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Introduction

I told my husband I was going to take a class one night a week and he went ballistic in that quiet way of his. “Do whatever you want, you always do anyway,” he told me, “but don’t expect me to be waiting for you when you get home. I’m always there for you; why can’t you be there for me?” I knew his argument didn’t make sense, but it made me feel so selfish. I asked for my registration fee back. —LIZ

I was planning to spend Christmas traveling with my wife, a vacation we’d been looking forward to for months. I called my mom to tell her the news that we’d finally gotten the tickets, and she almost started to cry. “But what about Christmas dinner?” she said. “You know everyone always gets together for the holiday. If you go on that trip instead of coming, you’ll ruin the holiday for everyone. How can you do this to me? How many Christmases do you think I have left?” So of course I gave in. My wife’s going to kill me, but I don’t see how I could enjoy a vacation while I’m buried under all that guilt. —TOM

I went in to tell my boss that I had to have help or a more realistic deadline on a big project I’m doing. As soon as I mentioned that I really needed some relief, he started on me. “I know how much you want to get home to your family,” he said, “but even though they miss you now, you know they’ll appreciate that promotion we’ve been considering you for. We need a team player with real dedication for that job—that’s what I thought you were. But go ahead. Spend more time with the kids. Just remember that if those are your priorities, we might have to reconsider our plans for you.” I felt totally blindsided. Now I don’t know what to do. —KIM

What’s going on here? Why do certain people leave us thinking “I’ve lost again. I always give in. I didn’t say what I was really feeling. Why can’t I ever get my point across? How come I can never stand up for myself?” We know we’ve been had. We know we feel frustrated and resentful, and we know we’ve given up what we want to please someone else, but we just don’t know what to do about it. Why is it that some people are able to emotionally overpower us, leaving us feeling defeated?

The people we’re coming up against in these can’t-win situations are skillful manipulators. They swathe us in a comforting intimacy when they get what they want, but they frequently wind up threatening us in order to get their way, or burying us under a load of guilt and self-reproach when they don’t. It may seem as though they map out ways to get what they want from us, but often they’re not even aware of what they’re doing. In fact, many can appear sweet or long-suffering and not threatening at all.

Generally, it’s one particular person—a partner, a parent, a sibling, a friend—who manipulates us so consistently that we seem to forget everything we know about being effective adults. Though we may be skilled and successful in other parts of our lives, with these people we feel bewildered, powerless. They’ve got us wrapped around their little fingers.

Take my client Sarah, a court reporter. Sarah, a vivacious brunette, has been seeing a builder named Frank for almost a year. A close couple in their 30s, they got along well—until the subject of marriage came up. Then, said Sarah, “his whole demeanor toward me changed. He seemed to want me to prove myself.” It all became clear one weekend when Frank invited her up for a romantic weekend at his cabin in the mountains. “When we arrived, the place was full of tarps and paint cans, and he handed me a brush. I didn’t know what else to do, so I painted.” They worked, mostly in silence, all day, and when they finally sat down to rest, Frank pulled out a huge diamond engagement ring.

“I asked him, ‘What’s going on?”’ Sarah said, “and he said he needed to know that I was a good sport, that I would pitch in and not expect him to do everything in the marriage.” Of course, that wasn’t the end of the story.

We set a date and everything, but we went up and down like a yo-yo. He kept giving me gifts, but he also kept testing me. If I didn’t want to go take care of his sister’s kids one weekend, he said I didn’t have a strong sense of family and maybe we should think about calling off the wedding. Or if I talked about expanding my business, it meant I wasn’t really committed to him. So of course I put that on hold. It went on and on, with me always giving in. But I kept telling myself what a great guy he was and that maybe he was scared of getting married and just needed to feel more secure with me.

Frank’s threats were quiet, yet they were powerfully effective because they alternated with a closeness enticing enough to obscure what was really going on. And like most of us, Sarah kept coming back for more.

She gave in to Frank’s manipulations because, in the moment, making him happy seemed to make sense—there was so much at stake. Like so many of us, Sarah felt resentful and frustrated at Frank’s threats, but she justified her capitulation to them in the name of peace.

In such relationships, we keep our focus on the other person’s needs at the expense of our own, and we relax into the temporary illusion of safety we’ve created for ourselves by giving in. We’ve avoided conflict, confrontation—and the chance of a healthy relationship.

Maddening interactions like these are among the most common causes of friction in almost every relationship, yet they’re rarely identified and understood. Often these instances of manipulation get labeled miscommunication. We tell ourselves, “I’m operating from feelings and he’s operating from intellect” or “She’s just coming from a different mind-set.” But in reality, the source of friction isn’t in communication styles. It’s more in one person getting his or her way at the expense of another. These are more than simple misunderstandings—they’re power struggles.

