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Personal safety and the law is a foundational section of the Streetwise365 resource. Both students and teachers 
need absolute clarity around personal safety, self defence and the law as it applies in the UK.
Your rights can be best summed up by Lord Griffith: 

‘You have the right to defend yourself and the people around you, 

using force if necessary. The law recognises that a person who is 

under attack, honestly believes that he/she – or someone nearby 

– is about to be attacked, has the right to use ‘reasonable force’ to 

prevent or halt the attack.’ 

Always be aware that although a violent criminal intent on attacking you has chosen to step outside the rules and 
laws governing behaviour in our society, you are still subject to them
This section is presented in a question and answer session.

How will the law judge my actions?

The reasonableness of your response will be judged on the situation as you perceived it at the time. If you 
have the ‘honestly held belief’ you can act in accordance with this.

What does the law allow to defend?

1. Yourself
2. Others who are under attack
3. Property 

Introduction
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What does reasonable force actually mean?

Reasonable force is based on 2 primary issues. That the force applied is necessary and proportionate.

According to the common law of ‘Palmer’: if the jury thought in the moment of unexpected anguish a person 
had only done what he honestly and instinctively thought was necessary that would be the most potent 
evidence that only reasonable defensive action had been taken.

Lord Griffith states:

‘If no more force is used than is reasonable to repel the attack, such force is not 
unlawful and no crime is committed’

Who do I have to answer to for my actions?

People in authority (or a jury) will ask why you did what you did and why other choices were not appropriate 
in that moment. You will have to articulate in words what happened in a fraction of a second.

When the police become involved, they will make a judgement as to whether legal proceedings should be 
taken. If it is clear that you acted as a reasonable, responsible citizen within the bounds of necessary force, 
then there is no crime (on your part) and it is extremely unlikely that charges will be brought against you. 

How many times am I allowed to strike my attacker?

You are allowed to strike your attacker until they no longer represent a threat to your safety or another, 
more appropriate course of action becomes available to you.

What if my attacker gets hurt whilst I’m defending myself?

If you hurt someone defending yourself, you won’t be prosecuted…..so long as what you did was 
reasonable and proportionate in the circumstances.

S T R E E T W I S E 3 6 5

Resource CUBE

Personal Safety and the Law 

www.streetwise365.com
S T R E E T W I S E 3 6 5

When can I not use physical force?

You cannot use physical force in:
	 l Revenge
	 l Retaliation
	 l Retribution
	 l Teaching someone a lesson
Once the danger has passed you are not permitted to impose physical force upon another.



Am I allowed to use a weapon in my defence?

The law does not recognise the concept of a ‘self defence weapon’. You are not allowed to carry a weapon 
with the sole purpose of using it to defend yourself. However, (as long as it done reasonably) you may use 
everyday objects in your defence…keys, umbrellas etc

The law recognises that it may be necessary to use a weapon to protect yourself. This is. As always, 
governed by the concept of ‘reasonable force’. However, while you may choose to obtain a weapon in 
response to a clear and imminent threat, it is not justifiable to arm yourself ‘just in case’.

Does a martial artist (or someone with special skills) need to give their  
attacker a clear warning of this fact prior to launching their defence?

The simple answer is no. A trained person is subject to the same laws as anybody else. However, your 
actions may be judged on the level of your expertise. For example with the skills that a person possessed 
were they able to choose a different course of action relative to the danger they were faced with?
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Am I allowed to hit first?  A pre-emptive strike

Lord Griffith states:

‘The law recognises that it is not wise to wait for an attacker to actually launch an attack upon you. 
As long as you have been given very clear reason to believe that an attack is about to happen, and 
you cannot otherwise resolve the situation (by withdrawing for example), then you may attack  
pre-emptively. 

What does the CPS (Crown Prosecution Service) and ACPO  
(Association of Police Officers) has to say on this matter?

In 2005 guidance issued by the CPS and ACPO stated that anyone can use reasonable force to protect 
themselves, or others or 2 prevent a crime. This is based on our Common Law and section 3 (1) of the 
Criminal Law Act (1967). The CPS and ACPO states that

‘So long as you only do what you honestly and instinctively believe was necessary in the heat of 
the moment that would be the strongest evidence of you acting lawfully in self defence.’



What is the case law that self defence is based on?

Privy Council in Palmer V R. (1971) a.c. 814. Approved and followed by the Court of Appeal in R. v 
McInnes, 55 Cr. App.R. 551

‘It is both good law and good sense that a man who is attacked may defend himself. It is both 
good law and common sense that he may do, but only do, what is reasonably necessary. But 
everything will depend upon the particular facts and circumstances. It may in some cases be 
only sensible and clearly possible to take some simple avoiding action. Some attacks may be 
serious and dangerous. Others may not be. If there is some relatively minor attack, it would 
not be common sense to permit some act of retaliation which was wholly out of proportion to 
the necessities of the situation. If an attack is serious so that it puts someone in immediate 
peril, then immediate defensive action may be necessary. If the moment is one of crisis for 
someone in immediate danger, he may have to avert the danger by some instant reaction. If 
the attack is over and no sort of peril remains, then the employment of force may be by way of 
revenge or punishment or by way of paying off an old score or may be pure aggression. There 
may be no longer any link with a necessity of defence.”

Every case of self defence will be looked at on its own merits. No two cases are the same and 
what is reasonable in 1 case may not be reasonable in another.

Sadly for many people aggressive behaviour can come naturally. True control and courage 
comes when you choose not to engage with these people and the situations they create. To 
rise above these things is to remain true to yourself despite provocation that may be present. 
In a very true sense, it is ‘heroic’ not to fight.

For further information:

Conclusion

www.streetwise365.com
S T R E E T W I S E 3 6 5

S T R E E T W I S E 3 6 5

Resource CUBE

Personal Safety and the Law 


