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I n t r oduc t i on

When I was young, I was such a romantic. I was
convinced I was going to meet a wonderful man. We
would both fall madly in love, get married, have three
beautiful children and “live happily ever after”. Now,
after fourteen years of marriage, the reality is I’m on my
own with four children. One of them is my husband.

This was how one woman described her experience to a
group of women as they sat around discussing their
relationships with men. Others in the group spoke of
similar experiences.

In my work with women over many years, one fact
has remained constant. In situations where women feel
free to speak honestly about their relation  ships, many
express deep disappointment and frustration, the cause
of which is very often identified as the absence of adult
companionship.

He’s just like a child. If he doesn’t get his own way, he
throws a tantrum.

If I say “no” when he wants sex, he sulks for days. It’s just
not worth it.

He does his own thing most of the time . . . doesn’t
contribute anything socially or emotionally to the family
. . . seems to prefer to be with his mates. But, when it suits
him to have the kids and I go somewhere with him, we
have to show immense interest and excitement, otherwise
he loses it and starts to throw his weight around.



This theme of men’s immaturity in relationships is a very
common one in discussions among women. What it
reveals is that while men, in general, may be quite happy
with their lives, many women are not. For many women,
the quality of companionship and emotional involvement
they get from men leaves a lot to be desired. So, the
obvious question is: what can be done to address the
imbalance which exists in relationships in terms of
emotional satisfaction?

If you are a woman living with a man who is a
“boy”, I’m sure you have tried just about everything to
get him to change, including kidding to him, coaxing
him, humouring him, cuddling up to him, getting angry
with him, threatening to leave him—all to no avail in any
long-term sense. What can you do? The very first thing
you must do, I believe, is stand back and look at what is
actually going on between the two of you. What is he
doing? What are you doing? That’s what this book is
about. This is my attempt to help women begin to exam -
ine the dynamics of their relationships. I admit it isn’t an
easy thing to do, but it is definitely worth the trouble. It
may well result in a better relationship and a happier life
for both of you.

The purpose of this book

In writing this book, I have a very clear and simple
purpose: to inject some much-needed honesty into our
thinking about relationships between immature men and
the women who struggle to relate to them.* My purpose
of honesty is achieved in two ways. First, the situations I
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* I could also write about relationships between immature women
and the men who struggle to relate to them. They do exist. But,
because of the number of women who share their pain with me in
therapy, I choose here to focus on the immaturity of men and the
damaging effect their behaviour has on their partners.



have chosen for discussion contain honest and straight -
forward descriptions of the harm ful and destructive
beha vi  our which usually accom panies emotional imma -
turity in men. An examin ation of the society in which we
live shows that there is a much greater emphasis on a
man’s right to individual freedom than on the need for
men to develop a sense of responsibility to others. The
result is that there exists, in modern society, a real reluct -
ance to hold men accountable for their bad behaviour
toward anybody and, particularly, toward women. There
exists also a compulsion to excuse and forgive men, no
matter what they do. One of the things I do in this book
is focus on the kinds of immature behaviour that men get
away with, and say “enough is enough”.

The other way my purpose of honesty is achieved is
to include in all the situations honest and straight forward
descriptions of the effect men’s emotional immaturity has
on the women closest to them. Most women in such
situations have little realisation of the degree of strain
they are under, of the way their personalities are being
affected, or of the sense of loss and emptiness they live
with day after day. With this as the central focus of the
book, it is my hope that women will begin to question
the value of sacrificing their entire lives in the vain hope
that their partner (who, in all probability, does not want
to change and has no intention of changing) may one day
change. It is my hope that women will see value in their
own lives and will find more positive things to do with
their time and energy than going endlessly around in
circles trying to satisfy the demands of immature men.

The need for honesty

The social and psychological health of any society
depends upon its citizens’ willingness to look at the
dynamics that exist in all kinds of relationships: between
women and men, rich and poor, indigenous and non-
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indigenous, politicians and the people they represent. In
regard to relationships between the sexes, the mental
health and happiness of both women and men depend
upon their willingness to look honestly at the dynamics
that exist between them, with a view to changing
anything that needs to be changed.

To pretend that the immature behaviour indulged in
by a great number of men is not really happening, or that
there is some cause over which they have no control, is
to do a great disservice to those men as well as to the
women (and children) affected by their behaviour. It
allows such men to go on avoiding the truth about
themselves and their attitudes to women, and to go on
behaving in ways that destroy their own potential for
integrity. When a man is not held accountable for his
behaviour and attitudes, he is robbed of the opportunity
to change. Also, the opportunity for the women involved
to enjoy mental health and happiness is severely affected.
Women living with immature men whose behaviour is
regularly excused by this and that rationalisation often
feel confused, isolated, guilty and “crazy”.

The mental health of any society requires that the
truth about relationships between the sexes be exposed
so that all citizens have the freedom to make decisions
about their own happiness based on the facts. If a man is
told clearly by society that his immature behaviour is
unacceptable, then he is free to make a decision about
whether or not he wants to continue behaving in that
way. His choice is clear. When he is not given that
message, when his bad behaviour is continually defended
or excused, he is given room to think his behaviour is not
offensive. Honesty and integrity demand that society give
him the opportunity to make a choice based on clear
feedback about his behaviour.
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Similarly, when a woman is in possession of the facts
about the immaturity of her partner’s behavi our, she is
able to see her situation more clearly and make informed
decisions about her future.

Achieving the goal of honesty

In the writing of this book, I have felt enormous pressure
to be “nice”, to present immature men and their behavi -
our as “not so bad” and to share the blame around by
making a point of the fact that “women are immature
too”. That this pressure has come from inside myself has
confirmed for me how deeply ingrained in all of us is the
desire to excuse men. We want to believe that deep down
inside, these men are not really as self-centred or childish
as their behaviour indicates. Unfortunately, the experi -
ence of many women reveals that they are.

Similarly, I have resisted the temptation to minimise
the effect that men’s immature behaviour has on women.
I realise it would have been far less stressful for me if I
had chosen to write in a more positive vein, presenting a
picture of the strengths women develop in such trying
circumstances. But to scratch around to find a few posi -
tives to say about an overwhelmingly negative situ ation
would be dis honest in the extreme. I am convinced that
the road to more mature and satisfying relationships
begins with honesty about how things actually are.

The book’s goal of honesty does not end with my
own honesty as an author. It is my hope that individual
men and women will be inspired, through the pages of
this book, toward a greater degree of honesty within
themselves about their own situ ations. I also hope that
the pursuit of such honesty will lead them to the kind of
personal maturity that will allow them to enjoy the give
and take that constitutes a relationship based on genuine
love, respect and equality.
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• For men, the purpose will have been achieved if it
helps immature men stop and examine their attitudes
toward women; acknowledge their need for a better
understanding of their own emotions; admit the ease
with which they take out their frustrations on the
women closest to them; ack nowledge the injustice of
the situation they have created; and begin to change.

• For women, the purpose will have been achieved if it
helps them open their eyes to what is really happen -
ing in their relationships; decide to stop using up so
much energy trying to infuse matur ity into a man
who prefers to be immature; stop blaming them -
selves for a situation that is not their fault; gain a
greater understanding of their own feelings of dis -
appointment and emptiness and loneliness; and
begin to look at their options for a better future.

What is it about men?

Poor men. I suppose we ought to feel sorry for them to
some extent. In every generation, you see, men are sold a
lie. In their socialisation, they are deceived into believing
that they are superior and that their superiority gives
them unlimited power over women, animals, the envir -
on ment, material goods, and all the world’s wealth. With
men who are white, the lie goes even further to include
superiority over men and women of every other race. It’s
all a lie. But let’s not waste too much energy feeling sorry
for them, because this is a lie that most men are glad to
accept as fact. They find it too attractive to resist.  They
like the power it gives them. It enables them to see them -
selves as life’s winners. And they have no intention of
giving up the privileges their “superior” position affords
them.

While women and other disempowered groups have
suffered because of the way “superior” white males treat
them, there is a sense in which that suffering has brought
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a greater awareness of ourselves and a more enhanced
ability to relate to others. The very survival of oppressed
people depends on their ability to adjust to and appease
their oppressor. That this dynamic operates in relation -
ships goes some way toward explaining why women, in
every generation, have worked hard at learning how to
relate to men, while men have mostly not bothered.
There is an immaturity about the attitudes and behaviour
of many men in their relationships with women and a
continuing attempt by women to adjust to that imma tur -
ity. Such a negative situation fails to bring happiness to
either partner.

It is my wish that the reverse were true, that men
would see the maturity which exists in the attitudes and
behaviour of most women, and work on themselves to
match that level of maturity.

Are all men immature?

No. All men are not immature. Thankfully, there are
many men who manage to counter the socialisation into
arrogance and self-centredness that seems to be standard
for males in most countries of the world. The myth of the
superiority of men teaches boys that women exist to
cater to men’s needs and that women are not important
in the great scheme of things. A woman’s opinions, intu -
itions, feelings and desires are considered important only
to the extent that they interact with or relate to the
opinions, intuitions, feelings and desires of a man. Those
women who insist on being responded to as people in
their own right are discounted as having nothing useful
to offer.

It is not altogether clear how some men escape or
counter normal socialisation to become fair and decent
human beings, but the fact remains that it does happen.
Mature men demonstrate that they are not afraid to
relate to women as equals. They are not afraid of
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women’s power, women’s intelligence, women’s abilities,
women’s sexuality and, conse quently, feel no need to
subsume women’s attributes under their own. Also, men
of maturity have no difficulty acknowledging that
women are oppressed in a male-privileged society, speak -
ing out against that oppression, and working alongside
women to bring about change.

Are men the only ones who behave in an
emotionally immature way?

No. Some women, also, behave in an emotionally im ma -
ture way, and it is usually their partners who suffer the
effects of their oppressive behaviour.

There will be those who will criticise this book’s one-
sidedness and insist that, in the name of fair ness, I should
have told both sides of the story. It is not fair, they will
say, to pick on men by highlighting their immaturity,
when women can be immature too. I agree that the book
is one-sided, and intentionally so, but I do not agree with
the suggestion that both sides of the story ought to have
been presented equally. All such an equal presentation
would do is cancel out the guilt of all guilty parties.

In the interests of psychological health, as well as
ethical integrity, it is crucial that each situation of
injustice be dealt with separately so that one is not
allowed simply to cancel out the other. When every one is
said to be equally guilty, no one is guilty, and nothing is
resolved. The immaturity of men and the immaturity of
women are two separate issues and must be dealt with
separately in order that solid progress can be made
toward healthier and more satisfying relationships.

What’s a woman to do?

If it is true, as this book suggests, that emotional
immaturity in men is common place, what is a woman to
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do? When her relationship is tearing her apart and
turning her into the kind of person she never wanted to
be—frustrated, complaining, bitter, depressed—what
choices does she have? It has long been thought that a
woman living with an immature man had only two
choices: either to stay and put up with it, or to leave.
Women’s experiences, however, reveal that there are at
least two more choices available. They are: to stay and
make the best of a bad situation, or to stay but develop
emotional independence.

Stay and put up with it

Of the four options available, this first one is the least
desirable because it is the most psychologically and
emotionally damaging. The decision to stay and put up
with it seems to belong to another era but, sadly, it is the
decision still made today by many women who feel they
have no other option. The pressure on women to stay in
relationships with immature men, even when those men
are violent or intimi dating or sexually unfaithful, is
enormous. The opinions of parents, children, friends and
the church, the absence of community support, the fear of
poverty, fear of being alone, fear of the unknown, fear of
a sense of failing, all add up to a huge amount of pressure
to stay with the devil you know.

For many women, though, the decision to stay and
put up with it is, in fact, a decision to live as non-persons.
It means surrendering their right to have opinions, to
have their own friends, to express emotions, to be
engaged in work that is satisfying, to dream their own
dreams, to plan for their future. A non-person is one who
is not real, a false person. Anything about such a woman
that is potentially real is swallowed up by the demands
and expectations of the immature man who is her
partner. It is usually true that a woman in this situation
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does not give herself over to falseness because of any
desire to be false, any desire to lose herself, any desire to
give up the lively, energetic, spontaneous woman she may
have once been but because, at some level, she knows that
this is the relationship’s only chance for survival. While
not fully understanding it, she senses that her partner, in
some way, feeds on the life he crushes out of her. She
senses that he needs to keep her down in order to keep
himself up. When, knowing all this, she still cannot find it
within herself to leave, she must settle for what little joy
she can find within the limits he allows.*

Leave the relationship

The second of the four options is to leave the relation -
ship. This is the best advice anyone can give to a woman
in a relationship with a man whose atti tudes and
behaviour reduce the woman to nothing and who shows
absolutely no interest in negotiating a change. If you are
in a situation like that, my advice to you is to leave—
now. This is not to say that leaving is easy, but it is
sometimes a necessity. If you are living with a man who
is physically and/or emotionally destruc tive and the
situation shows no sign of chang ing, plan your escape
carefully and then do it. Do it for your own sake and for
the sake of your children if you have them.

As you plan, however, be aware that the fury of a
man who has one of his possessions taken away can be
fierce. Your leaving deprives him of that which he
believes he “owns”. Also, your leaving deprives him of
his “right” to debase and degrade you and, without
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anyone to debase and degrade, his life is in danger of
losing its meaning. His reaction could be extreme and it
is naïve not to be prepared for that possibility, so when
you plan your escape, do so with your eyes wide open to
all the possible consequences.

The experience of most women living with immature
men, on the other hand, is that their situa tion is not
totally negative. It is frustrating much of the time, but
there are some good times in among the bad. Although
the good times do not make the bad times acceptable,
they nevertheless make the idea of leaving a little more
complicated.* Women in these situations spend a great
deal of time struggling with thoughts of how they might
stay in their relationship without simply “putting up
with it”.

Stay and make the best of a bad situation

One way of staying without simply “putting up with it”
is the third option mentioned above. To stay and make
the best of a bad situation is actually the option recom -
mended by most authors of popular self-help litera ture
on relationships and, consequently, is the option chosen
by the many women who place their hope in the
strategies contained in those books. If a woman is able to
convince herself that her partner’s bad behaviour is
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* Sometimes a woman will allow herself to drift along in such a
relationship until she meets and falls in love with someone else.
While it may seem easier, or more legitimate, to leave for another
man than to leave to preserve one’s own self-respect, such a
strategy is not recommended because it has the effect of allowing
both partners to avoid confronting the real reason for the
breakdown in their relationship. This means that both partners will
move into future relationships with unresolved issues which will,
more than likely, have a negative effect on their new relationships. 



actually “alien” behaviour and, therefore, not to be
taken seriously, if she can see his behaviour as “cute”, if
she can trivialise his behavi our, if she can be “under -
standing” and “forgiving”, then she may be able to make
the best of it.

While this option is much better than the first
option, it must be remembered that the advice to “stay
and make the best of it” is still degrading of women. It
actually invites women to degrade them selves by pre -
tend ing the bad behaviour perpetrated against them is
“not so bad”.

Stay but develop emotional independence

A better option for those who cannot bring them selves to
walk away from a relationship which causes them con -
stant pain and distress, is the final one mentioned above,
which is to work at developing emotional independence.
The value of this option is that it provides a way for
women in these situations to avoid being hurt all the
time.

Motivated by an acute sense of justice and a belief
that justice and fairness will prevail in the end, many
women fight ongoing battles in their relation ships,
battles which they are certain they will event u ally win
but which use up an enormous amount of energy along
the way. The result of women’s persist ence combined
with men’s resistance is usually that a relationship
becomes stuck in a rut that just grows deeper and deeper.

Take the common example of the wet towel on the
bathroom floor. Women who live with men who persist
in leaving their wet towels in a heap on the bathroom
floor usually tie themselves up in emo tional knots over
the injustice involved in that one act. They are right, of
course. It is unjust when one adult has to walk around
after another adult per form ing menial tasks on that
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person’s behalf just to keep their shared environment
live able. But one has to question the value of women
engaging in the same unwinnable battle every day of
their lives.

The first thing an emotionally independent woman
must do is admit to herself that her partner has already
demonstrated that there are some behaviours he will
never change. Once you admit that to yourself, you will
pull right back on those issues. You will stop using up
your emotional energy trying to get him to change things
he has already decided not to change. That is the only
sensible course to take.

Such battles are difficult to give up, though, because
giving up on issues of justice is the same as giving in and
allowing injustice to win. There is much more at stake
than justice, too. While you continue to work on your
partner to pick up his wet towel (or whatever other issues
you are having to contend with), you are able to believe
there is still hope; but once you give up the fight, it can
feel as if you have given up hope. When hope is all we
have to hold on to, when hope is what sustains us and
gives us a reason to continue trying in the face of
constant disappointment, it is no small matter to decide
to let it go. When a woman can let go of her fragile hope
and focus instead on the reality of her situation, though,
her feelings of desperation, frustration and bitterness are
usually replaced with a new hope, a hope based on
reality rather than wishful thinking. Accepting the way
things are, allows you to become unstuck, to get out of
the rut. You will then begin to look honestly at your
relationship and make decisions for the future based on
that honesty.

Before making the decision to create emotional
distance, it is always important for a woman to give her
relationship one last chance to be the kind of partnership
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she has always wanted. Make one last attempt, an
unemotional attempt, to speak to your partner about
negotiating some changes in the ways you relate to each
other. If your partner responds with interest and involve -
ment, then there is hope for a closer, more cooperative
relationship in the future. If, on the other hand, he
ignores or ridicules or gets angry at you, then you must
begin making plans either to leave him or to develop
emotional inde pend ence. The value of emotional dis -
tance, or emotional independence, is that you can still
enjoy the good parts of the relationship while saving
yourself from much of the unnecessary hurt and pain. Of
course, you may still be picking up his wet towel (!), but
you will not allow yourself to be emotionally distraught
over it. Instead of resenting the fact that you have to pick
up after your partner, you will choose to inter pret it as
doing something for yourself, to satisfy your own need
to meet certain standards of tidiness in the bathroom.
Incidentally, if your aim is to win “the battle of the wet
towel”, this way of dealing with it will sound like a cop-
out, but if your aim is to develop a degree of emotional
independence, then achieving a situation where you are
not emotionally devastated by your partner’s thoughtless
actions day after day will be very satisfying.

What does emotional independence mean? It does
not mean you will become “cold” or “hard”, although
you will probably be accused of that. Whenever women
decide to take a different attitude toward their partner’s
cruel or thoughtless behaviour and stop being hurt by it,
a different power dynamic begins to emerge, and imma -
ture men resent the change. It makes them feel less
powerful, less dominant, and it is not uncommon to see
men lash out physically or verbally in an attempt to
restore the old power dynamic.

Also, emotional independence does not mean total
independence. It does not mean you will begin doing
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your own thing without regard for your respons ibilities,
without regard for the feelings and wishes of those
closest to you. It does not mean you will become self-
absorbed and uncooperative.

Again, it does not necessarily mean you will be
physically and sexually distant from your partner. When
you want to be close or when you want to make love,
there is no reason not to. The relationship will continue
and, in fact, has the potential to be much more enjoyable
once you learn how to create the emotional space that
stops you feeling all the hurt you used to feel.

So, what is emotional independence? Emotional
independence is the ability to distance oneself from one’s
own emotions. Although the end result will be that
emotional distance is created between you and your
partner’s hurtful words and actions, the way to achieve
that is to create distance, not between yourself and your
partner, but between yourself and your own emotions.
How does that work, in practical terms? Begin by
standing back from any situation which has the potential
to devastate you. Objectify it. Push it away from you and
observe it. In other words, practise making your response
a head-level response rather than an emotional response.
In this way, you create the distance needed to protect
yourself from your own feelings of hurt.* 
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response. For women to train themselves to become as emotionally
inept as immature men are would be a huge backward step. The
aim of this option is to encourage women to learn the skill of
creating emotional space and to use such a strategy only when it is
needed to protect themselves from ongoing hurtful situations.



Of the four options available to women in relation -
ships with immature men, the second and fourth des -
cribed above are the options most worthy of con sider a -
tion. If your partner refuses to consider growing up and
becoming an adult, then leaving him is a very sensible
and life-affirming option. For those women who prefer
not to leave, the option of developing emotional inde -
pendence is recommended as the best alternative because
it, also, has the potential to be life-affirming.

The structure of the book

This book is structured in such a way as to allow readers
to choose whatever they want to read. There is much to
be gained in terms of consistency and flow from reading
the piece as a whole, but it is also possible to take from
the book whatever one finds immediately relevant.

The forty-one practical situations which follow
highlight the serious effect men’s immature attitudes and
behaviour have on the women with whom they live. Each
of the scenarios contains a discussion of the issues
involved and most include down-to-earth suggestions for
action. Above all, women are encour aged to see hope in
standing firm and insisting on their right to share their
lives with men who are mature adults.

16 INTRODUCTION



Everyday situations





1 . When  y ou  wan t  s ome  answe r s

If it’s answers you want, read on. Although answers are
not exactly laid out for you, there are plenty of
suggestions designed to help you find your own answers
to problems experienced in relationships with immature
men.

In most of the situations you are about to read, you
will find: 

• a description of the situation,
• a broader analysis or discussion, and
• some suggestions for action.

Some of the situations are dealt with very briefly and
others in more detail. Some are dealt with in a fairly light
way while others are given much more serious treatment.
This is done partly for variety and partly as a way of
demonstrating the fact that women who choose to stay
in distressing relationships will only survive adequately if
they learn to respond to their situation in two ways. At
one level, the distressing aspects of the relationship must
be taken seriously, but at another level they can and
ought to be laughed at. 

Of the hundreds of situations that could have been
chosen for discussion, why did I choose this particular
selection of forty-one? They seemed to me to be among
the most common situations experienced by the women
I’ve met. Some readers will find every one of the situ -
ations familiar while others will find only some that
resonate with their own experiences. Whatever your own
situation is, I hope you find the discussions interesting
and helpful.

As mentioned above, I have not actually attempted
to give answers to the problems raised because it would
be somewhat arrogant of me to presume I had answers
to all the concerns of women living with immature men.
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However, it is my hope that the suggestions for action
will help readers discover their own answers and the
courage to put their discoveries into practice.

So, if you want to find your own answers, if you
want to improve your self-esteem, if you want to grow
stronger and more courageous, if you want to have
relationships that are more real and, therefore more
satisfying, read on . . .
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2 .  When  t h e  man  i n  y ou r  l i f e  
i s  a  ch i l d

Remember how much you looked forward to meeting
the man of your dreams? According to the stereotype you
grew up with, he would be older than you, taller than
you, stronger than you. He would earn more money than
you. He would love and cherish you. He would be
prepared to lay down his life to protect you and the
children you had jointly brought into the world.

Most women enter into marriage, or long-term
commitment, consciously or unconsciously believing
they are taking the first step toward the fulfilment of
such a dream. Their commitment is to sharing their lives
with another adult which, they anticipate, will include
discussing things together, laughing, playing, enjoying
each other’s company, loving each other, negotiating,
working together to ensure fairness and justice for both
of them as well as their offspring. For some women, it
does proceed in that way, but for others there is an early
and devastating jolt. The reality is that the man of their
dreams has turned out to be a “child”.

What does that mean? What is a man–child actu ally
like? To understand the man–child phenomenon, it is
necessary to look, first, at the attitudes and behaviour of
children generally, and then to place one of those child -
ren in a man’s body, with all the power and privileges
that come with being an adult male. The result can be
frightening.

Young children are usually very egocentric. In other
words, their whole world revolves around themselves
and their needs. When babies are hungry, they demand
attention by crying until their need is satisfied. When
young children want attention, they make a fuss until
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they get the attention they are looking for. When angry,
they may lash out at others. When frustrated, they may
throw tantrums. When unable to get their own way,
they may withdraw and sulk. (Does any of this sound
familiar?) All such immature responses are perfectly
natural and under standable in young children because
immature responses are normal in those who have not
had time to mature. In adults, however, such behaviour is
unacceptable.

It is expected that a child who develops in a normal,
healthy way will gradually become aware that there are
other people in the world who also have needs and
whose needs are as legitimate as their own. In most
children, this maturing does not occur automatically but
comes about with the help and guidance and example of
significant adults.

The fact that some children miss out on such matur -
ing can be attributed to one or more of the following
reasons: First, some parents fail to provide their children
with the tools they need to help them develop into
mature adults because they, as parents, do not possess
that ability themselves. Second, many well-meaning
parents who do have the ability to guide their children,
choose not to because they live by the philosophy that
children should be allowed the freedom to be who they
want to be. Parents are urged by this philosophy to be
careful not to take away their children’s autonomy by
attempting to pass on their own values to their children.
Religion is one such value. Since the 1970s, it has been
common to hear parents say: “I’m not going to push
religion on to my children. When they’re old enough,
they can decide for themselves.” Simple manners is an -
other value. Confronted with a child’s rudeness and lack
of respect for others, many parents say nothing in the
belief that it is not their place to sanction their children.
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Such a view is a curious one, given that values never
develop in a vacuum. If children do not get the basis for
their own value system from their parents, they will get it
from television, computer games, friends or other adults.
Children need someone else’s value system to interact
with so that they have a starting-point when struggling
to sort out their own values. Some will simply adopt their
parents’ values as they are, but most will either adjust
those values to suit themselves or rebel against them and
develop a totally new system of their own. Parents who
choose not to offer guidance, not to impose some struc -
ture, are leaving their children to flounder.

A third reason behind the failure of some chil dren to
grow into mature adults is that parents and other adults
find them too difficult to handle and abandon attempts
to guide them toward more accept able behaviour. Ag -
gres sive boys, in particular, are often allowed free rein
because the drama involved in trying to discipline them
or encourage them to dev elop respect for people and
property is too stressful and disruptive for other mem -
bers of the family. This is not said as a criticism of
parents, many of whom try everything they know before
finally giving up. Rather, it is an observation of a situ -
ation in which the development of responsible attitudes
and behavi our seems almost impossible.

A further reason for the failure of some children to
develop maturity in adulthood, and probably the most
common, is the example of the same-sex parent. Many
girls learn from the self-defeating behaviour of their
mothers to be passive and dependent and devious and
dissatisfied and complaining. They learn to limit them -
selves and their expectations. They learn how to settle for
much less than they would like. They learn to make do
with unsatisfactory relationships. They learn to blame
themselves when things go wrong.

WHEN THE MAN IN YOUR LIFE IS A CHILD 25



Many boys learn from the example of their fathers
that the way to stay in control in life is to be arrogant
and self-centred. They learn that the aim is to win, and
that the way to win is to make sure those around them
lose. They learn, also, that to show any emotion, or to
take account of how others feel, is weak. The only people
worthy of respect are those who are physically stronger
or socially and finan cially more powerful than them -
selves. Boys learn from such fathers that women are to
be given no respect. A man can joke with women, tease
them, poke them, maul them, but never have a serious,
adult conversation with them. They can be ignored,
ridiculed, intimidated, even assaulted, because what
women think is not centrally important to his life. A boy
who grows up to be a man–child is often following the
example of the man–child who was his father. 

When a child who has never learnt mature res -
ponses, grows into a man with a man’s body, a man’s
sexual urges and a man’s physical strength, combined
with all the privileges, all the favoured treatment society
affords men, the result can be extremely difficult for
those around him. It is not surprising that those who
usually bear the brunt of the man–child phenomenon are
women and children.

What can be done about this phenomenon? I often
hear concerned women say that the way to change the
situation of immaturity in men is to start with little boys.
Train boys to be different, they say, and start from the
moment they are born. Whenever I hear this “solution”
being expounded, it is usually said as if no one has ever
thought of it before and, also, as if it would be certain to
bring about change in men in the space of one gener -
ation. The reality is that it has been thought of before.
Brilliant minds in the field of education have been
working in this area for a long time, but all acknowledge
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that progress is slow. A major reason for the slow
progress is that while educators are working with child -
ren to change attitudes between the sexes, overwhelm -
ingly nega tive adult influences still exist all around them.
Boys are still presented every day with images of domin -
ant, macho men. Most violence on television, whether on
the news, in sports coverage or in movies, is perpetrated
by men. Most computer games are about men competing
with each other, with one eventually prevailing over all
the others. On the home front, it is common for men to
be absent, to be absorbed in their own interests and
therefore withdrawn from the family, or to be just plain
difficult.

While it is important that educators and parents
continue working with children with a view to changing
gender stereotypes and expectations, the attitudes and
behaviour of adult men must also be targeted. There
must be increasing pressure brought to bear on men to
change the culture of masculinity so that the culture into
which boys are socialised enables them to develop into
adults who are mature, sensitive, decent human beings.

Suggestions for action

What can individual women do when the man they
live with is a child? The following suggestions may be
helpful.

Don’t look for ways to excuse him

When a woman is distressed about her partner’s
immature attitudes and behaviour, it is natural that she
will think about her situation and try to figure out why
he behaves as he does, but it is important not to become
obsessive about it. Most women who live with difficult
men spend an inordinate amount of time thinking,
analysing, looking for explanations for their partner’s
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behaviour. Some actually admit that they think of
nothing else.

