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“It’s as if Ann had known me and my ex all our lives and was writing the book from an invisible observation point in the house.”

“The first edition of Abuse OF Men BY Women was already a vital resource, but this revised edition elevates the work to an entirely new level. The expanded referencing, integration of new statistics, and inclusion of international research create an even more comprehensive and impactful picture of the realities men face worldwide.

Ann Silvers brings clarity to a complex topic and situates it within a much broader landscape of evidence and lived experience. This edition is richer, deeper, and even more essential than the first.”


—Ben Hine, PhD, Professor of Applied Psychology, University of West London; Chair, Male Psychology Section, British Psychological Society



“Ann succeeds in making a complex, charged topic easily understandable. Her book’s structure is exceptionally clear—her approach balanced and grounded in reality. As a family lawyer who represents both men and women, I am often in the position of having to educate the courts and the clients themselves about what abuse by a female partner looks like. This is a book I will be sharing with my male clients. I know it will help them as they work to disentangle themselves from abusive marriages while protecting their children.
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—Andy Grant, Host of Real Men Feel
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Preface to the Revised Second Edition


In the decade since publishing the first edition of Abuse OF Men BY Women, I’ve talked to hundreds more men who have been abused by their girlfriends or wives. I’ve spoken internationally on the topic and contributed a chapter on treating abused men for The Routledge Handbook of Men’s Victimization in Intimate Relationships (2025).


Public awareness of the issue took a leap forward in 2022 with the televised Johnny Depp vs. Amber Heard defamation trial. Millions watched a man describe being abused by his wife and then falsely cast as her abuser. Many who began as skeptics came to see that men, too, can be on the receiving end of partner abuse, and recognized the serious harm it inflicts. Abused men told me they felt seen and vindicated when Johnny was seen and vindicated.

What’s the Same in the Revised Edition

The book’s structure and format remains the same, with straightforward explanations and personal stories. Like the first edition, it covers the what, why, and how for seven forms of partner abuse when women are the source and men are the target, the impact on men, and effective strategies for dealing with it.

Most stories are those of men I have met or talked to personally, or as told to me by their partners, family members, and friends. I include identifying details and real names only in cases already made public. While I alter the others to protect identities, their experiences are not exaggerated or intentionally distorted. Their quotes and experiences appear as they have expressed them, without names.

What’s Different

Besides adjustments to reflect the cleaner grammar style that has gained popularity in recent years, changes fall into five categories: subtitle, references, statistics, new insights, and updated examples.


Subtitle: The last phrase of the subtitle changed from It’s Time to Get Real About It to Let’s Deal With It to mark progress since the first edition and underscore the need for personal, professional, and societal action.  



References: Thankfully, more scholars around the world are taking a gender-inclusive approach to partner abuse. Much of what I presented in the book’s first edition is now supported by their research findings. Citations of their work are marked with superscript numbers throughout, and references are listed by chapter at the back of the book, keeping the text easy to read while also providing additional resources for students, teachers, helping professionals, and anyone interested in further study.



Statistics: In the first edition, I sidestepped statistics to avoid debates over conflicting numbers, emphasizing instead that abuse in any gender configuration is worthy of concern. But I was always asked for the relative male–female number comparisons when I did presentations or interviews, so I researched the research. The deeper I dug, the more the statistics revealed a stark picture. I share some of this information in the first chapter and more throughout the book where relevant. The stats will be confirming to many men with lived experience. Others will find them informative, surprising, even shocking.



New insights: I continue learning from academic sources and people who share their stories. This edition adds new topics (such as love bombing and secondary abuse) and expands on others lightly covered before (including parental alienation and cyberbullying).



Updated examples: While most of the real-life stories from the first edition remain, some have been replaced with more current events, ranging from cases like Baron Li’s and Johnny Depp’s that drew wide attention to those that never made the news.



Many people have personally expressed their appreciation for the clarity and support they received from Abuse OF Men BY Women. As I worked on the revisions, I grew increasingly excited to get this second edition out to the world. Whether you are new to the book or back for more, I trust it will be enlightening and, I hope, empowering as well.



About the Author

I understand partner abuse because I’ve witnessed it, studied it, and lived it.

There’s a legacy of abuse on both sides of my family tree. On my mom’s branch were three brothers, including my grandfather, who married three sisters. All three men were tyrants, abusing their children and wives. On my father’s side, the roles were reversed. My paternal grandmother, Lavina, was an abusive mother and wife who outlived her soft-spoken, beaten-down husband. 

I know what it’s like to be the target of partner abuse. I experienced financial, psychological, and emotional abuse by a boyfriend. It took me a long time to figure out what was going on. He was determined to destroy me. I became determined to not let that happen.


There are people who object to the subject of women abusing men being acknowledged because they worry that it somehow undermines women’s rights. Let me assure you, I am not anti-female or anti-women’s rights. I came of age with, and participated in, the second-wave women’s movement. Long before I became interested in the topic of abuse of men by women, I spent a lot of time and energy studying partner abuse in relationships where women are the targets.