Over the years I’ve searched for a way to describe these struggles and the troubling cycle of behavior they lead to, and I’ve found that people almost universally respond with a charge of recognition when I tell them that what we’re talking about here is pure and simple blackmail—emotional blackmail.

I realize that the term blackmail is one that conjures up sinister images of criminals, fear and extortion. Certainly it’s difficult to think of your husband, your parents, your boss, your siblings or your children in that context. Yet I’ve found that blackmail is the only term that accurately describes what’s going on. The very sharpness of the word helps us pierce the denial and confusion that cloud so many relationships, and doing that brings us to clarity.

Let me reassure you: Just because there’s emotional blackmail in a close relationship doesn’t mean it’s doomed. It simply means that we need to honestly acknowledge and correct the behavior that’s causing us pain, putting these relationships back on a more solid foundation.

WHAT IS EMOTIONAL BLACKMAIL?

Emotional blackmail is a powerful form of manipulation in which people close to us threaten, either directly or indirectly, to punish us if we don’t do what they want. At the heart of any kind of blackmail is one basic threat, which can be expressed in many different ways: If you don’t behave the way I want you to, you will suffer. A criminal blackmailer might threaten to use knowledge about a person’s past to ruin her reputation, or ask to be paid off in cash to hide a secret. Emotional blackmail hits closer to home. Emotional blackmailers know how much we value our relationship with them. They know our vulnerabilities. Often they know our deepest secrets. And no matter how much they care about us, when they fear they won’t get their way, they use this intimate knowledge to shape the threats that give them the payoff they want: our compliance.

Knowing that we want love or approval, our blackmailers threaten to withhold it or take it away altogether, or make us feel we must earn it. For example, if you pride yourself on being generous and caring, the blackmailer might label you selfish or inconsiderate if you don’t accede to his wishes. If you value money and security, the blackmailer might attach conditions to providing them or threaten to take them away. And if you believe the blackmailer, you could fall into a pattern of letting him control your decisions and behavior.

We get locked into a dance with blackmail, a dance with myriad steps, shapes and partners.

LOST IN THE FOG

How do so many smart, capable people find themselves groping to understand behavior that seems so obvious? One key reason is that our blackmailers make it nearly impossible to see how they’re manipulating us, because they lay down a thick fog that obscures their actions. We’d fight back if we could, but they ensure that we literally can’t see what is happening to us. I use fog as both a metaphor for the confusion blackmailers create in us and as a lens for burning it off. FOG is a shorthand way of referring to Fear, Obligation and Guilt, the tools of the blackmailer’s trade. Blackmailers pump an engulfing FOG into their relationships, ensuring that we will feel afraid to cross them, obligated to give them their way and terribly guilty if we don’t.

Because it’s so tough to cut through this FOG to recognize emotional blackmail when it’s happening to you—or even in retrospect—I’ve devised the following checklist to help you determine if you are a blackmailer’s target.

Do important people in your life:


	Threaten to make your life difficult if you don’t do what they want?

	Constantly threaten to end the relationship if you don’t do what they want?

	Tell you or imply that they will neglect, hurt themselves or become depressed if you don’t do what they want?

	Always want more, no matter how much you give?

	Regularly assume you will give in to them?

	Regularly ignore or discount your feelings and wants?

	Make lavish promises that are contingent on your behavior and then rarely keep them?

	Consistently label you as selfish, bad, greedy, unfeeling or uncaring when you don’t give in to them?

	Shower you with approval when you give in to them and take it away when you don’t?

	Use money as a weapon to get their way?



If you answered yes to even one of these questions, you are being emotionally blackmailed. But I want to assure you that there are many changes you can put into practice immediately to improve your situation and the way you feel.

COMING TO CLARITY

Before we can affect change, we need to clear away our confusion about how our relationships with blackmailers are operating. We need to turn on the light. This is a vitally important step in ending emotional blackmail because, even as we work to burn off the FOG, the blackmailer is busy pumping in thick new layers. Despite all the sophistication we’ve developed in recent years about our moods, psyches and motivations, when we’re dealing with FOG, our senses are muffled, and the finely tuned sensors that usually guide us in relationships fill with static. Blackmailers can skillfully mask the pressure they’re applying to us, and often we experience it in ways that make us question our perception of what’s happening. In addition, there is frequently a vast difference between what our blackmailers do and the benign or even loving way they interpret their actions to us and themselves. We feel confused, disoriented and resentful. But we’re not alone. Emotional blackmail is a dilemma affecting millions of people.

Throughout this book, in dramatic case histories, you will meet people who are struggling with emotional blackmail—and finding ways to end it. These are stories about real people with real feelings and real conflicts. They’re people you’ll identify with—men and women who function with great competence, grace and effectiveness in many parts of their lives but who have fallen into the blackmail trap. If you open your heart, you can learn a great deal from them. Their stories are modern fables, teaching stories that can serve as guides and beacons on your own journey.

