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Nonviolent Response to Assault
by Gerard A. Vanderhaar

I've never been mugged -at least not yet. | have often thought, though, about
what | would do if someone jumped out of the shadows with a knife and
demanded my wallet. Or if that pair of teenagers on the isolated New York
subway platform swaggered over and asked for twenty dollars. Or when | was
stalled on an empty freeway a car suddenly pulled in front of me and the
driver stepped out pointing a gun.

| don’t know what | would do, and I'll never know until something like that
happens. But right now, when | can think about it coherently, | know what |
would like to do: remain calm. | would like to save my life, of course, and
avoid whatever would trigger violence in my assailants. | would want to do
whatever would diffuse the confrontation and turn it around.

Like automobile accidents, fires, tornados, and earthquakes, the possibility of
personal assault is a fact of life today. We are all potential victims of a sudden
attack on our persons, our possessions, our life. Everyone should be
prepared to face it.

Conventional wisdom says that if we can’t get away, we should either submit
or fight back strongly. “Save your skin.” Self-preservation is nature’s first law,
we’re told. Get by wit the least damage to ourselves. An empty wallet is better
than a slit throat. Losing one’s virtue is better than losing one’s life.

Or we are advised to use force If possible. A Memphis police lieutenant who
runs clinics on how to cope with rape gives this advice: “First, try to escape or
scare away the assailant by wrenching free or yelling. If the criminal doesn’t
let go, then you either have to give in, or hurt him in the most effective and
efficient manner possible.” This means gouge out an eye. Kick hard at the
groin. Shoot, if you have a gun, and shoot to kill. His advice has a point for
people not sensitive to nonviolence or not practiced in its ways. Essentially he
offers the two traditional modes of survival in time of danger: flight or fight.

If we really believe, however, that active nonviolence is an effective alternative
to flight or fight in other areas of life, we need to explore how we can respond
nonviolently when an assault occurs. Here are some true stories about people
who were not experienced in nonviolence, not committed to ahimsa, but who
did just the right nonviolent thing at the right time.

Three events

A women with two children in a disabled car late one night on the New Jersey
Turnpike looked up to see a man pointing a gun through her window. He
ordered her to let him into the car. Instead of panicking, she looked him in the
eye and, like an angry mother, commanded, “You put that gun away and get
in your car and push me to the service area. And | mean right now!” He
looked startled, put the gun away, went back to his car, and did as ordered,
pushed her car to the service area.
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A colleague of mine walking late one winter afternoon was jumped by two
young men hiding in the bushes under a viaduct. They demanded money. He
said he didn’t have any. They began punching him, repeating their demand for
money. He felt helpless and didn’t know what to do. Then it flashed into his
mind to call for the only assistance he could think of. He rolled his eyes and
started shouting, “Jesus help me. Jesus help me!” And they stopped hitting
him and looked at him as if her were crazy. And they ran away.

A lady drove into the parking garage of Memphis’ largest hospital one
afternoon to visit a friend. As she eased her car into a space she noticed a
strange-looking man lurking nearby. No one else was in sight. She usually
kept a gun in her glove compartment, she said later, but that afternoon she
had left home without it. She had to think fast. She got out of the car, and as
the man came over, she looked squarely at him and said in as firm a voice as
she could muster, “I'm so glad there’s a man around. Could you walk me to
the elevator?” He replied meekly, “Yes, ma’am.” She thanked him, got on the
elevator alone - and practically collapsed out of fear and relief.

Although none of the three people were committed to nonviolence, they had
improvised what we recognize as a true nonviolent response. They did not act
like victims. They engaged the potential assailants as human beings, and in
two of the incidents managed to evoke a sense of decency that resulted in
their being helped rather than hurt.

Since we are faced with the possibility of being subject to assault — | prefer to
say “subject to” assault rather than “victim of” - there is much we can do
nonviolently to keep ourselves from becoming victims.

Prevention

It is very nonviolent, not to mention practical, to do everything we reasonably
can to avoid being attacked in the first place. This includes locking doors,
walking with others rather than alone, avoiding high-risk areas, and being alert
to potential danger wherever we are.

For a person tuned to nonviolence, prevention is not being cowardly, but
realistic. We are not helping ourselves or any potential assailants in the
vicinity by naively thinking that everything will be all right all the time. Out of
ahimsa, the desire for non-harm, we need to avoid making ourselves easy
objects for attack. We should not tempt others to attack us.

