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Praise for


IF HE’S SO GREAT,
WHY DO I FEEL
SO BAD?


 


 


 


“This book can open eyes for people who may have lost pieces of themselves along the way. It is a guide they may want to keep handy during the whole process of reclaiming those parts that they did not mean to give away but may have been subtly taken. Great examples and exercises. It is a companion from start to finish.”


—Dr. Jay Carter, bestselling author of Nasty People (over one million copies sold worldwide)


 


 


“The message Avery Neal conveys in this book couldn’t be more timely.”


—from the foreword by Lois P. Frankel, Ph.D., New York Times bestselling author of Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office


 


 


“The new gold standard in abuse recovery. Warm and compassionate, this book describes the indescribable experience of subtle abuse with astounding accuracy. Avery Neal also provides eye-opening insights into the personality of a survivor, allowing readers to break free from old patterns and reclaim thier lives.”


—Jackson MacKenzie, author of Psychopath Free


 


 


“Avery Neal offers just what every person in a dysfunctional relationship needs: no-nonsense insights into the subtle abusers—who can cause you to lose your sense of dignity—and practical ways to regain control of and empower your life.”


—George Simon, Ph.D., author of Character Disturbance and In Sheep’s Clothing


 


 


“Avery Neal has put a recognisable face on the insidious villain of subtle abuse. Of course, abuse rarely remains subtle, and this insightful book can awaken self-esteem, save relationships, even save lives.”


—Gavin de Becker, New York Times bestselling author of The Gift of Fear
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To My Family—


Your unwavering love remains constant in my heart.


 


For My Daughter—


May you always have the courage to be true to yourself,
knowing that you are deeply loved for exactly who you are.




 


 


 


Even the smallest drops of water, falling slowly
and steadily, will etch away the stone.





FOREWORD



BY LOIS P. FRANKEL, PH.D.


As a young psychotherapist, my first practice was located in downtown Los Angeles. I chose this locale because I wanted to work with professional women, a population with whom I was familiar and felt I could best help. Many of the women who came to me were high-level executives who were well-respected in their fields. What was initially most surprising to me were the stories of abuse they shared. Some forms of abuse came from their intimate relationships, other abuse stemmed from people with whom they worked, their friends, or their family members. Each time I would remark, “How does a powerful woman like you allow herself to be treated in this way?” the response was the same: I’m not powerful. And herein lies a secret known to the abuser. Women often don’t see themselves as powerful. They don’t feel as if they have any recourse to the treatment they are experiencing. They don’t have the language to be better advocates for themselves. And perhaps most important, they live in a society that doesn’t give them permission to be angry. If they did, they would never tolerate being treated with anything less than respect, compassion, and understanding.


The shame of abuse is so powerful that women from all social strata are reluctant to acknowledge it, even with close friends, family members, and sometimes, helping professionals. The reasons why we don’t want to talk about it are many and complex. Our internal critic is a voice that whispers in our ear: It’s really my fault. I should have known better. I know he loves me. I wouldn’t really call it abuse. She didn’t really mean it. Although this book focuses primarily on abuse that comes from an intimate partner, any woman who has felt disrespected, physically harmed or threatened, or emotionally scarred in any relationship will benefit from reading it. Regardless of the relationship with the abuser or the form the abuse takes, the dynamic is the same: You are hurt emotionally, physically, or both.


The message Avery Neal conveys in this book couldn’t be more timely. The backward evolution of the social structure in our country (and I’m sure elsewhere) has created a scenario where abuse has become commonplace. From Twitter to Facebook and everywhere in between, anonymity allows people to say things they would never express to someone’s face. Every time a man posts a nude picture of a woman on the Internet without her express permission, that’s abuse. When a mean girl bullies someone on Facebook, that’s abuse. And when the most powerful person in the free world makes comments about a woman’s physical appearance on Twitter, that’s abuse, too.


