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Praise for

Escaping Emotional Abuse

“A warm, compassionate, and incredibly insightful guide through the recovery journey. Engel’s words are a powerful antidote to the seemingly unshakeable shame that comes from emotional abuse. There is hope, healing, and wisdom to be found on every page.”

—Jackson MacKenzie, author of Psychopath Free

“An extremely informative and comprehensive guide to understanding and overcoming emotional abuse. Beverly Engel gives you all the information you need to stop blaming yourself and get back control of your life.”

—Lundy Bancroft, author of Why Does He Do That?

“I highly recommend this book for anyone—female or male—who suspects they are being emotionally abused. I especially appreciate the information on how emotional abuse can be shaming, which is dangerous to a person’s self-esteem and sense of self.”

—Randi Kreger, co-author of Stop Walking on Eggshells and author of The Essential Guide to Borderline Personality Disorder

“Written with love and expertise, Escaping Emotional Abuse is a comprehensive and compassionate guidebook for victims of abuse. It provides a road map to healing from the entanglement of shame and abuse that imprisons victims and binds them to perpetrators.”

—Darlene Lancer, LMFT, author of Conquering Shame and Codependency
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I dedicate this book to all my past and present clients.
Your courage and determination inspire me every day.



You were born with potential. You were born with goodness and trust. You were born with ideals and dreams. You were born with greatness. You were born with wings. You are not meant for crawling, so don’t. You have wings. Learn to use them and fly.

—RUMI
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Introduction

IBELIEVE THIS IS one of the most important books I’ve written. Although I’ve been working with victims of emotional abuse for over thirty-five years and have written four books on the subject, I found that there was still more that I needed to offer my readers.

Emotional abuse is one of the most difficult types of abuse to identify because it is so hidden, insidious, and confusing. The damage caused by emotional abuse, while significant, can occur so slowly that the victim hardly notices it at first. Like the abuse itself, the damage can be so subtle that it is easy for victims to minimize it, deny it, or believe they are imagining it. So helping people recognize that they are being emotionally abused is important. But it is not the entire answer to the problem.

Time after time, I have observed that even when people realize they are being emotionally abused, they aren’t necessarily prepared to end the relationship. This is because most victims of emotional abuse suffer from horrible, debilitating shame—shame that robs them of their motivation to take action, shame that prevents them from believing they deserve anything better.

As important as it is to discover that you are being emotionally abused and how it is damaging you, it is equally important to be able to work past your shame. Unless you recognize your shame and begin to heal it, your hands will feel tied in terms of being able to escape your relationship. Shame will cause you to curl up and make yourself feel smaller at a time when you need to stand up and feel empowered. It will cause you to blame yourself for your partner’s actions and to feel bad about how you have reacted to the abuse at times.

I realized that I needed to send a strong message that lets victims of emotional abuse know that it is understandable that it can be extremely difficult to end their abusive relationship, even when they know they need to do so. I needed to help them stop blaming themselves for the abuse, and even more important, I needed to help them realize that they deserved to be treated with consideration and respect.

Until recently, shame was one of the least understood emotions. People don’t connect with their shame in the way they can connect with their anger or their sadness or their fear. But for those who are being emotionally abused, shame is the most important emotion to identify and connect with. This is because shame is the reason most people stay in an abusive relationship.

Whatever you choose to do—to stay in your relationship or end it—in order to gain the courage, strength, and determination to either confront an abuser and/or end an emotionally abusive relationship, you need to rid yourself of your shame.

Shame is by far the most destructive aspect of emotional abuse, and it can be the most difficult to heal. It causes victims to stay in an abusive relationship because it makes them feel so bad about themselves that they come to believe that no one else would ever want them. When you are consistently shamed, you come to feel you are worthless and unlovable, that you are damaged beyond repair. Add this to the shame victims feel because they are unable to stand up to the abuser or walk away from the relationship and you can see how emotional abuse creates a prison of shame. Just as surely as someone who is locked up behind bars has no freedom and very little choice, victims of emotional abuse also feel trapped and powerless.

Escaping the prison of shame that confines you and continues to wear you down is not an easy task. You will need to learn that the abuse is not your fault—a monumental task in itself. Then you need to begin to believe that you deserve to be treated with more respect and consideration—another monumental task. Next, you need to be able to shore up your confidence in order to begin to stand up for yourself, name the abuse, and set boundaries. Finally, you may need to shore up even more confidence in order to walk away from the abuser, often someone you still love. In this book, I will guide you step-by-step through a program that will help you complete all these difficult tasks—a program that will help you to heal your shame, free yourself from the clutches of an abusive partner, and become more empowered.

And there are still two more important things this book will offer you: support and encouragement.

Emotional abuse is a very isolating experience. Your partner may have discouraged you from seeing your family and friends, or you may have so much shame about being abused that you have distanced yourself from them on your own. You may have opened up to someone only to discover that he or she was critical of you for not leaving, or the reverse, critical of you for considering leaving. Either way, you probably didn’t get the support you needed. You may feel that no one you know will be able to understand your situation. But I do understand. I spent my childhood being emotionally abused. I didn’t understand this, of course. All I knew was that I felt constantly confused because I could never please my mother no matter how hard I tried. I was convinced that there was something terribly wrong with me. And I had absolutely no one to talk to. I was utterly alone.