The influence of Freud and psychoanalysis on
Western societies is such that thinking women and men
immediately, almost automatically, look for underlying
causes when confronted with unusual or anti-social
behaviour. There is nothing wrong with that. In fact, it is
quite helpful to seek a fuller pic ture, to try to see a
person’s behaviour in a broader context, but the danger
is that excessive probing into the past can also have the
effect of distorting the reality of the present. The most
common outcome is that the past provides “excuses” for
behaviour which, in the present, is inexcusable.

When probing into anyone’s childhood, it is fairly
easy to “discover” events and relationships that were
problematic for the child and that could be the basis for
ongoing personality problems. A woman searching for
clues to explain her partner’s immature and unacceptable
behaviour will find just that—clues, possible explan -
ations, possible contributing factors. He may, as a child,
have been neglected by his mother. He may have been
abandoned by his father when he was a baby. He may
have been sexually abused by the man down the road.
He may, as a young man, have fought in the Vietnam
war. He may have been betrayed by his first wife. He
may feel trapped in a job he hates. A woman’s probing
may uncover any or all of the above, but they are still
only “possible contributing factors”. They are not
excuses. Whatever may have happened to a man in his
childhood or in his early adult years, it does not provide
an excuse for current bad behaviour. Like every adult, it
is incumbent upon him to recognise the connection
between his present behaviour and his earlier experiences
and make a determined effort to work through those
earlier traumas, either by himself or with a therapist. If
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he refuses to do that, it is because he is not interested
enough in changing his present behaviour. Such indif -
ference cannot be excused.

Don’t feel sorry for him

A woman who delves into her partner’s background in a
desperate attempt to find an explanation for his bad
behaviour, will often go one step further than excusing
him. She turns it all around and finds a way to feel sorry
for him. Even though he is the perpetrator and she is his
victim, she feels sorry for him. She sees him as a poor
unfortunate one who had a difficult childhood and now
“can’t help himself”. Women in these situations must
understand that excusing such a man and feeling sorry
for him only provides him with the excuse to continue his
offending behaviour. 

Stay true to yourself

Women who struggle to survive in their relationships
with immature men testify to the fact that it is sometimes
difficult to keep a grip on reality. It is sometimes difficult
to remember who they are and to stay true to themselves.
It is difficult to trust their own thoughts and opinions
when they are told constantly that they have no idea
what they are talking about. It is difficult to stay in touch
with their emotions when their emotions are constantly
ridiculed. It is difficult to believe in their own sanity
when they are constantly told they are mad. It is difficult
to maintain belief in themselves when who they are, what
they say, how they speak, what they look like and what
they achieve are continually criticised.

If you are one of those women who have chosen to
stay in such a relationship, you must pay attention to
your own needs so that you can stay strong within
yourself. You must find the strength to believe in yourself
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and stay true to yourself. In the same way that negative
input on a continuing basis has a damaging effect on
one’s self-esteem, positive input from others bolsters
one’s self-esteem. It is crucial, therefore, that women in
relationships with imma ture men make sure they have
regular contact with friends who care about them, so
that the positive feedback they receive balances out the
negative they receive from their partner.

Create some emotional distance* 

Women, much more than men, see marriage or long-term
relationships as requiring total emotional commitment at
all times. In such circumstances, a woman is committed
to being there for her partner no matter how difficult he
may be and no matter how indifferent he may be to her
needs. In other words, she makes herself vulnerable. She
lays herself open to be hurt by his attitudes and
behaviour.

It is true that loving someone usually does involve
trust and a willingness to be vulnerable, but in a situation
where one partner’s trust is regularly betrayed by the
other, continued vulnerability can only be counter-
productive.

If you are a woman who has decided, for your own
reasons, to stay in a relationship which causes you a high
degree of emotional pain and distress on a continuing
basis, you must engage in some kind of protective
behaviour. It is simply foolish for you to remain open and
vulnerable when you know, from past experiences, that
you will be let down again and again. What do I mean by
“protective behaviour”? I suggest that, if there are areas
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of the relationship that are reasonably good, you invest
your energy in those areas, but withdraw your emotional
investment from those areas where you are caused most
pain. If one does not have an emotional investment in a
situation, that situation has far less power to hurt and
destroy.

For example, if you and your partner enjoy work ing
together in the garden and there is a degree of closeness
in that environment, then enjoy that experience. Be
emotionally involved with him during those activities.
But, at other times, when he is rude or dismissive or
abusive, develop the ability to create emotional distance.
If he makes a habit of putting you down in front of your
friends, for example, be prepared for it. Make up your
mind that next time he does it, you will not cringe. You
will not be crushed. You will not feel embarrassed. In
fact, you will not let your feelings engage in any way. You
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will be dispassionate. Simply stand back from it and
observe it (“He’s doing it again”), respond to it in your
own head (“That’s typical”) and get on with enjoying the
evening with your friends.

When you develop this ability to respond at a head
level rather than an emotional level in such instances,
you will find it becomes easier to allow your partner’s
immature remarks to flow right over you. This is not to
suggest you accept his immaturity but, rather, that you
train yourself not to be affected by it. If you choose to
stay in a difficult relationship, then creating emotional
distance, when required, is an important form of self-
protection. 



3 .  When  y ou  f e e l  l i k e  h i s  mo the r
Most women, looking forward to entering into long-
term relationships with men, do have a dream that theirs
will be a reasonably equal partnership. Every woman
who gives it any thought wants to believe that she will
marry, or live with, a man who has a mature attitude
toward life and with whom she can have an adult–adult
relationship. The reality is, how ever, that many end up in
parent–child relationships.

In my psychotherapy practice over the years, count -
less women have expressed disappointment in them selves
that they, all too often, hear themselves “sound ing like
his mother”. Of course, there are women who enjoy
being the dominant partner but the majority, it seems,
would prefer a situation of peace ful equality. When one
looks at the socialisation of women and men in Western
cultures, though, it becomes clear that equality is almost
an impossible dream.

To begin with, many of the roles expected of women
in their relationships are mothering or nurtur ing roles.
The expectation, in most households, continues to be
that the woman will wash and iron her partner’s clothes,
cook and serve his food, and clean up after him.* The
woman will listen endlessly and patiently to her partner’s
worries about his work. She will counsel him and nurture
him. She will compliment him, boost his spirits and make
him feel better about his potential for success.

In line with the civilising effect women are supposed
to have on men, she will accept the task of trying to make
him a better person. This involves setting an example for
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him in a variety of situations. To focus on a common
point of contention, a woman may attempt to set an
example for her partner by picking up the clothes he
leaves lying around wherever he steps out of them. And
when he seems a little slow at catching on to her exam -
ple, she will take it a step further and begin patiently
asking him to pick up his clothes. When he does pick
them up, she will praise him, even thank him, in the hope
that it will reinforce his “good” behaviour. Then, when
his clothes are left on the floor the following day, she will
ask patiently again. And the next day. And the next day. 

All of the above is mothering behaviour—wash ing,
ironing, cooking, cleaning, listening, counselling, nurtur -
ing, praising, teaching, training—and it is the kind of
behaviour society expects women to engage in, not just
in relation to their children but also in relation to their
partners.

The other side of the coin from the “maternal
woman” is the “individual man”, the expectation being
that, while a woman exists for others, a man exists for
himself. The “individual man” must prove his individual -
ity by resisting, refusing to cooperate, and generally frus -
trating his partner’s attempts at developing an adult–
adult relationship. Since the parent–child dynamic works
to men’s advantage and to women’s detriment, it is no
wonder that women’s attempts to change that dynamic
are so often met with fierce resistance.

Although it involves something of a contradic tion, it
seems that the “individual man” likes the dynamic
between the maternal woman and the man–child and the
tactic of resistance is designed to ensure there is no
change in the status quo. As every woman could testify,
there are men everywhere, not just in personal relation -
ships but also in social and work situations, who are
masters of the art of resist ance. They resist hearing. They
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resist answering. They resist any kind of response that
might give the person speaking to them a clue about how,
or if, they have received the message. An interesting point
to note is that this tactic of resistance is not generally
used against everyone. It is usually only employed when
the person wanting a response is the man’s wife or girl -
friend, his mother, or a woman with whom he works
(either as a colleague or a client). This discriminatory
aspect of his resistance proves that his behaviour is delib -
er ate and, as such, is extremely frustrating for the victim. 

What often happens in a relationship is that a
woman who is ignored tries harder. She begins by being
assertive, which is a normal healthy way for adults to
communicate but, when her attempts at communication
are ignored, she tries different tactics in the hope of
getting a response. The more she tries, the more he
ignores her. The more her attempts are ignored, the more
frus trated she becomes until, finally, she explodes. She
becomes aggressive. Many women speak of the disap -
pointment they feel when they hear themselves “out of
control”—yelling, screaming, crying. Often such extreme
expressions do get results but any response from a man
in these situations is usually reluctant and resentful and,
altogether, the whole scenario does nothing to improve
the relationship. He resents her outburst and she feels
badly about herself for having resorted to such aggressive
tactics. He resents being treated like a child and she hates
herself for sounding like a domineering mother. And it all
started with his res ist ance to her need for an adult–adult
relationship.

Suggestions for action

How is it possible to avoid feeling like your partner’s
mother, whether a loving, nurturing mother or a loud,
domineering mother?
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Develop an awareness of the way society trains women
for the mother role

It is general knowledge, these days, that there is nothing
incidental about the fact that little girls are encouraged
to play with dolls. Most of us are now aware that this is
society’s way of socialising girls into the adult role of
motherhood. When we received our first doll, we had to
learn how to care for our “baby”. We learnt how to hold
our dolls, feed them, dress them, comfort them, heal their
wounds. We learnt that it was necessary to sacrifice our
own comfort to attend to their every need. If a little girl
did that, she would sometimes be rewarded by being told
that she was “a good mother”.

This awareness of the way we are socialised from a
young age to care for babies, however, is really only part
of the story. The fact is that little girls with their dolls are
actually in training to mother everybody! And so we do.
Throughout our lives, we mother our babies, our child -
ren, our partners, our friends, our ageing parents. 

From now on, whenever you find yourself think ing
about your relationship with your partner and pondering
on why it is that you so easily slip into the mother role,
let me suggest you consider your social isation. All of
those caring things (mentioned above) which you learnt
to do for your dolls, are exactly the things you are
expected to do for your partner: care for him, hold him,
feed him, prepare his clothes, comfort him, heal his
wounds and sacrifice your own comfort to attend to his
every need. You may not enjoy it but, the fact is, you find
yourself doing it. You may even resent it, but to break
away from that which you have been socialised to do
would take a tremendous effort of will.
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Think of yourself as an adult (not a parent)

What I suggest is that you make that “tremendous effort
of will” and break away from the conditioning of your
socialisation. Be determined that the only people you will
be a parent to are the children entrusted to your care, or
other adults whom you willingly care for in times of
crisis. You are not your partner’s mother. You are the
adult who shares his life. If he wants mothering on a day-
to-day basis, he will have to do it for himself.*
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Breaking out of one’s conditioning is difficult but not
impossible if you take the following steps:
• Open yourself up to knowledge about the con dition  -

ing process, as suggested above. Allow your self to
see that you act in certain ways and hold certain
views because your socialisation has made those
behaviours and attitudes seem “natural”.

• Be prepared to question the value of your present
behaviours and attitudes. There will be some you
will want to keep and some you will want to change.

• Take each of those behaviours you would like to
change, and develop a clear picture of the way you
would prefer to be.

• Develop new ways of behaving in line with your new
preferences.

• Practise each new behaviour until you feel comfort -
able with it. Be aware that until a new behaviour
becomes “natural”, there will be a strong pull back
to your socialisation. Old habits can be changed, but
only by practising new behaviours which become
new habits to take the place of the old.

What will this mean for you, then, in the context of your
relationship? First, you will allow yourself to see that, as
a woman, you have been conditioned into a mothering
role in relation to your partner. Then, you will question
the value of continuing the parent–child dynamic that
exists between you. Of course, if it works for both of
you, if you are both happy with the relationship as it is,
then you may choose to continue but, if one of you
would like more out of the relationship, then begin to
develop a picture of what it would be like for you if you
stopped playing the mother role. Talk with your partner
about the changes you are intending to make. Then,
practise relating as an adult. Replace the old mothering
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behaviour with that of a reasonable adult. How will you
do that? 

If the morning routine in your household is a
problem to you, then that would be a good place to start.
Mature men—that is, those who engage in normal adult
behaviour—usually take responsibility for the way their
day begins, but others expect or allow their wives to take
total responsibility for waking them up, coaxing them
out of bed, preparing their  breakfast, and continually
remind ing them of the time so as to ensure that they are
not late for work. If that is a description of your situa -
tion, it is time for a change. Begin by telling your partner
that you intend making changes to the morning routine.
Tell him you will be placing the alarm clock on his side of
the bed or buying him an alarm clock of his own—today.
Tell him that, regardless of whether you are up or not, it
will be his responsibility from now on to hear the alarm,
wake himself up, get himself out of bed and make sure
he is at work on time. No argument or dis cussion is
needed. Before you go to sleep that night, you may want
to remind him that the new “adult” routine starts in the
morning. And leave it at that.

Be warned that the events of the following morn ing
may be stressful for you but, having instigated a new
routine, you must carry it through. If he turns his alarm
off and promptly goes back to sleep, you must not make
it your concern. You will feel tre mendous pressure within
yourself to revert to the mothering role, to go and wake
him up so that he won’t be late for work. Don’t do it! If
he is late for work, he is late for work. It’s his own
responsibility. Be prepared for some resistance and
criticism at first, but don’t give in. Be firm and, in
particular, be firm with yourself. Instead of letting
yourself slip back into old, unrewarding habits, set your
sights on developing new and much more satisfying ones.
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Expect your partner to be an adult (not a child)

Not only will your expectations of yourself change but
you will also have different expectations of your partner.
When you entered the relationship, you had certain
expectations and now that you are maturing in your
attitudes toward your own role, it is only to be expected
that your expectations of your partner will change, too.

Men certainly have expectations when they begin a
relationship. For many, it goes without saying that a
woman will fulfil the traditional role and that the
relationship will proceed according to the scenario of
maternal woman and individual man. She will be there
for him and he will be there for himself. 

There are other men, I’m pleased to say, who enter
long-term relationships with an expectation that they
and their partner will have an equal relationship where
responsibilities are shared. Some times the situation
becomes confused by the fact that the woman does not
have the same expectations. Later, when tensions are
high in the relationship, a man will confide in a therapist
or counsellor that he was “bowled over” by the fact that
his partner insisted on doing everything for him. Many
women are so eager to act according to their condition -
ing that, without thinking, they create a situation in the
early months and years of their relationship that they
later come to regret. The situation they create is one in
which the woman is the efficient parent and the man is
the helpless child.

While some men never feel comfortable with that
kind of situation, most take very little time to adapt.
They enjoy being pampered and adored and waited on,
and why not? The parent–child roles then become
entrenched and, before long, the woman begins to feel
cheated of the adult–adult relationship she was looking
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for. Any attempts to effect changes, however, are met
with resistance and resentment by a man who has come
to expect to be mothered.

A woman who develops a determination to be an
adult and not a parent to her partner, must have a firm
expectation that her partner, also, will develop a determ -
ination to be an adult and not a child. The best way for
a woman to begin, of course, is to sit down with her
partner and talk to him about the changes she wants
both of them to make. If, as is often the case with
immature men, it is not possible to get your partner to
engage in a serious discussion about the relationship,
move on to the next step. The next step is: begin to relate
to him as an adult (even while he is acting like a child).
Stop doing all the “baby ing” things you used to do. Be
prepared for some hurtful criticism, though. As men -
tioned in the introduction (p. 11), a man who feels he is
losing some of his “privileges” can become very difficult.
Remem ber, however, that this is his attempt to get his
privileges back, to bring you back into the mothering
role. If you stand firm, which you must do, then he will
either become more determined and more entrenched in
his man–child role or he will begin to move to a more
adult way of relating. If he chooses the first option,
then your hopes of an adult–adult relationship with
him are dashed,* but if he chooses the second option,
you can both look forward to a much more satisfying
relationship. 

WHEN YOU FEEL LIKE HIS MOTHER 41

* All you can do in this instance is maintain your determination to be
an adult and not a parent. If there is no “parent” for a man–child
to relate to, the child role is sometimes difficult to sustain, and
change may still occur.
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4 . Tr y i n g  t o  imp ro ve  commun i ca t i on
when  y ou  a r e  t h e  on l y  one  t r y i n g

Most women realise the value of communication. If two
people in a relationship do not communicate in some
meaningful way, that relationship will stag nate, and a
stagnant relationship is a dead relation ship. Most women
know that. That’s why so many of us put so much effort
into keeping communication alive.

A closer look at the word “communicate” indi cates
that it is always a two-way process. Any word begin ning
with the prefix “com” usually refers to some thing two or
more people do together. What that means is that if one
person speaks and the other gives no response, communi -
cation has not taken place. All that has happened is that
one person has spoken. Occasion ally, I hear people
incorrectly state that they have communicated to another
person. The very meaning of the word makes it clear that
com mun ication is always done with another person or
persons. 

Put simply, communication consists of two activ ities:
speaking and listening. When speaking, it is important to
speak as clearly and concisely as poss ible, and when
listen ing, it is important to listen as carefully and accu -
rately as possible. But communi cation is not a simple
matter. One of the compli cat ing, but interesting, factors
is that communication is nonverbal as well as verbal.
Words are very import ant, but sometimes nonverbal
com munication is just as effective.* As a matter of fact,
when there is an incongruence between verbal and
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nonverbal cues, it is often the nonverbal cue that rings
more true. For example, when a man says “Of course I’m
listening to you” but his eyes and ears are firmly fixed on
the television, you can be pretty certain he isn’t really
listening. Or when a man has impatience and anger writ -
ten all over his face, and yells “For God’s sake, I do love
you. What more do you want me to say?”, you can be
fairly certain that his nonverbals are closer to the truth at
that moment than his words.

A concern expressed by some women is that there is
no sign of communication coming from their part ners at
all. No words, no meaningful facial expres sions, no eye
contact. These women are given no clue at all as to what
their partners are thinking or feeling (see Situation 6). It
is not that their partners are unable to communicate, the
women admit, because they see them interacting quite
well with friends and workmates from time to time. For
whatever reason, these men simply choose not to com -
muni cate with their wives and children.

Women living in such situations have attempted to
compensate for the one-sided “communication” which
consistently takes place in their relationship by develop -
ing a variety of responses. First, there is the art of com -
mun i cating for both of them. A simple example:

Woman: How was work today?
Man: (Silence)
Woman: Pretty rough, eh? Sit down and I’ll get

you a beer.
When a woman answers on behalf of her husband in this
way, what she is actually doing is protecting herself from
the devastation she would undoubtedly feel if she
allowed herself to face up to the fact that he just didn’t
bother to respond to her question. He ignored her,
treated her as if she didn’t speak. For her own emotional
protection, she sets up a situation where she can pretend
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they have communicated when, in actual fact, no com -
mun ication took place at all. The truth is that because he
chose not to respond, she has absolutely no idea how his
day was. Her interpretation of his silence was that his
day had been “pretty rough”, but there are several other
poss ible interpretations. He may have had a perfectly
good day and been unhappy at having to leave work and
come home. Or he may have been feeling desper ately ill
when he arrived home and didn’t want to worry his wife.
Or it may have been that he did not actually go to work
and doesn’t want his wife to know where he was. Or it
could have been that he just couldn’t be bothered
answering, that he has such little respect for women in
general, and his wife in particular, that he doesn’t even
consider the need to acknowledge that she has spoken.

This, of course, is what most women who develop
the art of communicating for both of them are afraid of
finding out. At some level, a woman may secretly suspect
it to be true that her husband has no respect for women
and, therefore, for her, but knows that if she goes on
communicating for both of them, she may never have to
find out.

Another common practice among women living with
immature men is that they have developed the art of
reading into a man’s behaviour meanings that are not
there. A woman says to herself, for example: “I know he
still loves me. He just doesn’t feel comfortable expressing
emotion.” Then, there is the all-too-common example of
a woman putting a posi tive interpretation on her part -
ner’s behaviour by assuring their consistently disappoint -
ed children: “Your father doesn’t mean to criticise you all
the time. He really is proud of you. He just doesn’t know
how to show it.”

A woman who interprets her partner’s behaviour
to mean something it clearly doesn’t mean is, again,
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protecting herself from the pain of facing up to her fear.
What if she is married to someone who just doesn’t care,
someone who has stopped loving her? She remembers
times in the early months or years of their relationship
when he did feel comfortable expressing emotions. Could
he have lost the ability he once had? Or has he lost the
love? There is a theory which says that immature men are
good at communicating when they want something (or
someone) but that once they get what they want, they
don’t bother any more. In other words, communi ca tion
is something they do only when it will give them what
they want.

Another practice some women engage in is the art of
leaving appropriate books lying around in the hope that
their partners will take the hint, pick the books up and
read them. Men who have no interest in improving their
communication skills will surely have no interest in
reading books designed to help them improve their com -
munication skills, but that does not seem to deter these
women. They are ever hopeful that meaningful com mun -
ication will one day be as important to their husbands as
it is to them.

There is nothing wrong with leaving books around
and nothing wrong with being hopeful so long as you
also have a realistic understanding of your partner’s level
of interest. If you do, then you won’t be too disappointed
when he shows no interest and you’ll be delighted when
he does.

Suggestions for action

In your attempts to improve the communication in your
relationship, it is necessary to remind yourself that the
only behaviour you have the power to change is your
own. If your partner does not want to change or improve
his communication style, there is nothing you can do to
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make him change. That is why “trying to improve com -
munication when you’re the only one trying” is so
frustrating. The following are a few things you can do.

Don’t be too quick to blame yourself for the poor
communication that exists in your relationship

Many women confess to being totally confused about the
way some conversations proceed between them selves and
their partners, and their immediate res ponse is to blame
themselves. But, in most instances, women are not to
blame. A favourite pastime of some men is what I call
communication-sabotage, and it occurs whenever the
partner of one of those men initiates a serious convers -
ation. Such a man deliber ately sabotages every attempt
she makes and she is left confused and frustrated. Even
when a woman goes to great lengths to be clear and
logical, such men will turn the conversation around so
much that, before long, the original point is unrecog -
nisable and the discussion goes nowhere. If you find
your self repeatedly confused and frustrated after at -
tempts to communicate with your partner, be aware that
the confusion created could be deliberate. Men who
want to avoid serious conversations with their partners
indulge in sabotage all the time. It is a clear example of
immature men playing immature games.

Why is it that women are so quick to blame them -
selves for poor communication when, in fact, all the
studies conclude unequivocally that women are much
better communicators than men? It is probably because
most of the criticisms we hear day after day, in the area
of communication, are criticisms of women. We are told:

• women talk too much
• women gossip
• women talk nonsense
• women nag (harp)
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• women are too emotional
• women aren’t logical.

Several years ago, I read a book by Dale Spender* in
which she described the findings of her research into this
very issue. Women’s communication is often criticised,
she explained, because we live in a man’s world and men
act as if they own the language. In Dale Spender’s terms,
each of the above criticisms can be explained as follows.

Women talk too much
In a male-focused world where men’s words, topics,
opinions, judgements, pronouncements are the only
forms of communication which seem to matter, women
are expected to know their place and to keep silent.
Women’s role is to listen to men. Women can speak but
only to facilitate men’s speaking by asking questions and
making encouraging remarks, thereby giving men the
confidence to keep speaking. In work-related or social
situations, if silence is the ex pect ation for women, then
any woman who seri ously enters into a conversation,
even just to say a few words, can be seen to be talking
“too much”. In the home, where men are much more
silent, women’s speech is still judged as “too much”
because it inter rupts the silence men insist on.

Women gossip
When women get together, the talk is much freer than
when we are in mixed company. We enjoy talk ing and
laughing together. Dale Spender’s research showed that
men often feel threatened by women-only talk. Hence,
women’s talk is often put down, and one of the favourite
put-downs is to label it “gossip”.
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Women talk nonsense
Whenever a woman offers an opinion which is dif fer ent
from that of her husband, she is in danger of being
accused of “talking nonsense”. Her opinion may, in fact,
be right but if it doesn’t agree with her partner’s opinion,
it is “nonsense”.

Women nag (harp)
Many women attest to the fact that when they say
something and get no response from partner or children,
they look for better ways of saying it. They presume they
received no response because they didn’t make their
point clearly enough, so they try harder. Every time they
are ignored, they keep trying harder. Women in these
situa tions find themselves saying something over and
over again. The result, of course, is that they are accused
of nagging or harp ing. If such a situation were evaluated
fairly, how ever, it would be said that because those to
whom she was speaking chose to ignore her, she felt com -
pelled to repeat herself over and over, in the hope that she
would eventually receive a response.

Women are too emotional/not logical
Many women berate themselves for not being able to
talk about something sad without being emotional, or
for not being able to express anger without emo tion.
Sadness and anger are emo tions and must be expressed
emotionally. What could be more normal than crying
when you are sad or expressing anger when you are
angry? The expression of such emo tions, however, makes
many men feel uncom fortable and their response is to
accuse their wives of being too emotional. “How can we
have a logical con versation about this when you are so
emo tional?” Some men actually refuse to speak about an
issue till their wives “pull themselves together” and
“employ some logic”. The sad thing is that many women
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try very hard to do that and become impati ent with
them selves if they cannot stop their emo tions engaging.

The way I see it is that if we suppress our emotions
in an attempt to be coldly logical, we are letting ourselves
down in the following ways. 
• We are supporting men’s belief that logic is much

more important than emotion.
• We are betraying our own belief in the value and

importance of emotions.
• We are giving in to men’s demands that an issue can

only be discussed or argued about if it is done on
their terms. 

Men feel comfortable with logic (even though many of
them aren’t very logical!). It follows, therefore, that any
issue discussed at a logical level (that is, devoid of
emotion), gives them a distinct advantage.

If we women are going to be true to ourselves and
our belief in the value of emotion, we must make the
point that logic and emotion belong together and that
any conversation must allow room for both.

Be confident in your own ability to communicate

When we hear the above criticisms it is crucial that we
refuse to accept them and that we go on believing in our
own ability to be good communicators.

I said earlier that the two main areas of com -
munication are speaking and listening. It would, actually,
be more accurate to use the terms conveying a message
and receiving a message. When one speaks, one is con -
vey ing a message, not just in words but also in nonverbal
ways—mannerisms, attitudes, emotional content. When
one listens, one is receiving and interpreting a message by
taking notice of the nonverbal as well as the verbal
content of that message.
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In order to be good communicators, then, we must
give attention to the following:
Speak (convey your message):

• clearly
• concisely
• confidently
• sensitively (that is, with emotion)
• logically

Listen (receive and interpret a message):
• carefully
• accurately
• confidently
• patiently
• sensitively

Have a realistic picture of the kind of communication
that takes place in your relationship

How would you describe the communication in your
relationship? However good or bad it might be, it is
much better to have a realistic picture than to pre tend it
is something that it is not. If you are someone who has
developed the art of communicating for both of you,
then admit that to yourself. If you interpret your part -
ner’s silences to suit yourself instead of finding out what
his silences really mean, if you have developed the art of
reading into your partner’s behaviour meanings that are
not there, it is better to admit that rather than continue
to fool yourself. Because fooling oneself is dishonest.
When you put words into your partner’s mouth so as to
make it appear as if he is communicating, you may feel
less anxious in the short-term, but be aware that it allows
the rift between the two of you to grow wider and creates
a situation where serious problems develop in the long-
term. It is much better to find ways to insist on better
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communication. Make it clear that you refuse to live in a
communication-vacuum. Observe him communicating
with others and insist on, at least, that same level of
communication at home.

Don’t let your children get away with ignoring people

Good communication skills must be instilled in children
from a young age. Boys are often allowed to get away
with rudeness to adults and other children on the
grounds that “boys will be boys”. Most mothers accept
behaviour from their sons that they would never accept
from their daughters. Remember, if your husband is
immature in the area of communica tion, your sons are
learning from his bad example. If they get away with it,
they will develop habits of communication which they
will take with them into adult life.

If you teach your children that listening and
responding to others is not just something they do after
they have calculated “what’s in it for me?” but, rather,
that it is something they do because other people matter,
then you will be going a long way toward helping them
develop the kind of respect for others that will enable
them to develop into sensitive and mature adults.
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5 . Long i ng  f o r  mean i ng f u l ,
s t imu l a t i n g  c on ve r sa t i on

When it comes to serious conversation, emotionally
immature men seem to come in three varieties: those who
have never involved themselves in meaningful conversa -
tion (and don’t intend to start now); those who used to
join in serious discussions but have long since left that
behind; and those who do get involved in serious con -
versa tions but only if they can be the authority on every
topic discussed.

Obviously, women who long for meaningful, stimu -
lating conversation are not going to have that longing
satisfied within their relationship when their partner
belongs to one of the above categories. 

“Never have and never will”
If you are married to a man in this first category, that is,
those who never have and never will have a seri ous
conversation, you must sometimes ask your self how you
came to be in that situation. But it’s not difficult to see
how it happens. In our society, there is still a lot of
pressure on women to be married, and when a man
comes along who clearly satisfies some of our needs, the
majority of women seem to be prepared to take a risk.
Also, some still make the mistake of believing that a man
will change for the better after he is married, that all he
needs is a little advice and help from his wife and he will
become the kind of man she wants him to be. Even
though this assumption has been proved wrong over and
over again, the desire to be married is so strong that
many women persist in their belief that it will be different
for them.

