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Basic Principles

of Self Defense
By Joel Kupfersmid, PhD
I have taught martial arts for 25 years. I have developed seven principles for effective self defense.

Pinciple 1: Keep your techniques simple. Keep stances, strikes,
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and blocks to the minimum needed to       disable an attacker and allow for an escape.

Principle 2: Keep techniques realistic. Some videos depict
teachers lifting an attacker and throwing him (the attacker is always a male) to the ground or jumping to deliver a back kick to an attacker’s face. Most adults can’t do this. I teach two kicks requiring minimal flexibility-- front kicks to the groin and side kicks to the back or side of the knee.
 Principle 3: Teach defenses

needed against real life attacks.

On videos, instructors demonstrate

defenses against bear hugs from the

front and back, grabs from the side,
and other attacks unlikely to occure. I                                         

analyzed 50 You Tube videos of real

attacks.

                                                                                  Closeline Strike to the Throat

Three accounted for over 90% of first moves. A punch occurred in 78% of the videos; a front grab to the chest in 10% of the videos; and 8% were kicks-- 75% were below the victim’s knee and none to the face. I also studied 50 videos of chokes. Three accounted for over 90% of those used. The rear naked choked was applied most often, next was the guillotine, and third was the one-or-two hand choke to the neck.

Thus, I concentrate on teaching a few defenses against these six attacks.

Principle 4: Less is more. It is common in videos for the teacher to demonstrate a different technique for each type of attack. This subverts quick, decisive, counter
measures. I teach the minimum number techniques for the maximum types of attacks,
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Front Kick to Groin to Escape Front Choke

which are six. The student’s memory is not taxed and practice time for each technique is increased.

Principle 5: Strike effective targets. Self defense videos and books often illustrate striking targets unlikely to stop a large male’s assault, such as those used in
tournaments (e.g., punches or kicks to the face, ribs, and abdomen). Most adults can’t kick to the face. Punches to the face and punches or kicks to the ribs and abdomen will not stop a large male attacker. I teach hand strikes to the throat and eyes, front kicks to the groin, and side kicks to the back or side of the knee.
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Hammer Fist to Groin to Escape Choke from Rear

Principle 6: You must injure your attacker. If confronted many people project the “Mr. /Ms. Nice Guy/Nice Gal” image. Even if attacked some hesitate to hurt their attacker. This attitude is dangerous and can cost you your life. Attackers have no qualms about hurting you, molesting you, or possibly killing you. You must hurt your attacker to escape. Once safe, you can call 911 to report a person needs help.

Principle 7: Safely practice realistic techniques. An inherent trade-off exists between practicing realistic self defense



and personal safety for both the attacker and the defender. You can’t strike your partner in the throat or kick them in the groin. The student-attacker cannot slug their partner in the face. The best method is a padded suit with a plastic face protector for an attacker. This allows striking full force the eyes (not the throat) and kicking the abdomen (not the groin— the actual target, or the back or side of the knee).

Another drill is having large males attack females. Females, when only paired with other females, do not realize the strength
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Low Side Kick to Knee

needed to disable a large male attacker. Also, surprise attacks should occur during training sessions.

Implementing these principles will better prepared your students to defend themselves if a self defense situation arises. Also, while not specifically a self defense principle as used in this article, to increase your students’ understanding and use
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of these principles, speak in the native language of your country. Bio

I am a psychologist with black belts in Kwanmukan karate, jujitsu, and weapons. Having worked with violent patients, I co-authored a book on restraint procedures titled Assaultive Youth: Responding to Physical Assaultiveness in Residential, Community, and Health Care Setting. I taught self defense at Kent State University and authored Self Defense for Women & Men of Small Stature: 5 Second Fight.
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