When I went back to school in my thirties to become a counselor, my college degrees included a Minor in Women’s Studies. I have participated in many events promoting the advancement of women, including the 1995 United Nations Conference on Women in Beijing.


Until I witnessed a male friend being abused by his wife, I was among the hordes who don’t appreciate the amount of abuse men are experiencing from their female partners or the devastation it creates. My eyes were opened through that experience. Once the blinders were off, I saw how prevalent abuse of men by women is.


When I started talking about my interest in female-to-male abuse, people came out of the woodwork with their stories. Some were men who had been, or were currently being, abused by a wife, girlfriend, or ex. Some were family members who suffered through watching their brother, father, or son be manipulated and abused, or endured the loss of him from their lives as he attempted to please an unreasonable partner.

I became keenly aware of the information vacuum that exists for, and about, men, women, and families in this situation. And frustrated by domestic violence resources that ignore, minimize, or further abuse abused men.

That’s why I wrote the book’s first edition, and while some progress has been made, there is still a long way to go on this issue. My hope is that this second edition provides an even more powerful resource, furthering both awareness and action.


PART ONE

Introduction

Chapter 1: Women Abuse Men? Does That Happen?

Chapter 2: About Partner Abuse


CHAPTER 1

Women Abuse Men? Does That Happen?

Male targets of abuse by wives and girlfriends have a great deal of challenge understanding the situation they find themselves in. The phenomenon of abuse OF men BY women is very widespread but largely ignored or discounted.

What Are We Talking About Here?

A man separated from his wife finds a file box she left by the door to his rental home. He is devastated to discover that the contents reveal they have several years of unpaid taxes she previously led him to believe were paid.

------------

A woman’s unchecked anxiety compels her to demand that her husband do things her way or deal with her anger. 

------------

A man is woken up in the middle of the night by his wife pounding him with the clock radio. She hits him on both arms, the chest, and face—right beside his eye—before he flees the house.

Lying, manipulation, misuse of funds, badgering, and physical attack are a few of the many ways women abuse their male partners. Men who are the targets of this abuse can be shocked and confused by it. Abuse of men by women goes against cultural expectations for both genders. Women are thought of as considerate and nurturing. Men are expected to be strong and in control. 

Although women can and do abuse men in many situations, this book focuses on abuse between current and former intimate partners.


I am not saying women are abusive. I’m saying there are abusive women. I am not saying all women, or most women, abuse men. I’m saying sometimes they do, and it’s important to deal with it compassionately and constructively.


Not Seeing It Doesn’t Mean It Isn’t There


The emphasis, for many decades, on women’s rights and abuse of women by men has made abuse by women an unpopular topic. Some people actively quash such discussions, as if recognition of abuse by women undermines recognition of abuse of women. In reality, both are happening, both need attention, and acknowledging one in no way undercuts the other.  


As one frustrated abused man put it: “Recognition doesn’t hurt anything.”

------------

I was at a housewarming party and struck up a conversation with a middle-aged woman who was a friend of my friend. In response to her asking what I do, I mentioned that one of my specialties is the abuse of men by women. She said, “Oh, yeah. I was really abused by my ex-husband.” She backed up her statement by describing some major manipulative moves her husband used against her.


After hearing her out, I said, “Actually, my specialty is abuse of men by women.” Her shocked response: “Does that happen?”


Our conversation continued with me explaining some of the ways women abuse men. When I mentioned that one of the ways is purposefully trapping a man with an “unplanned” pregnancy, she said, “That happened to my son!”

She explained, “My son was planning to break up with his girlfriend, but came to me crying, saying she had just told him she was pregnant. He said he had to do the honorable thing and marry her.” 

Luckily for this woman’s son, his mom was savvy enough to ask if he was sure she was pregnant, and had he gone to any of her doctor’s appointments. Her questions instigated her son to question his girlfriend and press that he be allowed to attend her prenatal appointments.

Eventually, the girlfriend revealed that she wasn’t really pregnant at all.  

This woman easily labeled her ex-husband’s manipulations as abusive but had not been able to see the malicious manipulations of her son’s girlfriend as abuse until our conversation.

Is Abuse OF Men BY Women Really a Problem?

Yes! And a very common one. 

Abuse of men by women is happening. It’s happening a lot. And it’s harming the men who are being abused, their children, their family and friends, and even the women who are doing the abusing.

There are conflicting numbers out there about how much it happens. To assess the value of any given statistic, it’s important to consider the related research project’s design and the group examined. Studies based on police reports or domestic violence shelter populations reflect already filtered groups—people who were arrested, charged, or receiving help—and create a closed accounting loop.