BLACKMAIL TAKES TWO

In the first half of this book, I’ll show you exactly how emotional blackmail operates and why some of us are especially vulnerable to it. I’ll explain, in detail, how the blackmail transaction works and show what each party to the transaction wants, what they get and how they get it. I’ll explore the psyche of the blackmailer, a task that seems a bit daunting at first because not every blackmailer has the same style or character traits: Some are passive, some quite aggressive. Some are direct and others are extremely subtle. Some let us know precisely what the consequences will be if we displease them, others emphasize how much we are making them suffer. Yet no matter how different they appear to be on the surface, they all have major traits in common, characteristics that feed their manipulative behavior. I’ll show you how our blackmailers use FOG and their other tools, and I’ll help you understand what drives them.

I’ll show how fear—fear of loss, fear of change, fear of rejection, fear of losing power—is a common ground stretching beneath those who become blackmailers. For some, these fears are rooted in a lengthy history of feeling anxious and inadequate. For others, they may be a response to more recent uncertainties and stresses that have undermined their sense of themselves as secure, competent people. I’ll demonstrate how the potential for blackmail skyrockets as fears build in the blackmailer’s life. And I’ll show how triggering events such as rejection by a lover, the loss of a job, divorce, retirement or illness can easily turn someone close to us into a blackmailer.

The people close to us who use emotional blackmail are rarely individuals who wake up every morning saying “How can I destroy my victim?” Rather, they are people for whom blackmail is the ticket to feeling safe and in charge. No matter how confident they look on the outside, blackmailers are operating out of high degrees of anxiety.

But when they snap their fingers and we jump, for a moment our blackmailers can feel powerful. Emotional blackmail becomes their defense against feeling hurt and afraid.

THE ROLE WE PLAY

Without our help, however, blackmail can’t take root. Remember: Blackmail takes two—this is a transaction—and our next step will be to see what we as blackmail targets contribute.

Each of us brings into any relationship our own potent set of hot buttons—our stored-up resentments, regrets, insecurities, fears, angers. These are our soft spots, places that hurt when touched. Emotional blackmail can only operate when we let people know they’ve found our hot buttons and that we’ll jump when they push them. Throughout this book, we will see how our life experiences have shaped the automatic emotional responses that power our hot buttons.

It’s been fascinating to me to watch as our philosophy of human behavior has evolved from one that sees us as victims to one that encourages us to take responsibility for our lives and our problems. Nowhere is that more important than in the arena of emotional blackmail. It’s easy to focus on other people’s behavior and to think that if they change, things will be fine. But what we really need to find is the commitment and courage to understand ourselves and to change the way we interact with would-be blackmailers. It’s tough to acknowledge that through capitulating, we actually teach the blackmailer how to blackmail us. But the hard truth is this: Our compliance rewards the blackmailer, and every time we reward someone for a particular action, whether we realize it or not, we’re letting them know in the strongest possible terms that they can do it again.

THE PRICE WE PAY

Emotional blackmail spreads like ivy, and its coiling tendrils can wrap around every aspect of our lives. If we’re capitulating to emotional blackmail on the job, we may come home and take it out on the kids. If we have a bad relationship with a parent, we may shower our partner with negativity. We can’t just put a conflict in a box labeled boss or husband and keep it out of the rest of our lives. We may even duplicate the dynamic that’s making us suffer and become blackmailers ourselves, taking out our frustration on someone weaker or more vulnerable than we are.

Many of the people who use emotional blackmail are friends, colleagues and family members with whom we have close ties that we want to preserve and strengthen. They may be people we love for the good times we’ve shared, the closeness we still occasionally manage to have and the histories we have in common. We may consider our relationships with them to be good, for the most part, but pulled off course by blackmail. It’s vital not to let the blackmail habit suck us—and everyone around us—into its vortex.

The price we pay when we repeatedly give in to emotional blackmail is enormous. The blackmailer’s comments and behavior keep us feeling off-balance, ashamed and guilt-ridden. We know we need to change the situation, and we repeatedly vow that we will, only to find ourselves outwitted or outmaneuvered or ambushed again. We begin to doubt our ability to keep promises to ourselves, and we lose confidence in our own effectiveness. Our sense of self-worth erodes. Perhaps worst of all, every time we capitulate to emotional blackmail, we lose contact with our integrity, the inner compass that helps us determine what our values and behavior should be. Although emotional blackmail is not heavy-duty abuse, don’t think for a moment that the stakes aren’t high. When we live with emotional blackmail, it eats away at us and escalates until it puts our most important relationships and our whole sense of self-respect in jeopardy.

CHANGING UNDERSTANDING

INTO ACTION

I have been a therapist for more than 25 years. In that time, I have treated many thousands of people in a variety of settings, and if there is one sweeping generalization I can make without fear of contradiction, it is that change is the scariest word in the English language. No one likes it, almost everyone is terrified of it, and most people, including me, will become exquisitely creative to avoid it. Our actions may be making us miserable, but the idea of doing anything differently is worse.

