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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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PREFACE

In 1976, I moved to Greensboro, North Carolina, with my one-year-old daughter in order for my husband to take a new job. I wanted to get involved in the community and make use of my Sociology degree. There, a group of people advertised a meeting for anyone interested in providing services for battered women. I attended on that evening and, as everybody introduced themselves, I said I was just a volunteer. The wise woman leading the meeting said, “There is no such thing as ‘just a volunteer’.” Little did I know that at that moment, I was headed down a life-long career path.

Grassroots services began in our community with many individuals and agencies becoming involved. A small group of us was trained to take calls from a crisis line that operated 24/7. Emergency housing was funded with donations. Eventually, we had our first shelter, and I began recruiting volunteers and organizing their training.

One of the groups that became involved in supporting the needed services was the Junior League of Greensboro. I became a member of the league and served as the project advocate and a member of the advisory committee for the group, which called itself Turning Point. I also served on the league’s public affairs committee, where I was sent for excellent training in lobbying in my hometown of Washington, D.C. We did lobby for improved laws and funding for victims of domestic violence on state and national levels.

In 1983, I was employed by Family and Children’s Service, where the Turning Point group had found a home. In 1985, Family and Children’s Service was able to place me in the Criminal Investigation Division of the Greensboro Police Department to work as a Victim Advocate with victims of any serious personal crime. This included rape, robbery, child abuse, serious assaults and families of homicide victims. The detectives in the division were given no orders that they had to work with me. It was up to me to make my way and, needless to say, they were very skeptical of “do-gooders.” It took one detective a year and a half to allow me to work with him. When he did, he walked up to me and said, “I’m seeing a rape victim tonight at 7:30. If you want to come, be at the seafood place on Battleground Avenue by 7:15. If you aren’t there, I won’t wait.” Believe me, I was there plenty early and from that point on, he allowed me to work with him and we became friends.

I received extensive training from the National Organization of Victim Assistance. I spent six years in the police department and it was an amazing experience. I am forever grateful to the officers and victims who allowed me to assist them. I went to crime scenes, the hospital, victims’ homes and through court proceedings. I did crisis counseling, victim assistance and provided support during hearings and trials. I even went to an autopsy in Chapel Hill, although that may have been the detectives testing me, to see if I could handle it. I saw firsthand the worst things imaginable that people could ever do to each other, which continues to be valuable, because there is very little that I now see or hear that surprises or throws me. I am truly thankful to the men and women of the Greensboro Police and Guilford County Sherriff’s Department for giving me their confidence and support. In addition to learning to love country music, I learned that solving crimes and helping victims is rewarding, difficult work and, if you are going to survive, you’d better have a sense of humor. It was one of the hundreds of life lessons I’ve learned.

In 1992, I completed my master’s degree and started a private practice. I knew I couldn’t keep up the pace of crisis work that included going out to any place in the city, often in the middle of the night. I also knew I wanted to work with people in a calmer setting doing more in-depth counseling. I see adolescents and adults, individually or for couples counseling. I feel fortunate to work with the people who come in for therapy. I am continually impressed by their courage, compassion and desire to make changes in their lives. I believe that I learn as much from them as they may from me.


Introduction

Individuals, relationships, backgrounds, experiences, values, self-concepts, age and life situations factor into how we connect and disconnect from our partners.

QUESTIONS, RATIONALIZATIONS AND EXCUSES

Invisible Scars looks at the complexities of psychologically abusive relationships and the reasons people have for staying or leaving them:

[image: image]Why does she stay with him?

[image: image]She must enjoy the games.

[image: image]I’d never let anyone treat me like that. If she did that to me, I’d be gone.

[image: image]She’s got quite a mouth on her. No wonder he’s always leaving home. I’d need to shut her up if I was married to her. How does he stand it?

[image: image]Doesn’t she know he’s cheating on her? Everyone else in town knows it. Maybe she doesn’t care.

[image: image]What a jerk. Did you hear the way he talked to her? How does she put up with that?

[image: image]He’s jealous and controlling and she sneaks around behind his back and does whatever she wants. Maybe they deserve each other.

[image: image]She makes most of the money, but he counts every dime. She has to ask his permission to buy a pair of shoes. I don’t get it.

[image: image]He’s a scary dude. He gives me the creeps. Why doesn’t she get out of there?

[image: image]She doesn’t trust him at all. She goes through his phone, reads his e-mails and checks his bank accounts. I hear she even has him followed. How does he tolerate her?

[image: image]She’s such a beautiful, sweet woman with no self-confidence. He puts her down all the time, so she feels lousy about herself. I can’t understand why she’s with him.

When people make these kinds of statements and ask me why people stay in psychologically abusive relationships, I find it hard to answer them, because there are so many reasons. Hopefully, you will find this book to be a compassionate look at human feelings of love and fear that will educate and enlighten.

My goals are to:

[image: image]Increase public understanding of the scope and causes of psychologically abusive relationships.

[image: image]Give support and guidance to people living with psychological abuse.

[image: image]Examine the multitude of reasons for remaining or leaving.

[image: image]Speak directly to the victims and abusers, offering insight and suggestions to bring about positive change.

I have learned from over thirty years of working with domestic abuse and criminal abuse that it is important to maintain an attitude of acceptance and a sense of humor. Each person has his or her own unique perspective and value system. It does not help to judge someone else. It does help to listen and really hear what is being said and offer new thoughts, support alternatives and present a fresh approach. We come to our decisions in our own time. No one else walks in your shoes.

If you yourself are experiencing psychological abuse, someone you care about is being hurt or if you just want to have a better understanding of this kind of complex relationship dynamic, this book is written for you. My hope is that reading it will give you a better understanding of your own and your partner’s behavior and the nature of your interactions. As you will see, you are not alone. The final section of the book offers many suggestions for moving forward and making healthy choices.

Let’s get started.


Part I

What’s Psychological Abuse All About?


Chapter 1

Why Psychological Abuse is Heartbreaking

We are the walking wounded, but you can’t see that by looking at us. The damage is not physical. You will not see bruises, cuts, breaks or marks. We hurt from the psychological impairment of abusive words, actions, thoughts and deeds. We seek to heal our wounds and form strong, healthy invisible scars.