I want you to know that you are not alone. And I want you to know that no matter what you decide to do, I will support you.

When you think of what is involved in escaping your prison of shame, it can seem to be a daunting task. But I will walk alongside you on your journey—from shame and fear to self-compassion and inner strength. My program will make this seemingly impossible journey a reality.

The comprehensive program I offer you has been carefully designed to take you from learning about emotional abuse and its effects to finding out how you can extricate yourself from your partner’s lies, manipulation, and criticism. It’s a process that will help you decide whether to stay in the relationship or end it, and if you do leave, it will help you to avoid going back. Most important, this program will help you heal the shame of abuse.

My highly effective Shame Reduction Program was developed to help my clients who suffered from what I call “debilitating shame.” It features five major avenues for reducing or eliminating the shame of emotional abuse:


1.   Emotional abuse deprogramming: Many victims of emotional abuse have been brainwashed and need to be deprogrammed. I provide information and strategies to accomplish this much-needed process.

2.   Anger expression: Whereas shame depletes our energy, anger energizes and empowers. Anger can help you begin to feel less helpless and hopeless and begin to feel more empowered. It can help you become less fearful of your abuser and may even help you to imagine standing up to your abuser. And perhaps most important, it will help you to give your shame back to your abuser. I will offer strategies to help you overcome any fear you have about getting angry and techniques to use to release your anger in healthy and safe ways.

3.   Self-compassion: As it is with most poisons, the toxicity of shame needs to be neutralized by another substance if we are truly going to save the patient. Compassion is the only thing that can neutralize shame. Self-compassion will teach you how to develop an internal compassionate relationship with yourself in order to counter the shame you have experienced due to emotional abuse. You will learn specific compassionate attitudes and skills that can reverse your tendency to blame yourself for the abuse and help you begin to understand that you did nothing to deserve the abuse. In addition, it will help you to understand why you have stayed in the relationship and to forgive yourself for the negative behaviors you may have exhibited in response to your abuse experiences—everything from alcohol and drug abuse to being reckless with yourself and your body. Finally, self-compassion will help you to give yourself the nurturance, understanding, and validation you so desperately need in order to feel worthy of care, respect, and acceptance. For all these reasons, self-compassion will be an important focus of the book and a primary strategy for healing shame.

4.   Self-forgiveness: Self-forgiveness is a powerful way to reduce or even eliminate shame. In this section, I will guide you step-by-step through the process of completing the major tasks related to self-forgiveness. First and foremost, those who have been shamed or abused need to forgive themselves for the abuse itself. Second, they need to forgive themselves for remaining in the relationship and for harm they caused their children and others. And finally, they need to forgive themselves for the harm they have caused themselves.

5.   Self-kindness: Unfortunately, shame has probably kept many readers from feeling kind toward themselves in much the same way that it may have been difficult to accept kindness from others. You may not believe you deserve to be treated with the same patience, tenderness, and comfort that you might naturally feel for a loved one. Hopefully, the tools in this book will change that perception. You might not even know how to treat yourself with loving kindness, but if you can come to believe you deserve it, then this book will help you learn how to practice it.



In addition to helping you reduce your shame, I will address your fears and insecurities about what to do next. Should you end the relationship? After all, you made a commitment to this person. Should you confront your partner and hope he or she will be able to recognize his or her abusive behavior and work toward changing it? Is it okay to give up on a person when he or she had such a horrible childhood? And there are other questions as well: Can I make it on my own? Is it right to take my children away from their other parent? These are difficult questions for anyone to consider, but they are questions that need answers.

He or She?

As you read the book, you will notice that some case examples identify the victim as being female while others are male. You will also notice that while most examples are of heterosexual couples, there will also be a few examples of homosexual couples. I include these examples because I want everyone—no matter what his or her sex, sexual orientation, or gender identity—to know that emotional abuse occurs in all kinds of relationships.

It doesn’t matter if you are rich or poor, college educated, working outside the home, or a fulltime caregiver and parent, emotional abuse can happen to you. A major goal of this book is to take the shame out of emotional abuse, including the shame surrounding not being able to admit that you are a victim of this kind of mistreatment.

Why I Use the Word Victim Instead of Survivor

As you may have already noticed, I use the word victim when describing someone who is being emotionally abused. I do this deliberately because I want you to recognize that you are, in fact, being victimized by your partner.

It can be very difficult to admit that you are a victim of emotional abuse—or a victim of anything, for that matter. Any time someone is victimized, he or she feels helpless, and the feeling of helplessness causes us to feel humiliated. Acknowledging that you are being victimized can make you feel weak and less than other people. Many think of the word victim as a dirty word, synonymous with weakness or being a “loser,” but the actual definition of victim is “a person harmed, injured, or killed as a result of a crime, accident, or other event or action.” In our victim-hating and victim-blaming culture, the term victim has become more of an insult than an accurate identifier that indicates a person has endured a trauma at the hands of another person (or persons). We have bastardized the word to the point that it is used to diminish, discredit, and disparage anyone who has endured the worst of humanity.

