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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this naturalistic study was to explore women'’s perceptions and
experiences of emotional abuse. The participants were seven women who were between
the ages of 30-45 and who had experienced no or infrequent physical abuse. Using a
semi-structured interview format the following issues were explored: women’s
perceptions of emotiona abuse, how they came to define actions as abusive, how
frequently these acts occurred, and what impact these experiences had on the women and
their relationships. Narrative analysis was the principal analytical strategy. The findings
indicated that emotional abuse in the family of origin, emotional abuse in more than one
relationship, and hasty commitment to relationships were hallmarks of women entering
emotionally abusive relationships. Women's self perception was negatively affected by
the emotional abuse and made the prospect of leaving more difficult. Women’'s
awareness of emotiona abuse often did not occur until the relationship was nearing an
end. Books, friends, family, and others helped the women separate from the relationship.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

When researchers first began to study abuse, the primary focus was on physical
abuse. Emotional abuse was considered to be a secondary part of the picture--or left out
entirely. Although research on emotional abuse has increased in the last decade and
scholars recognize that emotional abuse and physical abuse often occur simultaneously,
we know little about the frequency and pattern of emotional abuse, especially when
physical abuse is absent or infrequent (Loring, 1994; Chang, 1996).

Some of the earliest studies of emotional abuse were done on married and
cohabiting heterosexual couples (Follingstad, Rutledge, Berg, Hause, & Polek, 1990;
O’'Hearn, 1992; Patrick-Hoffman, 1982; Stets, 1990, 1991). Recent studies have included
college and high-school age populations (Molidor, 1995). In general, young heterosexual
couples and individuals represent the major population upon which the current
knowledge base about emotional abuseis drawn.

In addition to studying narrow populations, researchers have usually asked
participants about their present or most recent relationship. Rarely have participants been
gueried about their past and curent relationships (Kelly & DeKeserdy, 1994; Lie &
Gentlewarrier, 1991; Stets, 1991) or about their experiences of emotional abuse across
relationships (Kelly & DeKeserdy, 1994). Therefore, the picture we have of emotional

abuse in intimate relationships is incomplete.



It is hoped that this study will contribute to our understanding of women’s
experiences of emotional abuse across romantic relationships thus allowing for a broader
view of how emotional abuse affects them. Also, because the women in this gudy are
older than the participants in most studies of emotional abuse and have diverse
relationship statuses (e.g., married, never married, divorced), it is hoped that the findings
will contribute to a representative picture of women’s experiences.

Statement of the Problem and Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore women'’s experience of emotional abuse
across relationship contexts. The sample was comprised of women between 30 and 45
years of age who had experienced little or infrequent physical abuse. The specific
objectives were to explore what women perceived as emotional abuse, how they came to
define it as such, what were the dynamics of emotional abuse, how women’s sense of
themselves and their relationships changed, and how women move beyond the abuse.

Research Questions for the Study

The study was guided by the following questions:

1. How do women describe and assign meaning to their history, perception, and
experience of emotional abuse?

2. What factors are associated with women'’s involvement in emotionally abusive
relationships?

3. What factors are associated with women’'s exit and recovery from emotionally

abusive relationships?



CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

The study of abuse in intimate relationships began in the 1970s (Straus, Gelles, &
Steinmetz, 1980; Walker, 1979)--about thirty years ago. Initialy, the focus was on
physical abuse in couples who were either married or cohabiting (Steinmetz, 1987;
Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; Walker, 1979) and much of the data were gathered
from telephone surveys or the reports of women contacted through shelters. Over time
researchers determined that physical abuse was not the only kind of abuse women
experienced. In 1979, Walker introduced the concept of emotional abuse as an important
aspect of abusive relationships. In a series of detailed interviews with over 400 women
from rural and urban environments in the western United States, Walker found that many
women reported that emotional abuse was more detrimental and long-lasting than
physical abuse. Walker (1979; 1984) also found that the subjective pain of emotional
abuse was more difficult to quantify than physical abuse.

Researchers who study emotional abuse indicate that it is a complex phenomenon.
In addition to being as or possibly more devastating than physical abuse, emotional abuse
appears to have many forms. In one study (Patrick-Hoffman, 1982), women reported that
they had been the victim of twenty-one different types of emotionally abusive behaviors.

Because emotional abuse can and does occur simultaneously with physical abuse,

scholars have sought to determine whether or not emotional abuse was an independent



phenomenon of physical abuse. Loring (1994) pursued this question in a study of a
diverse sample of 121 women who were divided into three groups: 1) those who
experienced no abuse; 2) those who experienced physical and emotional abuse; and 3)
those who experienced emotional abuse but no physical abuse. She discovered that
emotional abuse did exist as a separate phenomena and that the pattern of emotional
abuse was different from the well-documented cycle of physical battering. Loring
(1994)a so found that women who experienced both emotional and physical abuse were
more likely than women who experienced emotional abuse only to identify themselves as
emotionally abused. Chang (1996) found similar patterns in a smaller study.

The works of Chang (1996), Loring (1994), Patrick-Hoffman (1984), and Walker
(1979, 1984) have expanded what is known about emotional abuse. The intent of this
study is to add to our understanding of women’'s complex experiences of emotional abuse
across relationship contexts.

Definitions of Emotional Abuse

Non-physical abuse has been more difficult to identify, conceptualize, and
operationalize (Chang, 1996; Follingstad, et. a., 1990; Loring, 1994; Patrick-Hoffman,
1982; Stets, 1990; Straus, 1979; Tolman, 1989) than physical abuse. Several terms (e.g.,
psychological abuse, psychological aggression, emotional abuse, etc.) have been used
interchangeably to label this phenomenon. Walker (1979) used the term psychol ogical
abuse and divided it into four categories of behavior: (a) verbal abuse; (b) isolation; (c)
jealousy and/or possessiveness of one’s partner; and (d) threats of abuse. Patrick-
Hoffman’s study of emotional abuse identified some twenty behaviors including: denia

of the women'’s perceptions, overt aggression, disregard for the women’s desires or



feelings, possessiveness and isolation, use of verbally disparaging language in public and
private places, and refusal to acknowledge any responsibility for problemsin the
relationship.

In the last decade, scholars have expanded Walker’s (1979) definition by
distinguishing emotional from psychological abuse (Aguilar & Nightengale, 1994;
Follingstad, et a., 1990; Lupri, Grandin, & Brinkerhoff, 1994; Shepard & Campbell,
1992; Stets, 1991; Tolman, 1989). Follingstad, Rutledge, Berg, Hause, and Polek (1990)
refer to ridicule, jealousy, restriction of women from doing something, and damage to
property as emotional abuse. Similar behaviors were identified as emotional abuse by
Tolman (1989) in the development of the Psychological Maltreatment of Women
Inventory (PMWI1). O’ Hearn (1992) defined emotional abuseas”. . . efforts to demean or
control a person via attacks on the person’s self-esteem or status. . .” (p. 1). A
comparison of the operationalization of emotional abuse by some of the major
researchers in the field is presented in Table 1.

In an effort to assure that the terminology used to describe emotional abuse was

precise, Loring (1994) made a purposeful choice: “I use the term emotional abuse rather

than psychological abuse or maltreatment in an attempt to encompass the relational and

societal components of this process. .. " (p. vii-viii). Loring (1994) defined emotional
abuseas”. . . an ongoing process in which one individual systematically diminishes and
destroys the inner self of another. The essential ideas, feelings, perceptions, and
personality characteristics of the victim are constantly belittled . . . .” (p. 1). Loring

(1994) also distinguished between covert and overt forms of emotional abuse. Covert



Tablel

Evolution of Operational Definitions of Emotional Abuse



Investigator/ Straus, 1979 Walker, 1979 Patrick-Hoffman, Follingstad, et.al., Stets, 1990 Tolman, 1989
year 1982 1990
Primary construct | Verbal aggression Psychological Psychological Emotional abuse Psychological Psychological
aggression abuse aggression maltreatment
Primary behaviors stomped out of the verbal abuse silent treatment These researchers insulted woman put down physical
identified room or house or isolation overt angry incl uded a_II y said things to upset appearance
yard jeslousy and/or behavior behaviorsidentified worman insulted or shamed
threatened to hit or possessiveness of slave-master or by Walker (1979) made woman feel in front of others
throw something one' spartner person-thing and two more: inferior insensitiveto
insulted or swore or threats of abuse relationship threat to divorce or said mean thingsto feelings
did or said threats of death by possessiveness abandon wives or to woman told her could not
something to spite abuser (suicide), disparaging have an affair gave woman cold take care of herself
threw or smashed or woman, other treatment in front of damage or shoulder without him
hit or kicked family members, or acquaintance destruction of degraded woman criticisms of care of
something friends unreliable with personal property criticized woman children or
sulked or refused to veguethreats regardsto hurt woman's household
talk about an issue humiliation commitment fedlings kept from getting
cried interruption of erratic behavior called woman medical care
eating and sleeping suicide threats names called names
patterns isolation yelled, screamed,
refusal to accept swore at
responsibility for trested woman like
marriage an inferior
relationship sulked or refused to
vile language talk about problem

directed toward the
woman

deep deprivation
negative attitude
toward woman
misuse of
recreational activity
to point of addiction
frequent and severe
criticism of woman
loss of interest in
woman
immediately or
soon after marriage
financial

gave woman silent
treatment
withheld affection
insensitive to sexual
needs or desires
demanded
obedienceto
partner’s whims
treated partner like
persona servant
did not include
partner in important
financial decisions
*(only apartial list of
behaviors)




emotional abuse was conceptualized asa“. . . complex pattern of negative feedback” that
has a profoundly negative effect on the victim:
Over time these covert mechanisms of labeling, discounting, and negation lead to
diminution and destruction of the self. Victims describe feeling that the
constituent parts of the self—-the individua characteristics, abilities, and skills,
preferences and wishes, dreams and aspirations—-no longer cohere. This
fragmentation affects the victim'’s thinking and judgment. She may have
uncontrollable intrusive thought s and mental images that reinforce over and over
the abuser’s denigrating and negative labeling (Loring, 1994, p.3, 5-6).
Overt emotional abuse referred to more obvious forms such as name-calling, put-downs.
Table 2 summarizes Loring’'s (1994) and Chang's (1996) operational definitions of
emotional abuse.
Definition of Emotiona Abuse for the Purposes of This Study
The dissertation was guided by the work of Loring (1994) who has defined
emotional abuse as a process that attacks the core of a person (i.e.,, awoman’s ideas,
feelings, perceptions, and personality characteristics). In this study, emotional abuse was
defined as a continuous series of interactions in which one person attacks the ideas,
feelings, perceptions, and personality characteristics of another whose sense of self is
diminished in the process.
Prevalence of Emotional Abuse
Although more researchers have studied emotiona abuse in the last decade, there are no
definitive statistics on the number of women experiencing emotional abuse. In part, this

is because the phenomenon is not one that is easily discussed or readily identified. In



Table2

Loring (1994) and Chang’s (1996) Operational Definitions of Emotional/ Psychological
Abuse

Chang (1996): Psychological abuse

Loring (1994): Emaotional abuse

Psychological abuse

Covert emotional

Overt emotional

abuse abuse
repeated ridicule discounting belittling
verbal attacks negation yelling
threats projection or name-calling
accusation accusation criticizing
verbal hostility denial (of abuse by ordering around
unrealistic expectations the abuser) sulking
domination negative labeling withholding affection
name-calling subtle threats of ignoring

economic deprivation involving withholding,
regulating, and controlling money in coercive ways
socia humiliation such as threatening or acting in
embarrassing, aggressive or obnoxious ways in order
to force accommodation to demands

social isolation including determining allowable
associates and establishing inappropriate restrictions
sexual domination in terms of excessive demands for
a sexual relationship and sexua put-downs

physical and or
emotional
abandonment or
actual physical and or
emotional
abandonment

isolating from family
and friends
monitoring time and
activities

attempting to restrict
resources (finances,
telephone)
interfering with
opportunities (job,
medical care,
education)

accusing the victim of
engaging in repeated
purposively hurtful
behaviors

throwing objects, not
necessarily at the
victim

slamming of objects
or doors

ridiculing the victim
expressing disgust
toward the victim
threatening to
abandon (physically
or emotionally
expressing excessive
jedlousy

threatening life, pets,
property or family
exposing the victim to
abuse of her children,
pets or parents
coercing the victim
intoillegal activity
provoking the victim
into helplessflailing
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addition, there seems to be evidence of two distinct groups: (1) women experiencing both
physical and emotional abuse where the emotional abuse precedes and co-exists with the
physical abuse (Follingstad, et al., 1990; Walker, 1979) and (2) women experiencing only
emotional abuse who do not see themselves as emotionally abused (Chang, 1996; Loring,
1994).

When statistics on emotional abuse are provided, they vary a great deal. This may
result, in part, from the lack of consistency in how the term is operationalized. Loring
(1994) has argued that emotional abuse is widespread, goes unidentified and may be the
most unrecognized form of abuse.

Straus & Gelles (1986) found that about one quarter of al married women were
physically abused in a given year. Since it is known that emotional abuse accompanies
physical abuse, it is reasonable to speculate that at least one quarter of al married women
experienced emotional abuse. Furthermore, since abuse tends to be a relationship pattern,
those married and cohabiting women who experienced abuse are likely to be abused in
the same relationship in the future unless there is intervention.

Studies of college-aged populations document similar patterns of emotional
abuse. Rouse (1988), in a comparison of White, Black, and Hispanic college students,
found similar patterns and rated by types of abuse across ethnic groups, including
possessiveness and moderate physical abuse. In a study of 325 heterosexual college-aged
women and men, Lane and Gwartney-Gibbs (1985) found that over 65% had experienced
verbal abuse during their dating histories.

Kelly and DeK eserdy (1994) asked Canadian female college students about their

experiences of emotional abuse in the last year and over the course of their dating
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histories since high school. They found that 79% of the participants reported having
experienced emotional abuse the year prior to the study, whereas 86% reported having
experienced emotional abuse at sometime since high school. Pipes and LeBowKeeler
(1997) found that 11% of the college age women in their study self-identified as
emotionally abused in exclusively heterosexual relationships.

In astudy of 311 African- American heterosexual college students (76 males and
235 females), over half reported having been in a dating relationship where they
experienced verbally aggressive behaviors (Clark, Beckett, Wells, & Dungee-Anderson,
1995). At least one incident of verbal aggression was directed at 91% of the males and
88% of the females. Furthermore, 92% of the males and 94% of the females had acted in
averbally aggressive manner at least once with a partner. This study is especialy
important because these investigators queried African- American participants, a neglected
population, about their experiences as victims and perpetrators.