Angie and Andy’s dysfunctional relationship is telling:


Angie arrives home from work exhausted. All she can see is clutter everywhere—toys, dishes, newspapers and clothes. Her husband, Andy, is asleep in his recliner in front of the television set. She begins washing the dishes, slamming drawers and cabinets, intentionally waking him.

“Thanks for cleaning up,” she says sarcastically.

“I picked up the kids from day care, fed and bathed them and put them to bed. What more do you want?” he responds.

“They are your kids, too. Do you expect a medal? I’m the one who was up three times with the baby last night. I can’t work these hours and keep the house clean. You never do anything around here.”

“Here you go again. You are never satisfied! All you do is bitch at me. Bitch, bitch, bitch,” he yells.

“Are you calling me a bitch? I am sick of the way you treat me. And stop yelling or you will wake the kids. All you think about is yourself. You are so selfish. Don’t you think I’d like to be able to sit and watch TV at night? I never have time for myself, because I have all the work your lazy ass won’t do. I bet you didn’t even sell anything at your job today.”

Throwing the television remote control device at Angie, Andy turns to leave and says, “Watch TV, bitch. I’m not listening to any more of this.”

“Don’t you walk away from me,” Angie screams as she grabs his arm and turns him around.

Andy jerks his arm out of her grasp, “The next time you touch me, you, the kids or one of your pets is going to get it and one of you will end up in the hospital or worse.”

Days later, Angie is at her parents’ house with the kids. Her mom asks, “Why don’t you two separate? You fight like cats and dogs.”

Angie thinks about Andy, their marriage and the family they have created. She shakes her head and sadly responds, “I don’t know exactly why we stay together, Mom. It is really complicated and it would break my heart to leave him.”



PHYSICAL ABUSE

Physical abuse is any intentionally menacing or damaging physical action toward another person, one which may cause bodily harm. Amazingly, many people tolerate a certain level of physical contact and do not define themselves as abused if they are grabbed or pushed. Physical abuse may never be present in an abusive relationship or it may occur daily. Once is too much. It is never okay, no matter who is doing it or the supposed justification. Defending one’s self may require a physical action, but trying to control, punish or express our anger through physical violence is unacceptable.

For many years, a cycle of violence has been observed where a violent incident is followed by a honeymoon period with apologies and good behavior. Over time, the tension begins to build over a variety of small daily stresses. Triggers can cause anger to explode into physical abuse. While this cycle is present in many cases, it is also common to have no clear pattern. There may be no honeymoon period. The buildup of tension may not be noticeable and rage can come in an instant. This unpredictability makes it difficult to relax and trust that the relationship is ever safe.

When reported, physical violence is the most commonly responded to and punished form of abuse. In America and some other countries around the world, laws against domestic violence have been improved but are not perfect. Women and sometimes men try and hide what is happening in their homes to avoid judgments, criticism or more abuse. They do not call the police. They may be afraid or not yet prepared to take a stand and seek help.

VERBAL ABUSE

Verbal abuse consists of the nastiest things imaginable that people say to each other.

[image: image]You are…fat, ugly, disgusting, cheap, filthy, old, worthless, sloppy, stupid, incompetent…

[image: image]Who else would want you?

[image: image]You never do anything right.

[image: image]What kind of mother are you?

[image: image]You are such a bitch, bastard, asshole, whore, cunt, dick…

Verbal abuse may be the most damaging, pervasive, contaminating form of violence. It lowers our self-esteem, steals our confidence and immobilizes us. With verbal violence, we can deal the most devastating blows any time of the day or night in any environment. Angry screaming or a malicious whisper can be equally effective. Verbal abuse can happen in the privacy of your home, at a party, in church, while driving, shopping, traveling, dancing or watching a movie. It can be delivered in person, over the phone, by e-mail or in a card or letter. It can happen in the middle of a fight or slip in during lovemaking. It’s quick and effective.

Human beings sift for negatives. We remember the negative things that are said to us or about us. A lover, boss, co-worker, friend, spouse, acquaintance, teacher, child, doctor or store clerk may make one negative comment that we will take to heart and remember. The critical remarks by our parents and partners will be stored in the back of our brains and become our frames of reference about who we are. It is often the basis on which we form our self-concepts. Without a lot of insight, therapy and hard work, we take the negative messages of childhood and often find someone who will add to those messages in a way that reinforces what we were raised to believe. Hence, many verbally abused children unknowingly seek out verbally abusing partners to continue what is familiar and believable. The abuse received as an adult rings true because the negative beliefs have been implanted early.

[image: image]Oh yes, I know I’m stupid, because I’ve always heard that.

[image: image]I’m not surprised to be called a failure, because my father said I would never amount to anything.

[image: image]Of course, I’m ugly. My mother said I’d be lucky to have anyone want me.

In a fit of anger, or in an effort to be more powerful and in control, we often go for the jugular vein during an argument. We say the one thing we know that will push our partner’s buttons and attack the main vein, which will quickly drain the blood out of the body and become lethal. We choose the areas of vulnerability that are most painful. If she is sensitive about her weight, he’ll call her fat. If he is sensitive about his sexual competence, she will criticize the size of his penis or his ability to perform. If she hates her mother, he’ll say, “You are just like your mother.” If he is insecure about his job, she will say, “You just can’t cut it at work.” And so it goes. The possibilities are endless.

In this book, we will focus on psychological abuse, which the story of Angie and Andy illustrates. Be aware that psychological abuse can lead to two other kinds of abuse: physical and verbal.

PSYCHOLOGICAL ABUSE

Psychological abuse consists of mind games played out in a devious fashion, mostly to establish or maintain control. It is the Chinese water torture of abuse; usually a continuous pattern of behavior that can leave the recipients feeling like they are going crazy.

Profanity

Every ugly word that exists has been used in anger to degrade, humiliate and inflict pain. Calling someone a “fucking fat whore” or a “sick, stupid son-of-a-bitch” may be more potent due to the vulgarity. Words can wound. There is no way around that. Sticks and stones will break your bones but words really do hurt you.