There are two main types of “never have and never
will” men:
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• There are those who are always withdrawn and
aloof, so aloof that they will never discuss any thing
with anyone. They come home from work and go
straight to the computer or television. They rarely
speak about anything, let alone any thing meaning -
ful. 

• There are the jokers, those who love to tease, to
ridicule, to make light of every situation that con -
fronts them. In the beginning, a man like this
appears to be fun-loving, the life of the party, and
many women find such a man attractive. But when a
woman tries to dig deeper, tries to get him to be
serious, she often meets with strong resist ance in the
form of more “joking”. It is then that she realises
that the constant joking around is his way of
avoiding any meaningful conversation.

Women in relationships with men who are either
chronically aloof or chronically jovial, tend to spend an
inordinate amount of time agonising over why he is like
that. Why is he never inter ested in having a serious
conversation? The explan ations offered, while appearing
to satisfy many women are, never the less, quite unsatis -
factory in terms of the require ments of adult–adult
relationships. The explanations (or ex cuses) women have
come up with include: Some men just aren’t capable of
deep or intimate con versa tions. Or, some men are
frightened of seri ous conversation because it challenges
them and makes them feel vulnerable. Or, some men
don’t want to view themselves as “grown up”. Having a
serious, meaningful conversation would be a sign of
maturity and they prefer to see themselves as young and
rebellious and free.

I realise that women who want to continue in their
relationships with immature men are des per ate to find
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explanations for the absence of any attempt by their
partner to participate in serious interactions. While I
admit that looking for ex plan ations is an important part
of the process, it must be remem bered that even when an
“explan a tion” is found, the behaviour still per sists. The
distancing behaviour of “never have and never will” men
continues and is a constant source of frustration for
women who long for a relationship of substance.

“Used to”
The second category of men, that is, those who used to
get involved in stimulating conversation but no longer do
so, probably accounts for the majority of men whose
partners are starved of meaningful, stimu lating convers -
ation.

Once the honeymoon period is over* and a relation -
ship settles down into one of routine and predictability,
communication can become dull and boring. The
intimate and personal—“You’re so lovely to be with”—
turns into “Please pass the salt.” The intellectu ally stimu -
lating—“What do you think about China’s one-child
policy?”—turns into “Will you pick up the kids from
basketball tonight?” 
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When that kind of situation develops, it is often
because both partners are caught up in the rush and
bustle of very busy lives. More often, though, the situa -
tion is that the woman makes time for conversa tion
because she needs and wants to talk, but her husband
does not. She remembers what it used to be like in the
early months and years of their relation ship, and misses
that. She remembers how her partner used to enjoy
sharing ideas about all kinds of inter esting topics, and
the intellectual stimu lation was something that always
brought them closer together. It is not uncommon for a
woman to admit that the main attribute which attracted
her to her husband in the first place was his ability to
discuss issues and be excited by ideas and dreams and
possibilities.

What happened to that idealistic, interesting, stimu -
lat ing young man? Some theorise that adult men very
quickly feel burdened by their perception of the weighty
responsibilities that society places on their shoulders. As
a conse quence, the theory goes, they become narrowly
focused on work and work-related matters, such as econ -
omics, ambition, com pe tition, success (winning). Others
theorise that adult men who feel reason ably satisfied
with their lives see no reason to grow or change, and
become almost totally focused on themselves. They see
no reason to broaden their outlook beyond themselves.
As a consequence, they narrow their interests down to
those areas which immediately affect their own lives.

Whichever theory is true, the effect in terms of
meaningful stimulating conversation is the same. A man
who has narrowed his interests down to exclude
anything that doesn’t have an immediate bearing on
himself, will have no interest in conversations that move
beyond these bounds.
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“Know-it-all”
The third category, that is, those men who enter into
conversations for the purpose of showing how much they
know, accounts for a substantial number of men in
Western societies. Such men have no desire to be
involved in the normal give and take of discussions
between equals. They have no desire to learn from
anyone else. As a matter of fact, they don’t feel any need
to learn anything, because they know it all. An acquaint -
ance of mine described her situation like this:

The talk that goes on between my husband and I could
never be called a conversation. It’s never a shared thing.
He talks at me and, if I venture a point of view, he doesn’t
listen. He’s only interested in making statements. And he’s
convinced he’s always right.

It is true that such interactions cannot accu rately be
called conversations. A series of state ments made by a
self-professed authority, who has no interest in other
people’s responses, is more correctly called a monologue.
Such boring, egotistical pontificating is a poor substitute
indeed for meaningful, stimulating conversation. 

Suggestions for action

Talk to your partner about what you need

If you are in a relationship that leaves you longing for
substantial and meaningful interaction, the first thing
you must do is talk to your partner about your needs in
this regard. I realise you have probably tried to do that
many times in the past, but do it one more time. Tell him
you need more time where the two of you can talk
together about serious things, about issues that interest
you both. His response may be good but, given the fact
that the raising of this issue on your part is actually an
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attempt at meaningful conversation, you should not be
surprised if his response is negative. You could be ac -
cused of “going mad”, of “making too many demands”
on him, of being “selfish”. Don’t believe any of it. You
could be met with stoney silence. You could be met with
joking and ridicule. Or it could be the trigger that sends
him straight to the TV or computer where he will bury
himself till he thinks you’re “over it”. Nevertheless, it is
worth a try.

If his attitude is negative, let your response be assertive

Whenever you make a reasonable request in your rela -
tion  ship and your request is ignored or met with ridicule
or anger, it is crucial that you do not just pass ively accept
the response and go about your life as if nothing has
happened. Something has hap pened. As a matter of fact,
something very serious has happened. You have made a
reasonable request and your right to a reasonable res -
ponse has been denied you. Remember, you are a worth -
while person and you have the right to expect that any
request you make is taken seriously. You do not have the
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right to expect that all your requests will be granted, but
you do have the right to expect to be taken seriously.

The very least you can do, then, in terms of making
an assertive response, is express a desire to be taken
seriously. Tell him that if he isn’t interested in par tici -
pating in meaningful conversation with you, he need
only say so. There are other assertive responses you
could make, of course, but this seems the most appro -
priate as an immediate response. Following that, you will
have to decide if there are any other steps you want to
take, based on how important it is to you that serious
and meaningful conversation be part of your relation -
ship.

Look elsewhere to satisfy your need for meaningful,
stimulating conversation

Of course, it would be good to be able to share ideas and
interests with the person you have chosen as your life’s
partner, but if that isn’t happening or isn’t likely to
happen in the future, that doesn’t have to spell the end of
the relationship. Many women find intellectual stimu la -
tion and satisfaction with women friends, some with
male friends, some by going to university, others by
taking courses offered in the community. It is important
not to neglect your need for meaningful interaction. My
advice to you is, as I always tell myself, to open yourself
up to oppor tunities as they present themselves. 

LONGING FOR MEANINGFUL, STIMULATING CONVERSATION 61



6 . When  y ou  ne ve r  know  wha t  y ou r
pa r t ne r  t h i nk s  o r  f e e l s

While the problems in relationships are many and varied,
imbalance in emotional satisfaction is prob ably the most
common, and emotional satisfaction is invariably con -
nected with the degree to which one’s partner is willing
to share their thoughts and feel ings. Generally speaking,
men are satisfied with the emotional input and support
they receive from their partners, while women feel emo -
tionally de prived. In situations of relationship counsel -
ling, it is frequently the case that the man will say: “I
don’t know what she’s complaining about. There’s no -
thing wrong with our relationship apart from the fact
that she keeps complaining.” Most men seem to have no
idea that the reason for their partner’s dissatis faction is
that the woman is expected to go on giving day after day
without receiving any emotional sup port in return,
without as much as a hint about what her partner thinks
or feels. This imbalance, and the negative effect it has on
women, is borne out in the work of Shere Hite, American
feminist and inter nationally renowned research er and
scientist, whose fifteen-year study pro vided valuable
insights into the dynamics that exist between women and
men.

One of the most interesting statistics in Hite’s third
report, Women and Love,* is that “98% of women say
they would like their husband or lover to talk more
about his feelings, thoughts, and dreams and to ask more
about their own”. In other words, almost all women feel
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less than satisfied with the degree to which their partner
is willing to share his intimate thoughts and feelings.

One of the questions in Hite’s study was: “What is
the biggest problem in your current relationship?”  The
following are some of the answers she received:

His refusal to really share himself with me is a problem. I
would  like him to be more spontaneous, to talk deeply
about his feelings, fears, or whatever. His ego doesn’t
permit it. I’ve yearned for sharing, but only get it with
other friends. It could be better if he’d be more of a
companion, talk more, have a sense of humor, and not
con sider his work so blastedly important.

When I try to tell him my feelings or needs, he always says
it’s bullshit.

I do more of the talking than he does. I would like more
intimate  talk, I wish he would tell me what he wants to
happen in the future, but he doesn’t talk to me. There
seems to be a gap between us that grows as time goes on.
Sometimes I feel like I can’t share certain things with him
because of what he might say or do. But I would love for
both of us to share everything with each other. I don’t
know if that is possible or not.

I would love to be able to really talk about every thing—
we have our moments but they’re few and far between. I
have to be very careful about what I say and how I say it.
[pp. 5–7]

Today, more than ten years after the publication of Hite’s
research, it would appear that nothing much has
changed. Women are still confiding in friends, ther a pists
and marriage counsellors, desperate stories of the emo -
tional neglect and loneliness they experience in their
relationships with emotionally immature men.
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Suggestions for action

If you are one of the 98 per cent of women whose
relationship is not as emotionally satisfying as you would
like, what can you do?

Talk to your partner about how you feel

The only action open to you, in the beginning, is to talk
to your partner about your feelings of being shut out of
his life and how important it is to you that he start
sharing his thoughts and feelings with you. He may listen
or he may not; he may care or he may not; but it is the
only place for you to start.

Make time available for sharing thoughts and feelings

If both of you agree that you want a more balanced
degree of emotional satisfaction in your relationship, you
will begin by making time available so that it can
happen. I still remember the simple words I read some
years ago in a book dealing with the importance of
setting goals and taking charge of one’s own life: “If you
want something to happen, make a space for it.”* If both
of you want more equal sharing, then both of you will
begin by clearing away some of the clutter, the busyness,
the excuses that exist in all of us individually, so that
there is space for something new to happen.

It is a good idea to set aside half an hour or so every
day (or every weekday) when top priority is given to
sharing thoughts and feelings with each other. Make sure
it is a real sharing, and doesn’t deteriorate into a situ a -
tion where one of you talks all the time and the other
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listens all the time. There will be times, of course, when
what you share is silence. Talking is important, but it is
not always necessary or helpful that every moment you
spend together be filled with words.

When to set aside the time will depend on whether
or not you have children and, if so, the ages of your
children. Some couples enjoy sitting down together after
work, having a drink, and talking about the events and
emotions of the day before beginning to cook dinner.
Couples with children, on the other hand, find it impos -
sible to talk about anything of substance at that time of
the day. Some prefer early in the morning or late at night.
Provid ing children are not too young to be left alone in
the mornings, a good habit to develop is that of getting
up early and going for a walk together before the day
begins. Walking and talking in the early morning is a
good way to start the day and, as a bonus, the exer cise
does wonders for your physical and emotional health.

In the event that your partner is not interested in
working at developing a more balanced degree of emo -
tional satisfaction in your relationship, then I doubt the
above strategies will work, but they may still be worth a
try. Who knows what might happen? If he agrees to go
walking with you every morning for the exercise only, he
may one day just start talking as well!
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7 . When you are the butt of his “jokes”
Something I value highly in relatives and friends is a
sense of humour. I like good-natured humour, that is,
humour that does not depend for its laughs on putting
someone else down. Much of what passes for humour
these days boils down to enjoyment at the expense of
others, and I don’t like that. I don’t want to laugh when
other people are hurt.

As contradictory as it may sound, though, I do like
good satire, which is actually dependent for its laughs on
making fun of the pretensions and actions of powerful
people and institutions. I enjoy humour that is clever, and
good satire which uses humour to raise people’s aware -
ness of hypocrisy, greed and corruption wherever they
are found, is clever. The targets of satire are usually poli -
ticians, business leaders, union leaders, professionals, the
media, and while satirical humour is not meant to be
good-natured it, nevertheless, serves a good end. It serves
to remind powerful people and institutions that they are
under scrutiny and that they are expected to exercise care
and responsibility in all their dealings.

What about humour in relationships? Is there any
humour in your relationship and, if so, what kind of
humour is it? The kind that works for a relation ship and
not against it, is that which is shared and enjoyed by
both partners. Sadly, what often passes for humour is a
situation in which one partner is always being “funny”
and the other is always being hurt.

I’m reminded, here, of a radio program a year or so
ago in which a man was being inter viewed about his
friend who had just died. His friend had been a celebrity
in his field of expertise and well-known in the
community. As the interview progressed, I became quite
interested in the story of this man’s life. But then the
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interview turned to what the person being interviewed
called his friend’s “wonderful sense of humour”. To illus -
trate it, he told a story about how this man’s wife had
pleaded with him for a couple of years to fix the letter -
box which was so broken down that the mail would slide
out of it and fall on to the ground. When he didn’t look
like fixing it, she said she would get a handyman in and
pay him to fix it. No, her husband wouldn’t hear of that.
(Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?) So the letterbox remained
in its broken-down state. One day, after his wife spoke to
him about it yet again, this “funny” man took a hammer
and saw and went down to the old letterbox, knocked it
down, and replaced it with a plastic bucket.

The man telling the story was laughing too much to
continue speaking. He was so amused by this “hilarious”
incident that he had to stop and compose himself before
the interview could proceed. I myself was not amused.
What I saw was a cruel act by an arrogant and self-
centred man. And a woman who was treated badly by
his shabby behavi our. Not only were her pleas ignored
but, also, she was made the butt of his cruel joke. I
imagine her distress at this put-down, her frustration and
her terrible isolation as she watched all his mates, in the
ensuing weeks, laugh ing and slapping him on the back.
What a good joke! And what a clever joker!

Dale Spender’s introduction to Judy Horacek’s book
of cartoons, Life on the Edge, is very enlighten ing.* She
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talks about humour and its relationship to power. Since
men are the ones with power in our society, she says, “it
is no accident that it has been men who have enjoyed the
right to be humour makers. Nor is it an accident that
women have been defined as the individuals who have no
sense of humour, and whose role it is to serve as the butt
of the joke.”

In many of the relationships I have observed, it is
exactly as Dale Spender says: the man is the joker, the
woman is the butt of his jokes and, when she complains
about being ridiculed and humiliated, she is told she has
no sense of humour. Because men own the right to be
“funny”, women know they must always be prepared for
the likelihood that they will be the butt of male humour.
In mixed company, at a barbecue or a dinner party, for
example, the message to women is clear: “Learn to put
up with the ‘jokes’, with the teasing, or risk being label -
led a prude, a plaintive guest, or a ‘party pooper’ with no
sense of humour.” In other words, “when men want to
be funny, then women had better learn to laugh, or to
take the consequences”. Most women know what our
role is in relation to male humour. We know we are
required to give undivided attention while the joke is
being told and then, when the time is right, to laugh, even
when the “joke” is unfunny or hurtful.

The comparison Spender makes between male and
female humour helps us understand why women find so
much of men’s humour unfunny, and why women have
so little interest in participating “in the customary joke-
making of society”.

There can be no doubt that men have declared the
traditional forms of humour to be a boys’ game and have
determined to keep women out. But neither can there be
any doubt that most women have not been impressed by
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the game, and have decided that they do not want to play.
This is partly because it has been common practice for

the joke teller, the humourist, to “seize the floor”, to
mono polise attention, claim space, and insist on his own
view of the world and his own right to speak; and none of
these characteristics sits comfortably with women’s
customary conversation codes.

While men’s humour is often aggressive and control ling,
women’s humour usually reflects an emphasis on cooper -
ation and community. When women are funny, we are
funny together. Humour is something we share. It is a
strategy we use “for promoting common under stand ings
among women—and for promoting change”.

Continuing the comparison, those who have studied
humour point out that much of men’s humour makes use
of a victim, a scapegoat, someone who is “the butt of the
joke”. Women’s humour, on the other hand, may mock,
expose, satirise, but “rarely are there any scapegoats in
women’s humorous anec dotes and exchanges”. Most
women don’t want to participate in the kind of humour
that laughs at the misfortunes of others, nor do we want
to pretend to enjoy it when we, ourselves, are made the
butt of men’s jokes.

Suggestions for action

Explain to your partner (again) that it hurts and
embarrasses you when he makes you 

the butt of his “humour”

I wish I could assure you that your partner will stop
making jokes at your expense once you have ex plained
to him how it makes you feel, but the experience of
women over the years is that men who are “jokers” don’t
change their behaviour easily. They certainly don’t
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change as a result of their partner’s pleading with them
or explaining how hurt and embarrassed she feels. That
doesn’t seem to matter. What does matter, it seems, is
whether or not the joker gets a response. If a woman
makes a deter mined effort to steel herself against his put-
downs, to make absolutely no response, no laughing, no
crying; if she carries on interacting with her guests; and if
the guests take their cue from her and also give no
response, he will soon find no enjoyment in it. There’s
not much point in continuing to be a joker if no one is
laughing. He will stop, not because it is hurting you, but
because “you have no sense of humour”.

Your first move must be to explain how you feel. If
your feelings are important to him, he will stop. But if his
own need for power and attention are all that matter to
him, then he will continue being the joker regardless of
how it makes you feel. 

Don’t laugh just because it is expected of you

Whether it is your partner or someone else who is the
joker, don’t feel you have to laugh at anyone’s at tempts at
humour just because women are expected to feign
amusement. If you are not amused, then don’t pretend
you are. If you think a person’s humour is cruel, say so—
and ask them to stop.

Get in touch with your own sense of humour 
and enjoy it

Women and men who are interested in and care about
others have the potential for a rich and extremely funny
sense of humour. It comes, I believe, from the ability to
watch people, to observe their interactions and to allow
oneself to see the funny side of things. Women, in
particular, are often very good at analysing situations
and sensing what’s going on at many different levels.
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While women do have the potential for a good sense of
humour, many admit that the pressures and demands of
life seem to have caused them to lose their ability to
laugh.

Work at getting back your sense of humour—and
enjoy it. Many things in life are funny. The idea of men
strutting around making out that they are so superior is
funny. Women pretending to be inferior so as not to
upset men’s fragile egos can be funny. Politicians trying
to convince themselves and us that they are so important
and that they are actually worth all the money they pay
themselves can be funny. Your children and the things
they say and do at times can be funny.

Analyse your own sense of humour so that you are
aware of the kinds of situations and jokes you find
amusing. And look for other people who share your kind
of humour. Laughter is still the best medicine and sharing
good, wholesome humour with others is great for one’s
sense of well-being.
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8 . When you are made to feel  inv is ible

Do you ever have times when you want to call out:
“Hello. Am I here? Will someone please tell me if they
can see me?” You just feel invisible. You speak and no -
body turns a head. Nobody responds with even a flinch.
It is as if you didn’t speak, but you know you did.

It happens to women in all kinds of situations. In the
home, it is common for women’s remarks or questions to
be ignored totally by husbands and children. They all just
keep doing what they are doing and feel no compulsion
even to acknowledge that someone has spoken. At the
workplace, women often have the experience of being
ignored. It is not simply that our opinions and sugges -
tions are rejected after having been heard and con -
sidered, but that we are totally ignored, not listened to.
When this hap pens to me, I experience a momentary
feeling of unreality that can be quite distressing. After I
take time to remind myself of what has happened, that
is, that I have been rendered invisible by someone (or a
group of people) whose attitude toward women is that
we are not worth listening to, my feeling of unreality
turns to annoyance or anger and then I feel better.

Recently, I contacted my computer suppliers about
having more bytes installed in my computer. A young
man was subsequently sent out to my office to do the
installation—a pleasant, well-mannered young man. As
he proceeded with what turned out to be a fairly simple
task, I took the opportunity to seek his opinion about
what might have caused the large stain which had begun
to appear on the top of my computer soon after I bought
it, and which has grown darker and more obvious ever
since. He said: “Looks like somebody spilled a cup of
coffee on it”, to which I replied politely: “No, that’s not
it. I work alone here and I’m the only one who has access
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to my computer. I’ve never had coffee anywhere near it.”
The young man gave no response to what I had said but
con tinued with the task of installing the bytes. Then,
after a minute or two of total silence, he said: “Yeah,
that’s what it would be. Someone’s spilt coffee on it.”

Did I speak, I wonder? Or was I just imagining that
I said nobody could have spilled coffee on my computer
because I’m the only one who has access to it? Being
rendered invisible is a very strange and unsettling feeling
but it is one that women have to contend with almost
every day.

Women tell of experiences in social situations, too,
where they wish they could actually disappear because
being made to feel invisible while still being visible is
nothing short of humiliating. Accompanying one’s hus -
band or partner to a social evening with his work col -
leagues can be a particularly devastating experience. It
is not uncommon for a woman, on arrival, to be totally
ignored by the host who makes a fuss of her husband,
introducing him all around while she trails along behind
as a mute and invisible appendage. She could bear the
host’s rudeness if only her partner could be depended
upon to have enough sensitivity to see what is happening
and ensure that she is included, but that is so often not
the case. Men in these situations seem to get caught up
with the importance of being the centre of attention and
their delight at being fussed over only adds to the
woman’s feelings of invisibility. The worst part for a
woman is when her partner leaves her alone to fend
for herself while he goes off to circulate. She observes
him across the room, chatting, drinking, laughing and
generally enjoying himself with everyone else while she,
in contrast, spends the evening attempting to make con -
vers a tion with strangers, many of whom look at her as if
to say: “Who are you?”
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There are, also, those social occasions with friends
when the men dominate the conversation. Most of the
discussion on such occasions focuses on topics of interest
mainly to men and, when women attempt to join in the
conversation, they often find themselves being ignored,
talked over or interrupted. When a woman speaks, it is
not unusual for the subsequent conversation to proceed
as if she had not spoken. For example, a man in the group
(Marco) gives his opinion about an issue and that is
followed by the opinion of a woman (Lucia). Then, a
third person in the group speaks up and says: “I don’t
know if I agree with you, Marco . . . etc.”. The con vers a -
tion proceeds as if Lucia had not spoken and Lucia is left
to wonder how her contribution could have been so
uninteresting as to be so totally ignored. Women are made
to feel invisible in many ways and on many occasions.

Suggestions for action

The one thing women should not do when rendered
invisible by others is accept it. What we normally do
when someone has ignored us is keep our distress hidden
and tell ourselves we are just being silly. We work hard
at convincing ourselves that it would be petty to com -
plain. We tell ourselves it isn’t important when, in fact,
the opposite is true. 

Being made to feel invisible is not a trivial matter. It
represents an assault on the core of one’s being and, as
such, has the potential for causing serious emotional and
psychological damage. Anxiety problems, panic attacks
and agoraphobia often have their beginnings in persistent
experiences of being made to feel invisible.* Depression,
also, is a common result of the experience of invisibility.
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Change the way you think when you are 
rendered invisible

Instead of turning your attention in on yourself and
asking: “What’s wrong with me?” turn your attention
outwards and ask: “What’s wrong with them?” Instead
of punishing yourself with thoughts that you are
“boring” or “not worth listening to”, allow yourself to
look outside yourself and analyse the behaviour of the
other person or persons. If you can label the behaviour
of the one who rendered you invisible as “downright
rude” or “self-absorbed” or “arrogant”, then you will
avoid personal feelings of emptiness and nothingness
and, instead, experience the much more healthy feelings
of indignation and anger.

Turn invisibility into visibility

Because invisibility can have such harmful effects, it is
crucial to a woman’s emotional health that she refuse to
be ignored. Remember that nobody can render you
invisible if you refuse to be invisible, so spend some time
developing ways to make your presence felt. The follow -
ing are some suggestions.

When what you say is totally ignored, say something
like: “I’ll keep on saying this till some one answers me.”

On those occasions when you are interrupted in mid-
sentence, you can do one of two things. You can
interrupt the person right back and say “Let me finish
what I’m saying” or “I want to finish what I’m saying”,
and then proceed. Don’t wait for anyone’s approval to
proceed. Act as if it is your right to finish what you
started out to say—because it is. Your other option is to
wait till the person finishes and then say “As I was saying
. . .”. Or, if you want to make the point more strongly:
“As I was saying before I was interrupted . . .”.
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In those social situations where your partner is
introduced and your presence is barely acknow ledged,
take a step forward, smile broadly and con fidently, offer
your hand as if expecting a handshake, and say: “And
I’m Mandy Lau. I’m pleased to meet you.”

I realise these confrontational kinds of responses do
not come easily to most women but, in the inter ests of
our own emotional health and happiness, we need to
stop passively accepting whatever happens to us and
develop the ability to be more assertive. Prac tise the
assertive responses mentioned above so that, next time
someone attempts to render you invisible, you will be
ready to respond in a way that reclaims your visibility.

Over the years, women have tried practical ways,
too, of discouraging invisibility and promoting their
visibility. Some make very good use of straw hats for
every occasion; some become known for their scarves or
for their “different” hairstyles and colours. If there is
something practical that appeals to you and you decide
to try it, be sure to do it with flair and con fidence, and
you will be noticed!
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Be careful not to render other women invisible

Men are not the only ones who ignore or interrupt
women and treat them as if they are not there. Some times
women, in their attempts to be more assert ive and
visible, find themselves doing to other women what is so
often done to them. In our en thusiasm to jump into a
conversation and be heard, it is easy to forget and
inadvertently interrupt or talk over other women. In
practising our new assertive ness, then, let’s be sure to
maintain our sensitivity to the needs and rights of others. 
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9 . When  y ou  a r e  a lwa y s  t h e  one  who
i s  w rong

If you live with a man who is always “right”, I’m sure
you have asked yourself many times: How can one
person be right 100 per cent of the time and another be
wrong 100 per cent of the time? Well, of course, they
can’t. It defies logic. But then, immature and self-
absorbed men are not often logical! When the world
begins and ends with oneself, it is not possible to have a
balanced view of the world and its interactions.

I still have a memory of a time in my life when I
always thought I was right. I guess most people experi -
ence a period like that in their teenage years, but hardly
remember it because it is a normal and natural part of
growing up. The reason I can still remember that part of
my growing up is probably because, when it finally
occurred to me that I was perhaps not always right, the
realisation was quite profound. As a young teenager, I
was not loudly and arrogantly right. Quite the contrary,
I was serious and thoughtful and intense and religious—
and right! I knew I had all the right answers (after all,
I had God on my side!) and I sincerely wanted others
to be convinced by my well-thought-out opinions and
arguments. 

It wasn’t until I started studying at around eighteen
or nineteen and began to mature intellectu ally and
emotionally, that I realised I did not have all the answers
and I was not always right. Maturity allows us to see
that, even though we may be totally convinced by our
own perceptions and opinions, other people also are
totally convinced by their perceptions and opinions. And
when their opinions differ from ours, it can never be a
simple matter of “I’m right and you’re wrong.” We are
both right, according to our individual perceptions. That
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is why mature people value the art of negotiation and
compromise. First, there is a willingness to listen and a
genuine desire to understand where the other person is
coming from. Then, in those situations where agreement
is essential, there is a willingness to compromise, to give
a little, to negotiate a position which is accept able to
both. 

Sometimes, when a compromise is not possible,
when a satisfactory mutual position cannot be found,
it is necessary to agree to differ. Mature people respect
each other’s right to hold differing opinions and, indeed,
respect the opinions of others, without necessarily
agreeing with them.

Suggestions for action

If you are in a relationship with a man who always has to
make you wrong so that he can go on deluding himself
that he is always right (and if you don’t want to leave
him to stew in his arrogant “rightness” all alone!), there
are certain things you must do.

Stop trying to figure it out

As mentioned earlier, many women spend hours and
days and years of their lives trying to figure out why their
husbands behave the way they do. Such a woman
believes that, if only she could figure out what causes her
partner to think he is always right, she could explain it
to him, he would be grateful for the explanation, and he
would change. But it isn’t a simple matter of lack of
understanding. Rather, it is a matter of lack of desire. He
has no desire to understand. He doesn’t want to stop and
analyse his behavi our. He doesn’t want an explanation.
Because he doesn’t want to change. He likes being
“right”. And if his being right means he has to make
everyone else wrong, so be it.
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So, you see, there is no need to spend your life trying
to figure out why your partner always has to “prove”
you wrong, because there is nothing to figure out. The
explanation is simply that he hasn’t matured beyond a
childish obsession with himself as the centre of the
universe. And until he does, there will be no change in his
behaviour.

Don’t waste your energy arguing with someone 
who is always right

Immature men seem to think it is a sign of weakness to
admit they have made a mistake, while the rest of us
know that making mistakes and being wrong occasion -
ally is a normal part of life. Indeed, to be able to admit to
having made a mistake is a sign of strength and maturity.

When an immature man is guarding against what he
perceives to be weakness, any attempt to argue or reason
with him will be fruitless. Similarly, any attempt to ex -
plain to him that it is not weak to admit to being wrong,
will also be fruitless. It is never possible to get through to
someone whose mind is firmly closed.

