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In this groundbreaking bestseller, Lundy Bancroft—a counselor who specializes in working with
abusive men—uses his knowledge about how abusers think to help women recognize when
they are being controlled or devalued, and to find ways to get free of an abusive relationship.He
says he loves you. So...why does he do that? You’ve asked yourself this question again and
again. Now you have the chance to see inside the minds of angry and controlling men—and
change your life. In Why Does He Do That? you will learn about: • The early warning signs of
abuse• The nature of abusive thinking• Myths about abusers• Ten abusive personality
types• The role of drugs and alcohol• What you can fix, and what you can’t• And how to get out
of an abusive relationship safely“This is without a doubt the most informative and useful book yet
written on the subject of abusive men. Women who are armed with the insights found in these
pages will be on the road to recovering control of their lives.”—Jay G. Silverman, Ph.D., Director,
Violence Prevention Programs, Harvard School of Public Health

Praise for Lundy Bancroft and Why Does He Do That?“Bancroft has opened a window into the
thinking of abusive men, and his book helps open a door out of abusive relationships.”—Gavin
de Becker, New York Times bestselling author of The Gift of Fear and Fear Less“Most books
about abuse in relationships focus on women—how they’re hurt, why they stay. As important as
these questions are, they can also distract us from the heart of the problem. Bancroft boldly asks
—and brilliantly answers—the most important questions of all: Why do so many men abuse
women? What can be done about it? This book is desperately needed and long overdue.”—
Jackson Katz, creator of the award-winning video Tough Guise: Violence, Media and the Crisis
in Masculinity“This fascinating investigation into what makes abusive men tick is alarming but its
candid handling of a difficult subject makes it a valuable resource for professionals and victims
alike…Jargon-free analysis is frequently broken up by interesting first-person accounts and
boxes that distill in-depth information into simple checklists. Bancroft’s book promises to be a
beacon of calm for many storm-tossed families.”—Publishers Weekly “Bancroft, a former
codirector of Emerge, the first U.S. program for abusive men, and a 15-year veteran of work with
abusive men, reminds readers that each year in this country, two to four million women are
assaulted by their partners and that at least one out of three American women will be a victim of
violence by a husband or boyfriend at some point in her life. His valuable resource covers early
warning signs, ten abusive personality types, the abusive mentality, problems with getting help
from the legal system, and the long, complex process of change…This is essential reading for
those in the helping professions and highly recommended.”—Library JournalAbout the
AuthorLundy Bancroft has over twenty-five years of experience in the fields of abuse, trauma,
and recovery. He has published five books, including the bestseller Why Does He Do That?,



Daily Wisdom for Why Does He Do That?, When Dad Hurts Mom, The Batterer as Parent, and
Should I Stay of Should I Go?. Lundy has worked with over 1000 abusive men in his counseling
groups. He has also served extensively as a custody evaluator, child abuse investigator, and
expert witness, and has presented to 350 audiences across the U.S. and abroad.Excerpt. ©
Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.ALSO BYLUNDY BANCROFT The Batterer as
Parent: Addressing the Impact of Domestic Violence on Family Dynamics(with Dr. Jay G.
Silverman)AcknowledgmentsI HAVE HAD MANY, many teachers along my path to
understanding the mentality and behavior of abusive men. Before I can name names, however, I
need to thank above all the hundreds of female partners and ex-partners of my clients who have
shared their stories with me and who have thereby shed light on the denial and distortions
running through my clients’ accounts of events. The survivors of abuse have been my greatest
educators; if we could hear their voices much more, and the voices of the abusers and their
allies much less, the world would move rapidly to eliminate the chronic mistreatment that so
many women currently face in their intimate relationships.My early colleagues at Emerge have a
unique responsibility for setting me on the course that has brought me here: David Adams,
Susan Cayouette, Ted German, Magueye Seck, Chuck Turner, Charlene Allen, and Jim Ptacek.
In addition to being such a pleasure to work with, this group provided me with indispensable
intellectual support and stimulation; I hope I was able to return some reasonable part of what
they offered me.Equally important to the growth of my understanding of abusive men, and of
their impact on their partners and children, was Carole Sousa, who simultaneously educated us
at Emerge and kept us honest. Her criticisms of our blind spots were often annoying, mostly
because of how right they were. No single person has contributed more to the understandings
that I am now sharing. I need further to thank Carole for generously reviewing the manuscript for
this book and marking her comments (important ones, as usual) with dozens of sticky tabs. Her
suggestions have strengthened this book in critical ways.Other important influences on my
insight into controlling and angry men and the destructive trail they leave behind them include
Lonna Davis, Pam Whitney, Isa Woldeguiorguis, Susan Schechter, Sarah Buel, Jim Hardeman,
Janet Fender, and Brenda Lopez. I would also like to express my appreciation to Jeff Edleson,
Claire Renzetti, Jackson Katz, Peter Jaffe, Barbara Hart, Bonnie Zimmer, Elaine Alpert, Joan
Zorza, Jennifer Juhler, Stephanie Eisenstat, Range Hutson, Scott Harshbarger, and Maureen
Sheeran for their contributions to my learning about abuse and oppression and for their
professional support and encouragement. Kate O’Kane contributed by providing me with a
beautiful and relaxing place to write during the day.I also need to acknowledge how much I have
learned from my clients themselves over the years, but it would not be appropriate for me to
thank them, since without their abuse of women the writing of this book would be unnecessary.I
am grateful to Gillian Andrews, Carlene Pavlos, Jay Silverman, Steve Holmes, Catherine
Benedict, Gail Dines, Carrie Cuthbert, and Kim Slote for their combination of personal support
and intellectual/professional stimulation and assistance over the years. Gillian and Gail in
particular have both kept after me for years to write this book, and it is largely due to their



continued prodding that it is finally here; Gillian also provided invaluable comments and
suggestions on the manuscript. My family, too, has been loving and supportive (and tolerant)
during the time-consuming and sometimes stressful writing process; I love you and thank you
more than I can say for carrying me along.I owe tremendous gratitude to my agent, Wendy
Sherman, who not only found a home for this book but also played a major role in forming the
original concept and guiding its direction. A writer could not be in better hands. My appreciation
also goes to Deb Futter at Doubleday who led me to Wendy. My editor at Putnam, Jeremy Katz,
has had unshakable faith in this project from the beginning and has helped me through several
moments of anxiety or hesitation. It fell to Jeremy to let my wagonloads of text dump down upon
him so that he could stir it all around and figure out how to shape it into a presentable whole. I
also wish to express appreciation to other people at Putnam who supported and worked on this
book, including AnnMarie Harris, Denise Silvestro, Marilyn Ducksworth, and Brenda
Goldberg.Finally, I want to express my deep gratitude to three people who don’t know me but
whose work has inspired and sustained me for years: Bruce Cockburn, Mercedes Sosa, and
Linda Hogan. Perhaps our paths will yet cross.Lundy BancroftWinter 2002Note on
TerminologyIN REFERRING TO angry and controlling men in this book, I have chosen to use in
most cases the shorter terms abusive man and abuser. I have used these terms for readability
and not because I believe that every man who has problems with angry or controlling behaviors
is abusive. I needed to select a simple word I could apply to any man who has recurring
problems with disrespecting, controlling, insulting, or devaluing his partner, whether or not his
behavior also involves more explicit verbal abuse, physical aggression, or sexual mistreatment.
Any of these behaviors can have a serious impact on a woman’s life and can lead her to feel
confused, depressed, anxious, or afraid. So even if your partner is not an abuser, you will find
that much of what is described in the pages ahead can help to clarify for both of you the
problems in your relationship and what steps you can take to head in a more satisfying,
supportive, and intimate direction. If you are not sure whether your partner’s behavior should be
called abuse or not, turn to Chapter 5, which will help you sort out the distinctions.At the same
time, remember that even if your partner’s behavior doesn’t fit the definition of abuse, it may still
have a serious effect on you. Any coercion or disrespect by a relationship partner is an important
problem. Controlling men fall on a spectrum of behaviors, from those who exhibit only a few of
the tactics I describe in this book to those who use almost all of them. Similarly, these men run a
gamut in their attitudes, from those who are willing to accept confrontation about their behaviors
and strive to change them, to those who won’t listen to the woman’s perspective at all, feel
completely justified, and become highly retaliatory if she attempts to stand up for herself. (In fact,
as we see in Chapter 5, one of the best ways to tell how deep a man’s control problem goes is
by seeing how he reacts when you start demanding that he treat you better. If he accepts your
grievances and actually takes steps to change what he does, the prospects for the future
brighten somewhat.) The level of anger exhibited by a controlling man also shows wide variation,
but unfortunately it doesn’t tell us much in itself about how psychologically destructive he may be