Large, general population studies that ask thoughtfully crafted questions and provide a sense of safety for honest answers can potentially provide the truest picture. Many such studies have shown similar rates of violence from women and men in relationships for decades.1



One example is the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS), conducted by the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC). In 2022, the CDC released an analysis of results from the most recent NISVS, which gathered data from over 27,000 randomly selected adults through a national telephone interview process.2


Nearly equal percentages of women and men reported experiencing abuse by an intimate partner (IP) over their lifetime:


	
Psychological aggression by an IP: 49% of women, 45% of men 

	
Physical violence by an IP: 42% of women, 42% of men 

	
Contact sexual violence, physical violence, and/or stalking by an IP: 47% of women, 44% of men 





Virtually identical percentages of women and men surveyed reported experiencing severe physical violence from an intimate partner in the prior 12 months: 3.1% of women and 3.0% of men. Attacks that qualified as severe needed to fit one or more of these descriptions: hit with a fist or something hard, kicked, hurt by pulling hair, slammed against something, tried to hurt by choking or suffocating, beaten, burned on purpose, or used a knife or a gun.



Coercive control is a partner abuse term and concept that has recently gained widespread attention. It’s a pattern of behaviors that restricts a partner’s freedom and autonomy. Coercive control includes psychological, financial, legal, and other non-physical tactics used to manipulate, dominate, and entrap a partner over time. Exactly what behaviors are captured by this term varies, but within research projects, we again find parallel frequency for female and male targets. The CDC report results included:


	
46% of women and 43% of men surveyed were subjected to coercive control from an intimate partner in their lifetime 



American researcher Denise Hines recently published a review of intimate partner abuse statistics gathered from countries around the world. She examined intimate partner violence (IPV) data from the US, UK, Canada, and Australia, as well as nations across Europe, South America, Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean. Her findings challenge gendered beliefs about abuse:


“In all countries, at least a substantial minority—if not half—of all IPV victims are men.” (p. 94)3


A recent online survey of over 10,000 teens aged 13 to 17 in England and Wales revealed striking gender trends in partner abuse. While the broader survey explored many aspects of youth violence, it included a section related to romantic relationships.

The nearly 3,000 respondents who reported being in a relationship during the previous 12 months answered questions assessing partner abuse experiences during that period. The results will surprise many:


“Contrary to common perceptions, boys report experiencing higher rates of violent and controlling behaviours from their partners compared to girls. Fifty-seven per cent of boys in relationships say they’ve experienced at least one violent or controlling behaviour from their partner, compared to 41% of girls.” (p. 22)4



Answers to each of the questions in that portion of the survey showed more boys than girls on the receiving end of the controlling and violent behavior. In most cases, it happened to drastically more boys than girls (figure 2.2, p. 23).4










	Question


	% of Boys It Happened To


	% of Girls It Happened To





	Send you constant messages checking up on you


	49


	41





	Go through your messages to see who you’ve been talking to


	37


	23





	Make you feel afraid to disagree with them


	32


	21





	Make you feel afraid to break up with them


	31


	20





	Make you feel like you were being watched or monitored


	28


	17





	Force or pressure you to do anything sexual


	25


	15





	Hit, kick, or shove you


	27


	12





	Share explicit or intimate images or videos of you online


	25


	10







These results should make everyone stop and think about the relationship training teens are receiving. What are they being taught? Where are the messages coming from?

The Pendulum Doesn’t Have to Swing Freely

The women’s movement has done a good job of exposing the destruction caused by men abusing women. It has taken the abuse of women by their male partners from being culturally sanctioned and ignored to being widely abhorred. That is as it should be.

But the same has not been done for the abuse of men. In fact, some women treat it as payback.

When I talk to women about female-to-male abuse, reactions range from surprise, to appreciation that someone is addressing the issue, to anger that it’s getting attention. Sometimes the response is: “The pendulum just has to swing against men because men have abused women!” The fact that I’ve heard this more than once from counselors is an unfortunate testament to how widespread and entrenched the attitude is.

Just because some women have been, and are, treated badly by male partners does not mean it should be open season on men.


The pendulum does not have to swing freely until it happens to settle into a balanced position. We are human beings with brains and free will. We can create balance if we choose to.


A healthy society doesn’t condone the abuse of anyone: man, woman, or child.

Cultural Bias: Excusing Her, Blaming Him

We’re living in a time when cultural messages often frame men as dangerous and women as vulnerable. This double bias can make it harder to see, name, or even care about abuse when the target is a man and the doer is a woman.

We tend to blame men for their bad acts and want to hold them accountable, while excusing women for theirs. It’s often assumed men do “bad” things because they are “bad,” and a woman must have had a good reason for doing a “bad” thing. If there is a man even remotely involved, the woman’s good reason often loops back to something he did “wrong.”


Popular media often portrays women abusing their boyfriends and husbands as acceptable, deserved, and even funny. Women hitting men with lethal force is played for laughs in romantic comedies and sitcoms. These portrayals both reflect and reinforce a cultural narrative: women are entitled to demean, control, and physically punish their male partners. If she’s in emotional pain related to something he did, she gets to inflict physical pain on him.



It’s a double bind for men: the guy is responsible for his actions, and the guy is responsible for her actions.