Have you ever wondered why women persist in
arguing or trying to reason with someone like that? I
think it has something to do with justice. Many women
say to me: “But it’s just not right. There’s no justice in it.
He shouldn’t be allowed to go on thinking he’s always
right.” I agree. But the fact is, an immature man will
continue to think he’s right no matter how much energy
you use up trying to convince him to see things differ -
ently. So don’t waste your energy. It is far better for you
to disengage from any argument which has a predeter -
mined result. In other words, avoid any argument or
discussion with any person who begins with the sup -
position that you are wrong, and try to content yourself
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with the knowledge that your opinion was formed
through careful thought and intelligent reasoning.

Trust your own intelligence

One of the unfortunate side-effects in women living with
men who are always “right”, can be the develop ment of
chronic self-doubt. If a woman is told often enough that
she is wrong, that she doesn’t know what she is talking
about, it is easy to see how she would begin to believe it.
One woman summed up her experience after eighteen
years of marriage by saying:

As a young woman, I was bright, intelligent, confident,
articulate. Now, after being married to an arrogant know-
all for eighteen years, I feel like a blithering idiot. Scared
to speak for fear of making a fool of myself. Absolutely
no confidence in my ability to string two words together
and have them make sense.

If you are living in this kind of situation, it is crucial you
take account of how badly you are being affected by the
constant assault on your intelligence. If you decide to
stay in the relationship, it is imperative that you develop
the ability to close off to your partner’s insults and open
yourself up to the opinions of people who are not afraid
to respect and affirm your intelligence. Your ability to
trust and respect your own intelligence will be streng -
thened as you associate with others who trust and respect
your intelligence. 
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10 .  When  y ou  s ense  y ou  a r e  b e i ng
l i e d  t o

Dishonesty, in terms of not telling the truth, can take the
form of telling outright lies or of withholding the truth in
an attempt to deceive. Both forms of dishonesty are com -
mon in relationships in Western cultures. A closer look
at the matter of dishonesty in relationships reveals that,
while both sexes can be said to be equally dishonest, the
issues around which women and men lie or attempt to
cover up the truth and deceive each other are generally
not the same.

The one issue which does seem to generate the same
degree of dishonesty from both sexes is the issue of extra-
marital affairs. In such situations, women and men go to
equally elaborate lengths to cover up evidence of their
unfaithfulness. They seem to be content to live the lie day
after day, and somehow manage to convince themselves
that their spouse is better served by not knowing than
knowing.*

Apart from the situation of unfaithfulness, the issues
around which women are dishonest are quite different
from those associated with men’s dis honesty. The two
main issues around which women tend to lie or deceive
their partners are: money spent on day-to-day living, and
problems associated with the children. When women do
lie about money, it is usually about comparatively small
amounts spent on particular items. For example, it is
fairly common for a woman to buy an article of clothing
(dress, swim suit, shoes) for herself or one of the children,
and tell her husband it cost considerably less than it did,
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or actually hide it till she figures out how to “confess” to
him.* 

A woman’s decision to lie to her partner about the
behaviour of their children is an interesting one, too. It is
usually done in collusion with the children, and most
often takes the form of withholding inform ation. If a
child’s behaviour at school has been such that the mother
has been contacted by the teacher or school principal, the
mother will often make a pact with the child to hide the
truth from the father on the condition that the child’s
behaviour improves. Sim ilarly, when a child has com -
mitted a crime, like shoplifting, and is cautioned by
police, mothers often ask the police not to involve the
father. Although such withholding of information about
child ren’s behavi our is sometimes rationalised as “not
want ing to worry their father”, it is often done out of
fear that the father’s punishment will be excessive or
inappro priate.

Men’s dishonesty in relationships is different from
that of women in that it often relates to larger issues.
When a man withholds information about money, for
example, it is often about large amounts of money. Some
men will commit themselves to buying a boat or a car or
a block of land, and withhold the information from their
wives till it is too late to cancel the contract. Others lose
large amounts of money through gambling and, in some
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instances, cover up the fact that loan repayments and
other essential bills have not been paid for months.

Telling lies or withholding information involving
large amounts of money usually has grave conse quences
for both partners. When a man spends beyond his means
or gambles away his money, he is generally using money
that belongs to both partners jointly, and the financial
debt incurred will be a burden on both of them for years
into the future.

Another area of dishonesty for some men con cerns
the use of pornographic magazines and videos. Most
women who discover pornography in their homes admit
to feeling disgusted and betrayed. When they confront
their partners they are most often met with promises that
it will never happen again, but women in these situations
are never really sure. They would like to be able to trust
their partners’ word, but find themselves wondering if
the lies, the betrayal, the exploitation of women are
continuing underground.

Suggestions for action

When you sense you are being lied to, but are not sure,
make it your business to find out. Not knowing is much
worse for you than knowing. The first and easiest step is:

Discuss your suspicions with your partner

I realise it may sound naïve to suggest you talk with your
partner about your suspicions, because if he has set his
mind on deceiving you, there is no way a simple question
from you will reverse his intentions. If you tell him about
your uneasy feelings and ask him if he is lying to you,
you can be almost certain he will deny it. But, for many
women, this is an important first step.

If you do decide to talk to your partner about your
suspicions, be prepared for anything. A man who is put
on the spot and feels the need to defend his lies usually
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does so vigorously. He may ignore you, sidestep your
question, change the subject, sulk. He may turn on the
charm so that you end up feeling guilty that you ever
thought him capable of deceiving you. He may become
very angry, insult you, call you “mad” or “paranoid” or
“ungrateful”.

If, after surviving his reaction, you still sense you are
being lied to, make up your mind to do some investi -
gating. 

Look for proof

When your instincts tell you your partner is actively lying
to you or passively withholding the truth from you, trust
your instincts and pursue it further. When your attempts
to discuss your suspicions with him fail, begin to look for
proof. You may not actually want to know because you
sense the truth would be painful for you but, psycho -
logically, it is far better for your emotional health if you
know. Once you know the truth, it’s out in the open and
is much easier to deal with. Suspecting but not knowing
causes depres sion and/or anxiety. Suspecting but not
knowing places you in a position of living every day with
something unknown hanging over you, haunting you,
causing you to feel fear and dread. There is nothing
worse than living in fear of something that has no name,
no shape, no identity. But, of course, deciding to look for
proof is never easy.

Women who have been deceived about financial
matters, for example, will admit, after the fact, that even
though they had a feeling for many months that the bills
were not being paid, they could not bring themselves to
phone the bank or the agent. The thought of checking up
on their husband seemed so disloyal. It wasn’t until the
telephone or electricity was about to be cut off that they
finally had to confront their suspicions and deal with the
conse quences of not acting sooner. Others who suspect
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their partner is having an affair or using porno graphy
admit that they, too, are reluctant to look for proof. They
want to believe it isn’t true. They try to convince
themselves they are just being “paranoid”. They don’t
want to know and yet, at the same time, they feel they
have to know. It is never easy. 

If you suspect your partner is lying to you and your
suspicions are persistent, do look for proof. The sooner
you know the truth, the sooner you can begin to do
something about it. In the event that you find no proof,
your fears will most probably settle down. If they don’t,
it goes without saying that you are faced with a difficult
decision. The best thing to do, if you can, is to proceed as
if your partner is telling the truth. Make up your mind
that you will believe him until such time as proof of your
suspicions surfaces because, without confirmation of
your suspicions, you have no basis on which to negotiate
a change in your partner’s behaviour. If you are unable to
put your fears aside, however, you are left with no other
option but to finish the relationship in an attempt to
release yourself from the mental agony you are experi -
encing.

Confront the lies—and the liar

If you do find proof, you are then in a position to
consider your options. The first thing you will notice is
that there has been a definite change in your feelings. The
bad feelings you have been experiencing for some time
will leave you, but they will be replaced by another set of
bad feelings. Usually, a woman who finds proof to
support her suspicions changes from feeling power less -
ness and fear and dread, to betrayal and embarrassment
and anger. While the second group of feelings is no easier
than the first, they are far less damaging to one’s psycho -
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logical health. Once you discover the truth, you are one
step closer to resolving the question of what to do about
your relationship.

One option is to pack up and leave. If his betrayal
has filled you with sufficient anger and you see no hope
for a satisfactory reconciliation, then you will choose this
option. The talking, the arguing, the expres sion of emo -
tions which need to occur in order that you can let go of
the relationship and move on, can happen later. 

Another option, once you have found proof, is to do
absolutely nothing. Accept that he is a gambler and will
gamble away all your money till you live in abject
poverty, or accept that he is having an affair or exploiting
women and children through pornography, and try to
organise your relationship around his dis honesty and
deceit. Some women pride themselves on “knowing but
not letting on they know”, on living as if the betrayal
were not true. This option, this unacknowledged collu -
sion with one’s partner’s lies, is not recommended.

A third option is the one most women choose. On
finding proof of their partners’ lies, they confront.
Women generally believe that if two people love each
other and one is caught out in a lie or an act of betrayal,
a confrontation and a discussion will be fol lowed by an
apology and then reconciliation is possible. A word of
advice: your task, in such a situation, is to find a way to
resolve your own feelings about what has happened. It is
important that your resolution of the matter not depend
on your partner’s agreeing with you or apologising for
his behaviour. The experience of many women is that a
genuine admission and a genuine apology rarely come.

The usual ways immature men respond to being
found out are either to turn the whole thing around
and find a way to blame their partners, or to con their
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partners with a show of remorse (often with tears and
apologies and promises), only to revert to their old ways
within weeks.

Regardless of the way your partner responds to your
confrontation, important priorities for you must be your
own emotional survival and your own right to make
decisions about your future.
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11 .  A lwa y s  wa i t i n g  f o r  t h e  “ r i gh t”
momen t  t o  t a l k  t o  h im

When I first became a counsellor, I was amazed at the
number of women who would tell me that I was the first
person who had listened to them for a long time.
Through out the years, it has been confirmed for me over
and over again that, when women want and need to talk
about something, the people closest to them often don’t
want to listen.

Different women respond to this in different ways.
Some rarely speak unless they are spoken to. Some talk
non-stop as a way of compensating. Some express their
true thoughts and feelings only when they are in the
company of women. Some only relax and feel comfort -
able when they are looking after children.

Others, perhaps the majority of women, still per sist
in their attempts to speak with their husbands, and
because it is so important to them, many are prepared to
wait for the “right” moment to do it. In one sense, such
women are to be congratulated for their initiative in
developing ways whereby they will not be crushed by
their partner’s lack of interest and lack of involvement.
In another sense, it is deeply sad that so many women
have to “duck and weave” in this way. Communication
ought to be a simple matter of one person speaking and
the other listening and responding. On those occasions
when one person speaks and the other doesn’t feel ready
to listen or to discuss an issue, it ought to be a simple
matter of the second person saying “I’m not ready to talk
about this yet”, or “I need time to think about this. Let’s
talk about it tomorrow morning.”

Good communication is uncomplicated and fair to
both parties. But when a woman has to watch and wait
for those times when she thinks her partner may be open
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to hearing her speak, when she has to take a deep breath
and risk his wrath if she has chosen the wrong time,
communication is turned into a nightmare.

It is not uncommon for a woman to spend hours, or
even days, preparing herself for a conversation with her
partner. Anxious to avoid a repeat of past experiences
when he stubbornly refused to listen, repeatedly cut her
off in mid-sentence, exploded in anger, or belittled her in
cruel and mocking tones, she plots and plans and
prepares. 

Having prepared what to say and how to say it, she
then waits. Good timing is everything. If she speaks when
he is not ready to listen, all her preparation will have
been for nothing. So she waits and watches, always in
tune with his moods, always alert to his signals, always
at the ready. She knows, too, that when the “right”
moment arrives, she will have to strike swiftly, before the
opportunity is lost. 

Also, she knows she will have to be concise. Most
women have learned the art of rationing their words.
Experience has taught us that if we do not speak in as
few words as possible, we will be interrupted, talked
over, cut off, pushed aside.

So, the stage is set. You are ready. All you have to do
is wait for the right moment. It is your hope, as always,
that a moment will come when your partner will want to
hear what you have to say, but you know from past
experience that the best you can expect is that a moment
will emerge when your partner is less resistant, more
receptive.

If you are one of those women who find them selves
waiting for the “right” moment to talk to their partners
about something they know their partners won’t want to
hear, be aware of how much of your time and nervous
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energy you are devoting to a lost cause. Think about how
much of your life is spent waiting, watching, anticipat -
ing, rehearsing your words, living on the edge of your
nerves, and ask yourself if that is really how you want to
live the rest of your life. 

Suggestions for action

Be spontaneous and confident, regardless of his mood

If you want good, effective, adult communication in your
relationship, have the courage to be spontane ous. The
ability and willingness to be spontaneous is essential if
your communication style is to reflect maturity. To hesi -
tate, to wait, to attempt to manipu late, is not an example
of adult communication. It is important that you relate
to your partner as if he were capable of adult responses.
In other words, when you have something you need to
talk to him about, just do it. Don’t agonise over it. Don’t
wait for the right moment. Don’t dance around his
moods.*

Speak confidently. Speak as if you have the right to
say what is on your mind. Because you do. 

In terms of psychological health, remember this: It is
far better to deal with the consequences of speaking
spontaneously than to waste nervous energy waiting for
a moment that may never come. Another consideration
is that if you relate to your partner in an adult way, it
gives him the opportunity to respond in an adult way.
You never know, he may surprise you! 
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Don’t blame yourself

When a woman waits for the “right” moment to raise an
issue with her partner and it doesn’t work out as she had
hoped, her immediate reaction is to blame herself for
“getting it wrong”. But it is not usually her fault. I
cannot emphasise this strongly enough. When you are in
such a situation, that is, when you wait for the right
moment and it doesn’t work out, remember that it is
most probably not your fault. If a man doesn’t want to
talk about an issue, no moment will be the right moment.
Whatever moment you choose, it will always be the
“wrong” moment.

So, stop blaming yourself. It is not that you didn’t
judge the timing accurately, or that you said too much or
too little, or that you may have sounded accusing when
you meant to sound understanding and compassionate.
It is simply that he didn’t want to hear what you were
saying. In such situations, men often heap blame on their
partners as a way of defending themselves (“You’re
always harping.” “You’re always dragging up the past.”
“Just when we seem to be getting along well, you spoil it
by talking about something that annoys me.”). Whatever
you do, don’t accept the blame.

Regardless of how your partner may respond, the
rules of good communication, together with the require -
ments of your mental health, demand that you say what
is on your mind. I am not saying you have the right to
speak ruthlessly and destructively, but you do have the
right to say what is on your mind and to say it spon -
taneously and confidently. All that is left, then, is for you
to be prepared to deal with consequences.
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12 .  When you  are  constant l y  to ld
you  are  mad (and  ha l f  be l ieve  i t )

Believe me when I say that if your partner and his sup -
porters are the only ones saying you are mad, you most
probably are not. The easiest way to find out is to ask
one of your friends to give you feedback about the way
they perceive you to be—your thought-patterns, the way
you speak, the way you behave.

During my years as a psychotherapist, I have seen
many women who have come to talk to me for the
express purpose of having me give my verdict on whether
or not they were “mad”. Not one of these women was
insane, but all the years of listening to their partners
telling them they were mad had worn them down so
much that they were losing the ability to believe in their
own sanity.

Any woman living with an immature man needs to
remember that the accusation “mad” usually means:
“You’re disagreeing with me and I don’t like it.” Or
“How dare you question my authority.” Or “I’m so
insecure within myself that the only way I can feel good
about myself is to insult and hurt someone else.”

It makes you wonder, doesn’t it, who the “mad” one
really is?
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13 .  When  y ou  f e e l  y ou  ha ve  t o  k eep
you r  ange r  t o  y ou r s e l f

Anger that is kept inside is bad for you. Most people
imagine that if they can control their anger, it will just go
away. But it doesn’t. It stays locked up inside and churns
around looking for a way out. The power of anger is
such that, if it is deprived of its normal way out, that is,
through normal expression, it will find its own way out.
Depression, for example, is often the expression of unex -
pressed anger. Bitter ness, sarcasm, irritability, pettiness
are also expres sions of unexpressed anger.

Women who keep their anger to themselves often
find themselves standing helplessly by, watching their
own personalities change. They have no idea as to why
they have become depressed or bitter or unpleasant, but
it happened, and they feel they have no power to change
back to the way they used to be. Anger locked up inside
changes personalities.

As a therapist, I am always encouraging people to
get in touch with their anger, to acknowledge it, accept
it, feel it and express it. It is much healthier to let anger
out than to keep it in, to express it than to suppress it.
But, of course, when a woman is in a relationship with
an emotionally immature man, expressing anger is not as
simple as therapists make it sound.

Many women have confided in me, over the years,
that when they have attempted to express anger, their
partner’s response made everything much worse. What
they expected was that the honest expression of their
anger would be followed by a discussion which, in turn,
would be followed by a resolution of the problem but,
instead, all they experienced was more pain and more
problems. Rather than accepting women’s anger as an
oppor tunity to talk things through and clear the air,
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men generally go into defensive mode whenever a
woman expresses anger or annoyance or displeasure. It
doesn’t even seem to register with them that our expres -
sion of anger probably signifies that we are deeply un -
happy about the way things are. All they seem to care
about is how our anger makes them feel. They feel
criticised and attacked, and all they care about at that
moment is defending themselves. 

A common form of defence used by men is attack.
Many men interpret women’s expression of anger as a
personal attack on them and, they believe, any attack
must be countered by a stronger attack. They attack
verbally by yelling, threatening, using obscen ities, hum -
ili ating their partners in front of others. They attack
physically by intimidating, pushing, punch ing, kicking,
raping—in other words, by crim inal assault. Some men
go so far as to defend against their partners’ criticism by
abusing or threatening to abuse the children. They know
that this kind of attack will cause most mothers to back
down im medi ately. The only aim of an immature man, in
such situations, is to win. How he does it and who gets
hurt along the way is of no concern to him.

The overtly aggressive response of defending against
a perceived attack by attacking back is the preferred
response of many immature men, but not all. There are
those who prefer the more passive response of with -
drawing. There is no speaking, no inter acting, no affec -
tion, no sex, no acknowledgement at all of their partner’s
presence. And sometimes this passive-aggressive “assault”
extends also to the children. 

When such aggressive or passive-aggressive res -
ponses are the best women can expect from im mature
men, it is no wonder so many women decide to keep
their anger to themselves. But I cannot say strongly
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enough that, regardless of men’s responses, we must still
find ways to express the anger we feel. 

While anger is a normal emotion and ought to be a
normal part of our interactions, it is probably the most
misunderstood emotion we have. Many see it as a neg -
ative, unhealthy emotion when, in fact, it is a positive,
healthy emotion. When it is expressed properly and
received properly, it has amazing power to bring about
healing. But most people seem to have difficulty relating
to anger.

Women, in particular, have a strange relation ship to
anger. Most of us are conditioned from an early age to
deny our angry feelings. While aggres sive behaviour,
swear ing, yelling, throwing things around the room, are
often tolerated in boys, they are strongly discouraged in
girls. “Nice girls don’t get angry.” That’s the message we
grow up with. Con se quently, many women believe anger
has no place in their lives and work hard at controlling it.
The discussion of anger, below, is designed to help us all
understand it a little better and become more familiar
with its function in our lives.

There are three options we all have in relation to our
own anger. We can repress it, suppress it, or express it.
The first is always bad for us; the second is mostly bad
but not always; and the third is good for us, provided we
do it in a way that is direct and appropriate.

Repression of anger
Repression is easiest understood when it is compared
with suppression. In my discussion of “suppression” to
follow, I will define suppression of anger as “keeping
anger to ourselves”. Repres sion of anger, in comparison,
is “keeping anger from ourselves”. In other words,
repres sion allows us to fool ourselves into believing we
never get angry. As such, it is much more damaging than
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suppression. It has the potential to cause serious psych -
ological problems.

Most of us carry around with us repressed material
from childhood. When children are sub jected to unbear -
able experiences, the emotions connected with those
experiences are often too fright en ing to deal with at such
an early age. The psychological mechanism of repression
enables a child to push the frightening emotions down
and get on with life. The ability to repress events and
feelings seems like a positive thing because it allows a
child to cope in very difficult circum stances but, in the
long-term, it is by no means positive. Repressed mem -
ories never completely go away. They are always there in
a person’s unconscious mind with the potential to cause
problems. That is why, when you go to a therapist to talk
about your depression or anxiety or eating disorder or
whatever else, it is im port ant that the therapist encourage
you to talk about your past as well as your present. If
there are repressed or semi-repressed memories contrib -
ut ing to your present discomfort, they must be released
into consciousness, so that you can express and deal with
the emotions which arise.

Repression is usually something which begins in
childhood but it is by no means confined to child hood.
In adult life, repression is common. Women, for example,
repress anger all the time. After years of conditioning,
many women “automatically” push their anger down
inside them. It happens at an unconscious level, which
means they don’t even know they are doing it. This kind
of automatic repression of anger is particularly insidious
because it happens so quickly, each time, that the person
is totally unaware of having had a feeling of anger at all.

So, when a woman says “I never feel angry”, she is
probably right. But that does not mean anger doesn’t
exist for her. It is a normal emotion that exists for
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everyone. Anger that is not felt or recog nised or
acknowledged does not go away. It stays inside and has
the potential to cause serious physical and psychological
problems.

Suppression of anger
While repression happens unconsciously and auto -
matically, suppression is something we choose to do and
is, therefore, not as psycho logic ally damaging. When you
suppress your anger, you are simply de ciding to keep it
to yourself rather than to express it.

If you are someone who chooses to keep your anger
to yourself all the time, let me hasten to say before you
become too pleased with yourself, that it is not helpful to
suppress anger all the time. Such chronic passivity can
also cause depres sion and other psychological and phys -
ical problems. If suppression is chosen at all, it must only
occur occasionally and for good reason. The general rule
is that anger ought to be expressed.

One of the unfortunate side effects of sup pres sing
our anger is what is called “displacement”, that is,
placing or directing anger where it does not belong. A
common example women often talk about is the experi -
ence of being angry at their husbands but suppressing it
and then taking it out on their child ren. If your anger
belongs to your partner, it is important that it be directed
at him and not dis placed on to your children.

Another example, which is probably even more
common among women, is the experience of sup pressing
the anger we feel toward someone else and then turning
it around and directing it at ourselves. When your
partner puts you down, for example, and the anger
welling up inside you clearly belongs to him, it is import -
ant not to displace that anger on to yourself. Women in
such situations often blame themselves for being “silly”
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when, in fact, the blame belongs to their partners for
their arrogant refusal to take women seriously. The
displacing of anger is always a dishonest expression of
anger. The honest and healthy thing to do is to express
anger where it belongs.

Are there any guidelines to help one decide whether
or not to suppress anger in any given situ ation? I don’t
know of any stated guidelines, but you may find helpful
the guide I have developed for myself. In deciding
whether to suppress or not to suppress anger in any given
situation, I try to keep the following overall goal in mind:
to end every day without having stored up “unfinished
business”. There are times when I know that suppressing
my anger will leave me feeling “unfinished” while, at
other times, I know it is the expression of my anger that
will leave me with unfinished business. Since it is
unfinished business that causes us most of our problems,
I personally find this an important criter ion for judging
whether or not, in any situation, I will express or not
express the anger I feel.

Expression of anger
When making decisions between suppressing or expres -
sing anger, remember that the decision to express your
anger is usually the healthy choice. Also, it is the choice
which gives relationships the optimum chance of being
mature and healthy. There are two provisions, however,
which must be adhered to if the expression of anger is to
be a healthy option: 

• It must be direct expression of anger.
• It must be appropriate expression of anger.
When we have the courage to express our anger

directly, it minimises the need for us to express it
indirectly and destructively. The most common ways
anger is expressed in relationships include: sarcasm,
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joking, teasing, not listening, not speak ing, moodi ness,
excessive demand for sex or lack of interest in sex. While
these behaviours are not always indi cators of suppressed
anger, they often are and, as indirect expressions of
anger, they are dishonest and destructive. Those who
learn to express anger directly will have no need to resort
to snide remarks, cheap shots, moody behaviour or
sexual combat.

When you set your mind on developing the skill of
expressing your anger directly, the only question left to
be asked is: How? What is the appropriate expression of
anger for you? The question of appropriateness has two
parts to it. First, expression of anger must be appropriate
to the situation and, second, it must be appropriate to
your own personality.

While it is true, as I have said, that anger is a normal
and natural emotion which occurs in us automatically
when we experience frustration, pow er lessness, intimida -
tion, humiliation, abuse, injust ice, it is important that we
not allow the expression of our anger to be automatic.
The way we express our anger, in any given situation,
ought to be the way we have chosen. If we make it a
matter of choice, then the way we express our anger is
much more likely to be appropriate.

The following list of ways anger is expressed in our
society represents the range of options from which we
can choose:

Exploding
Exploding is often the way anger is expressed when it is
allowed to happen spontaneously but, even after think -
ing about it, some people choose to express their anger
in this way. They believe they cannot be satisfied that
their anger has been expressed without exploding, that
is, without yelling and screaming, without being abusive
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or violent or destructive. Although some couples claim to
feel better after they have had a real knock-down, drag-
out session, I personally find it difficult to see how such
negative venting of anger can ever result in positive gains
for any relationship. If it happened once and there was
genuine reconciliation and renewed commitment, I could
accept that the result could be positive, but the explosive
venting of anger as a regular occurrence seems to me to
be destructive.

Keeping it in
Many people, particularly women, choose to keep their
anger in and allow the anger to express itself in sulking,
withdrawing, martyr behaviour. Such sup pres sion of
anger is destructive of ourselves and our relationships.

Assertiveness
Speaking and acting assertively is the method, in my
opinion, which allows for the most effective expres sion
of anger. Assertiveness is the ability to speak up for
oneself without resorting to aggressive and abus ive
behavi our. If you feel anger at another person because of
something they said or did, you will say so. Assertiveness
is having the courage to say what you think or feel in a
way that is not destructive of anyone else.

Assertiveness is usually an indication that you
respect yourself enough to believe that you are a worth -
while person, with worthwhile thoughts and opinions.
You will talk about how you feel and what you think,
and have an expectation that those you are talking to will
listen. You will stand up for yourself, give your opinion,
argue your point of view, speak honestly, express your
anger and other emotions, and make decisions for your
own life.

When you choose to be assertive, you are showing
not only that you respect yourself but also that you
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respect other people. To be willing to be assertive with
others, to be honest, to share your real self with them, to
offer your opinions, to make your own decisions instead
of helplessly relying on others to make decisions for you,
are all signs that you respect the people you are
interacting with.

Assertive behaviour is adult behaviour and, there -
fore, very healthy. But such behaviour on your part will
not always be welcomed by immature men. An immature
man almost always exhibits passive or aggressive behavi -
our and seems to feel most com fort able when you, too,
are being passive or aggres sive because he knows that
when you respond passively or aggressively, he has won.
Assertive behaviour from you shows that you are firmly
in control of your own emotions and puts pressure on
him to be more mature in his responses. He will not like
that and will probably react defensively but, in the inter -
ests of developing a better relationship, it is important
that you persevere.

An assertive woman calls on the strength that is
within her. She speaks calmly and firmly. And she is
persistent. In much of the literature on assertiveness
training, the skill of persistence is called: the broken
record. When what you say is ridiculed or dismissed,
when you yourself are insulted or degraded, when you
are met with tears or any similar red herring, you simply
stand your ground and say it again. And again. And
again. Assertive responses to situations are adult res -
ponses. (For a fuller discussion of assert ive ness, see
Situation 40.)

Counting to ten
Another method of expressing anger which is similar to
the assertive method is that which is sometimes called
“counting to ten”. Another name for it is “time out”.
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The way it works is, when something happens which
causes anger or displeasure to well up inside you, you
immedi ately step away from it and give yourself time to
calm down or get in control before going back and
confronting the issue head on. Sometimes it is helpful to
say something like: “I can’t talk about this now. I need
some time to calm down and get my thoughts in order.
Let’s talk about it in half-an-hour.”

Taking time out in this way is a helpful tech nique for
people who are trying to train them selves to res pond
assertively and to leave behind their old ways of respond -
ing passively or aggres sively. The crucial thing to remem -
ber when choosing the “counting to ten” method is that
you do come back and express your opinions and feel -
ings. Time out is not to be taken as a convenient way of
avoiding confront ation. When that hap pens, the healthy
“counting to ten” method is turned into the unhealthy
“keeping it in” method which is disastrous in terms of
personal satis faction and healthy relationships.

As you get better at the “counting to ten” method of
expressing anger, you will find you need less and less time
out before being able to confront an issue assertively.
As you feel more comfortable with assertiveness as a
method of response, you will find yourself respond-
ing assertively and appropriately to situations as they
happen.

Withdrawing
While staying in a situation and withdrawing into a sulk
is never helpful, there are some instances in which the
decision to remove oneself altogether from a situation is
the most healthy response one can make. There is much
made in Western societies about the negative effect of
“running away”. The implication is that, no mat ter how
awful a situation may be, no matter how long it has gone
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on or how much you have engaged with it in an effort to
change it, staying there is a sign of strength and with -
drawing is a sign of weakness. I disagree. As I see it, to
con tinue in a frustrating and destructive situation which
shows no sign of ever changing is to acquiesce. Acquies -
cence, in such circumstances, is an act of weakness. Find -
ing the courage to leave, on the other hand, is an act of
strength.