In a comprehensive review of the literature on physical abuse in heterosexual
dating relationships Sugarman & Hotaling (1989) found that one third of all participants
(both female and male) experienced physical abuse in their dating relationships and 11%
to 57% of the women experienced physical abuse over the course of their relationship
histories. Numerous researchers have indicated that emotiona abuse pre-dates and co-
occurs with physical abuse (Follingstad, et al., 1990; Molidor, 1993; Tolman, 1989;
Walker, 1979). Therefore, it is reasonable to speculate that the rates of physical abusein
Sugarman and Hotaling's (1989) review, provide some indication of the prevalence of

emotional abuse among dating couples.
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Several scholars have found an association between relationship intensity and
abuse. Kasian and Painter (1992) surveyed over 1600 Canadian college women and men
and found high levels of emotional abuse in relationships where there were formal
commitments. Raymond and Bruschi (1989) reported that college women experienced
ignoring, controlling, and blaming behaviors from their boyfriends “at least several times
ayear.” In astudy of high school heterosexual dating relationships, Molidor (1993) found
that emotional abuse was highest among participants who were also experiencing severe
physical abuse. Morse (1993), in astudy of college women'’s experiences of emotional
abuse, indicated that 35 to 54% had experienced their partners’ jealousy of their friends
or other men.

There is considerable difference in the rates of emotional abuse across studies.
This difference may reflect differences in definitions, instruments, population size and
composition, the time period in which abuse occurred, and who identifed the abuse (i.e.,
the researcher or respondent).

Effects of Abuse

Although physical abuse can result in serious injuries, women who have been
physically abused report that emotional abuse may have an equal or greater impact
(Follingstad, et a., 1990; Rollstin & Kern, 1998; Walker, 1984). For this reason, many
researchers now include questions about emotional abuse in investigations of the impact
of physical abuse on women. Given the differences in sample populations and definitions
of abuse, it is difficult to compare research findings in this area. Representative studies
include participants who have experienced emotional abuse only; those who have

experienced emotiona abuse with minor or infrequent physical abuse; those who have
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experienced emotional abuse with moderate or severe physical abuse; and those who
have not reported abuse.

Emotional abuse may affect women in avariety of ways. The mgor effects
include mood disturbances (e.g., depression), an impaired sense of self (e.g., low or poor
self-esteem and locus of control), and behaviora dysfunction (e.g., poor locus of control
and difficulties in exiting the relationship). According to Loring (1994), emotional abuse,
“. .. dismembersthe victim’'s self by systematically attacking her personality, style of
communication, accomplishments, values, and dreams.” (p. 15). The cumulative impact
of “the abuser’s emotional attacks are experienced as symbolic equivalents of arape of
the self” (Loring, 1994, p. 36). A discussion of several of the outcomes of emotional
abuse follows.

Depression.

Severa researchers have found an association between abuse and depression in
women. Dutton and Painter (1993) found that women who had been battered or
emotionally abused experienced depression. Migeot and Lester (1996) found that men
and women’ s experience of emotional abuse was associated with high scores on the Beck
Depression Inventory.

Vitanza, Vogel, and Marshall (1995) examined the differencesin depression
between groups of women who were experiencing emotional abuse. They found that
women who scored high on private self-consciousness may be more vulnerable to
emotional abuse than other women. Those who scored high on private self-consciousness

tended to think a great deal about their own perceptions, thoughts, and feelings. The
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combination of private self-consciousness and the demeaning or degrading experience of
emotional abuse predisposed some women to depression.

In Chang’s (1996) study, participants reported, “. . . that as the abuse continued
they lost their sense of self, became depressed, and often became physically sick” (p.
110). Over time the women came to experience this state as “normal,” rather than as
depression.

A more recent study assessed the effects of two types of emotional abuse on
depressive symptomology. Using the emotional- verbal and dominance-isolation scales of
the Psychological Matreatment of Women Inventory (PMWI), Katz and Arias (1999)
assessed the relationship between types of emotional abuse and depressive symptoms
experienced by college-aged dating women at two different times. They found that
emotional-verbal abuse had an immediate effect on depressive symptomology, whereas
the effect of dominance-isolation abuse was moderated by women'’s sense of
interpersonal control. That is, the greater women'’s sense of interpersonal control, the less
effect dominance-isolation abuse had on feelings of depression.

Self-esteem.

Severa researchers have indicated that women'’s self-esteem is affected by abuse
(Chang, 1996; Hoffman, 1984; Loring, 1994; Tuel & Russell, 1998). Hoffman (1984)
found that the longer the abuse, the more likely women were to believe the abuser’s
evauation of them. Dutton and Painter (1993) reported diminished self-esteem for
women who had been battered. Chang (1996) found that emotionally abused women had
a decreased sense of self and lesstrust in their ability to make judgments and assess

Situations.
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Locus of contral.

Several researchers have identified an association between abuse and women's
locus of control (Follingstad, et al., 1990). Migeot and Lester (1996) found that
emotionally abused women scored low on interral locus of control. Orava, et. al., 1996
found that women who were living in shelters for victims of domestic violence had a
poor sense of their own power to bring about social change. They also believed in the
control of powerful others. The self-identified battered women in Aguilar and
Nightengale’ s (1994) study also experienced a sense of being controlled by others rather
that control within their own power.

Posttraumatic stress disorder and emotional abuse.

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) was initially associated with veterans of
war or people experiencing natural or human made disasters. Clinicians and researchers
now recognize that the survivors of sexual and physical abuse aso experience PTSD
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994). There is, increasing awareness that women
experiencing emotional abuse are at risk for developing PTSD (Loring, 1994; Vitanza, et.
al., 1995). In Vitanza' s (1995) study of women suffering emotional and physical abuse,
56% experienced PTSD.

According to the American Psychiatric Association (1994), apersonis at risk for
developing PTSD if they have been

“. .. exposed to atraumatic event in which both of the following were present: (1)

the person experienced, or witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events

that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or athreat to the
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physical integrity of self or others; (2) the person’s response involved intense fear,

helplessness, or horror (p. 428).

If aperson develops PTSD then sheislikely to re-experience the traumatic event through
recurrent distressing dreams and intrusive thoughts, to have periods of dissociation in
which she re-experiences the event as it happened, and to experience distress that is
triggered emotionally and physiologically by events somewhat similar to or symbolic of
the event (APA, 1994). Women suffering from PTSD typically avoid activities or
situations that are likely to trigger reminders of the event. They may also exhibit “psychic
numbing” which makes them less responsive to immediate events. Many PTSD suffers
have a sense of disconnection from people, activities, and emotions, as well as increased
arousal and anxiety, an exaggerated startle response, difficulties with concentration or
task-completion, and a sense of aforeshortened future (APA, 1994).

Loring (1994) has argued that the trauma resulting from emotional abuse can
manifest as PTSD. Emotionally abused women have reported frequent flashbacks,
difficulty concentrating and sleeping, and intrusive memories. Also, memories and
thoughts about previous events may come at a rate that overwhelms and is known as
“flooding.” Women who experience flooding can be re-traumatized and distracted from
their present activities. They may aso become accident-prone.

“Traumatic bonding” is another possible outcome of emotional abuse. Traumatic
bonding refers to akind of attachment to an abuser who aternates between terroristic
behavior and kindness. This attachment severely inhibits women'’s ability to detach from

the abuser. There isaloss of self. “Only when they have developed a more integrated



17

sense of themselves and reestablished connectedness with other individuals and a
supportive community can women approach . . . . ” separation (Loring, 1994, p. 46).
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder often co-occurs with depression, anxiety disorders,
and/or substance abuse. It is not yet clear whether these disorders are part of the
complexity of PTSD, aresult of symptom over-reporting, or related to the person’s
predisposition to PTSD (Brady, Killeen, Brewerton, Lucerini 2000; Symes, 1995). The
symptoms of PTSD, clinical depression and anxiety disorders are similar and include
slegp problems, concentration problems, avoidance of and isolation from people and
situations, and lack of interest in previoudy-enjoyed activities. These co- morbidity issues
call attention to the problems of diagnosing and treating emotional abuse because of its
resemblance to other disorders.
Exiting Abusive Relationships

There are severd barriers to women'’ s ability to leave an abusive relationships: (a)
they may be unaware that emotional abuse is occurring; (b) the relationship with the
abusive partner may be similar to relationships in the family of origin or previous
partners and therefore feel familiar; (c) they have a diminished sense of self; and (d) the
abuser has denied the abuse and blamed the woman, thus inflicting further emotional
damage. According to Loring (1994), some women have been emotionally abused in
childhood and that experience along with the inequities in their families and society at
large, reinforces a negative view of themselves:

The victim’s sense that emotional violence is normal and inevitable is frequently

reflected in her attempts to change the situation in ways that leave intact the

abuser’ s right to denigrate her. Unable to imagine that the emotional violence
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could stop, sheis likely to assume much of the blame for the troubled relationship

and to attempt to improve it by changing her own behavior. Or she may try to

extract some small crumb of validation from the resistant abuser (p. 8-9).

In Hoffman’s (1984) study, women who were no longer involved in a abusive
relationship reported that it was difficult to leave because abusers often told them that this
was the best relationship they would have. This message magnified women’s negative
self-image. Women had to overcome this view of themselves to gather the wherewithal to
leave.

Raymond and Brushi (1989) found that some women who experienced emotional
abuse in dating relationships chose to remain in those relationships. Among these women,
expressions of kindness, defined as positive behaviors from men (e.g., giving
compliments or providing women with emotional support), was an important factor in
women’s decision to stay. Raymond and Bruschi (1989) concluded that these women
may hold the widely held view that being violent is a way to show love.

Chang (1996) also found that emotionally abused women's decision to leave was
related to their age and the kindness of perpetrators. Y ounger women perceived more
options--in terms of being able to earn an adequate income--than older women. For this
reason, young women demonstrated a willingness to leave abusive relationships sooner
than older women (Chang, 1996).

Kasian and Painter (1992) found the highest rates of emotional abuse “in formally
committed relationships.” Although emotional abuse lowered women'’s satisfaction with

their relationship, abuse did not necessarily precipitate an end to the relationship. A lack
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of positive behaviors was a better predictor of women’s willingness to leave an
emotionally abusive relationship(Kasian & Painter, 1992).
Conceptual Framework for the Present Study

A wide variety of intra-individual, socia-psychological, and sociocultural theories
have been used to explain why and how abuse occurs. Theoretical conceptualizations
have evolved from an early focus on individual psychopathology, to an emphasis on
cultural influences, to the recognition that multiple individual and cultural factors are
involved, to the recognition that there is no simple explanation (Loring, 1994; Steinmetz,
1987; Straus, €t. a., 1980; Walker, 1979).

This study relies on attachment theory to explore the dynamics of women’s
experience of emotional abuse. Attachment theory is a perspective that explores the role
of individual, family, cultural, and societal factors in human attachment/ relational
behavior.

Bowlby (1977) conceived of attachment theory as a way to understand several
phenomena. First, he explored the bonds of affection infants make with caretakers.
Second, he considered how what infants learned through from bonding with caretakersis
extrapolated to other relationships. Finally, he considered the relationship between
problematic bonds with caretakers and, “. . . the many forms of emotional distress and
personality disturbance, including anxiety, anger, depression and emotional detachment
which unwilling separation and loss giverise” (Bowlby, 1977, p. 201).

According to Bowlby (1979) children who have experienced consistent
understanding, nurturing behavior, validation, and empathy from adults develop a sense

of security and an expectation that his or her needs will be met. Although these adults
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may not be physically and emotionally present one hundred percent of the time, children
develop a secure attachment to them. This security allows the children to explore the
world comfortably and confident in their abilities. From these relationships, children
develop an “internal working model” which serves as a template for subsequent
relationships. This model affirms the children of their worth and value (Bowlby, 1977).

A number of scholars have validated Bowlby’s idea that early adult-child
relations become the template for other relationships (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Collins
& Read, 1990; Hazen & Shaver, 1987; Hazen & Shaver, 1990; Henderson, Bartholomew,
& Dutton, 1997; Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994; Kabok & Sceery, 1988; O’ Hearn, 1992;
O'Hearn & Davis, 1992). Securely attached children grow into adults who develop secure
relationships (Bowlby, 1979).

Children whose caretakers were inconsistent or not available exhibited anxious
attachment behavior (Bowlby, 1977, 1979). Anxioudly attached children may have had
caretakers who: (a) ignored or rejected the children’s expressed needs; (b) may have been
emotionally or physically absent and therefore, not able to attend the children’ s needs; or
(c) threatened to be unavailable emotionally or physicaly (Bowlby, 1979). Children who
have experienced anxious attachment may search repeatedly for validation and affection
they did not receive from primary caretakers (Bowlby, 1979) The “internal working
model” of relationships for these children reflects the inconsistency of attachment with
caretakers. As adults these children may re-experience failed attempts at connection and
come to see this as normal. For this reason, minimal amounts of kindness, empathy, and

attempts at connection by the abuser may be seen as acceptable (Loring, 1994).
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Loring (1994) found that victims of emotional abuse often have a history of
anxious attachment that makes them vulnerable to the threat of emotional and physical
abandonment. As adults these women felt vulnerable physically and emotionally,
disconnected from others, misunderstood, unloved, and obligated to make the needs of

others the highest priority.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction

The purpose of this study was to explore women’s experience of emotional abuse
across relationship contexts. A naturalistic paradigm and qualitative methodology with
semi-structured interviews and narrative analysis were used to examine how women
organized and conveyed meaning to their experiences (Mishler, 1986).

The naturalistic paradigm has several key assumptions. First, there is the
assumption of multiple realities which allows space for women'’s reports of their
experiences and their explanations of how these experiences fit into their lives. Second,
there is an assumption that “. . . the knower and known are interactive, inseparable’
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37). Thus the women interviewed in this study influenced the
researcher’ s understanding of emotional abuse and the interview process influenced how
women saw their experiences.

Third, there is the assumption that, “[a]ll entities are in a state of mutual
simultaneous shaping, so that it isimpossible to distinguish causes from effects’ (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985, p. 37). In examining women'’s stories, it isimportant to remember that it
isimpossible to capture and isolate life. Life is a dynamic process.

Finally, there is an assumption in the naturalistic paradigm that research is

affected by the researcher’ s values and beliefs and the context in which the study takes
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place. For this reason, care must be taken to acknowledge the values, beliefs,
circumstances, ard context in which the research is done.
Design

This study was guided by three research questions rather than formal hypotheses.
Two interview guides comprised of questions that allowed the participants to interpret
their experiences in their own words were designed (see Appendices G and H). These
guides ensured that the same areas were explored with all participants. They also allowed
for exploration of experiences that had not been anticipated. The first interview gathered
basic information. The second interview involved in-depth questioning and follow- up on
issues that emerged in the first interview.

Issues of Validity and Reliability

Although there are many differences between the positivist and naturalistic
paradigms, investigators using either paradigm must answer the question, “How can an
inquirer persuade his or her audiences (including self) that the findings of an inquiry are
worth paying attention to, worth taking account of 7’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 290).
The trustworthiness of any study must be assessed and the manner in which thisis done
in qualitative studies is described below.
Credibility

Whereas in the naturalistic paradigm a belief in multiple realities as opposed to a
single redlity is accepted, the descriptions and interpretations of a study must be
recognizable or have truth for those people who have experienced or know about the
phenomena (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). One criteriafor assessing trustworthiness in

gualitative research is whether the descriptions and interpretations are credible. Internal
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validity (when it is known that the changes in the dependent variable are due to changes
in the independent variable) is analogous to credibility (Krefting, 1991).