The question I’ve been asked most often in the past decade is whether or not I think things are better for women in the workplace and society. For years I’ve answered by saying that I believe, on the surface, it appears that things are better, but there continues to be an underlying war against women. Whereas harassment and abuse were at one time more blatant and easier to identify, inappropriate behaviour has gone underground. As a result, an individual woman is often left to feel that she is alone. She believes she is the only one who is experiencing behaviours meant to control, manipulate, or demean her. The brave women who have been willing to identify the face of abuse, acknowledging how they were treated by public figures have opened the door for increasing numbers of women to talk about sexual harassment and abuse in numbers we have never before witnessed. And if this is the public manifestation of abuse, you know women’s experiences in private are exponentially more prevalent. We can only hope that the trend towards greater exposure continues until removing the veil that hides abuse in all forms becomes the norm.


It’s important to keep in mind that abuse is about power. Whether subtle or overt, it’s how one person exercises power and control over another. What, then, makes it so hard to take control back from the abuser? Consider which one of these dynamics may be keeping you in a toxic relationship:




♦   Boiling Frog Syndrome. If you drop a frog into a pot of boiling water it will jump out. But if you put a frog in a pot of cool water and gradually turn up the heat, it won’t recognise the temperature change and will ultimately die. A relationship can be like that, too. It may start out great but over time become toxic, and you don’t realise how toxic it really is because the increase in abuse happened so gradually.


♦   The Repetition Compulsion. Sigmund Freud said that human beings have the tendency to repeat past behaviours over and over because they are known and familiar. If you grew up in a home where abuse was commonplace, you may think that this is the norm—just how life is. You actually cannot see that there is another way to live because you haven’t experienced a healthy relationship. Or you may have been in a healthy relationship and it didn’t feel quite right to you, so you returned to one that was less healthy. As one young woman told me, “I just like bad boys.”


♦   Respect for Authority. Most of us grew up learning that we had to show respect for people in positions of authority. In part, this was one way Catholic priests were able to hide sexual abuse that took place for decades. They were in positions of authority, and young men and women were afraid to speak out. The same holds true with parents who verbally abuse their adult children, bosses who abuse subordinates, and teachers who abuse students. When power is unequal, there is a situation ripe for abuse.


♦   Sunken Cost Dilemma. Consider a time when you may have bought a used car. Soon after the purchase, it needed new tyres, so you bought those. Then the ignition switch went out, and it had to be replaced. After that, the radiator started leaking and required servicing. You began to question whether you should keep the car at all, but you had already sunk so much money into it that you weren’t sure what to do. The same can happen in relationships. You sink so much time and emotional capital into the relationship that you hesitate to walk away, even when you know it’s going to bleed you dry—emotionally at least.


♦   Social Messages. In my “nice girls” books, I talk about what it’s like growing up female. We get so many messages that are different from those given to our brothers. Whether they are family messages, religious messages, media messages, or messages from teachers, we are bombarded with images that suggest we must be “nice” at all costs or no one will like us. Unfortunately, there’s a kernel of truth in this. The predominant message is no longer “You have to remain in your place,” but rather “You can be whatever you want, but you still have to behave like that nice little girl you were taught to be in childhood.” Women must learn that the opposite of being nice is not nasty. The opposite of being nice is having a voice so that you can advocate for yourself and those you care about.





Regardless of what keeps you in a toxic, abusive relationship, only you have the power to change the situation. It’s folly to think that you will change the other person. If you repeatedly express your needs and desires, and nothing changes, it’s time to focus on what specific steps you are going to take to create the life you want and deserve. The fact that you picked up this book is a wonderful start. Reading it from cover to cover will give you the tools needed to craft a healthy and fulfilling future. Getting support from people that you trust and who have your best interests at heart will help you along the way. Neither Avery nor I are saying it’s going to be easy. We are telling you it’s going to be worth it. Remember: The journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step.


 


 


 


LOIS P. FRANKEL is the author of the Nice Girls Books: Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office, Nice Girls Don’t Get Rich, and Nice Girls Just Don’t Get It (with co-author Carol Frohlinger).





PREFACE



She could honestly say that abuse never crossed her mind, but she also couldn’t figure out why she felt so bad. She knew she chronically felt unhappy in her relationship, but she still thought overall he was the good guy he proclaimed himself to be. She knew that there were parts of her partner’s behaviour that never made any sense to her and there were certainly plenty of things that never added up. However, she never considered that she had been in an abusive relationship . . . that was something that happened to other women, not to her. When she finally left the relationship, his anger became completely overt and she was forced to confront what had been lingering under the surface the entire time. It was at this point that she began to realise the extent to which she had been bullied, manipulated, and controlled.


