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This book is dedicated to real heroes, who do the hard work, often underpaid and unappreciated, that keeps the world running.


Special thanks to our story contributors, who offered their personal experiences with emotional vampirism.


To Frances Kuffel, on many levels, especially her insights into Dracula.


And to Kim and Dan, who carried us.









The bed in that old chamber is occupied. A creature formed in all fashions of loveliness lies in a half sleep upon that ancient couch—a girl young and beautiful as a spring morning. Her long hair has escaped from its confinement and streams over the blackened coverings of the bedstead; she has been restless in her sleep, for the clothing of the bed is in much confusion. One arm is over her head, the other hangs nearly off the side of the bed near to which she lies. A neck and bosom that would have formed a study for the rarest sculptor that ever Providence gave genius to, were half disclosed. She moaned slightly in her sleep …


A tall figure is standing on the ledge immediately outside the long window. It is its finger-nails upon the glass that produces the sound so like the hail, now that the hail has ceased. Intense fear paralysed the limbs of that beautiful girl. That one shriek is all she can utter—with hands clasped, a face of marble, a heart beating so wildly in her bosom, that each moment it seems as if it would break its confines, eyes distended and fixed upon the window, she waits, froze with horror. The pattering and clattering of the nails continue. No word is spoken, and now she fancies she can trace the darker form of that figure against the window, and she can see the long arms moving to and fro, feeling for some mode of entrance … She tries to scream again but a choking sensation comes over her, and she cannot. It is too dreadful—she tries to move—each limb seems weighed down by tons of lead—she can but in a hoarse faint whisper cry,—


“Help—help—help—help!” …


The figure turns half round, and the light falls upon the face. It is perfectly white—perfectly bloodless. The eyes look like polished tin; the lips are drawn back, and the principal feature next to those dreadful eyes is the teeth—the fearful-looking teeth—projecting like those of some wild animal, hideously, glaringly white, and fang-like. It approaches the bed with a strange, gliding movement. It clashes together the long nails that literally appear to hang from the finger ends. No sound comes from its lips. Is she going mad—that young and beautiful girl exposed to so much terror? she has drawn up all her limbs; she cannot even now say help …


With a sudden rush that could not be foreseen—with a strange bowling cry that was enough to awaken terror in every breast, the figure seized the long tresses of her hair, and twining them round his bony hands he held her to the bed. Then she screamed—Heaven granted her the power to scream. Shriek fallowed shriek in rapid succession. The bed-clothes fell in a heap by the side of the bed—she was dragged by her long silken hair completely on to it again. Her beautifully rounded limbs quivered with the agony of her soul. The glassy, horrible eyes of the figure ran over that angelic form with a hideous satisfaction—horrible profanation. He drags her head to the bed’s edge. He forces it back by the long hair still entwined in his grasp. With a plunge he seizes her neck in his fang-like teeth—a gush of blood, and a hideous sucking noise fallows. The girl has swooned, and the vampire is at his hideous repast!


James Malcolm Rymer, Varney the Vampyre, or, The Feast of Blood (1845)


▼ ▼


Pronounced mental inhibition and depression quickly come on. The patient feels herself without interest, incapable of pleasure, unspeakably unhappy, and tired of life. Life seems to her a heavy burden, and it pains her to think that she has become indifferent to her duties as mother and housewife. But she is also incapable of fulfilling them. She is devoid of energy, depressed, incapable of any activity, fatigued, and exhausted, especially in the morning after she has passed a sleepless night. She has the complete despairing sense of her disease and of her mental incapability. For months at a time she does not sleep and she is forced to take chloral hydrate {a sedative}. She is tortured with thoughts that she will never get well, and longs for death as a deliverance. Occasionally there are reactive outbreaks of despair, which then end in an outburst of weeping.


She is without appetite, but must force herself to eat, feels over-satiated, and a distressing dryness in her throat. Almost all the time the patient suffers with a distressing feeling of pressure in the back of the head, numbness in the hands, pressure in the feet, and pain along the inner surf ace of the thighs.


Suddenly one day the painful condition disappears. She sleeps again, has appetite, takes pleasure, and feels more than happy, though this feeling of deliverance from the disease cannot be regarded as a maniacal, final stage. At least, at this time she becomes again a very intelligent woman, and is regarded as such by her family. Now the body-weight increases rapidly, which in the beginning of the attack sank rapidly and which during the whole of the attack remained at not more than 59 to 61 kilograms, until her normal weight of about 70 kilograms is attained. During the intervals the patient is physically and mentally well, only she is now and then distressed by the thought that the fatal disturbance may sooner or later come on again.