In the present investigation credibility was assessed using a number of techniques,
one of which was prolonged engagement. Prolonged engagement requires, “the
investment of sufficient time to achieve certain purposes’ (p. 301 Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Over two extended interviews, trust was built with the participants. This rapport
provided opportunities to identify potential distortionsin the data created by the
researcher or the participants (Lincoln & Guba 1985).

Another technique used was reflexive analysis. Thisinvolved keeping ajourna in
which the development of the design, decisions made, and the logistics of the study were
recorded. A second journal was used to record general notes about the study, information
about the setting, impressions of the interview, as well as the perceptions, thoughts,
feelings, ideas, and biases of the researcher. These journals began with the devel opment
and writing of the prospectus. This process was reviewed by the researcher and by the
committee methodologist who is also the major professor.

A third technique related to credibility was the use of member checks, which
involved “revealing research materials to the informants’ in order to assure accurate
translation of their viewpoints into data (Krefting, 1991, p. 219). This process required
checking back with the participants about the information they provided so that they
could comment, evaluate, and confirm that the recorded narrative reflected their
experience. Member checks were done between the first and second interviews.

A fourth technique was peer examination, which involved discussion of the

transcriptions, interpretations, conclusions, and the research process with the committee
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methodologist (Krefting, 1991). This was done throughout the data collection and
analysis process.
Transferability

Transferability in qualitative research is analogous to external validity in
quantitative research (Krefting, 1991; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability was
achieved through the preparation of “thick description” which allow those evaluating or
using the study to make judgments (Krefting, 1991; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To enhance
the transferability of the findings, detailed background information about the participants
and context of the study were provided for future researchers (Krefting, 1991).
Dependability

Dependability is analogous to reliability in quantitative studies (Krefting, 1991).
Peer examination and dependability audits were used to assess dependability. Individuals
who helped with the peer examination included the major professor, fellow students also
involved in qualitative research, and work colleagues familiar with the topic.

All of these individuals provided feedback on the research plan and how the study
was implemented (Krefting, 1991). Although others were helpful in the dependability
audit, the major professor whose specialty is qualitative research and in particular,
narrative analysis and interview techniques, was the primary auditor of the study. She
reviewed the researcher process, interview transcriptions, and compared the information
collected in the interviews, the notebooks, and the overall findings of the study.
Researcher as instrument

The researcher is the instrument in qualitative research. For this reason, steps

must be taken to assure that the researcher’ s biases and subjectivity are adequately
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addressed. Reflexive analysis, member checks, peer examination, and “thick”
descriptions of the participants and research journals detailing the methodology, and
analysis were done in this study. There were periodic consultations with clinica
researchers about how best to remain in the researcher rather than clinical role (Groves,
1991; E. W. Lindsey, personal communication, May, 1997).

Procedures
Participants and Sampling

The criteria used to identify women for the study were that women: (a) be
between the ages of 30-45, (b) have been in a serious relationship, (¢) were no longer in
an emotionally abusive relationship, and (d) had little or no experience of physical abuse.

Women between the ages of 30-45 were targeted because this group was more
likely to have had severa relationships and to have experienced emotiona abuse. Women
of this age cohort were more likely to have experienced the transition from home, to
college (if they attended) and into the workplace. They were also better prepared to make
retrospective comments about their life.

Ethnic diversity was a goal that proved to be unattainable. Women from diverse
ethnic heritage were interested in the study, however, they did not meet the sample
criteria

Two selection/recruitment strategies were used: “typical-case selection” and
“snowball selection.” The “typical-case selection” strategy entailed using a list of
participants' attributes to identify average cases (LeCompte & Preisse, 1993). “ Snowball
selection” involved asking women who had chosen to participate in the study to identify

other women who fit the criteria. “This strategy is useful in situations where the
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individuals investigated are scattered throughout the population and form no naturally
bounded common groups’ (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 74).
Recruitment

The study was announced to the community in several ways. Letters (see
Appendix A) were sent to therapists, asking that they pass along information about the
study to their clients. Advertisements were placed in two publications--the Flagpole and
a church newdetter. The Flagpole is afree weekly community arts and entertainment
newspaper. In the advertisement (see Appendix B), prospective participants were asked
to call a phone number and leave a message or to send a letter to a post office box rented
by the researcher. An advertisement was placed in the newsletter of alocal church and a
flyer was displayed on the church bulletin board. Flyers describing the study were placed
in various locations around the community (see Appendix C). An announcement was aso
placed on alocal women’'s studies list-serv.

Six women were contacted with the assistance of professionals in the community.
Two women responded to the advertisement in the church newsletter and two responded
to the posting on the women’s studies list-serv. Five women were prompted by flyers
posted in the community and eight women responded to the advertisement in the
Flagpole. All but one woman chose to call the voice mailbox.

A total of twenty-three women expressed interest in the study. Each was sent a
letter (see Appendix D) detailing the study and the selection criteria. About a week after
the letter was sent, the women were contacted by phone. They were asked if they had any

questions and if they were still interested in participating.
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A Screening Tool Questionnaire (see Appendix E) was used to determine if the
women met the criteria. If there were questions about the eligibility of a participant, the
major professor was consulted; and a decision was made and explained to the woman.

For the women who met the sample criteria, an appointment for the first interview was
scheduled at a convenient place and time.

Six women were unable to participate because of the age criteria. One woman was
unable to participate because of geographic distance. Five women were excluded because
they had experienced physical abuse frequently in their relationships. Four women were
excluded because they could not be contacted. One woman contacted the researcher too
late for inclusion. All of the women who expressed interest in the project but did not meet
the criteria were offered alist of counseling resources.

Data collection

Because the quality of the women'’s narrative is dependent upon the relationship
or rapport with the researcher, interviews were conducted in a place that participants
found comfortable. Two women wanted to be interviewed at home. Another woman
wanted to be interviewed at work. The remaining four women were interviewed at a
location secured by the researcher.

The interviews followed a semi-structured format that focused on particular topics
and gave the women room to build a narrative of their experiences (Patton, 1990;
Riessman, 1993). Each interview was audiotaped and participants were asked to provide
pseudonyms for themselves, partners, and children. These pseudonyms were used in all
communication and documents related to the study. Some of the women requested that

the researcher choose the pseudonym.
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Topic areas for the first interview (see Appendix G) included: demographic
background, relationship histories, and the experience of emotional abuse. The Checklist
of Emotionally Abusive Behaviors (a Checklist that was adapted from several researchers
definitions of emotional abuse) was also administered during the first interview.
Questions for the second interview (see Appendix H) focused on the effects of the abuse,
women’ s self-perceptions, as well as followup questions from the first interview. Issues
from the first interview were summarized at the beginning of the second interview.

Seven women were selected for the study. Two were recruited through letters to
professionals. One was recruited through fliers in the community, another through the
advertisement at the church. Three women responded to the advertisement in the
Flagpole. All expressed a desire to participate in the study with the hope that sharing
information from their lives would be helpful to other women and lessen the chance that
others would experience emotional abuse.

Before the first interview, the informed consent agreement (see Appendix F) was
reviewed and signed. Women were given a copy of the agreement and the researcher kept
acopy. Interview Guide | (see Appendix G) was administered after the consent forms
were done. After the first interview, women were given alist of counseling resources (see
Appendix 1) and the second interview was scheduled. During the second interview,
Interview Guide Il (see Appendix H) was used. At the end of this interview, women were
paid $40. The interviews lasted from 60 to 90 minutes.

The first interview was transcribed and reviewed by the researcher before the
second interview took place. This alowed for the identification of questions for further

clarification and follow- up.



30

Anaysis of Data

Since the focus of this study was women’ s experiences of emotiona abuse across
relationship contexts, the use of narrative analysis provided the opportunity for women’s
stories to inform future research. This type of analysis has been used in many disciplines
including anthropology, psychology, and sociology (Cortazzi, 1993; Mishler, 1986;
Riessman, 1993). In using narrative analysis, researchers explore the way in which
people have constructed the stories, the meanings they ascribe to particular events or
circumstances, and the way stories are connected to the cultural systemsin which
participants live (Mishler, 1986, Riessman, 1993).

After the first interview, a rough transcription of each interview was prepared.
Following Riessman’s (1993) recommendations, this rough draft contained not only the
spoken words but also “other striking features,” including tone of voice, long pauses,
crying, laughing, etc. (p. 56). In narrative analysis, as with other qualitative methods, data
collection and analyses proceeded simultaneously (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Patton,
1990; Riessman, 1993). As mentioned previously, methodological as well as generd field
notes were used to capture analytic insights and monitor biases.

Transcriptions of the interviews were analyzed with particular attention devoted
to (a) the identification of interpretative categories and themes in the narrative, (b) the
way the text of the story was constructed by the participants, (c)the way in which general
cultural themes and values were expressed, and (d) the way in which the participants
constructed understanding of events in their lives.

This analysis was a cyclic and continuous process that began with the first

interview. It was a process that was informed by the work of Alexander (1988) who
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recommended that the researcher let the data reveal itself and that the researcher ask the
data a question. Alexander (1988) also identified nine principles of salience for sorting
the data to make the themes and “ guiding messages’ visible. These include: (@) primacy,
(b) frequency, (c) uniqueness, (d) negation, (€) emphasis, (f) omission, (g) error or

distortion, (h) isolation, and (i) incompletion.
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CHAPTER 4

PARTICIPANT CHAPTERS

The stories of the seven women who participated in this study are presented in
this section. All of the women were white and ranged in age from 31 to 43. The average
age was 37. The median income was $27,000 and ranged from $7,000 to $43,000. Three
of the women were graduate students. Four worked full-time in the health, social service,
financial, and education sectors of the labor market. Five of the women were married to
emotionally abusive partners and are now divorced. Four of the women experienced
emotional abuse prior to the emotionally abusive marriage. Two women dated their
emotionally abusive partners. Five of the women are presently single and two are married
for the second time.

Mary

Mary was a 32-year-old woman with expressive eyes and a warm excited manner.
She was tall and dender to the point of being thin. Her small town southern upbringing
was evident in her friendly manner and a wonderful accent. She had aso that natural
story-telling ability that seems especially prevalent amongst southerners.

We met on Saturday afternoons and each time Mary made herself comfortable on
the couch with a pillow close by on her unprotected side. During the first interview she
mentioned sinus troubles and looked tired but spoke with intensity. Before the second

interview, Mary was hospitalized for what she said was a frequent condition, irritable
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bowl syndrome, as well as sinus troubles. When we met again she looked better and
seemed more at ease.

Although Mary became tearful at one time during the first interview, she said that
she was fine and that she wanted to continue. She believed, she said, that the interviews
were helpful personally. She also wanted to help other women avoid emotionally abusive
relationships by participating in the study.

Mary had beendivorced from her husband, Michael, less than six months and the
experience of emotional abuse was fresh in her mind. She had a new job that pleased and
excited her. She was also in the process of reconnecting with the artistic part of herself.
Art sustained Mary through a difficult and abusive childhood but she lost touch with it
during the marriage.

Family of Origin

Mary grew up in a two-parent family with a younger sister. Her parents were
abusive to each other. They were also abusive and neglectful of the children. Mary
explained:

When | grew up as a child, | grew up in avery volatile home. My parents fought

even from as far back as | can remember, which | don’t remember alot of my

childhood is another issue. | remember being young and watching my dad break
every dish in my house as they screamed at each other. Y our parents are standing
right over you screaming and yelling and throwing things. So of course | had

vowed to mysalf | would never let mysalf be in a relationship that would be that

way.



Mary’s mother was bi-polar and this had an impact on her:
... [Y]ou never felt safe and you never felt secure and you never knew what you
were going to do to set off something. My mother is manic-depressive and is
addicted to pain killers. That's a whole another issue too. But she took out a lot on
me so | wasthe child . . . | was responsible for fixing things and keeping things
equalized yet | was the one she took things out on. So | was used to being
screamed at. | mean even my mother called me a bitch. | was always [in] trouble
and never good enough, that kind of thing.
Childhood was circumscribed by her mother’ s illness:
... [W]hen | was akid | never could just be akid. And | could never let myself
relax because as soon as | relaxed something happened. So | was a kid that always
had to be on guard. That was probably a little bit wiser than most children and
very sengitive cause | kind of knew more than | should know at my age. | used to
get up in the middle of the night and take care of my mother and really insane
stuff.

Mary also felt responsible for her youngest sister:
My youngest sister is my closest family member. | would die for that person. And
| protected my younger sister alot growing up. A lot of which she doesn’'t even
know about.
Mary knew her parents cared about her. But their personal and relational

problems interfered with responsible parenting:
My parents never really took us to the dentist regularly. They never took us to the

doctor regularly. | had a cyst on my eye when | was little for probably a year and
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a half before they took me to the doctor to actually get it looked at (laughs). And

then, | had to have had a little minor surgery on my eye. | mean they

never...... really, | mean (says with emphasis) they loved us but they never redly

cared about us, if that makes sense. | mean with my mom being so sick, that’s

probably one of the things that caused it all. My mother’s manic depressive. . . .

They’d forget me at school. I’d be by myself sitting in back of the school waiting

for them to come get me. And | mean they’d forget to pick me up at places. And |

mean it could be along list of things (laughs). It could take me days to tell you all
about that (laughs).

On the other hand, Mary’s family was concerned about how they were perceived
in the community. “Appearances are,” Mary said, “very, very important. And you have to
look like the perfect family on the outside even though everything is falling apart on the
insde.” Mary learned as a child not to talk about what she was experiencing. For this
reason, she felt that doing this interview was helpful because it encouraged her to talk
about her relationships:

| don't talk about alot of things. | processit internally and | think alot of that has

to do with the way | was brought up too, because my household was so crazy all

the time. | was afraid to say anything. | think this has been very helpful
because...... it's like when you hear yourself say some things, sometimes it makes
alot more sense, you know? So, then to hear yourself say something kind of
crazy, well, what seems crazy. And you're like, wait a minute! Ok, I’'m fegling the

right emotion here. (laughs)
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The dynamics of her family of origin skewed her view of what intimate
relationships were or should be:

| think a lot of what | understood love to be was that it was only love if it hurt.

Because people hurt you when they love you and that’s how you can tell it’'s love.

That sounds really screwed up but I’ ve been through therapy before because of

my home life. Like | said [I had] a rough home life growing up. That was

something that | realized and even now, | don’t think | realized it as much as | do
now. Y ou know what | mean? So relationships that were not stormy didn’t seem
like true relationships for awhile.

Insecurity and the absence of trust became familiar patternsin Mary’slife:

... [1]t's funny because when you never felt secure as a kid and you don’t have

the trust in your parents, because | don’t have the level of trust in my parents that

most people get, you' re always out there looking for that trust and that peace and
that kind of thing. With this intense relationship [refers to her relationship with

Oliver aformer boyfriend] it had all the up and down elements that | felt a

relationship should have because of my parents, because they were up and down,

up and down. By the end of that relationship, | realized that’s not the way a

normal relationship should be.