Stonewalling

Psychological abuse can be totally ignoring your partner or refusing to communicate. The total shut down, known as stonewalling, is passive-aggressive behavior, the goal being to punish. “I don’t like what you’ve done or what you are saying, so I refuse to look at you, talk to you or touch you. You do not exist. I am fine without you. You have no significance to me. I do not care what you want or need. It doesn’t matter to me if you cry. I feel in control, because you can’t make me talk to you.” The icy emotional distancing is powerful at the time and very destructive in the long run.

If your partner continuously shuts down, you may try fruitlessly to communicate. No matter how kind or reasonable you are, he or she may refuse to look at you or speak. Frustrated, you may escalate your own anger to try and get a response. You may find yourself raising your voice, calling names, pushing buttons or attacking physically. At that point, you have lost control and exhibited your own abusive behavior. Your partner remains in the power position in this dysfunctional interaction.

Understand that stonewalling is a no-win situation; you may shut down, stop any attempts to communicate and gradually distance yourself in self-defense. The disconnecting process begins and, over time, hopelessness sets in and feelings for each other fade. As you love your partner less, his or her power over you diminishes, but the relationship can become irreparable.

Threats

Threats and intimidation are another form of psychological abuse, designed to control behavior and create fear. Examples are angry stares, slamming doors, throwing things, punching walls, standing over her, yelling, clenching fists, getting in his face, tearing up her favorite things and hurting pets.

[image: image]I’ll knock your head off.

[image: image]You’ll be sorry.

[image: image]I’m coming home and you’d better be ready.

[image: image]I’ll mess you up so bad that no man will ever want to look at you again.

[image: image]You’ll come home and find everything gone.

[image: image]I’ll kill that dog of yours.

[image: image]I’ll take the kids and you’ll never see them again.

[image: image]You’ll never get a penny of child support.

[image: image]I’ll kill you and they’ll never find me.

[image: image]I’ll drive this car over a bridge and kill both of us.

[image: image]You’ll never get away from me. I’ll hunt you down wherever you are.

Sometimes the threats are carried out. She comes home to find her beloved cat poisoned on the porch. He takes the dog out back and shoots it. She smashes his favorite belongings. He takes scissors in the night and cuts off some of her hair. He takes the children on a “trip” without her, just to show he can. She cleans out the checking account and hides all the money. He smashes his fist into the wall next to her face or shoots off his gun in the house.

Threatening to harm one’s self is a powerful threat: “If you leave me, I’ll kill myself. I can’t live without you.” While this may appear to be a perfect solution, most people cannot tolerate thinking they caused someone they have loved to commit suicide.

Threats are scary, because they often become real. We read daily about the brutal tragic endings where people are killed or left permanently injured. The repercussions are numerous. Perhaps part of the psychological damage we all experience is becoming accustomed to the constant barrage of sad news stories and increasingly violent and deviant movies and television programs. Violence has become such a pervasive part of our culture that we cease to be shocked or motivated to take a stand against it. Our inaction is a kind of sanction, which contributes to the acceptance of violence in every part of our society.

Criticism

Criticism is a powerful psychological tool. As a way of acting superior, one partner comments on what the other partner says and does, how he or she looks, dresses or cleans the house or on his or her family, job, religion, intelligence, lovemaking, choices, friends, cooking, decorating, parenting, income or abilities. Anything is fair game. The idea is to undermine confidence and cause uncertainty and insecurity, thus allowing the commentator to feel more powerful.

Self-improvement suggestions may be presented as helpful but easily turn destructive and are experienced as critical.

[image: image]I’m just trying to help. You are taking it the wrong way. You are just too sensitive.

[image: image]I didn’t say you were fat. I just said that outfit would look better if you lost a few pounds.

[image: image]Boy, your friend is such a great wife. Her house is spotless and her children are so well-behaved.

[image: image]My brother-in-law is such a great provider. He just bought my sister a new car and they are planning a great vacation. We never go anywhere.

[image: image]I’m just sharing this diet plan with you to help you lose those twenty pounds. Let’s weigh in together every week.

[image: image]I’m putting this bathing suit model’s bikini picture on the refrigerator. You’d look as great as she does if you’d get in shape.

Criticism paired with contempt is often deadly to relationships. Statements are delivered as absolute judgments and often contain the words “never”, “always”, “should” or “ought”.

[image: image]You never help me around the house.

[image: image]You always interrupt me.

[image: image]You should be more assertive at work.

[image: image]You ought to spend more time with your kids.

Remarks are often accompanied with contemptuous body language. Rolling eyes, hands on hips, pointing fingers, shaking heads and looks of disgust cause the listener to take offense no matter how accurate the statement may be.

Isolation

Isolation is forbidding or strongly discouraging any contact with the outside world, including family members. Jealousy and insecurity fuel this punishing controlling behavior. If verbal edicts are not sufficient, some people have resorted to taking away transportation, removing phones and computers and even discouraging eye contact with anyone outside the home. Jobs, friends, volunteering and shopping are curtailed.

Much like solitary confinement is the ultimate punishment in prison, isolation is used to make sure a woman “knows her place.” In other cases, she fears that if he has a glimpse of life outside their relationship, he just might leave. Keeping the other person in seclusion will reduce the chances of anyone knowing about the abuse and maintains the partner’s position of authority.

Control

Controlling behavior definitely has a psychological component. Invasion of another person’s boundaries is the common element. You feel you have the right to tell someone else how to dress, walk, look, feel, think, talk or behave. Control may be rearranging things in the house, always setting the thermostat to where you are comfortable, questioning or changing your partner’s decisions, insisting you know more about any given subject or refusing to help at home unless it is done your way.

[image: image]I will grocery shop, but only if you make me a grocery list in the order that the items appear in the store.

[image: image]You may only use this bedspread.

[image: image]You may only have new furniture if I pick it out.

[image: image]I’ll do the laundry—oops, was I not supposed to wash that new red shirt with the white stuff? (Maybe that one can be innocent—once.)