The last attack, which is described in a letter dated toward the end of March, 1881, was protracted, owing to the fact that at the time of the presumed termination of it her father (April 1880) and other members of the family died …. [emphasis added]


Richard Von Krafft-Ebing, Text-Book of Insanity (1905)









At our last meeting, we considered the healthy-minded temperament, the temperament which has a constitutional incapacity for prolonged suffering, and in which the tendency to see things optimistically is like a water of crystallization in which the individual’s character is set. We saw how this temperament may become the basis for a peculiar type of religion, a religion in which the good, even the good of this world’s life, is regarded as the essential thing/or a rational being to attend to. This religion directs him to settle his scores with the more evil aspects of the universe by systematically declining to lay them to heart or make much of them, by ignoring them in his reflective calculations, or even, on occasion, by denying outright that they exist. Evil is a disease; and worry over disease is itself an additional form of disease, which only adds to the original complaint …


Let us now say good-by for a while to all this way of thinking, and turn towards those persons who cannot so swiftly throw off the burden of the consciousness of evil, but are congenitally fated to suffer from its presence …


In the healthiest and most prosperous existence, how many links of illness, danger, and disaster are always interposed? Unsuspectedly from the bottom of every fountain of pleasure, as the old poet said, something bitter rises up: a touch of nausea, a falling dead of the delight, a whiff of melancholy, things that sound a knell, for fugitive as they may be, they bring a feeling of coming from a deeper region and often have an appalling convincingness. The buzz of life ceases at their touch as a piano-string stops sounding when the damper falls upon it …


Failure, then, failure! So the world stamps us at every turn. We strew it with our blunders, our misdeeds, our lost opportunities, with all the memorials of our inadequacy to our vocation. And with what a damning emphasis does it then blot us out! No easy fine, no mere apology or formal expiation, will satisfy the world’s demands, but every pound of flesh exacted is soaked with all its blood.


William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902)









Introduction


AFRAID OF THE DARK

Daniel Rhodes


I saw my first Dracula movie when I was nine, with a bunch of other kids on a treat for somebody’s birthday. It was one of the old Hammer flicks, loaded with campy melodrama and technicolor blood that looked redder than real, and it was my first exposure to what are still some of the scariest scenes in film:


Dracula, appearing at dusk like a bat from his lair and creeping headfirst down the castle wall; the vampire brides about to “kiss” Jonathan Harker, until Dracula tears them away, then throws them a still-squirming sack to appease their rage; the agonized mother shrieking for her child at the castle gate—until the howling of wolves draws close; the fiend rising, rigid, from his coffin to pursue the last frantic sailor on the doomed ship—


And of course, the nightgowned heroine lying wide-eyed, breast heaving, while the sinister black figure stalks across the room, and with a sweep of his cape, bends over her soft throat.


For the next week, I absolutely refused to be alone after sundown, and in my heart of hearts, I’m still afraid of the dark.


Almost four decades have passed since then. I acquired a couple of college degrees, including one in psychology (although I’m no psychologist). I’ve spent a lot of time studying history, folklore and myth, religions, and esoteric philosophies (although I’m no scholar). I’ve done a fair amount of writing, and made it through lean times, which has been most of them, working construction.


Somewhere in there, I started to understand that the terror I had felt about vampires was not just the irrational reaction of a child.





VICTIMS

That realization came in a slow and roundabout way. I’ll try to capsulize it.


Like most of us, I’m rarely affected directly by crime. But like most, I absorb my share of random hostility. It was never something I paid much attention to—until it started seeming that there was a lot more of it around. My daily life had gotten noticeably more difficult, in ways that were usually petty, and yet added up.


I realized I was angry, frustrated, sometimes afraid—not of crime or violence, but of something I couldn’t quite grasp. More and more I heard friends, family, and even strangers expressing the same sentiment.


That, I suppose, was what started me on this track.


What first became clear is something that’s apparent to everyone with their eyes open: our society is running amuck. This is happening on many fronts, but one in particular is basic: the erosion of personal responsibility, in the old-fashioned sense of decent treatment of others, and fairness in general.