Yet if there’s one thing I know with absolute certainty, both personally and professionally, it is this: Nothing will change in our lives until we change our own behavior. Insight won’t do it. Understanding why we do the self-defeating things we do won’t make us stop doing them. Nagging and pleading with the other person to change won’t do it. We have to act. We have to take the first step down a new road.

A NEW VOCABULARY OF CHOICES

All my books have been solution-oriented, and in the second part of this book I will take you step by step through the wide range of choices you have when someone targets you for emotional blackmail. Though we often operate with a constricted view of the choices available to us, we generally have far more options than we realize. And having choice empowers us. I will show you strategies for standing fast in the face of blackmail even when you feel intimidated or afraid, and I’ll help you feel good about yourself as you do. I’ll provide checklists, simple exercises, practice scenarios and specific nondefensive communication techniques. These are techniques I’ve taught and refined over the past 25 years—and they work!

Equally important, I will guide you through the vitally important ethical, moral and psychological questions we all struggle with in the face of emotional blackmail, questions like:


	When am I being selfish and when am I being true to my own wants and priorities?

	How much can I do or give without feeling resentful or depressed?

	If I give in to the blackmailer, am I violating my integrity?



I will give you the tools to determine, instance by instance, where your responsibilities to other people begin and end—one of the most important keys to freeing yourself from manipulation.

One of the greatest gifts of this book will be to help you reduce and manage the feelings of guilt that your blackmailers have inspired in you. I will show you how to tolerate the inevitable discomfort that results when you start to change your behavior in the service of breaking free from guilt you don’t deserve. I’ll show you how guilt diminishes the more you act in healthy, self-affirming ways. And I’ll show you that without guilt, the blackmailer is impotent.

I will accompany you through the process of making the major internal shifts that will enable you to abandon your automatic reactions to emotional blackmail and replace them with conscious, positive choices about how far you’re willing to go to accommodate someone at the expense of your own well-being.

As I help you resist blackmail, I’ll also help you decide when an instance of blackmail is not worth going to the mat about, and even when complying with a blackmailer can actually be smart strategy. In a few extreme cases, the only healthy recourse is to break off from a blackmailer completely, and I’ll deal with why and how to do that when all else has failed.

When we finally gain the understanding and behavioral skills that can free us from the deadening cycle of emotional blackmail, we release incredible excitement and energy.

“I was able to say no to my boyfriend and realize that his demands were irrational,” my patient Maggie reported to me. “I didn’t do anything to hurt him, even though he would like to pretend I did. And for the first time, I didn’t go beat myself up and call him back 10 minutes later to apologize or give in.”

I wrote this book for everyone who is struggling to stay close to a lover, parent, colleague or friend who’s strangling an important and otherwise good relationship with the twisted vine of manipulation.

Please understand that although I can’t be right there with you as you travel through this process, I will provide moral support every step of the way as you take these sometimes difficult but life-changing actions. I will help you through the important work of building new and healthy relationships—not only with the blackmailers in your life, but also with yourself.

It takes real courage to confront emotional blackmail. This book will give you the power to do it.







Part I

Understanding the Blackmail Transaction







1

Diagnosis: Emotional Blackmail

The world of emotional blackmail is confusing. While some emotional blackmailers are clear in their threats, others may send us mixed signals, acting kindly much of the time and resorting to blackmail only occasionally. All this makes it difficult to see when a pattern of manipulation is developing in a relationship.

Certainly there are forceful, unambiguous blackmailers who consistently make direct threats about what will happen if you don’t go along with them and spell out the consequences of noncompliance in no uncertain terms: “If you leave me you’ll never see your kids again.” “If you don’t support my project, I’ll hold up your recommendation until you do.” Clear threat, no question of intent.

More often, however, emotional blackmail is far more subtle and occurs in the context of a relationship where much is good and positive. We know what the other person is like at his best, and we let our memories of positive experiences overshadow our nagging feeling that something is wrong. Emotional blackmail creeps up on us, edging quietly over the line from normal, acceptable behavior into transactions that are first tinged, then permeated with elements that compromise our well-being.

Before we can label anyone’s behavior emotional blackmail, it has to have certain components. We can make the diagnosis much as a doctor would determine that a person has a physical ailment: by looking at the symptoms. In the example that follows, you’ll see a couple in a love relationship, but the symptoms hold true whether the partners in a conflict are friends, business colleagues or family members. The issues may differ, but the tactics and actions will be the same—and clearly recognizable.

THE SIX DEADLY SYMPTOMS

A young couple I know, Jim and Helen, have been together for just over a year. Helen, a professor of literature at a community college, has huge brown eyes and a broad, perfect smile. She was introduced to Jim at a party, and Jim seemed delightful. Tall and soft-spoken, he’s a successful songwriter. The couple share a great affection for each other. However, for Helen the ease of being with Jim has been draining away. In fact, their relationship has progressed through the six stages of emotional blackmail.