If, after trying everything in your power to bring
change to a bad situation—whether it be a damaging
relation ship, a frustrating job or a destructive social situ -
ation—there is absolutely nothing wrong with deciding
to express your anger by walking away from it. With -
draw. Leave it behind you. Free yourself up to get on
with your life.

Anger is better out than in. It is much more healthy
for you to give expression to your anger than to keep it
inside. It is up to you to decide which method of
expression is most appropriate to any particular situation
and, also, to your own person ality. Occasionally, you will
choose to explode but, most often, you will choose
between assertiveness, counting to ten, or withdrawing
from a situation altogether. 
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14 . L i v i n g  w i t h  a  bu l l y
Living with a man who is a bully is not a pleasant
experience. Such a man is not unlike the bully-boys who
menace most schoolyards. Occasion ally a school yard
bully is a girl, but most often it is a boy. Those who have
studied the phenomenon of bullying in schools report
that the victims of girls’ bullying are usually other girls,
while boys’ victims are both girls and boys. The boys
who are victimised by boys are usually those who are
perceived to be weaker. Girls’ bullying often takes the
form of excluding someone from the group, ostracising
her, calling her names. Boys who are bullies tend to tease
and intimidate and ridicule, push and shove and punch.
Bully-boys enjoy challenging others, dominat ing others,
humili ating others.

There doesn’t seem to be anything planned or ration -
al about the way bullies act, whether the bully is a child
or an adult. They just see an occasion to exercise power
over others and do it spontaneously. While bully ing is a
totally inadequate way of relating to others, it seems to
be the only way some people know.

Some men seem actually to begin their bullying
behaviour once they are married or living with a woman.
They perceive their partner and children as weaker than
themselves and, therefore, easy to bully. Other men seem
to be simply continuing the behavi our they used in their
childhood. Of course, it would be better for adult
relation ships if such behaviour were conditioned out of
children as soon as it begins but, while that is exactly
what happens with most girl-bullies, some boys are
allowed to continue. Parents may try but, after initial
attempts fail, most are inclined to give up and find
justification in the belief that “boys will be boys”. In
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other words, bullying is “natural” to boys, they decide,
so why fight it?

If bullying is not “natural” for boys, which it isn’t,
we have to go on to ask: Where does the tendency for
bullying come from? How do children learn such
behaviour?

There are two main experiences that contribute to a
child’s adopting bullying behaviour. The first is the bully -
ing behaviour of parents toward them. Some parents
have the mistaken view that the way to ensure their
child ren “know who’s boss”, the way to engender obedi -
ence and good behaviour in children, is to bully them.
Parents who relate to their children by bullying, domin -
ating, intimidating and humili at ing them will, without a
doubt, raise children who have problems. Some will
grow up to be timid, fear ful, anxious teenagers and
adults, while others will grow up to be bullying, intimi -
dating, violent teen agers and adults. In other words,
if the first experi ence children have of relating to others
is that of being bullied, they will either shrink from
relation ships or relate by bullying.

The other factor which contributes to a child’s
becoming a bully is the example of parents, teachers and
other adults. This refers to a situation where children
may not, themselves, be bullied by adults but are living
in an atmosphere of bullying. When they see it, when
they experience others being bullied (whether at home
or school), it becomes a familiar way of relating. Any
behavi our which is familiar is easy for a child to emulate.
A moment of great sad ness for women who are bullied
by their husbands is when they first notice their sons
relating to their siblings in the same bullying way. Even
more dis tress ing is when those sons follow their father’s
example and begin bullying their mother, showing her
the same lack of respect she has endured from him.
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It follows, then, that adults can reduce the amount
of bullying behaviour children learn by re duc ing our own
bullying behaviour toward them and each other. This
does not mean allowing children to do as they like. It
means that we will set a better example and learn better
ways of giving them advice or more considered ways of
punishing them when we think they would gain by it.

Although an understanding of how bullying be -
haviour may begin in people is interesting, it re mains that
such behaviour is inexcusable. Knowing how your part -
ner’s behaviour may have developed does not mean you
ought to excuse him. A bully will never improve his be -
haviour by having that behaviour excused or condoned.
Always remember: adults can change behaviour learned
in childhood—if they want to. A bully can change his
behaviour if he wants to, but he will only want to if he no
longer gets from it the feeling of power he craves. Put
pressure on him to stop. Don’t be intimidated by him.

Suggestions for action

The first two suggestions have already been men tioned
above:

Don’t excuse him

Understanding why he does it and making excuses for
him will not result in his changing his behaviour. Let him
know that his behaviour is unacceptable and must stop.

Don’t be intimidated by his bullying

This is easy to say but not always easy to do. If there is a
danger that his bullying words will turn to actual
physical violence, you need to be the judge of how you
respond. However, it is important that you see his
bullying for what it is—a pathetic attempt by a weak
man to make himself feel powerful.
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Respond assertively

If you are able to respond assertively, that is, if there is
little or no fear of violence, there are two steps that are
often effective:
1. Tell him how you feel about his bullying behavi our

and that you want it to stop.
2. If it doesn’t stop, show by your confident be haviour

that your self-esteem is not weak ened by his threats.
Look him straight in the eye when he bullies you.
When you respond to him, speak with confidence.
Walk with your head held high. Practise what we call
“assert ive ignoring”, that is, construct a psychic bar -
rier around yourself which gives out a clear message:
Don’t come near me! 

Most bullies are spurred on by cowering behaviour in
their victims. If you develop an assertive manner and
practise assertive ignoring, you will deprive him of the
satisfaction of thinking he has intimidated you. When the
“fun” goes out of it or the feeling of power is no longer
there, most bullies change their behaviour. This is not to
say their behaviour gets better but, at least, it provides an
opportunity for something better to emerge.
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15 . When  y ou  a r e  t h e  v i c t im  o f
ph y s i c a l  abuse

Almost every day I see or hear something which reminds
me of how commonplace violence against women is in
our society and how easily ordinary people seem to
accept it as a “natural” part of life. Yesterday, I was
driving along in my car listening to the radio. One of my
favourite announcers was talking and, as a way of intro -
ducing some music he was about to play, he told a story
which he referred to as a “beautiful” legend. Appar ently
developed by a certain culture as a way of explaining the
existence of stars in the sky, it went something like this:

The male image in the story desperately wanted to
share his life with the female image who lived in the
water. But, whenever he went near her, she would dive
under the water and swim away from him. One day he
caught her, “captured” her (that was the word the radio
announcer used). As he captured her, she kicked the
water so hard that a great burst of stars appeared and
floated up to the sky. He took her away to live with him
beyond the stars. What a “lovely” story!

I used to think legends like that were enchanting
until I began looking at them from the point of view of
the women in the stories. In this particular legend, the
woman clearly did not want to be with him. He stalked
her. She hid from him. She did everything she could to get
away from him. In the end, he got his own way. Notice
that he didn’t attempt to woo her. He didn’t present
himself in such a way that she eventu ally fell in love with
him and went with him willingly. No. He “captured” her.
He kidnapped her. He took her against her will. This is
an extremely violent act. And, when we hear a story like
this and think of it only as a story about how stars were
created, we say: “What a lovely story.”
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Violence against women is not “a lovely story”, no
matter how it might be dressed up. Women who live in
relationships with men who are violent will tell you the
experience can be called a lot of things: heart-breaking,
frightening, confusing, demeaning, des truc t ive—but
never “lovely”.

If you are living in a relationship with a violent man,
you must wonder sometimes how you came to be in that
situation. If you grew up in a violent house hold, you
were probably not so much shocked by your partner’s
first assault on you, as very disappointed. You had hoped
that your relationship would be different but now you
see it starting down the same track as that endured by
your mother. If you did not grow up with violence, if you
are one of those women for whom domestic violence was
something you had heard about but never witnessed you,
no doubt, did experience shock the first time you were
assaulted by your partner. You found it hard to believe
that the man you loved, the man you made a com mit -
ment with, the man who said he loved you, would treat
you that way.

Once male violence occurs in a relationship, it often
follows a pattern which some researchers have called a
“cycle of violence”. The pattern, or cycle, goes like this: 
1. A man assaults his partner. 
2. The woman is devastated. She is confused. She tries

desperately to work out what went wrong. 
3. The man is, then, full of remorse. He’s so sorry. He

doesn’t know what came over him. He’ll never do it
again. 

4. The woman wants to believe it was an aber ration.
She wants to believe that his violent behaviour was
so totally out of character that he will never do it
again. 
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5. They analyse the situation together. Often the man
succeeds in convincing the woman that she was
partly or largely to blame for his violence. If only she
hadn’t said this or done that. If only she had been
more considerate. If only she hadn’t been twenty
minutes late getting dinner on the table. If only she
hadn’t got pregnant. If only she hadn’t asked him to
turn the TV down. It is quite common, at this stage,
for the guilt to be turned around. Instead of the
perpetrator of the violence taking the blame and
feeling guilty, it is the victim who accepts the blame
and takes on the guilt. She apologises to him and
promises she’ll try hard to change! 

6. Things settle down. She is careful not to provoke
him and he gets on with his life as if nothing
happened. 

7. Before long, the man’s frustration begins to grow
again. As his frustration grows, so his anger grows
and it isn’t long before he is violent again.

I want to emphasise here that it is absolutely point less for
a woman to take the blame for her partner’s violence and
to walk around on eggshells trying not to upset him,
because the frustration he feels comes from within
himself. It wouldn’t matter how perfect his partner was,
he would still experience frustration and find a way to
blame her. The cycle begins again. He is violent. He is
sorry. You find a way to blame yourself again. You for -
give him. You both promise to try harder and are deter -
mined it will never happen again. And so it goes on and
on, around and around.

A tragic fact about violence in relationships is that
both partners are affected in ways which make it easy for
the violence to continue. Every time a man is violent
towards his partner, it becomes easier for him to repeat.
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Violence becomes more familiar. Also, there is no longer
any need for him to fear the con sequences. He got away
with it all those other times, so he can be fairly certain
what the outcome will be. He feels stronger and more
self-assured. A woman who is a victim of her partner’s
violence, conversely, gets weaker with every occasion of
violence. Accept ing his violence in the past weakens her
in the sense that it makes every subsequent episode easier
to accept. The damage to her self-esteem and self-
confidence, each time, makes it more and more difficult
for her to find the courage to leave.

If you are in a relationship with a violent man, you
will already know that, soon after the first assault, your
life began to revolve around your part ner’s violence.
Everything you say, every one of your mannerisms, every
decision you make, every thing about your life is analysed
and organised by you with reference to whether or not
he will be upset and his violence reappear. Such a life can
never be relaxed or spontaneous or fulfilling. It’s a night -
mare. A half-life. And I urge you to get off the treadmill
and claim your own life again.

Suggestions for action

Leave him

Give him a second chance, if you like, but as soon as he
assaults you a second time, you must leave him. No ifs or
buts. Studies into domestic violence show very clearly
that when men begin to assault their partners, their
violence usually escalates. They be come more violent
rather than less. Don’t be fooled by your partner’s
expressions of remorse or his promises never to do it
again. They mean nothing unless he follows them up by
actually seeking help from a professional person. To take
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the step of going to a therapist—not just once, but for a
period of time—is a sign that he seriously wants to stop.
Many men say they will go and talk to a counsellor and,
on that basis, their partners agree to stay with them, only
to find that they never actually get around to making an
appointment. Some women think they will help out by
phoning and making an appointment for their violent
partner who feigns remorse and says he will do “any -
thing” to make it up to her. Anything, that is, except keep
the appointment she made for him. The truth is that
perpetrators of violence in the home rarely seek help to
curb their violence unless they are forced to do so by the
police. Why is that?

I always used to think that men who were violent in
the home probably didn’t want to be. It was probably
just that something came over them and they exploded
and found themselves behaving in a way that they really
didn’t want to. After years of experience as a therapist
and years of studying the issue of domestic violence, I am
now of the opinion that men assault their partners
because they want to. There is a slogan I’ve seen on car
bumper stickers which says: “Men who use violence,
choose violence.” I agree. It is a choice they make. If they
really were stunned by their violent behaviour, they
would go immediately in search of help and wouldn’t rest
until they found the kind of help they needed. They
wouldn’t have to be reminded or cajoled or urged or
threatened. It must be said that a man who resists or
refuses to get outside help to understand the factors
contributing to his tendency to violence, is not serious
about wanting to ensure that it doesn’t happen again. He
is violent because he wants to be violent. If this is your
situation, you must leave him.
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Give top priority to your safety and the safety of your
children

If you do decide, after the first assault, that you will stay,
be aware of the danger you and your children are in.
Don’t be naïve about it. Don’t close your eyes to the fact
that you are choosing to stay in a “war zone” in which
the enemy could attack at any time. Plan an escape route
so that if/when it happens again, you will not be caught
by surprise. Make sure your plan is one that can be put
into action without delay.

Don’t take the blame for his violence

Why do so many women take the blame for relation ship
problems which are very obviously not their fault? One
of the reasons, I believe, is that it makes a problem
appear more manageable. If the blame is focused on the
one who is actually causing the probl em and that person
refuses to take responsibility for his behaviour, then there
is no room to move. A woman is stuck in a situation
which has no chance of being resolved. But if it can be
turned around so that she can blame herself for the
problem, then she feels as if there is hope. Many women
are pleased, there fore, to accept responsibility for their
partner’s viol ence because they can then convince
themselves that there is light at the end of the tunnel. All
they have to do is change their own behaviour and the
problem will be resolved.

Don’t do it! Don’t take the blame for something you
didn’t do. It will only make the situation worse in the
long run. Remember, an immature man has the ethics of
a rebellious little boy. If he can pass the blame off on to
someone else, he will gladly do so. Then he is free to
continue his bad behaviour. The only hope for change in
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his behaviour is if he is made to shoulder the blame,
made to face up to what he has done, made to admit that
his violence is entirely his responsibility.

So, it doesn’t matter what you did prior to his assault
on you. You may have made fun of him, criticised him,
even yelled at him, and it may well be that you wish you
hadn’t acted the way you did, but be careful not to
construe that as meaning you were to blame for his
violence. Regardless of what you did, his violence is his
responsibility.
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Don’t make excuses for his violence

When a man chooses to assault his partner, there is
absolutely no excuse for it. But, whenever a woman is
assaulted by the man she loves, the first thing she does is
try to figure out why it happened. She searches desper -
ately for excuses or “reasons” so that she doesn’t have to
face the fact that the reason he assaulted her was simply
that he wanted to. Such a truth is too painful to bear. The
most common ex cuses women come up with are:

• he had a terrible childhood
• his mother treated him really badly
• he was sexually abused by his father/grand -

father/uncle/cousin . . .
• he’s had a lot of stress at work
• the noise the children make really stresses him out
• he can’t stand the baby crying all the time
• he doesn’t get as much sex as he wants.

There is absolutely no excuse for violence, and there is
especially no excuse for violence in the home. One’s
home is supposed to be one’s haven, a safe place.

For many women and children, however, it is the
most dangerous place on earth.

Don’t look for excuses for a man’s violence. The
truth is that, for as long as he is excused, he will continue
to be violent. If you have decided not to leave your
partner, then the only hope you and your children have
lies in his accepting full responsibility for his violence. If
he has problems from his past or in the present, it is his
responsibility to get some help to deal with those
pressures. He has absolutely no right to take out his
frustrations on you.

Stop making excuses for him. It’s your only hope.
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16 . When  y ou  s ee  y ou r  pa r t ne r ’s
beha v i ou r  eme rg i ng  i n  y ou r  s on

One of the saddest, most degrading scenarios I can ever
imagine is that of a mother being physically and/or
sexually abused by her child. I don’t like reminding
myself that such situations do exist. It hurts too much to
think that women have to endure such humiliation. But
abuse by one’s own teenage or adult child does happen
and, since it does exist, we must have the courage to talk
about it. Why? Because if we ever hope to eradicate this
sad and sorry phenomenon from our society, we must
first acknowledge that it happens.

Maybe you are one of those women suffering at the
hands of your son. Occasionally, teenage girls physically
abuse their mothers, but the perpetrators are overwhelm -
ingly sons following in the footsteps of their fathers or
step-fathers.

What a confusing situation for you to be in. You
carried this boy in your womb. You endured the pain of
childbirth. You loved and cared for him as well as you
could. You protected him from the violence of your
partner/s as much as possible. You sacrificed yourself in
so many ways. And now . . .

There are those who look at the violence of the
animal world and say that violence in humans must be
natural. It must be part of our genetic make-up as human
animals and all we can do, they say, is learn to live with
it. I don’t accept that argument at all, for the simple
reason that male animals are very seldom violent toward
their mate or their offspring. If human violence did
follow the pattern of animal violence, we would see male
violence almost exclus ive ly occurring against other males
and female viol ence almost exclusively in the protection
of their young. Male violence against women and
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children seems to be a human phenomenon. Far from
being “natural”, then, it seems that male violence against
women and children is learned behaviour.

A boy’s violence toward his mother isn’t a natural
thing. It isn’t something that has to happen in the sense
that it can’t be avoided. Rather, it is learned behaviour
and, as suggested in Situation 14, it is most probably
learned through the example of adult men with whom he
has lived.

When children live in a situation where their mother
is regularly abused verbally and/or physic ally, they
automatically learn that their mother is not worthy of
respect. She’s just a punching bag. She’s there to be
criticised and dumped on. Taken a step further, some
boys learn, not just that their mother is someone who can
be abused whenever they feel like it, but also that all
women are unworthy of respect. All women exist to be
intimidated and abused by men. Girls, on the other hand,
learn that women should expect to be abused, that male
abuse of women is an inevitable part of life and that,
when it happens to them, they ought to accept it and
learn how to live with it. The father’s arrogance and
violence are passed on to his sons while the woman’s
sense of hopelessness and low self-esteem are passed on
to her daughters.

While the incidence of boys physically and sexu ally
abusing their mothers is growing, it is still more common
to hear of boys physically and sexually abusing their
sisters and other girls. Influenced by their father’s
attitude which gives a clear message that women and
girls exist to be used and abused, some boys become
perpetrators of violence against women and girls at an
early age, while others simply become insufferably
arrogant and self-absorbed.
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Suggestions for action

What should you do when you see your partner’s
behaviour emerging in your son?

Take your children and leave

By the time you actually recognise that your son is imitat -
ing his father’s arrogant attitude or violent behaviour, it
is almost too late to do anything to prevent it from devel -
op ing. But you must do what you can to separate your
boy from your partner’s negative influence.

Knowing that violence in all its forms (emotional,
physical and sexual), once introduced into a relation ship,
escalates rather than diminishes, it is strongly advised
that you leave a violent man after his first attack on you.
If you feel you want to give him one more chance, then
do that, but only one more chance. As soon as the second
assault on you occurs, take the children and leave. If your
self-esteem is so low that you can’t bring yourself to do it
for your own sake, then do it for the sake of your
children.

A major concern for many women contemplating
leaving their marriage is the issue of economic surviv al. It
is known that some men, incensed by their partner’s
decision to leave, go to extraordinary lengths to avoid
pay ing maintenance or providing any assistance at all
toward the support of their children. There is no doubt
that leaving a financially secure situation for one that is
unknown is a big step for you to take. On the positive
side, many women attest to the fact that the support
networks set up in recent years in the form of women’s
refuges and women’s centres, as well as government
support through sole parents’ benefit and child support,
have enabled them to survive until such time as they were
able to support themselves. 
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Don’t let the fear of financial hardship keep you in a
relationship that is unhealthy and unsafe for you and
your children. You will survive, and you will all be much
happier. 

Look for positive male role-models for your children 
to have contact with

Mothers have to be really careful these days in terms of
the men they allow near their children, but there are
some good men out there if you take the time to find
them. Whatever you do, don’t leave your child ren, girls
or boys, in the care of a teenage or adult male unless you
know you can trust him totally. Contact with emotion -
ally mature men who know how to relate to children in
a positive way can only be good for your children.

Work on improving your own self-esteem

If you have been a victim of violence, even just once, your
self-esteem has been damaged. The longer you stayed in
that relationship, the more your self-esteem would have
plummetted. Now that you are out of the relationship,
you are free to discover yourself all over again. The more
you get to know your true self, the more you will feel at
peace with the world and the more you will be able to
present an example to your children of an adult whose
self-esteem and confidence are intact. (For a discussion
of how to go about enhancing your self-esteem, see
Situation 38.)
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17 . When  y ou  a r e  t h e  v i c t im  o f
s e xua l  abuse

Sexual abuse takes many forms, some of which will be
discussed in the following pages. In Situations 17 to 24,
we will look at rape, intimidation, rough sex, sexual ex -
per i mentation, abandonment, sexual har ass  ment, child -
hood sexual abuse and pornography.

Do you ever feel like an object for your partner’s
sexual gratification? Many relationships begin with sex
which seems fairly equal—equal desire, equal enjoy -
ment—but degenerate into a situation where one partner
feels used by the other. Sex ought to be something two
people do together, a shared experi ence, an activity in
which two people give pleasure to each other and the
enjoyment is mutual. It is important to emphasise that it
doesn’t always have to mean equal enjoyment, simply
because it is often the case that one partner gets more
pleasure from a particular sexual encounter than the
other (due to other factors such as levels of tiredness,
etc.) but there must be pleasure in it for both.

Here, I want to examine those relationships where
sex cannot be said to be a mutual, shared act iv ity, and
focus particularly on the problems of rape, intimidation,
rough sex and sexual experiment ation.

Rape has been described as “having sex with
someone when you know that person doesn’t want it”.
Accord ing to this definitiion, most men are guilty of
raping their partners at some time in their lives and most
women are guilty of passively consenting to rape.

Rape in marriage, or rape in relationships, occurs in
more serious ways as well. While it is serious for a man
to have sex with a woman when he senses she doesn’t
want it, it is even more serious to have sex when she
actually says “no”. This is rape in the legal sense. A man
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who forces himself on his partner in this way can and
should be prosecuted for rape. Some women describe
their experience of married life as that of being subjected
to the pain and humiliation of rape on a daily basis. How
is it that so many men believe sex is their right? I suppose
the church has contributed to this belief with its
emphasis on “conjugal rights”. In other words, marriage
confers on couples (and, in practice, that usually means
men) the right to have sex whether their partner wants it
or not. One wonders why the term “conjugal rights” has
never been interpreted to include the right to say no! The
same can be said of the church’s term “marital obliga -
tion”. Why is that term never inter preted to mean the
obligation to refrain from sex until both partners want
it? The answer is obvious. It is because the terms “conju -
gal rights” and “marital obligation” were invented by
men!

Some women say that, while they have never felt that
their partners had raped them, they do often feel intim -
idated into having sex. They experience a man’s erect
penis, and the way he goes about making sure his partner
knows he has an erection, as really intimidating.

Emotionally immature men aren’t renowned for
their sophisticated techniques when it comes to love-
making. Some seem to think that as soon as they get an
erection, the whole world has to stop and pay attention.
They seem to want praise for how big it is or how hard
it is or how clever they are. Some poke their partner in
the back with it thinking, I suppose, that she will be
turned on by this wonderfully erotic technique and will
roll over and fall helplessly into his arms, saying “Take
me, take me!” Other men seem to need to talk dirty in
order to excite them selves and, then, once they manage
an erection, they are so proud of it and so excited by it
that their crude talk escalates to a point where their
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partner feels dirty. She is intimidated by his talk. At that
moment, she would rather be a hundred miles away;
instead, she consents to sex because she knows that will
stop the crude talk and behaviour till the next time and,
also, it will stop the intimidation she feels.

Men who have immature attitudes toward sex don’t
usually make love. They have sex. And, more to the
point, they have self-gratifying sex (sex for themselves).
In addition to rape and intimidation, the other two
expressions of immature attitudes toward sex mentioned
above are: rough sex and sexual experimentation.

There is a school of thought which maintains that
women enjoy rough sex. Women, they say, are maso -
chistic by nature, that is, they get pleasure out of being
hurt. Pain in sex turns them on. Have you ever heard of
anything so ridiculous? Once again, I’m sure you can
guess that it was a man who came up with that theory!
Of course, I won’t deny there are women who say they
like it a bit rough, and there are also those who get off
on sado-masochistic (S-M) fantasies and games, but the
overwhelming majority of women do not want to be hurt
in sex. They want it to be an expression of love and/or an
enjoyable, shared experience between equals. If your
partner has a need to be rough, tell him to save that till
he’s masturbating! He can be as rough as he likes with
himself but, when he’s with you, you want passion and
gentleness and genuine intimacy.

Finally, there are those men who insist on experi -
menting. They want to try out different forms of sex and
you are the guinea pig used in the experiments. Of
course, there is nothing wrong with sexual experiment -
ation so long as both partners want to make some
changes and so long as the experimenting doesn’t include
things that exploit and degrade one or both of you. But,
more often than not, it is the man in the partnership who
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wants to experiment and the woman who is used, some -
times with her grudging consent, sometimes without her
consent.

Sexual experimentation is often prompted by a
man’s desire to try out some of the things he has seen in
pornographic magazines or videos and, since porno -
graphy exploits women in a major way, women who go
along with their partner’s desire to experiment are certain
to be exploited, used, degraded. Milder, but no less
degrading, forms of experimentation include that of a
man seeing how long he can go without ejaculating.
What used to be normal intercourse—a sexual activity
enjoyed by two people—is turned into a contest between
the man and his penis. The woman as person doesn’t
exist. She becomes a vagina, a hole, a vehicle used to
carry out the man’s experiment.

Other forms of experimentation include partner-
swapping, sex involving a third person, group sex, and
so on. Hailed in the 1970s as sexually liberating forms of
experimentation, most of these kinds of experiments
ended in separation and divorce. The same is true today.
There are still people who think sex with others will spice
up their sex-lives with their partners, but the reality is
that such experiments usually destroy any hope that sex
will be a mutual and satisfying expression of love
between two people.

If sex with your partner leaves you feeling you have
been raped, if you feel intimidated, if you feel you are
treated more roughly than you want, or if you feel you
are being used for his experimentation, then you must
face the fact that you are a victim of sexual abuse. Once
you allow yourself to admit that, you will be a step closer
to saying “no” to unwanted sexual advances and, also, a
step closer to insisting on the kind of sex-life that you can
enjoy.
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Suggestions for action

Refuse to be a victim of sexual abuse

Remember that an immature man will keep abusing you
for as long as he can get away with it. It’s important,
therefore, that you take time by yourself thinking
through the whole issue of sex and making some
decisions about what you want rather than settling for
the role of victim. What do you want? If your sex-life
could be just as you wanted it, what would it be like?
When I ask women that question in therapy, lots of them
say: “I’d have no sex at all.” Naturally, if sex presents
huge problems for a woman in her relationship, she will
spend time fantasising a situation where there are
absolutely no demands for sex and, indeed, no sex. Other
women respond to the question with detailed descrip -
tions of their fantasies about loving, passionate, exciting
sex. Others say they have never really thought about it.
They see sex as something to be resisted or endured.

I recommend that you spend some time working out
how you would like it to be, because the only way you
are going to be able to stop feeling like and actually being
a victim of sexual abuse, is to refuse to do any of the
degrading things your partner wants and insist on a new
way. You have to work out what you want that new way
to be before you can insist on it.

I realise there’s no guarantee that an immature, self-
serving man will listen to you but, at least, it’s worth a
try. If your partner prefers to continue sexually abusing
you, remember that he’s doing it because he likes it that
way, and you ought to consider leaving him.

Say “no” if you mean “no”

A marriage licence is not a licence to rape. It does not
give men the right to have sex whenever they want it. It
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does not give them the right to have sex with you against
your will. Also, it does not mean you are under an
obligation to satisfy his sexual needs. It has been said so
often by men that “When a woman says no, she means
maybe.” Often it is said as a joke but, sadly, there are
men who convince themselves that it’s true as a way of
justifying the fact they they forced themselves on to their
partner and had sex with her knowing that she didn’t
want it.

I am not wanting to imply that men are slow to
understand, of course, but on those occasions when you
do not want sex, it is important that you say “no” as
clearly as possible. This will not always save you from
rape but, at least, your partner will not be able to justify
his actions by blaming you for giving mixed messages. A
clearly stated “no” means “no”.

Insist that your sexual relationship be a shared
experience between equals

Again, I must say that insisting on a more equal sexual
relationship in which there is pleasure for both partners,
will not guarantee that it will be so. But, if your partner
is one of those many, many men who are secretly
insecure about sex, there is a chance that your saying
what you want and how you think it can be achieved will
give him the guidance he needs and improve his
confidence in this area. Don’t expect that he will tell you
that he is insecure, of course, or that he has taken any
notice of what you’ve said, but it may help.

Don’t agree to any sexual activity that doesn’t feel right

Some women, wanting to please their partners, find
themselves agreeing to sexual experimentation that they
would really rather not do. Don’t do it! Why? Because,
when you engage in sex that makes you feel bad, dirty,
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exploited or degraded, it isn’t long before you begin
putting up a psychological barrier to sex of any kind.
You find yourself looking for excuses so that you don’t
have to have sex at all. Whenever your partner gives the
slightest indication that he would like to make love/have
sex, your barrier goes up auto matically. You get to the
stage where you don’t even want him to hug you or kiss
you or show any affection at all because of your fear that
it might progress to sex. Agreeing to sexual activity that
doesn’t feel right to you is the first step in under mining
your enjoy ment of sex and turning yourself off.

