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FOREWORD
THE BASIC ASPECTS OF THIS book are significantly different from Ms. Evans's previous endeavors. Whereas her first book sought to define and describe the verbally abusive relationships between adults, this book delves deeper into the reasoning of both the perpetrator and the victim in relationships. It is part of her “style” to explain dynamics both from the woman's point of view and the man's point of view, striking a balance and not blaming either party for their inherent or learned relationship behaviors. Abusers, although predominantly male, may in some instances be female, and they define the victim's inner world as if they understand the victim's motives and thoughts, and believe on some level that they are the victim. This process culminates in an assault on and a loss of “self, mind, consciousness, and perception,” rendering the victims convinced that they are to blame for the problems in their relationships, and causing them to feel “intrinsically flawed and unworthy.”
Ms. Evans cites potential indicators of a willingness to change in the abuser, which include “reading, focused therapy, exercises, and anger management.” Ms. Evans indicates most strongly that the only method for an abuser to change is if he can, and desires to. The impetus for this change takes the form of an agreement between the partners, presented by the victim.
Abusers, specifically verbal abusers, have discovered that anyone may impose their demands on another by becoming loud, insulting, dismissive, critical, threatening, or ultimately violent. In an effort to accommodate the abuser, the victim takes responsibility for the behaviors for which she's being blamed. Ultimately, a vicious cycle begins and the victim, if she attempts to seek help in the form of therapy, begins by blaming herself for all of the abuse perpetrated upon her. Since the children procreated in these relationships internalize the roles acted out by the fathers and mothers, the cycle of abuse is perpetuated.
From the standpoint of treatment, Ms. Evans states that the victim typically seeks help in an effort to either save or at least understand how she contributes to the dysfunction in the relationship. Whereas, typically, the psychotherapist attempts to empathize with the individual who enters therapy, this may become problematic when dealing with a verbally abusive relationship because then the victim becomes the “identified patient,” which invariably implies that the victim, and not the perpetrator, is responsible for the dysfunction in the relationship. Conversely, Ms. Evans recommends that either the perpetrator participate in individual therapy, or that both parties participate in the therapeutic process without accusation or attribution of blame. The benefit of individual therapy for the abuser is that it provides the opportunity to address unconscious, internalized childhood beliefs that the abuser may possess, culminating in the self-perpetuating prophesy that he must be correct in his judgment.
This book, in many respects, breaks away from the articulation of the marital problems and focuses more on the rudimentary aspects of the issues and formulates appropriate treatment modalities.
In the realm of what we currently experience in the “family” court system, there are numerous flaws and inconsistencies. The current family court system is fraught with subjective opinions, abuses of power, and injustice. Individuals like Patricia Evans, in a straightforward manner, face the adversity of a dysfunctional system. If we all focused as much attention on remediation as Patricia Evans does, perhaps the children of divorce would not have to suffer the forfeit of the peace.
William L. Higgins, Ph.D.
Clinical and Forensic Psychologist
730 Evaluator for the State of California
Reunification Specialist
Innocent Words
Words mean nothing till you speak or pen them
Then they reveal the message in your heart
Words can bring joy and laughter
In song or prose
Words spoken and penned in poem
Can woo and romance grows
Yet innocent words uttered in anger and hate
Can cut like a knife and wound till it is too late
So choose unsuspecting words with wisdom and honor
For although your words, like an unfettered arrow,
May be forgotten
The piercing pain of words hitting another's heart
Is felt forever
We live in a yet unscripted world which our words have yet woven
So do not wield your words like a brandishing sword
But create a world of wonder with your well-spoken word
— Survivor of verbal abuse


Introduction THE VERBAL ABUSER — CAN HE CHANGE?
WHEN I FINISHED MY FOURTH BOOK, I thought that my readers had all the answers to their questions about verbal abuse. For example, they read that verbal abuse is much more than name-calling and that there are a dozen main categories of verbal abuse — from the silent treatment and discounting, to threats and name-calling. They read about other forms of control, coping, and recovery. They found out what goes on in the mind of the person who uses verbal abuse to control someone. Lastly, they saw how the controlling personality crystallized. They found ways to overcome verbal abuse at home and at school, how to talk to their own children, and how to reach out to young people.
The answers in these books, however, only led to more questions. Women called me saying, “I read all your books, but I want to know if you can tell me what to do to get him to change.” And this led to the question, “Can he change?” Over the years, I have been asked this question literally hundreds upon hundreds of times. It seems that it has become a burning question in the minds of thousands of women. They realize that they have been defined and denied their own experiences, as well as their right to empathy in a relationship.
I'm always glad to get notes and calls, but since my books simply led to more questions, the answers required another book — the book you hold in your hands.
In the following pages, I hope that you will find some answers to any questions you may have about whether a man who indulges in verbal abuse can change. I know that some men do change, but what are the possibilities for a particular man — perhaps the man in your own life — to do so? While no one can predict within anyone else the power to grow, integrate, and change that person's behavior, this book presents positive and negative indicators. Some indicators suggest that his changing is likely, and some point to the fact that his changing is highly unlikely. Of course, no one can change their behavior toward another person until they first realize, or wake up to, what they've been doing. Consequently, and most importantly, this book describes in detail the most effective way I have found to wake up the verbally abusive man (if, indeed, it is possible for him to wake up at all). At the same time, this way of waking him encourages him — even motivates him — to want to take the steps necessary to change.
If there is a possibility of his changing, I believe it is important to first know what is “wrong with him,” then to utilize a strategy that could motivate him to do the work required to change. Whether you are reading this book to learn more about verbally abusive men, to help a friend, to counsel someone, or to see if your significant other will change, you will find helpful tools that hold the possibility of waking him up.
One of these tools is “the Agreement,” which I describe in this book. In virtually all cases, no matter how many times the partner of a verbally abusive man may have told him what he was doing or how she felt, he either didn't get it or pretended that he didn't. Now, with the aid of “the Agreement,” even he might see that he defines his partner — as if he knew her motives, knew her thoughts and what she was, and lived within her, as if he were her.
If the Agreement is going to be as effective as possible, it is important that anyone using it, or sharing its strategies with someone else, read and understand the preliminary information in the chapters leading up to Chapter 10 so that she will know what the possible outcome might be and how to present it to the abuser so that it has the most impact possible. No matter what the result, the person who presents the Agreement will know that she has done her very best to wake up the verbally abusive man to the fact that he has been defining his partner's inner world as if he did, indeed, live within her.
With this insight, he may begin the process of change — if he is willing. If he is not willing, then change will not be forthcoming. No one can make another person change. As I noted in my first book, The Verbally Abusive Relationship, there is nothing you can say or do to change another person; the other person must want to change for the sake of the relationship. The process of change involves reading, focused therapy, exercises, and effort. I suggest and explain such a plan in this book. If the verbally abusive man cannot begin taking the necessary steps to change, then he will not change. At the very least, if you present him with the Agreement and he refuses to accept or modify it appropriately, you will know that he cannot change.