Therapy has helped Mary process what she experienced in her family. Acceptance
of her mother’s illness and the circumstances in which she grew up have given her some
peace:

There came a point with my mother when | had to, | mean our situation was such

that there' s never atime where | could confront her and make her understand
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what she's put me through. But I’ ve come to a point where I’ ve realized that my

mother is just the way sheis. She's got a mental illness. She put me through hell. |

had to deal with that with myself and redlize that | don’t have a mom like
everybody else has amom. The little bit of my mom that | have is better than no
mom at al. And she goes through these periods where she seems very normal,
like now. Going through this divorce has brought her down. | mean she's on
medication and everything. And still my mom’s never, | mean she’s never going
to be normal, (sighs and laughs) but in a situation where | redly, really needed her
to be supportive, she's come out of the cloud and has been there. She’ s kind of
fading back into the clouds, which | knew was coming, but if | need her, she has
these moments of clarity which has been really helpful.

Sgnificant Relationships

Mary has dated less than 20 people and only a handful of these were serious.
Mary has had trouble with serious or committed relationships:

| don’t trust very easly...... | know this sounds bad, | don’t mean this the way that

it sounds, but | really don’t trust men that quickly . . . (laughs) but for someone to

get on a deeper level requires alot of time and trust.

Mary spoke of three significant relatiorships. The first was with Russell, who
was close to her in age. They dated in high school and the relationship ended disastrously
when Mary wasin college:

This person was someone who was totally not...... | could not see myself in along

term relationship. That did not mean that | did not love him with all my heart. |

had areally rough go of it as akid. And he was someone that helped me survive
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that...l think it was redly, really hard on him and it was redlly, realy hard on me

because of how much he did for me up to that point, and so when | did end that

relationship he went kind of wacko. He threw me around and he didn’t hit me but
threw me around and the whole nine yards. He went crazy and got drunk. He and
his brother-in-law came by and threatened to kill me and the police had to get
involved and it was redlly crazy. . . . It was very scary. But then that was
something that was not typical for him either. So that was the one really, realy
different relationship. The other relationships ended, | mean they were hard but
none of that kind of drama.

Mary dated Oliver in college. He was, she said, someone incapable of loving
anyone. Although Mary was glad that she left the relationship, she spoke warmly of
Oliver as aperson and of his abilities as an artist:

.. . [H]e, he was probably one of the best artists | ever knew. He was very, very

talented. He was very, very intelligent. A rare, rare person when you're talking

about talent and intelligence and that kind of thing. He was totally emotionally
messed up and he grew up in an acoholic home and his parents ended up
divorcing and he had alot of physical abuse as well. So, we had a very intense
caring for each other, but we were totally bad for each other. And | grew to know
that, that as much as | wanted to care for him, he was bad for me and made me
feel bad. And so | needed to get away from that. He was a different person than

Michael [Mary’s husband] was. Because he could actually express emotion on a

certain level. . . . It wasn't always positive and sunny and bright. And | think alot

of the emotional turmoail, he knew he was doing it but he couldn’t, he didn’t know
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anything else and he didn’t know how to not be that way. Because like | said there

were moments where he was very sweet. He was never really mean to me. He was

very sweet and could express car[€] . . . | think there were points where he could
be tender and very emotional.

We shared art so that was a very intimate thing for both of us because it
meant so much to us. We of course traveled together and that kind of thing so we
had alot of things in common that we could share, alot of positive things. He was
just not capable of letting himself trust in anybody, ever. So it took me awhile to
get over that relationship because it was such areally intense, and had moments
of positive things. And then to let that go, it was really hard because it was really
like constantly being given alittle snapshot of the way that things could be if he
could just get there, you know?

Mary’s most difficult relationship was her marriage to Michael. They had known
each other for ten years, initially as friends. Then they dated for two years, long-distance
part of thistime. They broke up and were apart for a couple of years because Michagel
could not accept Mary’s dream of being an artist:

And | was an art mgjor in college . . . things | wanted to do with my life that he

just didn’t think were important. | mean, [Michagl said] “Y ou know, you're a

dreamer and you aways dream of things that will never happen. Y ou know you're

really not going to make it as an artist. If you will just come be with me, marry
me...... I will make your life everything you' ve ever dreamed of.”

Which now that | think back how could he have known what | dreamed of

since he never listened to me? And that’s why we broke up, because | was just
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tired of ...... him telling methat | couldn’t . . . | mean, had | not been involved

with him | probably would . . . be somewhere being a professional artist. . . .

Professors at school told me | was one of those that could make it. | could be a

professional artist if | stuck withit. ... Soit wasn't adream. It could have been a

reality for me. So while we were broken up, you know that’'s what | did.

They eventually reconciled. Of their reconnection, Mary said, “. . . [H]e gave me
support and he just kind of wormed his way back in. And somehow he convinced me he
could be the answer to all my problems.”

After a second cycle of dating, Mary and Michagl moved to another state. They
did not like it there, and decided to move back. Mary found ajob quickly but Michael
was unemployed for over ayear: “. . . [H]e wanted to look for ajob that he would enjoy
and he would like and something that he dreamed of, that kind of thing.” Shortly after he
got ajob, Michael and Mary were married. They were married for four years.

Mary used the conflict she witnessed between her parents and their treatment of
her as a measure of what she did not want from potential partners. Michael seemed to
pass the test:

So when | married this man | thought, “Well I'm doin’ great. | mean he doesn’'t

hit me. Thisisareally good relationship.” | never saw the other side coming. |

never knew. | never saw it coming, because | never thought--cause he's not mean
to me. But he's just mean to me in a different way, so.

Once Mary redlized that she wanted and needed to leave the relationship, she

talked to Michael. He was not expecting a break-up:
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Wéll, heis avery controlling not violent but just very, very controlling. Very
egotistical almost narcissistic in some ways. He couldn’t believe that | would
want to leave him. Why would I........ want to leave him? (laughs) So, it took a
while to end that. It was over a period of days and even weeks. And when he
finally realized that | was going to go, he kind of flipped out alittle bit. I'd never
seen him look the way he did. Even his eyes looked crazy. And he, | mean of
course the verbal shots started coming out at me and he kicked my pet across the
room...... which was not typical for him. . . . [H]e could not understand why |
would want to leave him, which is kind of funny for me to think of it now,
because I'm tryin’ to get over al the emotion of that.

And | guessI'll get to a point where I'll [not] be angry, but to me | can't,
for me to sit there and think how he could convince me...... at this point. I'm just
kind of having to work with that. But | think that was probably the most
devastating relationship to end. And | think that coming back from that
relationship has been very difficult. And I’'m kind of dealing with things one thing
at time, oneissue at atime, one day at atime. So, it is a day-to-day struggle. |
think | don’t actually realize the scope of the relationship. I’ m going to see that.
Wéll, | know I’'m better off.

Emotional Abuse in Relationships
The meaning of emotiona abuse changed in Mary’s mind after her experiencein
an emotionally abusive marriage. Earlier she would have said that the victim, “. . . would

have to be yelled at and screamed at and put down and cussed at. No violence, | mean no
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physical [violence] but throwing things, you know what | mean?’ Asaresult of her
marriage, she has expanded her definition:

Now I think it can definitely range anywhere from that to my experience with my

ex-husband, he was very cold and very controlling and almost sometimes robotic

and would use silence as a means to make me do what he wanted me to do. And
not even just silence. He just never made me fedl like | was capable of anything,
which is so not the way I’ ve been, you know. He cut down my self-esteem and
made me fedl like | was incapable of taking care of myself, and that | was lucky to
even find him, and that | could never do any better than him. How could
somebody else love me the way he does with al my flaws. And if you don’t do or
say what he wanted, you [would] get the sharp look and the crossed arms, and he
may not talk to me for two or three days.

The behaviors on the Checklist of Emotionally Abusive Behaviors that Michael
directed at Mary included belittling, yelling, name-calling, criticizing, discounting,
sulking, ignoring, isolating her from family and friends, monitoring her time and
activities, attempting to restrict her from resources such as the telephone or finances,
interfering with opportunities (i.e., job, medical care, and education), throwing an object
at her cat, negating her feglings or ideas, verbally attacking her, having unrealistic
expectations of her, directing dominating behaviors at her, making excessive sexual
demands, ordering her around, withholding affection from her, expressing disgust
towards her, threatening to abandon her either physically or emotionally, expressing
excessive jealousy, labeling her in a negative way, driving recklessly to punish or scare

her, interrupting her sleeping or eating habits, and blaming her for his problems.
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Michadl did not see himself as abusive, Mary reported. He saw himself as
someone who had her best interests at heart and who tried to take care of her: “. .. [H]e
can’'t see that he's ever done anything wrong. He's the man and he tried to take care of
me and | wouldn’t let him, basically.” Mary has come to understand that from Michael’s
point of view, he did nothing wrong. Once they were married, in his perception, she“. . .
became his property. | was his wife.” His dreams about their life took precedence over
hers; and his view of the way their life was based on his view of hisfamily. Mary
described his expectation that she conform:

He grew up with his mom at home. She was there taking care of the kids. She

didn’'t work while they were growing up. She cooked and she cleaned and | mean

she was the (says with emphasis) female model of what the traditional woman
should be: not out of line, doing what they were told at home, taking care of the
kids. And that’s what Michael was trying to convince me that | should be. So, to
do that, that meant that he had to take everything that was important to me away
because then | wouldn’t have another choice. | mean, | have to do it hisway. And
| think that he probably, and | don’t think it's on a conscious way, necessarily,
you know, in a conscious way but | think that he figured out how he could amost
manipulate me into doing the things that he wanted me to do. Therefore, making it
impossible for me to leave because then he could have it exactly the way he
wanted it and he thought it should be anyway. He wants someone that does not
have a brain, does not have opinions, and says yes sir, no sir, you make the money
sir. Will bear his children and take care of them and be perfect al the time. | just

can't be perfect all the time.
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Mary’s experience with Michadl’ s family of origin mirrored her experience with
him. Initially his family looked ideal, but over time she saw the rigidity and control:

And his parents are controlling, as controlling in that way. | loved his family alot

because for me they modeled what | never had. But then over time, especialy

since I’ ve been out [of the marriage], it always made me extremely uncomfortable

to be around his family. And | could never put my finger on it because | loved

them so much.

The problem was | couldn’t be mysdlf. It was all conditional. It was not
unconditional. You had to say what they wanted to hear, you had to do what they
wanted to do. If | ever tried to say no to his mother, she would be constantly,
constantly on me until | said yes. You know what | mean? . . . And | could never
say no and it be ok. | could never say that | didn’t like it [her job], and that be ok.
| had to be perfect all the time. And it just absolutely exhausted me. | just couldn’t
doit.

| think that’s why | had so much trouble being around his family because |
couldn’'t be mysdlf. | was a nervous wreck all the time around his family. And his
family wants to be overly involved in everything. They want to be there all the
time. Even today if Michael gets a promotion or a new job his parents have to go
see where he works, take pictures of where he works, be involved, go celebrate.
It's just insane to me because it's so strict and rigid.

Michael’ s control over Mary’s life began in courtship and escalated over the
course of their relationship. This had two major consequences for her. First, she gave up

her art because his plans did not include her continuing to work in that area. Second,
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Mary came to believe that she could not make it without him. When she made decisions

on her own, he monitored her behavior and expressed his disapproval. She explained:
And it was you know, crossed arms, the silent treatment, the kind of mean sharp
looks, the disapproval. And he didn’t even have to say I’'m disappointed in you. |
could tell. I mean | knew . . . . It was (says with emphasis) al body language. And
the tone in his voice. And the look on his face. Because he, heé's so...... cold and
emotionless | see now.
Michael took charge of the couple’s finances. Mary described what this was like:
| gave him my paycheck when | got it. In the beginning we had one account and
my check went into the account and | couldn’t get any money without asking him
first. ... And then | insisted, | said, “You know, | can not ask you every single
time | need money if we're writing out of one account. | need my own account.”
But then it was two joint accounts. So my money went into his account and | got
an allowance basically. And once my money was gone | had to ask him for
money. (sighs) So, things like that.
Michael controlled the finances--even when he had no job for a year and Mary

was supporting them both. His micromanagement extended to grocery shopping:
We went together and | couldn’t just put something in the basket. He had to tell
me whether or not | needed it and whether or not | could get it. Literally! We
spent less than fifty bucks a week on groceries and had nothing! Nothing!
Because he wouldn’t let me buy things. | mean | had to ask, “Can | buy this cereal
for my lunch next week and can | buy this to take with me or can we have this

drink?’ 1 couldn’t buy drinks unless they were on sale, you know. Cokes and
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Sprites and that kind of thing. And then | had to buy whatever was on sale that
week, and if there wasn't anything on sale | had to wait until the next week. |

mean just stupid stuff.

The impact of Michael’s controlling behavior was devastating:

| mean it's kind of degrading to have someone, | meanimagine yourself being
seven or eight years old and going to the grocery store with your parents and

you’ re wanting to buy the cookies and the sweet cereals and they’ re saying no, no,
no, you can’'t have that. As an adult 28, 29, 30 years old and having to ask him if |
can buy necessities, really bizarre to me now (laughs), you know? | mean | wasn't
allowed to just be an adult. And it’s redlly hard to get out of that habit, too,
because...... even though he's not there, it's amost like you're always looking
over your shoulder to make sure that it's ok to buy this. It's ok if | turn my car on
with the radio still on (raises voice) or turn it off and the air conditioner’s still
running, (lowers voice) you know what | mean?

Michael was critical of Mary’ s expenditures even when she purchased a gift for

him. When she bought him a $10 CD, his response was:

“Why did you waste your money on this?’ It was constantly [something] with
Michaegl. | mean you could never just enjoy. You always had to worry about what

the price was.

Michael’s monitoring and distrust of Mary was pervasive. She described what happened

when she wanted to purchase an umbrella:

... [T]his one time about a year before we actually separated, thisisrealy stupid,

| mean | redlize thisis stupid. | wanted to buy an umbrella for $4. He wouldn’t let
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me do it. He thought it was stupid. If | needed an umbrella, “Oh, you could buy

one cheaper than that.” 1t was just ridiculous. And so, | needed the umbrella and

ended up not having one and then | ended up buying a more expensive one
because | had to have it at that moment because it was raining.

And we argued about that one day because we were looking for a cheap
umbrella. We went from store to store to store looking for a cheaper umbrella
than what we had seen. Well, we didn’t find one. So then we start fighting
because I'm like, “If you had just listened to me, | could have my umbrella and it
would have been fine.” And | would have paid what | was willing to pay for it.
Just bizarre thing to fight about and so he just kept being cold about it and well |
still think we can find one cheaper.

And | freaked out over this umbrella and we'rein the car. And I'm like,
“Just listen to me!” I’'m screaming at the top of my lungs, “Just listen to me, just
listen to my opinion.” And | remember hitting the door and | said, “Y ou never
listen to me, you never take my opinions. | know what I’ m talking about. I’m not
stupid. Listen to me.” And | just screamed and screamed and screamed at the top
of my lungs for him to listen to me. And he thought | was nuts.

When Mary’s “alowance” was spent she had to ask for money to pay for
whatever she needed or wanted. This included medications and daily necessities. But
there was a double standard in Michael’ s attitude about how morey was spent:

It was ok for him to spend money. He could go play golf two times a weekend or

sometimes during the week and spend $30.00 to rent the cart and then the green

fees. | couldn’t do that. But see he fdt like because he worked that he deserved
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that. He made more money than | did so he deserved it more than | did. But |

couldn’t buy underwear because it cost money. | mean literaly things like that.