or how likely he is to change, as we will see.In addition, I have chosen to use the terms he to
refer to the abusive person and she to the abused partner. I selected these terms for
convenience and because they correctly describe the great majority of relationships in which
power is being abused. However, control and abuse are also a widespread problem in lesbian
and gay male relationships, and the bulk of what I describe in this book is relevant to same-sex
abusers.IntroductionI HAVE BEEN WORKING WITH angry and controlling men for fifteen years
as a counselor, evaluator, and investigator, and have accumulated a wealth of knowledge from
the two thousand or more cases with which I have been involved. I have learned the warning
signs of abuse and control that a woman can watch out for early in a relationship. I’ve come to
know what a controlling man is really saying, the meaning that is hidden behind his words. I’ve
seen clues to recognizing when verbal and emotional aggression are heading toward violence.
I’ve found ways to separate out abusive men who are faking change from those who are doing
some genuine work on themselves. And I have learned that the problem of abusiveness has
surprisingly little to do with how a man feels—my clients actually differ very little from nonabusive
men in their emotional experiences—and everything to do with how he thinks. The answers are
inside his mind.However, as delighted as I am to have had the opportunity to gain this insight, I
am not one of the people who most needs it. The people who can best benefit from knowledge
about abusers and how they think are women, who can use what I have learned to help
themselves recognize when they are being controlled or devalued in a relationship, to find ways
to get free of abuse if it is happening, and to know how to avoid getting involved with an abusive
man—or a controller or a user—next time. The purpose of this book is to equip women with the
ability to protect themselves, physically and psychologically, from angry and controlling men.To
prepare for writing this book, I first generated a list of the twenty-one questions that women most
often ask me about their abusive partners, questions such as:“Is he really sorry?”“Why do so
many of our friends side with him?”“Is he going to hit me some day?”and many others. I then
built my explanations around these concerns, to make sure that women would be able to look
here to find the information they urgently need. You will find these twenty-one questions
highlighted as you go through this book; you might want to flip through the pages for a moment
now just to grab a quick glimpse of where I have addressed the issues that are most pressing for
you.Another central goal of mine is to offer assistance to each woman who is struggling with how
she is being treated in a relationship, regardless of what label she may put on her partner’s
behavior. Words like control and abuse can be loaded ones, and you may not feel that they fit
your particular circumstances. I have chosen to use the term abusers to refer to men who use a
wide range of controlling, devaluing, or intimidating behaviors. In some cases I am talking about
physical batterers and at other times about men who use or insult their partners but never
frighten or intimidate them. Some of the men I describe in the pages ahead change moods so
drastically and so often that a woman could never feel sure what they are like, much less attach
a label. Your partner may be arrogant, or may play mind games, or may act selfishly over and
over again, but his better aspects may make you feel that he is miles away from being an



“abuser.” Please don’t let my language put you off; I have simply chosen the word abuser as a
shorthand way of saying “men who chronically make their partners feel mistreated or devalued.”
You can adopt a different term if you know one that fits your partner better. But whatever style of
mistreatment your partner uses, rest assured that you will find in these pages the answers to
many questions that have perplexed you.If the person you are involved with is the same sex as
you are, you have a place here too. Lesbians and gay men who abuse their partners exhibit
much of the same thinking, and most of the same tactics and excuses, that abusive
heterosexual men do. In this book I have used the term he for the abuser and she for the abused
partner to keep my discussions simple and clear, but abused lesbians and gay men are very
much in my thoughts, right alongside of abused straight women. Of course, you will need to
change the gender language to fit your relationship, for which I apologize in advance. You will
also find a section in Chapter 6 where I speak specifically about the similarities and differences
in same-sex abusers.Similarly, this book includes stories of men from a very wide range of racial
and cultural backgrounds. Although the attitudes and behaviors of controlling and abusive men
vary somewhat from culture to culture, I have found that their similarities greatly outweigh their
differences. If your partner is a person of color or an immigrant, or if you are a member of one of
these groups yourself, you will find that much of what this book discusses, or perhaps all of it, fits
your experience quite well. While I have not specified race or ethnicity in the cases I describe in
these pages, roughly one-third of the abusers whose stories I tell are men of color or men from
nations outside of North America. I further discuss some specific racial and cultural issues in
Chapter 6.MY EXPERIENCE WORKING WITH ANGRY AND CONTROLLING MENI began
counseling abusive men individually and in groups in 1987, while working for a program called
Emerge, the first agency in the United States to offer specialized services for men who abuse
women. For roughly the next five years I worked almost exclusively with clients who were coming
to the program voluntarily. They generally attended under heavy pressure from their female
partners, who were either talking about leaving the relationship or had already done so. In many
cases, the woman had gone to court to seek a restraining order legally barring the man from the
home and in many cases ordering him to stay away from the woman altogether. The men’s main
motivation for seeking counseling was the hope of saving their relationships. It was common for
them to feel some guilt or discomfort about their abusive behavior, but they simultaneously
believed strongly in the validity of their excuses and justifications, so their feelings of remorse
would not have been enough in themselves to have kept them in my program. In those early
years, the clients I worked with were men who used far more verbal and emotional abuse than
physical violence, although most of them had been physically intimidating or assaultive on at
least a few occasions.During the 1990s the legal system became much more involved than it
had been in the past in responding to domestic abuse, with the result that court-mandated
clients started at first to trickle and then to pour in the doors of our program. These men often
had a much greater propensity for physical violence than our earlier clients, sometimes involving
the use of weapons or vicious beatings resulting in the hospitalization of their partners. Yet we



observed that in other ways these men were generally not significantly different from our verbally
abusive clients: their attitudes and excuses tended to be the same, and they used mental cruelty
side by side with their physical assaults. Equally important was that the female partners of these
battering men were largely describing the same distresses in their lives that we were hearing
about from women who had been psychologically abused, showing us that different forms of
abuse have similar destructive impacts on women.Throughout my years of working with
controlling and abusive men, my colleagues and I have been strict about always speaking to the
woman whom our client has mistreated, whether or not the couple is still together. (And if he has
started a new relationship, we talk with his current partner as well, which is part of how we
became aware of the ways in which abusive men continue their patterns from one relationship to
the next.) It is through these interviews with women that we have received our greatest
education about power and control in relationships. The women’s accounts also have taught us
that abusive men present their own stories with tremendous denial, minimization, and distortion
of the history of their behaviors and that it is therefore otherwise impossible for us to get an
accurate picture of what is going on in an abusive relationship without listening carefully to the
abused woman.Counseling abusive men is difficult work. They are usually very reluctant to face
up to the damage that they have been causing women, and often children as well, and hold on
tightly to their excuses and victim blaming. As you will see in the pages ahead, they become
attached to the various privileges they earn through mistreating their partners, and they have
habits of mind that make it difficult for them to imagine being in a respectful and equal
relationship with a woman.I am sometimes asked: Why work with abusive men if it is so hard to
get them to change? The reasons are several. First, if even one man out of a ten-person group
makes substantial and lasting changes, then my time and energy have been invested well,
because his partner and his children will experience a dramatic change in the quality of their
lives. Second, I believe in holding abusers accountable for their actions. If they attend an abuser
program they can at least be called to task for the harm they have done, and I have hope (and
see the signs) that cultural values can change over time if people find that men who chronically
mistreat and degrade women are being made answerable. Third, and probably most important,
is that I consider the woman that my client has mistreated to be the person I am primarily
serving, and I make contact with her at least every few weeks. My goal is to give her emotional
support, help her learn about counseling and legal services that exist for her in her community
(usually for free), and help her get her mind untangled from the knot that her abusive partner has
tied. I can make it more difficult for him to manipulate her, and I may be able to warn her of
underhanded maneuvers that he is planning or of escalation that I’m observing. As long as I stay
focused on the woman and her children as those who are most deserving and in need of my
assistance, I can almost always make a positive contribution, whether or not my abusive client
decides to seriously face his own problem. (In Chapter 14, I describe what actually goes on
inside a counseling program for abusive men, and I explain how a woman can determine
whether or not a particular program is being run properly.)In recent years, through my work as a