To give you a clear idea of what the six emotional blackmail symptoms look and feel like, let’s walk through a simplified version of a conflict that came up between Jim and Helen. You’ll notice that some of the symptoms describe Jim’s behavior, and some focus on Helen’s.

1: A demand. Jim wants something from Helen. He suggests to her that they’ve been spending so much time with each other, they might as well move in together. “I practically live here already,” he tells her. “Let’s just make it official.” Her apartment is huge, and half his things are there, he adds, so it’ll be a simple transition.

Sometimes blackmailers don’t verbalize what they want as clearly as Jim did, but instead make us figure it out. Jim might make his point indirectly, perhaps sulking after a friend’s wedding, then letting Helen extract from him, “I wish we could be closer; I get so lonely sometimes,” and eventually saying that he’d like to move in.

At first blush, Jim’s suggestion sounds loving, and not like a demand at all, but it soon becomes clear that he is set in his course of action and is not willing to discuss or change it.

2: Resistance. Helen feels uncomfortable about Jim’s moving in and expresses her unwillingness by telling him that she’s not ready for that kind of change in the relationship. She cares deeply for him, but she wants him to have his own place.

If she were a less direct person, Helen might resist in other ways. She could withdraw and become less affectionate, or tell him that she’s decided to repaint and he’ll have to take his things home until the job is done. However she expresses her resistance, the message is clear. The answer is no.

3: Pressure. When he sees that Helen isn’t giving him the response he wants, Jim does not try to understand her feelings. Rather, he pushes her to change her mind. At first he acts as if he’s willing to talk over the issue with her, but the discussion becomes one-sided and turns into a lecture. He transforms Helen’s statement of resistance into a statement of her deficiencies, and he casts his own desires and demands in the most positive terms: “I only want what’s best for us. I only want to give to you. When two people love each other, they should want to share their lives. Why don’t you want to share yourself with me? If you weren’t so self-centered, you could open up your life a little.”

Then he turns on the charm and asks, “Don’t you love me enough to want me here all the time?” Another blackmailer might turn up the pressure by adamantly insisting that his moving in would improve the relationship and bring them closer. Whatever the style, pressure will come into play, though it may be cloaked in benevolent terms—for example, Jim’s letting Helen know how much her reluctance is paining him.

4: Threats. As Jim continues to hit a wall of resistance, he lets Helen know there will be consequences if she doesn’t give him what he wants. Blackmailers may threaten to cause us pain or unhappiness. They may let us know how much we’re making them suffer. They may also try to tantalize us with promises of what they’ll give us, or how much they’ll love us, if we go along with them. Jim works on Helen with veiled threats: “If you can’t make this kind of commitment to me after all we’ve meant to each other, maybe it’s time for us to see other people.” He doesn’t directly threaten to end the relationship, but the implication is impossible for Helen to miss.

5: Compliance. Helen doesn’t want to lose Jim, and tells herself that perhaps she’s been wrong to say he can’t move in, despite her continuing uneasy feelings. She and Jim only talk superficially about her concerns, and Jim makes no attempt to allay them. A couple of months later, Helen stops resisting, and Jim moves in.

6: Repetition. Jim’s victory ushers in a quiescent period. Now that he’s gotten his way, he removes the pressure, and the relationship appears to stabilize. Helen is still uncomfortable about how things have turned out, but she’s also relieved to have the pressure off and to regain Jim’s love and approval. Jim has seen that pressuring Helen and making her feel guilty is a sure way to get what he wants. And Helen has seen that the fastest way to end Jim’s pressure tactics is to give in. The groundwork is laid for a pattern of demands, pressure and capitulation.

These six characteristics are at the heart of the emotional blackmail syndrome, and we will be returning to them and exploring them more deeply throughout this book.

IF IT’S SO CLEAR, WHY DON’T WE SEE IT?

These symptoms seem so clear, and so troubling, that you’d think alarm bells would go off when they begin to appear. But often we’re immersed in emotional blackmail before we recognize that it’s entangled us. In part this happens because emotional blackmail takes to extremes behavior that we use and encounter all the time: manipulation.

Many forms of manipulation aren’t troublesome at all. We all manipulate one another at times, and we all get manipulated. We’ve learned to play a multitude of games to maneuver people into doing what we’d like. One of my favorites is “Gee, I wish someone would open the window,” as opposed to “Could you please open the window?”

It’s amazing how hard it is for many of us to be direct even about minor things, much less when there’s a lot at stake and we want something significant. Why not just ask? Because asking is risky. What if the other person says no? Letting people know what we want in a direct and clear way is something few of us do. We’re afraid to put ourselves on the line by telling the other person what we want or how we’re feeling. What if we end up feeling angry—or worse yet, rejected? If we don’t actually ask, then if the other person says no, it’s not really a no, right? We can explain away any discomfort.

