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U
NPROVOKED ATTACKS CAN OCCUR NEARLY ANYWHERE—

IN YOUR HOME, ON THE STREET, OR AT YOUR PLACE OF

BUSINESS. SUCCESSFULLY THWARTING AN ASSAILANT’S

ATTACK IS NO SMALL FEAT, ESPECIALLY IF IT COMES AS A

COMPLETE SURPRISE. 

Imagine you are trapped within a small, confined structure such as an

elevator with the same attacker, in a dance club with a crowd of people, or

on a tiny stair landing. These scenarios magnify the severity of the initial

situation tenfold. 

Being trapped in a confined area with someone intent on aggressively

harming you seems like a lose-lose situation … but that doesn’t have to be

the case. In fact, knowing what to do—or, more importantly, what not to

do—when a close-quarters conflict erupts will not only give you an edge

on prevention, the tight confines of your surroundings might also enable

you to take down your attacker when a full-scale fight ensues. 

EFFECTIVE CLOSE-QUARTERS SELF-DEFENSE 
Story by Michael D’Angona |  Photography by Henry Z. De Kuyper

TIGHT 
TECHNIQUES
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DEFENSE BEGINS WITH AWARENESS

First and foremost, the best possible way to

prevent an unprovoked attack in a confined

area is to avoid the situation altogether. This

boils down to you being well aware of your

surroundings at all times. Many confrontations

simply would not occur if your pursuer had

an indication you “were on to him,” and his

element of surprise would be disrupted. 

To accomplish this, you have

to always walk with your head

high, exuding confidence, as

you scan the area for anything

out of the ordinary. In addition,

don’t continuously look down at

your cell phone or other elec-

tronic devices. These can dis-

tract you greatly, thereby grant-

ing someone the ease of fol-

lowing you down the street and eventually up

to your front door, car parking space, or into an

empty elevator. Predators prey on distracted,

confused, or heavily occupied people. Don’t be

one of these targets, and you will greatly reduce

your probability of being attacked. 

Being aware of your surroundings also

applies to confined indoor areas, such as dance

clubs, restrooms, and small hallways or any

area that limits your mobility while being

surrounded by a large number of people. Always

notice who is around you, who stays close to

you, and who constantly watches your every

move. They could be waiting for the right

moment to strike. Don’t give them that moment.

Make it clear you are also watching them; and

when they realize you won’t be an easy victim,

they will move on to another target.

USE YOUR SURROUNDINGS TO YOUR

ADVANTAGE

One thing to keep in mind when or if you are

attacked in a confined area is that the enclosed

space or obstacles in your path can be a great

advantage to you and not a hindering handicap.

For example, being pinned against a wall by an

assailant may seem like a no-win situation, but

in reality, you actually have the upper hand. 

First, your attacker will have one hand, if not

both, occupied pressing you against the wall;

you have both hands free, enabling you to strike

his vital areas—including his eyes, nose, throat,

and ears. 

Second, with very slight movements, you

can shift your body to one side or the other, uti-

lizing your attacker’s forward energy to essen-

tially slam himself into the same wall you previ-

ously occupied. Remember also that you have

both legs free to strike the lower portion of his

body, including his groin, knees, and the sensi-

tive nerves (sciatic, for example) that run along

“PREDATORS PREY
ON DISTRACTED,

CONFUSED, OR
HEAVILY OCCUPIED

PEOPLE.”
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his legs. With his arms unintentionally support-

ing you, your balance while performing these

strikes will be easy to maintain and allow you a

full range of self-defense techniques. 

One big mistake you must avoid is trying to

use brute force to push your attacker back in

order to release yourself from the wall. In most

cases, it is a futile attempt, especially because

your assailant has leverage—and you simply do

not. You will not only use up nearly all your

energy, but by struggling, you will also cause

your attacker to become more aggressive.

Clearly, this will cause a bad situation to get

much worse. 

The use of obstacles to slow down your

attacker can be beneficial to keep him at bay

until help arrives or until you can escape from

the enclosed space. Trash cans, chairs, small

tables, or other everyday objects can be used

either to create a barrier or as blunt striking

instruments. A continuous barrage of these

items will wear down your attacker and give

you the needed time to make follow-up moves

or escape to safety. 

USE THE PROPER TECHNIQUES

Self-defense and martial arts training are great

ways to handle an unprovoked attack in a con-

fined area. But be warned: Not all techniques

taught in the dojo (training hall) or at the gym

will apply to a close-quarters fight. You must be

able to differentiate between techniques per-

formed in class and those that apply to “real-

life” self-defense.

»There are many simple things you

can do to lessen your chances of

becoming a victim while in a confined

location. Most are common sense;

yet, most people are guilty of ignoring

these. As a result, they become statis-

tics for their local law enforcement

office.

Pay attention to your surrounding

area—not your cell phone. Cell

phones have become a convenience—

and a curse. Constant viewing, texting,

browsing, etc. takes your attention off

your immediate area, giving your

watchful predator means to surprise

and take you out.

Unplug the headphones. As with cell

phones, a great number of people are

listening to music or calls through

headphones. This hampers your sense

of hearing so greatly that an assailant

could be standing right behind you

and you wouldn’t know it. Turn your

headphones off until you are in a more

familiar and safe location.

Ease up on the alcohol. In a crowded

dance club, the excess intake of alco-

hol can impede your mental sharp-

ness. A predator could be standing

behind you the whole night, watching

you lose sobriety until you become

easy pickings to his attack.