child abuse investigator and as a custody evaluator for various courts, I have come to interact in
a new way with families affected by abusive men. I share some of the insights I have gained
through these experiences in Chapter 10, which examines the experiences of children who are
exposed to abusive men—usually their fathers or stepfathers—and the ways in which some
abusers continue their patterns of controlling and intimidating behavior through custody actions
in the family courts.HOW TO USE THIS BOOKOne of the prevalent features of life with an angry
or controlling partner is that he frequently tells you what you should think and tries to get you to
doubt or devalue your own perceptions and beliefs. I would not like to see your experience with
this book re-create that unhealthy dynamic. So the primary point to bear in mind as you read the
pages ahead is to listen carefully to what I am saying, but always to think for yourself. If any part
of what I describe about abusers doesn’t match your experience, cast it aside and focus on the
parts that do fit. You might even put the book down from time to time and ask yourself, “How
does this apply to my relationship? What are my own examples of how a controlling or cruel man
thinks and behaves?” If you come upon sections that don’t speak to you—because you don’t
have children, for example, or because your partner is never physically frightening—just skip
ahead to the pieces that can help you more.Some women will find that being alone with this
book is too difficult because it awakens feelings and realizations that are overwhelming. I
encourage you to reach out for support from trusted friends and family as you go along. While
reading this book is likely to be clarifying for you, it may also awaken an awareness that can be
painful or distressing.If you can’t find someone whom you know to talk to—or even if you can—
call the abuse hotline in your area. If you need a listing near where you live in the United States
or Canada, call the National Abuse Hotline at (800) 799-7233, and they will give you your local
program information (in almost any language imaginable). For many other options for
assistance, look in the “Resources” section at the back of this book. Again, don’t be stymied by
the word abuse; the hot line staff is there to listen to you and to help you think about any
relationship in which you are being treated in a way that is making you feel bad.I understand how
uncomfortable it can be to take the leap of talking with people you care about regarding the
mistreatment you are experiencing in your relationship. You may feel ashamed of having a
partner who sometimes behaves in unkind or bullying ways, and you may fear that people will be
critical of you for not leaving him right away. Or you might have the opposite concern: that people
around you are so fond of your partner that you question whether they will believe you when you
describe how mean or abusive he can be. But, regardless of these anxieties, it is essential not to
stay isolated with your distress or confusion about what is happening in your relationship. Find
someone whom you can trust—it might even be a person you have never considered opening
up to before—and unburden yourself. This is probably the single most critical step you can take
toward building a life that is free from control or abuse.If your partner’s controlling or devaluing
behavior is chronic, you no doubt find yourself thinking about him a great deal of the time,
wondering how to please him, how to keep him from straying, or how to get him to change. As a
result, you may find that you don’t get much time to think about yourself—except about what is



wrong with you in his eyes. One of my central reasons for writing this book is, ironically, to help
you think about him less. I’m hoping that by answering as many questions as possible and
clearing away the confusion that abusive behavior creates, I can make it possible for you to
escape the trap of preoccupation with your partner, so that you can put yourself—and your
children if you are a mother—back in the center of your life where you belong. An angry and
controlling man can be like a vacuum cleaner that sucks up a woman’s mind and life, but there
are ways to get your life back. The first step is to learn to identify what your partner is doing and
why he does it, which is what the pages ahead will illuminate. But when you have finished diving
deeply into the abuser’s mind, which this book will enable you to do, it is important to rise back to
the surface and from then on try to stay out of the water as much as you can. I don’t mean that
you should necessarily leave your partner—that is a complex and highly personal decision that
only you can make. But whether you stay or go, the critical decision you can make is to stop
letting your partner distort the lens of your life, always forcing his way into the center of the
picture. You deserve to have your life be about you; you are worth it.PARTIThe Nature of Abusive
Thinking1The MysteryLISTEN TO THE VOICES OF THESE WOMEN:He’s two different people.
I feel like I’m living with Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.He really doesn’t mean to hurt me. He just loses
control.Everyone else thinks he’s great. I don’t know what it is about me that sets him off.He’s
fine when he’s sober. But when he’s drunk, watch out.I feel like he’s never happy with anything I
do.He’s scared me a few times, but he never touches the children. He’s a great father.He calls
me disgusting names, and then an hour later he wants sex. I don’t get it.He messes up my mind
sometimes.The thing is, he really understands me.Why does he do that?THESE ARE THE
WORDS of women who are describing their anxiety and inner conflict about their relationships.
Each of these women knows that something is wrong—very wrong—but she can’t put her finger
on what it is. Every time she thinks she’s got her partner figured out, that she finally understands
what is bothering him, something new happens, something changes. The pieces refuse to fit
together.Each of these women is trying to make sense out of the roller-coaster ride that her
relationship has become. Consider Kristen’s account:When I first met Maury, he was the man I
had dreamed of. It seemed too good to be true. He was charming, funny, and smart, and best of
all, he was crazy about me. I opened up to him about hard things I’d been through over the
previous few years, and he was so much on my side about it all. And he was so game for doing
things—whatever I wanted to do, he was up for it. The first year or so that we were together was
great.I can’t say exactly when things started to change. I think it was around the time we started
living together. It started with him saying he needed more space. I felt confused, because before
that it had always seemed like he was the one who wanted to be together every second.Then he
began to have more and more criticisms and complaints. He would say that I talk on and on and
that I’m self-centered. Maybe I am—it’s true that I talk a lot. But earlier it had seemed like he
couldn’t hear enough about me. He started to say that I wasn’t doing anything with my life. I know
he has big ambitions, and maybe he’s right that I should be more that way, but I’m happy with
what I have. And then it was my weight. It started to seem like all the time he was saying that I



needed to work out more, that I wasn’t watching what I ate. That hurt the most, to tell you the
truth. He seemed to want sex less and less often, and if I ever tried to be the one to initiate
lovemaking, forget it.We’re still together, but I have a feeling he’s going to leave me. I just can’t
seem to live up to what he needs. I’m trying, but he doesn’t think so. And now when he’s really
angry or frustrated, he says things that cut me down. A few days ago he said, “You’re a lazy
bitch, just looking for a man to live off of like your mother.” I don’t get that; I’ve contributed a lot. I
haven’t worked the last two years since our baby was born, but I’m getting ready to go back to
work soon. I don’t think he really meant it, but still . . .He says I’ve changed a lot, but I’m not
always so sure it’s me. Sometimes for a few days he seems like the guy I fell in love with, and I
get hopeful, but then he slips away again into being so unhappy with me. I set him off somehow,
but I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.Kristen was troubled by several questions. What had
happened to the man she had loved so much? Why was he always putting her down? What
could she do to stop his explosions? Why did he think she was the one who had changed?Other
women tell stories that are quite distinct from Kristen’s, but they feel just as confused as she
does. Here is what Barbara describes:Fran is kind of quiet and shy. But he’s cute as a button,
and I got a crush on him the day I met him. I had to really go after him; it was hard to draw him
out. We would go out and have great talks, and I couldn’t wait to see him again. But three weeks
would go by, and he’d say he hadn’t been feeling well, or his sister was in town, or whatever. A
couple of times he forgot dates we had.Well, he finally opened up. It turned out he’d been really
hurt before. He’d been cheated on a lot, and women had done some pretty mean things to him.
He was afraid to get close again.Little by little, he came around, but I was definitely the pursuer. I
tried to show him that I wasn’t like other women he’d been with. I’m not flirtatious. I don’t show my
body off to other men; I’m just not that style. But Fran wouldn’t believe it. He would always say
that I was making eyes at a man at the next table, or that I was checking someone out who
walked past us. I feel bad for him, he’s so insecure. His mother cheated on his father when he
was growing up, so I guess that’s made it even worse.I was eager to get married, because I
thought then he’d feel secure that I was his, but he was very reluctant to commit. When we finally
did tie the knot, he was more trusting for a while, but then the jealousy came back, and it’s never
left. I’ve asked him off and on for years to go see a therapist, but he gets really mad and says
there’s nothing wrong with him.A few days ago we went to a birthday party for a friend of his, and
I had this great conversation with his friend’s brother. It was nothing but talking—I mean, the guy
isn’t even cute. Well, suddenly Fran was saying that we had to go home because he had a bad
headache. On the drive home, it turned out the real reason was jealousy. He started yelling at
me, saying he was sick of me humiliating him in front of other people, “strutting your stuff,” and
on and on. He was pounding his fist on the dashboard, and two or three times he shoved me up
against the car door. Each time that I told him it wasn’t true he would go through the roof, so I
stopped saying that. Our children were sitting in the backseat; it scared the daylights out of
them.At my age, it’s hard to think about leaving him. Starting all over now seems so hard. I just
wish he would get some help.Barbara was struggling with issues different from Kristen’s. Why