[image: image]Aren’t you grateful for this new car I selected for you?

[image: image]You need to keep the schedule I made for you.

[image: image]Don’t you question how I spend money after I bought you all those fucking gifts at Christmas.

Psychological Torture

Psychological torture is intentionally planned and orchestrated systematic mental abuse. The intent is to create fear and to cause someone to feel they are crazy. It often involves surveillance, setting traps and terrorizing behavior. Extreme measures involve mind control and programming techniques. Generally, the abuser is a very disturbed individual who is capable of creating a living hell for his or her partner. The victim becomes hypervigilant and can never relax, not knowing when the next scary event will occur.

The torture may begin gradually and become relentless. The abuser may begin by moving things around in the house or hiding objects, then putting them back. Light bulbs become unscrewed; computer or car parts go missing; the electricity is turned off; the mail is interfered with. The behavior progresses to monitoring all calls, e-mails and correspondence, hurting pets, cleaning out bank accounts or changing legal papers. The victim becomes off balance and is not always believed by people she is hoping will help her.

Denial

Perhaps the most common form of psychological abuse is causing your partner to believe that the abuse is either his or her own fault or is not really abuse at all. You deny having done anything wrong, minimize the events or accuse the partner of initiating or instigating the abuse. Reality becomes distorted. Confusion is common. “I know what she did to me, but she makes it seem as if it was my fault.” Often victims start believing the offender’s perspective and question their own sanity or sense of reality. Some women have said to me, “I know it was my fault. If I had only made mashed potatoes instead of French fries, he wouldn’t have become so angry and threatened me.” Believing you deserved to be abused because of what you cooked for dinner, what you wore, who you spoke to or your tone of voice places your partner in a very powerful position. Victims may believe they are at fault, because they are scrambling to find a cause for their partners’ bad behavior. “If I just do all of the right things, he or she will stop hurting me.” It doesn’t work, but it is an understandable way to attempt to alleviate the reality of the situation.

Financial

One type of psychological abuse can be financial abuse. It involves controlling the money, checkbook, credit cards, budget, assets, spending habits and purchases in the relationship. This does not include relationships where one person has requested that their partner be responsible for all the financial decisions. Abuse involves not allowing your partner to have any discretion or decisions as it pertains to money. Often this is accomplished with intimidation and guilt.

[image: image]Look at all I’ve done for you.

[image: image]You are never grateful.

[image: image]You know you are no good with money.

[image: image]This costs way too much. You need to buy a cheaper brand.

[image: image]You spent how much? I can’t trust you.

Some women do not have access to any cash, checks or credit cards, even though they may work full-time jobs. In other cases, she controls the checkbook and he must go through her to get anything. Or she may not have any idea of how much money he makes or where it is kept. He may keep secret accounts or investments.

His or her motivation may be to control all the financial decisions or it may be to control the other partner and the children through cutting off any means to independent choices or actions. He may think she can’t go anywhere if she doesn’t have any money. She may feel she’s being the benevolent benefactor as she hands out the cash as she sees fit. He may believe he’s doing what is best for the family if he knows where every penny goes. Psychological abuse occurs when the real motivation is to eliminate a person’s freedom.

Sexual

Sexual psychological abuse ranges from withholding all expressions of affection to systematic sexual torture. Frequency of sexual intercourse is a preference, which is mutually satisfying to both partners or can be a source of great dispute. If both partners want sex once a month or once a day, it works because both are happy. The problem occurs when one person wants sex once a day and one wants sex one time a month. In non-abusive relationships, compromises are negotiated. In abusive relationships, people have intentionally withheld affection for years or insisted on sex twice a day and became critical and abusive if it did not occur. Demanding sex is a form of abuse; forcing sex is rape. In the United States, however, many states have been slow to recognize that rape can exist within a marriage and only make charges of an assault where physical violence is evident.

Refusing to recognize and understand a partner’s adverse reactions to sexual intimacy can become abusive. Many women (and men) have been victims of child sexual abuse or rape and this frequently impacts their ability to desire or enjoy sex. While this is certainly an issue to be dealt with in counseling, a person should be sensitive to difficulties his or her partner is experiencing. Forcing someone to participate in a sexual act they find distasteful or degrading leaves emotional scars. And if they have been abused in the past, the damage is compounded.

Jealousy and insecurity have spawned some forms of sexual abuse. Men who have been cheated on or have known one of their parents was unfaithful are particularly susceptible. They frequently make accusations and continually question behavior. Some force their partners to submit to physical checks of their vaginas to see if they can detect the presence of semen; accompany women to their gynecological exams; or even object to their partners’ wearing tampons, because it might feel stimulating while inserting or removing it. Some cultures routinely remove women’s clitorises to prevent them from seeking sexual pleasure. Can you imagine the fear and insecurity leading to that decision? We want to control our women, so let’s cut out a body part that provides them with pleasure.

Incredible sexual violence has been perpetrated against women’s sexual organs, which have been forcefully penetrated, kicked, punched, cut, burned and beaten. Rape victims have had their pubic hair dry-shaved and have had fists, bottles and various objects shoved up their vaginas. Inserting a gun and pulling the trigger is a sadistic game of Russian roulette. Men also experience sexual violence in relationships, suffering battered or severed sexual organs and forced anal penetration.

Having affairs can also be a form of sexual abuse. You expose your partner to a multitude of diseases. Innocence is destroyed, followed by a violation of commitment, trust and love. Nothing is ever the same. The damage is done. Repetitive sexual affairs can be a form of addictive behavior; the partner experiences the infidelity as abuse.

Women and Psychological Abuse

Most women are not as physically strong as their partners, but some are particularly adept at psychological abuse. Many women have little insight into their own destructive and provocative behaviors, but clearly identify themselves as victims when their partners become physical. No physical abuse is justified; however, we need to examine and understand the entire relationship before we can effectively make changes.