As she awakened from her foggy state, she could finally see clearly for what felt like the first time. She felt gratified and empowered as she began to recognise that there were patterns of his behaviour that were characteristic of an abuser, and that it wasn’t her fault for causing his reactions. At the same time, she was shocked by what she had endured and had never acknowledged. She felt vulnerable and afraid for some time as she worked her way out of the trauma she had experienced. It took very little to evoke fear, and her anxiety was at an all-time high. Recovery was a slow process, but little by little she was able to begin to heal from the trauma and was not triggered into an anxious state as easily and as often.


However, she found that this was only part of the equation. Her confidence was shot, her voice was virtually nonexistent, and she had long since lost her sense of self. Her health was deteriorating, and she had physical symptoms ranging from food allergies and headaches to heart palpitations and insomnia. The stress of being in a controlling relationship had undoubtedly taken its toll on her body as well as her mind. She had let go of herself in an effort to maintain peace in the relationship, and by the time she was out of it, she felt like an empty shell. Her former self was nowhere to be found, and her spark had faded a long time ago. She felt her entire being had been run into the ground.


She spent quite a bit of time working through her confusing feelings. She had guilt over asserting herself by leaving the relationship. Even though she knew she needed to leave, it was still very difficult to watch her former partner struggle. She still felt sorry for him and was unable to hold him accountable for his actions as she made excuses for his behavior. In addition, she had not been “perfect” in the relationship, either, often acting in ways she would have never thought she would after being pushed past what she could effectively handle. There were times she compromised her integrity in order to keep the peace, and she had a significant amount of guilt and remorse as a result. For a long time, she kept replaying all of her wrongdoings in her mind, beating herself up for not having the strength to handle things more in accordance with her true self. She had no problem “owning” her infractions; the problem was that she didn’t know how to move past them.


The pain and despair she experienced during this period was, at times, practically unbearable. She was creating her own personal hell by replaying things that actually had occurred and what she wished she had done differently. She was overwhelmed by her anxious thoughts, which took up most of her emotional energy. To say she felt awful would be an understatement.


It was at this point that she became determined not to let her experience determine her entire fate. She went in search of herself. She began to engage in her interests without fear of repercussion, and she became selective about how she spent her energy. Because she struggled so severely with being assertive, she focused first on protecting herself from certain types of people and situations. She hibernated until she felt strong enough to emerge from the safety of being alone. As she pursued her personal interests, unabashed, and focused on the relationships that made her feel good, she gradually gained strength. Her confidence grew as she began to trust herself again. For the first time, she truly understood what all the experts meant when they said to practise self-compassion. She was able to forgive herself for all of the things she did not know at the time, and all of the things she wished she had handled differently. She was able to forgive herself for not being all the things she wasn’t—strong and assertive, confident and unapologetic. Instead of bludgeoning herself for being too soft and permissive, understanding and accommodating, she began to embrace these qualities about herself, learning that these are valuable attributes and that she needed to protect herself and to be selective with whom she shared them.


She can wholeheartedly say that she now has a life that she loves. It’s not that she doesn’t have struggles and pain, but she knows that she is in charge of her own life. She knows that is not something that anyone can take away from her again; it is all hers. She knows the risk of letting go of herself again, so she consciously makes herself and her needs a priority. If she doesn’t like something, she changes it. If she loves something, she embraces it. If she enjoys something, she does more of it. Her life is filled with people she genuinely loves and who genuinely love her. She feels respected and valued in her relationships and in her life.


This woman is me.


My story is no different from thousands of others. I have worked for years now with women who are in, or are recovering from, aggressive and controlling relationships. Not unlike many women, a majority of my clients could not identify why they felt so unhappy in their relationship, as much of the abuse was too subtle for them to see. The overt mistreatment was sporadic and interspersed with positive interactions in which they felt close to their partner, making them all the more confused.


I wrote this book because I want to give the countless women with whom I’ve worked a voice. They are a representative sample of thousands of other women experiencing the same heartbreaking story. If the words on these pages resonate with even one person, to empower her to get out of an abusive relationship and heal from it, this book will have served its purpose.