Some forms of this are obvious. We’re all familiar with the defense or nonpunishment of wrongdoers, both civil and criminal (often at huge public expense), via Kafka-esque legal wranglings. It’s become a standard tactic that criminal defendants are themselves victims, of various societal and/or emotional pressures. If they happen to be wealthy, successful, privileged, this is not seen as a reason that they might be expected to find other methods, besides crime, to cope with problems. Instead, it only adds to their troubles in life.


Then there are news-making insurance settlements, where someone gets injured through his own carelessness and is awarded a huge sum on the grounds that he’s a victim: a product manufacturer or watchdog should have foreseen the situation and gone to impossible lengths to prevent it.


Legitimate liability and workmen’s compensation claims also get wildly inflated through “deep pockets” litigation, in which individuals and corporations with only the vaguest connections to the incident are included in lawsuits, on the grounds that they’ve contributed to the victim’s injury. (It’s a huge industry, with much of the money going to legal fees and taxes—and largely paid for by a general rise in insurance rates.)



A recent state supreme court decision seems perfectly in keeping. If a robber (or, presumably, rapist or murderer) breaks into your home, steals your firearm, and injures himself with it, he may successfully sue you. In this logic, it’s your responsibility to prevent the theft. If you fail, it’s your fault: he’s a victim of your negligence.


More astonishing yet, there seems to be an increasing tendency to blame the actual victims of violent crime, for elicitation, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or simply having something someone else wanted.


▼ ▼


Examples like those are extreme; I’ve oversimplified; and the reality has always differed from the fair-play ethic. But there’s no doubt that there’s been a radical change, over the past few decades, in the perception of what the individual owes to society, and vice versa. The someone-else-is-always-to-blame thinking—rarely overt, but oblique and under the surface—has become pervasive, trickling down, and up, from corporate and political arenas into the most common parts of everyday life. The trend continues to grow, with the message hammered home in countless ways.


This has many spin-offs. One is that the mentality blends easily into get-away-with-whatever-you-can. Another is that real victims, along with those who work to help and protect them, can get lost in the swamp.


This confusion between true victims and not-so-true ones is a point that kept cropping up, with increasing significance, through the writing of this book. We’ll return to it.






BLOOD SCENT

For some time, I thought that that was all there was to the increase in low-level friction I was sensing. It comes as no surprise that in a no-fault society, aggressive behavior in general is on the upsurge.


But while I was wondering vaguely why the change had come about, and trying to figure out new ways to deal with it, another realization started flickering at the edges of my mental vision.


I wasn’t looking for this. It came on its own.


Over the next years, mostly in that mysterious way our minds work without conscious direction, bits and pieces began to accumulate.


First, certain types of personal interactions drained my energy inordinately. These took two basic forms: normal contact with someone I knew—not argumentative or high-stress—which would leave me confused, fatigued, weakened; and encounters with strangers, where some minor brush, usually catching me by surprise, would turn quickly unpleasant. From these, I’d come away feeling shaken and angry. Both types were apparently random.


Second, on a closer look, many of these interactions were not random at all.


Third, identifiable characteristics and patterns began to appear.


When the surprise did come, in one of those rare moments when the parts that had been there for years finally clicked to form a picture, it was a jaw-dropper. That picture quickly got clearer and bigger.


It was a type of predation which is usually unrecognized and almost always unpunishable. It’s apart from outright crime and from mental illness. Nor is it just arrogance or simple unpleasantness. It’s deliberate, to a degree which may range from barely conscious to carefully calculated. It operates behind various smokescreens and probably always has. The current you’re-not-responsible mentality suits it admirably.


For more than a decade I’ve observed and analyzed this leeching phenomenon. To say I’ve come to believe in real vampirism would not be quite accurate. I know it exists. But not with the supernatural creatures of myth. Instead it’s behavior we all encounter in ordinary life, sometimes on a daily basis. The blood that’s drunk is not the fluid that runs in our veins, but the psychological equivalent: our mental and emotional energy.



	Every time I deal with him I come away wiped out.

	I walked out of that meeting feeling like everybody there had taken a bite out of me.

	She’s been leeching off me forever.

	A real bottom feeder.

	Pound of flesh.

	What do you want me to do, open a vein?



These are figures of speech, and our usage of them is often humorous. Sort of.


