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“’When people think of ‘abusive’ relationships, they often go right to the TV-movie 

version of physical abuse,’ says Sara Stanizai, a licensed marriage and family therapist in Long 

Beach, California. ‘But that ignores all the other types of abuse that go on.’” (Gold 78). How can 

this be? People are not just shells of muscles and bones encased in skin, easily battered and 

bruised. There is so much more to a person that just their physical being. As humans, we can feel 

pain in a variety of ways, physical of course, but emotionally and mentally too. Is there a reason 

that no one talks about or maybe even knows that abuse is not just a physical interaction between 

partners? Is this why individuals become victims and abuse is left unchallenged?  

Love is complicated and relationships are unique to each party. When examining your 

relationship some things that you might notice are attributes like closeness, enthusiasm, and duty. 

In her research, Relationship Dependency, Dating Violence, and Scripts of Female College 

Students, doctoral candidate in counseling education and development at the University of North 

Carolina at Greensboro, Wendy B. Charkow states that some examples include shared 

understanding and high respect, physical connection, drive for association, and the choice to start 

and keep up the relationship (18). These are the things that can be the foundation for a healthy 

relationship. So where is the border from healthy to unhealthy, when does the shift happen? 

Well, women in controlling or coercive relationships usually don’t describe them that way, at 

least not at first. It is when lines are crossed and boundaries are severed that emotional abuse (i.e 

mental and psychological) can wiggle its way in and take over. But what might some of these 

things be? Behaviors are mentally and emotionally abusive in the event that they undermine an 

individual's confidence or feeling of control or security. Verbal hostility incorporates hollering, 



annoying, swearing, declining to discuss an issue, doing or saying things to show disdain toward 

the partner (Charkow 19). Now of course just because your partner may do some of these things 

some of the time does not mean that they are abusive, abuse is ongoing and the circumstances 

that vary per case. Stanizai states “Abuse is part of a pattern of controlling and manipulative 

behaviors that cause fear or intimidation in a partner, not an isolated incident or one touchy 

subject” (Gold 78-79). Relationship abuse is not having a disagreement with your partner, it’s 

not calling your partner a name that one time. It is however getting into your significant others 

head and making them consistently feel less than, unworthy, or inadequate.  

Now of course abuse can happen to anyone and anyone can become an abuser, however 

there are some significant factors that determine the risk of such. Gender plays and important 

role with victims and perpetrators. In her research on Emotional Abuse Among Undergraduates 

in Romantic Relationships, Deborah A. Abowitzs says that in most areas of the world, men's 

abusive behavior is identified with customary gender philosophies and is viewed as efficient 

mode of control over women (120). Particularly in the United states, women are constructed to 

trust that a relationship is vital for personal joy, that they should satisfy men’s needs while 

dismissing their own, and that is it the women’s obligation to keep up the relationship. Whether 

these ideals are perpetuated by a patriarchal society or an innate sense of duty, that I do not 

know. In her research Charkow comments on these beliefs explaining that “[they] undermine a 

woman’s ability to gain the appropriate sense of identity needed to function in healthy 

relationships” (18). Even now in 2019 when women have made so much progress to be treated as 

equal there is still the belief, a belief that is based in history of women’s oppression, that men are 

dominate while their female partners are to be subservient.  

But is gender the only risk factor for victimization? Of course not, exposure and age have 



a significant impact as well. Seeing and being around intimate partner violence as a child, such 

as witnessing marital violence, have been proven to be correlated to victimization later in life 

(Abowitz 121). You could even apply this to the old saying “monkey see, monkey do”. “People 

who are victims of violence or who witness it in the home as children are more likely to 

experience intimate-partner violence as adults, whether as victims or as perpetrators say 

experts…Young people may be more vulnerable to abuse, since they are still trying to figure out 

what a healthy relationship is” says Ginny Graves, author of “When Love Turns To Fear” (72). 