Whatever you do, refuse to be complicit in your own
sexual abuse.
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18 . When  y ou  ha ve  s e x  t o  k eep  t h e
peace

Sex is supposed to be an expression of love. There are
endless books describing how sex brings two people
together and cements their relationship. Sex, we’re told,
provides excitement, passion, immense pleasure and a
feeling that “all’s right with the world”.

I wonder who wrote those books. Certainly not any
woman living in a relationship with a man who acts like
a boy. Sex is supposed to be an activity two people
engage in when they both want it. If one partner wants it
and the other doesn’t, then it must not occur. But, with
an immature man, every rejec tion of his approaches for
sex is met with an extreme reaction.

First, there are those who sulk. Sometimes the sulk
goes on for days, or even weeks. He doesn’t speak. Won’t
do anything around the house. Keeps to himself. All the
while he’s engaging in this silent protest, he’s hoping his
partner is getting the message that she has it in her power
to make him “happy”. Of course, as soon as they do
have sex again, he’s happy. In the early months or years
of a relation ship, it takes a woman a while to figure out
that her simple “no” to sex has been the cause of his
moods. Some women, on figuring that out, decide that
saying yes more often is a whole lot easier than putting
up with his sulking. But having sex to keep one’s partner
in a good mood makes a woman feel similar to a prosti -
tute. She knows in her heart that, just as prostitutes
exchange sex for money, she has ex changed sex for a
more pleasant atmosphere around the house.

Second, there are those men who become angry and
abusive. A simple “no” to his suggestion of sex causes an
immediate explosion of anger and a tirade of abuse. He
calls his partner anything from frigid to a slut. Accuses
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her of having it off with everyone in the neighbourhood.
She’s selfish, only thinks about herself, doesn’t care about
his needs. And so it goes on. Again, this is a situation in
which a woman learns to calculate the positives and
negatives of saying no to sex. Many decide that it is
easier to say yes than to deal with the consequences of
saying no.

A third group of men are those who respond to
rejection with actual physical violence. They may not be
violent every time, but it is enough to ensure that their
partner develops a fear of the consequences of her “no”.
It doesn’t take women in these situations long to
calculate that it is probably easier, and safer, to give in
and have sex.

What a destructive role sex plays in the lives of men
who give no thought to what it must be like for their
partners when they are forced to prostitute themselves in
order to satisfy men’s demands for sex. If you are in a
situation where your partner sulks, or becomes angry
and abusive, or perpetrates violence against you when -
ever you say no to sex, make up your mind that you will
not stay indefinitely in such a destructive situation. You
may not be able to leave yet but, at least, take time to
think about what you want for your life and make
yourself a promise that, one day, you will take steps to
create a better life for yourself.

Suggestions for action

Don’t prostitute yourself for anyone

I realise that the threat of violence may mean you have
to agree, at times, to have sex with your partner when
you don’t want to but, short of the threat of violence, it
is better for you if you don’t consent to sex merely to
keep the peace. Look for other ways to deal with the
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sulking, the anger and the abusive talk. Every time your
partner’s unacceptable behaviour is rewarded with the
sex he is demanding, it will provide the incentive for him
to continue behaving in those ways. He will keep
behaving like a spoilt child until the behaviour stops
working for him.

Seek out a Women’s Centre or a female counsellor

Women living in these kinds of situations often experi -
ence confusion, shame and a deep sense of lone li ness,
and it helps greatly if there is someone to confide in. It
isn’t always easy or desirable to talk to a friend or
relative about matters as intimate as how you feel about
having sex simply to keep the peace. So, I strongly
suggest you look for a counsellor who will be supportive
and empathic. Go to a Women’s Centre or find a female
counsellor, therapist or psychologist, preferably one who
comes highly recom mended. Why do I stress that it ought
to be a woman? Because in matters of sex, men can have
no idea what it is like for a woman, in the same way as
women have no idea what it is like for a man. A woman
will be much more likely to provide the empathy and
support you need. If the first counsellor you try doesn’t
seem to be on the same wavelength as you, then try
another. Shop around till you find someone you feel
comfortable talking to.
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19 . Be i ng  abandoned  a f t e r  s e x
Not all emotionally immature men are self-centred in
bed. As a matter of fact, some women tell me sex is the
best part of their relationship. It’s the reason they stay.
Sex is important to them and good sex is hard to find.
Among those women who enjoy sex with their partner,
however, there are some who speak of feeling abandoned
as soon as it is over. It’s that feeling of abandonment that
I want to focus on here.

A closer look at what happens when two people
make love reveals that the period immediately after
climax or orgasm is a time when both partners can feel
vulnerable. You both enter into the love-making, “give”
yourselves, risk yourselves and, when it’s over, you some -
times need to feel reassured. I don’t mean you need verbal
reassurance about your performance in bed. No, I’m
talking about a few moments of close ness when you still
feel very focused on each other. That brief time when you
share the experience of coming down from a sexual high
is a time when the bond between you is strength ened.

Lots of people, women and men, have the experi ence
of feeling abandoned after sex. Some women are in the
habit of jumping out of bed as soon as inter course is over
and going to the bathroom, leaving their partner to deal
with his feelings alone. Similar ly, some men are in the
habit of rolling over and going to sleep immediately after
intercourse, leaving their partner alone with her thoughts
and feelings. I don’t mean to imply that everyone feels
alone and abandoned when one partner leaves the scene
immediately after sex. Most couples have developed their
routines. They do what they do and neither partner
would want those routines to change. But, when one
partner does consistently feel abandoned after sex, it is
crucial that the problem be addressed.
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Sex researchers, over the years, have pointed out that
there are three important stages in love-making. The first
stage is commonly called “foreplay”. Isn’t that an inter -
est ing word? It implies that all the kissing and touching
and stroking a couple does before intercourse is not
really sex. It’s foreplay. It’s what you do before sex. Now
such a term can only have been coined by a man! Men
are much more likely to believe that intercourse is the
real thing and that what you do before or after inter -
course is a kind of adjunct to the real thing. For women,
on the other hand, sex begins the moment signals are sent
out and reciprocated. When a woman freely chooses to
have sex with her partner, all the touch ing and pet ting
before intercourse is just as enjoyable, exciting, satisfying
as the intercourse itself. Indeed, many women say it is the
best part of a sexual encounter and that they only go on
to intercourse because they know it is what their partner
finds most enjoyable, exciting, satisfying.

The second stage is intercourse and/or climax or
orgasm. And the third stage of love-making is the
“resolution” stage, that is, the period after climax when
the two people involved experience a resolving or settling
down both physically and emotionally. It is during this
time, researchers say, that both part ners can experience a
cementing and a confirmation of their love for each other
and, consequently, a strengthening of the relationship.

Suggestions for action

Analyse your own love-making behaviour

If you are one of those women who avoids stage three in
the love-making process by leaving the scene immediately
after intercourse and if, on reflection, you think it may
be possible that your partner feels abandoned, talk to
him about it. If he says everything is all right the way it
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is, then accept his word and continue doing what you’ve
always done. If he indicates he would like to spend a few
quiet minutes with you before going to sleep, then you
may want to change your routine a little.

I don’t want to ignore the fact that some women
have good reason to get up immediately after inter -
course. They do it as a way of giving their partner the
message that sex is over and it’s time to go to sleep. These
women have learned, over the years, that their partner
will never stop of his own accord. Like a little boy, he
never allows himself to experience satis fac tion. He wants
more and more, and wonders why he gets less and less. If
you are in a situation like that then, by all means,
continue the practice that works for you. Don’t allow
your partner to spoil a good experience of sex by pro -
long ing it to a point where you could be turned off sex
for life.

If you feel abandoned after sex, 
talk to your partner about it

If it is your partner who gets up and leaves, or rolls over
and goes to sleep immediately after he has ejaculated,
leaving you feeling aban doned, then it is important that
you talk to him about how you feel. Men who aren’t
interested in talking about anything, especially anything
of concern to you, will either brush you aside or take it as
a criticism and turn it into World War III. If that is how
your partner normally responds to your attempts at
talking, then you will be prepared for it.

If he prides himself on being a good lover, then he will
probably take notice of what you say (even if he won’t
give you the satisfaction of having a normal conversation
about it!) and you may notice some change. It’s crucial,
though, that you not be too “de manding” in terms of
intimate time spent together. Just as some men try to
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prolong good sex, some women try to prolong any
experience of closeness with their partner because it’s so
rare. You only need a few minutes of “resolution” after
intercourse, so be careful not to try to extend it to half an
hour or an hour. As I said before in relation to men, if
you try to get more and more, you’ll end up with less and
less.

When you attempt to speak to your partner about
feelings of abandonment after intercourse, he will
respond in one of four ways: 
1. He will listen, take your feelings seriously, and make

permanent changes to his after-intercourse habits.
2. He will, as described above, refuse to discuss it, but

make some changes anyway.
3. He will make changes but, as is often the case with

immature men, those changes will last only for a
week or so and he will then revert to his old habits.

4. He will refuse to listen and refuse to change.
Let’s hope your attempt at talking to your partner has
positive results. If it doesn’t, and if you continue to feel
abandoned after sex, you may want to change your way
of dealing with those feelings. One sugges tion is that,
instead of lying in bed feeling sad and lonely and angry in
response to his rolling over and going to sleep, you
develop the habit of getting up and sitting quietly in
another room for a brief time (reading or meditating in
some way) and then go back to bed when you’re relaxed
and ready to go to sleep.
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20 . When  y ou  a r e  a  v i c t im  o f  s e xua l
ha r a s smen t  i n  y ou r  own  home

We’ve heard a lot in recent years about sexual har ass -
ment in the workplace. It ranges from suggestive com -
ments and unwanted touching to actual rape. Occasion -
ally the victim of sexual harassment is a man, but most
often it is a woman. The perpetrator can be a woman but
it is usually a man.

Men who harass women at work create a situation
where just the thought of having to go to work can be a
source of great anxiety for the victims. Some women
report their harassment to man age ment while others
prefer to battle through on their own. When it is reported,
responsible mana gers usually approach the perpetrator
and warn him that his harass ment must stop, but there
are other managers who simply treat the whole issue as a
joke, “a bit of fun”. Of course, it is often the manager
himself who is the perpetrator. Most victims feel so
powerless and, in some cases, embarrassed, that they
don’t report the harassment to anybody. They hold on as
long as they can, some because they enjoy their work and
object to being put in a position where they have to
consider leaving, and some because other employment is
difficult to find. All victims of sexual harassment who
don’t report the harassment or take other steps to make
it stop, will eventually leave.

Sexual harassment in the workplace is still largely a
hidden problem and, consequently, the extent of it is
unknown. Exactly the same can be said of sexual
harassment in the home. It is a hidden problem. Women
who are sexually harassed by their partners are usually
embarrassed by it and prefer not to tell anyone, so there
is no way of knowing how prevalent it is. What
therapists and counsellors know is that it is far more
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prevalent than most people real ise, and women who have
to endure such behaviour find it extremely distressing.
There are countless numbers of women out there in
society living every day in dread of the next time their
partner will invade the privacy of their bodies—poking,
grabbing, pinching, groping, rubbing, tick ling—in a most
demean ing way.

Most women who are victims of their partner’s
sexual harassment, and who talk to a counsellor about
it, admit to being confused by it. When they ask their
partner to stop, he tells them this type of behaviour is
normal between married couples and that, if they don’t
like it, there must be something wrong with them. Some
of the women who talk to me about it in counselling tell
me that one of the reasons they are confused is that, on
the one hand, they quite like having sex with their
partner but, on the other hand, they hate the way he
“mauls” them whenever they walk anywhere near him.

You can’t sit down to watch TV without his hands being
all over you.

I’m walking from the stove to the table ready to serve the
meal and he puts his hand under me and grabs my genitals
from behind.

I can be stretching up putting books up on the top shelf of
the bookshelf, and he comes up behind me and grabs my
breasts. It makes me feel so awful. All I want to do is run
away and hide.

When a man abuses his wife in this way, she will, for her
own protection, devise ways of never being any where
near him. Also, she will be quickly turned off sex because
the love-making she once enjoyed will be a reminder of
all the times he has invaded the privacy of her body and
made her feel dirty.
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Marriage does not mean that your husband owns
your body and can do whatever he likes with it. 

Your body is your own. You choose to share your
body with your partner when you agree to have sex with
him but, apart from that, he has no right at all to touch
your breasts or genitals. He has no right to touch you
sexually without your consent. Most women like to be
touched and hugged affectionately but, when a man
turns a hug into a “grope”, as many men do, it makes a
woman feel violated and degraded. Sexual harass ment is
sexual abuse, and it is wrong!

Most men who do it say they are just wanting to
have a bit of fun. They are just teasing and the whole
problem is that their partner can’t take a joke. Well, it
isn’t fun for the woman who is the victim of his
“teasing”. The fact that many of these men refuse to stop
their harassment even after their partner tells them it’s
not fun for her, indicates that there is a lot more to it than
playful teasing. It is more like a deliberate act of aggres -
sion. It is the way some men choose to express their
power over their partner. If she is kept on her toes,
worrying about when the groping is going to happen
again, if she is constantly demeaned and degraded, then
she is rendered power less. If her mental and emotional
energy is taken up focusing on how to avoid his abuse,
she is weakened and he has the upper hand.

Suggestions for action

Give his teasing and unwanted touching its correct
name—sexual harassment

Sexual harassment is against the law. If you give your
partner’s behaviour its correct label, it will be easier for
you to remind yourself that he is commit ting a criminal
act. Every time he invades your priv acy and intrudes
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upon your private bodily space, he is not indulging in a
harmless bit of fun as he would have you believe. He is
actually committing a crime of sexual abuse.

Talk to him about how it makes you feel

If your partner abuses you in this way, it may be that he
doesn’t realise how it is affecting you. Giving him the
benefit of the doubt, your first step must be to talk to
him about how you feel. If he is genuinely unaware of the
effect his behaviour is having and if he genuinely doesn’t
want to do anything you find unpleasant, he will stop. If
he doesn’t stop, it will be devastating for you because
you will then know that he cares more about his own
“fun” than about how you feel.

Put up barriers to protect yourself from his abuse

If you don’t want to leave him and are willing to settle
for a relationship that is less than satisfactory in some
areas, you must erect barriers to protect yourself from his
unwanted attacks on your body. A relationship in which
one partner is compelled to build barriers against the
other is definitely less than satisfactory but, in the long
run, the building of such barriers is less damaging than
the effect of one partner being constantly abused and
degraded by the other.

Strenuously guard your right to privacy

Remember, your body is your own. No one has the right
to invade it. Insist that others, including your partner,
respect your right to privacy. Women who succeed in
protecting their bodies from intrusion and harassment
feel stronger because they are more in control of their
own lives.
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21 . When  y ou  d i s co ve r  y ou r  pa r t ne r
ha s  s e xua l l y  abused  y ou r  ch i l d

Women who have had the experience of discovering their
partner has been sexually abusing their child or children
say it is the most disturbing and distressing experience
they have ever had. Whether a mother discovers it herself
by catching her partner in the act, or the child finds the
strength and courage to tell her, or a friend the child has
confided in tells her, a mother experiences an incredible
jumble of feelings—shock, disbelief, panic, confusion,
guilt, anger.

In relation to her child, she feels an over whelm ing
concern for the child’s welfare, fear and panic about how
it will affect the child’s emotional and psychological
development into the future, and guilt that she was not
able to protect her child from such criminal abuse.

In relation to her partner, she is in shock and dis -
belief that he was capable of committing a criminal act
of such magnitude, that he was prepared to stoop so low
as to put an innocent child’s future happiness and
stability at risk to satisfy his own need for sexual power
and control. Also, she feels incredible anger toward him
and a deep sense of betrayal. She trusted him. She trusted
her children to his care. And he has betrayed that trust in
a most despicable way. How could he do this to her
lovely, innocent children? What kind of monster is he
that he would deliber ately put these children through
such trauma—trauma that will scar them to a greater or
lesser degree for the rest of their lives?

Children are so vulnerable. When they are born, they
depend for their survival on the care of adults. If they are
lucky enough to have two loving, sensible, responsible
parents, then they have every chance of faring well. Or, if
they are lucky enough to have a responsible mother who
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is a sole parent, committed to bringing up her children
without a male partner, they have every chance of faring
well. But if one or both parents are irresponsible and self-
absorbed, then they are in danger of being used to satisfy
their parents’ needs.

Studies show that perpetrators of childhood sexual
abuse are 99 per cent male. They are fathers, step fathers,
grandfathers, older brothers, uncles, “friends” of the
family.

While girls are more often the victims of sexual
abuse in the home, boys are also victims. Statistics vary,
but most studies reveal that one in four girls is a victim of
sexual abuse and one in seven boys.

If you are one of the many mothers who have
experienced this particular kind of trauma, that of
discovering your child was being sexually abused by your
partner, then you would have asked yourself: Why? Why
did your partner do such a terrible thing? The explana -
tion most commonly given, and which is wrong, is that a
perpetrator of sexual abuse has such a strong sex drive
and he simply had to satisfy his urges. Two very conveni -
ent conclusions are drawn from such an explanation.
One is that the perpet rator couldn’t help himself and we
ought to feel sorry for him. The other is that his wife is to
blame because she mustn’t be “giving” him enough sex
to satisfy him. If his sexual appetite were satisfied, he
wouldn’t have to look for it in his children. Wrong!
Wrong! Wrong!

Sexual abuse has very little to do with sexual needs
and everything to do with power needs. A man who
sexually assaults children, a man who touches, molests,
abuses children, enjoys the power he has over his small
and vulnerable victims. Indeed, the power turns him on.
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He has total control, and he loves it. He can place a
child’s hand on his penis and know that she won’t dare
take her hand away or that, if she does, he can simply put
it back there again. He can make her suck his penis. He
can ejaculate in her mouth. He can make her take off her
clothes. He can make her stand still while he touches her
wherever he wants to. He can rape her. She may be
crying. She may be protesting. But he knows she will do
as he tells her because she is the child and he is the adult.
He has total control.

I am sickened when I hear people excuse a per -
petrator by saying: “He loves his daughter so much. It
just got out of control.” I am sickened because, in the
same way as sexual abuse is not about sex, it is also not
about love. Any act which scars a child for life can never
be about love.

A woman who discovers her partner has sexually
abused her child has some difficult decisions to make:
1. Should she report his criminal behaviour to the

police?
2. Should she leave him? 
3. Should she tell his family? 
4. Should she tell her own family?
My answers to the above questions are: Yes, Yes, Yes and
Yes. Any attempt to protect a perpetrator of sex ual abuse
is tantamount to condoning his behaviour and, if his
behaviour is condoned, it is more likely than not that he
will do it again. The only hope for change exists in his
admitting his criminal behavi our, being truly sorry (not
pretend sorry), really wanting to change, and moving out
of home for a period of months (away from contact with
the victim) during which time he will undergo serious
therapy aimed at behaviour-change.
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Suggestions for action

Don’t ever excuse his behaviour

Sexual abuse of a child is inexcusable. If your partner has
betrayed you and your children in this way, whatever
you do, don’t fall into the trap of looking for excuses for
his behaviour. Of course, if you do refuse to excuse and
forgive him, there will be those who will call you “hard”
and “uncompromising”. Your partner, himself, will say
to you “I’ve said I’m sorry. What more do you want me
to do?” He will come up with all sorts of excuses, but it
is important that you don’t accept any of them.

Intellectually-able adults have the capacity to think
ahead, to weigh up the consequences of their actions
before they act. Your partner has that ability but he
chose either to ignore the need to weigh up the conse -
quences of his actions or, having looked at the possible
consequences, he made the choice to go ahead anyhow.
Like a self-centred child, the impulse to satisfy his own
wants and needs was greater than his desire to do the
right thing. Such behaviour can never be excused or
forgiven.

Don’t ever accept the blame

There will be those who will blame you. A mother is
always a convenient target when relatives, the church,
the police and others in the community are looking for
someone to blame. I wonder why people find it so hard
to blame the one who actually com mitted the crime.
They say things like: “The child’s mother must have
known it was happening.” Or “It was easier for the
mother to turn a blind eye to what was happening to her
daughter than to have to satis fy her partner’s sexual
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needs herself.” Or “If she’d had sex every time he wanted
it, he wouldn’t have had to turn to the children.”

These are stupid, ignorant comments made by
people who are too afraid to place the blame where it
belongs. In a society where men set themselves up as the
foundation on which everything is built and the security
on which everyone must depend, it is scary to admit that
so many men bash their wives and molest their children.
What would happen if we placed the blame for these
kinds of crimes where it actually belongs? What would
happen if we blamed men? Nobody knows, and most
people are afraid to find out. At the very least, we would
have to admit that the foundation on which our society is
built has huge cracks in it and our security as a com mun -
ity of people is in jeopardy. It’s much easier, therefore, to
blame the mother. She already feels guilt about not
having been aware enough to protect her child from the
abuse, so she is an easy target. Put the blame on her
and she will probably accept it. Then, as a society, we can
go on covering up the truth and wondering why our
precious children continue to be raped and abused.

If you are in this situation, you can begin turning
things around. To put pressure on your partner to
change, all you have to do, initially, is refuse to accept the
blame for his criminal behaviour. You are not guilty. He
is. If you refuse to accept the blame, he may have to.

Contact the police

This is a criminal offence and ought to be reported. I
know that’s difficult but, even if you decide in a couple of
weeks not to pursue charges against your partner,
contacting the police gives him the message that he has
committed a serious offence and that you are not willing
to treat it lightly.

WHEN YOU DISCOVER YOUR PARTNER HAS SEXUALLY ABUSED YOUR CHILD 145



Leave him

If you can see your way clear to leave him, you really
ought to. He has betrayed your child in a most funda -
mental way. And, in doing that, he has betrayed you as
well. The one thing you know is that you’ll never be able
to trust him again. You thought you knew him but now
everything has been thrown into chaos. It’s like being
married to a stranger, an evil stranger. Leave him if you
can but, if you can’t, then make a resolve to be very
vigilant in the future.

Don’t ever leave your children alone with him again

Many women in this situation feel that they ought to
forgive their partner and, as a sign of that forgive ness,
force themselves to trust him as completely as they did
before. And when such women catch them selves worry -
ing about whether their children really are safe with him,
whether he really is trustworthy, they feel guilty and
berate themselves for not having enough trust. I want to
say to you as strongly as I can: Don’t trust him! You are
right to worry. If he were trustworthy around children,
he would never have sexually abused them in the first
place. Even if he has had some visits to a counsellor and
tells you he is “cured”, don’t trust him. The sexual abuse
of children is not a sickness. It is a crime. It is not sick
behaviour which can be cured. It is criminal behavi our
which requires punishment, followed by a total trans -
form ation.

Some women experience a dilemma with regard to
leaving their partner once they discover he has been sex -
ually abusing one or more of their children. The dilemma
for women springs from the legal requirement that, when
parents are separated or divorced, both parents must
have access to the children. It is said to be “in the best
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interests of the child”. Many concerned mothers reason
that if they stay in the marriage till the children are
teenagers, they will have more chance of controlling the
kinds of contact the father has with the children. If she is
on hand, a woman reasons, there will be more chance of
her being able to manipulate situ ations so that the
children are never left in his care. What a terrible way to
have to live! But I can see how that situation would be
infinitely better for a mother than having to hand over
her vulnerable children on a regular basis to the one who
has abused them. In the case of separation or divorce,
that is exactly what the law would require. Mothers who
refuse to obey the law, of course, are in danger of having
their children taken off them and given to the perpetrator
on a full-time basis. Remember, all of this is said to be
“for the good of the child”. 

There is some movement among women’s groups in
Western countries to have the law changed so that
parents who commit crimes of sexual abuse against
children and, indeed, any crimes of violence in the home
which impact upon children, will be disqualified from
any further contact with those children. The violence
itself, the sexual abuse itself, would be enough to prove
that future contact with that parent would not be “in the
best interests of the child”. While women’s groups will
continue to push for justice in these terms, we acknow -
ledge that the law in Western countries was developed by
men, is administered mainly by men, and exists for the
benefit of middle- and upper-class men, and that change,
there fore, will be a long time coming.

Till the law in relation to families is changed to
reflect justice for women and children, women must
make their own decisions to leave or not to leave based
on what they decide will be best for themselves as well as
their children.
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22 . When  no  one  be l i e v e s  y ou
Men who sexually abuse their children are usually very
careful to cover all their tracks, making it almost
impossible to discover what they are doing. Also, many
of them give the impression that they are good fathers,
devoted to their children. Your friends and relatives
sometimes comment to you on how lucky you are to
have a partner who spends so much time with the
children. That’s what you think, too, until the truth
comes out.

As hard as it is for you to believe, it is sometimes
even harder for friends and relatives to believe. The
experi ence of some women is that when they most
needed the support of those closest to them, all they
received was condemnation. They were accused of lying.
Nobody believed them. In fact, it was their partner who
received the support and comfort because he was being
“wrongly accused” by a “vindictive woman”.

Suggestions for action

Believe in yourself and what you know

If you have evidence that your partner has sexually
abused your child, don’t waver in terms of what you
know. Believe in yourself. If you suspect your partner is
sexually abusing your child but are not sure, look for
proof so that you can be sure.

It does happen, on rare occasions, that mothers who
suspect abuse is occurring are wrong but, instead of
putting your suspicions aside and doing nothing (for fear
of being wrong), it is crucial that you pay attention to,
and act on, your suspicions. Confront your partner and,
if he denies it and you are still not convinced, begin an
investigation of your own.
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Believe your child

Sometimes the only “proof” you have is that your child
told you it happened. This is proof enough.

Talk to someone who will believe you

This is an extremely traumatic time in your life and,
when friends and relatives refuse to believe you, it can
also be a very lonely time. Go to a Women’s Centre or a
Sexual Assault Service and speak to a counsellor. They
are trained to deal specifically with these kinds of
situations and most are very skilled at what they do. If
you just want to talk about it and have someone listen to
how you feel, tell them that. The fact that you go to talk
to someone at a Sexual Assault Service doesn’t mean you
have to take it further and get the police involved. A
counsellor’s role is to listen and to keep confidenti ality. If
you decide to contact police, the counsellor’s role is to
support you and be there for you. If you prefer a more
private setting, then make an appoint ment to see a
counsellor in private practice. You do need to talk. And
you do need to know that the person you are talking to
believes you.
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23 . D i s co ve r i n g  y ou r  pa r t ne r ’s
s t a sh  o f  p o rnog raphy

Whenever the issue of the rights and wrongs of porn -
ography comes up for discussion, there are usually three
distinct opinions. One is that all pornography is harmless
and that a man who likes to “perv” at naked and semi-
naked women in magazines, on videos or on the internet,
a man who indulges his fantasies in phone sex, is not
hurting anyone. Another opinion is that some porno -
graphy is all right and some should be banned. Those
who hold this view use the label “erotica” instead of
“pornography” and make a distinction between violent
and non-violent erotica. Violent erotica, that is, porno -
graphy produced for the consumption of those men who
get turned on by violence against women and children, is
not acceptable, they say, while non-violent erotica is
acceptable. A third opinion, and the one I subscribe to
passionately, is that all pornography is harmful and
should, therefore, be banned.

Lots of women tell me they have a gut reaction
against pornography but can’t explain why they feel that
way. Maybe it will help if I give my own reasons for
believing pornography is harmful:
• Pornography, or so-called “erotic” material, exploits

and degrades the women and children actually
photo graphed. Most people seem to agree that
porno graphy involving children is un acceptable, but
the suggestion that pornography involving women is
exploitative of women is hotly contested. The “free -
dom of speech and expression” argument, which is
very popular and always used, maintains that if the
“models” pose willingly and if they get paid well for
the work, there is no exploitation and any attempt to
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ban pornography would result in depriving women
of work. It is true that many women do this work
willingly. They see it as a job and get paid for what
they do. It is not unlike prostitution in that regard.
Many prostitutes decide to work in the sex industry
because it appears to be an easy way to earn a living.
But that doesn’t alter the fact that those women and
children who work in pros ti tution and/or porno -
graphy are being exploited to satisfy the needs of
men who get pleasure out of using others in this
depersonalised and detached way.

• Pornography exploits and degrades all women and,
consequently, the whole of society is the poorer.
When the female body is objectified and deperson -
alised and reduced to those parts which turn men on,
when the female body is used by men as an object of
fantasy for the purpose of masturbation and sexual
release, all women are degraded. All women are re -
duced to the status of objects for men’s sexual grati -
fica tion. The truth is that women are much more
than their sexual parts but men who use porno -
graphy refuse to acknowledge that. As I see it, it is
the right of all women to be acknowledged and res -
ponded to as human beings with equal rights to men,
equally worthy of being treated with respect and
dignity.

• Pornography creates a society in which it is accept -
able for one half of the population to be exploited
and degraded for the pleasure of the other. With the
existence of pornography, men’s freedom to indulge
themselves becomes women’s lack of freedom to be
treated with respect and dignity.