We can also avoid appearing too aggressive or too needy if we don’t make an outright request. It’s easier to find indirect ways to signal people in hopes that they’ll read between the lines and figure out what we want: “The dog looks like he needs to go out [hint, hint].”

Sometimes we even do this without words. Obvious or subtle hints—a sigh, a pout, what’s known as “that look,” we all use them, and we’re all on the receiving end, even in the best of relationships. But there is a clear point where everyday manipulation turns into something far more harmful. Manipulation becomes emotional blackmail when it is used repeatedly to coerce us into complying with the blackmailer’s demands, at the expense of our own wishes and well-being.

THE RIGHT TO SET LIMITS

When we’re talking about emotional blackmail, we’re automatically talking about conflict, power and rights. When one person wants something and the other doesn’t, how hard can each reasonably push? When does another person’s pressure go too far? This is fuzzy territory since we now put so much emphasis on expressing feelings and setting limits. Remember, it’s important that we not label every conflict or expression of strong feelings or especially instances of healthy limit-setting as emotional blackmail.

To help you discern the distinctions more clearly, I’d like to show you several situations that involve appropriate limit-setting, then let you see what they look like when they’ve crossed the line into emotional blackmail.

No Blackmail Here

Not long after she sold a photography book she’d been working on for almost a year, my friend Denise related a situation that had come up between her and Amy, a friend who’d been her colleague at an ad agency until they’d both decided to freelance. Denise wondered if Amy was emotionally blackmailing her.

As Denise told me,

From the beginning, we’d, always been able to talk about anything. We’ve spent hours comparing notes about the struggles of being on our own and the challenges of life after downsizing—both of us started out working for big companies, and both of us sometimes miss it. We talk a lot about the scariness of being on our own, and we do lots of supportive things for each other. We were really close until I told her about working on this book.

She sounded happy for me, but soon after, she called me up and told me, “You know, I’m feeling kind of jealous. I’m working so hard right now and not much is happening. I’d appreciate it if you just didn’t talk about your work and how excited you are for awhile—it’s a sore spot with me.” So—I said OK. And as though nothing had happened, we switched gears and started talking about what she’s working on.

Now, if I even mention something about the book, she’ll stop the conversation and say, “It would be best if you and I didn’t talk about that.” It’s beginning to feel like a strain, but I like her, and I’m trying to adjust to playing by her rules.

At first blush it may appear that Amy is pressuring Denise in order to get her own way and controlling the interaction between them by deciding what is and isn’t OK to talk about. But in reality, Amy is honestly acknowledging her feelings and taking good care of herself by setting limits on how much she can hear of Denise’s good news. Amy has the right to do that. It’s only human to be envious when someone gets something we want for ourselves, especially if we’re at a low spot in our lives. There are times when all of us want to avoid certain topics, and like Amy, we have a right to set limits. Denise also has the right to decide that she doesn’t like the limits Amy has set and to express her discomfort, or to spend less time with Amy.

In this situation, Amy has made no threat, either direct or indirect, about what she will do if Denise doesn’t honor her request. There’s also no real pressure, just a statement of needs and feelings. Yes, there’s a conflict. Yes, Denise is uncomfortable with the change in the relationship. Yes, there are some powerful feelings here. But no, this isn’t emotional blackmail.

Crossing the Line

Now let’s look at the same situation and add the component of emotional blackmail. I think you’ll see how the atmosphere and the scenario change. Say that on hearing Denise’s news, Amy’s response is something like this: “I’m so glad to hear about your book project! I know you’ll have a ton of work. Wouldn’t it be great if we could work together on it? I could be your assistant.”

When Denise says she doesn’t need that kind of help, Amy says, “I thought you were my friend. You know things are rough for me right now. It was tough enough breaking up with Roger, and on top of that, you know how bad the money’s been since I got that huge tax bill. I’ve been so depressed I can hardly work. I thought you were the kind of person who’d help a friend in need.”

As she meets continuing resistance, Amy turns up the pressure, appealing to Denise’s generosity. “I can’t see how it would hurt you to share your good fortune with me,” she says. “You know I would do the same for you.” She begins to label Denise selfish and greedy, and emphasizes the bleakness of her own situation. At the same time, she threatens to cut off the friendship if she can’t become Denise’s assistant. Finally, Denise gives in.

This scenario contains all the elements of emotional blackmail: a demand, resistance, pressure, threats and compliance. And it’s a scenario just ripe to be repeated.

ONE CONFLICT, TWO SOLUTIONS

Asking someone to refrain from talking about a touchy subject is fairly innocuous. But what if the conflict involves something more serious: a partner’s affair, another person’s drinking problem, someone’s dishonesty at work? In such cases, people may say terrible things to each other, and setting limits may begin to sound like emotional blackmail because feelings are so strong. Yet even here, there’s a sharp distinction between appropriate limit-setting and emotional blackmail. Again, let’s contrast a couple of similar situations.