So little relationship experience coupled with bad examples at home is a dangerous combination 

when talking about the risk of relationship abuse. These are the types of circumstances that lead 

to relationship dependency. When developing in a home where abuse may have happened, 

relationship dependent women may unknowingly feel that in intimate situations they must take 

on the victim role. If that’s what you’ve grown up seeing, that’s really all you know. Also, some 

relationship dependent women feel as though their partners need to be saved and with this 

ideology, will be drawn to questionable men that need help. A problematic aspect that these men 

might show is the abusive behavior (Charkow 19). Instead of viewing the abuse as a warning 

sign to leave, these kinds of women think they can help their partner change leading to the 

acceptance of abuse.  

However, there is more possibilities of victimization occurring than just hoping someone 

will change and they don’t. People who possess romantic ideals and demeanors are at a greater 

risk to be involved in an abusive relationship than those who do not. The complexity of love in 

general makes it simpler to pass off jealousy, isolation, and more controlling attributes as just the 

infatuation and attachment of love and commitment (Abowitz 121). People can get caught up in 

the excitement of love and not realize what is really going on, that and it’s hard to accept that 



how your significant other is treating you may not be the way you should be treated. Is love 

really that powerful to make you blinded to such behaviors? As stated previously, since 

relationship dependent women’s views of love tend to be characterized by unhealthy ideals, they 

may be especially susceptible to the notion that abuse is a symbol of love rather than a sign of 

danger (Charkow 20). Younger people are particularly predisposed to this mentality. Abowitzs 

comments on Charkow’s ideology and demonstrates that “research on college students reports a 

host of ‘risky/ dangerous/questionable’ decisions students report they made ‘for love,’ including 

drunk driving, dropping out, and having unprotected sex. The majority of college students, like 

most Americans, believe in love at first sight and in the notion that love conquers all, reinforcing 

the idea that problems can be solved ‘if there is enough love’” (121). Little relationship 

experience compounded with lack of age is a breading ground for these types of ideals to 

manifest, not to mention the added effect that technology now brings to the table. 

Social media platforms, FaceTime, texting, etc all give abusers access to their victims at 

all times. In her research on cyber psychological abuse, Penny A. Leisring, PhD at Quinnipiac 

University in Hamden Connecticut, says that “some examples of psychological abuse perpetrated 

through technology included reading a partner’s text messages, constant text messaging to check 

up on one’s partner, sending harassing or threatening messages, monitoring of a partner’s social 

networking sites, and using the internet to publicly embarrass and harass one’s partner” (325). 

Many individuals reported that their significant others consistently check up on them online and 

access their phones without permission. This is supplemented by Diane R. Follingstad, PhD at 

the Center for Research on Violence Against Women Department of Psychiatry at the University 

of Kentucky Medical College, who backs up Abowitz’s claim and says “It is possible that 

monitoring a partner’s activities may be present more often by virtue of being associated with 



jealousy, a category that lay persons viewed as more tolerable and possibly even as expected in 

romantic relationships” (18). I wonder if categorizing troubling behaviors as jealousy a technique 

of shielding oneself from the truth. I wonder if passing off abuse as just jealousy is a way of 

rationalizing.  

Even so, if you start rationalizing behavior then you must see something wrong with the 

behavior in the first place. Why then do women stick around? Gaslighting is only one of many 

camouflaged strategies abusers use to undermine a women's feeling of worth, confidence and 

independence, keeping her from connecting for help or leaving (Graves 73). Abusers use this 

technique to completely push their significant others into submission and this is one reason why 

emotional abuse is so dangerous, sometimes you don’t even know it’s happening until you’ve 

already lost yourself. In Graves’s “When Love Turns to Fear”, she quotes Robin Stern, Ph.D., 

associate director of the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence and author of The Gaslight 

Effect, who says “At first, victims of gaslighting try to defend themselves. But when the person 

you love persistently tries to redefine your reality and nothing you do or say makes a difference, 

you begin to see yourself through their eyes. Maybe I am forgetful. Maybe I am stupid. Maybe I 

am crazy. You start mistrusting or second-guessing yourself” (73). It’s like real life isn’t 

available to the victims, their “real life” is what they are told it is. This connects to Charkow’s 

research on relationship dependency where these kinds of women are likely to engage in an 

attachment style relationship characterized by traumatic bonding with her abuser, in which a 

power imbalance exists in the relationship and the initiation of abuse is intermittent along with 

seemingly caring and loving treatment making it difficult for women to leave abusive 

relationships (20). Technology does not help this, the abusive tactics, strategies, and 

manipulation have ways to reach its victims almost 100% of the time. Perhaps it does get so bad 



that thoughts start to stir of maybe wanting to get out of that relationship, but then they just so 

happen to say the right thing, the thing you want to hear and it’s just enough to get you to stay. 