I use the word victim deliberately because I don’t want to minimize the abuse that you are experiencing. At this point, you are, in fact, a victim and all that implies. You are a victim of your partner’s emotional abuse, and you are a victim to the debilitating shame that comes with the experience of being abused. In admitting that you are a victim of emotional abuse, you are actually taking the first step toward healing because you can’t heal what you don’t acknowledge.

It has become politically correct to use the word survivor instead of victim when describing someone who was abused and has survived the experience. The argument is that this term is more empowering than the word victim, and I completely agree. But as far as I am concerned, until you are able to either confront your abuser or end the relationship, you are still a victim.

According to Merriam-Webster, there are two main definitions of survivor: (1) “to remain alive or in existence” and (2) “to continue to function or prosper.” The truth is, survivor doesn’t really describe how most people who are being emotionally abused would describe their ongoing experience with their partner. Sure, they are still alive, and they are still functioning, but I would hardly say that they are “prospering” or functioning at their optimum.

I believe that the word survivor can paint a misleading picture of victimhood and healing. It encourages victims to “get over it” instead of addressing and having compassion for their suffering, an important step in healing. Once you are able to heal your shame enough to stand up to your abuser or to end the relationship, you will be on the path to becoming a survivor.

Over the years, I have received feedback from many clients who are actually offended when someone calls them a survivor, especially when they are just beginning to heal from the abuse. They told me that they want to be the one to decide what they call themselves and that the word survivor doesn’t fit for them until they have experienced some substantial recovery. Another objection to being called a survivor by others is that they feel that their victimization is being glossed over—that the word survivor makes other people more comfortable than admitting that the person was victimized.

For the most part, I am going to use the word victim to describe those adults who are being emotionally abused. It’s not that I don’t want you to feel empowered. And it’s not that I don’t give you credit for surviving horrific abuse, but I want you to acknowledge to yourself that you are indeed being victimized by your partner.

If you have a strong reaction to the word victim, I ask you to question why this is. Is it possible that you are still struggling with the fact that you are, in fact, being victimized? Is it because deep down inside you are still blaming yourself? Is it that you hate the idea of being victimized because you think that victims are weak, that they are losers?

If the answer to any of these questions is yes, my hope is that this book will help you to rethink these self-defeating ideas. My hope is that you will come to see that it is not a weakness to be a victim; it is only a sign that you are human. All of us are victimized sometime in our lives, most people many times. We can’t prevent ourselves from being victimized, but we can admit it to ourselves, understand that we don’t deserve it, have compassion for our suffering, and use the strategies we need to exorcise ourselves from an abusive situation. This book will help you to do all these things.




PART I

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN SHAME AND EMOTIONAL ABUSE




CHAPTER 1

Emotional Abuse and Shame—A Perfect Marriage


Her body was a prison, her mind was a prison. Her memories were a prison. The people she loved. She couldn’t get away from the hurt of them. . . . Tonight even the sky felt like a prison.

—ANN BRASHARES, Sisterhood Everlasting



IF YOU ARE IN AN emotionally abusive relationship, you may feel as if you are in prison. You aren’t free to conduct your life the way you choose because you always have to answer to someone. You are always afraid of “doing something wrong” and being chastised for it. And you always have to explain yourself and your motives.

Your partner may have a need to control all aspects of your life: what you spend money on, how much you spend, how you dress, whom you associate with. He or she may be overly possessive and jealous, accusing you of flirting or, worse, accusing you of having affairs. You may feel like you can’t do anything without risking being criticized or being falsely accused of something.

Because of all this, you feel trapped, unable to escape, unable to even imagine how to do so. You may feel like you can’t tolerate living with your partner one more day, and yet you may be afraid that you will not be able to live without him or her. You may feel like anything has to be better than this, but you also are afraid it actually could be worse if you try to make it without your partner.

Emotional abuse can create a prison for its victims because even when you know you are being mistreated, you may not have the ability to end the relationship. You may be so worn down from years of abuse that you’ve lost your self-confidence, your courage, even your will to live.

The purpose of putting someone in prison is to confine them, punish them, and have control of them. Emotional abusers do all these things to their partner, essentially making their partner their prisoner. But it is important to note that people are put in prison because they have “done something wrong.” The truth is, you have done nothing wrong and don’t deserve to be punished. Helping you realize this will be a major goal of this book.

Emotional abuse creates tremendous shame in its victims. If people are emotionally abused long enough and intensely enough, they will come to believe they don’t deserve to be respected and loved. They will come to believe they deserve to be treated with disrespect, impatience, contempt, and even cruelty. They will feel humiliated so often that they will come to believe they don’t deserve to ask for anything or expect anything from their partner.

PERHAPS YOU RECOGNIZE yourself in this description. You may be very aware that you are in an emotionally abusive relationship, and you may feel tremendous shame because you aren’t able to leave your partner. You may suffer every day from the things he or she says and does, and you may be keenly aware that the abuse causes you to feel a great deal of shame.

Or perhaps you only suspect that you are being emotionally abused. Or you’re not aware of how much shame you are experiencing due to the effects of emotional abuse. In fact, you may feel a great deal of confusion about whether you are being mistreated by your partner, and you may blame yourself for the problems in your relationship.