In his article The Gender Paradigm and the Architecture of Antiscience, Dr. Donald Dutton recounts that:



“ABC News ran a staged sequence in which a man harangued a woman on a public park bench (screamed at her and slapped her). People intervened immediately. When the genders were reversed, no one intervened, and one woman cheered on the female perpetrator because she ‘knew he must have done something—cheated or something.’”5



Similar experiments, using either live enactments or written partner abuse scenario sets where the storyline remains constant but the genders are flipped, have been conducted many times before and since with similar results. Bad-guy/good-woman assessments of these scenarios are common among research subjects from the general public.6-10



And the problem doesn’t stop there. This research format, and one that poses multiple-choice questions about domestic violence statistics, also reveals gendered bias in those tasked with helping in cases of partner abuse, such as psychologists, family court lawyers and judges, domestic violence professionals, and police.11-16



Research based on the lived experiences of abused men repeatedly shows that many (though not all) receive dismissive or negative responses when they seek help. Whether they turn to friends or family, professionals or support services, their accounts are often ignored, downplayed, ridiculed, or twisted to make them the one at fault.17-22


What Gets in the Way of Seeing Abuse OF Men BY Women?

Excusing women’s abusive behavior while holding men responsible may reflect a cultural overcorrection in response to pre-feminist inequalities. It may be the pendulum swinging freely to the opposite extreme.


It may stem from lingering stereotypes, whether conscious or subconscious, that see women as too weak and vulnerable to be abusive, and men as tough and aggressive—a cause of harm, but not susceptible to being harmed, especially by a woman.22, 23-25



These stereotypes have been reinforced for decades by a dominant narrative that frames partner abuse as something men do to women. The one-sided storyline has echoed through media, government policy and campaigns, educational programs, and professional training. Over time, people have been conditioned to see what the narrative repeats and to overlook what it leaves out.26-28



Pendulum swings and stereotypes may be propelled and reinforced by a common cognitive distortion identified in psychology: black-and-white thinking (AKA either-or, dichotomous, or polarized thinking). It’s a skewed way of processing information that divides judgments into polar-opposite pairs and can lead people to assign men and women opposing traits: good or bad, weak or strong, innocent or guilty, vulnerable or invulnerable.



Add to the mix, Man Laws that run interference, blocking abused men and others from recognizing what is happening to them. These rules set expectations that men shouldn’t feel physical or emotional pain, shouldn’t feel fear, shouldn’t express emotional distress, shouldn’t talk about personal challenges, shouldn’t ask for help, and should be able to fix everything (fix the car, fix the toilet, fix the problems). As a result, many of their struggles are discounted or uncounted.


We have to get beyond the confines of unfettered cultural backlash and stereotypes so we can see people as they really are and assess behaviors and situations without gender bias blinders. 


CHAPTER 2

About Partner Abuse


Partner abuse is a pattern of controlling, demeaning, or punishing behaviors and attitudes with a dating, cohabiting, or marriage partner, during or after the relationship. At its core, partner abuse is driven by self-centered motivations.


It can happen in any configuration of romantic couple, straight or LGBTQ. Sometimes a man in a couple abuses his partner, sometimes a woman is abusive, and sometimes they abuse each other.

We most often think about physically violent acts when we think about partner abuse, but there are many methods of choice for controlling, demeaning, and punishing partners.

There are seven categories, or forms, of partner abuse:


	
Verbal 

	
Sexual 

	
Financial 

	
Physical 

	
Spiritual 

	
Legal and Administrative 

	
Emotional/Psychological 




Abuse can range from mild to severe. Some behaviors are severely abusive even if they only occur once; others may be considered very abusive because of the number of times they occur. A variety of abusive behaviors may combine to increase the degree of abuse.

The Abuse Cycle

One of the confusing aspects of partner abuse is that it is often not constant. There can be more intense and less intense phases, possibly involving a period of regret, apology, and promises of change.

Sometimes—though not always—abuse occurs in cycles: increasing tension leading to abuse incident(s), which are followed by a relief of tension, but then tension increases again.

[image: Circular diagram showing the abuse cycle: increasing tension, abusive behavior, relief of tension, back to increasing tension.]

The time period for each part of the cycle is not necessarily the same or consistent. Cycles might occur over months or minutes.


During the increasing tension phase, the target of the abuse can be on edge, wondering what will set the abusive partner off and when the other shoe will drop.



The relief of tension phase may or may not include apologies, demonstrations of regret, or promises of change. Lulls in the abuse may ignite hope that the relationship will improve. This phase may seem absolutely wonderful—the partner may be fun, exciting to be with, and caring—but then there is a return to controlling, demeaning, or punishing behavior.


It is important to note that not all abusive relationships go in cycles:


	
In some relationships, tension remains relentlessly high. In others, outbursts may be situational or seem to come out of nowhere. 