couldn’t Fran trust her, and why was he isolating her from other people? Why couldn’t he see
that he had a problem, and get help? Was he going to hurt her badly some day? Would her life
ever get better?At first look, Maury and Fran sound nothing like each other: One is young,
popular, energetic, and assertive; the other is socially awkward, passive, and easily hurt. Fran is
physically violent sometimes, whereas Maury is not. But are they as different as they seem? Or
do they both actually have the same set of issues under the surface, driving their behavior?
These are some of the questions for which we will find answers in the chapters ahead.Consider
one more account, from Laura:Paul is a great guy. We dated for about six months, and now
we’ve been living together for several more. We’re engaged. I feel so bad for him. His ex-wife
accused him of abusing her, and it’s a total lie. He made one mistake, which is that he cheated
on her, and she is determined to get him back for that. She will stop at nothing. Now she is even
saying that he was violent, claiming he slapped her a few times and broke her things. That’s
ridiculous! I’ve been with him for over a year now, and I can tell you, he’s nothing like that. Paul
has never even raised a hand to me. In fact, he’s tried to help me get my life together and has
been really there for me. I was in a bad place when I met him, I was depressed and I was
drinking too much, and I’m doing so much better now, because of him. I hate that bitch for
accusing him of those things. We’re going to work together on getting custody of his kids,
because she’s out of control.Laura wondered how Paul’s ex-wife could accuse such a delightful
man of abuse. She was so angry about it that she didn’t notice several warning signs about her
own relationship with Paul.If Kristen, Barbara, and Laura were to sit down together and compare
notes, they might decide that their partners couldn’t be more different. The personalities of the
three men seem miles apart, and their relationships follow very separate paths. Yet Maury, Fran,
and Paul actually have far more in common than meets the eye. Their moodiness, their excuses,
their outlook, are all bubbling from the same source. And all three are abusive men.THE
TRAGEDY OF ABUSEAbuse of women in relationships touches an unimaginable number of
lives. Even if we leave aside cases of purely verbal and mental abuse and just look at physical
violence, the statistics are shocking: 2 to 4 million women are assaulted by their partners per
year in the United States. The U.S. Surgeon General has declared that attacks by male partners
are the number one cause of injury to women between the ages of fifteen and forty-four. The
American Medical Association reports that one woman out of three will be a victim of violence by
a husband or boyfriend at some point in her life. The emotional effects of partner violence are a
factor in more than one-fourth of female suicide attempts and are a leading cause of substance
abuse in adult women. Government statistics indicate that 1,500 to 2,000 women are murdered
by partners and ex-partners per year, comprising more than one-third of all female homicide
victims, and that these homicides almost always follow a history of violence, threats, or
stalking.The abuse of women sends shock waves through the lives of children as well. Experts
estimate that 5 million children per year witness an assault on their mothers, an experience that
can leave them traumatized. Children exposed to violence at home show higher rates of school
behavior and attention problems, aggression, substance abuse, depression, and many other



measures of childhood distress. Abuse of women has been found to be a cause of roughly one-
third of divorces among couples with children and one-half of divorces where custody is
disputed.As alarming as this picture is, we also know that physical assaults are just the
beginning of the abuse that women may be subjected to. There are millions more women who
have never been beaten but who live with repeated verbal assaults, humiliation, sexual coercion,
and other forms of psychological abuse, often accompanied by economic exploitation. The scars
from mental cruelty can be as deep and long-lasting as wounds from punches or slaps but are
often not as obvious. In fact, even among women who have experienced violence from a partner,
half or more report that the man’s emotional abuse is what is causing them the greatest
harm.The differences between the verbally abusive man and the physical batterer are not as
great as many people believe. The behavior of either style of abuser grows from the same roots
and is driven by the same thinking. Men in either category follow similar processes of change in
overcoming their abusiveness—if they do change, which unfortunately is not common. And the
categories tend to blur. Physically assaultive men are also verbally abusive to their partners.
Mentally cruel and manipulative men tend to gradually drift into using physical intimidation as
well. In this book you will meet abusers on a spectrum, ranging from those who never use
violence to those who are terrifying. The extent of their common ground may startle you.One of
the obstacles to recognizing chronic mistreatment in relationships is that most abusive men
simply don’t seem like abusers. They have many good qualities, including times of kindness,
warmth, and humor, especially in the early period of a relationship. An abuser’s friends may think
the world of him. He may have a successful work life and have no problems with drugs or
alcohol. He may simply not fit anyone’s image of a cruel or intimidating person. So when a
woman feels her relationship spinning out of control, it is unlikely to occur to her that her partner
is an abuser.The symptoms of abuse are there, and the woman usually sees them: the
escalating frequency of put-downs. Early generosity turning more and more to selfishness.
Verbal explosions when he is irritated or when he doesn’t get his way. Her grievances constantly
turned around on her, so that everything is her own fault. His growing attitude that he knows
what is good for her better than she does. And, in many relationships, a mounting sense of fear
or intimidation. But the woman also sees that her partner is a human being who can be caring
and affectionate at times, and she loves him. She wants to figure out why he gets so upset, so
that she can help him break his pattern of ups and downs. She gets drawn into the complexities
of his inner world, trying to uncover clues, moving pieces around in an attempt to solve an
elaborate puzzle.The abuser’s mood changes are especially perplexing. He can be a different
person from day to day, or even from hour to hour. At times he is aggressive and intimidating, his
tone harsh, insults spewing from his mouth, ridicule dripping from him like oil from a drum. When
he’s in this mode, nothing she says seems to have any impact on him, except to make him even
angrier. Her side of the argument counts for nothing in his eyes, and everything is her fault. He
twists her words around so that she always ends up on the defensive. As so many partners of my
clients have said to me, “I just can’t seem to do anything right.”At other moments, he sounds



wounded and lost, hungering for love and for someone to take care of him. When this side of him
emerges, he appears open and ready to heal. He seems to let down his guard, his hard exterior
softens, and he may take on the quality of a hurt child, difficult and frustrating but lovable.
Looking at him in this deflated state, his partner has trouble imagining that the abuser inside of
him will ever be back. The beast that takes him over at other times looks completely unrelated to
the tender person she now sees.Sooner or later, though, the shadow comes back over him, as if
it had a life of its own. Weeks of peace may go by, but eventually she finds herself under assault
once again. Then her head spins with the arduous effort of untangling the many threads of his
character, until she begins to wonder whether she is the one whose head isn’t quite right.To
make matters worse, everyone she talks to has a different opinion about the nature of his
problem and what she should do about it. Her clergyperson may tell her, “Love heals all
difficulties. Give him your heart fully, and he will find the spirit of God.” Her therapist speaks a
different language, saying, “He triggers strong reactions in you because he reminds you of your
father, and you set things off in him because of his relationship with his mother. You each need to
work on not pushing each other’s buttons.” A recovering alcoholic friend tells her, “He’s a rage
addict. He controls you because he is terrified of his own fears. You need to get him into a twelve-
step program.” Her brother may say to her, “He’s a good guy. I know he loses his temper with you
sometimes—he does have a short fuse—but you’re no prize yourself with that mouth of yours.
You two need to work it out, for the good of the children.” And then, to crown her increasing
confusion, she may hear from her mother, or her child’s schoolteacher, or her best friend: “He’s
mean and crazy, and he’ll never change. All he wants is to hurt you. Leave him now before he
does something even worse.”All of these people are trying to help, and they are all talking about
the same abuser. But he looks different from each angle of view.The woman knows from living
with the abusive man that there are no simple answers. Friends say: “He’s mean.” But she knows
many ways in which he has been good to her. Friends say: “He treats you that way because he
can get away with it. I would never let someone treat me that way.” But she knows that the times
when she puts her foot down the most firmly, he responds by becoming his angriest and most
intimidating. When she stands up to him, he makes her pay for it—sooner or later. Friends say:
“Leave him.” But she knows it won’t be that easy. He will promise to change. He’ll get friends and
relatives to feel sorry for him and pressure her to give him another chance. He’ll get severely
depressed, causing her to worry whether he’ll be all right. And, depending on what style of
abuser he is, she may know that he will become dangerous when she tries to leave him. She
may even be concerned that he will try to take her children away from her, as some abusers
do.How is an abused woman to make a sensible picture out of this confusion? How can she gain
enough insight into the causes of his problem to know what path to choose? The questions she
faces are urgent ones.FIVE PUZZLESProfessionals who specialize in working with abusive and
controlling men have had to face these same perplexing issues at work. I was a codirector of the
first counseling program in the United States—and perhaps in the world—for abusive men.
When I began leading groups for abusers fifteen years ago, they were as much of a mystery to