Whatever your situation, if you are reading this book it is likely that you are confused. So, in addition to being imprisoned by shame, you also may feel imprisoned by confusion. You may be confused as to what emotionally abusive behavior actually is, or you may be confused as to whether you deserve the treatment you are receiving from your partner. You may go back and forth, feeling certain that you are being mistreated one day and questioning whether it is true the next. You may vacillate between blaming yourself completely for the problems in your relationship and suspecting that your partner has emotional problems that cause him to behave as he does.

You may have come to doubt yourself on a very deep level, constantly asking yourself questions such as “Am I making too much out of things?” “Am I overreacting?” or “Am I imagining things?”

You may also be confused as to whether you should end your relationship or keep trying to change it. Or you may know that you should end it but are afraid you will regret your decision.

It is actually very common for those who are being emotionally abused to be confused, and there are many reasons for this. A major symptom of emotional abuse is that you feel off-balance, uncertain, and disoriented a great deal of the time. Often, this is actually a goal of some abusers; they know that if they can keep you confused, they can have more control of you.

Your partner may constantly tell you that there are a multitude of things wrong with you, and you may tend to believe him. Maybe you’ve heard of emotional abuse and even read about it, and you recognize that some of the ways your partner treats you seem to be emotionally abusive. Yet even so, you may still blame yourself for causing him to treat you in these negative ways. That’s what your partner tells you. He says he wouldn’t lose his temper so much if you’d just do what he asks. He says you hurt him so much that he lashes out at you. He says all he wants is for you to show him you love him by doing the things he asks.

Another one of the goals of this book is to end your confusion. I want you to come to a place where you know for certain whether or not you are being emotionally abused and, if so, where you are able to recognize the damage this emotional abuse is causing you. One of the most significant ways of determining whether you are being emotionally abused is to begin to notice your mental and emotional state. Below is a list of the most common effects of emotional abuse. As you read the list, make note of which of these effects or symptoms apply to you. If you choose to, put a check mark next to the symptoms that describe your present state.


[image: Illustration]   Constant or overwhelming confusion

[image: Illustration]   Feeling “off-balance” or disoriented a great deal of the time

[image: Illustration]   Depression (lack of energy, a feeling of impending doom, unable to find joy or pleasure in life, frequently weepy)

[image: Illustration]   Feelings of hopelessness and despair

[image: Illustration]   Feelings of helplessness

[image: Illustration]   Feeling worthless and/or unlovable

[image: Illustration]   Difficulty concentrating

[image: Illustration]   Difficulty making decisions

[image: Illustration]   Feelings of uncertainty and unpredictability

[image: Illustration]   Feeling out of control

[image: Illustration]   Increased self-criticism

[image: Illustration]   Lowered self-esteem and dwindling self-confidence

[image: Illustration]   Overwhelming guilt

[image: Illustration]   Debilitating shame

[image: Illustration]   Self-destructive behavior (consciously or unconsciously trying to hurt or punish yourself)

[image: Illustration]   Increased feelings of insecurity and fear

[image: Illustration]   Crippling self-doubt

[image: Illustration]   Intense anxiety

[image: Illustration]   Constant fear, hypervigilance

[image: Illustration]   Fear of failure

[image: Illustration]   Chronic state of stress

[image: Illustration]   Lack of sexual interest or feeling

[image: Illustration]   Disconnection from emotions

[image: Illustration]   Disconnection from body (dissociation)

[image: Illustration]   Numbness

[image: Illustration]   Obsessive thoughts

[image: Illustration]   Isolating from others

[image: Illustration]   Signs of trauma (panic attacks, nightmares, flashbacks, post-traumatic stress disorder)

[image: Illustration]   Health problems (especially those resulting from toxic and chronic stress, such as high blood pressure, racing heartbeat, muscle tension and pain). Some researchers theorize that emotional abuse may contribute to the development of conditions such as chronic fatigue syndrome and fibromyalgia.



While some of these symptoms can also be common in other conditions and situations, it is the overall combination of symptoms that is important. If you found that you suffer from many of the above symptoms, that can be a strong indication that you are, in fact, being emotionally abused. If you are already certain that you are being abused, recognizing these effects can be an important reminder of the price you are paying by staying in the relationship.

Many of the above effects of emotional abuse are also symptoms of depression (loss of energy or increased fatigue; feelings of worthlessness, helplessness, and hopelessness; inappropriate guilt; and difficulty thinking, concentrating, or making decisions). So it is important to note that many of the behaviors you are most critical of, and are likely criticized by your partner for, are actually the result of emotional abuse! In other words, it makes perfect sense that you would behave in these ways given the treatment you are receiving!

Although it can be overwhelming to recognize just how many of these symptoms you are suffering from, it can also be life-changing. You may or may not have noticed these symptoms, but even if you did, you probably didn’t put two and two together; you didn’t realize these symptoms could be related to the way your partner is treating you. This realization may be just the impetus you need to determine that you need to do something about your situation.

The Connection Between Shame and Emotional Abuse

This brings us to the primary focus of this book: the connection between shame and emotional abuse. Shame is, by far, the most damaging effect of emotional abuse. Shame damages a victim’s self-esteem to the point that she or he loses self-confidence and the ability to see the truth about a situation. Worse yet, shame can also cause a person to believe she or he deserves to be mistreated.