In this book, we’ll look closely at how psychological abuse can be vicious. It is equally unacceptable. The sex of the partner does not make it less abusive. Some men are profoundly abused. One man described the verbal and emotional abuse he received as feeling as if he was publicly stripped naked and beaten with a stick. Humiliation and degradation by someone you love is devastating, no matter who is doing it.

Addictions

I believe addictions are a prevalent source of contamination in relationships. When people become involved in an addiction, their primary relationships are with the substances or activities with which they are involved. They become powerless and eventually their lives can become unmanageable. It has devastating consequences, physically, emotionally, mentally, financially, sexually and spiritually.

Addictions can be to alcohol, prescription or illegal drugs, gambling, food, shopping, sex, relationships, pornography, the Internet or video and computer games. Addictions alter the behavior of a person, lowering his or her tolerance, patience or inhibitions. They can cause loss of jobs, money, health, trust and security.

Use of alcohol and drugs is frequently mentioned as a part of the scenario in which abuse occurs. Individuals who are drunk or high have impaired judgment and control and may be quick to lose their tempers or just get mean. In some situations, abuse never occurs during sober periods but the family learns to be wary when consumption begins.

In all addictions, absorption with the behavior steals the person away from their loved ones.

[image: image]He’s spent all our money on gambling. Now we are broke.

[image: image]She’s eaten so much, I don’t recognize her anymore. I miss the way she used to look.

[image: image]I never see him anymore. He spends all his free time playing games on the computer.

[image: image]She’s run our credit cards up so high we’ll never get out of debt.

The good news is that there is help. Twelve-step programs, counseling, rehabilitation, understanding, spiritual growth and hard work are answers to this problem for the entire family. Understanding how to live with an addiction is as important for the partner as it is for the addict. This involves learning how to set boundaries, to understand what you can and can’t change or to live “one day at a time”, to “listen and learn” and to “let go and let God.” Working a twelve-step program involves a daily spiritual commitment. The rewards are numerous and productive for individuals and relationships.

All forms of abuse cause fundamental spiritual damage. What happens to us externally affects every cell in our body and impacts our spirit. Bruises from being beaten are merely the visible signs of spiritual trauma. If you choke me, hold me down, sit on my face and force me to perform oral sex, my soul is injured. I detach by going someplace else in my mind to be able to endure the trauma and to minimize you reaching who I really am. If I am to retain my real self, I must protect my spirit.

The worst damage from all types of abuse is changing or extinguishing the natural pure spirit that is our gift at birth. Faith, hope and love are replaced with confusion, despair and fear. Systematic abuse can take away our will to live. Prisoners of war and concentration camp survivors are often able to live, because they find a way to nurture their souls when everything else is taken away. Sadly, many homes in our country house prisoners of abuse.

I believe spiritual work helps you rise from the devastation to become transformed into your own special self. The essential part of who you are can heal, grow, understand and make healthier choices. Touching who you are as a spiritual being in the complex enormity of the universe is a humbling and empowering experience. Healing work is in the love, first of yourself and what you were given, then in the freedom from incapacitating fear.

According to the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence, in 2004, 1,159 females and 385 males were murdered by their intimate partners. That same year, there were 627,400 nonfatal intimate partner victimizations and those are only the reported cases1. Some left their partners; many stayed. Why did they stay? Take this journey with me to look at all of the intricate complexities in psychologically abusive relationships and why many of us—women and men—stay.

Does any of this apply to you? Before you say “no”, consider that abuse occurs on a continuum that most of us will be able to place ourselves on, traveling from critical controlling behavior to calculated first degree murder. Abuse can be insidious and pervasive. It can creep in and permeate your relationship or it can erupt into one dramatic fatal act of violence. Along the continuum, we can see the behaviors of our partners, parents, friends, co-workers and ourselves. Abuse occurs in all social, economic and educational levels; in opposite and same-sex relationships; in all ages, religions, races and professions. It is in your neighborhood and may be found in the relationships of the couples you least suspect. Men and women are capable of abusive behaviors, but it must be noted that, statistically, abuse against women is more prevalent.

A relationship involves two people, and the contributions of each person to the dynamics of abuse must be examined to fully understand the problem. No one acts in a vacuum. For each action, there is a reaction. No action, however, justifies inflicting abuse and every person is ultimately responsible for his or her own behavior.


Chapter 2

Power and Control Issues

Relationships have power and control dynamics operating on a regular basis. Lovers, spouses, friends, parents and children, siblings, employees and employers, co-workers, clergy and parishioners, elected officials and citizens, law enforcement and suspects, countries, institutions, even the forces of good and evil, all struggle for power and control. Understanding relationships is complex and elusive.

In psychologically abusive relationships, the person who appears to be in power is often the person most out of control. If he makes out a daily schedule for her and calls at 10:30 A.M. to see if she’s dusting the furniture, is he really powerful? If she criticizes him until he’s miserable, is he or she getting what the person wants? Violence erupts out of anger, fear and insecurity. After exploding, you may look or feel powerful, but your actions caused you to lose control. Picture children on a seesaw: the repetitive up and down motion depicts how often the power in a relationship changes.

Tom and Tina had serious issues:


Tom and Tina shopped for a new home for the first two years they were married. This was a complicated process, because they each had assets from past marriages and had somewhat differing opinions on house hunting. It became apparent to Tina that Tom was not going to value her opinions even though he asked for them. Tom felt it was only satisfying to buy a house if he could get a real deal. Tina wanted to define a price range, find a home, make a reasonable offer, sell her house and move into the new one, combining their collective belongings. Tom let her know that he had no interest in using any of her belongings in their new home.

Tom planned numerous outings to look at homes, many out of their price range. He then made lowball offers which were ignored by the sellers. Tina became frustrated and began to shut down as she realized she had no control over what was happening, except to refuse to participate. Time went by and Tom convinced her to continue looking again. Finally, exactly two years later, they found a house that was a perfect fit and the price they had agreed they could afford. However, Tom insisted on making an offer forty thousand dollars less than the asking price with fifteen contingencies. Tina was shocked. The offer was countered, but Tom was in a competition to get the price down.