At least you will know that about him.
Looking in the Mirror
Woe is me I'm undone
I've looked in the mirror
Seen what I've become
A verbal abuser, par none
Always covert and subversive as hell
When it's from the heart who needs to yell?
With just a scowl or sarcastic grin
My sullen anger was seething within
The venom of my words
The ones no one else heard
Brought sickness to her soul
And left her under my control
When she said, “I'm hurt”
I said it's no worse
Than the hurt I hurt
Thinking of me first
(Always thinking of me first)
God, what is this that I've done?
I invalidated, discounted, and made fun
When she wanted me to understand
I told her that I can't, I can't, I can't …
I traveled to the end of that road
And found that this reality showed
The things I had thought in my mind
To justify, to rationalize, to find
(A way to keep myself blind)
To the pain and hurt I caused
To heal would have cost
My reality and my pride
Of what I believed inside
“Crazy making” was the word
Always twisting what was heard
Never saying what was meant
The desire “to win” was evident
In every conversation we had
I was the good one she was the bad
I made sure I was the last one heard
Always needing to have the last word
Now you've shown me the price
Of my wife's constant sacrifice
The debt is so enormously great
I try to understand and appreciate
Only you can pay the cost
It's contained in your cross
I cry to you for forgiveness
Without you all is lost
— A verbally abusive man who has
woken up to what he has done

1
ABOUT CHANGE
THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK, I refer to the person who consistently indulges in verbal abuse as “the abuser.” This is not to judge or label that person, but to facilitate reading the book. Similarly, as this book is primarily a woman's guide to deciding whether her verbally abusive man can change, I refer to the abuser as male and his significant other — that is, the victim — as female; I call her “the partner.” Having said this, if you, the reader, are experiencing verbal abuse from your mate and want him to change, it is very important that in all the interactions you have with him you not define him by saying, “You're a verbal abuser.” A good rule of thumb is to always address his behavior, not label him. If you, as the partner, say, “That sounds like verbal abuse,” you define his behavior but not him.
If you are wondering if your mate will change and whether you should stay or go, then helping him to recognize his behavior and knowing how to motivate him is essential. A key way to motivate a verbally abusive man to change is to awaken him to what he is doing and to do so in such a way that he realizes that he is acting irrationally and harmfully. Most importantly, he realizes that when he tells her what she is, he is, in a certain sense, pretending to be her. I have found that there is a way to motivate him to change, in the form of a mutual agreement — what I term “the Agreement.”It shows the abuser what he is doing and why. Later chapters show how to prepare for it, write it, present it, and follow up after presenting it.
The strategies in this book, particularly the Agreement, hold the possibility of waking up the verbally abusive man — but not in all cases. Some men are unable or unwilling to recognize that they are verbally abusive and that this abuse is a symptom of a deeper problem. Generally speaking, however, until they become aware, they don't even think of themselves as irrational or abusive; I have found this to be true of all the men I have talked and consulted with. Instead, even when behaving abusively, many men feel that they are reacting with restraint to an actual attack by their partners. Some verbally abusive men can't change in the way they relate to their partners, and some, even when they do realize that they are behaving both irrationally and harmfully, don't want to put forth the effort that real change requires. This book reveals who is most likely and who is least likely to change. Further, it points out the clues that indicate change is taking place.1
WHEN THE VERBAL ABUSER IS A WOMAN
Some readers may be wondering why I don't ask, “The verbal abuser — can he or she change?” Women can certainly be controlling and abusive toward their mates, so why does this book focus just on men changing, especially when, in introducing the term “verbally abusive relationship” in 1992, I said that women could be the perpetrators?
Simply put, although I've seen men change, I have never seen a woman transform from seriously verbally abusing her mate to treating him with empathy. The therapists I've talked with about this issue have not seen verbally abusive women change either. I will not say that it would be impossible, because I cannot say anything is impossible when it comes to the human psyche, only that it is highly unlikely. Although I have been a consultant to many hundreds of women who were verbally abused, and also to some men who were likewise abused, most of the men who call me want to stop their own abusive and controlling behaviors. While thousands of women have told me stories of how they were verbally abused, only three women in a dozen years ever made appointments with me because they themselves were abusive — and all three cancelled at the last minute!
If you are reading this book, hoping your wife or female significant other will change; will stop telling you what you are, what you think, what you should do, what your opinions should be; or will stop raging at you when you explain yourself or when you ask nicely, “Please don't do that,” or “Please don't call me that,” you may try the strategies in this book, but please know that the odds are against your partner changing. I cannot tell you how she could change. I have yet to see a woman change from verbally abusing her mate to validating him (or her, as the case may be).
Why is it so unlikely she will change? Because for a woman to be abusive over time in her relationship, she must first lose her inner world, her feelings, her intuition, and her receptivity; she must be severed from all that the culture ascribes to the feminine, and so she must be very damaged, indeed. (The exception is the woman who has simply withdrawn from her mate who has been verbally abusive, unkind, uncaring, and not empathetic toward her.) Conversely, for a man to be abusive over time in a relationship with a woman, he need only conform to a culture — and sometimes a father, and occasionally also a mother — that severs him from his inner world, that says, more or less, “Real men don't cry,” “Don't be a wimp,” “Suck it up,” “You're being a baby,” or, “It's not happening.”
THE NEED FOR CHANGE
After publishing four books on verbal abuse and control (see Appendix B, page 247), I have heard from thousands of women who say, in effect, “I know what verbal abuse is. I know it relates to control. I know what is going on, but, please, Patricia, can you tell me how to get my abuser to stop? No matter how many times I say, ‘Stop,’ or, ‘That hurts,’ he does n't think he's doing anything wrong, or he thinks it's all my fault, or that it shouldn't bother me. Sometimes he just says, ‘It didn't happen.’” Here are some other questions and comments I've heard:
• “How can I get him to see what he's doing?”
• “How can I tell if he's even capable of change?”
• “Can you tell me how I can tell if he's really changed?”
• “He knows he's been abusive. He knows he's hurt me, but then he goes back to his abusive ways saying it's my fault. It seems that he's locked into having power over me, locked into trying to control me, but at the same time, he doesn't see himself as controlling at all. Not only that, he doesn't seem to feel he's privileged or superior to me. Instead, he says he feels attacked.” (Speaking of a man's reaction to an attack, I want to mention battering, a very overt form of abuse meant to control the partner; verbal abuse is a less overt form. Verbal abuse precedes all domestic violence, although not all verbal abusers become physically abusive.)
• “One time we separated. He kept telling me he'd changed. But when we got back together, he hadn't. What is really hard for me to get my mind around is that when he told me he'd changed he actually seemed to think that he had.”
• “I think he's changed. But how can I be sure the changes will last?”