“These ideas about romantic relationships promote ‘split-processing,’ where women focus on the 

positive aspects of a relationship and minimize or dismiss the negative—focusing on the 

‘compassionate boyfriend’ rather than the ‘abusive boyfriend,’ for example. Further, individuals 

deeply committed to this romantic love ideology, may be at higher risk for intimate partner 

violence because of a sense of ‘entrapment’ — they become ‘addicted to a person’ or a 

relationship and therefore exhibit greater reluctance to exit abusive relationships” (Abowitz 121). 

When you love someone of course you want to see all the good things about them. Perhaps that 

is why victims of abuse often times hyper focus on the good, perhaps that is their only defense 

from the bad. And even when victims do leave, they return an average of seven times. At that 

point your self-esteem, your confidence, even your sense of security is gone. Your mind and 

emotions belong to your partner.  

The long term affects explain this phenomenon further. Research demonstrates that 

emotional abuse can take a considerably more prominent toll than hitting or pushing. Physical 

wounds leave impressions that validate the occurrence to others, which tells you you're not 

insane, clarifies Mindy Mechanic, Ph.D., professor of psychology at California State University, 

Fullerton, whose investigation of 413 mistreated women found that emotional brutality causes 

extreme PTSD and depression well beyond that brought about by physical abuse (Graves 73). 

Some women's confidence turns out to be so seriously dissolved that they no longer possess the 

conviction to be able to operate outside of the abusive relationship. Especially in relationship-

dependent women whose feelings of self-worth may continue to decrease leading to the belief 

that she does deserve the mistreatment.  Notably in younger victims, the involvement in dating 



violence is correlated with substance abuse, eating disorders, hazardous sexual acts, pregnancy, 

mental disorders, suicide attempts, and difficulty in school including skipping class as well as 

dropping out (Abowtiz 118). Psychological mistreatment harms one's self-confidence, bringing 

about sentiments of anxiety and depression. The worst part is that the effects might not ever go 

away. Studies of life partners who had been emotionally abused discovered that the negative 

impacts of psychological mistreatment stay long after the relationship has finished. These 

depletions on emotional wellbeing can cause serve anxiety and depression (Abowitz 130). This 

pattern of abuse for both perpetrators and victims just creates a seemingly endless cycle. Past 

childhood, the detrimental effects of dating abuse linger into adulthood, not only for the victims 

but for the abusers as well, and format the mechanisms of engaging and disengaging into 

intimate relationships over time (Abowitz 118). These affects are not treatable with ice and pain 

medicine, mending a broken soul is no quick fix. 

Although a partner may never be physically violent, controlling and manipulative 

behavior can be detrimental to your wellbeing, self-assurance, and family life. The wounds left 

behind are not so easily healed by the immune system, there is nothing to be prescribed, yet the 

pain is still so very real. I now know that for many people the effects may never go away. 

However, what I am still left wondering is how come the abusers can’t see that what they are 

doing is wrong? How can they not see what they are doing to someone they supposedly love? Be 

that as it may, I have come to understand that staying in an abusive relationship does not make 

you weak, quite the opposite really. The detrimental effects are there yes, but you are surviving a 

war fought within your own soul. With this, I would like to leave you with a personal account 

from 36-year-old Lucy Everst of Phoenix where she says “I have a good job as a caregiver. I’m 

taking care of our four kids. I’ve been on my own for almost three years. And I still have 



thoughts like I can’t make it without him. That’s how badly emotional abuse gets in your head. 

It’s like it changes your brain and you can’t sort out what you think from what he told you to 

think” (Graves 75). 
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