But I’m willing to bet that by now, most readers already have a situation in mind, maybe several, where they’ve been drained emotionally by a particular individual, perhaps on a continuing basis.


The cost may be low-level: coming away exhausted, irritated, foggy-minded, much more so than the interaction itself should demand. Often there’s a secondary effect: mentally reliving the encounter over the next hours and days, trying to understand what we did wrong, or to deal with our anger, which continues to cut into time and energy.


And the consequences may become far more serious.


Let’s call this emotional vampirism.






A DEFINITION

Emotional vampirism results from people who crave more emotional energy than they can engender on their own. Therefore, they drain victims of energy in order to empower themselves.


Whether this process is symbolic or actual is a topic of debate between Kathleen Rhodes and myself. Her introduction (which follows this) takes the former view, examining emotional vampirism in terms of conventional psychology; mine, that the energy exchange is actual, along the lines of the long-recognized phenomenon of psychic vampirism.


Either way, we want to emphasize these points:



	Our intention is to identify behavior, not to label individuals: behavior which is destructive, and which can be overcome.

	Most or all of what we’re calling emotional vampirism can be explained in other ways: passive aggressiveness, codependency, borderline psychosis, desire for attention or control, con artistry, manipulation, and/or simple rudeness.
This model has many limitations, but it also has the advantage of being clear and straightforward. Everybody knows how vampires work.



	Whatever one might think of the concept, the emotional cost to victims of these kinds of interactions is real.



Emotional vampires are even slicker than their legendary counterparts (if not as dramatic), usually working undetected. They come in a wide range of types and employ a wide variety of tactics, sometimes very sophisticated, to keep victims off balance psychologically and drain them emotionally. To at least some degree, they’re aware of what they are doing: as a general rule, the more aware they are, the more powerful they become.


The overall damage caused by emotional vampirism is huge, from minor harassment that fatigues and impairs victims’ concentration, to serious psychological injury involving careers and personal lives. In extreme cases, it can cause mental imbalance and self-destructiveness.


As all this fell into place, I started looking for evidence to support or discount it. When I noticed behavior that suggested emotional vampirism, I’d focus on it, then try to explain it in conventional ways. Most of the time that worked. But often enough, there was clear predation taking place: someone deliberately draining someone else of energy. The picture continued to grow.


I also took a hard look at vampires in legend and literature, and got another surprise: the bloodsucking fiend of fable sheds some very interesting light on the everyday reality.





THE REAL TEETH IN THE MYTHS

If supernatural vampires in fact exist (not just ghoulish criminals with an affinity for blood), they’re even more clever than their fictional counterparts. Despite occasional claims from lurid elements of the press, no classic vampire has been unearthed.


And yet this figure maintains an extraordinarily powerful grip on our imagination. Vampiric beings have been held in terror in most parts of the world from earliest times, and in some places, still are. There’s an enormous amount of folklore, much of it recorded as fact. Its origins are complex, but an obvious link lies right beneath our skins.


“For the blood is the life,” the Old Testament declares, and certainly there’s no more vivid symbol of the life force that drives us than blood. For openers, it’s highly visible, and there’s a power inherent just in the sight, a shock value, an instant focusing from wherever our minds might be drifting—especially if it’s our own.


Associating blood with life itself is a short step. In the world of our ancestors where our legends arose, the slaughter of animals—and humans—was commonplace. Victims diminished and died as their blood spilled out, yielding power to the slayers—who in some instances actually drank the blood. The cause-and-effect equation was a simple one, which most people observed firsthand from infancy.


With the evolution of primitive religions, another factor entered. Humankind began to think in terms of a spirit world. For whatever reasons, the connection between that world and physical harm was an early one. Creatures who thirsted for blood—evil spirits of numerous sorts, and/or the dead—appear in mythologies from all eras and cultures.


One response to this was sacrifice, both animal and human, also well established in our earliest records, and also practiced universally. Appeasing—or feeding—those bloodthirsty entities, in the hopes they’d leave the living unmolested, was one of its chief purposes. In the Odyssey, Ulysses sacrifices sheep and barters their blood for information from the dead. The Egyptian sun-god Ra bought off a rampaging leopard with blood. “Gehenna,” usually a variation of hell, refers to a valley near Jerusalem where children were sacrificed to Moloch. Aztec priests were still ripping the hearts from living victims when the Spanish arrived. The sacrifice of Christ’s blood to save humankind is a keystone of Christianity, and sacrifice in religion continues worldwide today, usually, but not always, in symbolic forms like offerings or penance.