Many men seem to have changed as soon as they are separated from their partners. The verbally abusive man cannot maintain a change from verbally abusive to validating behaviors, unless he knows what drives them. For change to last, he must wake up to the reality of his partner's experience and his own unconscious motives. This book presents a truly effective way to not only wake the verbally abusive man to his behavior but also to motivate him to do the work to change.
VERBAL ABUSE DEFINED
Verbal abuse defines people in some negative way, and it creates emotional pain and mental anguish when it occurs in a relationship. I invite you to take a peek at Appendix A, on page 227, for some common verbally abusive statements. Some are much more common than I ever thought. For instance, I had never heard “Shut your pie hole” until, during a consultation, a client happened to mention being ordered to silence this way. Curious, I asked a few callers later that day if they had ever heard the phrase. Actually, three out of four had heard it from the verbally abusive men in their lives. Though most of my clients are well educated, as are their spouses, what goes on in their homes behind closed doors would hardly be believed outside of a TV horror show.
Any statement that tells you what, who, or how you are, or what you think, feel, or want, is defining you and is, therefore, abusive. Such statements suggest an invasion of your very being, as if to say, “I've looked within you and now I'll tell you what you want, feel, etc.” Similarly, threats are verbally abusive because, like torture, they attempt to limit your freedom to choose and thus to define yourself. Of course, if you have defined yourself to someone, “I'm Suzy's Mom,” and that person says, “That's Suzy's Mom,” they are affirming or validating what you have said. On the other hand, verbal abuse is a lie told to you or told to others about you. If you believe the lie, it would lead you to think that you are not who you are or that you are less than you are.
For instance, one of the most common ways a verbally abusive man abuses his partner is by telling her that she is “too sensitive.” This behavior defines her inner reality and assaults her consciousness. “You're too sensitive” is a lie. “She blows things out of proportion” is another lie but one that is told to someone else. A woman who is told that she is too sensitive often tolerates increasing levels of verbal abuse because she is trying to show her loved one that she is not “too sensitive.” Her life becomes paradoxical. The more she believes the abuser, the less sensitive she actually becomes, until what would be excruciatingly emotionally painful to anyone in such a relationship is so suppressed, she spaces out and does not feel it, or she feels it but does not remember what was said to her.
Another common way the abuser defines his partner is by walking away when she is asking a question, or mentioning something, or even in the middle of a conversation. By withholding a response, he defines her as nonexistent. (Such behaviors perpetrated by women are also verbally abusive, except when they are walking away from abuse and protecting themselves.)
Some defining statements, however, such as “You're so beautiful,” are not abusive. This statement is understood to mean, “From my perspective, you are really beautiful.” But people don't usually speak in that way. Although it is a defining statement, it is understood to be a compliment or a positive stroke. Nevertheless, one of the most respectful ways of saying something positive is to say, for example, “Can you see how I see you as really beautiful?”
When women ask me, “Can he change?” they are talking about one kind of change in particular: change from verbally abusive to validating, respectful behaviors. In other words, they are asking about men's ability to change from defining to non-defining behavior. Defining statements are the opposite of affirmations, which are positive statements that confirm what we know and value about ourselves. For example, when a man says, “I hear you. I understand,” even if he does not agree with you, he validates or confirms what you have expressed to him. If, however, he says, “You're too sensitive,” or “Where did you get a crazy idea like that,” he invalidates and defines you.
THE AGREEMENT
Change cannot even begin until the verbally abusive man gets his first wakeup call to what he is doing to his partner. This wakeup call is the Agreement. I will show you in detail how to formulate it so that it is clear, tailored specifically to your abuser's behavior, and designed to motivate change. The Agreement is founded upon the categories of verbal abuse that I discussed in depth in The Verbally Abusive Relationship (withholding, countering, discounting, verbal abuse disguised as jokes, blocking and diverting, accusing and blaming, judging and criticizing, trivializing, undermining, threatening, name calling, forgetting, ordering, denial, and abusive anger). Although the categories of verbal abuse give us an objective view of verbal abuse — for instance, “this is judging,” or “that is ordering” — the Agreement organizes the basic kinds of abuse in a different way, according to what the abuser is telling his partner. For example, if the abuser says, “You're stupid,” the partner might ask herself, “What is he telling me?” She might then say, “He is telling me what I am,” rather than say, “That is name calling, a category of verbal abuse.” For the ways to organize verbal abuse for use in the Agreement, turn to Appendix A, page 227.
The Agreement is further based on the model of the abuser's illusionary world, as I described in Controlling People and which I touch upon in Chapter 3. The abuser's illusions allow him to define his partner's inner world — how she should be, what she feels, and so forth — without feeling as though he has lost his mind or his capacity to reason. In fact, one of his illusions is that he knows her inner world just as if he were her.
If you are a therapist, counselor, partner of an abuser, student, helping professional, friend, or relative of either the perpetrator or the partner in a verbally abusive relationship, this book will shed light on the problem of verbal abuse. It will also show you what it takes for the verbally abusive man to wake to what he is doing and choose to be courageous enough and strong enough to stand on his own two feet and not in the body/mind/soul of his partner.
If you, as the abused partner, choose to see whether your husband, fiancé, or boyfriend will wake up, want to change, and take the steps to change, I will show you precisely how to form the Agreement and how best to present it so that it is heard and seen by the man who has verbally abused you. Since it is based in mutuality, I will also show you how either person can modify it, and how either person can respond to any infringements. With the presentation of this Agreement, many men who have indulged in verbal abuse during most of their relationship hear their partners for the first time. They actually get their first glimpse of what they've been doing for some time, be it weeks or decades. And some men do the work to change.
Many women are deeply concerned over such questions as: What is the likelihood of change? What does fake change look like? Are there any possible dangers in even asking for change? Will I have to be on guard and working at this constantly? What are the signs of change? Does presenting the Agreement to my mate mean I'm committed to staying in my relationship?
I will address these issues in coming chapters and offer some guidelines so that the partner of a man who indulges in verbal abuse can assess her situation, decide when and where to present the Agreement, and know how it can be valuable even if she doesn't plan to stay in her relationship.
I can't guarantee that the Agreement and other suggestions in this book will wake up the abuser and motivate him to change, but they might. They have certainly allowed some men to see for the first time that they were saying all kinds of irrational things, trying to silence and control the very people they thought were closest to them: their significant others, their spouses, and their children, sometimes even their employees and coworkers. Until they heard and saw the Agreement, many abusers had no idea that they were acting irrationally, nor did they know why.
By understanding their fears and what is behind their seemingly fearless façade, by choosing to be rational rather than irrational, men can begin taking the steps to change and, most importantly, to make their change permanent.
In the next chapter, I will explore the implications of verbal abuse — particularly the need for change. As I have noted, domestic violence begins with verbal abuse, and although all verbal abusers may not become physically violent, they certainly create pain and fear in their homes and very often impact their children. Eventually their children do not know what is normal and what is not. Children from abusive homes may learn not to feel, may learn to become perpetrators or victims, and may try to perfect themselves through eating disorders and compulsive behaviors or to escape in drugs and alcohol. Bottom line: Defining people and their inner world is a very irrational behavior. It is mind numbing and very scary to the recipient, especially when the person who is behaving irrationally says, “I love you.”