I also want young girls to know what to look out for, as it is easy to fall into an abusive relationship without realising it. Some abusive patterns can be spotted easily and quickly, while others remain under the surface for years until the abuser feels confident that you are committed and you are not likely to go anywhere. By then, it is harder to untangle yourself from the relationship, and there is likely more emotional damage, making it all the more necessary to learn how to heal.


There is far too little discussion about the impact of manipulation and control in a relationship even if there is no physical or verbal abuse, both of which are easier to spot. It is important that we educate ourselves on these behavioural patterns so that we may then teach our daughters how to prevent such abuse in their own lives. We can only teach what we already know.


Many books have been written on physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and verbal abuse. Fortunately, there is much insight and information to be gained from the work that is already out there. Unfortunately, however, the vast majority of women who are in a psychologically destructive relationship have no idea that they are in an abusive dynamic, so they don’t know to turn to the resources that are available to them. My goal is to bridge that gap so that women who are uncertain as to why they feel so unhappy in their relationship can begin to identify the very patterns that make them feel that way, allowing them to get the help they need.


Aggressive and controlling relationships are confusing when you’re in them. Experiencing an abusive relationship is traumatic, and the aftermath is hard to navigate at best. I hope that this book will give you something tangible to hold on to, to guide you through the treacherous waters of navigating this type of relationship, and to help you come out with a greater sense of self and your value in the world.





Chapter 1



IDENTIFYING ABUSE


He’s not abusive, he would never hit me.
—Too many women to count


WHAT IS ABUSE?


ABUSE IS IMPROPER TREATMENT, or mistreatment. The patterns of any type of abuse are similar. When I use the term “abuse,” I am referring to all types of abuse: verbal, emotional, psychological, sexual, and physical. I have never seen a physically abusive relationship that was not also verbally, emotionally, and psychologically abusive as well.


I want to make it clear that abuse happens in all types of relationships. Abuse includes any behaviour or attitude that is designed to frighten, intimidate, terrorise, manipulate, hurt, humiliate, blame, injure, or wound someone. This includes any behaviours that are controlling or isolating. Again, there is no profile of an abuser. Abuse is prevalent across all races, ethnicities, age groups, religions, socioeconomic backgrounds, and family backgrounds. Abuse is not a cut-and-dried issue, and often relationships that don’t feel right are confusing. Abuse can come in many forms and can exist between parent and child, siblings, and within friendships. It is imperative that people know what is acceptable treatment and what is not.


Let me emphasise that this book is not just for women who are in a physically abusive relationship. Please do not be turned off by the word “abuse” and think it automatically doesn’t apply to you if you have not been battered. The intricacies of abuse are far reaching and they are often difficult to define. If you feel more comfortable, you may replace the word “abuser” with the word “bully” and the word “abuse” with “mistreatment” if you find that it is easier to digest the information.


Much of the story of an abusive relationship lies in between the overt outbursts. The classic subtle patterns of an abuser are where we can actually gain the most insight into the relationship and the power differentiation between the abuser and his partner. I frequently hear women say that the psychological abuse was worse than any physical abuse, and while it seems hard to believe, I have found this to be the case for most women. The mind games, the ability to twist things around, the lack of responsibility or accountability, the belittling, and the constant push/pull tactics of an abuser leave most women feeling confused, hurt, angry, ashamed, and remorseful. These feelings often last well beyond the length of the relationship with the abuser, which is why I feel so passionate about discussing how to heal after an abusive relationship.


For the purpose and ease of reading this book, I will refer to the “abuser” as the one who is exerting his or her power in a controlling or demeaning way, and “you” as the person who is the recipient of this behaviour. I will also refer to the abuser as “he” and the victim as “she,” but please make note that these terms are for the general ease of reading this book and are used because they relate to the most common form of abusive relationships.


Nevertheless, there are plenty of men who are also in abusive relationships, to which the same rules and tactics of abuse apply. One in four women and one in seven men have been the victim of severe physical violence by an intimate partner. In addition, nearly half of all women and men in the United States have experienced psychological aggression by an intimate partner in their lifetime. These alarming statistics are clear indications that this is an issue that needs to be discussed. There are many types of abusive relationships, and I believe that this book will apply to any type or form.