• Pornography creates a situation, at a personal level,
where individual women find themselves being used
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as depositories in which their partners “relieve them -
selves” after having been turned on by depersonal -
ised images of female body parts. Such a situation is
damaging to women and extremely destructive of
relationships. This is not the way most women
imagined their sexual relationship with their partner
would be. They imagined it would be a warm, lov -
ing, intimate, exciting experience—a shared experi -
ence of love and sexual pleasure. Instead, a woman
whose partner indulges in pornography finds that he
has already had his excitement with a photo graph or
video of a total stranger, before ap proach ing her.
When he does approach her, it is to relieve himself or,
as someone once described to me crudely, but hon -
estly, “to empty his dirty water”. 

• Pornography encourages men to use their partners
for sexual experimentation. When this happens,
women are used as guinea pigs. Sex, which is hailed
as an expression of love and com mitment between
two people, is turned into an experiment. Men ex -
peri ment on their partners by imitating the degrad -
ing positions and acts they have seen on videos and
in magazines.

So, what do you do if you discover your partner is into
pornography, either on a regular basis or only occasion -
ally? As discussed above, most women have an immedi -
ate negative reaction to such a discovery. They don’t like
it. They may not understand why they feel that way but
the thought of the man they love and share an intimate
sexual relationship with “drooling” over images of the
naked bodies of other women (and children) makes them
feel sick. The thought of him masturbating at the sound
of a woman’s voice talking dirty on one of those phone
sex lines, makes them want to throw up.

152 BOY-POWER



When women confront their partners about their
discovery, they are commonly told to “grow up” or to
“stop being a prude” or that “all men do it” or that “it
doesn’t mean anything”. Many women are confused by
their own strong reaction against it. What if their partner
is right? they ask themselves. What if it is true that the
use of pornography is a harmless activity indulged in by
lots of men and that their reaction does indicate that they
are prudish? Maybe they should try to change their
attitude. And so, they try. They work at being open-
minded about it. But still, it doesn’t feel right to them—
probably for the reasons discussed above. Pornography
does demean women and children. It destroys relation -
ships. It creates a society made up of the users and the
used. And it encourages us all to condone and support a
culture of exploitation. I, for one, will not do that.

Suggestions for action

Don’t try to force yourself to accept it

When you discover your partner uses pornography, take
notice of how it makes you feel. If you hate it and wish
he would stop, don’t think of yourself as a “prude” or
“old-fashioned”. Rather, be proud of your self that you
wish for something better for your relationship and your
society. Be pleased that you are not persuaded by the
arguments of the pornography industry and its sup -
porters. Remember that, in refusing to condone the
exploiting, the degrading, the demeaning of women and
children in this way, you are making a contribution
toward the development of a healthier, happier, less
abusive society.

Since you don’t condone pornography, don’t pretend
that you do. Don’t try to make yourself accept your
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partner’s use of it. Be straight with him about what you
think and feel.

Talk to your partner about how you feel

Communication is always the key to resolving an issue of
disagreement in any relationship. As soon as a woman
discovers her partner’s interest in porno graphic maga -
zines or videos or phone sex, she ought to talk to him
and tell him how she feels. Remember, though, that
whenever you disagree with an immature man’s point of
view about anything, he will more than likely interpret
that as personal criticism and respond by being
defensive. Whenever he puts up his shield to defend
himself, be prepared for the fact that a fair and rational
discussion is not going to take place. Still, you can try.
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24 . When  he  r e f u s e s  t o  d i s cu s s  i t
When pornography comes between two people in a
relationship, it usually proves to be a very difficult issue
to resolve because a compromise is hardly possible.
When a man sees nothing wrong with using pornography
and his partner feels exploited and cheapened by his use
of it, it’s not as if the two of them can negotiate and agree
to meet halfway. “I’ll cut down on my use of porno -
graphy if you try to be a bit more accepting.” No. It’s one
of those issues where compromise doesn’t work because,
if a man indulges in a little bit of pornography instead of
a lot, he is still using pornography and his partner still
feels degraded and demeaned.

It is important that you confront your partner as
soon as you discover that he uses pornography and tell
him how it makes you feel. Some women have found that
when they took the time to explain their feelings, their
partner admitted that the porn ography he used from
time to time wasn’t important to him. He just did it out
of curiosity. And now that he knew how it upset his
partner, he would stop immediately. I hope it’s like that
for you but, to be honest, I must say that most women
find it much more difficult than that. Many men who are
con sumers of pornography develop a kind of addiction
to it. In these cases, the sexual pleasure experienced
through fantasy and masturbation, with the help of
pornographic material, becomes more exciting to them
than any other form of sexual activity.

If the man you are living with lacks emotional
matur ity, he will take your attempt to discuss your feel -
ings about the issue as a direct personal insult. He will
respond by being defensive, and he will defend himself
either by verbally attacking you or by withdrawing. In
either case, there will be no attempt to discuss it, no
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attempt to listen to how you feel. He will already have
made up his mind. He is right and you are wrong. He is
open-minded about these things and you are closed-
minded. He is an adult and you need to grow up.

If his defence is to attack, he will not be inter ested in
entering into an equal discussion. Rather, he will set
about telling you why you should agree with him that
pornography is harmless. He will tell you you are just
being silly. He will presume you are jealous. He will
attempt to reassure you by telling you that you are more
important to him, you are more sexy, you turn him on
more than any of the porn ographic material he uses. But,
when you sug gest he, therefore, stop using it, he will
refuse. He will insist that you have no right to tell him
what to do. “It’s a free country. I’ll do what I like.”

The more you try to explain how you feel, the more
determined he will become. The more you try to explain
that it is not a matter of simple jealousy but the much
larger issue of his attitude toward women in general, the
more abusive he will become. He won’t listen. He won’t
want to hear you express your concern about his getting
pleasure out of exploiting and dissecting and using
women in this way.

If his defence is to withdraw rather than to attack,
the result in terms of communication will be similar.
While the man who defends his behaviour by attacking
will speak and not listen, the man who defends his
behaviour by withdrawing will neither speak nor listen.
In both instances, no communi cation occurs.

Suggestions for action

When a man decides there is to be no discussion about
his use of pornography, a woman is left to deal with her
thoughts and feelings by herself. As in other similar
situations, her options are: to leave him; to close her
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mind to her own opinions and feelings and accept his use
of pornography as his right; or to withdraw emotionally
and sexually, remaining in the relationship only in a
partial kind of way.
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Can’t live with him,

can’t live without him





25 . When  y ou  su spec t  y ou r  pa r t ne r
i s  ha v i ng  an  a f f a i r

Men and women who have affairs, that is, sexual
relationships or sexual liaisons with others while still
being in a committed relationship, are indulging in harm -
ful acts of betrayal. What is it that constitutes betrayal in
these situations? Is it having sex with someone who is not
your spouse? No. Is it developing an emotional relation -
ship with someone who is not your spouse? No. Then,
what is it? It is doing those things when you promised
you would not. Any com mit ment entered into by two
people, whether by formal marriage or not, usually
implies a promise to be faithful. It is the breaking of that
promise that constitutes betrayal. And it is all the lies you
tell to make sure your deceit is covered up.

People who have affairs usually justify their unfaith -
ful ness by arguing that there is nothing wrong with hav -
ing sex with more than one partner. Every body’s doing it,
they say. But the truth is everybody is not doing it. Many
people believe that a promise is a promise, that a com -
mit ment is there to be honoured and that any act of
betrayal is, also, a betrayal of oneself.

If there is nothing wrong with having sex and/or
developing a relationship with someone outside one’s
primary relationship, one wonders why so many people
go to such lengths to hide the fact that they are having
affairs. If you are one of those women who suspects her
partner is having an affair but can’t find any real proof,
rest assured that it is not because you walk around with
your eyes closed. The truth is that most men go to a lot
of trouble to cover their tracks, to make sure their
partner never finds out. Some even enlist the support of
their mates to cover for them, to lie for them, if ever the
need arises.
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One of the hardest things for women to deal with
after they discover their partner has, indeed, been having
an affair is the humiliation of knowing they have been
taken for a fool for the entire time the affair has been
going on. So, if you suspect your partner is being un faith -
ful and would really like to save yourself this embarrass -
ment, look for tell-tale signs. Here are some of them:
• A lessening interest, or a total loss of interest, in sex.

Some women are pleased when their partner be -
comes less demanding about sex while others are
quite distressed by it and agonise over what could
have happened to cause their partner to “lose his sex
drive”.

• Changes in the time he spends away from home. He
begins staying at work later and later. Or he finds
reasons why he has to go early to football practice.
Or he suddenly insists on driving the kids to ballet
lessons or soccer practice on week ends, when it had
fallen to you to drive them everywhere for the past
ten years.

• Changes in his appearance. A man who is having an
affair often tries to look younger or sexier or more
fashionable than he used to. He begins to take more
interest in his clothes. Many start wearing jewellery
(gold chains, rings) for the first time in their lives.

• Changes in personality. Some men become much
more alive and interesting when they start having an
affair. They change from being dull and boring to
animated and witty, laughing and joking like excited
little boys. Others become depressed and withdrawn,
causing their partners to worry about what could be
wrong. Most women believe that when a person is
consistently depressed, it is a sensible move to go and
talk to a doctor or counsellor to try to get it worked
out. No amount of urging, of course, will get a man
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who is having an affair to agree to seek help for his
depression because he already knows what’s wrong
with him. It is only his wife/partner who doesn’t
know and she is deliberately kept in the dark and left
to worry.

Most women are taken by surprise when they find them -
selves entertaining thoughts about whether or not their
partner could be having an affair. At first, they dismiss
their suspicions out of hand because the idea of it seems
ludicrous. It is when the suspicions keep coming back
that one needs to begin to take one’s thoughts a little
more seriously.

If you have ever suspected your partner was having
an affair, you’ll know that to suspect can be almost as
hard as actually knowing. A nagging suspicion, without
any confirmation that the situ ation you suspect actually
exists, can cause serious anxiety.

There are two types of anxiety—normal and ab -
normal. Normal anxiety is that which most people
experience when they have to do something stressful, like
going to talk to the school principal when your child is
about to be suspended, or turning up at work on your
first day in a new job. Abnormal anxiety, on the other
hand, is anxiety about something which may not exist. It
is fear welling up inside you for which there is no
apparent cause.

In addition to anxiety and fear, you can also feel
guilt. To find yourself having thoughts about whether or
not you can trust this man you love causes you to feel
really guilty. You have no proof that he is cheating on
you. You only have your own nagging thoughts. You feel
disloyal and guilty, and you also feel paranoid. “Maybe
I’m making it all up. Maybe my imagination is getting
away from me. Maybe I’m having some kind of
breakdown.”
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When you have persistent suspicions that your
partner may be having an affair, the best thing to do is
take your suspicions seriously. It isn’t helpful when a
friend or relative you have confided in tells you you’re
imagining it and that the best thing to do is to ignore
your suspicions. That isn’t very helpful advice because
you know you have already tried ignoring them, but they
persist. You can’t ignore something that refuses to be
ignored. You have to accept your thoughts, take them
seriously and figure out a way to act on them.

Suggestions for action

Ask your partner

When you have suspicions that won’t go away, it is best
to confront the issue head-on. But, whatever you do,
don’t launch into a whole lot of accusations. When men
feel insecure about their relationships, for whatever
reason, it is quite common for them to launch into
serious and degrading accusations. “You’re a slut.”
“Who are you having it off with this week?” If a man
really wants to know, hurtful accus ations are not the way
to go. And the same is true for you. 

Simply tell your partner how you are feeling. Tell
him you’ve been having these thoughts about whether or
not he is involved with someone else. Tell him what you
have experienced about his behaviour: that he seems to
be distracted, seems to have his mind on something else
most of the time; or that he seems to look for any excuse
to be away from home. Ask him to be honest with you
because, if he is having an affair, you would rather know.

A mature man will realise you have a right to ask
and, indeed, that you ought to ask so as to settle the
questions in your mind and relieve your concerns. The
two of you would, then, discuss changes that could be
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made (in his style of communicating, perhaps) that
would prevent your fears building up again. This is the
best outcome and one which would result in strengthen -
ing your relationship in the long-term.

Most times, however, when women raise the ques -
tion about whether or not their partner is having an
affair, the discussion which follows is not easy. Also, no
matter what form the discussion takes, there is no
guarantee that, at the end of the discussion, you will have
found out what you wanted to know. But don’t be put
off. The only fair thing to do, before taking any other
action, is to ask him and give him the chance to explain.
He will respond in one of the following ways:
• Calm and logical. If your partner prides himself on

being logical, he will be calm and will present you
with a perfectly logical explanation which you will
be expected to accept. A logical explanation does not
always mean it is a truthful explanation but, if
something sounds logical, you will more than likely
accept it—until your suspicions begin to rise again.

• Hurt and indignant. If your partner is not having an
affair, he could respond to your question by being
hurt and disappointed and indignant. This is a
difficult response to deal with because your aim is
not to hurt him but, rather, to settle your own fears.
The difficulty is that, when there is no way to settle
your fears but to confront the situation head-on, you
have to do it and hope he recovers quickly from the
hurt. If your partner is having an affair, he could still
respond by being hurt and disappointed and
indignant. Men who set out to deceive can be good
actors. They can act “deeply hurt”. They can even
add a tear or two to make you feel really bad. They
can be so convincing as to have you apologising for
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ever doubting their faithfulness and apologising for
the hurt you’ve caused.

• Sullen and withdrawn. If your partner is some times
moody, your question could send him into a bad one!
As is always the case with people who with draw as a
way of avoiding communica tion, you will not know
what his sullenness means. Has he with drawn
because he’s not guilty and is hurt by your doubts
about his faithfulness, or has he withdrawn because
he is guilty and refuses to confirm or deny it?

• Angry and abusive. If your partner is someone who
gets angry and abusive, any question about his faith -
fulness could set him off, so be prepared. Whether he
is guilty or not, he will become defen sive, and attack
will be his method of defence. Most probably, he will
turn on you and accuse you of “sleeping around”.
He will attempt to shift the focus on to the question
of your fidelity so that he can gain the upper hand.
It’s important not to allow yourself to be rail-roaded
by his bullying and intimidation. As far as possible,
keep the focus on the original question which was a
question about his fidelity.

Whether his response is calm and logical, hurt and indig -
nant, sullen and withdrawn, or angry and abus ive, the
answer to your question will still probably not be clear. Is
he having an affair or not? To attempt to discuss your
fears, however, is an important first step. It may be, after
you have raised the issue with him, that you feel
reassured and your fears have settled down. If so, leave it
there and get on with enjoying your relationship.

Allow for the possibility that your suspicions 
could be wrong

Even if your fears don’t settle down and your suspicions
continue, it is advisable to keep in mind that you could
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be wrong. When your suspicions persist, you must take
them seriously and begin to look for proof, but always
allow for the possibility that you could be wrong.

Look for proof

If your fears do not settle down after confronting your
partner and getting his response, you must begin looking
for proof (see Situation 10). Even though, if he has
broken his commitment, you would rather not have to
confront it, it is better for you to know than to spend
your years anxiously wondering. Think of it like this: the
decision to begin looking for proof is a decision to take
control of your own anxieties. If you don’t find any
proof, then relax and enjoy your relationship. If you do,
then remember, you needed to know. Every woman has
the right to know if her partner has secretly changed the
rules of the agreement by which she is still living. Once
you know you are being lied to and deceived, you are
free to live by the new rules. I’m not recommending that
you, also, go out and have an affair but, at least, you are
free to begin making plans for your future which may or
may not include your present partner.

Look for tell-tale signs

When you decide to look for proof, the easiest way to
start is to open your eyes and look for any of the tell-tale
signs mentioned above. It’s surprising how easy it is to go
about our daily routine and just not see changes in our
partner’s appearance or behaviour, even when they are
staring us in the face. While the presence or absence of
any such sign doesn’t, in itself, amount to proof of
anything, it is always a good place to start.

WHEN YOU SUSPECT YOUR PARTNER IS HAVING AN AFFAIR 167



26 . When  y ou  d i s co ve r  y ou r  pa r t ne r
i s  ha v i ng  an  a f f a i r

Many women who speak to me about suspecting their
partner is having an affair tell me that they wouldn’t feel
right embarking on a search for proof. “It doesn’t seem
fair,” they say. Or “I wouldn’t like to pry.” Why? If your
suspicions are causing you to be anxious or depressed, or
if you are suffering insomnia because of your fears, you
must do something. Also, when it’s a question of whether
or not your partner has broken your agreement without
telling you, it could be that your insistence on “fairness”
is pretty one-sided.

When your suspicions are found to be true, that is,
when you actually discover your partner is involved with
someone else, you will be devastated. A whole mixture of
feelings will well up inside you all at once—shock, hurt,
humiliation, anger, a deep sense of loss. The feelings of
loss you experience are as bad as, if not worse than, they
would be if he had died or walked out on you. Some men
do decide to leave once their secret is out in the open, but
most insist that they want to stay. The relationship he has
with you is the important one in his life, he may say. The
other is just “a bit on the side”. In those circum stances,
you haven’t actually lost him because he is still with
you, but the sense of loss you experience is real and
unmistakable.

If you haven’t lost him, then what is this deep sense
of loss you feel deep down inside yourself? What is this
grieving? The fact is you have lost the man you loved.
The man living with you now is someone quite different
from the man you thought you shared a commitment
with. You are grieving for the loss of truth, loyalty,
certainty. No matter what the future holds, whether you
stay together or part company, you sense it will never be

168 CAN’T LIVE WITH HIM, CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT HIM



the same again. What you had together is lost forever.
Your dreams of growing old together in peace and seren -
ity are gone. You may still grow old together, but your
dreams have been shattered and you can only hope that
new dreams will develop in their place.

You remember how patient you were while all the
time he was living a lie and surreptitiously entang ling
you in it. You think of the number of times you gave him
the benefit of the doubt by interpreting his behaviour in
a way that was supportive of him. When he seemed to be
avoiding sex and other intimacies, you put it down to the
fact that he was tired from working too hard. Now you
know it was because he was getting all the sex he wanted
from his lover. When he was so often withdrawn and
uncommuni cative, you worried about how stressed he
must be. You kept the children from annoying him
because he needed peace and quiet, he needed space.
Now you know it was because he was thinking of her.
When he seemed sad and depressed, you urged him to go
to a doctor but he wouldn’t. You worried that he might
be sick, or that he was concerned about his work, or his
earning capacity, or growing older, or 101 other possi -
bilities. He wouldn’t talk about what was depressing him
so you were left to ponder and worry and feel anxious all
by yourself. Now you know it was simply because he
wanted to be with her or because he was worrying about
being found out.

What a waste of your precious time and energy! He
knew you were worrying about him, caring about his
well-being, doing everything you could to help him feel
better, and he let you go on doing that while he con -
tinued to lie and deceive you. Now, you look back and
think of all the things you said and did out of caring, and
wonder how many laughs he and his lover had at your
expense. This is major betrayal!
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To this point, I have discussed the situation of a
woman discovering that her husband is having an affair
with another woman. But what if the person he is having
an affair with is a man? In recent years, it has become
clear that such a situation is much more commonplace
than we ever realised. The fact is that many men with
homosexual tendencies work hard, particularly in their
younger years, at denying their sexual interest in other
men. They know what they feel but, because of society’s
ongoing discrimination against gay men, they refuse
(either consciously or unconsciously) to allow themselves
to pursue the lifestyle that feels natural and right for
them. They do what everyone else seems to be doing.
They meet a woman, fall in love, get married and have
children. Many of these men who discuss their situation
later on in life admit that their homosexual desire, their
desire for other men, has never diminished. Some choose
not to act on that desire, preferring to remain sexually
faithful to their wives. Others either seek casual sex with
men or enter into short- or long-term homosexual
relationships.

Some women, on discovering their partner’s interest
in other men, seem to be able to rationalise that some
people are naturally bisexual and, after setting a few
rules about safe sex, proceed on the understanding that
their partner will, from time to time, have sex with men.
Most women, on the other hand, cannot and will not
accept it. Whether one’s partner is having an affair (or a
series of one-night stands) with a man or a woman, it is
still experienced as betrayal. 

What should you do when you discover your partner
is having an affair, or indulging in one-night stands, or
buying the services of a prostitute? There is no set plan
of action, no one plan of action to suit all situations, but
the one thing that is recommended in all cases is that you
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confront him about it. Don’t keep your discovery to
your self. Some women seem to reason that if they
pretend it isn’t happening or if they don’t make an issue
of it, it may go away. For your own emotional and
psychological well-being, it is crucial that you face the
reality of your situation. If you have proof that your
partner is involved with someone else, talk to him about
it. To cover it up is to collude with him in his deceit. Tell
him that you know. He may object. He may deny it. He
may get angry. None of that matters as much as your
determination to live a life ruled by truth rather than lies.

Confronting your partner about it, though, will not
be easy. Lots of women say: “If I ever found out my
husband was having an affair, I’d pack his bags and send
him on his way.” It’s easy to be brave and definite about
what one would do when speaking hypothetically. But
when one is faced with a real situation, it is never as easy.
Some women have confided in me that once they had
proof that their partner was having an affair, they were
really fearful about confronting him. They didn’t want to
ignore it and pretend it wasn’t happening, but the
thought of talking about it made them very anxious.
Other women have said that they had no fear at all. They
were so angry at what they had discovered that their
anger gave them plenty of strength and courage for the
confrontation.

If you are one of those women who are fearful about
the confrontation or conversation you are about to initi -
ate, it is important to look at your fears. What is it that
makes you afraid?
• It could be that you are afraid of finally putting what

you have suspected for some time into words. That
which is unspoken seems, somehow, less real than
that which is spoken. Words have a way of making
something unavoidably real, and that’s frightening.
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• It could be that you are afraid your partner will deny
it even in the face of the proof you present. If he does
deny it, it makes any hope of an ultim ate resolution
of the problem an impossibility. In presenting it to
him for discussion, you are offer ing him the chance
to talk about the agreement which formed the basis
of your relationship originally, with a view to com -
ing to a different agreement if that’s what he wants.
But if he begins by denying what you know to be the
truth, then there seems little hope for honest
communi cation.

• It could be that you are afraid your partner will take
your confrontation as an opportunity to tell you he
is leaving you.

• It could be that you are afraid you’ll never be happy
again. You have no way of knowing what will
happen once it’s out in the open, being talked about
and cried about and agonised over. All you know is,
it feels like you are more distressed and unhappy at
this moment than you have ever been before, and
you can’t bear the thought of that unhappiness
deepening. When you try to look into the future, all
you can see is unhappi ness and despair, and your
fear almost immobil ises you.

But you must go ahead and talk to him about your
discovery. You have to be strong enough in your mind to
overcome your fears and know that confronting the
situation, right now, will be much better for you (and,
indeed, for everyone else concerned) in the long-term. 

While bringing it up for discussion is a must,
everything else you do is up to you. You may decide to
leave him. You may decide to seek counselling. You may
decide to stay with him on the understanding that he
break all contact with the other person. You may decide
to do nothing except keep yourself and the children
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surviving from day to day. Whatever action you decide
to take must be your own action. By all means, talk to
friends and relatives, talk to a counsellor, because you
will need emotional support, but make your own
decisions.

Suggestions for action

Confront your partner about your discovery

This has already been thoroughly discussed above. I
mention it here again as a reminder of how crucial it is.

Don’t blame yourself

The first impulse most women have when something bad
happens is to blame themselves (see Situation 36). Let me
stress that, when you have done some thing wrong or
hurtful to someone else, when you are blameworthy, then
you ought to blame yourself. But when your partner is
the one who has broken the commitment you shared,
when he is the one who is guilty, there is absolutely
nothing to be gained from blaming yourself. All that does
is give your partner an excuse to feel that he is not guilty
and add to the injustice that already exists.

A common argument many women subscribe to goes
like this: “It must be my fault. I must have been doing
something wrong. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have looked
for love or sex with someone else.” That kind of thinking
doesn’t make a lot of sense. A man who decides to get
involved with another woman (or man) will do it
regardless of how good a partner you have been.

Don’t blame the other woman

Of course, there is some blame attributable to the other
woman but she is not to blame in any major way, and she
is certainly not to blame exclusively. If she knew he was
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married or in a committed relation ship, she is guilty of
knowingly becoming involved with a man who already
had a commitment to his partner. But that is all. Some
women in their desper ate attempts to figure out why
their partner betrayed them so badly, settle on the idea
that he was just a poor, innocent man, ensnared by this
horrible woman who set her sights on him and, finally,
caught him unawares. His only fault was that he was too
naïve to know what was happening until it was too late.
As comforting as it might be to believe such a scenario, it
is actually nonsense.

If your partner has become sexually and/or emotion -
ally involved with another woman, it is your partner (not
the other woman) who has betrayed you. It is your
partner (not the other woman) who has broken the
commitment he had with you. It is your partner (not the
other woman) who is guilty and who must be held
accountable for his actions. Be sure to place the blame
where it belongs because that will give you the best
chance of working through the hurt, the despair, the
anger that you feel.

Don’t blame the other man

If it is a man your partner is involved with, again there is
some blame attributable to him in terms of his becoming
involved with someone who he knew was already in a
committed relationship, but that is all. It is your partner
who has betrayed you and your partner who is to be held
accountable for that betrayal.

When a man is secretly involved in homosexual
liaisons while being careful to maintain the image of a
loving husband and father, there is an added cause for
concern which must be considered by his wife once she
discovers his secret life. Not only has he deliberately
deceived her by keeping from her the extent of his sexual

174 CAN’T LIVE WITH HIM, CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT HIM



interests, but he has also worked hard at deceiving
himself. By being careful to present a “respectable” front,
he has been able to continue lying to himself about his
sexual orientation and to use his wife and children,
without their knowledge, to perpetuate his lie.

This is not to say he has lied about the love he feels
for his wife or even about his enjoyment of sex with her
but that, in keeping his secret from her, he has set up a
situation in which he could continue to lie to himself
about the importance of his desire for other men. A
woman in this kind of situation feels deceived and
betrayed, not only by her partner’s unfaithfulness but
also by the knowledge that he has been lying to himself
and, at the same time, using her to support his lie. 

If this is your situation, it is important to understand
the implications of your partner’s deceit and to lay the
blame where it belongs. If he had been honest with you
from the start, if he had talked with you about his
feelings and desires, you would have been in a position
to make a decision about whether or not you wanted to
enter into a committed relationship on the terms he was
offering. 

Don’t “forgive” your partner too soon, if at all

When you discover your partner is having an affair and
confront him with it, he will most probably want you to
say you forgive him. Don’t say it until you mean it.
Contrary to popular belief, you don’t have to forgive him
(see Situation 37). Don’t say the words simply because
you know that’s what he wants to hear or because you
believe that’s what you ought to do. Forgiveness is
something that happens in your heart and mind and only
you know when you are ready to say the words. Don’t be
bullied into it or shamed into it. You may never feel
ready to forgive him and that’s acceptable too. At some
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stage, though, you must be ready to let go of all the
negative feelings you have so that you will be free to
grow again, but that doesn’t have to mean forgiving him.

Attend to your own survival needs

Whenever a person suffers shock and experiences the
terrible feelings associated with loss, the only thing to do
in the beginning is to “hang on”. There is nothing you
have to do but survive from day to day. Don’t push
yourself to do anything else. Be aware that the discovery
of your partner’s infidelity and betrayal has caused you
pain and fear and despair. In the first few weeks, all you
have to be concerned about is getting through each day.
Focus on survival issues like food and drink and staying
healthy. Make sure you continue cooking nutritious
meals for yourself and your children. Stay away from
alcohol and non-prescription drugs. Pay attention to
your physical fitness. Focus on exercising, walking,
swim  ming, going to the gym—whatever you can do to
keep yourself fit.

It is important to remember that, whenever you feel
swamped by emotional pain and trauma at any time
throughout your life, a focus on your physical needs, a
focus on your survival in terms of health and fitness, will
get you through the worst of it. Then, when you feel able
to deal with your emotions and when you feel ready to
begin looking at your options for the future, you will.
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27 . Rea l i s i n g  y ou  ha ve  been
su r r ounded  b y  l i e s  and  dece i t
f o r  a  l o ng  t ime

One of the most devastating aspects of discovering your
partner has been having an affair is the realisation that
you have been surrounded by lies and deceit for as long
as the affair has been going on. For some women, that
means weeks or months of their lives are thrown into
question. For others, it means years. How does one come
to terms with the discovery that one’s marriage has been
a sham for ten, twenty, thirty years or more? And how is
it possible to untangle the truth from the lies?

A woman who discovers her partner has been in -
volved with another woman can become totally preoccu -
pied with trying to sort out the truth from the lies. 

I wonder where he really went that New Year’s Eve
(fifteen years ago) when he said his mate had had an
accident and needed him urgently . . .

Where was he those times I phoned him at work and
nobody could locate him?

Did he really take that adult education course which
supposedly lasted a whole year?

She thinks back on all the incidents that seemed a little
strange and all the “explanations” that didn’t quite
satisfy. She remembers wondering, on more than one
occasion, why he was being so evasive and what he was
attempting to cover up. But, each time, she let it go. She
told herself not to be paranoid and simply got on with
life.