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THE VERBALLY ABUSIVE MAN AND DREAM WOMAN
SOME WOMEN HAVE TOLD ME that they were more concerned with feeling better than in knowing what was “wrong” with their spouses. But, somewhat paradoxically, the more the partner of a verbally abusive man knows what is going on with him, the more relieved she may be. Knowing what is behind a verbally abusive man's behavior renders it more obvious and more clearly his problem.
When I talk with my clients about their experiences and the bizarre verbally abusive comments they hear from their husbands or boyfriends, they often say that they just can't understand why he says the things he says. Some women feel as if they are going crazy. The abuse is inexplicable. The partner cannot imagine why he acts like he does. Understanding, but never accepting, his behavior can lead toward a cure and makes a great deal of sense. Understanding the sickness relieves some of the partner's struggle to be “good enough” or to prove to him that what is happening is not her fault.
Imagine you have a best friend in the entire world, that you and she have shared your hearts with each other since grammar school, and that one day a small piece of jewelry that is very precious to you is missing. Imagine searching and wondering what could have happened to it. Then a few weeks later, a small silver antique box is gone from the tabletop where you were sure you had left it. Later something else is missing, and slowly you come to the realization that these items disappeared when your friend came to visit. Can you imagine feeling devastated? How could this person betray you? What kind of friend would do that? You might think, “Do I have something wrong with me not to have seen it? To have a friend like that?” While you try to understand why she would do this, you find out through another friend that she is a diagnosed kleptomaniac. Suddenly you don't feel quite so betrayed and angry, but kind of sorry for her, even though you know you can no longer trust her alone in your home.
Discovering what is wrong with an abusive man is like discovering that this friend you know so well is suffering from kleptomania. When the partner of an abuser knows why her husband or boyfriend does what he does, she finds it much easier to let go of the blame heaped upon her. She may doubt herself, however, if, even when she believes that the abuse is not her fault, she hears an authority figure, parent, friend, counselor, or sibling, whose judgment she trusts, say, “try harder,” or “love heals all things.” If she is accused, “What did you do to provoke him?” or blamed, “He must have a reason for getting so angry,” she may still believe that there must be something she could do to make the abuse stop. If she is told that the problem in the relationship rests with her, that she has somehow become a “codependent,” she will spend another half dozen years trying to figure out what is wrong with her, that she has some malfunction that causes the problem, her own abuse, and her own pain. And maybe worst of all, if her spouse tells her that God expects her to stay in the relationships and to try harder, she may believe that this is true. It is important for her to know that she is hearing a lie. Her spouse has pretended to speak for God. And what does God say? Surprise! Just what her spouse says. If he tells her that the Bible backs him up, that too is a lie. (In Appendix D, page 253, I've listed books about the Bible and abuse from a Christian perspective.)
In order to see that it's not your fault, let's look at the verbally abusive man through a new lens. He shows distinct symptoms, but what is going on with him? He defines his partner. He has an angry demeanor at home or is very cold and unresponsive. He usually won't answer a direct question about himself. He rarely, if ever, asks his partner about herself: how she is feeling, what she likes, what bothers her about something. He seems not to really see her. He acts as if he has been assaulted when she tells him that she is unhappy about something. He counters her separate thoughts and opinions. He defines her in many ways, but seems not to realize it, rather like a man living in the United States in the 1850s who hears his wife say, “I'd like to vote in the next election.” He thinks, Is she crazy? “You're not capable!” he says. Thus, he defines her.
There is a deeper reason why some men are verbally abusive, and there is a way to see why they are the way they are. Although some men joke about their “Other Half” when they speak of their partners, in a very real way, the partner is, from her abuser's perspective, his other half. Most verbally abusive men are not abusive simply because they feel that they are privileged or superior to their partner — although some do. And most verbal abusers don't think that they are trying to dominate and control their partners. Some even think their partners are trying to control them!
DREAM WOMAN
Most men who indulge in verbally abusive behavior do so because they feel attacked by their partners. When they feel attacked, they attack back. But why do they feel attacked by their partners in the first place? Because their real-life, flesh-and-blood partner, whom I call a real woman, shows up in the body where a dream woman was supposed to be.
Just what is the dream woman? Though I explain this syndrome in my third book, Controlling People, I'll briefly explain it here, as we can hardly discuss the verbally abusive man without discussing this hidden part of him. A dream woman is the personification of the abuser's unconscious, unintegrated self. For instance, if he wasn't allowed to cry when he was a little boy, and he was supposed to be so tough that he didn't complain if he was physically hurt, he had to block off his pain. He couldn't “know” what happened to him. He couldn't even use his feeling function to know what he was feeling, or his sensate function to know when he was hurt. A huge part of him became like a separate self within him. And this “separate self” became what I call the dream woman. She is composed not only of the experiences in his life that he didn't integrate, but also those qualities, functions, energies, talents, and even gifts that were left in his unconscious self, particularly those qualities ascribed to the feminine that he never developed. All this composes the dream woman. And, although he may have some dream children, even dream employees, Dream Woman can be thought of as mostly the rest of him.
The dream woman is not simply an imaginary ideal. When the abuser can't find his dream woman, he can't find the rest of himself. The dream woman accounts for most men's verbally abusive behavior and for its Jekyll and Hyde quality. The verbal abuser uses anger and abuse to shape and control his partner, to make her be his dream woman.
When the verbal abuser feels most secure — for instance, right after marriage — he anchors the dream woman in his partner. It is like he blows her up with his thoughts like a balloon doll. Then the real woman becomes a threat to him. Her existence can seem like an attack. The abuser is threatened by his partner's separateness from him. She is no longer an “extension” of himself. When his partner shows up, the verbally abusive man can't find his dream woman — the part of himself that lives within her. So much of him is now within his partner, that he can't find himself when the real woman appears, talking or walking differently from the dream woman. Possibly the real woman is talking about a new baby, the way that Laci Peterson must have, and thus, not as focused on him as his dream woman would be. Most of these men are trying to make their partners into dream women and become angry when they can't get the real woman to say or do what she is “supposed” to do at any given moment. To suddenly not find the rest of himself, to not find his inner world of feelings, sensations, and intuitions, his unlived unintegrated self, is to lose that which connects him to reality itself. After all, how do we know we are here? By the way we feel, sense, and intuit the world around us.
The abuser, being bonded to his dream woman instead of being bonded to himself, is bonded in the way that the nucleus of an atom is bonded with electrons and neutrons, bonded with such a powerful force that when it is broken there is an atomic explosion. When the abuser is bonded like that to his unlived self (his dream woman), to see the real woman is to see the bond broken, to feel the great rift between himself and all that (to him) makes him real here on planet Earth.