On Saturday morning of that week, Tom asked Tina’s opinion on what she thought was a reasonable offer. When Tina responded, he gave her multiple reasons why she was wrong. He accused her of operating out of emotion instead of logic. Realizing she’d been had again and that he would give no merit to her opinions or desires, Tina snapped. She yelled and called him a “jerk” and an “asshole.” She told him how fed up she was with the whole process and that she was done with the house hunting. She said she felt manipulated by his game playing and no longer found any joy in the idea of owning a home together.

Tom, as was his pattern, pulled the ultimate power play. He became the wounded victim of her verbal abuse and refused to talk to Tina for an entire week. It did not matter to him that Tina sincerely apologized for the name calling on several occasions. All he would say to her was that he wanted to be left alone. It did not matter to him that both of their birthdays were during that week. Tina was being punished and he refused to talk to her. Tina eventually collected herself, went to counseling, called a close girlfriend to go to dinner with her on her birthday and refused to allow herself to continue to be punished.

Tom finally came around and by the next weekend they talked for hours about their outlooks, feelings and goals for their relationship and for a new home. Monday morning, Tom went to make a reasonable offer on the house that would have been accepted had the home not sold to another couple that past weekend.



Notice the power and control dynamics in this couple’s behavior. See how the power changed hands. These power plays are present in our ordinary daily life experiences, as well as during our angry chaotic events.

Many of us saw one “How to Be a Good Wife”, which was passed along over the Internet. It is reported to be an excerpt from a 1950 high school Home Economics textbook and was also reprinted in Housekeeping Monthly on May 13, 1955. The article elaborates on instructions on how to be a good wife, including:


Have dinner ready: Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a delicious meal on time. This is a good way of letting him know that you have been thinking about him and are concerned about his needs. Most men are hungry when they come home and the prospect of a good meal is part of the warm welcome needed.

Some don’ts: Don’t greet him with problems and complaints. Don’t complain if he is late for dinner. Count this a minor, compared to what he might have gone through that day.

The goal: To make your home a place of peace and order where your husband can relax in body and spirit.



Let’s look at why this often works. Dr. Carl Jung helped identify that masculine and feminine energies operate in all of us to varying degrees. Masculine energy is dominant, action-oriented, assertive, pursuing and leading. Feminine energy is accepting, feeling-oriented, submissive, nurturing and following. Each man and each woman has some kind of balance within them of masculine and feminine energies and their upbringing often determines which energies have been more fully developed2. Perhaps in a perfect world children would grow up in a non-abusive, two-parent household, where they would be taught to develop both energies. Each child could develop their abilities to be assertive, successful and dominant, as well as tender, nurturing, helpful and kind. Dreaming aside, what often happens is that men’s and women’s masculine and feminine energies crash against each other in a mismatch, which keeps both people from getting their needs met. We can’t figure out how to compromise.

[image: image]Who is going to do the housework when both people work full-time?

[image: image]Who will stay home with the sick baby?

[image: image]Will you move when she finds a great job in another city?

[image: image]He wants a new car, she wants to go on a vacation and they can’t afford both. How will they decide?

[image: image]Who meets the children’s needs?

[image: image]Who makes the sexual overtures when both are exhausted but needing attention?

The list of dilemmas is endless.

In the old hit TV sitcom Leave It to Beaver, it looked easier in the Cleaver home. June knew “how to be a good wife”. She had all the household matters under control and she looked great when Ward came in the door. No sweatpants and tennis shoes for her. Ward came home well-dressed, charming, kind and ready to help solve any major problem. Of course, the only real problems involved the kids, Beaver and Wally, and the issues were neatly wrapped up in half an hour. Many households during that time had roles that were well-defined. Women developed their feminine energy and men could be “real men”. Many busy people of both sexes jokingly say, “I need a wife!”, because that represents having someone to take care of everything and give a hug, a smile and a warm meal when he or she gets home. We don’t just want a housekeeper; we want the hug, smile and maybe a backrub, too.

But what happens if Ward runs off with his attractive young secretary? After all, we never had any idea how June was in the bedroom. What is June to do now? Her résumé has no work experience listed and no specialized training or computer skills. Perhaps she could work for minimum wage in a store or even open a catering business with her half of the marital assets. Realistically, most of us now encourage our daughters to prepare themselves to be self-sufficient. Consequently, some of the caretaking, nurturing and homemaking skills may be underdeveloped. Over time, our society has changed. Roles and their expectations have become more confusing and frustrating. Everyone is expected to learn to do it all. Is that reasonable? It certainly is causing adjustment problems.

GAME PLAYING

It’s amazing how many games we play with the people we are supposed to love the most. The majority of the time, we have no idea what is happening when we are involved in a non-productive dance with our partner and, hence, can’t see how to remove ourselves from the destructive dynamics.

Here are a dozen commonly played games:

1. Punishment Game

2. Provocation/Victimization

3. No Win Interrogations

4. Competition

5. The Blame Game

6. Bait and Switch

7. You Are Perfect…Now Change

8. Citizen’s Arrest

9. Just Try Harder

10. The Benevolent Dictator

11. The Drama Game

12. Tear Down/Build Up

1. Punishment Game

Have you ever felt like your partner is punishing you, but you’re not sure exactly why? When you ask about it, he denies that anything is wrong or that he is doing anything unusual. The tension, body language, failure to communicate or his actions clearly indicate that something is bothering him. You can make guesses about the problem, but he won’t admit to having an issue with you or admit to any behavior that is punishing. Whether it is subtle or obvious, you know when it is happening. He may even pretend to be cheerful, but you know what is brewing under the surface. The idea is to keep you engaged in and attentive to an unsolvable dynamic. Not discussing the issue is part of the game because the more you attempt to discuss or solve it, the more secure he feels that you are paying attention and are concerned.

2. Provocation/Victimization

This game involves provoking your partner until he or she snaps, then acting like the innocent victim. For example, breaking someone’s boundaries is often perceived as threatening. Talk to abusive men and you will often find that their partners will break into their space when they are angry and upset. When the man reacts abusively, the woman becomes the victim and vice versa. The other partner is the bad one. Examples of provocation are:

[image: image]Getting in his face to talk.