He could buy clothes for work but | could not. Because he was the lawyer and he

needed the right things, but | had to wear clothes that were too small or too big.

Y ou know, for along time | wore pants to work that were two sizes too big

because he wouldn't let me go buy pants. | mean things like that. It was really

hard.

Michael refused to spend money to repair the car Mary drove and it made her
nervous to drive because she had had so many breakdowns. Undependable transportation
limited Mary’s visits with friends:

He forced me to drive around in my car that was torn up, ragged. When we moved

into a house, we moved about a forty- minute drive out. In less than a year, |

broke down six times in my car. But he didn’t want to spend the money to fix it.

And he wouldn't drive the car. | was the one that had to drive it. So, | was a

nervous wreck all the time cause | couldn’t go anywhere without worrying that |

was going to break down. | mean the car was horrible, horrible. But he would not
let me get another car. So, | waited at home until he got done doing everything
that he needed to do, like going out to play golf and al that kind of stuff. And
only then at that point, if he didn’t have anything else to do, | could use the other
car and go run my errands. And then of course, he made me feel bad if he wanted
to go somewhere and | was using the vehicle. So, | started spending a lot of time

sitting at home by myself because | had no way to get anywhere, very isolating.
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Mary recalled an episode when she was forced to stand in the cold because
Michael was unwilling to take the car to a mechanic:
| waited in the parking deck in the winter for 3 hours for him to come pick me up
because my car was broken down. Three hours! After we did that he got my car to
Pep Boys, now this was about 8:00 at night. He figured out that it was probably
the aternator that was out and he made me stand out at Pep Boys until 10:00
holding a flashlight while he fixed the car in the parking lot. It was about 30
degrees outside (laughs). . . . But he didn’t want to spend any money to take the
car to amechanic, so after I’d already waited three hours in the cold, | stood
another two or so outside fixing the car. And then a forty minute drive home.
At first Mary saw Michadl’s micromanagement of her life as evidence that he
cared for her. Eventualy, her view of his behavior changed:

| didn’t see at first, because | thought in the beginning, well he's smart and he's
nice. He knows some of what I’ ve been through. He wants to make my life better.
He wants to take care of me and make sure that | have what | need but really he
wasn't doing that. | mean he was taking and taking and taking and making me fedl
like | needed alot lessthan | redlly did, if that makes sense. And I’'m not talking
just materialy. But, | mean | thought a lot about that after last time too [refers to
first interview] because...... there were these, | mean he was so rigid about
everything (says with emphasis).

And, | mean just getting in my car | had to have this process where, you
know, | got in the car and | turned the car on and | had to wait a certain amount of

time before | could drive it. And then once | had been driving it a few minutes, |
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could turn the radio on and then | could turn the air conditioner on. Before |
turned the car off | had to park, do the brake, turn the radio off, turn the air
conditioner off then turn the car off. So | always had these redlly rigid things | had
to do al thetime or | got in trouble, you know what | mean? And he did that with
everything. And | mean | just didn’t, it made me realize how much stress | really
was under. | mean | had to be perfect all the time and do things hisway all the
time.
Michael rarely yelled or said Mary was stupid or crazy but his nonverbal
language had an effect on her:
He used a lot of manipulation through silence and...... just the tonein his
voice...... I’m trying to even describe it....... Like, like when your parents look at
you when you’ ve done something wrong, you know what | mean?
Michael commonly expressed his dissatisfaction through manipulation. Mary recalled his
behavior at a party with her co-workers:
Disapproval. Y eah. Like one time we were at a party that was alot of my friends
at work, the people that | work with. He didn’t really want to go but he went. So,
and just to go back alittle bit, | was afraid to be myself at work because | knew
that if he was around when | was around the people | worked with, if | acted
differently they would know it and he would know it, if that makes sense.
So, we were at this party with a bunch of my friends from work
and...... And | was talking to different people and he basically sat in a chair and
watched me talk to people. So then we started playing this realy funny Mafia

game, you try to figure out who's the sheriff . . . . And | was sitting beside him
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and he, of course, looked bored like he always did because this was rot his crowd
of people. And he basically sat there the whole time with his arms

crossed...... and just watched me. And | mean, just watched...... sulking. And of
course if someone talked to him, here comes the charm, you know. Nobody ever
saw what he was actually doing. And if | said something he would cut the eyes.

We stayed longer than he wanted to so, the whole way home, pretty much,
| got the guilt treatment. Because first of all, he told me that he didn’t want to stay
that long and then he said, well | didn’t want to tell you to leave. But then it was
the silent treatment for the rest of the time, the rest of the night, the next day,
sometimes two or three days later.

So, on the other side (laughs), if we ever went somewhere and | wanted to
go that totally didn't matter. | mean we always had to do things his way so, it was
ok for him to do something outside of the plan, but it was not ok for me to do
something outside of the plan, if that makes any sense?. . . He was in control.
And then he would always say, “Well if you wanted to leave why didn’t you tell
me?’...... Well, | did tell you (laughs). Y ou know, you just chose to ignore what |
was saying.

Michael’ s behavior caused Mary tremendous emotional stress:

| can feel the feeling. I’ m trying to think of, | would say it's a combination of that
constant (sighs) disapprova and silence and (sighs) like when | had to ask him for
money. | mean | would hear it in hisvoice. And | could fedl the tension...... and
then | knew when he finally came home that he would begrudge me for it. It, it,

does that make sense? | mean that constant...... being scared al thetime...... not
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that he was going to...... physicaly hurt me. But it was just so hard to
(sighs)...... constantly have that hanging over my head.

Michael worked hard to portray himself as a pillar of society and the marital

relationship as a close one to the outside world:

And | think that alot of people, as|’ve said, have a hard time understanding what
it's like having someone control your life who...... on the outside...... isagood
member of society and, like | said, wears the right clothes and goes and plays the
right sports, and is charming and all that. People do not understand what it’s like
to live under constant pressure like that. Of having to lie.

| didn’t like to go to functions with him. There was a point where | was so
depressed and didn’t like to be around him so much that | just couldn’t do it. But
he would make me lie to his friends and say that | was with some other people in
adifferent location at the same event. So he would go see them right before the
event and they would always ask about me. And he would say oh she's hanging
out with other people on the other side of the event. And | had to lie about that.
And say that | was at the event and that | had fun and | didn’t even know the
outcome of the event (laughs). It was stuff like that all the time.

But he couldn’t tell his friends, well she just doesn’t feel like coming to
this event. There had to be this big elaborate lie to fit into his perfect image of the
way things had to be. And that’swhy | say it is just emotiona and mentally, and
eventually physically you're just so tired and so drained. Y ou try to care, but on
some level you have a hard time even caring because | don’t have the energy to

care about anything else. | can’t even think about anything else, you know? One
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other thing might just be too much for me. And, | realize that now. | was so
emotional and so sad because | just couldn’t physically take it anymore. And one
other thing...... it was like another rock being put on the pile. I mean you just get
more and more suffocated and more and more closed in and | mean it’s just hard
to make people understand that especially when an outside image has been
portrayed.
Mary had a medical condition, irritable bowl syndrome, thet she said was
inherited from her Dad. Michael was not helpful or sympathetic when she wasiill:
There had to be proof that | was sick. Even though you could tell 1 was sick, there
had to be more than that. And then | knew that when he came home he would
ignore me. He wouldn’t do anything for me. He wouldn’t bring me a glass of
water . . . | mean there [were] daysthat I’ ve crawled [on] to the floor in the
kitchen to basically put toast in and sit on the floor and wait for it to get done.
And he wouldn’t lift a finger to help me.
Michael saw Mary’sillness as a weakness and berated her for it:
If | ever got sick, it was the worst. He just absolutely made my life aliving hell
while | was sick....He wouldn’t help me. He didn’t want me to go to the
doctor...I had to ask him for money to go to the doctor or get medicine, he
punished me like it was al in my head.
Spending money on doctors and medicines was, in Michagl’ s view, taking money away
from their future plans:
So, | mean there were times when | knew | needed money and | didn’t want to ask

him for it and . . . then | suffered through the day and | knew that | needed the
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nervous wreck all day to get up the courage to ask him, I’d get punished when he
got home. So, | mean it was just the level of stress and pressure, | didn’t even
realize until it wasn’'t on me anymore. Which is bizarre to me (laughs) that |
couldn’t know that, but | really think that | started to realize, | mean a lot of things
fell into place that made me start to open my eyes and realize what was going on.
During the marriage, Mary experienced depression, anxiety, and physical
sickness. She described how the depression and anxiety manifested itself in her life:
It'slikeif | ever cry about it or if | ever talk about it | will never stop. | will never
stop! You know what I mean? (lowers voice) and | knew | was sad and | knew |
was depressed. | knew | was sick (says with emphasis). | knew | didn’t feel well
al thetime. | didn’'t want to be around anybody. | didn’t want to go to work. |
didn’t want to be at home (laughs). You know? It's just like you are trapped. | felt
like | was under a boulder. And it was squishing the life out of me.
| realize now | had redlly garted having anxiety attacks. And there would
be times where | would fed like | just couldn’'t breathe and there was no air.
There was no way out. How was | ever going to get out of this? But | didn’t really
know why | was feeling al that. Y ou know? Because he had made me fed
like...... it was all me.
Michael had final say about the kind of job Mary could take. He decided that
going back to school or working at ajob that involved art was out of the question for her:
Since he was getting settled in his job and he was doing the thing that he wanted

to do or whatever | helped him do, that | helped to support him in every way, |
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wanted to start to look for something else that was better. No, no, no you can not
do that. You need to stay in your job and you need to do this and you need to do
that. It was ok for him to take the time for him to find what he needed and wanted
to do. | could not have that same time accorded to me. | had also talked about
going back to grad school and finishing up my degree. That was totally out of the
guestion. You know you don’t need to do that. We don’t have the money for that,
etc. etc. So couldn’t look for another job and | couldn’t go back to school, so |
was basically suffering in thisjob that | didn’t really like and didn’t really care
about just because he fet like that’s what | should do. So, finaly, finally there
came a point where he let me quit that job so | could look for another job. When |
did that he stayed on me al the time about it. And while | was out there looking
for things that | wanted to do [that] involved art and that kind of thing, he was
constantly putting that down. So, it got to the point where | was applying for jobs
because he wanted me to. He felt like that would be better for me.

So, basically throughout our whole marriage | was applying for jobs and
looking for opportunities based on what he thought were ok. He told me basically
one of the first things after we got married and came back from our honeymaoon,
wasthat if | wanted to pursue art that | could not have him and art, so | needed to
choose . . . hisdreams and his way of being was the right way and mine was not.
So, what do you do? | mean you're married...... chose him...... (laughs). So,
pretty much my art dreams went down the drain at that point, because he made me

fed like | couldn’'t do it. | couldn’t make it without him.
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Control was amgjor theme in the pattern of abuse Mary experienced. Michael
was a perfectionist and things had to be done his way:

| mean | see that now with that level of control that he had to have, he could never

leave that job for a minute it seemed. And he would work from seven in the

morning till eleven at night sometimes for weeks just because he had to be in
control al thetime. . . . If | wanted to eat earlier in the day he didn’t like that. |
needed to wait till nine or ten when he came home to eat with him or he got kind
of upset and [gave me the] silent treatment about it. Little sabotages about it all
the time. If he didn’t want me to do something, if he wanted me to stay up with
him and not go to bed, then he kind of made it impossible for me to deep....He
would either be loud or come in the bedroom and turn on the TV and you know,
just stuff like that.

As Mary’s awareness of his abusive behavior developed, she struggled with a
competing view that she was lucky to be with Michael. She realized that he perceived her
as “broken” because of the abuse and neglect she experienced as a child.

The emotional abuse in Mary’s marriage as both continuous and episodic. It was
continuous in that it was a constant presence; it was episodic in that certain issues or
situations triggered the intensity of his behaviors. For example, if Mary felt sick, needed
to stay home and take care of herself, Michael would:

... giveme hell until I went to work. So there are times when | was running a

fever, and | could barely walk and | couldn’t stand in the shower with the flu and |

had to go to work to be sent home because | wasn't well enough to be at work.

Because it wasn't as bad if | got sent home, he only made me feel bad alittle bit
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less than normal, if that makes sense. Because at least | could say, well there's

proof I'm sick.

The stress of the relationships caused Mary to have anxiety attacks. Her doctor
commented that it was unusual for someone her age to have so many serious medical
problems. This helped Mary gained perspective on the relationship. She came to believe
that some of her medical problems were exacerbated by the abuse.

Michael tried to control Mary’s emotional state. There were certain feelings she
was nhot alowed to have: “I could never be sad. | could never be angry. | could never fed
bad. You know | could never express any kind of negative emotion.”

Michagl had a grand plan for their life that dictated when they should buy a house,
what kind of house it should be, what activities they should be involved in, the type of
people they should be involved with, when they should have children, and how those
children should be raised. Asthe time for children approached, Mary realized that she
could never be happy. She wanted to leave:

... [H]etried to cut me just enough so that | would go to work and do my job but

then not feel securein it so | would quit when he wanted me to. And he kept

telling me, “Well you know, once the kids are in school then I'll contact this art
guy that I know.” Cause he knew everybody [through] his law office job. He
knew an art guy that could have gotten me ajob somewhere, but he didn’t, he
would not introduce me. So, his theory, you know, his dream was well once the
kids get in school and you've got alittle bit of time in the morning, I’ll talk to this
guy in 5 or 6 years and then maybe you can do something on a part-time basis

and, you know, while the kids are in school. And | started hearing him say that to
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me over and over and | waslike, | said it was a gradual process. Why would he be
against me doing what | love to do? If he redlly loved me, you know?

And then you know the pressure came on. He wanted to have kids this
year. . .. SO, the closer | got to the kid deadline, because literally he had our life
planned until we died. Literally! He had a plan. We could not deviate from this
plan. | started hearing myself say, “Well, you know, maybe once we have kids,
I’ll be happy because I’ll have something to concentrate on.” And then that was
like, “Whoa, thisis not right.” Y ou never have children cause you think it's going
to fix arelationship. That scared me to death. It terrified me. And then this, it was
like my head was spinning. I’ ve got to get out of here. I’ ve got to get myself out
of this marriage before | have a child that’s going to be raised in this atmosphere.

So, then it became [an] urgent, urgent need for me to get out of that
relationship. That was the defining moment where | realized | have to be out
because | would never want to raise a child in the environment | grew up in. |
don’'t even really want children. Y ou can not protect children. So why would you
want to bring a child into that kind of relationship. | mean, can you imagine, as
controlling as he was with me, what it would be like when his child was involved?
| would never get away from him and | would never be able to protect a child
from him.

