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“ If some fuckin’ shithead creep is coming at you in an 
alley, you’re gonna wanna see him coming.”



A feminist’s struggle to 
teach her inner theorist 
to make a fist
By KATE BLACK

GETTING 
DEFENSIVE

I HAD NEVER EXPECTED TO DIE IN A SELF- 
defence course. That would defeat 
the purpose. Yet there I was, my heart 
fluttering like a trapped moth, waiting 
for one of the 15 women in the class 
to launch a 30-pound ball at me in a 
boxing ring.

In the first exercise of this women- 
only self-defence course, we played 
an extreme perversion of catch with 
two balls as big as the top half of 
my body. Trying to track both balls 
rocketing across the ring burned my 
eyes. The instructor, a beefy dude 
with a beard, said this was sharpening 
our “peripherals.”

“If some fuckin’ shithead creep 
is coming at you in an alley, you’re 
gonna wanna see him coming,” he 
barked. If we didn’t catch the ball, 
we had to jump out of the ring and do 
five pushups. “And no sissy on-your-
knees shit,” the instructor clarified. 
“Real pushups.”

I pressed two fingers to my neck 
to check that my heart was still beat-
ing when a young woman from across 
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the ring pitched the ball at me. Hard. 
It hit my arm and fell to the ground. 
I stumbled out onto the floor for the 
third time that evening, and regret-
ted missing a feminist self-defence 
course held at the University of Brit-
ish Columbia a couple months earli-
er. They probably had a nice time. I 
imagined them sitting in a circle, say-
ing supportive things to each other, 
and miming badass moves by badass 
feminist lady fighters. There’d be no 
balls, but maybe snacks.

This class was different. It was 
in a boxing gym in Vancouver’s east 
side, not a plush campus women’s 
centre. The scent of sweat and beer-
breath smelled dank and permanent, 
like it was coming out of the walls. 
I felt disappointed that a women’s 
self-defence class was being taught 
by a man, even though he seemed 
nice. (He was a caricature of a tough 
guy, not a real bully.) As I lowered 
myself down for my first pushup, I 
realized learning how to protect 
myself would be like zipping off an 
old skin and putting on a new one. It 
would be uncomfortable. I wanted 
to walk out of this class a different 
person, but I didn’t want to hang my 
feminist hat at the door.

Self-defence has carved rifts in fem-
inist conversations almost as deep as 
the “Porn: good/bad?” dispute. Relying 
on classes to stop violence, one argu-
ment goes, shifts the responsibility for 
the violence on to passive victims, not 
its violent perpetrators. I stuck with this 
side in women’s studies classes. Teach-
ing women to throw punches was hard-
ly enough to get at the root of the issue. 
More than half of all women in Canada 
have experienced physical or sexual 
violence at least once since they were 
16, mostly at the hands of men they 
knew. That number is even higher for 
Indigenous women, LGBTQ folks and 
people with disabilities. 

Certain groups of people aren’t 

harmed more because they don’t 
know how to protect themselves. 
We’re harmed because our bodies be-
come receptacles for other people’s 
dominance and hatred, their miso- 
g yny, homophobia and racism. 
Women’s vulnerability to violence, 
then, isn’t because we’re weak. It’s 
because living in a patriarchy makes 
men’s domination of us look natu-
ral. I had always viewed self-defence 
as yet another way to make women 
change their behaviour because 
many men won’t do it f irst—like 
how learning to watch your drink 
or go to the bathroom in groups is a 
cornerstone of a young woman’s com-
ing-of-age education, while parents 
likely don’t sit their son down before 
he goes to the bar to remind him not 
to roofie anyone. Self-defence classes 
just seemed like a glorified way of 
holding keys between my fingers 
like metal claws when I walk to my 
car at night. They couldn’t stop a 
social problem.

This line of thinking made per-
fect sense in seminars and research 
papers. But it dissolved one dark, 
weekday night not long ago when 
I realized a man was following me 
home. The same man who had paid 
for his food in the store aisle beside 
me had gotten onto the same bus as 
me, got off at the same stop as me 
and was walking a half-block behind 
me, down an empty, quiet, residen-
tial street. And he was speeding up. 
My legs tightened and I considered 
running. But then the sound of his 
nearing footsteps quieted. He had 
crossed the street.

Even if this was the incident that 
convinced me of the need to learn to 
defend myself, it wasn’t the first time 
that I’d felt the nausea of a near miss. 
Being raised as a woman means al-
ways expecting but never being ready 
for the worst. After that walk home, 
it pissed me off that I didn’t know 

how to make a fist. I wanted to learn 
how to punch—a punching bag, a 
wall, a man, something—almost in 
the same way that I wanted to learn 
how to drive a standard or make 
a good lasagna. For the first time, going 
to a self-defence class intrigued me, 
even though four years as a women’s 
studies major made me suspicious.