	
An abusive partner may never apologize. When there are apologies, they may be non-apology apologies: versions of “I’m sorry I did it, but I wouldn’t have done it if you hadn’t done ____________.” 





Abusive Behavior Continuums

Another confusing aspect of partner abuse is deciphering when behavior is “abusive” and when it is “normal.” The difference between abusive and healthy behaviors is often found in motivation.


Each potentially abusive behavior can be placed on a continuum that spans from non-abusive (totally healthy) to very abusive. This spread is one of the things that makes it difficult to determine whether specific behavior is abusive in a specific situation.


[image: Horizontal white-to-black continuum illustrating a range of behavior from non-abusive on one end to very abusive on the other.]


Everyone gets irritable occasionally. Being abrupt and raising your voice once in a while doesn’t meet the criteria for being called abusive. That behavior lands toward the non-abusive end of the continuum.


Getting pregnant on purpose without your partner’s agreement to become a parent so you can trap him into marriage is abusive, but not all unplanned pregnancies are on purpose. A truly accidental pregnancy that resulted because reasonable efforts to prevent pregnancy failed would not be considered abusive.

Monitoring a partner’s phone and email is abusive if it is obsessive and without rational reason for suspicion, but it may be sensible if trust has been broken and both parties are working together to reestablish the trust. In the second case, the monitoring may be seen as non-abusive. 

Behavior Continuum Examples

[image: Horizontal white-to-black continuum labeled “Yelling,” ranging from non-abusive to very abusive.]


Non-abusive: loudly warning someone of immediate danger



Somewhat abusive: speaking loudly and aggressively about a subject



More abusive: loud name-calling



Very abusive: loud, aggressive threats of harm


[image: Horizontal white-to-black continuum labeled “Physical Force,” ranging from non-abusive to very abusive.]


Non-abusive: attacks made in self-defense



Somewhat abusive: light pushing during an argument without causing physical harm



More abusive: initiating an attack in anger, causing physical harm



Very abusive: murder


Gender Bias in Determining Abuse


If there is a cultural tendency to assign women’s actions as most often good, reasonable, or excusable—or men’s actions as most often bad, unreasonable, or inexcusable—then abuse by a woman against a man may be inappropriately placed on the non-abusive end of the abuse continuum and wrongfully discounted. 


For example, in such circumstances, physical attacks by a woman on a man may be seen as being in self-defense even when they are not. Similarly, it may be difficult for a man to recognize that he is being abused because the woman’s behaviors are mistakenly excused as justified.


The gender-flipping scenario research and lived-experience studies detailed in Chapter One suggest such a cultural bias is common. Peter Anderson and Cindy Struckman-Johnson, editors of the book Sexually Aggressive Women: Current Perspectives and Controversies, note that a significant factor getting in the way of research in their topic area is “acceptance of the myth that women can do no harm.” (p. 9)1


Degrees of Abuse

When assessing and understanding abuse in relationships, it’s important to consider both quality and quantity. What a partner does is not the only factor that determines how abusive they are. How often they do it is also a factor.

Quality and quantity work together to determine the collective degree of abuse.

Frequency of potentially abusive behaviors and attitudes contributes to the impact and degree of abuse. Frequency may be about recurrences of the same behavior. It may also be a combination of behaviors. Different mechanisms to control, demean, or punish a partner used in combination can add up to being very abusive.


A person’s collection of behaviors and attitudes in a relationship can be put on an abuse continuum that takes into account the collective effect of ways they treat their partner. There are collective degrees or levels of abuse, from non-abusive to very abusive.


[image: Horizontal white-to-black continuum labeled “Collective,” ranging from non-abusive to very abusive.]


A person can move further towards the very abusive end of the collective continuum:



	with a single very abusive act, 


	by repeating an abusive act or attitude over and over, or 


	by using a number of abusive behaviors or attitudes in combination. 





Here are some examples.

One-Time Bad Act


Non-self-defense stabbing of a partner or ex-partner puts the stabber on the very abusive end of the continuum even if she only does it once.


Repeat Offender


Incessantly finding fault every day wears down a partner and can put the fault-finder on the very abusive end of the continuum.


The Combo

Refusing to contribute to the household financially, withholding sex, name-calling, and insisting that her partner cut ties with his family can all work together to create a very abusive impact. 

The cumulative effect of abusive behaviors is very important to understanding the impact of abuse.

A person on the receiving end of abuse can find it very difficult to explain to other people, and even to themself, why they feel so worn down by the relationship. If they think about, or recount, isolated incidents, things may not seem that bad. The individual incidents might occur in normal healthy relationships. It’s the cumulative effect that creates the problem.

One jab might not be much to deal with, but thousands of them delivered daily or intermittently? That’s painful and draining. That’s abusive.

What About Mutual or Bidirectional Abuse?


Some relationships include abuse from both partners. While the term mutual abuse is often used to describe these dynamics, it can be misleading. It gives the impression that both parties are abusing each other in the same ways and equal amounts.