Men who indulge in a pattern of verbally abusive behavior aimed at their wives or girlfriends are actually attempting to keep a dream person (the dream woman) alive and well in her body. It is as if they were eradicating their real partner to shape her into their dream one. Albeit unconscious, their attempts to create a new being, a dream woman, are tantamount to placing themselves above God, the Divine, the First Source. While attempting to silence the real woman, the verbally abusive man is also trying to make her into “his” image and likeness, to resurrect his own creation, one that thinks what he thinks, wants what he wants, and always knows what he means. Playing God is dangerous. Hence, his changing is essential.
In the most extreme cases, the verbally abusive man is missing so much of himself, he might be seen as a psychological quadriplegic — missing much of his feeling, sensate, and intuitive functions, even his humanity. The dream woman is huge for him. She is composed of all that he is missing. When he can't find her, he feels severed from himself and, therefore, so attacked that he may severely batter, even kill, his partner (the real woman). This accounts for most domestic violence. If the violence becomes a homicide/suicide, it is likely because he has suddenly, by his own hand, lost the body that harbored his dream woman, and he does not want to go on without her.
Let's keep in mind that the verbally abusive man believes he is truly a fine person, and that he often truly believes anything he says is nothing compared to what his partner does to him. What does she do? She shows up and displaces his dream woman (the rest of himself).
Leaving a man this damaged can be dangerous for the partner. He might view losing control of the body that harbors his dream woman as a “killing attack” against himself. Killing the real woman, or committing a homicide/suicide could be the outcome. I believe that Nicole Simpson was the victim of such an attack. Her ex-husband, O.J., was found guilty of murder in a civil court in California. Why would O.J. have killed his ex-wife (if, in fact, he did)? From the dream-woman perspective, it could only be because he had never withdrawn his unlived self, his dream woman, from her. Just before the famous murder, O.J. had attended his daughter's dance recital. There, he had seen his ex-wife Nicole, who reportedly told him he could not join her and her family for dinner. It appears that he actually thought his ex-wife would invite him to dine with her and her family after their daughter's recital, even though he had battered and abused her, stalked her, and terrified her. 2 According to reports, Nicole told him that he could not join her and her family for dinner after the recital. His dream woman would have said that he could. He could not deny Nicole's response because others were present. The real woman had appeared in the body where he had anchored his dream woman. Severed from himself, unable to find the rest of himself, might he have felt this separation to be a killing attack, prompting him to attack back? From another perspective, we might say that if O.J. hadn't had a dream woman anchored in Nicole, he would never have imagined that a woman who was terrified of him, whom he had battered and abused, would want to eat dinner with him.
HIS SEPARATE REALITY
When a man defines his partner, he does not see or hear her but rather, is in a different reality. I explain this “reality” in The Verbally Abusive Relationship. Let's look at this perspective. His reality, even if it seems quite crazy or at least very irrational, is about maintaining his dream woman and his own perfected persona, or image, to the world. And, it is about erasing the real woman. Therefore, it is about Power Over and control of his partner. Despite his controlling behavior, he may not see himself as controlling. Instead, he may simply feel attacked by his partner's separateness and believe that he is only responding to an attack. We know that he is not his partner. He is not a woman. He does not live within her. He does not know what she thinks, means, or is — not without asking, he doesn't. But he doesn't know that yet. Until he sees the Agreement, he does not yet know how often he pretends to be his partner and, consequently how often he pretends to be a woman.
In his world, making up what his partner is, thinks, feels, and so forth is perfectly rational, or at least okay. One way to see how the verbally abusive man can define his partner's inner world, with statements such as, “You're too sensitive,” or “You're trying to start a fight,” is to imagine that he has a movie reel running in his mind and his partner is the main character. In his movie, his partner (his dream woman) is saying and doing a particular thing at each moment, possibly like an “all-needs-meeting mother” or a “beauty queen” (depending on what movie is running in his mind). So when the real woman asks a question, brings up a topic for conversation, or tells him about something important to her, she shows her separateness and he feels attacked. It's as if a character in his movie looked out from the screen and struck up a conversation. It can't be happening! Unconsciously, she is his dream woman. And now his whole world (the movie) is falling apart. His world is being shattered! He has no control; he is losing the main character that is, incidentally, a part of himself. Losing this part of himself could feel like the greatest attack and rejection one could imagine.
A CONVERSATION WITH THE DREAM WOMAN
Since the husband or significant other who had indulged in verbal abuse is the very man who is going to converse with his partner as he works though his process of changing, it is valuable for him to understand what happens when his dream woman is part of the conversation. For this reason, we will look at “the picnic dialogue” so both parties can see what verbal abuse in communication looks like and how entrapped the partner can be when she attempts to explain or defend herself. In this example, she explains herself instead of repeating the question she asked him in the first place. If the partner does not repeat the question and instead tries to defend herself, then she faces a great deal of trauma.
I present the following typical scenario to illustrate the confusion and pain verbal abuse generates. Jack, the verbal abuser, is, metaphorically speaking, in a dream state, trying to thwart Jill, the real woman, so he can stay in his illusory state with his dream woman. It is an inescapable fact that his dream woman played an enormous role in the entire scenario. As is usual, she is behind the scenes. No one, not even Jack, the antagonist, knows she is there. The scene also illustrates what the partner might say and do to bring awareness to her mate.
A word of warning: If you have experienced verbal abuse, just reading the dialogue may trigger flashbacks or trauma, as happened to one woman, who wrote, “As I'm reading through your book, my head is spinning and my heart races itself to a level of anxiety that I only experienced when in those relationships. Even though they are just words on a page, they put me right back into the abuse.” If you notice any of these symptoms as you read the picnic dialogue, please just go on to the next chapter.
To read this dialogue, I suggest that you first quickly read the lines that are underlined. They alternate between Jack and Jill so that you do not have to read their names to follow it. After reading the dialogue between angry Jack and struggling Jill, I suggest you go back and read the analysis in brackets. This way, Jill's confusion will show up most dramatically. After each interaction, I point out the category of verbal abuse that was used; these words appear in boldface type and in some way define the partner. (I discuss these categories in depth in The Verbally Abusive Relationship.) In the following scenario Jack diverts Jill from getting an answer by accusing her of insisting he have plans. He thus defines her intentions and the meaning of her words.
Jack and Jill Discuss the Picnic
Jack and Jill have been together for seventeen years. This scene took place about a year before Jill gave Jack “the Agreement.” Their two children, a boy of fifteen and a girl of thirteen, are visiting cousins at a ranch out of town where they will stay for the weekend. Jack and Jill have a nice upper-middle-class home and a good bank account with no money problems. Jill works at a travel agency with some flex time; Jack works as a manager of the data analysis department of a large company. Their children are doing well in school, and their life, looking in from the outside, appears almost ideal.
We enter Jill and Jack's home. It is dusk. What's really going on here? Is this an argument or abuse? What are the dynamics?