me as they are to the women they live with. My colleagues and I had to put a picture together
from the same strange clues faced by Kristen, Barbara, and Laura. Several themes kept
confronting us over and over again in our clients’ stories, including:HIS VERSION OF THE
ABUSE IS WORLDS APART FROM HERS.A man named Dale in his mid-thirties gave the
following account when he entered my group for abusive men:My wife Maureen and I have been
together for eleven years. The first ten years we had a good marriage, and there was no problem
with abuse or violence or anything. She was a great girl. Then about a year ago she started
hanging around with this bitch she met named Eleanor who really has it in for me. Some people
just can’t stand to see anyone else happy. This girl was single and was obviously jealous that
Maureen was in a good marriage, so she set out to wreck it. Nobody can get along with Eleanor,
so of course she has no relationships that last. I just had the bad luck that she ran into my
wife.So this bitch started planting a lot of bad stuff about me in Maureen’s head and turning her
against me. She tells Maureen that I don’t care about her, that I’m sleeping with other girls, all
kinds of lies. And she’s getting what she wants, because now Maureen and I have started having
some wicked fights. This past year we haven’t gotten along at all. I tell Maureen I don’t want her
hanging around with that girl, but she doesn’t listen to me. She sneaks around and sees her
behind my back. And, look, I’m not here to hide anything. I’ll tell you straight out, it’s true that two
or three times this year I finally couldn’t take all the accusations and yelling anymore, and I’ve
hauled off and slapped her. I need help, I’m not denying it. I have to learn to deal with the stress
better; I don’t want her to get me arrested. And maybe I can still figure out how to persuade
Maureen not to throw a great thing away, because at the rate we’re going we’ll be broken up in
six months.I always interview the partner of each of my clients as soon as possible after he
enrolls in the program. I reached Maureen by phone several days later, and heard her
account:Dale was great when I first met him, but by the time we got married something was
already wrong. He had gone from thinking I was perfect to constantly criticizing me, and he
would get in such bad moods over the littlest things. I wouldn’t be able to figure out how to get
him to feel better. Only a couple of months after the wedding he shoved me for the first time, and
after that some explosion would happen about two or three times a year. Usually he would break
something or raise a fist, but a few times he shoved me or slapped me. Some years he didn’t do
it at all, and I would think it was all over, but then it would happen again—it sort of came in
waves. And he was always, always, putting me down and telling me what to do. I couldn’t do
anything right.Anyhow, about a year ago I made a new friend, Eleanor. She started telling me
that what Dale was doing was abuse, even though he had never punched me or injured me, and
that I hadn’t done anything to deserve it. At first I thought she was exaggerating, because I’ve
known women that got it so much worse than me. And Dale can be really sweet and supportive
when you least expect it. We’ve had a lot of good times, believe it or not. Anyhow, Eleanor kind of
opened my eyes up. So I started standing up to Dale about how he talks to me, and told him I
was thinking of moving out for a while. And what’s happened is that he’s gone nuts. I swear,
something has happened to him. He’s backhanded me twice in the last eight months, and



another time he threw me over a chair and my back went out. So I finally moved out. For now I’m
not planning to get back with him, but I guess it depends partly on what he does in the abuser
program.Notice the striking contrasts. Dale describes the first ten years of his marriage as abuse-
free, while Maureen remembers put-downs and even physical assaults during those years.
Maureen says that Eleanor helps and supports her, while Dale sees her as corrupting Maureen
and turning her against him. Dale says that they are still together, while Maureen reports that
they have already broken up. Each one thinks the other has developed a problem. How can their
perceptions clash so strongly? In the chapters ahead, we will explore the thinking of abusive
men to answer the question of why Dale’s view contains such serious distortions.HE GETS
INSANELY JEALOUS, BUT IN OTHER WAYS HE SEEMS ENTIRELY RATIONAL.In a group
session one day, a young client named Marshall was recounting a confrontation with his partner
that had occurred in the previous week:My wife and I had plans to meet in the lobby of the
building where she works to go out for lunch. I was waiting around near the elevators, and when
she finally came out I saw that she’d been alone on the elevator with this good-looking guy. He
had a look on his face, and she did too, I can’t really describe it, but I could tell something was
up. I said, “What was that all about?,” and she pretended like she didn’t know what I was talking
about. That really pissed me off, and I guess I kind of blew up at her. I may have gotten a little
louder than I should have. I was mad, though, and I was saying, “You were making it with that
guy on the elevator, weren’t you? Don’t lie to me, you slut, I’m not a fool.” But she kept on playing
dumb, saying she doesn’t even know him, which is a crock.Marshall was extremely jealous, but I
had worked with him long enough to know that he wasn’t crazy. He was lucid and logical in
group, had a stable work history and normal friendships, and showed no signs of living in a world
of fantasy or hallucination. He simply did not have symptoms of the type of serious mental illness
that could convince a man that his wife could have sex in an elevator, fully clothed and standing
up, between floors of a busy office building. Marshall had to know that his accusation wasn’t true.
And when I confronted him, he admitted it.Given that even very jealous abusers turn out to have
a reasonable grasp on reality, why do they make these insane-seeming accusations? Is there
something about acting crazy that they enjoy? What does this behavior accomplish for them? (I
answer these questions in Chapter 3, where we consider the issue of possessiveness.)HE
SUCCEEDS IN GETTING PEOPLE TO TAKE HIS SIDE AGAINST HER.Martin, a man in his late
twenties, joined my abuser group while also seeing an individual therapist. He told me the first
day that he was confused about whether he had a problem or not, but that his long-time
girlfriend Ginny was preparing to break up with him because she considered him abusive. He
went on to describe incidents of insulting or ignoring Ginny and of deliberately causing her
emotional pain “to show her how it feels when she hurts me.” He also admitted to times of
humiliating her in front of other people, being flirtatious with women when he was mad at her,
and ruining a couple of recent important events in her life by causing big scenes. He justified all
of these behaviors because of ways he felt hurt by her.As a routine part of my assessment of
Martin, I contacted his private therapist to compare impressions. The therapist turned out to



have strong opinions about the case:THERAPIST: I think it’s a big mistake for Martin to be
attending your abuser program. He has very low self-esteem; he believes anything bad that
anyone says about him. If you tell him he’s abusive, that will just tear him down further. His
partner slams him with the word abusive all the time, for reasons of her own. Ginny’s got huge
control issues, and she has obsessive-compulsive disorder. She needs treatment. I think having
Martin in your program just gets her what she wants.BANCROFT: So you have been doing
couples counseling with them?THERAPIST: No, I see him individually.BANCROFT: How many
times have you met with her?THERAPIST: She hasn’t been in at all.BANCROFT: You must have
had quite extensive phone contact with her, then.THERAPIST: No, I haven’t spoken to
her.BANCROFT: You haven’t spoken to her? You have assigned Ginny a clinical diagnosis
based only on Martin’s descriptions of her?THERAPIST: Yes, but you need to understand, we’re
talking about an unusually insightful man. Martin has told me many details, and he is perceptive
and sensitive.BANCROFT: But he admits to serious psychological abuse of Ginny, although he
doesn’t call it that. An abusive man is not a reliable source of information about his partner.What
Martin was getting from individual therapy, unfortunately, was an official seal of approval for his
denial, and for his view that Ginny was mentally ill. How had he shaped his therapist’s view of his
partner to get her to adopt this stance? How can abusers be so adept at recruiting team
members in this way, including sometimes ones with considerable status or influence, and why
do they want to? (These questions are the focus of Chapter 11, “Abusive Men and Their
Allies.”)DURING SOME INCIDENTS HE SEEMS TO LOSE CONTROL, BUT CERTAIN OTHER
CONTROLLING BEHAVIORS OF HIS APPEAR VERY CALCULATED.Several years ago, a
young man named Mark came to one of my abuser groups. When a client joins the program, I
set behavioral goals with him as soon as possible. I often begin by asking, “What are the top
three or four complaints your partner has about you?” Mark’s response was:One of the things
Eileen gets on me about the most is that she says I ignore her. She says I make her a low priority
and always want to do other things instead of be with her, so she feels like she’s nothing. I like to
have time to myself a lot, or to relax and watch television. I guess I kind of tune her out.Based on
Mark’s account, I wrote near the top of his Behavior Plan: “Spend more time with Eileen. Make
her a higher priority.”Eileen was very difficult to reach by phone, but three weeks later she finally
called me, with a surprising story to tell:A few weeks before Mark started your program, I told
him that I needed a total break from the relationship. I just couldn’t take it anymore, the yelling
and the selfishness. He won’t even let me sleep. So I didn’t even want to talk to him for a while; I
had to have time away to get myself together. I reassured him that the relationship wasn’t over,
and we’d work on getting back together in a couple of months, after a breather.Then, a couple of
weeks later, he called me and said that he had enrolled in an abuser program. He said that his
counselor wants him to spend more time with me and had written it on his sheet, and that the
program told him that being with me was part of how he needed to work on his issues. I wasn’t
ready for that yet at all, but I also didn’t want to interfere with his program. So I started seeing
him again. I want whatever is going to work best to help him change. I could have used a little