Shame is one of the most destructive weapons used by abusers and can be the most effective. Emotional abusers use shame as a way of gaining control of the victim and the relationship. This shaming slowly whittles away at the victim’s self-esteem and self-confidence and makes her question her perceptions and, eventually, her very sanity. Weakened, worn down, and confused, the victim loses her ability to fight back. Even when victims become aware that they are being emotionally abused, many have come to believe that no one else would ever want them or that they can’t make it on their own without the abuser. This, in turn, adds to their shame. They chastise themselves with statements like “How can I be so weak that I stay with someone who abuses me like this?” and “What is wrong with me?” Many hide the fact that they are being abused from their family and friends due to shame, and keeping this secret creates even more shame. Soon you have an environment of shame—a prison of shame.

Some forms of emotional abuse are more shaming than others. This includes:


•   Being humiliated, especially in front of others. “How could you have forgotten to pick up the cake? What kind of mother are you?”

•   Being dismissed. “That’s a ridiculous idea.”

•   Being diminished. “So you won an essay contest; there were only ten other contestants.”

•   Being belittled. “You think you are so smart, don’t you? Don’t you know that most people can do what you do with their hands tied behind their back?”

•   Being degraded or demeaned. “You look like a slut in that dress.”

•   Being ridiculed. “Oh, poor baby, you don’t feel good. Do you need a bottle?”

•   Exposing your mistakes, constantly throwing them in your face. “Remember, you are the one who got us in this mess in the first place.”

•   Comparing you to others in a negative way. “I wish you had the kind of well-paying job that your sister has. I wouldn’t have to work so hard.”

•   Constantly making you wrong. “Why can’t you ever do anything right? I told you this wasn’t a good time to paint that room.”

•   Being impossible to please. “When will you ever learn how to cook? This is crap.”

•   Making insulting comments. “Your hair looks ridiculous.”

•   Gaslighting. “I can’t believe how much you were flirting with Tom last night at the party. You should be ashamed of yourself.” (When you weren’t flirting at all.)

•   Emotional blackmail. “If you aren’t willing to do it, I’ll find someone who will.” (Referring to a sexual practice.)



Verbal abuse is the most common form of emotional abuse and can be the most shame inducing. It is frequently unrecognized because it is often subtle and insidious. It can come under the guise of “advice” or “guidance,” and it may be said in a loving voice, quiet voice or be indirect, such as being concealed as a joke. In addition to the forms of verbal abuse listed above, here is a partial list of behaviors that are considered verbally abusive:


•   Calling you names

•   Insulting you

•   Mocking you or making fun of you

•   Putting you down

•   Trivializing your needs and desires (invalidation)

•   Rejecting your opinions

•   Accusing you of doing things you haven’t done

•   Being overly sarcastic with you

•   Disparaging your ideas

•   Discounting your opinions and ideas

•   Undermining and interrupting you

•   Denying doing something he or she obviously did

•   Threatening you

•   Intimidating you



All of these forms of verbal abuse except for the last three are done for the sole purpose of shaming the victim. Abusers usually utilize the last three items to defend themselves or to silence you.

Refusal to be pleased is another particularly shaming form of emotional abuse. Case in point, my client Brandy:


My husband always complained about my weight. He’d say things to me like, “Are you eating again?” and “You’re getting as fat as your sisters.” He told me he was no longer attracted to me sexually and that he was ashamed to be seen with me. I wanted my husband to find me attractive, and I felt horrible about myself that he wasn’t. I became extremely self-conscious and stopped going places because I was certain other people were looking at me critically. I finally felt so ashamed of myself that I went on a diet and started walking every day. I lost a lot of weight, and I started feeling better about myself than I had since we had gotten married. But instead of being happy about my weight loss, he started complaining about how men were flirting with me. I felt so defeated. I’d wanted to please him so much, and yet he still found something wrong with me.

Then he started accusing me of flirting with other men. I didn’t believe I was, but he was so convincing I began to wonder whether it was true. After all, I did like it when other men found me attractive. Then he accused me of having an affair. No matter how much I denied it, he kept on. He started checking up on me, calling me all day at work, getting angry when I was only a few minutes late from work. I hated it that losing the weight had made him feel so insecure, so I stopped walking every day and started gaining the weight back. But this didn’t stop him from accusing me of having an affair. And he even started complaining about my weight again. When that happened, I began to realize I was never going to please him no matter what I did. He was always going to find something wrong with me. I think he gets off on shaming me—making me feel bad about myself.



Emotional abuse and shame go hand in hand—a perfect marriage, so to speak. Shame is a primary factor in emotional abuse since shame is the cause of emotionally abusive behavior, the primary damage caused by emotional abuse, and the primary tool used by abusers. Coming to identify how shame is affecting you and understanding how shame works to diminish you will be taking the first step toward escaping from your prison.

Physical Abuse Versus Emotional Abuse

While physical abuse is an attack on the body, emotional abuse is an assault on the psyche and on the soul. The damage done by emotional abuse is deeper and more life-changing than physical abuse and causes the victim to question the truth about herself—to doubt her worthiness as a person, her ability to satisfy a partner, even her ability to love someone else.