Shortly after recognizing that she did not want to have a child, Mary went to her
doctor because she was very ill. The conversation she had with him proved to be a

turning point:



59

And | had gone to my doctor and he told me he said, | loved my doctor, by the
way, he was great. He said, “Y ou know, Mary, you' re young, you should not be
this sick. Are you ok? Is your marriage ok?’ And when he said that | was like
whoa. My doctor, who | had been going to for a long time, can tell something's
not right in my life. He has no idea and the first thing he asks me is, “Is your
marriage ok?’ And I’m thinking to myself, “Yeah,” cause | aways have to be
happy and cheery. And then finally I’'m going, “It’s not, it's not ok.”

Although Mary wanted out of the relationship, she did not know how to leave. So
she began to think about what she needed to do to leave:

Because | saw the next...... when a control freak loses control he's going to do

what ever he can do to make sure that you don’'t go. And so, | just knew at that

point | had to go. And | had to not look back. And we still got together and fought
about things. He made me feel horrible and | didn’t know if | was going to make
it. I doubted myself and maybe | should go back. Then | thought, No, | am so
much more at peace when I'm away from him. | have got to be strong and stay
out.

Once Mary decided to leave, she knew that she had to take whatever she really
wanted with her immediately. She knew that Michael would prevent her from taking
anything later. She described what she took:

So | knew if | didn’t get the important things to me, that | probably would never

see them again. . . . So, | took my personal jewelry, a memento of my grandfather,

you know, a family bible. I got my clothes, some of my clothes, | got like | said,

the things that were most significant and important to me. | packed the car as full
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as| could get it and | took the extra key [for the car] and left. He changed the
locks. Didn't tell me. Couldn’t get in the house. He wouldn’t let me go in the
house without him being there.

Mary recounted what happened when she went back to collect additional items:
| went back to get some clothes and his dad happened to be there so the door was
unlocked. And | went in and started getting some of my stuff and | didn’t know it,
but his dad called him and had him come out from work to stand there and watch
me take my clothes. . . . | went in the bedroom to start packing up some clothes
and | heard the phone click, the receiver go down. And not twenty minutes later
he showed up...And he actually saw my art materials in the back seat of the car
and said, “Wdll, why are you riding around with your art materials in the car?’
Because he circled the car and looked at everything--1 mean like | had done
something to the car...... "Well why are your art materials in the car? Are you
working on things again?’ And | said as a matter of fact yes. And he said, “Well
why are they in the car?” And | said because, | mean | didn’t tell him. Just
because. He said, “Well why don’'t you leave the materials here? I'll make sure
nothing happens to them.” | was like no thanks! There is no way! He knew how
important my art was to me. There ain’t no way! No way | would leave my
materialsin his care. When | left | took all my art materials. (laughs) And | know
that sounds really weird but | knew they would probably be thrown away or
shredded. Y ou know.
Michael made divorce an arduous process, demanding that they go through

everything together to make sure that Mary took nothing that belonged to him:
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He wouldn’t let me take my pictures. We had to look through every picture to
make sure they were really mine and were not his. We had to look through every
single box. We had to look through every single piece of paper. He wouldn't let
me take any of my insurance information. I mean anything that was affiliated with
him, that had my name on it as well, | could not take. He had to be in the house to
make sure that | got what was mine.

Shortly after Mary left, she hired alawyer and began taking control of her life
again. The first task was to reclaim her paycheck. She was enrolled in an automatic
deposit program and if she did not get this changed immediately, her next paycheck
would go into her old account which Michael could access. Her lawyer tried to assure
her that the money would be recovered if Michael claimed it. But Mary felt that the
lawyer did not know Michael the way she did. She explained what happened:

And right after | left him | realized my paycheck was going to go in on that

deposit that he was able to access. If | didn't get it, he would get my money. And

the lawyer kept saying well if he does, we'll dea with that. We'll get it back for
you and all thiskind of stuff. | said no, you don’t understand. | have to have this
money. | have left this man. | have nothing. | have to have this money.

And so | went al over the place. My boss was worried. . . . [T]here was
nothing they could do to stop it. Payroll had already gone through so the payrall
department couldn’ t stop it. It was a nightmare that week. 1, that was one of the
most stressful weeks | ever, ever had. So, we can’t actually withdraw money until
9:00, that’s when it’s available, you know for that day, the last day of the month.

So at 9:00 | went to the bank and | cleared my account out.
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And | was lucky because it came on aday that | knew he was at a meeting
away from his normal workplace. | knew he had these meetings which sometimes
went long. . . . So | withdrew everything out of my account. And took it to the
other bank where | had opened an account. | didn’t have an address so | had to get
a post office box. It was this big mess. The [new] bank was actually trying to help
me get an account because they knew what was going on.

And he called me later, “Why did you withdraw all your money out of
your account?’ Y ou know he had already checked that day cause he knew | was
going to get paid, to see if my money was there. And | think it upset him that |
had taken it out so fast. It was my money. And he was livid that | had taken my
money out. He said, “Well | told you | wouldn't take it.” | said, “Well | didn’'t
trust you, sorry.” So, he couldn’t see what | was doing. My money was gone. He
couldn’'t see who | was writing checks to. He couldn’t see where | was spending
my money on. He didn’t know where my account was.

Another difficulty during the divorce was Mary’s access to a car. WWhen she |eft

she had taken both sets of keys for the new car because she feared that Michagl would

take it from her. She knew thet he would want the new car and that this would be a

contentious issue. Mary prioritized getting out of the marriage over getting her fair share

of their property:

And | knew he was dragging it out...... to be mean. And he was going to make me
pay and make it as hard as he possibly could. | knew that | deserved money. |
knew | deserved that car. | knew | deserved half of whatever he had hidden out

there. But to me, none of that was worth it, because | just wanted to be away from
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him. He got the house. He got the car, which is what he wanted. He didn’t want

me to have that car. | couldn’t afford the car on my own. He should have been

paying for that car, you know, | think, after everything he put me through.

But...... to me it was like a nortissue. If you're not going to pay for that car, let

me use the car until | can get one. He actually agreed to that which was amazing

cause he didn’t want to look bad. He knew that if we went to court and he had |eft
me (sighs) homeless and car-less, he knew he would look bad. So, | went out

there [and said to Michael], “I found my own car. Here, take your fancy car. . . .

[D]rive to your office. Entertain in your home. Whatever. Just...... let me go.”

That was the bottom line. Just let me go.

Mary’s relationship with her lawyer was rocky at first because he did not
understand how desperately she wanted out of the marriage. She described her challenge
with the attorney:

WEell he wasn’t even sure that | should be getting divorced at first. . . . Cause he

said you know, | aways have these clients and they always decide, they get half

way through it and they decide to reconcile. And | said no thisis not going to
happen. And when | told him just a few of the things that | had gone through. And
| said, you know every time he walks in aroom, my entire body from my head to
my toes, every muscle in my body is rock-solid. He makes me that uncomfortable.
| can not stand to be around him any more which is hard when you love
somebody and you can’t stand them at the same time. What' s up with that.

And [the attorney] said that when | said that, he knew that | couldn’t even

be in aroom with him [Michael]. He knew. He' s like thisis really, you know,
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marriage and he realized of course, you need to be away from thisman . . .
because | had amale lawyer like | said that didn’t really get it at first. But then
over time he got it. This man is too controlling. He monitors everything.

Perception of Salf
When asked about her self-perception, during the marriage Mary commented that,

“In away | aimost had no perception of mysdif...... Because | had lost myself, you

know? | mean | wasn’'t myself. He told me what | was.” She doubted herself totally:
| had lost any sense of being intelligent or being worth anything or my opinions
counting for anything. | had just kind of becomea...... a Stepford wife. That's
what | was! (laughs) That’s exactly what | was. Where you just kind of fed like
you're turned off and you' re going through the motions. And you're just trying to
make it through the next day. | mean | don’t remember, | mean | think | kidded
myself alot. | don't remember atime where | actually thought I, damn, I’'m so
happy (laughs).

Mary speculated about what might have happened had she remained in the marriage:
And | can honestly say that if | had stayed in that marriage, and it had been a
twenty-year marriage, | probably would have killed myself by the end of it, do
you know what | mean? Not that | ever thought of that during that time. But once
you're out and you realize how unhappy you are, to imagine myself with him for
the next twenty years, | think | would have just said, ok, | can’t take this anymore.
Y ou know? There wouldn’t have been anything left. And if there was anything

left, | would have just been azombie | think. And | don’t know if that sounds
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really over dramatic, but...And then you think of putting children in to that

scenario and trying to protect them from all that. | mean that, that would have, |

would have been in amental institution (laughs).

To the outside world, including her family, Michael 1ooked like the “ perfect
catch” and her life looked ideal. This made it difficult to trust her thoughts and feelings
that the relationship was a toxic one:

And you don't redize it. And when you finally do realize you're in a bad

situation, it’s like, well, everybody else thinks he's nice. And everybody else

thinks he's perfect. Maybe I’m just crazy. Y ou know, what am 1? Why do | not
feel the way other people think | should feel? | mean you really question
everything. And | think that was part of the problem was that in my family’s eyes
and everyone else’ s eyes he was the perfect catch. But they didn’t have to live
with him either (laughs). And they didn’t know how unhappy | was.

Mary had difficulty describing how she saw herself after she left the relationship:

Honestly | don’t think | felt anything for awhile. | had shut down as much as a

person has to shut down. It was very, very, very, very hard. . . . | mean it’s hard to

even put in to words, cause it just...... (sighs)...... it was like | ailmost had to, it
was like cutting a part of your body away. Like cutting an arm off or aleg off. Or
acancer (laughs).......... It was pretty much like that. | mean | had to just shut as
much as | could down s0 | could just even cope with it. It was just very, very hard
for me because of that.

Although Mary did not abuse acohol and had not had anything to drink for years, she

started drinking a couple of beers at night to help her sleep.
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Eventually Mary began to feel sane again. There was calm and peace in her life:

| think I’ ve settled down. And | still have good days and bad days. But definitely
more good. And the further | get away from it, the more that | realize that it
wasn’t really me so much that destroyed his life. | mean he amost destroyed mine

and I’ ve always been a very strong person because I’ ve had to be.

Getting out of the relationship was more important than getting her fair share of what

they had accumulated as a couple.

Mary still finds herself struggling to make decisions about her purchases. Thisis

an emotional artifact of the abuse. She understands that learning to trust herself to make

good decisions is a process:

But I’'m not depending on someone to take care of me in arelationship. I'm still
going to the grocery store and getting what | want. And I’m spending my money
where | want to. And I’m making friends that | want to make. I’m not having to
be hisfriends friend. If | want to go out with afriend of mine, | go out with a
friend of mine. Y ou know what | mean? | guess that’s what I’m trying to say. It's
hard to let yoursdlf trust yourself. And my therapist, | think that was a big point
that he brought up to me in one of our sessions was that....... are you having
trouble trusting other people or are you having trouble trusting your own
judgment? And | thought about that alot. | mean I’ ve had these (laughs)
epiphanies, here and there. But | mean that was a huge point in that you have to
get to a point where you trust yourself and you trust your judgment to be able to

move on from something like that. So, and that’s a hard, hard thing to do when
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someone tells you everyday that you're not capable of trusting your judgment

because they know better.

Mary’s family has emotionally supported her since she left the relationship. Co-workers
at her old job have also been an emotiona anchor. Work was the one place where Mary
felt successful. The validation that she was doing a good job and that she was competent
was an invaluable counterpoint to Michael’ s perspective. Mary refused to give into to
Michael’ s negative view of her:

But | mean | could be aredly bitter mean bitchy person al thetimeif | sat back

and let al that stuff [all the difficult things that have happened in her life] control

my life every day. And I'm just not going to let that happen. And | even had
someone ask me, well how can you be nice to people when you know that
they're...... not being true or whatever. Because | chose that. Y ou know, if
someone’' s mean to me | chose my reaction. | can either let it ruin my day or | can
say, whatever.

A hopeful attitude was something Mary developed in childhood that also helped
her get through the marriage. There were times when she was dealing with her mentally
ill parent that, “1 always had that just tiny bit that kept me going, that could see that there
would be something better on the other side.”

Mary’s job and the help she gives people helps to move her beyond the abuse. She
has gotten good evaluations at her old job and her new one. She got rid of possessions
that reminded her of Michael and the marriage. She has begun seeing someone who is
supportive of her and her art, is courteous, cares about her safety but does not monitor her

behavior. She cares a great deal for her new boyfriend but is also working hard to
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maintain her independence and separateness. Mary is reclaiming the parts of her life that
were diminished in her marriage.
Alice

Alice was awarm, friendly 39-year-old single mother. During the interview she
described herself as a “big girl,” who had always been big. A conscientious person, Alice
got up at one point to adjust the air conditioner to minimize noise interference with the
microphone.

Alice' s son was preschool-age but not home at the time of the interviews. His
pictures covered the walls. Child-sized plastic table and chairs in bright red, green,
yellow, and blue sat along awall. There was a comfortable clutter in the living/dining
room area where the interviews were conducted at a maple-stain wooden table.

Like the others, Alice expressed an interest in participating in the study to help
women who have experienced emotiona abuse. She aso hoped to explore what had
happened in her own experience.

Alice spoke with excitement about her classes and the work that lay ahead in her
graduate program. Sheis pursuing a Ph.D. and aspires to an academic career. Alice
moved to Georgia from a nearby state to attend graduate school, to focus on her life
priorities, and to get away from Elliot, her ex-partner who is her son’s father. Balancing
the desire to have no interaction with Elliot with the contact Alice felt she must have
because of their son is on-going challenge.

Family of Origin
Alice grew up in an intact family of four with an unconventional mother who

worked full-time outside the home as a social worker. She also exposed Alice to
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women'’s issues, taking her as a girl to pro-choice rallies and to hear important feminist
activists. Despite her mother’s seemingly feminist consciousness, the advice she gave
Alice about the relationship with Elliot was contradictory. Alice explained:

Thisis not a stupid woman. Thisis asocial worker (laughs). SheisaL.C.SW.

She's a bright woman. This is the same woman that took me to see Margaret

Mead when | was akid and Gloria Steinem and pro-choice ralies!...I mean there

| was and she just has this...... (sighs) I mean, “Nurture his ego, Alice” that's

what shetellsme. . . . That's what men need.
To Alice s bewilderment, her mother discouraged independence and encouraged her to
compromise by lowering her expectations in the relationship. Alice’s mother was
impressed by Elliot’s professional status--he was an attorney--and financial success.

Alice hid information about Elliot’s emotionally abusive behavior from her
family. Only recently has she shared with her father and brother that Elliot has a drug
problem. She till has not told her mother. Alice acknowledged that she has been a
“buffer” between Elliot and her family, especially her mother.

In the last few years, Alice has recognized similarities in her mother’s and Elliot’s
treatment of her: “Now | look at both and | see very glaring patterns. Um, the constant
criticism, the nothing’ s ever going to be good enough...... attitude from both of them.”
Sgnificant Relationships

Alice estimated that she had dated over 25 people but her serious relationships
have been much fewer in number. She has been married twice. The first marriage was in
her early twenties to a man named Tom. They dated for a couple years and were married

acouple years. Alice said that they “had had an ideal courtship...but had no business



70

getting married.” The divorce was amicable; Tom was a terrific person; and they are still
in contact today. Alice initiated the divorce and left the relationship feeling good about
herself.