If we see an attack coming, we should avoid it or seek cover. A woman in
Hungerford, England, who was at the scene when a gunman began firing his
rifle at marketplace strollers, killing sixteen people said she survived because
she “dove for cover.”

Our safety precautions send a strong signal to anyone who would do us harm.
It is not that we are scared, but that we are alert and prepared to take care of
ourselves. Two strange men entered an aerobics class in which my wife was
participating and began talking loudly, distracting the exercisers. No one knew
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what they wanted, but they seemed capable of creating mischief. One of the
exercisers went over to speak to them. He told them quietly how serious the
class was, and that anyone who wanted to take part had to sign a waiver form
and pay a fee. They were welcome to join if they wanted. He didn’t accuse or
threaten; he just spoke straightforwardly, matter-of-factly. They listened, saw
his seriousness, then turned away and left the room. No trouble. That was an
exercise in prevention.

Restraint

If we are against an attacker who is crazed by drug or drink, or who is
schizophrenic, or temporarily insane, nonviolent human interaction is nearly
impossible. If we have the opportunity, restraint may be our only recourse.
One man told me about his wife who had been mentally ill. “I looked into her
eyes, and she seemed like she wasn’t there,” he said. She would scream and
curse and throw things and was incapable of listening to anyone. She refused
to see a doctor or do anything to help herself. Then one night, in one of her
fits, she took a knife from the kitchen and started towards their child’s
bedroom. “That was the end of the line,” he said. “| had to stop her.” He
bounded across the room and, as gently as possible but as firmly as
necessary, her wrapped one arm around her from behind, grabbed the wrist
of the hand that held the knife and squeezed until she dropped it. Then, still
holding her, he dialled the emergency telephone number and waited for the
ambulance to take her to the hospital. He said it was the hardest thing he ever
had to do in his life.

When | think of restraining somebody, nonviolently, | would like to do it as
strongly and effectively - and as lovingly - as that man did his wife.

Self-Possession

As a remote preparation, long before any attack occurs, we can sharpen our
ability for an effective nonviolent response by increasing the power of our
personhood. We believe that we are important, we are valuable, and we want
others to believe it about themselves. We are not victims; we are not cowering
and cringing before life’s challenges, fearfully looking over our shoulder to see
what might be pursuing us. We stand straight, eyes calm, alert, moving
ahead. We walk confidently, not with cockiness, which is a way of
compensating for insecurity, but in a straightforward and open manner. We
are not rash or brash; we don’t take unnecessary risks, blind to danger. We
are who we are, and we present ourselves to the world that way.

The caricature of the swaggering sheriff with a pistol strapped on one side, a
heavy flashlight on the other, a Billy club dangling from his belt, so loaded
down that he walks with his elbows pointed outward, is the image of a fearful
man, so lacking in self-confidence that he needs all this hardware to protect
himself.

If we are so dominated by fear that we arm ourselves to hurt those who would
attack us, we have sunk to the level of the assaulter. We have become like
the enemy in our desperation to overcome the enemy.
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In principle, people committed to nonviolence don’t carry weapons. It is
because we believe in ahimsa, but it is also because we believe that in a
crisis our personal ability is more effective than a gun. Truth, righteousness,
and readiness are powerful nonviolent weapons. Armed with these, our
personal power increases.

These weapons, more than guns and knives, have a deterrent effect on a
would-be attacker. Think of a robber lurking in a doorway late at night
watching potential marks approaching down the street. The robber will want to
pick out those who look like easy victims: timid, uncertain, fearful,
unprotected. Someone who appears in command, confident, will not be as
appealing a target. If | am this person, I'm likely to be passed over in favor of
an easier target (and I'll probably never know how close | came to being
attacked.)

A large-stature friend of mine, a long-time peace activist, wasn’t passed over
once. In a small town in South Dakota, on a sidewalk in full daylight he was
suddenly faced with a much smaller man flashing a knife and demanding
money. My friend, who has very little money anyway, said that the first thing
he thought of was the incongruity of their sizes. “All | could do was laugh,” he
said. He didn’t feel any fear, although later he said he was surprised he
hadn’t. His self-confidence was deep. The assailant glanced up at him, looked
puzzled, then turned and ran away.

If an attack does occur, this kind of self-possession, this awareness of our
personal power, this confidence in our nonviolent armour is the foundation of
defense. But it’s only the foundation. An understanding of what is likely to
happen and some practice in nonviolent techniques can give us a truly
effective defense against personal assault.
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