Bidirectional is a more accurate term. It describes situations where both partners cause harm to the other—but not necessarily with the same motivations, behaviors, frequency, or severity.



Many studies suggest that around half of heterosexual partner abuse is bidirectional.2 Males as the sole partner abusing is often the least common pattern found. One large review of physical and psychological intimate partner violence studies published between 2012 and 2022 found the following averages:3



	
53% bidirectional 


	
30% female-to-male unidirectional 


	
17% male-to-female unidirectional 





Bidirectional covers a wide range of dynamics. In some couples, both partners feed off each other in a toxic attack-counterattack escalation routine. In others, one partner lashes out frequently while the other only occasionally reacts or defends. Many fall somewhere between these two options.

It can be difficult to figure out whether there is equal responsibility or an aggressor-reactor dynamic in couples experiencing abuse. Fingers can get pointed at a partner who yelled once a year or defended themself physically in the most minimalistic way possible, while the aggressor is seen as a victim. Ideally, help is offered where it’s needed, but too often, gender bias directs the finger-pointing toward the man no matter what’s really happening.

Then There’s Secondary Abuse


There’s another related form of abuse that doesn’t come directly from a partner: secondary abuse.4-5


Secondary abuse occurs when those positioned to support, help, or protect instead mock, dismiss, or blame an abused person.

For abused men, it can come from family and friends, “helping” professionals who cause harm, institutions entrusted with setting and enforcing guardrails, and the culture at large. Sometimes the harm is unintentional, rooted in unconscious bias and unexamined beliefs. Other times, the sources have varying degrees of awareness and intentionality aimed at preserving an exclusive focus on women as victims and men as perpetrators.

Often, abused men aren’t just dealing with the abuse itself, but also the weight of disbelief and dismissal that is pressing in from all sides.

Where We Go From Here

Now that we've explored the landscape of partner abuse, including the frequent misunderstandings and blind spots around abuse of men by women, let’s look at what’s ahead.


Part Two describes how women abuse their male partners and gives insight into how abuse of men by women is the same as, and different from, abuse of women by men.



Part Three presents reasons why abusive women do what they do.



Part Four explains how men end up in abusive relationships, why they stay, and how the abuse impacts them.



Part Five helps men who are abused examine their options, whether the relationship continues or ends.



Part Six delivers a call to action—what everyone (women who are abusing their partners, families of abused men, helping professionals, all men and women) can do about abuse of men by women.


While the book’s parts build on each other, they are also designed to make sense on their own. Feel free to skip around and focus on what’s most helpful to you.


PART TWO

Ways Women Abuse Men

Chapter 3: How They Do It

Chapter 4: Verbal Abuse

Chapter 5: Sexual Abuse

Chapter 6: Financial Abuse

Chapter 7: Physical Abuse

Chapter 8: Spiritual Abuse

Chapter 9: Legal and Administrative Abuse

Chapter 10: Emotional/Psychological Abuse


CHAPTER 3

How They Do It

Individuals have methods of choice for demeaning, exerting control over, or punishing the targets of their abuse. The objective is to manipulate situations, the target of the abuse, and even other people relevant to the partner.

Some ways women abuse men are the same as those used in other partner abuse situations, such as isolating the target of abuse from friends and family.

Some ways are similar to those used by men against women but with a twist: women who are physically violent with their male partners are likely to prefer methods that overcome their size and strength disadvantages. 

Some abusive behaviors of women are available to them for use on men specifically because of their genders. For example, a manipulative woman can capture a man by getting pregnant with his child in a deceitful way.

Abusive behaviors may cross over different abuse categories: seducing a man for malicious purposes using words and body language is verbally, sexually, and psychologically abusive.

Female abuse of male partners includes all seven categories (forms) of abuse:


	
Verbal 


	
Sexual 


	
Financial 


	
Physical 


	
Spiritual 


	
Legal and administrative 


	
Emotional/Psychological 






CHAPTER 4

Verbal Abuse


“Just as assuredly as physical violence assaults the body, verbal abuse assaults the mind and spirit, causing wounds that are extremely difficult to heal.”—Beverly Engel, The Emotionally Abusive Relationship


Verbal abuse ranges from rageful to passive-aggressive to silent. It can achieve its goal to demean, control, or punish loudly or quietly.


Verbal abuse might more properly be called communication abuse. It isn’t just words that are the mechanism for abuse. Tone and body language can also be abusive tools. 


Verbal abuse instruments cover a broad range:


	Threatening 


	Controlling 


	Demanding 


	Histrionics 


	Fault-finding 


	Berating 


	Humiliating 


	Mocking        


	Biting sarcasm 


	Name-calling 


	Pushing her agenda until he gives in 


	
Circular arguing 


	
The silent treatment 





Abusive Tone and Body Language

Verbal communication includes tone and body language.

Abusive tone and body language can range from coy to aggressive. A particular woman may have a large repertoire of tones, gestures, and facial expressions she uses to demean, control, or punish, or she may rely on a few she has honed the art of performing.