But at the boxing gym, I wasn’t 
learning how to punch. I was eking 
out one shaky, real pushup. The 
instructor ended the exercise while 
I was lowering mysel f to do my 
second (praise be) and he told us to 
get some water.

In the next exercise, the instruc-
tor sent us to war. He divided our 
group in half. He gave each girl in 
the other half a punch pad: a thick, 
person-sized mat with two armholes 
to hold it like a shield. My group, 
without the pads, had to run from one 
side of the boxing ring to the other. 
The people with the pads had to block 
us. He set a timer for 60 seconds. 
“Pick the one that seems like the 
weakest link,” he grunted. “Now GO!”

Oh god, they’re coming for me. It 
wasn’t just my gym-class victim com-
plex talking. The girls with the pads 
were surrounding me. I didn’t even 
have the chance to start my sprint to 
the other side. I wanted to sit down 
and ask them to leave me alone, like I 
did in dodgeball in junior high. But 
something in me was moving faster 
than my head. I turned around and 
started running. I was yelling AHH-
HHHHHHH. When they surrounded 
me again, I spun around and darted 
from corner to corner. When they got 
too close, I hit their black punching 
pads, moving my body in ways I can’t 
remember moving it since childhood, 
or ever. I was smiling. We did a few 
more rounds, and we high-fived and 
laughed at the end of each one. I was 
actually having fun. I’d never rough-
housed before. TH
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We broke for water again, and 
the instructor assumed his teacher 
voice: “What’s the best way to not get 
attacked?” Silence, eyes looking at the 
ground. “Getting the fuck out of there.” 
Solemn nods. He said that the things 
he’d be teaching us in our classes 
were meant as a last resort. If someone 
ever grabs at us, he said, we should 
try our best to turn around and run 
away instead of making fists and get-
ting ready to fight. You never know if 
the other guy has a weapon, he added.

We didn’t actually learn how to hit 
that night. He told us that the classes 
would be more effective as a training 
program and not just a one-time 
thing. Today was the first step. We’d 
learn how to hit things next time, in 
two weeks. I asked two women if they 
were going to come to the next class. 
“Totally,” they both said, red-faced 
and grinning, mascara smeared 
under their eyes. Stringy, sweaty 
strands of hair sprouted from our 
ponytails. I had a few new bruises 

blooming on my arm and I smelled 
bad, but I knew I was going to come 
back, too.

I’ve used the word “empowering” 
for so many things now—finding a 
good pair of pants, singing karaoke— 
that it hardly means anything to me 
anymore. But moving my body with-
out being self-conscious of how it 
looked made me feel powerful. This 
was one of the first times that I actually 
felt imbued with a new kind power— 
to be sweaty, ugly and, dare I say, 
euphoric because of it. I didn’t feel like 
I was trying on masculinity for size, 
either. I felt like myself.

I’M NOT CONVINCED ONE CLASS, OR TWO, 
or 13, will improve my chances of 
not getting attacked. Statistically, 
I’m more likely to be attacked by 
my live-in boyfriend than a stranger 
on the street. Also, the class had its 
flaws. I thought about how we weren’t 
given the option to leave if we got  
overwhelmed. For people who have 
experienced violence, it could have 
been traumatic. At another point, the 
eye-rolls were almost audible when 
the instructor warned us that walking 
down alleys by ourselves wasn’t very 
smart.

But as I jogged down the studio’s 
stairs and onto the fresh, wet street, 
I wondered, finally, if self-defence 
classes should be championed as 
a feminist cause even if they aren’t 
perfect. My inner theorist cringed, 
but my post-class self whispered, 
Hell, yeah. I thought that if for a few 
hours every couple of weeks I can feel 
scary instead of scared, it must be 
doing something.

On my way home, I was acutely 
aware of the people walking towards 
me, but now aware in a different way. 
Somehow, I knew that everyone 
felt my presence. And for a few, fast 
seconds, it seemed like they were 
moving out of my way.  EB

THE VEGETARIAN
After Han Kang
You took my taste for meat with you. I thinned
concocting in my head a nibble on your lip, a lick 
of your fingertips, the spice at the corner of 
your jaw. We built a pidgin with eggplant emojis 
& I once snapped you a spaghetti squash in my lap.
I forage for you now in produce aisles, peel back 
the leaves of cabbage & examine closely apples 
for bruises. For every plate of fish consumed, we 
must also remember the five feet of life the ocean loses
& each time I meet you, my heart makes more room for 
my lung. I pretend I did not read your poem.

(You will pretend you did not read my poem. One 
night, I had the exact same dream as you. I prepared
a potato salad with a tablespoon of turmeric & you 
refused a bite. Next & suddenly, in the way one travels
through the thin skin that holds a dream, we were in 
the pig factory watching the mob of pink coaxed to 
red. You gave each a name before the rod took space
in its brain & I said As if that wasn’t the first sin before 
I handed you the apple. We looked into a blood pool—
I only saw your face & you would not open your mouth 
to tell me what you saw.)

– Matthew Stepanic