It’s not hard to see how the idea developed of creatures who sustain their existence by consuming the life essence of humans.


Vampire passion continues today: innumerable film versions of Dracula and spin-offs, with new vampire movies released frequently; the immensely popular novels of Anne Rice and others; Bunnicula, The Vampire Rabbit and Count Duckula for the kids; a pervasive vampire motif in pop culture; and on and on.


A fascination this powerful begs to be explained, and there have been many approaches. One theory has it that vampire legends are primitive attempts to explain wasting diseases which weren’t understood medically. Sensible as far as it goes, this explanation leaves many aspects unaccounted for, including the continued interest in modern times.


Conventional psychology tends to view the supernatural as a sort of black sheep relative who occasionally shows up to embarrass the family. When the subject is discussed at all, it’s cautiously, with much care taken to make clear that such beliefs are in themselves primitive and infantile.


However, myths may be acknowledged to point to deeper psychological truths, interpreted in various ways, and one perspective on vampirism is much catchier than the wasting disease theory. Some see it as a symbol for, you guessed it, sex. The vampire is the ultimate seducer, draining away resistance until the victim reaches the supreme climax of death, with blood as the operative metaphor. It’s also suggested that the vampire’s bite may signify sexual awakening or coming of age.



This is illuminating, though not an entirely satisfactory explanation. Seduction certainly plays a part in emotional vampirism. This is another point we’ll return to.


A less scholarly take might also point to a fair amount of plain, no-frills fear, and the perverse pleasure it sometimes brings us (particularly at a distance). Here, the vampire holds a special place. Werewolves, mummies, Frankenstein’s monster, flesh-rending aliens lurking in spaceships, resurrected dinosaurs, giant spiders in sewers, and all their ilk are put out of the adult mind with comparative ease. When the movie is ended or the novel closed, we may laugh shakily or exhale in relief, but we adjust quickly to the fact that there really are no such creatures.


But the vampire is not so easily dismissed. He—and it may well be a she—is a deceptive, subtle, and powerful creature. He appears outwardly just like anyone else (at least when he’s not in full-blown, fang-gnashing, cape-swirling drag), living unsuspected among humans, and even fiendishly courting the trust of those he plans to destroy. He may assume feral shapes, become invisible, pass through walls, summon storms. His lifespan may last centuries and he is exceedingly difficult to kill.


Most horrifying of all, the vampire’s bite turns innocent victims into evil, bloodthirsty creatures like himself. They enter a nightmarish shadow existence, neither alive nor dead, but undead—nos-feratu—and are themselves forced to destroy others to sustain their existence. It’s a fear that goes even beyond death, with more than a hint of demonic possession, of hell itself: of losing our souls, that inmost part of being that makes us what we are.


▼ ▼



We (the authors) think that still another reason for the fascination lies in our deep-seated, if often unconscious, awareness of emotional vampirism, and the very real damage it can cause. We’ll continue to examine legends, as they apply to specific types and situations of emotional vampirism, throughout the book. For now, let’s take a look at two (really opposite sides of the same one) as examples of how they can be interpreted in everyday terms.


First, the classic vampire fears and hates sunlight. (Another vivid image may spring to many minds: the snarling fiend crumbling to mummy dust when Dr. Van Helsing rips the curtains from the windows.)


Silly, by any rational standard. But for sunlight, substitute the word exposure. Like many predators, emotional vampires operate best by remaining hidden: secrecy may be their single most powerful survival skill. They’re at home in a world of psychological haze; euphemism, double-speak, and half-truth are their valuable tools; and they very much dislike clear, no-nonsense scrutiny of problems—especially those they cause.


As we’ve noted, the burgeoning no-fault mentality suits them admirably.


Second, the other side of the coin: the vampire has the ability to create fog and storms.


One of emotional vampirism’s most important tactics is to cloud victims’ minds. This may happen in numerous ways, over a long-term interaction, or a short, unexpected assault. If it’s successful, this confuses and weakens the victim, allowing the predator to employ further energy-draining techniques: working under cover of the fog he’s induced. The victim may even find it a pleasurable sort of mesmerism—at least until, if, he realizes he’s been ripped off. In many forms of emotional vampirism—particularly longterm, close relationships—there’s a large gray area of victim consent (a complex and difficult topic, which we’ll touch on in chapter 7, “Up Close”).