Travel with a friend. If you intend to

be somewhere unfamiliar and

crowded with strangers, invite a friend

to join you. Two sets of eyes are better

than one to keep a lookout for people

acting strangely or eyeing you suspi-

ciously. Additionally, an attacker is

less likely to target you if you have a

companion nearby.

Formulate an exit plan. In a crowded

area, staying in the proper location

can reduce your chances of being tar-

geted. Stay away from back corners or

hidden stairways. These are easy

places for abductions. Instead, remain

near the entrance and scan the room

for other exits, including back doors or

easy-to-reach windows.

Go or stay? Use your best judg-

ment. Sometimes, it’s best to cancel

your initial plans if something just

“feels” wrong to you. Trust your body’s

natural instincts. If you sense that an

area or a crowded location might have

some unexpected trouble, listen to

yourself and just turn around and go

home! It’s clichéd, but true: Better

safe than sorry. 

(far left) Unprovoked attacks

can happen very quickly,

because the attacker has

probably been following you

for some time and has already

formulated a plan. Stay alert

to your surroundings. 

(center) If an attack comes in

tight quarters and there is no

means to escape, do your best

to immediately recognize the

largest threat to your safety:

Is it a fist, kick, head butt, or a

weapon? 

(right) Above all, try to gain

control of the weapon if you

know it will be used against

you. Either block the strike or

immobilize the arm. This is

your first priority. 

Preventive Measures
HOW TO REDUCE YOUR RISK OF BECOMING A TARGET
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First, in a small space such as a dance club

or elevator, the use of high kicks should be prac-

tically eliminated. Even if you have had years of

training using high kicks, the thought that you

will take out your opponent with a jumping or

spinning kick to his head is far fetched and

should be avoided. You don’t have the time or

space to execute such a precise move. 

Instead, keep your kicks at waist level or

below and strike with quick snaps, as opposed

to full-power strikes. Utilize your knees while

you are being held by his grip. With a very small

space between you and your attacker, knee

strikes may be your only option to attack his

lower body. 

Punching techniques should also be

adjusted to fit into a confined-space fight. Very

wide, “knock-out” power punches may not be

possible. Instead, use quick strikes aimed at

his face, throat, and other sensitive areas.

Keep your hands always up and in front of you.

This allows you to counter his attacks while

continuing your rapid assault. 

Attackers like to grab and control their vic-

tims. Again, use this to your advantage: His

weapons are tied up; yours are not. Continue

striking while he holds you. You can do a

significant amount of damage to him in a

small amount of time—so much so that he

might let you go just to escape your constant

bombardment of hits. 

Large, wide throws and ground fighting,

although very popular today, are not recom-

mended during tight-quarters fights. Lack of

needed space limits your ability to execute a

proper throw, and the fact that you might be

attacked by more than one person cancels the

thought to go to the ground to take out your

adversary. You might succeed against him, but

his cohorts kicking you while you’re down will

negate your short-lived victory. 

“TRASH CANS, CHAIRS,
TABLES, OR OTHER
EVERYDAY OBJECTS CAN
ALL BE USED … AS BLUNT
STRIKING INSTRUMENTS
AGAINST YOUR ATTACKER.”

(top) Fight dirty.

There are no rules in

fighting for your sur-

vival. Gouge eyes, kick

the groin, break fin-

gers. This isn’t prize

boxing; you’re fight-

ing for your life, and

nobody will judge you

for a “cheap” shot. 

(bottom) If the

weapon still presents

a threat, do what you

can to remove it from

the attacker’s control.

Hands and arms can

be fragile if twisted

unnaturally. Use grav-

ity to force the

attacker downward

and off balance. 



CARRYING WEAPONS … 

THE PROS AND CONS

Carrying a weapon can aid you in surviving an

attack within a confined space. However, not all

weapons work equally to accomplish this and,

in some cases, cause more harm than good.

Having a firearm doesn’t guarantee success,

especially in tight and confined areas. First,

accessing your firearm when your attacker is

upon you is not an easy task. You don’t have

seconds; you have fractions of a second. 

Without consistent practice, you won’t be

able to get a grip on your weapon, to say noth-

ing of being able to fire it and land a shot that

puts your attacker down. Second, a firearm can

be taken away from you as you reach for it and

then used by your attacker. This is definitely a

worst-case scenario, but one that must be

considered, nonetheless.

Pepper spray is an option, but again, firing in

a confined space could affect your attacker and

you, as well. All it takes is a few particles dis-

persing in your direction, and you will soon find

yourself literally crying, temporarily blinded,

and unable to continue the fight.

A pocket knife and extendable baton are two

weapons that work well in a confined space. A

knife can be opened quickly at the first signs of

danger, is effective for offense and defense, and

is difficult for your attacker to counter.

An extendable baton is compact, even when

extended (its total length is usually between 16

and 21 inches), offers “rapid-fire” strikes, and

can be used to secure your attacker using

elbow, shoulder, and other joint locks. The knife

and baton are both easily concealable, so you

have the element of surprise on your side if

confronted.
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“HAVING A FIREARM
DOESN’T GUARANTEE
SUCCESS, ESPECIALLY 
IN TIGHT AND CONFINED
AREAS. ”

A special thanks to Jarret Waldman at Krav

Maga Unyted in Los Angeles for providing the

expertise during the photoshoot. 

SOURCE: Unytedfitness.com

(top) Once you’ve

gained the upper hand

in the attack, don’t

revert to taking the

moral “high road.”

Remember, moments

ago, your attacker was

poised to inflict great

bodily harm on you. Just

because he is down

doesn’t mean he is out.

Make sure he won’t get

back up again (or won’t

want to). 

(bottom) Remove your-

self from the area as

quickly as possible. Call

the proper authorities.  