In many ways, emotional abuse is more harmful than physical abuse. The main reason for this is that physical abuse is cyclical. There is a violent outburst that is followed by a honeymoon period of remorse, attention, affection, and generosity. Emotional abuse, on the other hand, happens every day. The effects are more harmful because they are so frequent and because there is no downtime to emotionally heal.

Another reason why emotional abuse is more harmful than physical abuse is that there is a greater likelihood that victims will blame themselves. If someone hits you, it’s easier to see that he or she is the problem, but if the abuse is subtle—such as saying or implying that you are ugly, a bad parent, stupid, or incompetent, or that no one else could love you—you are more likely to think it’s your problem. One of this book’s most powerful messages is that you need to begin to question and eventually reject the negative, shaming messages that are not only untrue but are, in fact, emotionally abusive.

Finally, it is important to know that victims of emotional abuse often suffer from more severe aftereffects than those who experience physical abuse. They are more likely to experience higher rates of anxiety and depression and to have higher rates of PTSD, and they tend to have a more difficult time trusting others in the future, as well as being more likely to have recurring unhealthy relationships. (It is important to note that physical abuse and emotional abuse can go hand in hand, depending on the abuser and the circumstances.)

Escaping the Prison of Self-Criticism and Self-Doubt

Even though you may realize you are being emotionally abused, you may still feel trapped in your relationship, unable to change it or end it. You may have tried everything: talking to your partner about the way he treats you, trying to ignore his words and behavior, even threatening to leave if he doesn’t change. You may realize you need to leave your partner and yet find that you are unable to do so, and because of this, you may believe that you are weak or stupid or that something is terribly wrong with you. You may have even left in the past but returned when you found yourself missing him, doubting yourself, or having a difficult time making it on your own. You may not only feel imprisoned in your relationship but also imprisoned by what you consider to be a lack of courage.

Another one of my goals in this book is to not only help you escape the prison of emotional abuse and shame but also your prison of self-criticism and self-doubt. In these pages, you will not only become clearer about what emotional abuse is but also learn how it slowly eats away at your self-esteem and self-confidence to the point that you doubt yourself, your perceptions, your beliefs, even your sanity. You will learn how to extricate yourself from a partner who treats you badly even though you still love him. And most important, you will learn that you deserve a much better life—a life free of being told how unattractive, lazy, selfish, incompetent, and stupid you are. A life in which you are free to make your own choices and decisions and know they are the right ones for you. A life in which you are free to figure out what you want and what you need instead of always considering your partner’s needs first. A life in which you can feel good about yourself, not because you have pleased your partner but because you have pleased yourself.

It is my hope that in these pages you will begin to believe in yourself and in your right to be happy. You will come to stop believing in the complaints and insults told to you by your abusive partner and instead begin to believe in the truth about yourself. You are not stupid, you are not selfish, you are not incompetent or lazy. Those are lies that have been told to you by someone who wants and needs to keep you down and keep you imprisoned in the relationship. In this book, you will come to see these lies for what they are—attempts to control, manipulate, and imprison you.

My Step-by-Step Program

Throughout the book, I offer you my proprietary step-by-step program, which has proven to be effective for many of my clients throughout the years. This program will help guide you through the process of first recognizing you are being emotionally abused and then deciding whether or not you need to end your relationship. This includes:


•   Coming to understand that you are being emotionally abused

•   Understanding how emotional abuse is shaming

•   Recognizing the damage that emotional abuse and shaming can do to you

•   Learning how to stop shaming and blaming yourself and to start seeing your partner more realistically

•   Learning how to stop believing the abuser’s lies, manipulations, and distortions of reality

•   Connecting with and releasing your anger at having been abused.

•   Learning how to counter your partner’s negative messages by creating an internal nurturing voice

•   Learning how to have compassion for your suffering, including ways to comfort yourself and to validate your feelings

•   Becoming empowered to stand up for yourself

•   Understanding more about your own personal history regarding shame and forgiving yourself for believing the abuser

•   Understanding why you stayed so long and forgiving yourself for it

•   Continuing to heal your shame



You’ve taken an important step by choosing this book. There will no doubt be times when you will want to stop reading because the information is so painful, and that’s okay. Take your time. In fact, taking your time to absorb the information can be more beneficial than racing through the book, looking for answers. Yes, there is important and powerful information in this book, but the truth is, you may already know some of what I’m sharing with you. You may already have inside you the answers you seek. You may not be in touch with these answers; they may be buried underneath the layers and layers of criticism, lies, and distortions your partner constantly berates you with. But the answers are there nevertheless. Reading slowly, allowing yourself to feel your emotions as you read, will be like diving beneath the layers of confusion, uncertainty, and lies that keep you from seeing your truth.

In addition to important information, I also offer you many exercises and processes to help you find your own truth. Past clients and readers of my other books have shared with me that they have benefited greatly by completing these exercises and processes. For this reason, I encourage you to do the same, preferably as you read the book. This journey is not an easy one, but waiting on the other side is freedom, peace of mind, and a return to the whole and happy person you once were.




CHAPTER 2

Determining Whether You Are Being Emotionally Abused


Before you can break out of prison, you must realize you are locked up.