As stated above, there are plenty of men who find themselves in abusive relationships. They, too, have been the recipients of critical, demeaning, belittling, and aggressive behaviour from their partners. It is unfortunately all too common, which I think is important to acknowledge in this book. Many of the patterns of abuse are the same, whether the abuser is male or female. In fact, a male reading this book would likely recognise his partner on the pages, just as a woman might. Women can be just as subtle and calculating in their manipulation and aggression as men, and they are often histrionic in their displays of volatility. No one deserves to be in a relationship where they are mistreated or disrespected. It is not any more acceptable for a woman to treat her partner poorly than it is for a man. No relationship can thrive if there is meanness and cruelty, as these things kill love.


The primary difference between existing in a relationship with an abusive man versus an abusive woman, however, is that most men do not fear for their life, or the lives of their children, at the hands of their partner. Not to say that women have not committed heinous acts of violence. It has happened. However, it is far less common for a man to feel that his life is in danger.


Gavin de Becker said, “It is understandable that the perspectives of men and women on safety are so different—men and women live in different worlds . . . at core, men are afraid women will laugh at them, while at core, women are afraid men will kill them.”


From early on, girls learn to scan their surroundings, checking for possibilities of danger. A woman’s intuitive fear is a powerful gift that automatically signals to her if there is a potential threat. This intuition offers great protection. However, girls and women are also conditioned to be nice and considerate of others. While this isn’t a wrong message in and of itself, the problem is that girls and women tend to override their intuition about others in this effort to be nice, hoping to be accepted by the other person or people. As women override their intuition, discount and then dismiss their fears, they unknowingly expose themselves to danger.


The fact remains that men are typically physically larger and stronger than women. This automatically establishes a differentiation in power, and women often feel intimidated on some level, even if unconsciously. Sociologically speaking, women have been dominated by men throughout history, often the recipients of violent acts forcing them into submission.


In fact, it has really only been in relatively recent years that abusive treatment of women has gained more attention and is no longer considered socially acceptable. Because of this, there is more help available to victims of abuse than ever before. Still, it is a sad fact that many women do not utilise these resources, nor do they reach out for help. There are a multitude of reasons for this, but among the most common is the fact that many women do not recognise that they are being harmed if they have not been called a name or if they have not been physically abused.


Sometimes a woman refuses to acknowledge an unhealthy pattern in her relationship. This woman finds comfort in her denial because it means not stepping into the unknown. It’s extremely difficult to confront a partner who has done his best to make sure you know that he has all of the power. Those who do recognise abusive patterns often fear severe repercussions if they try to leave.


I also want to note that an abuser may often express features of a personality disorder or possibly a full-blown personality disorder. A person with antisocial personality disorder (sociopath), or narcissistic personality disorder (narcissist), is more likely to engage in abusive or controlling behaviour, as they have a high need for control and a negligible level of empathy for others. Both of these personality disorders are more common in men. Occurring more frequently in women, borderline personality disorder (borderliner) is another personality disorder that is often associated with abusive tendencies. The push/pull nature of someone with this personality disorder, classically combined with emotional volatility, is often abusive in nature.


Countless books have been written on each of these personality disorders and what it is like to be in a relationship with someone with one of them. If you suspect you are in or have been in a relationship with someone with any of these personality disorders, I urge you to read further (see resources at the back of this book), because it can be extremely helpful to become aware of the patterns of behaviour associated with each disorder. However, going into the specific characteristics of these disorders is beyond the scope of this book. The fact remains that there are plenty of abusive people who do not qualify as having a specific personality disorder, but that doesn’t make the abuse any less severe for the victim. This book focuses more generally on abusive patterns, which exist whether the person has a diagnosable personality disorder or not.



DEFINING SUBTLE ABUSE



I have been studying aggressive and controlling relationships for years. However, as I was writing this book, it became increasingly obvious to me that there was not an exact term that encapsulated everything I was trying so hard to accurately describe.


There was no question that I wanted this book to not only include but also to heavily emphasise emotional abuse and its impact. Despite the fact that some incredibly insightful and helpful books have been written on emotional abuse, few women actually know they are being emotionally abused and therefore do not know to educate themselves about the warning signs and symptoms.