more time apart, to tell you the truth, but if that’s what your program recommends . . .Mark had
succeeded in twisting the abuser program to suit his own purposes. I explained to Eileen what
had happened and apologized for the way my program had added to the many difficulties she
already had with him. The high degree of manipulativeness that Mark used is not uncommon
among abusive men, unfortunately. How can abusers be capable of such calculation yet at other
times appear to be so out of control? What’s the connection? The answers can be found in
Chapter 2, where we examine the excuses that abusive men use to justify their
behavior.SOMETIMES HE SEEMS TO BE REALLY CHANGING, BUT IT TENDS TO
VANISH.Carl was a twenty-six-year-old man who had been arrested repeatedly for domestic
assaults and had finally served a few months in jail. He said to me in a group session:Going to
jail was the last straw. I finally got it that I have to stop blaming my problems on everybody else
and take a look at myself instead. People in jail said the same thing to me: If you don’t want to be
back in here, get real with yourself. I have a bad temper, and kind of a mean streak to tell you the
truth, and I have to deal with it. I don’t want to be back inside for anything.At the end of each
counseling session, Carl would make comments such as, “I can see that I’ve really got to work
on my attitude” and “I learned a lot tonight about how excuses keep me from changing.” One
night he looked at me and said, “I’m really glad I met you, because I think if I wasn’t hearing the
things you are saying, I would be headed straight back to being locked up. You’re helping me get
my head on straight.”I reached Carl’s girlfriend, Peggy, by telephone and began to ask her about
the history of Carl’s problem with abusiveness. She sounded noticeably distracted and
uncomfortable. I suspected strongly that Carl was listening to the conversation, so I made an
excuse to wrap it up soon. However, when Carl was at my group the next week, I left my co-
leader in charge of the session and slipped out to give Peggy another call, to see if she would
feel freer to talk. This time she gave me an earful:Carl comes home from your program in a rage
every week. I’m afraid to be around the house on Wednesday nights, which is when he has his
group session. He says the program is total bullshit, and that he wouldn’t have to be sitting there
getting insulted by you people if I hadn’t called the police on him, and he says that I know the
fight that night was my fault anyhow. He says he especially hates that guy Lundy A few nights
ago I told him to stop blaming it on me that he has to go to counseling, and he slammed me up
against the doorjamb and told me if I didn’t shut up he’d choke me. I should call the police, but
he’d get sent away for two years this time because he’s on parole, and I’m afraid that would be
enough to get him to kill me when he got out.Peggy then went on to describe the history of
beatings she had suffered at Carl’s hands before he went to jail: the black eyes, the smashed
furniture, the time he had held a knife to her throat. He invariably had blamed each attack on her,
no matter how brutal his abuse or how serious her injuries.After speaking with Peggy, I returned
to the group session, where Carl went through his usual routine of self-exploration and guilt. I of
course said nothing; if he knew Peggy had told me the truth, she would be in extraordinary
danger. Soon after this, I reported to his probation officer that he was not appropriate for our
program, without giving the real reason.Carl created the appearance of learning a great deal at



each session, and his comments suggested serious reflection on the issues, including the
effects of his abuse on his partner. What was happening each week inside his mind before he
got home? How can an abuser gain such insight into his feelings and still behave so
destructively? And how does real change happen? (We’ll return to these questions in Chapter
14, “The Process of Change.”)* * *THESE ARE JUST a very few of the many confounding
questions that face anyone—the partner of an abusive man, a friend, or a professional—who is
looking for effective ways to respond to abusive behavior. I came to realize, through my
experience with over two thousand abusers, that the abusive man wants to be a mystery. To get
away with his behavior and to avoid having to face his problem, he needs to convince everyone
around him—and himself—that his behavior makes no sense. He needs his partner to focus on
everything except the real causes of his behavior. To see the abuser as he really is, it is
necessary to strip away layer after layer of confusion, mixed messages, and deception. Like
anyone with a serious problem, abusers work hard to keep their true selves hidden.Part of how
the abuser escapes confronting himself is by convincing you that you are the cause of his
behavior, or that you at least share the blame. But abuse is not a product of bad relationship
dynamics, and you cannot make things better by changing your own behavior or by attempting
to manage your partner better. Abuse is a problem that lies entirely within the abuser.Through
years of direct work with abusers and their partners, I found that the realities behind the
enigmatic abuser gradually came out into the bright light forming a picture that increasingly
made sense to me. The pages ahead will take you through the pieces that I watched fall into
place one by one, including: • Why abusers are charming early in relationships but don’t stay
that way • What the early warning signs are that can tip you off that you may be involved with an
abusive or controlling man • Why his moods change at the drop of a hat • What goes on inside
his mind and how his thinking causes his behavior • What role alcohol and drugs play—and
don’t play—in partner abuse • Why leaving an abusive man doesn’t always solve the
problem • How to tell whether an abuser is really changing—and what to do if he isn’t • How
friends, relatives, and other community members can help to stop abuse • Why many abusive
men seem to be mentally ill—and why they usually aren’tWe will explore answers to these
questions on three levels. The first level is the abuser’s thinking—his attitudes and beliefs—in
daily interactions. The second is his learning process, through which his thinking began to
develop early in his life. And the third involves the rewards he reaps from controlling his partner,
which encourage him to use abusive behavior over and over again. As we clear away the
abusive man’s smoke screen with these understandings, you will find that abusiveness turns out
to be far less mysterious than it appears at first.Inside the abuser’s mind, there is a world of
beliefs, perceptions, and responses that fits together in a surprisingly logical way. His behavior
does make sense. Underneath the facade of irrationality and explosiveness, there is a human
being with a comprehensible—and solvable—problem. But he doesn’t want you to figure him
out.The abuser creates confusion because he has to. He can’t control and intimidate you, he
can’t recruit people around him to take his side, he can’t keep escaping the consequences of his



actions, unless he can throw everyone off the track. When the world catches on to the abuser,
his power begins to melt away. So we are going to travel behind the abuser’s mask to the heart of
his problem. This journey is critical to the health and healing of abused women and their
children, for once you grasp how your partner’s mind works, you can begin reclaiming control of
your own life. Unmasking the abuser also does him a favor, because he will not confront—and
overcome—his highly destructive problem as long as he can remain hidden.The better we
understand abusers, the more we can create homes and relationships that are havens of love
and safety, as they should be. Peace really does begin at home.2The MythologyHe’s crazy.He
feels so bad about himself. I just need to build up his self-image a little.He just loses it.He’s so
insecure.His mother abused him, and now he has a grudge against women and he takes it out
on me.I’m so confused. I don’t understand what’s going on with him.IN ONE IMPORTANT WAY,
an abusive man works like a magician: His tricks largely rely on getting you to look off in the
wrong direction, distracting your attention so that you won’t notice where the real action is. He
draws you into focusing on the turbulent world of his feelings to keep your eyes turned away from
the true cause of his abusiveness, which lies in how he thinks. He leads you into a convoluted
maze, making your relationship with him a labyrinth of twists and turns. He wants you to puzzle
over him, to try to figure him out, as though he were a wonderful but broken machine for which
you need only to find and fix the malfunctioning parts to bring it roaring to its full potential. His
desire, though he may not admit it even to himself, is that you wrack your brain in this way so that
you won’t notice the patterns and logic of his behavior, the consciousness behind the
craziness.To further divert your gaze, he may work to shape your view of his past partners to
keep you from talking to them directly and to prepare you to disbelieve them should you happen
to hear what they say. If you could follow the thread of his conduct over a series of relationships,
you would find out that his behavior isn’t as erratic as it looks; in fact, it follows a fairly consistent
pattern from woman to woman, except for brief relationships or ones he isn’t that serious
about.Above all, the abusive man wants to avoid having you zero in on his abusiveness itself. So
he tries to fill your head up with excuses and distortions and keep you weighed down with self-
doubt and self-blame. And, unfortunately, much of the society tends to follow unsuspectingly
along behind him, helping him to close your eyes, and his own, to his problem.The mythology
about abusive men that runs through modern culture has been created largely by the abusers
themselves. Abusive men concoct explanations for their actions which they give to their
partners, therapists, clergypeople, relatives, and social researchers. But it is a serious error to
allow abusers to analyze and account for their own problems. Would we ask an active alcoholic
to tell us why he or she drinks, and then accept the explanation unquestioningly? This is what
we would hear:“I drink because I have bad luck in life.”“I actually don’t drink much at all—it’s just
a rumor that some people have been spreading about me because they don’t like me.”“I started
to drink a lot because my self-esteem was ruined by all these unfair accusations that I’m
alcoholic, which I’m not.”When we hear these kinds of excuses from a drunk, we assume they
are exactly that—excuses. We don’t consider an active alcoholic a reliable source of insight. So