But a great deal of emotional vampirism—and what this book is mainly concerned with—is more like an unpunishable type of rape: interactions which are forced on victims, and drain them without their consent.


Vampirism may often be portrayed as sexy, but there’s not much romantic about this. They’re doing it to you, not with you.


In the following pages, Kathleen Rhodes looks at emotional vampirism from a conventional psychological perspective.





EMOTIONAL VAMPIRISM IN ANOTHER LIGHT

Kathleen Rhodes


Are vampires more than the stuff of myths, legends, and scary tales told to young children? According to Daniel Rhodes, the answer is yes: there are vampires who are real emotional predators.


In this conceptual framework, an emotional vampire is an individual who creates a form of human interaction that in some way forces a reaction, or the expression of energy from another individual—the victim—which temporarily satisfies the predator’s craving. This type of interaction results in a decrease in the mental and psychic energy of the victim. Presumably, this involves more than just creating a state of generalized emotional turmoil and confusion: the energy is directed toward, and absorbed by, the emotional vampire himself or herself, although the precise mechanism for this is a matter of speculation.


The literary notion of vampires conjures up images of ghoulish supernatural creatures who are powerful bloodsucking sexual predators. They drain their victims of life-sustaining blood, exemplifying the penultimate monster who “loves” his victims to death. The selection, seduction, and taking of the victim result in a climactic intermingling of aggressive and sexual instincts, destroying one party and strengthening the other. Once victims are completely drained of life-sustaining blood, they become the “undead” and may be transformed into vampires themselves.


The perspective of emotional vampirism differs from the literary characterization in that emotional and mental energy are sought instead of blood. This energy is symbolic of blood, and is the essential currency of the transaction.


Certain techniques are used by the emotional vampire to achieve this unequal exchange. “Task-blocking” is simply preventing a job from getting done. “Turnaround” may follow task-blocking, with the victim being the one blamed for the failure. Inappropriate gifts and unreturnable favors are ways of binding the victim to the emotional predator in a manner that makes severing the relationship difficult or impossible.


“Vectors” and “stacking” are two other phenomena which generate a similar emotional response, of confusion and anger. Vectors such as pets or automobiles are instruments used to tamper with the victim’s emotional tranquility. Stacking is the accumulation of several unrelated incidents that cause a series of petty annoyances. The overall effect on the victim is an accumulation of frustration and anger leading to an overreaction or inappropriate response to an otherwise trivial matter.



This typology of emotional vampirism is based on several characteristics, including the strength of the predator and his degree of premeditation or awareness. The relatively benign (RB) vampire is the least cunning and potent, who creates only minor annoyances. Unless stacking is also employed, the impact of these is usually not significant. The merely troublesome (MT) is more powerful and clever. The actually dangerous (AD) predator resembles his counterpart in literature, a fiend of horrifying power and stealth.


At his worst, the emotional vampire is characterized in this model along those lines: self-centered, cunning, and compulsively seeking the excitement of emotional turmoil. He acts with little regard or empathy for others, thereby establishing an identity for himself at the expense of the victim.


In practice, individuals of this sort are extremely rare, and most emotional vampirism is far less intentionally destructive and far more complex, intertwined with other motives and factors. Victim response, in itself, largely defines emotional vampirism: a notion which will prove helpful when we discuss how to recognize, manage, or combat this destructive interaction.


From Daniel Rhodes’s description, we can delineate the essential characteristics of this type of predation:



	(1) The interaction is destructive or harmful to the “victim.”

	(2) The victim is an unwitting and passive participant in the interaction.

	(3) The interaction enhances the power or strengthens the predator by a mechanism that is unclear or unknown.

	(4) The act that strengthens the predator has a transitory and temporary effect. It therefore must be repeated to satisfy the emotional vampire.

	(5) The style of interaction is compulsive in that the predator’s behavior is repeated over and over.



There are conventional approaches to understanding such destructive, aggressive human behavior. The origins and interactional nature of such human behaviors have been described in the literature of psychology, psychiatry, and sociology. The concepts of aggression, manipulation, dependence, and codependency are competing traditional explanations. Transactional analysis, psychological game-playing, neuroticism, emotional hunger, and borderline personality disorder provide other perspectives which have been used to explain the interactions which Daniel Rhodes describes as emotional vampirism.