Six years later, Alice married again. She was in her late twenties when she met
Ken. Alice described it as a “whirlwind”; “I knew [him] for six months. | married him
and the marriage lasted two months.” One morning after Ken kissed her good bye and left
for work, a deputy came to the door and served her divorce papers one haf hour later.
Alice was shocked and did not know why Ken wanted a divorce. She got an annulment
and ayear later learned from Ken's relatives that he was gay.

Unlike withthe first divorce, Alice experienced a great deal of pain when the
second marriage ended. She said it was the “peak trauma’ of her life. She doubts she will
marry again because she could never trust again. For Ken, Alice had moved across
country, disconnected from all that she knew, and taken a marginal job. After the
annulment, she moved back to the Southeast where she had lived previously and
reconnected with her old support system. The second marriage and subsequent
annulment, she believed, left her “vulnerable.”

Alice s relationship with Elliot began a year after the annulment. Her best friend
worked with him and introduced them. Alice’ sinitial reaction to Elliot was positive,
however, she later learned that he had not been entirely truthful:

Was | impressed that | was going out with a lawyer? (hitstable) Yes | was! (says

with emphasis) Was my mom impressed? Yes she was! (says with emphasis)

(laughs) There's no question. He's young handsome, we started dating, and he

lies about his age. He lies about his age because he's (calculates in her head) let
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me see, he'll be 47 next week. And so nine years ago he was 36. And he told me

he was like 31, 32. And, yeah, | mean, he, there he was a new, young, fresh, first

job. Yes | was impressed! I'm still impressed.
The relationship became serious after ayear of dating.

Alice described their relationship as perpetually on and off. At times Elliot dated
other women and a few times she dated other people. None of the outside relationships
were as serious. Alice ard Elliot never lived together, although they talked occasionally
about making a long-term commitment.

Elliot made a practice of alternating between being very present in Alice'slife
and being out of touch. She explained: “1 mean it was more than sex but it, it wasn't a
commitment. And he would go away for aweek at atime. | wouldn’t hear from him. And
itjustkind of...... | kind of tolerated it.”

The relationship lasted over seven years and ended during Alice’ s pregnancy. For
awhile she had no contact with Elliot, although he paid child support. Before leaving for
graduate school, she called to let him know that she and her son were moving.

Emotional Abuse in Relationships

Because Alice is a helping professional, she has some awareness of the definition
and signs of emotional abuse. While in the relationship with Elliot, she sensed at some
level that it was abusive, it has been easier to see patterns in hindsight. Alice believed that
her training was a help and a hindrance:

| mean, | mean it (sighs) that has probably been my greatest asset in life, but it's

also been my greatest problem...1 think when you're in the caring or helping

profession fields, then you tend to think that you can just solve everybody’s
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problems and that you just have to be supportive and he'll come around. Or you

know, if you just show him unconditional love, he'll learn. And um, that’s hard.

That’s very difficult and | think the reason why | took his threats when he did

threaten me when | was pregnant so seriously is that I’ ve sat across the table from

too many women that have said, “I didn’t take him serious.” And they should

have. And | did.

When asked to give her definition of emotional abuse, Alice emphasized the
importance of intention behind the abuser’ s words and actions. Emotiona abuse was, she
believed, “. . . [W]here they do it with the expressed intent to jar you or think that they’re
going to jar you or upset you or whatever.”

The behaviors on the Checklist of Emotionally Abusive Behaviors that Elliot
directed at Alice included: belittling, yelling, calling her names, criticizing, accusing her
of repeatedly and purposefully doing hurtful behaviors directed at him, discounting,
negating her feelings or ideas, verbally attacking, having unrealistic expectations, saying
negative things about her sexually, sulking, withholding affection from her, ignoring,
slamming doors or objects, ridiculing, threatening to abandon her either physically or
emotionally, expressing excessive jealousy, threatening her life or the life of children,
pets, or family, labeling her in a negative way, and blaming her for his problems. He also
accused her of trying to hurt him by becoming pregnant.

Alice also added one behavior after she had completed the original Checklist:
“does thingsto elicit jealousy.” She explained:

“1 don’t know what you would call it when, when someone calls you and says,

uhm, “You know, I’'m in another relationship.” And they do it intentionally to hurt
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you or to get arise out of you, to get a response. And then you find out it's

completely bogus.

It upset Alice when Elliot talked about his involvement with other women. On the other
hand, he was jealous of Alice's relationships with others.

Alice was most deeply affected by Elliot’s * constant criticism,” which was
something she had experienced with her mother. According to Elliot, Alice said, “I
couldn’t be enough. | wasn't going to be enough. Um...... criticizing about my weight.
......... Those were probably the most painful.” Elliot had unrealistic expectations of her,
Alice remarked: “Well, yeah, | think he’s il looking for the 5 10" Ph.D. that makes
$200,000 ayear.”

Alice believed that the on-again, off- again pattern of their relationship fueled the
emotional abuse:

... [T]here you would have these periods of niceties, when things were going

smoothly and then either he wanted to just be left alone. And so he created alittle

crisis to make that happen.

When she became pregnant, Alice was upset and concerned about how the
community would judge her:

| was so scared when | thought | was pregnant. So scared. | was just so scared.

Because | don't care what they say, there’s il a stigma out there attached to

women that are pregnant and not married. See now, [her son is a preschooler]

people just assume I’m divorced.
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She and Elliot had talked about having children and pregnancy was always a
possibility because they never used birth control. He seemed pleased about this
possibility before it happened:

We didn’'t use birth control ever (sayswith emphasis). And we had talked, at one

time he reached over and said, “Well when are we going to get married? Well you

know, | want children.” And | was like, “Well | want children.” And he. . . said,

“WEell you haven't gotten pregnant so we don’'t have any children.” And we talked

that if we ever did get married we probably have to deal with infertility and all

that crap.
When Alice conceived, Elliot was supportive initially:

And he was so (says with emphasis) wonderful in the beginning. The night |

found out he brought over, he went out and bought children’s movies and came

over and we watched children’s movies. And he was just so sweset.

As the redlity of having the child approached, Elliot changed. In fact, he saw the
pregnancy as Alice's way of harming him:

And it was almost like he was sweet up until the time when | couldn’t have an

abortion. He was sweet up until that time. Yes. And then when | got the

amnio(centisis) results done (inhales) and it was all normal and everything, it was,

(lowers voice) it was shortly after that that he just kind of said, ‘“Well | don’t want

to beadad.” At four months pregnant it’s too late. Can’t decide that.

...... S0......1 forced parenthood on him. (raises voice) So yeah, he’' d probably

call that emotionally abusive.
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Elliot’s mixed messages continued as the pregnancy progressed. Alice became
frightened. She recalled a disturbing incident where she felt:
| was seven months pregnant and we had just come back from Disney World. He
took me there for mother’s day weekend. And | don’t know if he had been using
[illicit drugs] that particular day or what. But he called and he just told me to look
out that I’m going to be sorry | ever met him and da da da da da and get a
restraining order, get arestraining order, get arestraining order. And | did. |
marched down the next morning and got a restraining order.
Because Elliot moved from one extreme to another in his interactions, Alice
thought he might be bipolar:
... [H]ewould tell me | was just the most beautiful sexual being when | was
pregnant. And he would sometimes treat me just...... like a queen. And then he
would go to the polar opposite. Uh, he never called me names while | was
pregnant. I’ ve always been a big girl. And after | had my son, there were some
words to that effect about fat bitch or you just have no control and da da da da da
and al of that. But then at other times, “Well you know your weight doesn’t
bother me.” And then | would, would, I'd know he was dating someone that was
just exquisitely beautiful. But that wouldn’t last either.
Alice spent years trying to make sense of Elliot’s behavior and what it meant for their
relationship:
Well, at first | thought he was just...... unable to commit and that’s why he
disappeared for periods of time. He, we' d have an incident and then he'd

disappear. Or else he'd just disappear and I’ d get pissed off. And...... then | found
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out about theillicit drug use. So then that, | blamed that for everything. And then

| found out what a wretched horrible childhood he had, so then | blamed that for

everything. Poor Elliot. I'm going to help Elliot because he's agood soul. HE's a

gentle soul. And hereally is a sensitive person. ...... And over the last, since I’ve

moved, I’ ve kind sa, been able to take a step back and sa, say well, you know, a

lot of people have shitty childhoods. Y ours wasn't any worse than anybody else’s

for the most part | don’t think based on what | know it wasn't. And......... | don't

know. | guess at 47 years old he needs to figure out what he's going to do and

where he's going to take it. The question is how?

Alice had a difficult time separating from Elliot even though she knew that
getting out of the relationships was best for her. She turned to therapy for help, “I
spent...... several years in therapy trying to figure out away out of the relationship. And
there s too, he has a draw, he still has adraw.” Because there had been no physical abuse,
this made it harder for Alice to cut the tie. Had there been physical abuse, Alice believed
that she would have left sooner. She explained, “I would have almost rather him hit me,
...... Because | think then | would have maybe been able to kick him out.” On the other
hand, Alice wondered whether she would have severed the relationship had it become
physically violent given her background as a helping professional and her long-standing
desire to help people.

Geographical distance has helped her gain perspective on the relationship and
learn to hold Elliot accountable for his decisions and behavior:

Uhhhmmm, again and | hate to keep saying the same thing over and over. | think

the distance has made things easier for me and it’s a'so made things easier to just
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distance myself both physically and emotionally. And (stammers)the other thing |
need to do is to stop coming up with reasons for his behavior. Y ou know, he
needs to be responsible for his behavior. (sighs) | guessI’'m just amazed at his
selfishness which I’d never really (stammers) | guess | never knew he was as
sdfisnasheis.
Alice thought the abuse had affected the relationship over time, She said: “It perpetuated
it I didn’'t put astop to it and | didn’t set any limits.” There has always been a struggle to
keep the boundaries clear and consider the needs of her son:
There was this constant running, running back whenever he wanted me to. And
then | would retreat and then he would chase. And then he would retreat and |
would chase and it was just this horrible cat and mouse game. And...... l...... you
get alot of shame when you realize what you accepted. | know | have.
Perception of Salf
Alice s perception of herself was affected by the relationship. She remembered
being immobilized:
It sucks. | think that’s one of the hardest when you look internally and you try to
figure out what makes you stay. And then you feel like aloser because you stay.
And you fedl likealoser...... because you can't leave. You can't put a stop to it.
When the relationship ended she, “...was actually very happy.” Getting away from Elliot
raised her spirits: “Moving away just helped me distance. Helped me to make a decision

to take care of myself.”
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When asked how she saw herself now, Alice reported that she fluctuates:
Depends on which day you catch me. Unfortunately, (laughs), today’ s not a very
good day! ...... | would see myself as a confident bright woman. And...... | see
myself asbeing...... excellent at my career...... I’m at the top of my career where
| was. And now I'm pursuing higher education. But it’s still never going to be
enough.

Not being involved with Elliot has improved Alice' s well-being:

I’ve made the decision we' re not going to see each other. I’'m happier. And that

hasn’t happened that often. 1t’s happening now. And so I’'m hoping to see a little

curve upwards as far as you know, self-esteem, competence and things like that.

Alice described herself as a good person with good intentions whose tendency to
“people please,” contributed to her involvement with Elliot. She explained: “I’ve learned
that good people tend to alow this to happen because they want everybody to be
happy...... And we tend to treat other people like we want to be treated.”

Alice s friends were instrumental in helping her to deal with and move through
the emotional abuse. The friend that introduced Alice to Elliot worked with him. That
friend recognized the problems in his behavior and has supported Alice. Other friends
have been supportive as well:

| have the best friends in the whole wide world. They hate him (laughs) and but |

give them so much credit because no matter how often | call...... they're still

there. And they don’t, “Oh, you’ ve been down this road before!” They don’t beat
me up as much as | beat myself up about being in the same place again and again

and again (says with emphasis). And I'm grateful for that. My
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family...... probably they’re not as aware...... So | don't think | get much support

from my family. But | get great support from my friends.

Alice has limited the information she has given family members about Elliot’s
behavior. Only recently did she disclose hisillicit drug abuse problemsto her father and
brother. She has not told her mother about the drugs and no family member knows about
the emotional abuse.

Alice believed that her personal and professional goals will help her move beyond
the abuse and towards financia security. She suspects that Elliot may not always pay
child support. When or if this happens, she wants to be self-sufficient: “. . . | think I’ve
just been able to set my own professional goals as far as making some career moves
where | won't have to be dependent on him even financially.” She has chosen a career
with her sori's needs in mind:

What is the best route to make a good salary and also be able to provide a good

living, a good type of living for my child? And | thought—academia. Cause then

I’ll have my summers off most of the time. And I'd have my weekends off, for

most part my evenings. It’s, you know, | think it's a great way of life and | think it

will be good for my son. | think the environment’s a healthy one. And that’ s what

| wanted for him.

Vicki

Vicki was a 40-year-old single mom with an infectious laugh. She was warm,
friendly, and easy to talk to. Vicki suffered from a thyroid condition that caused her to be
heavier than she would have liked and that Ieft her feeling tired. She was anurse in an

area hospital and liked her job, but expressed a desire to do something different.
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Vicki has ateenage son and daughter. She was clearly proud and excited about
them. She has been single for nearly all of their lives. She plans to complete her degree
after her children are grown.

The interviews took place on weekend afternoons in a peaceful office setting.
Vicki made herself comfortable leaning back into the cushions along the back of the sofa.
She sat a glass of water on an adjacent table. Although she had a southern accent, the
rapidity of her speech was reminiscent of the fast talk identified with other sections of the
country.

Vicki had done a great deal of thinking about her emotionally abusive marriage
and the interviews offered another opportunity to reflect on her experience. She has
wanted to raise women’s consciousness of emotional abuse.

Vicki divorced over a decade ago. She was not in arelationship at the time of the
interviews, athough she has had relationships periodically.

Family of Origin

Vicki isthe middle child with an older and a younger brother. She was very close
to her younger brother when she was young. Now she is closer to her older brother.

Vicki identified her father as emotionally abusive. She said, “I have to say my dad
is emotionally abusive in some ways. Not as extreme as Donny [her ex-husband].” She
was pained by her dad’s criticism:

Once | was about 12, 13, you know, when kids get that rebellious. He just

couldn’'t deal with me talking back and my brothers never did. (laughs) They were

guys and they just didn’t do stuff like that. My oldest brother was kind of awhiz-

kid genius and he kept to himself. They knew everything that went on with me.
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And they were more involved interpersonnally with me...... but | think it was
because they were very protective and | was the only girl, the middle child, you
know, baby for awhile. But yeah, | think that’s why it bothered me. | think that’s
where my sensitivity to being criticized [comes from] or even just constructive
criticism kind of bugs me. But reprimands or orders or tone of voice, it bothers
me more than probably other people.

Vicki’s father was also critical of her mother:

And he's that way with my mother. | used to think my dad was normal. But now

that I’'m older | see where sometimes he can be pretty mean to my mother. He's

never been physically abusive. . . . | pointed this out to my mother alot. “Why do
you let him talk to you this way? Why do you let him criticize you? Why does he
always have to say, “Yes, you can go here” and “No, you can’'t.” And she said,

“Wel he'sjust getting old and grumpy.”