why should we let an angry and controlling man be the authority on partner abuse? Our first
task, therefore, is to remove the abusive man’s smoke and mirrors, and then set about watching
carefully to see what he is really doing.A BRIEF EXERCISEIn my public presentations on abuse,
I often begin with a simple exercise. I ask the audience members to write down everything they
have ever heard, or ever believed, about where an abuser’s problem comes from. I invite you to
close this book for two or three minutes now and make a similar list for yourself, so that you can
refer to it as we go along.I then ask people to call out items from their lists, and I write them on
the blackboard, organizing them into three categories: one for myths, one for partial truths, and
one for accurate statements. We usually end up with twenty or thirty myths, four or five half-
truths, and perhaps one or two realities. The audience members squint at me and fidgit in their
seats, surprised to discover that the common beliefs about the causes of abuse contain several
dollops of fantasy and misconception for each ounce of truth. If you find as you go through this
chapter that your own list turns out to contain mostly myths, you are not alone.For the partner of
an abusive or controlling man, having all of these mistaken theories pulled out from under you at
once can be overwhelming. But for each stick that we pull out of the structure of misconception
about abusive men, a brick is waiting to take its place. When we’re finished, your partner will find
it much harder than before to throw you off balance and confuse you, and your relationship will
make sense to you in a way that it hasn’t before.THE MYTHS ABOUT ABUSERS • He was
abused as a child. • His previous partner hurt him. • He abuses those he loves the most. • He
holds in his feelings too much. • He has an aggressive personality. • He loses control. • He is
too angry. • He is mentally ill. • He hates women. • He is afraid of intimacy and
abandonment. • He has low self-esteem. • His boss mistreats him. • He has poor skills in
communication and conflict resolution. • There are as many abusive women as abusive
men. • His abusiveness is as bad for him as for his partner. • He is a victim of racism. • He
abuses alcohol or drugs.MYTH #1:He was abused as a child, and he needs therapy for it.The
partners of my clients commonly believe that the roots of the man’s abusiveness can be found in
mistreatment that he suffered himself, and many professionals share the same misconception. I
hear explanations along the lines of:“He calls me all those horrible things because that is what
his mother used to do to him.”“His father used to get angry at him and beat him with a belt, so
now if I get angry at all, he just freaks out and starts throwing things around the house. He says
it’s because deep down, he’s really scared of my anger.”“His stepmother was a witch. I’ve met
her; she’s vicious. So now he really has this thing against women.”QUESTION I:IS IT BECAUSE
HE WAS ABUSED AS A CHILD?Multiple research studies have examined the question of
whether men who abuse women tend to be survivors of childhood abuse, and the link has
turned out to be weak; other predictors of which men are likely to abuse women have proven far
more reliable, as we will see. Notably, men who are violent toward other men are often victims of
child abuse—but the connection is much less clear for men who assault women. The one
exception is that those abusers who are brutally physically violent or terrifying toward women
often do have histories of having been abused as children. In other words, a bad childhood



doesn’t cause a man to become an abuser, but it can contribute to making a man who is abusive
especially dangerous.If abusiveness were the product of childhood emotional injury, abusers
could overcome their problem through psychotherapy. But it is virtually unheard of for an abusive
man to make substantial and lasting changes in his pattern of abusiveness as a result of therapy.
(In Chapter 14, we’ll examine the differences between psychotherapy and a specialized abuser
program, because the latter sometimes can bring good results.) He may work through other
emotional difficulties, he may gain insight into himself, but his behavior continues. In fact it
typically gets worse, as he uses therapy to develop new excuses for his behavior, more
sophisticated arguments to prove that his partner is mentally unstable, and more creative ways
to make her feel responsible for his emotional distress. Abusive men are sometimes masters of
the hard-luck story, and may find that accounts of childhood abuse are one of the best ways to
pull heartstrings.For some abusive men, the blame-the-childhood approach has an additional
reason for being appealing: By focusing on what his mother did wrong, he gets to blame a
woman for his mistreatment of women. This explanation can also appeal to the abused woman
herself, since it makes sense out of his behavior and gives her someone safe to be angry at—
since getting angry at him always seems to blow up in her face. The wider society, and the field
of psychology in particular, has often jumped on this bandwagon instead of confronting the hard
questions that partner abuse raises. Abuse of women by men is so rampant that, unless people
can somehow make it women’s own fault, they are forced to take on a number of uncomfortable
questions about men and about much of male thinking. So it may seem easier to just lay the
problem at the feet of the man’s mother?My clients who have participated extensively in therapy
or substance-abuse recovery programs sometimes sound like therapists themselves—and a few
actually have been—as they adopt the terms of popular psychology or textbook theory. One
client used to try to lure me into intellectual debates with comments such as, “Well, your group
follows a cognitive-behavioral model, which has been shown to have limitations for addressing a
problem as deep as this one.” An abusive man who is adept in the language of feelings can
make his partner feel crazy by turning each argument into a therapy session in which he puts her
reactions under a microscope and assigns himself the role of “helping” her. He may, for example,
“explain” to her the emotional issues she needs to work through, or analyze her reasons for
“mistakenly” believing that he is mistreating her.An abusive man may embellish his childhood
suffering once he discovers that it helps him escape responsibility. The National District
Attorney’s Association Bulletin reported a revealing study that was conducted on another group
of destructive men: child sexual abusers. The researcher asked each man whether he himself
had been sexually victimized as a child. A hefty 67 percent of the subjects said yes. However,
the researcher then informed the men that he was going to hook them up to a lie-detector test
and ask them the same questions again. Affirmative answers suddenly dropped to only 29
percent. In other words, abusers of all varieties tend to realize the mileage they can get out of
saying, “I’m abusive because the same thing was done to me.”Although the typical abusive man
works to maintain a positive public image, it is true that some women have abusive partners who



are nasty or intimidating to everyone. How about that man? Do his problems result from
mistreatment by his parents? The answer is both yes and no; it depends on which problem we’re
talking about. His hostility toward the human race may sprout from cruelty in his upbringing, but
he abuses women because he has an abuse problem. The two problems are related but
distinct.I am not saying that you should be unsympathetic to your partner’s childhood suffering.
An abusive man deserves the same compassion that a nonabusive man does, neither more nor
less. But a nonabusive man doesn’t use his past as an excuse to mistreat you. Feeling sorry for
your partner can be a trap, making you feel guilty for standing up to his abusiveness.I have
sometimes said to a client: “If you are so in touch with your feelings from your abusive childhood,
then you should know what abuse feels like. You should be able to remember how miserable it
was to be cut down to nothing, to be put in fear, to be told that the abuse is your own fault. You
should be less likely to abuse a woman, not more so, from having been through it.” Once I make
this point, he generally stops mentioning his terrible childhood; he only wants to draw attention
to it if it’s an excuse to stay the same, not if it’s a reason to change.MYTH #2:He had a previous
partner who mistreated him terribly, and now he has a problem with women as a result. He’s a
wonderful man, and that bitch made him get like this.As we saw with Fran in Chapter 1, an
abuser’s bitter tale of emotional destruction by a past wife or girlfriend can have a powerful
impact on his current partner. In the most common version of this story, the man recounts how
his ex-partner broke his heart by cheating on him, perhaps with several different men. If you ask
him how he found out, he answers that “everybody” knew about it or that his friends told him. He
also may say, “I caught her cheating myself,” but when you press him on what he actually saw, it
often turns out that he saw nothing, or that he saw her talking to some guy or riding in his car late
at night, “so I could tell.”He may describe other wounds he received from a previous partner: She
tried to control him; she wouldn’t let him have any freedom; she expected him to wait on her
hand and foot; she turned their children against him; she even “had him arrested” out of
vindictiveness. What he is describing usually are his own behaviors, but he attributes them to the
woman so that he is the victim. He can gain sympathy from his new partner in this fashion,
especially because so many women know what it is like to be abused—unfortunately—so they
can connect with his distress.The abusive or controlling man can draw a rich set of excuses from
his past relationships. For controlling his current partner’s friendships and for accusing her of
cheating on him: “It’s because my ex-partner hurt me so badly by cheating on me so many times,
and that’s why I’m so jealous and can’t trust you.” For throwing a tempter tantrum when she asks
him to clean up after himself: “My ex-partner controlled my every move, and so now it makes me
furious when I feel like you’re telling me what to do.” For having affairs of his own or keeping other
love interests going on the side: “I got so hurt last time that now I am really afraid of committing,
so I want to keep having involvements with other people.” He can craft an excuse to fit any of his
controlling behaviors.I recommend applying the following principle to assertions that an angry or
controlling man makes about past women in his life:IF IT IS AN EXCUSE FOR MISTREATING
YOU, IT’S A DISTORTION.A man who was genuinely mistreated in a relationship with a woman