—ANONYMOUS



SOMETIMES IT’S DIFFICULT TO RECOGNIZE emotional abuse; it’s even harder to admit to yourself that, in fact, this is what is happening to you. In this chapter, we will explore why this is so, and I will provide a questionnaire to help you decide.

One of the main reasons why emotional abuse is difficult to recognize is that, unlike physical abuse, with emotional abuse there are no bruises, no outward signs of abuse at all. The wounds are to the heart and the scars are on the mind. Emotional abuse doesn’t even always involve words. It can be looks and gestures. Eye-rolling, smirking, frowning, and laughing can all be forms of emotional abuse, especially if done in front of other people. Eventually, an emotional abuser can just look at his partner in a judgmental or mocking way and sigh the familiar sigh of disapproval or frustration. He can roll his eyes in exasperation and look at someone else as if to say, “Oh my God, can you believe she just said that?”

Obstacles in the Way of Discovering and Facing the Truth

Unfortunately, there are a lot of obstacles in the way of discovering the truth about your situation, but the biggest obstacle is that you probably don’t trust your own feelings and your own instincts. In fact, instead of trusting their own instincts, many victims come to believe their partner’s accusations and put-downs. For example, if a woman is constantly told that she is lazy, incompetent, and emotionally cold, she will soon come to believe these things about herself. And the irony of the situation is that the more depressed she becomes due to the constant assault on her personality, the less motivated and productive she will become and the less affectionate and sexual she will feel.

My client Ramona’s husband constantly complained about her not wanting to have sex with him. “Ever since we got married, you’ve stop being turned on by me. It’s like once you got that ring on your finger, you figured you didn’t need to make me happy in bed anymore.”

Ramona shared this with me during our first session:


You know, the truth is, I don’t feel attracted to him anymore. I don’t know what happened. I used to love having sex with him. But now I don’t feel anything for him in that way. I don’t blame him for complaining. I wouldn’t even blame him for having sex with someone else, the way he always threatens to do. What is wrong with me?



In our work together, Ramona came to realize that her husband’s constant faultfinding, unreasonable demands, perfectionism, and possessiveness had caused her to shut down both emotionally and physically. As I explained to her, due to our biological makeup, women need to feel safe and relaxed in order to be receptive to sex. Those who are being constantly put down and emotionally abused will naturally shut down sexually. In other words, our bodies, specifically our genitals, no longer respond by lubricating and relaxing so that sex is comfortable—or even possible. So it was completely understandable that Ramona was no longer interested in sex with her husband. Her body was so shut down that she couldn’t have sex without a great deal of pain or discomfort. (Although men’s bodies don’t respond in the exact same way to abuse, men can emotionally shut down to the point that they no longer feel safe being emotionally vulnerable with their partner.)

Another obstacle in the way of being able to determine whether you are being emotionally abused is the fact that emotional abuse can be very subtle. The following example illustrates some forms of subtle abuse.

My client Tom came into therapy because he was often depressed, was having a difficult time sleeping, and was often sick. He’d been to the doctor for a thorough checkup, and the doctor had given him a clean bill of health but suggested he seek help from counseling. After a few sessions, it became clear that Tom was being emotionally abused.

“My wife is convinced I don’t love her, and she looks for evidence of this on a consistent basis. For years, she complained that I never bring her flowers anymore. So a couple of weeks ago, I remembered to stop to buy her flowers on my way home. She took one look at the bouquet and said to me, ‘You know I don’t like daisies, so why did you buy them?’

“Now, I must confess, she did tell me a long time ago that she didn’t like daisies, but I forgot. And when I bought the ready-made bouquet, I didn’t even think to ask the florist if it had daisies in it. I guess I should have.”

I asked him, “Did your wife acknowledge the fact that you thought of her, that you remembered to bring her flowers?”

“No, she was too upset about the daisies.”

“Does it ever feel like you can’t win, that you can’t ever please her?” I inquired.

“Well, yes, but sometimes I think she’s right. Sometimes I doubt that I really love her.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, often when I do something to show my love, she accuses me of just playing a role. I tried to make up for the daisies fiasco by taking her out to a really nice place for a romantic dinner. But instead of being happy about it, she looked at me during dinner and said, ‘You just want to look good—like you’re a good husband. But if you really loved me you wouldn’t have bought those daisies.’ ”

“How did you feel about what she said?”

“Well, it hurt of course, but in a way she was right. I was trying to make up for the mistake I made with the daisies. I wasn’t doing it because I was feeling loving.”

“And how did you feel about the fact that she brought up the daisies again?” I inquired.

“Well, yes, she does that a lot. She has a hard time letting things go.”

Can you see how off balance Tom is, vacillating between admitting how unreasonable his wife is and accepting the blame for the entire situation? Tom readily believes his wife’s complaints and accusations. This is because emotional abusers often include just the right amount of truth in their manipulation, enough to confuse and confound their victims.

As you can see from Tom’s story, it is not only women who are being emotionally abused. While the most obvious scenario is one in which the man is the emotional abuser and the woman is the victim, there is increasing evidence that men are being emotionally abused almost as much as women. One study that examined intimate partner violence prevalence rates for men and women found men were as likely as women to report perceived emotional abuse. The findings of another study suggest that men’s overall risk of emotional abuse may be increasing.