Emotional abuse is insidious, and the damage that is created from an emotionally abusive dynamic is far reaching. Healing from emotional abuse (which is described later in the book) is an uphill battle, but one well worth fighting. Emotional abuse has been defined as “behaviour and language designed to degrade or humiliate someone by attacking their value or personality.” It “includes behaviours such as threats, insults, constant monitoring or ‘checking in,’ excessive texting, humiliation, intimidation, isolation, or stalking.” Any form of abuse impacts the victim’s emotional well-being. Emotional abuse can be direct or indirect, overt or covert. Often the only visible sign of emotional abuse is how you feel in the relationship because the covert and subtle tactics are hidden or they seem small and nonthreatening. This was the part I wanted to explore.


Combining emotional abuse with covert abuse came closest to what I wanted to define. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines covert as “made, shown, or done in a way that is not easily seen or noticed: secret or hidden.” Combining that definition with the definition of abuse, which is improper treatment or mistreatment, accurately describes the type of behavioural patterns to which I wanted to call attention. Adelyn Birch defined covert emotional manipulation as “when a person who wants to gain power and control over you uses deceptive and underhanded tactics to change your thinking, behaviour and perceptions.” The subtly manipulative behaviour described in this definition was absolutely a part of what I wanted to define, but it still didn’t address everything for which I was searching.


I wanted to describe the aggression and control that was subtle and difficult for the recipient to identify but nevertheless wounded her in such a way that she found it difficult to leave the destructive dynamic. I wanted to incorporate the use of force and threat, even if it was disguised in “loving” words. I wanted to look at the intimidating tactics of which the recipient of this type of abuse is consciously unaware. I wanted to look at the intent of the abuser to dominate, to better understand an abuser’s agenda.


I wanted a definition that described it all: the humorous put-downs, the manipulative tactics, the coercive nature of an abuser, the cyclical patterns of mistreatment, the unchecked passive aggressive behaviour, the verbal harassment, and the escalation of abuse. In addition, I wanted a term that described the behaviours that could be seen but seemed relatively harmless or insignificant when, in fact, they were not. Some abuse is obvious. Some is not.


Some abuse can be seen, but it is quickly retracted or immediately followed by a positive interaction, so as to leave the recipient confused or conflicted about the mistreatment. I not only wanted a definition for the type of abuse that allowed an abuser to remain incognito, I wanted a definition that also included the behavioural patterns that kept the recipient of the abuse conflicted about leaving the relationship. I wanted to have a name for the destructive dynamic in between the overtly abusive episodes, as that is what lays the groundwork for keeping the recipient of the abuse in the relationship.


It was also obvious that these types of relationships didn’t just exist with romantic relationships, but in friendships, work relationships, sibling relationships, and parent-child relationships.


There is a broad spectrum of abuse. As I stated above, we can gain the most insight into an abusive pattern if we look at the dynamic in between the overtly abusive episodes. This behaviour is responsible for the confusion and attachment that often prevents an abuser’s partner from leaving the relationship. It is the dynamic that is responsible for an abuser’s partner losing her self-confidence and self-respect, causing her self-esteem to plummet. The indirect mistreatment can exist by itself, but it more commonly precedes other forms of abuse in a romantic relationship. By the time an abuser’s partner experiences the more overt episodes of abuse, she is heavily invested in the relationship. This is the behaviour that isn’t extreme, it isn’t overt, nor is it necessarily hidden, as with covert abuse. This behavioural pattern is subtly abusive.


All subtle abuse is emotionally abusive, as it attacks a person’s emotional health and well-being. However, not all emotional abuse is subtle abuse. There can be many characteristics of emotional abuse in a relationship that are used to directly attack the victim, making it easier to identify than covert abuse. On that note, while covert abuse is hard to see in a relationship, subtle abuse may remain in plain sight, but it just may seem insignificant. This may seem like a small distinction, but it isn’t when you’re living with it daily.
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The word “subtle” is defined as “so delicate or precise as to be difficult to analyse or describe,” “making use of clever and indirect methods to achieve something,” “hard to notice or see: not obvious,” “clever and indirect: not showing your real purpose.” I like this term because it encompasses covert behaviour, but it leaves room to broaden the definition to include tactics that may actually be seen and observed, but because they can seem insignificant, often go overlooked or ignored.


So here I go. I am defining subtle abuse as the indirect use of threat, force, intimidation, or aggression, through humour, manipulation, criticism, or punishment in an attempt to control or dominate another, occurring on its own or in between verbally, physically, or sexually abusive episodes.


