectiveness of the self-defense techniques I was being shown.

			So, whenever I was taught a new move in a training session, I would respectfully and quietly challenge the technique in my mind, rather than accept it at face value. I would picture myself back in the moment when I’d been attacked and ask myself, “If I had known how to do this Backhand Hammer Fist, would it have helped me in that situation? Would I have been able to think of it in time for it to be helpful?” I challenged each move in my mind and on the mat, and I tested or modified what I learned on my own after class. It even started to feel fun—becoming a new game of physical angles, leverages, body mechanics, and mindset boundary adjustments. I became fascinated with finding defensive tactics and solutions that did not rely on my size or strength.

			As I immersed myself more and more into the world of self-defense, I had an epiphany. I realized that the perceived disadvantages of being a woman could actually work to the advantage of a female defender. Our smaller statures can be very misleading to a larger, stronger attacker. No matter how small we are, if we are well trained, we are still capable of exerting force toward targets. And on the psychological level, attackers will perceive us as weaker and physically inferior. So if a woman is able to stay tactical while under attack, she’ll have the element of surprise on her side.

			I continued exploring personal safety tactics and concepts and revelation after revelation excited me and drove me to learn all I could about self-defense from a woman’s perspective.

			

			
				
				—
			

			AFTER SOME BASIC self-defense training in my hometown of Toronto, I sought out more advanced classes and began to train in the United States. Then I was invited to attend a Krav Maga training session in Israel, and I jumped at the chance to learn about this powerful fighting style at its source. People told me that no international woman had ever passed the full instructor course, and that since I was only twenty years old, I was still too new to the system to do so. But that challenge was all I needed to hear. I packed my bags with my brand-new Krav Maga equipment and joined thirty-five men from around the world in the instructor course.

			In some of my previous training sessions, the male participants had been dismissive of me and didn’t believe that I could hold my own against them. So it was no surprise when I encountered the same skepticism in this instructor course. One very vocal skeptic, in particular, chose to pick on me during the first week to try to show how much I didn’t belong there. Then, one time, he made the mistake of trying to kick me without wearing his shin guards, thinking I wouldn’t know how to block it. I blocked it with my leg. His shin shattered. This story continues to circle back to me even now, years later. It was the moment that earned me the grudging respect of the other participants—and the reputation of being the “Canadian girl who could hold her own.” I worked hard, trained harder, and passed the instructor course.

			Knowing Krav Maga as well as I did only made me want to learn more about other forms of self-defense. So I sought out opportunities to learn from as many military personnel, law enforcement officials, and security specialists from around the world as I could. This was the pivotal point when I committed myself to my mission of finding out what was real self-defense. I was able to use my own experience of a violent attack to zero in on effective self-defense concepts for women. I could still remember the sense of freezing in fear during my own attack, so each time I mastered a technique and mentally tested it against my attacker, I felt a sense of immense empowerment.

			

			—

			MY NEW QUEST had enabled me to shift from a negative mindset to a more workable one. I was functional, though I still wasn’t happy or excited about life. I attended my college classes and listened to what my professors were saying, but I had a very hard time connecting with people. And whenever I could, I would head off for training sessions or go on trips to further my study. When I finally graduated from college, it was easy for me to make the decision to teach self-defense.

			After years of studying and training, I finally felt like I could tactically fight back against an attack if I needed to. But I wanted every woman to have that sense of confidence. As my passion to show others what I had learned became more and more meaningful to me, I decided to make the big move to New York City to work as a self-defense instructor.

			I continued to train and expand my network of security contacts, but I still couldn’t pull myself from the state of being on emotional autopilot. I struggled to make it in New York as some of the friends and contacts I had trusted the most let me down. I felt completely lost. And it was during this moment, my lowest moment in New York, that my original question of defining real self-defense was finally answered.

			At this juncture, I asked myself, “What’s the point of learning all this self-defense if you can’t be happy and live the most of every moment?” And then it clicked. For the first time I saw self-defense as more than just a means to defend my physical body against violence. I realized then that the definition of “self-defense” could be the personal practice of creating, living and protecting a life you love. Physically, I wanted self-defense to protect my body, but emotionally, I wanted it to help create and protect my positive reactions to life. I wanted

			
			
			
			

			—
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