The Affair

I’ve known my friend Jack and his wife, Michelle, for years, and I’ve always admired their marriage. There’s a large age difference between the two—Jack is 15 years older—but the two of them, both musicians in the symphony, seem to have a rare kind of intimacy. One night, Jack offered to drive me to a meeting of the opera group we both belong to, and on the way home we had a chance to talk. “What makes it work between you two?” I asked. “Who gave you the secret of a perfect marriage?”

Jack’s answer wasn’t what I’d expected.

To tell you the truth, things haven’t always been so perfect. At least I haven’t been. I’m going to tell you something very few people know. Three years ago, I did a stupid thing. I started seeing a young woman who was playing with the orchestra as a guest violinist. The affair was short, but I felt guilty as hell. It was dumb. Thoughtless. I couldn’t stand keeping that secret from Michelle, and I knew that I could never be genuinely close to her again unless I confessed. So I made the decision that it was best for me to tell her and risk whatever followed.

At first I thought she was going to kill me. She barely spoke to me for a couple of weeks, and I moved downstairs into the den. But then she surprised me. She said she’d been thinking, and she realized that we needed a plan if we were going to be together for the rest of our lives. She said she was mad as hell, but she wanted to offer me a deal: She’d let the subject drop and she wouldn’t keep rubbing my nose in what I’d done or use it as a club when she wanted something from me. But if I didn’t recommit to her in an exclusive relationship and knock off the crap and go to counseling with her, there was no way we were going to make it together. And if I couldn’t make those commitments, she wouldn’t be able to stay in the marriage, because she wasn’t going to live with insecurity and uncertainty and suspicion.

I told Jack he was fortunate to be dealing with Michelle because she set limits in a healthy way, a process I’ll outline here and discuss in greater depth in the second half of the book. In dealing with Jack, Michelle:


	Defined her position

	Stated what she needed

	Laid out what she would and wouldn’t accept

	Gave Jack the choice of saying yes or no



Also, she insisted on therapy for both of them.

All of us have the right to let others know when their actions are unacceptable to us, just as Michelle did. We all have a basic right not to live with poison in our relationships, whether it’s dishonesty or addictions or any form of abuse.

If someone confronts us fairly about something we’ve done, the words and feelings may be strong, but if there are no threats and no pressure, there is no blackmail. Appropriate limit-setting isn’t about coercion, pressure or repeatedly characterizing the other person as flawed. It’s a statement of what kind of behavior we will and won’t allow into our lives.

A Blackmailer’s Approach

Contrast Michelle’s way of dealing with this crisis with that of a couple I saw as clients a couple of years ago. Stephanie and Bob’s marriage was on the brink, and they came into my office barely speaking to one another. An attractive couple in their late 30s, Bob is a tax attorney with an active practice, and Stephanie sells real estate. Since it was Bob’s idea that they come to see me, I asked him to start the session.

He began,

I don’t know how much more I can take. I made a horrible mistake 18 months ago and it’s destroying us. I had a short affair with a woman I met on a business trip. I’m totally to blame. This never should’ve happened. But it did. And I’m doing my best to find ways to make it up to Stephanie because I love her and I want to stay with her. We have a good life, two beautiful kids. But my God I’m being treated like a mass murderer. She just won’t let go of it.

Now she brings it up every time she wants something. She dictates when her parents will come and stay with us, something as silly as which movie we’re going to see, what I have to buy her to make her happy. Right now she wants to go to Europe at a time when I have a big case coming up, and there’s no way I can take off. I’d love it if she went and took a friend, but she wants what she wants when she wants it. I’m supposed to drop everything and go right then. It’s like I have to because I betrayed her. She’ll say, “You owe me. If you live to a thousand you can’t make up what you did to me.” If I don’t give her her way all the time, she’s going to remind me of what a rat I was. She even put a Post-it on the medicine cabinet saying “cheater.” How can I not give in to her? I’m afraid she’ll leave me if I don’t. It’s true. I was a cheater and I feel awful about it. But I can’t go on like this. How do we get out of this swamp?

Stephanie, like Michelle, had a right to be angry. But her response to Bob was punitive and controlling. In fact, it was blackmail. Frightened and insecure after she learned of Bob’s affair, Stephanie erroneously believed that she could bind him to her by making him feel so guilty that he would do whatever she wanted. She continually defined him as morally inferior and unworthy, using his transgression as a weapon. Her threat was clear and constant: “If I don’t get what I want, I will make you miserable.” Her message: “I am in control now.”

A crisis such as an affair can be an experience full of both danger and opportunity. It’s also one of those complex life situations that’s rife with potential for blackmail. Michelle used her experience as a chance to refocus her relationship with Jack and to define what she expected of him, herself and their marriage. But Stephanie got mired in rage and revenge.