[image: image]Pointing your finger into his chest.

[image: image]Sitting in front of the door or on the hood of the car when she is trying to leave.

[image: image]Making threats.

[image: image]Verbal taunting.

[image: image]Constant brutal criticism or putdowns.

[image: image]Grabbing anything and pushing it in her face.

It is essential to remember that while provocation may be a cause of physical violence, it is not a justification. Physical abuse is against the law and it is never acceptable behavior.

3. No Win Interrogations

Endless questions that are meant to confuse, dominate and intimidate are part of a game of offense. Often there is no “right” answer and any response could mean friction in the relationship.

[image: image]Where were you last night?

[image: image]What were you doing?

[image: image]Who did you talk to?

[image: image]What did you talk about?

[image: image]What were you wearing?

[image: image]When did you leave?

[image: image]Who left with you?

[image: image]Did anybody flirt with you?

[image: image]Did you give your phone number to anyone?

[image: image]Why didn’t you call me?

This game can be about any topic, but the outcome will always be unpleasant.

4. Competition

Some might think the purpose of the relationship is to provide a field for competition.

[image: image]I am smarter, stronger, better looking, more knowledgeable, nicer, sexier or more desirable than you are.

[image: image]I am neat, you are messy.

[image: image]I am on time, you are always late.

[image: image]You ought to work out and get in shape like I am.

[image: image]I have a college degree and you never finished school.

[image: image]I make more money.

[image: image]I am good with a budget, you overspend.

[image: image]No one can talk to you. Look how hysterical you are.

[image: image]I could have any man/woman I want.

[image: image]I’m much better with the kids than you are.

Do you feel more powerful if you are putting your partner down?

5. The Blame Game

The purpose is to clearly define the other person as the problem.

[image: image]If it wasn’t for you, I’d be more successful.

[image: image]I’m okay, but you are crazy.

[image: image]I wouldn’t have stonewalled if you hadn’t…

[image: image]It’s your fault that I get so mad, because you always seem to provoke me.

[image: image]You wore those clothes on purpose to attract other men.

[image: image]I’d be nicer if you…were happier, cooked and cleaned more, complimented me, gave me more sex, appreciated the things I do…

[image: image]If you helped me more, I wouldn’t complain so much.

[image: image]You ignore me, so you can’t blame me for having an affair.

[image: image]How can you be unhappy with what we are doing? Don’t you remember it was your idea in the first place?

Are you quick to say what is wrong with your spouse and very slow to acknowledge your own mistakes? It is easier to point the finger away from your body rather than toward yourself.

Another form of the blame game involves discounting, criticizing or shaming. The purpose is to make your partner feel that his or her thoughts, behaviors and emotions are off base.

[image: image]You are too sensitive. You can’t take a joke.

[image: image]Toughen up. You wear your heart on your sleeve.

[image: image]You are making too much of this. I was just kidding.

[image: image]What a baby. You cry about everything. I’m sick of it.

6. Bait and Switch

We all are on our best behavior in the beginning of relationships. We want other partners to see our best selves. As we become intimate and comfortable in our relationships, we reveal our flaws and often our partners feel betrayed.

[image: image]I thought I was getting a winner; instead I got a loser.

[image: image]I wanted to date her, because she seemed so sweet.

[image: image]I didn’t know we could be like this until it was too late.

[image: image]He seemed so nice and attentive but he became obsessed with me.

[image: image]He never lost his temper when we were first together.

Most people experiencing psychological abuse say, “I just want it to be like it was in the beginning.”

You can bait and switch by saying one thing and doing another. For example:

[image: image]Asking for the other person’s advice or opinions, allowing him or her to think he or she has some influence and then doing whatever you want with no regard for the other person.

[image: image]I love you, now go away. If you please me, I will reward you with attention, affection, gifts or praise. If you misbehave, I must punish you.

[image: image]Being a hot sex partner while dating and cold after marriage. This is a prevalent problem, because of game-playing.

[image: image]Calm and chaos—the person appears to have his or her life together but you find that underneath is turmoil. No matter how often you attempt stabilization, chaos ensues because it is the person’s essence.

[image: image]Planning a holiday, vacation or any special event, then spoiling it so that an important time becomes disastrous.

7. You Are Perfect…Now Change

Did you ever fall in love with someone, then try and change the person? Women particularly do this, but men do as well. Instead of focusing on what we like about the person with whom we fell in love, we put a lot of energy into changing what we don’t like. Out of ten characteristics of our mates, we may like seven qualities, but we focus on the three we don’t like and begin trying to fix them. It’s our mission. We think we are being helpful, but we are actually attempting to satisfy our own needs. A partner in this position is left confused by how he or she went from being the good person to the bad person. When you are a fixer, the game becomes to attract someone to you with approval and admiration, then make the person into a reconstruction project. Rather than being grateful for what we have, we convince ourselves that life would be so perfect if we could just change the qualities we don’t like. Like the prince discovers in this short tale, trying to change a person to fit a certain ideal does not result in what we expect:


A prince was looking for a bride. He was not interested in the multitude of “acceptable” women that his family paraded in front of him. Instead, he was enchanted by the gypsy girl he saw in the village dancing barefoot with an abandoned nature that he found bewitching. He brought her to the castle, introduced her to his horrified parents and eventually married her. But in order to make her a proper princess, she had to learn the rules of propriety and decorum. As her mentors were teaching her etiquette, how to speak, table manners and how to curtsy, she lost her wild, free, joyful nature. She became someone who blended in. She lost her individuality and her spirit. The prince became disenchanted. How had his gypsy bride become so mundane and ordinary?



Can we change? Certainly, if we choose. Can we change someone else? No—not unless the other person chooses to change. Do we want the result of the changes we request? Not always. We often fall in love and then go about destroying someone’s spirit by requesting alterations. What you see is what you get. Don’t expect your partner to change simply because he or she loves you. Each person wants you to accept that person for who he or she is. If you see a major trait or behavior that you can’t accept, walk away.