Jack and Jill are relaxing in their home, looking at the television. During a break, the following conversation ensues (read underscored dialogue first):
JILL: Honey, I was wondering: Do you have any plans for tomorrow? (A simple question, but Jill shows up as a separate person from Jack. She doesn't know his plans. His dream woman would, so he becomes angry.)
JACK (fiercely): What do you mean, “plans”? [Angrily:] Do I have to have plans? (Jack diverts Jill with a question and blocks her by not answering yes or no, thereby avoiding responding to the real woman. He confabulates a reason for his anger over losing his dream woman, accusing Jill of implying that he has to have plans. He is expressing abusive anger.)
JILL: Well, no, I just thought it might be fun to go up to the mountain and take a picnic tomorrow since the kids won't be back until Sunday. (Explaining is a trap in an abusive relationship. Jill notices Jack's question “what do you mean” and seems to sense his confusion and anger at her. She doesn't know about his dream woman, so she explains her reason for asking instead of simply repeating the question, “Do you have any plans for tomorrow?”)
JACK: Well, why didn't you just say so? (Jack blames Jill for his anger and angrily reprimands her with another question. He still avoids answering the real woman's question because in no way will he respond to a real woman as if she is real.)
JILL: I did, just now. (She tries to answer Jack's second question. She is confused and is still trying to explain herself, thinking everything will be all right.)
JACK: Oh come on, you know I can't stand it when you don't get to the point. (Jack counters Jill, again diverting by changing the subject; he is blaming Jill for his own anger and accusing her of being indirect. In telling her what she knows and that she doesn't “get to the point,” he is defining her. He once again confabulates a reason for his anger, since he doesn't know about his dream woman. He just can't find his dream woman so he feels attacked and adrift.)
JILL: But, I did. (Jill is now defending and explaining herself because of the accusation that she has done something that Jack can't stand. She has again been diverted from her original question, “Do you have any plans for tomorrow?”)
JACK: Would you just quit arguing? We'll go up to the mountain if that's what you want. (Jack accuses Jill of arguing and makes her responsible for his agreeing to go on the picnic, as if he were reluctantly giving in to her. Actually, he is reluctant to answer and thereby acknowledge the real woman. He's angry because he had to answer the real woman, that is, lose his dream woman. And, telling her what she is doing, “arguing” is, of course, defining her.)
JILL: Well, what do you want to do? (Jill doesn't want him to feel forced to go, as she would consider other fun things to do. Asking what he wants to do is her only thought as a way to show him that she is not trying to argue or be the “bad guy.” She is in pain and does not want to be blamed for her pain.)
JACK: Didn't I just say we'll go? What more do you want? (He implies she wants more from him, thus accusing her, defining her, and speaking in a condescending way. Actually, he is angry because it stressed him greatly to respond to the real woman.)
(Jill is looking distraught, almost sick. He seems mad. He doesn't really want to go.)
JILL: I'm feeling kind of bad. Are you mad about something? (Jill's counselor told her to tell him how she feels, and to ask him if she isn't sure how he feels, which is what she does.)
JACK: You're the one who can't take “yes, we'll go,” for an answer. (Jack judges, blocks, and again diverts [doesn't answer the question]). He accuses Jill of not accepting his answer and blames her, suggesting she won't accept his agreement to go. Nothing makes a real woman more real — thus, displacing the dream woman — than her own expression of feelings. Jack feels attacked when the real woman shows up where his dream woman is supposed to be and he can't find her — that is, the rest of himself.)
JILL: Never mind. I'll pick up some stuff at the market. They have some low-fat cheeses, and I think turkey would be good. (She stops trying to explain, to understand, and to express her feelings. Starting fresh, Jill offers to shop for the picnic and tells Jack that she thinks certain foods would be good.)
JACK (angrily): That's not a picnic. We're not taking any diet stuff. (Jack defines Jill's reality, assaulting her perceptions — to Jill, it is a picnic. And, with a unilateral decision, he orders her not to take the food she wants to take. Although Jack agreed to go on the picnic, he did it as if he were forced to agree. Then, to agree to what Jill wanted to take would have been recognizing the real woman as separate for the third time — thus, three times disconnecting himself from his dream woman.)
JILL: I'll pick up whatever you want. I'll eat the low-fat stuff. (Jill offers to get Jack whatever he wants, along with what she wants. She knows that if she can't even take her own food, something is seriously wrong. It seems so unreasonable. She tries to maintain her own reality by saying she'll eat her choice and that Jack will have his choice. She doesn't know about his dream woman, so she can't understand why he isn't happy that she'll shop for him.)
JACK: And we'll end up with two picnic baskets, and I'm not lugging all that stuff out from the car. Just get some fried chicken, potato salad, and stuff. (Jack defines the future and refuses to be part of it, ordering, not asking, Jill to get just what he wants. He cannot accept the real woman a fourth time. Still, he claims that it is because of the picnic baskets that he orders Jill to get only what he wants.)
JILL: Okay, I'll keep the low-fat stuff separate in the little cooler and I'll carry it. (Jill again agrees, saying, “okay,” and handles Jack's dire prediction by telling him that she'll carry her choice of food. She thinks that will solve the problem. She thinks that he really is concerned about carrying two baskets. She doesn't know that his concern is not about carrying the baskets; it's about his having to recognize the real woman four times: once to agree to go on the picnic, once to accept that Jill's taste in food is not the same as his/dream woman's; and finally to carry the baskets.)
JACK: Yeah, I bet you will. I'll end up carrying everything. (Jack expresses doubt about Jill's honesty, and reaffirms his original scenario. This way he counters Jill who, in his mind, is wrong, simply because she won't be his dream woman. In order to make her wrong, he assumes that there will be more to carry because she wants diet food.)
JILL: I don't see why you'd think that. I just told you I'd carry my stuff. (Jill can't understand why he would think she was lying and reaffirms her offer.)
JACK: Oh, sure! Like when we went to the fair. (Jack again subtly accuses Jill of lying and brings up an occasion where he carried things. Now he can totally avoid his real feeling of losing his dream woman, and he can convince himself and Jill that his reluctance to let her buy diet food is all about his having to carry two baskets. It's really about her showing a sign of separateness by having different tastes from him, therefore, not being his dream woman.)
JILL: But I had my niece in the stroller, and we had the luggage. (Jill tries to explain how the two occasions are different.)
JACK: Do you have to argue over everything? We can't even discuss a simple picnic without your complaints and arguments!!(Jack accuses Jill of arguing, complaining, and not discussing the topic.)
JILL: Look, I'll carry everything if you want. It's no problem. I'm not complaining. (Jill tries to understand Jack, to address the topic, and says that if Jack thinks carrying the picnic basket is a problem, she doesn't see it as one. She also explains herself: that she isn't complaining.)