Her father’s criticism continued into Vicki’ s adulthood. When she was struggling
emotionally affter her divorce, he told her: “You're not the only person it's happened to.
Get over it. You need to get back to work.”

Claiming her personal autonomy and dealing with her parents has been a major
challenge for Vicki:

We [she and her parents] just can’t live under the same roof (laughs). So | figured

since | had finished school | was going to get a job at the local hospital. And | just

felt that wasn’t far enough for me to start over so that [is] why | moved where |
live [to the town she livesin now]. And that was scary but | had the confidence by

then, that | was able to do it and take care of myself. Of course my family, my
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mom and dad [said], “Well now you can’'t do na ha na na, you can’t do this, you
can’'t do that”. That's just the story. That's just how they’ ve aways been. “You're
not capable. You have the kids. What are you going to do if this happens and that
happens.” And of course whenever things would happen and I'd have to call them
for help | would have that little rebellious attitude. (sighs) Oh, you know, | hate
having to call them for help. But | fet like that was a big deal to move by myself
even though it's still relatively close to where my parents live.

Vicki explained why the move was important:
| had to do it. | had to prove to mysdlf that | could take care of mysdlf...... and |
felt like | can’t stay here for other people. | need to do what | need to do and
establish my own territory or whatever. And so | felt really good when |
moved...... | was scared but | also felt very empowered and met a bunch of people
at work. And I'd say it was pretty good.
Her father’s controlling attitude influenced her career choices:
| had worked at child abuse shelter. And (sighs) | felt very pressured by my father
because | moved back home [and] he was like, “You need to just get areal job
and quit playing around with those day camp and shelters,” you know, he's just
that way. So, | talked to some friends of mine and they were like, “Well, why
don’'t you go into the medical field. Nursing is good. Y ou know, there's a nursing
school and nnnah, nnah.” And | was like, “Well, what the hell? Why not?’ You
know? And | applied and | got in which surprised me. | think looking back it's

just really not what | wanted to do but | felt very pressured to do something where
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| could take care of myself, you know, make enough money to take care of
mysalf.

| felt very pressured that you know, | had no choices. I'm stuck here. And
thisiswhat | have to do. And | guess, too, having kids added to the pressure of
I’m stuck here. | can’t change anything because the uncertainty of what am |
going to do? How am | going to make enough money was very scary to me. So
that’s where all my anxiety was coming from. And so, yeah at that point, | felt
likel had alot of friends and was independent but | also felt very stuck and very
nervous and anxious about things going wrong at work. It was mostly to do with
work. And that basically you know, my whole life would fall a part if | screwed
up at work isthe way | looked at it.
Her mother also made critical comments that undermined Vicki’ s autonomy and

self-esteem. She heard her mother tell a friend who was visiting:

“Yeah, well, we got rid of Donny. And | told Vicki the next time | get to pick who
itis” Oh my God, | just (laughs and shakes head). | argue with my dad but |
never argue with my mom because she gets so hurt (says with emphasis). And so
| just didn’t say anything. And | mean it hurt for her obvioudly to say that. They
have absolutely no confidence in me at al as far as making decisions or being a
grownup or you know.

But you know, it was kind [of] weird, and | mean little things like that
come up over the years. “Now don’t go screwing this up! Don’'t go messing this
up!” You know? When | changed jobs || tried to explain to them it wasn't just

because | didn't like where | was. It was just a matter of something | wanted to
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making people mad. And don’t get people mad at you.” (grunts) It's like yes
mam, you know, yes sir, I’'m only twelve, you know...... the older | get the more
dysfunctional | realize my family is. You know, not in the stereotypical
alcoholism or physical abuse or sexual abuse or anything like that. But they don’t
communicate like normal people should. Or the way | would like it, | should say.
What Vicki learned from her mother about being a woman set the stage for later
relationships with men:

... [M]y mother...... in an indirect way didn’t sit down and tell me al these
things but her actions and her attitudes have caused me to have alot of conflict
with what the woman’s role is in society and what my own thoughts have been.
And | fed like | wasn’t you know rebel enough to overcome those things like you
know, you're supposed to find the perfect man. And take him for al his faults and
do what he wants. Y ou know let him be the guide of where the relationship and
where your lifeis going. And my mom uses the terms that she worshipped her
grandfather and her father, which | always thought was really strange, cause |
never felt that way about my father. | loved him but | never thought he was the be
al end all you know. And I don’t understand that way of thinking but | also feel
like I’ve let men and then it carries over to authority figures, dominate me.

It makes me angry (sighs) and society especialy here in the South. | heard
alot, growing up, about girls aren’t supposed to do this and girls aren’t supposed
to do that and that’ s weird that you think that way. When | was younger my

friends used to kind of joke around about me being the free spirit, carefree kind
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of, (raises voice). It's funny that they perceived, everybody perceives me that
way, but | don't. | feel like | had that in me but | never let it actually totally come
out because | always felt pushed down by either parents or boyfriends

or...... responsibilities. | mean there were times where | had a taste of that and |
would just be elated and just wow, thisis so cool, thisis the way | want to be.
Vicki’'s low self-esteem and atypical interests also affected her view of herself:
And so my perception of myself has always been alot lower than other people
that know me real well. But yeah the cultura thing [the way females are
socidized]. That definitely influenced my actions more than my thoughts. And |
felt like | was [in] a struggle throughout most of my life. It's being agirl but
wanting to do non-girl things.

For example, Vicki’s unconventional choice of an instrument did not meet family

expectations.

her:

WEéll, for example, when | was a kid | wanted my, you know, | was always into
music. | loved music. And my mom encouraged that because she's very creative
and had alot of artistic talents and stuff too, but, which she doesn’t do anymore.
And | kind of inherited that. So she encouraged that alot but when | got to middle
school it was like, ok you can be in band, you want to play flute...... or clarinet?
And | wanted to play drums. Y ou know, girls don’t play drums. And it was a
battle (says with emphasis). | had to fight for that. And then my parents till, sort
of blew it off, like, “Oh God, why does she aways have to be different?’

Vicki also enjoyed hiking and camping. She often took her younger brother with
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| never was really sports oriented but when | was in high school, before it was
kind of popular for people to be outdoorsy, | was always going off with my dog
and hiking and camping. | dragged my little brother everywhere. He was my best
buddy. | mean I’ d take him, anybody didn’t want to go, my little brother came
with me. And I'd take him to concerts and outdoor festivals and just tons of stuff
like that. I'd take him camping and hiking with me al the time.
It was difficult to get her female friends enthused about these activities. Vicki recalled, “.
.. [M]y friends were more, you can’t plug a hairdryer in out in the woods. So they
weren't in to that.”
Sgnificant Relationships
Vicki estimated she has been involved in twelve relationships, six of which were
serious. They ranged in length from six months to two years, except for the four-year
relationship with her husband. In general, none of Vicki’s relationships were casual:
Actually, | would say all, anytime | was involved with anybody it was
monogamous. | never really dated several people at atime.” They also became
close quickly: “Uh...... um...... let'ssee...... | would say in most peopl€'s opinion
probably fairly soon maybe within three months.
Vicki had a preference for men whom she described as counter-culture types:
| liked to meet people who like to do what | like to do. And alot of times that was
the basis for my introductions to guys was we liked the same music or | don’t
know they either...... they were just weird, | mean a lot of them were nice. But
you know it just didn’t work out. Some of them were just way out there.

Unfortunately those were the ones | was really attracted to that you know.
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Tim, a boyfriend Vicki had in college, was typical. He was her “first serious’
boyfriend. She thought, “he was so cool but he was extremely free spirited and artsy.”
But it was difficult to know where she stood with Tim. Vicki often felt frustrated:

... [H]e was so manipulative with his charm but aso always keeping thingsup in

the air. Never, he was never, not really good at sticking to anything, you know,

and no commitment and yet, one day it was al | love you and | want us to get
married but it was more idealistic. And | was pretty young . . . bu thinking back,
you know he was very manipulative.

He was so much fun but he was just so out there, you know, all over the
place. And he was manipulative but not mean about it. It was just sneaky and
underhanded you know. Playful but also he would talk me into doing things for
him going way out of my way to do things for him. And that’s what got on my
nerves with him.

Donny, her ex-husband, was a departure from the other men Vicki had dated. He
had been married before and had two young daughters who lived with their mother in
another state. Not artsy or musical, he was more conventional in his views and behavior.
He was “mainstream”:

Now my ex-husband was very opposite of that. He was very clean cut. He was a

fireman. | thought...... because of al that and because he was more...... that he

was going to be “the normal guy” and “the accepted one”’ because he's what
people would think that. He's what the image that | thought people would think |
should go for. Because he was, you know, not all long hair (laughs) stuff like that.

So | think that’s what threw me for aloop with him.
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Donny intensely focused on Vicki. She found this new experience thrilling:

... [T]hat he paid so much, God when we first met he was just so...... (stammers)

enthralled with me. It was weird. It was like | never had anybody treat me like

that. . . . Oh! Just overflowing with emotional this and that and talking all the right
lines. And | just had never met anybody quite that intense. So | thought well that
must be what happens when you meet the perfect person. And then of course his
flaws started coming out but by then | was, | don’t know, looking back | really
don’'t know why...... | let myself get so caught up with him.

At first, Donny seemed to represent stability--the kind of man with whom you
would settle down. Many of her friends were married or in the process of getting married
and she felt pressured to do the same:

... [Clause one of my friends was already married. The other one had dated this

guy for like three years and he was a doctor. And he was clean cut and all. My

[older] brother was married. Everybody | knew was married. And | think | felt the

pressure that you know, | want to be normal. | want to fit in (laughs). And here sa

guy that crazy about me and can’t live without me or whatever. He' s very

clinging which surprised, | guess that’s what it was that did it. Because the other

guys were more independent. | was independent and they were independent.

Vicki married Donny when she was 26 or 27 after dating him for ayear. At the
time of the interviews, Vicki had been divorced from him for more than ten years. The
divorce was unpleasant but it had happened quickly. Child support payments were the
only connection remaining between them. By choice Donny had little contact with their

children.
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Vicki has dated since the divorce. Some relationships have lasted longer than
others, but none have really worked.
Emotional Abuse in Relationships
Vicki talked about her relationships with Tim and Donny simultaneously because
of similarities in her emotional experience:
| mean it’'skind of interesting, cause it’s like they were so different but my
feelings were always that anxiety, | don’'t know what’s going on. I'm up in the air
al thetime. | can’t seem to pin’em down.
Tim withheld affection and sex:
Come to think of it if he wouldn't say it directly like in a mean way but...... it was
kinda going along with the ignoring or the he was almost like a narcissist or
something. Like, I’'m so important and you're lucky to have me around attitude.
And | may or may not let you. You know | may do you afavor. . . . [H]e was he
was extremely smart that’s, you know, the big difference between he and Donny.
There were times when | would want affection and because he [Tim] was mad, he
wouldn’t show anger or he would just ignore or distance himself from me.
Donny was also manipulative with affection and sex:
So it was aways withholding affection. Donny, well it was funny, he thought he
was real affectionate but it was manipulative. The goal was sex regardless of
what. It was like a child in that, “Well if | did this for you, then you owe me,”
kind of thing. He definitely withheld affection cause we could never just have an
affectionate time without it having to lead to sex. He was, | mean personally |

think he was addicted, he had an addictive personality. But | sort of reasoned that
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out, he was just a sex addict as well as an alcoholic, more of a binge drinker,
though.

Tim and Donny were both critical of Vicki but their strategies were different:
Tim would be more like you should learn more about this. You should try doing,
you know, learn more about literature. Y ou need to know more about socially
correct things, | guess. He would, you know, the isolating from friends and family
| guess they were similar that way.

Now, Donny was mean with his criticism it was usualy in anger. “You're
so stupid. | can’'t believe you, blah, blah, blah. Y ou know, how could you do this,
how could you do that.” Looking for things to pick fights with. But Tim was more
putting me down in away that was making me feel like | was not smart enough or
good enough.

They both isolated Vicki from friends and family:

... [Tim] would just manipulate my time. Or, you know, “I’m going to go out
with my friends’ or . .. "Well | really need you to help me do so and s0,” you
know. “I thought you were going to spend time with me,” that kind of stuff. And
Donny, he did that more.. . . “You're not going to go anywhere” or, well | told
you about the graduation thing. He was more like, “Y ou’re going to have to stay
home with the kids or you' re going to have to (stammers) you can’t go to your
parents’ or, “1 don’t want your friends coming over cause I'm sick,” or stuff like
that.

The demands they placed on Vicki interferred with her opportunities or

responsibilities:
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[Both of them would] procrastinate until 1 was late for work. Make sure they got
what they needed to do, it didn't matter if | was late for work or class. Accuse you
of repeatedly and purposely, yeah sometimes they would say, “Because you're
being selfish,” that was their favorite, | remember (laughs). “Well you're being
selfish wanting to do so and so. “And that’s going to, that hurts my feelings, that
you don’t consider my feelings above yours or your friends or your family’s’.
Tim and Donny had unrealistic expectations:

.. . [B]oth of them were very way out there as far as, “Well | have this great idea.
I’m going to get involved with this money- making scheme and we' re going to be
rich. Or I’m going to win the lottery and we're going to have millions of dollars.”
And they would, | remember them both doing, it was so strange, they both did
this, make lists of al the things they were going to buy. (sighs) And you know
and my ex-husband [Donny] was still doing that even after years. You know, he
would owe me child support. We went through a lot of issues. And currently I’ve
filed a contempt through . . . the state of [where he lives currently] and it’ s just
taken along time. But they were like, “I can just work extra jobs or I'll be getting
this money from so and so and I'll give you extra,” or . . . two or three times
Donny has told me over the years when he's on his manipulative, guilty little vein
that he does every once in awhile. Like, “I’ ve treated you so bad, you and the kids
and I’'m going to make it up to you someday when | become a millionaire because
I’m hooked up with this guy that’'s,” you know like, whatever. That's very

unrealistic.
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And Tim was the same way. He wanted to be a writer (lowers voice). And
| would even try to be the voice of reason, which | really didn’t like doing. | like
to have my little daydreams, too, you know. But | always felt that | had to be the
mom or the voice of reason like, “Well bu what if that doesn’'t work out?” Then
of course that was me discounting their dreams and, “Y ou know, you just don’t
have faith in me,” stuff like that.

Tim and Donny repeatedly threatened to abandon Vicki: “. . . [A]bandon you, yeah,
anytime they got mad both of them, “Well, if you don’t like it, you can just leave. | don't
want to deal with thisanymore. I’'m outa here.” Real quick to say that.” Neither had any
qualms about interferring with Vicki’s sleep or other responsibilities:
... [T]hey didn’'t think anything of waking me up out of a sound sleep to either
ask me to take them somewhere or to go get them something or to have
SeX...... All thetime | mean | amost got to the point where | thought, “Well this
must be normal,” | don’t know, you know (laughs)? This must be the way people
are. And I'd get mad sometimes, but usually with my ex-husband [Donny], |
would just give in. | mean that goes along with his whole, | mean he would just
pitch fits. And it was like, ok, it's 