The technique of “task-blocking” can be viewed as a form of passive-aggressive behavior. Psychoanalytic and drive theories might attribute such “vampiric” behavior to a variant expression of the aggressive instinct or drive. The aggressive drive, or death instinct as described by Freud, has a biological basis and operates on a hydraulic model. Destructive urges build and must be discharged to reduce tension. Failing to express the aggressive drive was thought by psychoanalysts to be unhealthy and to lead to illness.


To give a simple example: Mary was presenting a draft of a new policy to be reviewed by the hospital committee. She had asked the secretary, Betty, to distribute copies of the draft policy prior to the committee meeting. Betty agreed, but she also remembered a negative employee evaluation she had received from Mary. Betty conveniently called in sick for three consecutive days before the meeting. Betty could not directly refuse to complete the assignment because she feared the consequences. Being ill, however, she could not be expected to perform this task.


The “turnaround” technique could easily be explained as manipulative behavior or, in transactional analysis, as game-playing. Turnaround is basically a form of blaming others or using the mental mechanism of projection to protect the ego or self from expressing anxiety, humiliation, or ridicule.


To continue with the example, Mary confronts Betty for her failure to distribute the copies of the policy before the meeting. Betty, somewhat righteously, says she was sick and that Mary should have known she would not have an opportunity to complete her task: thus Mary becomes the one in the wrong, for acting unfairly.


A conventional psychiatric explanation of “stacking” might include the following: as frustrations occur in daily life, tension builds within the person as the effects of unmet needs accumulate. When direct expression of aggression is prohibited, or is considered to be risky, the frustrated person acts in indirect and covert ways to express his aggression.


Inappropriate gift-giving and unreturnable favors may be seen as a form of manipulation. One party wards off anger and rejection by attempting to bind the other party closer through emotional or physical gifts.


Some theories suggest that such behavior is learned through experience. Through direct observation of others and through modeling of one’s own behavior on that of others an individual learns aggressive as well as other behaviors. Learning also occurs through vicarious participation, as in movies, television, and books. Soap operas present ample opportunities to observe dramatic and intensely emotional, destructive, and manipulative human interactions.


Psychological explanations for this type of behavior focus primarily on the individual identified as the emotional vampire in Daniel Rhodes’s perspective. The conventional concept of codependency and the description of psychological game-playing from the transactional analysis model provide traditional explanations for similar interactions.


Transactional analysis suggests that game-playing is a way of structuring time to satisfy stimulus hunger. Psychosocial game-playing does not produce enjoyment or fun. It is a serious transaction involving ulterior motives with predictable outcomes. The roles of victim, persecutor and rescuer feature prominently in psychological games as described by transactional analysis.


A psychological game has four basic parts. These are the hook, maneuver, gimmick, and payoff. The game of “Yes But …” is frequently played by dieters who say that they want to lose weight. The hook, “I’ve got a problem with my weight,” leads to the maneuver, which elicits suggestions from others regarding low-fat diets, exercise, and other techniques. When alternatives and suggestions are proposed, they are met with the response of, “Yes, but ….” The game-player’s gimmick is never to accept the suggestions, and to counter them with reasons why they are ineffective. The result is the discounting of the basic value of each idea as it is presented. The payoff comes when all suggestions have been rejected. The attitude conveyed is a put-down, and suggests that the would-be helper is not as smart or knowledgeable about weight loss and weight control as he or she thought.


These games we play may temporarily satisfy stimulus hunger. In the transactional analysis perspective negative strokes are better than no strokes at all. Instead of stimulus hunger, the vampire model describes a need for emotional or mental energy, a psychological hunger.


The emotional vampire-victim interaction seems, in some instances, to qualify as a codependent relationship in conventional psychiatric terms. A codependent is a person who has allowed another’s behavior to affect him or her so strongly that the person becomes obsessed with controlling or changing it. The codependent begins as a victim, often as the child or spouse of an alcoholic or a chemically dependent person. The focus then may shift as efforts are made to assume the role of rescuer to help the person stop drinking or using drugs. When the rescue attempts fail, as they ultimately will, the rescuer then becomes the persecutor. In essence, all of the person’s efforts and energy have been focused on reacting to the problems and behaviors of the individual needing help. But the codependent does not act; she only reacts. This process parallels the development of emotional vampire behavior as described by Daniel Rhodes.
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