would not be using that experience to get away with hurting someone else.Consider the reverse
situation for a moment: Have you ever heard a woman claim that the reason why she is
chronically mistreating her male partner is because a previous man abused her? I have never
run into this excuse in the fifteen years I have worked in the field of abuse. Certainly I have
encountered cases where women had trouble trusting another man after leaving an abuser, but
there is a critical distinction to be made: Her past experiences may explain how she feels, but
they are not an excuse for how she behaves. And the same is true for a man.When a client of
mine blames a past relationship for his cruel or controlling behavior in the present, I jump in with
several questions: “Did your ex-partner ever say that she felt controlled or intimidated by you?
What was her side of the story? Did you ever put your hands on her in anger, or did she ever get
a restraining order?” By the time he has finished providing his answers, I usually can tell what
happened: He abused that woman too.It is fine to commiserate with a man about his bad
experience with a previous partner, but the instant he uses her as an excuse to mistreat you,
stop believing anything he tells you about that relationship and instead recognize it as a sign that
he has problems with relating to women. Track down his ex-partner and talk with her as soon as
possible, even if you hate her. An abuser can mistreat partner after partner in relationships, each
time believing that the problems are all the woman’s fault and that he is the real victim.Whether
he presents himself as the victim of an ex-partner, or of his parents, the abuser’s aim—though
perhaps unconscious—is to play on your compassion, so that he can avoid dealing with his
problem.MYTH #3:He’s abusive because he feels so strongly about me. People cause those
they care about most deeply the most pain.Excuses along these lines crop up frequently in my
groups for abusive men. My clients say to me, “No one else gets me upset like she does. I just
go out of my head sometimes because I have such strong feelings for her. The things she does
really hurt me, and nobody else can get under my skin like that.” Abusers can use this
rationalization successfully with their partners, friends, and relatives. There is a grain of truth to it:
People we love can cause us deeper pain than anyone else. But what does this have to do with
abuse?The abuser would like us to accept the following simple but erroneous
formula:“FEELINGS CAUSE BEHAVIOR.”“When people feel hurt, they lash out at someone else
in retaliation. When they feel jealous, they become possessive and accusatory. When they feel
controlled, they yell and threaten.” Right?Wrong. Each human being deals with hurt or
resentment in a unique way. When you feel insulted or bullied, you may reach for a chocolate
bar. In the same circumstance, I might burst into tears. Another person may put his or her
feelings quickly into words, confronting the mistreatment directly. Although our feelings can
influence how we wish to act, our choices of how to behave are ultimately determined more by
our attitudes and our habits. We respond to our emotional wounds based on what we believe
about ourselves, how we think about the person who has hurt us, and how we perceive the
world. Only in people who are severely traumatized or who have major mental illnesses is
behavior governed by feelings. And only a tiny percentage of abusive men have these kinds of
severe psychological problems.There are other reasons not to accept the “love causes abuse”



excuse. First, many people reserve their best behavior and kindest treatment for their loved
ones, including their partners. Should we accept the idea that these people feel love less
strongly, or have less passion, than an abuser does? Nonsense. Outside of my professional life,
I have known many couples over the years who had passion and electricity between them and
who treated each other well. But unfortunately there is wide acceptance in our society of the
unhealthy notion that passion and aggression are interwoven and that cruel verbal exchanges
and bomblike explosions are the price you pay for a relationship that is exciting, deep, and sexy.
Popular romantic movies and soap operas sometimes reinforce this image.Most abusive men
have close relationships with people other than their wives or girlfriends. My clients may feel
deep fondness for one or both of their parents, a sibling, a dear friend, an aunt or uncle. Do they
abuse their other loved ones? Rarely. It isn’t the love or deep affection that causes his behavior
problem.MYTH #4:He holds in his feelings too much, and they build up until he bursts. He needs
to get in touch with his emotions and learn to express them to prevent those explosive
episodes.My colleagues and I refer to this belief as “The Boiler Theory of Men.” The idea is that
a person can only tolerate so much accumulated pain and frustration. If it doesn’t get vented
periodically—kind of like a pressure cooker—then there’s bound to be a serious accident. This
myth has the ring of truth to it because we are all aware of how many men keep too much
emotion pent up inside. Since most abusers are male, it seems to add up.But it doesn’t, and
here’s why: Most of my clients are not unusually repressed. In fact, many of them express their
feelings more than some nonabusive men. Rather than trapping everything inside, they actually
tend to do the opposite: They have an exaggerated idea of how important their feelings are, and
they talk about their feelings—and act them out—all the time, until their partners and children are
exhausted from hearing about it all. An abuser’s emotions are as likely to be too big as too small.
They can fill up the whole house. When he feels bad, he thinks that life should stop for everyone
else in the family until someone fixes his discomfort. His partner’s life crises, the children’s
sicknesses, meals, birthdays—nothing else matters as much as his feelings.It is not his feelings
the abuser is too distant from; it is his partner’s feelings and his children’s feelings. Those are the
emotions that he knows so little about and that he needs to “get in touch with.” My job as an
abuse counselor often involves steering the discussion away from how my clients feel and
toward how they think (including their attitudes toward their partners’ feelings). My clients keep
trying to drive the ball back into the court that is familiar and comfortable to them, where their
inner world is the only thing that matters.For decades, many therapists have been attempting to
help abusive men change by guiding them in identifying and expressing feelings. Alas, this well-
meaning but misguided approach actually feeds the abuser’s selfish focus on himself, which is
an important force driving his abusiveness.Part of why you may be tempted to accept “The
Boiler Theory of Men” is that you may observe that your partner follows a pattern where he
becomes increasingly withdrawn, says less and less, seems to be bubbling gradually from a
simmer to a boil, and then erupts in a geyser of yelling, put-downs, and ugliness. It looks like an
emotional explosion, so naturally you assume that it is. But the mounting tension, the pressure-



cooker buildup of his feelings, is actually being driven by his lack of empathy for your feelings,
and by a set of attitudes that we will examine later. And he explodes when he gives himself
permission to do so.MYTH #5:He has a violent, explosive personality.He needs to learn to be
less aggressive.Does your partner usually get along reasonably well with everyone else except
you? Is it unusual for him to verbally abuse other people or to get in physical fights with men? If
he does get aggressive with men, is it usually related somehow to you—for example, getting up
in the face of a man who he thinks is checking you out? The great majority of abusive men are
fairly calm and reasonable in most of their dealings that are unrelated to their partners. In fact,
the partners of my clients constantly complain to me: “How come he can be so nice to everyone
else but he has to treat me like dirt?” If a man’s problem were that he had an “aggressive
personality,” he wouldn’t be able to reserve that side of himself just for you. Many therapists have
attempted over the years to lead abusive men toward their more sensitive, vulnerable side. But
the sad reality is that plenty of gentle, sensitive men are viciously—and sometimes violently—
abusive to their female partners. The two-sided nature of abusers is a central aspect of the
mystery.The societal stereotype of the abuser as a relatively uneducated, blue-collar male adds
to the confusion. The faulty equation goes: “Abusive equals muscle-bound caveman, which in
turn equals lower class.” In addition to the fact that this image is an unfair stereotype of working-
class men, it also overlooks the fact that a professional or college-educated man has roughly the
same likelihood of abusing women as anyone else. A successful businessperson, a college
professor, or a sailing instructor may be less likely to adopt a tough-guy image with tattoos all
over his body but still may well be a nightmare partner.Read more
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