JACK (sarcastically): Huh, not complaining! Didn't you just tell me you were feeling sooo bad? And you had to bring your niece into it, just to argue. (Jack counters Jill and accuses her of complaining and arguing. He speaks in an abusively angry way because he has not been able to erase the real woman and reconstitute the dream woman.)
JILL: Jack, please listen. I'm going to get what you want. All I want is to have a nice day. (Jill asks Jack to hear her, offers again, and tells him what she wants.)
JACK: And you think I don't! (Jack accuses Jill, again telling her what she thinks. He feels angry but doesn't know why so confabulates a reason for his anger: that she is thinking ill of him.)
JILL: Jack, please, just tell me: Why do you think that I think you don't want to have a nice day? What have I said or done to give you that impression? (Jill takes Jack's words for truth. She thinks he is rational and that he really thinks that she thinks that he doesn't want to have a nice day. Jill asks Jack two questions: why he thinks ill of her, and what gave him the impression that she felt he didn't want to have a nice day. She feels Jack's hostility and is confused. Not knowing about his dream woman, she doesn't know why she can't show Jack that she really is on his side and isn't the enemy.)
JACK: I don't have to stand for this interrogation. Go on. Go to the store. (Jack accuses Jill of ill will, an interrogation, and gives her orders.)
JILL: I'm just trying to understand. (Jill really is.)
JACK: You always have to have the last word. You always have to have it your way. I'm really tired of this. (Jack accuses Jill of arguing for the sake of arguing, of “wanting her way,” and expresses his exasperation, blaming her for his anger and frustration.)
JILL: But I'm not trying to have the last word. (Jill tries again to explain her intentions.)
JACK: There! Didn't you just do it again? [Very sarcastically:]“I'm not trying to have the last word.” (Jack accuses her again, and his sarcasm reveals abusive anger.)
JILL: I'm going to the store. I feel so confused when I try to talk with you. (Jill gives up trying to understand and trying to explain herself. She expresses her confusion.)
JACK: Have it your way. Blame me. Boy, I'm really tired of your attacks. (Jack again implies that Jill is selfish. He criticizes her, accusing Jill of being the one who is blaming, and he accuses her of attacking him.)
JILL: What do you mean? What do you mean? (Jill still hopes to understand.)
JACK: If you don't know, then there's no use in my explaining. This conversation is over. (Jack withholds. He blames Jill for not understanding and blocks all communication with a unilateral decision.)
Jack walks out.
This scenario illustrates the importance of the partner repeating a question that her mate either refuses to answer or answers with a question. If Jill knew about the dream woman, she would have asked, “Honey, I was wondering: Do you have any plans for tomorrow?” until he answered her question.
Of course, he could refuse to respond. If he doesn't respond, he is not relating to Jill. Jack and Jill don't have a relationship. They may or not may have a relationship in the future.
If her first question had been, “Do you want to go on a picnic tomorrow?” Jack likely would not have answered it any differently than he did her question about plans. His typical response would have been to ask a question. For instance, “Why are you asking me at the last minute? You know I've planned to do stuff around here on Saturday.” Or, “Why would I want to go on a picnic?”
By repeating the question, Jill would not be diverted. She would not have to explain that she didn't know what he'd “planned to do …” She would not have to respond to pretend talk. No one on Earth knows what she knows. When Jack, in this version of the picnic scenario, says, “You know I've planned …” he is stepping into her very mind and telling her what she knows. This is what people do when they live within another person. This is what they do when they are so bereft of themselves they have “no leg to stand on,” as the saying goes. This is why they may be thought of as psychological paraplegics. This is what they do when they have a dream woman who knows what they know, who has been with them since they were young (more about this in the next chapter).
If Jill had simply said, incredulously, “What?” or “What did you say?” when she heard statements like, “You've always got to have the last word,” or “You've always got to have it your way,” Jack might hear what he said and change it. If not, and if he repeats it, “You heard me. You've always got to have the last word,” she might try a bit more. For instance, “What? Honey, you aren't me, so you don't know what I've got to have.” If Jack insists on defining her inner reality, for instance, when he said, “And you think I don't!” Jill's response might be, “What? Honey, you aren't me, so you don't know what I think.” As a last resort, she might say, “Honey, it is really scary to me to see you pretending to be me, telling me what I think, want, know, and so forth. You are not a woman. So please don't pretend to be one.”
Let us now look at what I call “the switch” — the process by which the abuser anchors his dream woman in his partner's body/ mind/soul. Once he has done that, he must silence his partner so he can go on with his dream woman.
THE SWITCH
Almost always, there is a time in an abusive relationship when it isn't abusive. Then one day, the man who becomes verbally abusive switches from being charming and kind to being verbally abusive and controlling. The trigger may be that his partner says she loves him, or they become engaged, or they marry, or the partner stays home to have a child. Now, his unconscious, if it could speak, says, “This body won't leave me now. It's a safe harbor for my dream woman.”
There are many events that could trigger the switch. Here is an example that baffled one partner. After five years of marriage, her husband took out a very large insurance policy on himself, because, he said, “he was older and she should have some security.” But their relationship changed drastically in a few weeks' time. He switched from being nice and respectful to angry and abusive. From our perspective, he must have felt very secure, secure enough to anchor his dream woman in his wife. If his unconscious could speak, it might have said, “This body won't leave me now. Who would walk away from a million dollars?” And, of course, once his dream woman was anchored in his partner, he could no longer see or hear the real woman (his partner). She only got in the way, and so of course he became angry and abusive.
Many relationships deteriorate and break up because of the rapid change that takes place in the relationship when a man suddenly experiences the security and even, sometimes, the euphoria of knowing he has secured his partner — a body for his dream woman. Some women can pinpoint the day that the switch took place.
Flora is one such woman. She said she had just gotten out of the hospital, where she had stayed overnight after her fiancé beat her up. She said that they had dated for several years, traveled the world, lived a life of privilege, and then suddenly he flew into a rage. “Why? What happened?” she asked. “I've already called off the engagement.”
I asked, “What happened yesterday, before he hit you?”
She said, “We were at a small party and my bridesmaid was showing me a special makeup trick for the wedding. I said, ‘Just a sec,’ when he said something to me, and then he totally went nuts — sent everyone home, threw me across the room.”
“But besides that,” I said. “Something happened earlier that made him feel more secure. Can you think of what happened?”
“Well,” Flora said, “we sent out three hundred wedding invitations to our friends and relatives all over the world.”
“That's it!” I said. “If his unconscious could speak, it would have said, “With all the people invited, this one won't leave me now; she is a safe harbor for my dream woman.” Then his dream woman poured into you, and he could no longer see you, the real person, any longer. From his perspective, at an unconscious level, you became the rest of himself — his unlived self. He no longer saw you through the vision of his dream woman. You now were his dream woman. Later, when he didn't have your instant, undivided attention, he lost that part of himself that he had anchored in you — his dream woman, who would always give him instant attention. He felt like he'd been attacked. He was enraged. All the time before when you were dating and engaged, he saw you through the lens of his dream woman — through the perfect vision. So, of course, he admired you and would do anything to win you. He courted you, until he felt he had you. Then unconsciously you were his dream woman and he could not see or hear you, the real woman, anymore.”