The possibilities for hurt or healing exist in any situation in which we’ve chosen to maintain a relationship after a serious transgression: a betrayal by a colleague, a damaging rift in a family, a discovery that we’ve been deceived by a friend. But if both parties are coming from a position of goodwill and truly want to resolve whatever crisis is impairing the relationship, there is no place for emotional blackmail.

WHAT’S THE REAL MOTIVE?

How can we know if someone is more interested in winning or in resolving the problem? They’re not going to tell us. They’re certainly not going to come out and say, “I don’t care what you want, I’m only trying to get my way.” In an emotionally intense situation, our perceptions get clouded, a condition that gets worse when we’re feeling pressured. The following list will help you diagnose emotional blackmail by allowing you to clarify the intentions and goals behind the other person’s behavior.

If people genuinely want to resolve a conflict with you in a fair and caring way, they will:


	Talk openly about the conflict with you

	Find out about your feelings and concerns

	Find out why you are resisting what they want

	Accept responsibility for their part of the conflict



As we saw with Michelle and Jack, you can be angry with someone without trying to beat them up emotionally. Disagreements, even strong ones, don’t have to be mixed with insults or negative judgments.

If someone’s primary goal is to win, he or she will:


	Try to control you

	Ignore your protests

	Insist that his or her character and motives are superior to yours

	Avoid taking any responsibility for the problems between you



When you see that other people are trying to get their way regardless of the cost to you, you’re looking at the bottom-line behavior of the emotional blackmailer.

FROM FLEXIBLE TO FROZEN

In looking at situations that might be drifting into emotional blackmail, as well as probing for symptoms and motives, I ask another question: How much flexibility do I have, and allow, in this relationship?

When emotional blackmail begins to seep into a relationship, we feel a major shift in the atmosphere that surrounds us. As we saw with Stephanie and Bob, the relationship gets stuck. Threats and pressure become a regular part of our everyday interactions. A chill sets in, and we lose much of the flexibility that allows us to navigate smoothly through the rough spots.

When flexibility is there, we can easily take it for granted. Every day, without much trouble or trauma, we negotiate the myriad details of our existences—what restaurant to eat in, what movie to go to, what color to paint the living room or where to hold the office picnic. Actually, in many cases, the outcome doesn’t matter too much, and the person with the strongest preference usually wins by default. But despite normal disagreements and manipulation, there’s a rhythm of give and take, a sense of balance and fairness. We can give in to many things with little negative effect and replenish our egos and energies quickly. At the same time, we also expect others to give us our way from time to time.

When the willingness to compromise begins to disappear, the status quo becomes the template for the future. It’s as though we’re not allowed to change, or move away from a role that may not always fit. We’re frozen.

When I was a kid, my friends and I used to play a game called freeze tag in which the object was to escape being touched by the person who was It. If you were tagged, you had to freeze in place and not move until the game was over. A lawn where the game was in progress wound up looking like a sculpture garden, scattered with kids holding themselves in odd, shocked-looking positions. Emotional blackmail is a lot like freeze tag, but it’s not a game anymore. Once blackmail has touched a relationship, it becomes rigid, stuck in patterns of demands and capitulation. We’re not allowed to adjust our stances or change positions.

Allen is a bright, funny man who owns a small furniture company. But he was grim the first time he came to see me as he described his problems with his new wife, Jo.

“I thought Jo was just what I wanted—she’s gorgeous, she’s got a great sense of humor, she’s smart,” he began.

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “So why the long face?”

I just don’t know if this is going to work. I know she loves me, but I don’t like what’s happening to us. If I suggest that we spend any time apart—my friends are always bugging me to go to movies or hang out after work—she acts really hurt. She looks at me with those big sad eyes and says, “What’s the matter? You’re bored with me? You don’t want to be with me anymore? I thought you were wild about me.” If I start to make plans, she pouts, pleads with me and lets me know how unhappy I’m making her in no uncertain terms. I didn’t know she was so needy. I’m fine if she wants to go off with her friends, but she wants to do less and less of that. It’s like she wants to be in my pocket. One time I actually got brave enough to go out with my friends anyway, and she wouldn’t speak to me for the rest of the week. I thought she was the one—she’s great—but I’m feeling a lot of resentment. We have such a good relationship in so many ways. But dammit, she sure likes to get her own way.

Often when needy, dependent people get into relationships, they panic when their partner wants to enjoy activities apart from them. They experience abandonment fears and rejection anxiety, and rather than talking about those fears, they hide them. They’re adults, after all, and “supposed” to be independent, not feeling like scared little kids. As Jo saw Allen wanting more freedom, instead of being able to talk about her feelings, she expressed them indirectly. She made Allen feel guilty when he wanted to do a perfectly normal thing like going out by himself.

Allen was doing his best to understand her.

She had a tough time as a kid, so I know why she’s
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