8. Citizen’s Arrest

Some feel compelled to tell others what they think the other people are doing wrong even when they may do exactly the same thing. Did you ever see your partner correcting other drivers in traffic when he drives the same way? Some common examples of this mind game:

[image: image]Accusing him of lying when she lies on a regular basis.

[image: image]Accusing her of having an affair when he is the one with a mistress.

[image: image]Accusing her of hiding money when he has secret assets.

[image: image]Accusing him of looking at other women when she flirts all the time.

Correcting other people’s behavior is a way of feeling powerful.

9. Just Try Harder

If you can keep your partner trying to please you, you are in a dominant position. This may be accomplished by alternating approval and disapproval so that the other person doesn’t feel that it is futile to try. Human beings strive to achieve or attain what we know is possible. The right balance of praise, affection or positive behavior can cause some people to keep trying to please, even when the good is interspersed with negative, nasty behavior. Often we are attracted to a challenge that does not seem totally out of reach.

Another way of hooking a person into trying harder is changing the facts of a situation to suit your own purpose. For instance, when he discusses an incident or argument he alters important details, engaging her in a dispute over what really happened. She may try to convince him that his memory is incorrect, become enraged at the devious deception or start to question the accuracy of her own memory. He may act superior, condescending and certain of his position. These games divert any blame away from him or her and leave the other person struggling.

10. Benevolent Dictator

Sometimes, the abusive partner plays the role of tolerant tyrant.

[image: image]You can have anything you want, as long as I approve it.

[image: image]Be sure and bring me all your merchandise receipts.

[image: image]I am so generous; you have no right to complain.

[image: image]How can you be unhappy? I give you everything you need.

[image: image]I know you had your heart set on that car, but this one that I bought you is much better.

[image: image]I bought you these expensive shoes. I don’t want to hear that you are uncomfortable.

[image: image]I spent a fortune on these clothes, now I want to see you in them.

[image: image]I want you to redecorate the house but you need help, because I don’t trust your taste.

[image: image]Look at all I do for you. How can you say I’m controlling?

11. The Drama Game

In some relationships, it seems there is always drama. Everything is a major issue with no simple solution. A calm, relaxed environment is rare. The game is to create chaos and the person in control gets to decide when the chaos ends and the problem of the minute is resolved. The drama queen generally enjoys this process and often can act totally innocent. Both parties may contribute to the uproar. If you let your partner continuously create and resolve chaos, they are in control. If you do not buy into or create drama, you maintain your own personal power.

“I’m leaving” is a type of drama game. This is not to be confused with people who express needing “time out” to cool down and are then willing to come back and discuss the issue in a calmer manner. The “I’m leaving” drama game can be played two ways:

[image: image]I’m leaving and I refuse to talk to you.

Walking out of the room, house or relationship and rejecting any attempt to discuss the problem means taking control and avoiding any unpleasant confrontation. It generally enrages the person being shot down and abandoned and does not solve any issue.

[image: image]I’m leaving and you’d better chase after me.

I’m walking out, because I’m angry with you. However, I want you to chase after me and prevent me from leaving. It is unlikely that I will allow you to fix the problem, but I will feel important. You could look foolish and controlling for interfering with my departure, but the drama will be very satisfying.

12. Tear Down/Build Up

“I can give and I can take away.” In this game, your partner reduces you to your lowest point emotionally, psychologically and perhaps physically and then becomes kind, loving and giving. You are so relieved and grateful the negative behavior has stopped that you welcome all the positive attention you can receive. This reinforces the power the abuser feels and implies permission to continue the game in the future.

This same dynamic is seen when a person is abducted and abused, then appears to be choosing to stay. Subjected to the worst behavior that one human being can inflict on another, the fear and terror becomes relief and gratitude when the abuse stops. Complete submission is an attempt to avoid the horrendous behavior from returning.

WHY CAN’T SHE OR HE BE MORE LIKE ME?

There is often a basic power struggle between men and women. In this game, men are “reasonable thinkers”; women are “emotional messes”. However, women are often more emotionally evolved and that scares many men. Women want to talk about their feelings. Men want to understand what the problem is, then think up a solution. Women then feel misunderstood, undervalued and frustrated. Men are confused, because they intended to be helpful. Many men want women to feel happy and be less complicated. Many women want men to share complexities. Some men can see women as irrational. Some women can see men as too controlled and logical. In many cases, a woman’s life force is connected to her emotions. For many men, a man’s power and self-worth are connected to his perceptions that he is in control and feelings are way too messy.

In the chapter called “When Men Don’t Feel” in the book Making Your Second Marriage a First Class Success, Doug and Naomi Moseley say it beautifully:


In an intimate relationship, a man who cannot express his anger in a clear and clean way is really just a covered-over boy. The same is true of a man who can’t receive a woman’s anger. A man who looks to his partner to set the emotional tone in his relationship, because he has not explored his own emotional capabilities sufficiently, is weak. He doesn’t have his full resources available to him and will ultimately be perceived by his partner as crippled in some way. A man who dies early, because he has frozen over his feelings is a sacrifice, not a hero. The demand for feelings is not some kind of anti-male conspiracy; it is a prayer for men to discover and bring forth the best that they can be.3



Even though Rhett Butler in Margaret Mitchell’s epic novel Gone with the Wind was an exciting rogue, he felt weakened by becoming smitten with Scarlett O’Hara. She was conniving and detached, perpetually in love with Ashley Wilkes. At the end of the saga, she finally realizes that it’s Rhett she loves. But her neglect has finally caused his indifference and he leaves her, uttering the famous line: “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.”4

The ultimate power is indifference. Abuse and neglect of someone you love pushes them away and their feelings for you die by millimeters. It can take years. Eventually, no loving feelings remain. Some men will beg at this point to go to counseling, something she may have been requesting for years. She may feel betrayed and angry that he was unwilling to work on the relationship until it is too late. A counselor cannot give you back your feelings for another person. If a person has gotten to the point where he or she calmly says, “That’s it, I’m done. I can’t do this anymore,” it often means there is simply not enough love left to do the hard work required to build a healthier marriage.
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