Use of the following forms of tone and body language is not always “abusive.” Motivation is a key to where something gets placed on the continuum measuring the behavior’s abusiveness. A woman may cry, pout, or turn away simply because she is sad. She may also cry to control, pout to manipulate, or turn away to punish.

Abusive body language can include these expressions and poses:


	
Pouting 


	
Seductive 


	Looking or turning away 


	
Walking away 


	Moving aggressively toward 


	
Finger-pointing 


	
Withdrawing 


	
Showing a fist 


	
Smirking 


	
Throwing a tantrum 


	
Crying 


	
Glaring 


	
Menacing 


	
Eye-rolling 


	
Towering or physically looming over 


	Delivering a demeaning, controlling, or punishing look 





A look can send a message the target has been trained to understand through previous experience: “You’re stupid,” “You better not do that,” or “I’m mad at you.”

Abusive tone may be any of the following:


	
Seductive 


	
Fragile 


	Helpless 


	
Intimidating 


	
Condescending 


	
Loud 


	
Aggressive 


	Threatening 


	Silent 


	
Whiny 


	
Coy 


	
Teasing 


	
Charming 


	Cajoling* 






*Cajoling is a great word. The twisting, manipulative intent seems to even come through in the sound of the word. OnlineDictionary’s definition of cajoling: “To elicit or obtain by flattery, gentle pleading, or insincere language.”


A man described the discomfort of attending parties at the home of his kind, well-respected friend: “Stepping in our friend’s house was like stepping directly into hell. The air seemed filled with dynamite dust waiting for the right spark to set off an explosion. If someone accidentally complimented the host on something, his wife would smirk, roll her eyes, or jump in the person's face until she got a compliment for herself. If someone politely praised one of the dishes prepared by him, “the look” suddenly appeared. Sadly enough, the dinner usually finished in a one-way shouting scene. Guests sat there silently hoping to make themselves invisible. Depending on the situation, crying or temper tantrums became part of the show.”

Threatening

"If I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear." —Frankenstein, Mary Shelley

Women can use threats to control and punish. Threats may be used to extract compliance to whatever a woman wants to have happen or not happen. They can also be used to burden the target of the threats with fear.


“If you don’t do x, you’ll be sorry.” This type of threat often strikes enough fear to make a partner do whatever “x” is.


An abusive woman may threaten to:


	
be mad or depressed 


	
hurt her partner or ex-partner, herself, the children, or pets 


	
destroy his belongings 


	
undermine his job 


	
deny access to the children 


	
cut off sex 


	end the relationship 


	
file false charges 


	
jeopardize his immigration status 


	
expose his secrets 


	tell lies about him 


	
fall apart 


	
not love him anymore 


	
do anything else she thinks might achieve her goals 






Note that it is not abusive for a woman to have reasonable expectations of her partner, to express those expectations tactfully, and to define natural consequences if certain expectations aren’t met.



For example, it is not abusive for a wife to say to her husband who often gets drunk and violent: “If you don’t stop drinking, I’m going to leave you and I will work to not have you be with the children when you have been drinking.” This woman has understandable discomfort and concern about her husband’s drinking. She has set a reasonable boundary and is taking responsibility for the welfare of herself and her children. While it could be said that this is a threat of consequences if he doesn’t meet her demand, it would fall on the non-abusive end of the continuum.



On the other hand, unreasonable expectations and demands tied to random threats so she can get her selfish motivations met are abusive. For example, it is abusive for a woman to say to her husband: “If you don’t forget about the affair I had, I’ll divorce you and good luck seeing the kids,” or “You and I both know you haven’t had a drink in two years, but you got that DUI, and if we get divorced I’ll have an easy time convincing the court you can’t be trusted with the kids!”


Abusive women can use the threat of falsely claiming their husbands and boyfriends are hurting them to manipulate, control, and quiet their partners. Most men fully realize that her lie is likely to get a wide audience of believers.

A man suspected his wife was having an affair. He was not the jealous type. They had been together many years and he had never before thought she was cheating on him, but many indicators supported the theory that she was now.

He confronted her with his suspicions, and she adamantly denied doing any such thing. He said he believed she was texting another man. She said no, that wasn’t true. When he picked up her phone to check it, she started screaming at him: “You put that down or I’ll call the police!”

He was shocked. He had never laid a hand on her or threatened her, but he knew that if the police came out, she would be very convincing. He was certain they would believe her, not him. He put the phone down.


Martyrdom is threatening’s twisted sister. It’s a threat made by proxy. The threat is: “I’m carrying such a heavy burden—if you express a problem with me, I’ll fall apart.” The martyr appears to be so worn out from self-criticism that her partner is deprived of the right to point out problems or concerns he might have with her. “Martyrdom covers a multitude of sins.”—Mark Twain


Another married woman claimed she was remorseful and wanted to continue the marriage when her affair was discovered. She appeared to beat herself up so much that her husband felt he couldn’t express his disappointment or his worry about whether the affair was really over because she was too fragile to witness his pain or address his concerns.