In summary, drastic change in the abuser's behavior is the result of his anchoring his dream woman in his partner. He no longer sees the real woman through the vision of his dream woman, more wonderful than anyone else; basically, essentially, to him she is his dream woman, that is, his unlived self. And from that moment on, he cannot fully see or hear the real woman again. The real partner no longer exists in his mind or his reality. When real woman shows up, his world falls apart, and he feels attacked.
A Drastic Switch
The following story illustrates the switch in an even more dramatic way. The woman, whom I'll call Colleen, saw her husband change from a charming friend to a raging maniac. The switch was instantaneous and dramatic. She was absolutely terrified and paralyzed when it happened. “It was like instant insanity,” Colleen said. “It was so unexpected I couldn't grasp it. I was split between what I thought and what I felt, like I was in two different places at the same time.”
She had known her husband throughout childhood and into high school. They were very best friends. While not lovers, they had a great connection. They talked nearly every day. She knew him well. After they went off to college, they lost contact. Then, ten years later they reconnected. She said, “I had prayed for and wanted the richness of a relationship in my life.
“We met and spent quality time together. I was very happy. Everything was great between us, and I believed God had answered my prayers. After seeing each other for about a year, we married.
“My new marriage completely shattered me. I encountered severe verbal abuse. Right after our wedding, he began to be very angry, accusatory, and blaming for no reason I could think of. I thought I had done something unconsciously to upset him.” The man she married was gracious, charming, gentle, even-keeled, well-mannered, stable, and respectful of women. The man she woke up with the next morning was an extremely hostile, demanding, raging maniac.
She said, “It was like someone else had stepped into his body. When others were around he acted very normal. But the minute they were out of earshot, he would lean down, lower his voice, turn his face so they couldn't see, and seethe at me, ‘Goddam it, you fucking bitch. I saw what you were doing.’”
“What?” she would ask.
“You know,” he would say.
She didn't know.
No one saw. No one knew.
“What is wrong with me?” she thought. He wasn't mad at anyone else.
“By our honeymoon,” Colleen said, “I was traumatized, in posttraumatic shock, suicidal, and did not know what was real and unreal. He traumatized, isolated, withheld, and terrorized, with episodes of nonstop verbal assault interspersed with kindness and tender moments. These glimpses gave me hope for change and also relief from pain and isolation. Then it would begin again.
“In those tender moments, I, who had just been abused, became grateful to him, like he was the hero for the moment, and gratitude flooded me. Then the assault would begin again. Although he became physically abusive, I could not name it that. He shoved me, pinned me to walls, tore clothing off me to scare and degrade me. And, he would speed when driving and laugh at my fear.
“As determined and strong as I had been, in less than four months, I had dwindled to a helpless, terrorized, traumatized person who believed all she had been told through the brainwashing effect of the verbal abuse. In the years before I had married him, I had survived many obstacles and challenges. It all felt ‘erased,’ and I was helpless. I did not feel I could hold any job, or even get one. It was all compounded by my belief in God, turning the other cheek, walking in love, returning good for evil.”
Colleen told me that if sometime during the day, she went near him to touch his arm to find out what was wrong, he would recoil instantly with rage, and push her away. “Goddamn it! Get away,” he'd say. It was as if she had stabbed him. But it was she who felt stabbed — in the heart.
If she said, “Are you okay?” “Did I do something?” “What's wrong?” He would yell, “Goddamn it, all you want to do is fight. Look at you. All you want to do is fight, you goddamn fucking bitch.”
If she brought him coffee, he raged, “You knew I wanted you to leave it upstairs. Fuck you.” If, the next morning, she brought it upstairs, he raged in her face, “You were supposed to put it in the office. Why are you so perverse?”
“I don't think anyone on the outside could really understand, unless they had the same thing happen to them. One would think I could have stood up to it, since I am so strong. It would seem that I should have seen him and what he was doing for what it was.
“Why was I so confused? Because I knew him so well, and he had never lied to me. And don't some people have a completely skewed perception of themselves? Don't some people stand up to sing in a contest on television, and show that they have no sense of music or even sound? They do not see themselves. Perhaps what he said was true. Perhaps I did not see myself.
“There just are not words to express my experience of verbal abuse and his Jekyll/Hyde behavior. I questioned myself and thought I was probably insane. I thought that every perception of who I thought I was must be wrong, and I was a sick, mean, controlling person — the most unlovable on the face of the earth. I hated me.”
Later, Colleen said, “It was a ‘soul rape.’ If he could have taken out a piece of my soul and put a piece of his soul in mine, he would have. Much later, after the relationship ended, I came to see that he was out to destroy me so his dream person could enter my soul/mind/emotions. And I would be programmed to do or be anything and everything he wanted at any moment. I had loved him so much. I would have done anything reasonable, if he had asked. But now of course, I know he could not ask me because he could not see me.
“I had moments when I came out from under the ‘trance’ of his brainwashing, but it was glimmers. I also had glimmers when the relationship ended just months later. But I was almost nonfunctional by that point.
“Formerly successful, I now had almost no money, no job, no home, no understanding. I wanted to die. I had nonstop flashbacks, and it was as if he was still here, still abusing. It was like I was in and out of reality.
“Now, years later, it still seems incomprehensible that someone could be like that. It is so heinous.”
Colleen had experienced extreme trauma, and because of the tender and kind moments, she also trauma-bonded to him. Much like Stockholm syndrome, it imprisons the mind and consciousness, the soul and spirit of the victim.
A similar story arrived in the mail today. The writer, who divorced after her children were grown, said, “The biggest mistake of my whole life was not to have left my ex-husband within the first four hours of the wedding ceremony.”
The verbally abusive man avoids his partner's existence by giving her the silent treatment or by defining her in some way. Just as the man from the 1850s who defined his wife as “not capable” of voting, the abuser may try to undermine his partner so that he can silence her and stop her independent actions — actions that do not match his dream woman's actions. Or he may deny and counter her perceptions and opinions by telling her that they are wrong. If she objects, he will tell her that something is wrong with her or what she is trying to do. If she defends herself by explaining herself to him or by telling him how she feels, he may become overtly threatening and in doing so, gradually destroy her self-perception even as he silences her.
Knowing about the dream woman relieves the partner of any lingering doubts that she has said or done something to worsen her relationship, or has failed to do or say something that would have improved it. Knowing that the verbally abusive man defines his partner to silence her so that he can be with his dream woman can relieve much of her confusion. Otherwise, she is stuck with the old clichés: He's insecure. He secretly feels inferior to women so he is dominating. He thinks he is much more important than any woman, and entitled. While in some cases these clichés may contain some truth, they do not explain his behavior.
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