I have done my best to identify subtly abusive traits by separating them out, hoping it will make it easier to see what is so difficult to define. Nevertheless, there is a lot of overlap among the personality characteristics of an abuser, as you will see illustrated in the personal stories. In addition, the facts surrounding the stories used in this book have been changed to protect the identity of the real-life women portrayed in the book.


UNDERSTANDING ABUSE: MISCONCEPTIONS AND WARNING SIGNS


These are words I hear often in my practise. Women describe controlling or abusive behaviour in their relationship and then follow up with something about how their partner would never cross that obvious line between verbal, emotional, or psychological abuse and physical abuse. Often these women will describe horrific, demeaning, and belittling behaviours from their partner, but shudder when I label it “abuse.”


One of the most widely believed and most destructive misconceptions is that abuse describes physical violence only. This keeps women believing that the way their partners are treating them is acceptable as long as they are not being physically touched. It also teaches men that anything goes as long as the line is not crossed over into physical violence. This misconception allows verbal, emotional, psychological, and sexual abuse to go unidentified as abusive since it does not qualify as physical violence, thus excusing unacceptable behaviour.


The misconception that abused women come from abusive families and that they are just going back to what is familiar allows the general population to believe that it is the woman’s fault for going back into an abusive relationship, as if she has not learned her lesson from childhood. It also gives other women and girls a false sense of security that they will not fall prey to an abuser because surely they would know better.


The fact remains that, sadly, there are many women who repeat the pattern of getting into an abusive relationship after having grown up in an abusive environment. Also, there are many women who intentionally try to avoid the same destructive dynamic they experienced in childhood, only to choose a partner who mistreats them in a different way. This is quite common. There are many women though who’ve had loving and supportive childhoods and unknowingly walk into the arms of an abuser. It is important to understand that all of these women, those who have experienced mistreatment during childhood and those who have not, do not knowingly enter into an abusive relationship. This type of thinking blames the victim, and in reality, no one in his or her right mind would seek out an abusive relationship from the start.


Abuse in relationships begins very gradually. It’s just like the metaphor about boiling the frog slowly. If you put a frog into a pot of boiling water, he immediately hops out. However, if you put the frog into comfortable lukewarm water, and crank up the heat slowly, he hardly notices the increase in temperature until it’s too late and he’s boiled.


This is exactly how an abusive relationship works. It slowly and steadily gets worse over time. The real difference between women who have been abused during childhood and those who have not been abused is that often the women who have been abused in the past have less of a support system if they do want to leave, versus women who have a strong support system if they decide to leave. Having a strong support system often determines whether or not a woman feels like she has the option to leave. It is also true that women who had healthy childhoods often know that there is an alternative way of relating in relationships, and women who have been abused during their childhood, tragically, often think there is no other way of relating, and that another relationship would not likely be an improvement. In addition, women who have experienced real encouragement and support are likely to have more confidence in themselves, versus women who lack confidence in themselves because they’ve never had anyone who has believed in them or given them any emotional support.


Another common misconception is that abusive relationships are more common among the poor or among minorities. While it is true that these groups are more likely to experience other stressors that can lead to abuse, abuse happens in plenty of affluent, Caucasian relationships as well. Often, the more money and power the abuser has, the more difficult it is for the woman to feel like she can leave safely, especially when her children are involved.


“It takes two to tango.” Whenever I hear this it makes my stomach turn. “She should know better than to push my/his buttons” is another common rationalisation for abuse that is unacceptable and allows the abuser to get away unscathed. Unfortunately, these are such “good” rationalisations that most victims even buy into them! It’s a convincing idea that the victim had some control over what happened to her. It lets the abuser off the hook and allows him to not feel any pangs of guilt because she asked for it. Moreover, this excuse allows the victim to feel a false sense of control over her fate. She thinks that if she knows what landmines to avoid, then she can avoid being abused. This can actually soothe her anxiety temporarily, which we will go into further in the chapters ahead. There is never an excuse for one person to exert power over another person by threat or force. Full stop. Again, this line of thinking seeks to blame the victim as if she had some control over whether or not her abuser thought she needed to be punished by whatever method he chooses for her infraction.
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