Still another reason why it is so difficult to determine whether you are being emotionally abused is that abusers are very good at deflecting and making excuses for their behavior. When a victim of emotional abuse tries to protest or call her partner on his abusive behavior, she is often accused of “being too sensitive” or “making a big deal out of nothing.” Here are some common statements abusive partners make to confuse or disarm their partners:


•   “You’re overreacting.”

•   “You’re confused. I didn’t do that.”

•   “You’re exaggerating. I’m not like that.”

•   “You misheard me. I would never say that.”

•   “You have a bad memory. I know what really happened.”

•   “It’s not my fault that you are hypersensitive.”

•   “You’re being overdramatic.”

•   “I never treat you like that. You’re imagining it.”

•   “You’re just being argumentative.”

•   “You shouldn’t let it bother you.”

•   “You shouldn’t think/feel that way.”



Did any of the above statements sound familiar to you? If so, make a mental note that these are the kinds of statements that abusive partners use to cause their partners to doubt their feelings and perceptions.

Abusers are also good at distracting and diverting and turning the table on their victims. If you try to tell your partner that he is being too critical, he will likely tell you something like, “I’m being critical? That’s a laugh. You are the critical one. In fact, that’s what you are doing right now!” If you confront your partner about his lying, he’ll be quick to point out the last time you lied. (For example, “Aren’t you the one who told your sister you were sick to avoid having to go to a family gathering?”)

Uncertainty About What Constitutes Emotional Abuse

Still another reason why it is difficult to determine whether you are being emotionally abused is the fact that many people don’t know what qualifies as emotional abuse. Throughout this book, I will help you identify exactly what emotional abuse looks, feels, and sounds like so you can distinguish it from the common ways that partners sometimes hurt one another.

When most people think of emotional abuse, they usually think of one partner belittling or criticizing the other. But emotional abuse is much more than verbal abuse. Speaking very broadly, emotional abuse can be defined as any nonphysical behavior that is designed to control, intimidate, subjugate, demean, punish, or isolate another person through the use of degradation, humiliation, or fear.

Emotional abuse can include verbal assault, dominance, control, isolation, ridicule, or the use of intimate knowledge for degradation. It targets the emotional and psychological well-being of the victim, and it is often a precursor to physical abuse.


OVERT VERSUS COVERT ABUSE

It is important to note that a pattern of emotional abuse can occur on both an overt and a covert level. Overt abuse is openly demeaning. When a wife openly complains to other family members and friends that her husband doesn’t make enough money and that he’s just too weak to ask for a raise, she is being overtly abusive.

Covert emotional abuse is subtler than overt abuse, but no less devastating. When the wife gives her husband contemptuous looks when he tells her they can’t afford something and then she offhandedly suggests that maybe some other man might buy it for her, she is being covertly abusive.



Emotional abuse is a form of brainwashing that slowly erodes the victims’ sense of self-worth, self-confidence, security, and trust in themselves and others. Unlike physical abuse, which often comes out in dramatic outbursts, emotional abuse can be insidious and elusive, slowly disintegrating one’s sense of self and personal value.

Emotional abuse can be likened to the slow drip, drip, drip of water torture. The first few drops of water on your forehead don’t bother you that much, but soon the constant dripping begins to unnerve you. You spend all your time anticipating when the next drop will come. You become more and more sensitive to the drips until each one feels like a drop of fire on your forehead.

Sometimes emotional abuse occurs suddenly, seemingly out of the blue. The kind and loving person you fell in love with suddenly turns into another person entirely. He becomes critical, impatient, and demanding. The person who loved you so much he couldn’t stand to be away from you suddenly can’t be in the same room as you without putting you down.

As already noted, emotionally abusive behavior ranges from verbal abuse (belittling, berating, constant criticism) to more subtle tactics (intimidation, manipulation, refusal to be pleased, the silent treatment).

There are also some forms of physical behavior that can be considered emotional abuse. In fact, these behaviors have a name for them—symbolic violence. This includes intimidating behavior such as slamming doors; kicking a wall; throwing dishes, furniture, or other objects; driving recklessly while the victim is in the car; and destroying or threatening to destroy objects the victim values. Even milder forms of violence such as shaking a fist or finger at the victim, making threatening gestures or faces, or acting like the abuser wants to kill the victim carry symbolic threats of violence.

Many abusers are so clever and so subtle in their abusive tactics that their abusive behavior can be difficult to identify. Consider my client Jenny’s husband, Nathan.

If Jenny asked Nathan to do something, like mow the lawn, he would smile and say, “Sure, I’ll do it next Saturday.” But when next Saturday came and went, Jenny would notice that the lawn hadn’t been mowed. “Why didn’t you mow the lawn on Saturday?” she would ask. “Oh, I didn’t feel good. I’ll do it next weekend” would be his typical response. This scenario would often continue for weeks, with the lawn not being mowed and Nathan making up some excuse for not doing it.

Finally, Jenny began to say, “If you aren’t going to mow the lawn, I’ll hire someone to do it.” At this point, Nathan would blow up. “You are such a nag. I told you I’d get to it. Why do you have to be so controlling?”

This kind of scenario was repeated many times in their marriage. Nathan would agree to bring home milk
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