Controlling

Abusive women can use their words, tone, or body language to manipulate and exert control over their partners. Many of the other types of abuse found throughout this section and book describe methods used to exert the control.

A person can control someone in an instant, or over time by wearing them down or conditioning.

Some methods of control are direct and obvious. Others may be harder to spot:


	
Demands and threats exert control directly. 



	
Avoidance through withdrawing, redirecting, or outright silence controls by removing the possibility that the partner will be able to have his needs met.  



	
Being seductive, coy, or cajoling through words, tone, and body language are forms of verbal abuse that control in a less obvious way. 






Aspects of a man’s life that an abusive woman may try to control include:


	
time, 


	
space, 


	
activity, 


	
contact with other people, 


	
access to resources, 


	
appearance, and even 


	opinion and thought. 





Demanding

With demanding, there is a “do it or else” attitude. There is a rigidity. It’s “my way or the highway.”

A demanding woman has unreasonable expectations of her partner and her requests for compliance are followed up with extracting a price if fails to meet those expectations. The price paid may be having to deal with her anger, silence, or pouting.

The nagging wife or girlfriend is the classic picture of a demanding woman. Unfortunately, the classic picture includes women who have reasonable expectations and frustrations.


It is not demanding for a woman to tactfully express reasonable expectations or frustration that her reasonable expectations aren’t being met, and to initiate conversations about her and her partner’s thoughts and attitudes about the situation.



It is demanding for her to set unreasonable standards and rules on her own, impose them on her partner, and punish him for not living up to her standards and rules.



These scenarios are demanding:



	
He needs to fill the dishwasher at a certain time in a certain way or there is hell to pay. 


	He needs to come home straight after work, no exceptions, or she gives him the silent treatment. 






These scenarios are not demanding:



	
She tells him it isn’t OK that filling the dishwasher keeps becoming her responsibility even though he repeatedly says he’ll take care of it. 


	
She tells him that it isn’t OK with her that he goes out with the guys many nights after work while she’s taking care of the kids. 





Histrionics

Histrionics are behaviors that are overly emotional and melodramatic. Women who are histrionic keep their partners busy trying to put out fires or preempt them in order to avoid the overreactions.

Life with a histrionic woman is chaotic and drama-drenched. Minor problems are blown up into major catastrophes:


	
Being frustrated with her wardrobe stimulates an episode of yelling, throwing clothes from her closet onto the floor, and refusal to attend a party. 


	Having a meal not turn out as planned precipitates a theatrical show of the dinner being thrown into the trash and stomping off to bed, leaving the family to fend for themselves. 






Super-crying is an example of histrionics. It’s over-the-top crying that serves to get a woman what she wants. It’s often used to end a conversation about a subject she wants to avoid or to divert attention. It can be used to punish her partner for having even tried to have a conversation about something important to him.


Several men have recounted stories of being met with super-crying when they tried to talk to their wives about finances. In each case, the women controlled the money, and in each case, it was eventually exposed that bills weren’t paid or money was missing. The crying achieved the goal of shutting down the husband’s ability to discover the financial manipulations.

Fault-Finding

People get to point out problems they have with their partner. The delivery, frequency, and legitimacy of criticism are factors that determine where pointing out problems falls on the abusiveness continuum. 

With fault-finding, people are actively seeking something to accuse their target of. There is a desire to show the target to be bad, sick, stupid, or crazy.

The fault-finding doesn’t necessarily have to be based in reality. Sometimes abusive people exaggerate their partners’ mistakes or shortcomings, or they just make stuff up. They can get satisfaction out of zinging their partner with criticism, accusations, negative judgments, or blaming.

A wife or girlfriend’s fault-finding can take on many forms:


	
Criticism 


	
Accusations 


	Negative judgments 


	
Blaming 


	
Exaggerating his mistakes and shortcomings 


	Fabrication (making things up in order to have something to criticize) 


	
Capitalizing on his vulnerabilities using any of the methods listed above 


	
Minimizing her faults 


	
Abdicating responsibility (making everything his fault) 


	
Making him responsible for decisions then criticizing the outcome 


	
Projecting her own “bad” behaviors onto him 






A fault-reversal apology starts with “I’m sorry,” then moves on to the “but you made me do it” part.



Sometimes fault-finding is projection. Like a movie projector projecting pictures onto a screen, people can project their own negative behaviors onto someone else. They accuse the other person of having the undesirable qualities they themselves have, or doing the “bad” behaviors they themselves do.


Here are some real-life examples of projection:


	A woman falsely accused her husband of being unfaithful when she was the one having an affair. 


	A woman whose husband tactfully and gently asked her to engage in a conversation about the finances stood up and yelled at him, “I’m not going to stick around and be yelled at by you!” 


	A woman repeatedly accused her husband of being uncaring, even though he went out of his way to take care of her and the family, while she selfishly put herself first. 
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