Now that you have discovered your partner’s infidel -
ity, now that the truth is out and the nagging questions
about his evasiveness have been answered, it’s as though
one puzzle has been replaced by another. Instead of
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asking yourself “Why is he being so evasive?”, you now
ask yourself “Why did he do it?” Why did he decide to
pursue this line of behaviour when, if he had given any
thought at all to your feelings, he would have known he
was setting out on a path which had the potential to
destroy you? As it happens, you are not destroyed but, at
times, you feel very close to it.

When you think about the number of lies and the
extent of the deceit, you are overwhelmed by the
magnitude of his betrayal. You realise there must have
been many, many times when this man you loved and
trusted was totally preoccupied with thoughts of how to
betray you, what lies to tell, how to act so as to allay any
suspicions you may have had. And when you think about
the betrayal, you feel humiliated, foolish, stripped of all
dignity. That he was prepared to share intimacies with
someone else while remaining in a relationship with you,
makes you feel exposed and exploited. How much of
your private and personal life, how many of your
personal discussions and disagreements did he share with
her? That he was prepared to take you for a fool, to
deceive you over such a long period of time, to demon -
strate such a lack of respect, has the effect of robbing you
of your sense of dignity and worth. All you know is that
you feel awful. There is no peace from the nagging
questions: Why did he do it? What did this mean? What
did that mean? Does he love me at all? Has he ever loved
me? Can I ever believe anything he says? How can I ever
know, in the future, if he’s telling the truth?

Suggestions for action

Believe in yourself

On those occasions in our lives when everything we
depended on for our security seems to be crumbling,
when we don’t know who we can believe or who to trust,
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it is crucial to remember that the one person who
remains rock solid for us is ourselves. Believe in yourself.
When it seems as if everyone else is letting you down, be
true to yourself. Keep reminding your self that you are a
worthwhile person, that you have done nothing to
deserve this trauma and that, if you continue to believe
in yourself, the terrible feelings will pass. Believing in
yourself will get you through. It won’t take away the
pain but it will give you the strength to get through.

Don’t become obsessed with the need to think through
incidents from the past and expose the lies

You will do this, of course. In your quest for the truth,
you will go back over the past. You will recall those times
when your partner’s explanations left you puzzled. You
will question him, interrogate him, in your compulsion
to find the truth. There is nothing wrong with that. You
have a need to know, so you must ask. 

Some men, partly because of their need to dem on -
strate that they are doing “penance” and partly because
they genuinely want to help their partner deal with her
pain, invite their partner to ask questions whenever she
wants to. And women do. For days and weeks and
months and years, they ask questions. They go back over
the same questions again and again because, the truth is,
no explanation ever satisfies the deep despair they feel in
their hearts. 

What we know about men who genuinely and
caringly invite their partners to ask questions whenever
they want to, however, is that most of them seem to tire
of it fairly quickly. Even after only a few weeks, some
men are saying: “Not again! Aren’t you over that yet? I
said I was sorry. How much longer are you going to
punish me?” They have no idea of the depth of their
partner’s pain and the extent of her need to know.
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It is important that you keep asking questions for as
long as you need to. All I am suggesting here is that you
try to be aware of when your focus on his betrayal is
becoming obsessive. It is not good for you to allow your
obsessiveness to take control. If, after several months,
you find yourself still unable to think about anything else
and, if you find yourself com pelled to discuss the
betrayal every time you have a moment alone with your
partner, it would be advis able to begin labelling your
behaviour as obsessive. In that way, you will signal to
yourself that your compulsion to talk about it has
become problematic.

When allowed free rein, obsessive thoughts and be -
havi our take away one’s control over one’s life. You find
you are talking about the issue not because you want to
but because you can’t help it. In other words, you have
lost control.

Acknowledge it as an obsession and make the deci -
sion to begin taking back control of your own thoughts
and behaviour. Whenever you find yourself on the verge
of talking to your partner about the affair, don’t! There
will still be times when you will talk to him about it but
begin rationing those times. Tell yourself you will only
allow yourself to talk about it once a week for a while.
Be firm with yourself. You already know that talking
about it in the past hasn’t resolved anything for you,
hasn’t taken away the pain and emptiness. So, tell your -
self it’s time to wean yourself off it. It would probably be
helpful to have a series of weekly sessions with a counsel -
lor. In that way, you could fulfil your need to talk about
it while, at the same time, enlisting the counsellor’s help
to move beyond it. The crucial thing is that you find
ways to stop being obsessive about it. By all means, do it
at your own pace, but do it. You’ll feel so much better
when you’re back in control of your own life.
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28 . When  y ou  l i e  awake  a t  n i gh t
go i ng  o v e r  and  o v e r
con ve r sa t i on s  i n  y ou r  m i nd

This is part of the obsessiveness. You just can’t stop
thinking about it. When you lie awake at night going
over and over things in your mind, you wish you could
stop, but you can’t. Let me say clearly and definitely: you
can, and you must.

I think it would be helpful at this point if we took the
time to focus on the emotional and psychological state of
women once they discover their partner is having an
affair. It is always important to be able to measure one’s
own reaction alongside what is said to be the “normal”
reaction. As I said earlier, the im med i ate response most
women have includes shock, disbelief, fear, grief, humili -
ation, anger and despair. Then, after a few weeks, the
lingering, deeply dis tres sing symptoms women describe
are those of depression and anxiety.

Depression
The type of depression a woman experiences in these
circumstances is sometimes called “reac tive depres sion”
or “dysthymia”. It is not a major, deep-seated, long-term
depression but one which has come on her as a reaction
to her husband’s betrayal. In other words, it is directly
related to her recent circum stances and, if those circum -
stances could be re solved, her depression would lift.

What a woman feels at this time is a deep sense of
loss, abandonment, emptiness, power less ness and grief
which can be expressed in any number of ways: with -
drawal, crying, sobbing, loss of appetite or over eating,
morbid thoughts, thoughts of suicide, disturbed sleep or
insomnia, difficulty thinking and concentrating, feelings
of worthlessness and guilt. All of these are symp tom atic
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of depression and, while you will prob ably not experi -
ence all of the symptoms, you will experience some of
them.

If you are depressed, it is important to realise you
need to find a way to release all the feelings you have
pressed down (de-pressed) inside you. What hap pened
was your partner’s betrayal rendered you helpless and
you felt totally unable to make yourself feel better. You
were experi enc ing a smorgasbord of emotions from
which you could find no relief. After a short time, most
of the friends and relatives you confided in began giving
you subtle messages that they didn’t want you talking
about it “all the time”. Or, even if there were people you
could still talk to, it was never very satisfying for you
because nobody could empathise with the depth of your
agony and despair. So, you did the only thing open to
you. You kept your emotions to yourself. You pushed
them down deep inside you and hoped that time would
heal. But now you’re depressed. What you didn’t realise
was that the very act of de-pressing emotions causes
depression. It fol lows, then, that the way to ease the
depression is to get rid of the pent-up emotions by
expressing them. 

One way to release emotions is to do it by yourself—
to cry, yell, scream, whatever you need to do—in private.
But I must tell you that it is much more effective in terms
of getting rid of depression if you do it with someone
else. Find someone who will listen while you talk about
how this terrible experience has affected you, some one
who will be there while you cry and express all the
emotions you’ve held inside. You’ll need to have several
talks, several sessions which could be quite emotionally
draining for both of you. One talk and one cry is usually
not enough. To avoid any guilt feelings about taking up
too much of a friend’s time, I strongly recom mend that
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you find a counsellor or therapist (preferably a woman)
and have as many sessions as you feel you need.
Expressing how you feel in words and emotions will go a
long way towards lifting your depression.

Anxiety
As described in Situation 25, there are two types of
anxiety and both are related to the future. Normal
anxiety is anxiety about something real which is about to
happen, while abnormal anxi ety doesn’t seem to be
related to anything. You ask yourself why you are feeling
anxious or what it is that you are afraid of, and you have
to admit that you don’t know. These kinds of anxiety
attacks or panic attacks, as they are sometimes called, are
very puzz ling but they are, nonethe less, real. Many
women who discover their part ner has been unfaithful
experience anxiety and panic attacks for a time. While no
one is certain about the cause of abnormal anxiety, we do
know that it is often connected with a loss and/or feelings
of powerlessness. Such experi ences remind us with a jolt
that nothing is certain in life, a realisation which throws
us into deep anxiety.

You have experienced the loss of your relation ship as
you knew it and would do anything to get it back. You
would do anything to make the nightmare of the last few
weeks and months go away but you know you are
powerless to change what has hap pened. In desperation,
you try to find an explanation that will make you feel
better. So you lie awake at night going over and over
conversations and events. You do this for two reasons: to
try to find a satisfactory explana tion for what happened,
and to try to work out what action to take.

Trying to find a satisfactory explanation
When our minds are obsessed with the question why, it is
often because we find it too hard to accept the
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explanation that is staring us in the face. If a woman
were to accept the true and simple explanation that her
partner had an affair because he wanted to, she would
find it too painful to bear. So she continues to ask why.
She searches desperately for an explanation that will
satisfy her. But there is none.

Asking why is usually fairly unproductive. It’s like
trying to have a conversation with a child who is in that
inquisitive stage where, regardless of what you say or
what explanation you give, the next question from the
child’s lips is always: Why?

When you say to yourself: “Yes, I realise he did it
because he wanted to”, your next question will inevit -
ably be: “But why? Why did he want to?” You answer
that question by thinking: “It was probably because he
wasn’t getting enough attention from me.” Again, you
will ask: “But why didn’t he talk to me about needing
more attention?” And so it will go on and on. It is much
better to stop looking for an explanation, if you can.
“Why?” will only lead you into more and more obsessive
thinking. He did it, and that’s that. There is no explan -
ation that would make you feel better anyway.

Trying to work out what to do
You know you can’t go on torturing yourself with
thoughts of this and that. Why did he do it? What did
they do together? Did he enjoy having sex with her? Was
I so boring that he had to find someone else? Did I drive
him away? Maybe if I had just . . . You know you have to
stop that kind of thinking but there is another line of
question ing you are equally obsessive about. It is this:
What should I do? Should I leave him? Should I stay?
How can I forgive him? How can I trust him? What
would life be like without him? What would I do on my
own? What about the children? How would all the
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relatives take it? If I stayed, what would life be like with
him?

Each one of these questions brings with it hours of
stressful to-ing and fro-ing in your mind and nothing
ever gets resolved. Once you’ve gone through every
question and imagined every poss ible scenario, what you
find yourself doing is going right back and asking the
same questions again and again.

When you lie awake at night focusing obses sively on
Why did this happen? and What should I do?, what you
are doing is trying to find relief from the pain and distress
you feel. It is crucial that you look for relief in other
ways. Of course, a certain amount of analysing and ques -
tion ing has to happen but, once your thinking becomes
obsessive, it is time to stop the thoughts and turn your
attention to other ways of finding relief, as suggested
below.

Suggestions for action

I want to acknowledge the fact that stopping the
thoughts and turning one’s attention to other things is in
no way easy. Obsessive thoughts are extremely difficult
to turn off. But, turn them off, you must.

Recognise your thoughts as obsessive

You will want to believe that the thinking you do after
you get into bed is constructive thinking. It isn’t! You will
want to believe that going over and over things in your
mind will one day result in a better understanding of
your partner’s betrayal. It won’t! Once you can admit
those truths to yourself and recognise that your need to
understand has turned into an obsession, you will be on
the path to releasing yourself from your self-imposed
torture. It will help if you remind yourself that all the
thinking in the world, all your attempts to explain it, will
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never result in an explanation which satisfies you.
Admitting to yourself that it is a pointless exercise will
make it easier for you to stop.

Get up out of bed

Whenever you find yourself lying awake going over and
over things in your mind, get up out of bed. Don’t lie
there. You’ll just get yourself more and more worked up,
more and more anxious. Get up and do something. (The
same is true when your obsessive thoughts occur during
the day. Move. Do something else.) Read, maybe. Watch
TV. Do a crossword or a jigsaw puzzle. If you are
connected to the internet, get on the internet. Don’t enter
words like “marriage” or “betrayal” or “infidelity”. The
aim is to get your mind on a different track! Enter words
like “travel” or “tennis” or “chimpanzees”. Whatever
you focus your search on, make sure it has no connection
with the thing you’re obsessing about and that it is
something you are interested in. Then, when you go back
to bed an hour or so later, you will go with other, more
pleasant things, on your mind. 

When you do go back into bed, the tendency will be
for your mind to seize once again on your obsessive
thoughts. That’s the nature of an obsession. Every time
that happens, it is up to you to exercise the strength of
your mind to force the unpleasant thoughts out by
deliberately replacing them with new thoughts. You may
have to do that night after night and, sometimes, several
times in the one night. Yes, you will be tired but you will
not be as tired, and certainly not as distressed, as you
would be if you continued to allow your obsessive
thoughts to rule. Every time you get up and put your
mind on other things, you are signalling to your mind
that you will not be dominated by your obsessiveness.
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Such determination will result, eventually, in your taking
back control of your thoughts.

Learn the art of filling your mind with other thoughts

A very important lesson I learned several years ago was
that my thoughts and behaviour did not always have to
be spontaneous. For some strange reason, I used to think
it was phony to plan to behave in a certain way (for
example: “Next time my partner criticises me, I will say
. . .”). I used to think it was wrong to direct my mind to
push certain thoughts away and focus on others. But
then I realised that I don’t have to be at the mercy of my
spontaneous thoughts and behaviours. I am the one who
is in charge of my life and that means I ought to be able
to decide what to think and how to behave.

I am not suggesting, of course, that we avoid all
spontaneity because it’s the ability to be, and to enjoy
being, our spontaneous selves that makes us emo tion ally
and psychologically healthy. What I am saying is that
when our spontaneous thoughts and behaviour become a
problem, it is then that we need to have the ability to
make ourselves think and behave in new ways.
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29 . When  y ou  a r e  o v e r come  w i t h
anx i e t y / pan i c

An anxiety attack or panic attack can come upon a
person at any time, day or night. Whenever it occurs, it is
usually when one least expects it and it is always a most
distressing experience. If you, as a result of discovering
your partner’s infidelity, are experiencing anxiety attacks,
it is important that you recognise each attack for what it
is. Instead of adding to your panic by saying: “Oh, my
God. What’s happening to me? What’s wrong with me?”,
you must learn to say to yourself: “I know what’s
happening. It’s all right. I’m having an anxiety attack.
And I know it will pass.” That way, you won’t add more
panic to the panic you are already feeling. The following
discussion of symptoms will make your anxiety easier to
recognise and, therefore, easier to deal with.

Symptoms of anxiety can be both emotional and
physical. Among the most common emotional symp toms
are: unexplained fear, panic, depression, dread, a feeling
of impending doom and hypo chondria. The most com -
mon physical symptoms are: pains in the chest, hyper -
ventilation, churning stomach and dry mouth. Dr Claire
Weekes in her book Self Help for your Nerves* lists these
and many more symptoms. You might want to look for
that book in a bookshop or library. Other people writing
about the condition include symptoms such as light head -
ed ness, a buz zing in the ears, blurred vision, trembling
hands, twitching muscles, headaches.

Of course, in your struggle with anxiety, you will not
experience every one of these symptoms but you will
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experience some of them. The important thing is that you
recognise your own symptoms and, when they come
upon you, identify them immediately as anxiety. It is
important to add a word of caution. Some of the
symptoms, such as pains in the chest, can be very
worrying because of the fear that you could, indeed, be
having a heart attack. The best course of action, in such
cases, is to take that possibility seriously and consult
your doctor immedi ately. If your doctor finds that your
heart is sound and you have nothing to worry about
physically, then you must identify the pains as symptoms
of anxiety.

This is the first response you need to make on those
occasions when you are overcome with anxiety: recog -
nise what is happening to you and name your symptoms
as symptoms of anxiety. This usually has the effect of
reducing the anxiety and allowing you to take the
appropriate steps to get on top of it. That brings us to the
other response you need to make: learn the steps required
to get rid of your anxiety so that you can put those steps
into practice whenever you need to. The following
suggestions for action are, in fact, steps in a treatment
plan that works.

Suggestions for action

There are three main schools of thought about how to
treat anxiety-sufferers. One is the medical model which
posits anxiety as one of the symptoms of major depres -
sion and treats it with anti-depressant drugs. The second
is the relaxation model which sees anxiety as closely re -
lated to stress and recommends relaxation, deep breath -
ing and physical fitness as treatment strategies. The third
and, I believe, the most effective is the Morita model,
named after Japanese psychiatrist, Dr Shoma Morita,
who devel oped his treatment plan in response to his own
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struggle with anxiety. My book, Overcoming Anxiety,*
takes the Morita model and adapts it to Western culture.

The following are the six steps required by Morita
therapy to ensure that you conquer your anxiety. Notice
I didn’t say: these are the six steps suggested by Morita
therapy. I said required. Morita treatment is authorit -
arian in the sense that you cannot enter into the treat -
ment plan half-heartedly. If you do, it won’t work.
Morita therapy is a cognitive-behavioural therapy. In
order to change your behavi our (that is, your anxiety),
you must believe in the strength of your mind to domin -
ate your emotions. If you believe the treatment will work
and throw yourself into it wholeheartedly, you will find
relief from your anxiety.

Step one: Accept your anxiety

Although this first step seems really simple, people who
suffer with anxiety tell me it is the hardest of all. How
can you accept something that you hate? How can you
welcome into your life something that you definitely
don’t want in your life? And they are right. The natural
thing seems to be to fight against anything unpleasant. It
seems sensible to push unpleasant feelings away. But
Morita therapy says it is the very act of fighting against
anxiety that keeps it alive. The more you focus on it,
worry about it, hate it, try to work out how it started and
how to get rid of it, the worse it will get. If you want its
power over you to be broken, just accept it. For better or
worse, accept it into your life. Say something like: “All
right, then, I am an anxiety-sufferer. I’ll accept that. I’m
stuck with it till it decides to leave me, so I may as well
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make the best of it.” As soon as you genuinely accept
anxiety, it begins to lose its power over you.

Step two: Learn about your anxiety

If the aim, as Morita therapy says, is for your mind to
gain power over your anxiety, then you must learn as
much as you can about it. Become as familiar with the
condition as you can. Fill your mind with know ledge
about it, because knowledge brings power and confi -
dence. Knowledge about anxiety reduces its power to
intimidate you. It reduces the fear.

Most doctors, counsellors and therapists seem only
to know about the medical model or the relax ation
model but, if you can find a professional person who is
familiar with the Morita model, talk to them about it as
a way of increasing your own understand ing. Read as
much as you can find about it. I particu larly recommend
my own book (mentioned above), which should be
available in most libraries, or the book by Claire Weekes
(also mentioned above). Both are helpful and practical
resources.

Step three: Reinterpret your anxiety

Morita therapy encourages a positive reinterpret ation of
anxiety. Anxiety is only one side of the coin, they say.
Instead of seeing yourself as someone who fears death,
fears illness, fears old age, fears social and personal
failure, look at the other side of the coin. If you fear
death (for yourself or someone you love), it must mean
that you have a desire for life. If you fear social and
personal failure, it must be an indication that you desire
to live your life in a meaningful and successful way.
Reinterpreting your anxiety helps you change your
attitude toward it which, in turn, helps you accept it.
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Step four: Stop being preoccupied with your anxiety

To stop being preoccupied with your anxiety simply
means: stop thinking about it. The first thing anyone
does when they begin to experience abnormal anxiety or
when they recognise some of the symptoms of anxiety
beginning to appear, is focus their attention on it.
“What’s wrong with me? Why is this happening now?”
Before they know it, their preoccupation with it has
made it worse.

As I said earlier, as soon as you recognise a symp tom,
acknowledge it as anxiety. Instead of: “Why is this
happening?”, say to yourself: “It’s all right. I know what
this is. It’s my anxiety.” “Why” questions are problem -
atic. Accept the fact that why it has come upon you
doesn’t matter. It has come upon you and your task is
simply to acknowledge it and, then, to put it aside. Don’t
focus attention on it. Don’t be preoccupied with it. Act
as if it just isn’t important enough to warrant your
attention.

Did you notice those words “act as if”? I used those
words intentionally because it will be an “act” at first.
Ignoring your anxiety won’t come naturally to you and it
certainly won’t be easy. You will have to force yourself to
do it at first but once you experience the benefits of not
allowing yourself to dwell on your anxiety, you will do it
automatically.

Step five: Focus on actions (behaviour) 
rather than feelings

Most of us women find it difficult to act without
attention to our feelings. In Western societies, girls and
women are encouraged to focus attention on our own
and other people’s emotions all the time. We are much
better than men at expressing our own emotions and
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taking notice of how other people feel. Morita therapy
insists that anxiety-sufferers learn how to turn off to
their emotions and focus on actions and goals. They give
an example of a person wanting to climb a ladder in
order to do some work which needs to be done. The
person is full of anxiety about climbing the ladder.
According to Morita therapy, that person has two
choices: either to stay on the ground and continue
focusing on her anxiety or to climb the ladder giving full
attention to the work waiting at the top. Focusing full
attention on the task to be done, the person climbs the
ladder and, somewhere toward the top of the ladder,
realises her anxiety has disappeared.

Step six: Get on with your life

When you no longer feel compelled to focus obses sively
on your anxiety and when you commit yourself to
putting the above steps into practice every time any
anxiety symptom appears, you will be free to get on with
your life.
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30 . When  y ou  l i v e  e v e r y  da y  w i t h  a
gnaw ing  f e e l i n g  d eep  i n  t h e  p i t
o f  y ou r  s t omach

This is another symptom of anxiety and/or depres sion
and, while there is very little more to say about it than
that which I have already said, I want to focus on it
briefly here. My reason for giving it special mention is
that it is such a common feeling among people who have
experienced loss.

If you experience this kind of sensation in your
stomach, variously referred to as a gnawing feeling, a
knot, a churning, an emptiness, you will know how very
distressing it can be. It is, of course, a physical expression
of the emotional trauma you are going through. The loss
you experienced when you dis covered your partner was
having an affair, or when your partner announced he was
leaving you, has pro voked in you a deep sense of
emptiness and power lessness. When a woman describes
to me the awful sensations she feels in her stomach, it
always sounds like a description of emptiness or hollow -
ness or hunger. Indeed, some women complain of putting
on weight because they use food to try to fill their empti -
ness and satisfy their hunger. Others say that even though
they feel really hungry, the thought of having to eat
makes them feel sick. Eating too much or too little will
not help.

Be aware that that emptiness in your stomach is a
physical manifestation of how you are feeling and that,
as soon as you begin to feel better, it will go away. The
quickest way to begin to feel better is to give in to your
feelings of grief and loss. Accept them. It’s similar to the
first step in dealing with anxiety (see Situation 29).
Accept your loss. The more you fight against it and
refuse to accept it, the worse you will feel. Many people
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find the prayer adopted by Alcoholics Anonymous very
helpful in their struggle to accept a loss. The first line of
the prayer goes like this: “God grant me the serenity to
accept the things I cannot change . . .”. When something
happens in your life over which you have no control, the
only avenue open to you is to accept it. Give in to it
humbly and with serenity. This marks the first step on
the road to feeling better.

It will take a while for you to get back to feeling like
your old self, physically and emotionally, but be patient.
Take your time. Don’t try to rush it. The following list of
suggestions, which do not need further elaboration, will
result in the gradual easing of your feelings of emptiness
and powerlessness and the restoring of a sense of peace
and well-being.
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Suggestions for action

Accept your loss

Grieve for your loss

Keep yourself inwardly as calm as you can

Eat healthy foods

Focus on keeping physically fit

Renew old friendships with women

Calmly look for opportunities to develop 
new friendships

Enjoy your new-found sense of well-being 
when it comes
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31 . Know ing  y ou  can  ne i t h e r  l i v e
w i t h  h im  no r  l i v e  w i t hou t  h im

Should I? Shouldn’t I? Will I? Won’t I? Indecision is a
very distressing thing. Women tell me that following the
discovery of their partner’s infidelity they spent a lot of
time and emotional energy trying to figure out what to
do. They felt so hurt, so incensed by his betrayal, that
they could not bear the thought of staying with him. So
they decided! It was over! And they felt good about their
decision.

But, then, within a matter of hours, they had
changed their minds. They thought about how many
years they had invested in the relationship, how comfort -
able and enjoyable it could be at times and how much
love they still felt for their partner. No. They couldn’t
leave him. So they decided to stay and felt fairly certain
they could live with that decision and find happiness
again. Then, within hours, they were back to leaving
again. Back and forth. Back and forth.

Indecision can make you feel like you’re going crazy.
If only it was clear cut. If only your partner was a
complete bastard all the time, the decision would be
much easier. But most men are bastards only some of the
time! The rest of the time they’re okay and, some of the
time, they are even great to be with.

In order to help you in your decision-making, I want
to spend some time here looking into some of the major
considerations, and doing that in a fairly rational way.
Now, there is a long-running debate in our society about
whether it is better to be emotional or rational. Some
people maintain that all decisions must be made ration -
ally, that emotions shouldn’t come into decision-making.
I disagree. I believe every decision must take account of
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both emotion and fact. Of course, it is easier to make
decisions if you ignore your emotions and focus only on
the facts, but how can you ignore emotions when your
emotions are very much involved? That’s why it is easy
for some one on the outside (a friend or relative) to say:
“Of course, you should leave him. There’s no question
about it.” It’s easy for someone on the outside to make a
cool, rational judgement about what you should do be -
cause they have no emotional investment in your partner
or in the relationship. You, on the other hand, have a
huge emotional investment.

Acknowledging that both thought and emotion will
influence your ultimate decision I, nevertheless, ask you
to begin by exploring the following questions rationally.

When does the decision about whether to leave or stay
with one’s partner usually arise?
There are three main scenarios for a woman:
1. She has fallen in love with someone else.
2. She discovers her partner has been having an affair.

If he leaves her for the other woman, there is no
decision for her to make but, if he chooses to finish
the affair and stay with his partner, she then has to
decide if she wants to continue the relationship.

3. She is worn down by her partner’s immature
attitudes and behaviour day by day. There are any
number of day-to-day situations which cause women
to consider whether or not to leave—his refusal to
communicate; his lying; his ridiculing; his violence
toward her; his emotional, physical or sexual abuse
of the children; his excessive drinking or drug-
taking; his excessive gambling; his spending of their
joint money without consult ation; his illegal activ -
ities; and so on.
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What effect does a woman’s indecision have on her?
Of the three scenarios mentioned above, I want to focus
only on the second and third because the power
dynamics in the first scenario are quite different from
those in the other two. In the first, the woman is
operating from a position of power, that is, it is her own
behaviour which has brought her to the point of having
to make a decision. My interest, in the context of this
book, is to focus on decision-making from a position
of powerlessness, that is, when a woman is thrown into
the need to make a decision because of her partner’s
behaviour.

When a woman puts pressure on herself to make a
decision about continuing or ending her relation ship, the
effect on her differs with differing circum stances. If she
has discovered her partner has been having an affair,
there is a suddenness about the discovery which tends to
throw her into turmoil. She agonises over what to do but
there is an urgency about it. The depres sion and anxiety
which have come upon her make her desperate to do
something quickly to restore her sense of worth and
stability. Should she leave? Should she stay? She thinks
about it obsessively day and night. But she can’t decide.

If, on the other hand, it is a situation where she has
simply had enough of her partner’s destruc tive attitudes
and behaviour, she is more likely to spend time making
plans. Her disen chant ment with the relationship has
grown steadily over a long period of time so there isn’t
the same sense of urgency as there is with the sudden
discovery of infidelity. Many women who become aware
over time of their grow ing unhap piness tend to make
plans and bide their time. They know their choices are
either to leave him or to find a way to ignore his
childishness and pursue their own lives while remaining
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in the relationship. This latter option entails sidelining
one’s partner emo tion ally, making a decision to divest his
objec tion able behaviour of any power to evoke emotion.
It means, of course, that the relationship is virtually over
even though her decision is to continue living in the same
house.

When a woman is caught up in indecision, it usually
has the effect of immobilising her. She feels as if her life is
stuck and, although she sees herself continuing to do the
daily chores, she is aware that she is not really “living”.
It is for that reason that fantasies about what you will do
“one day” can be helpful. At least, when you are mak ing
plans in your head, you save yourself from feeling totally
power less and immobilised. The negative side of having
such fantasies and making such plans is that it can simply
be an aid to indecision, a way of delaying decision-
making indefinitely or escaping from it alto gether. While
you keep making plans, there doesn’t seem to be a need
to decide or act. The hard part is changing fantasy into
reality.

How do men respond to confrontation about their
behaviour?
A woman’s decision about what to do is usually affected
by her partner’s attitude once he has been confronted.
Some men make it clear that they just don’t care, while
others want you to see how sorry they are. If your
partner’s attitude is that he doesn’t care, if he laughs off
what you say, if he gets angry and tells you that what he
does is none of your business, if he tells you you can
leave if you don’t like the way he is, your decision is
made easier. You really must leave. This doesn’t mean
you will leave, though, because you may have other
reasons for staying and putting up with his arrogant and
destructive behaviour toward you. But, at least, your
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decision about what you ought to do is clear. While
staying in a destructive situation is not the best outcome,
it is better for you, psychologically, to say: “I know I
ought to leave, but I won’t”, than to be stuck in
indecision: “Will I? Won’t I?”

A response which is easier to bear, though not
always easier to deal with, is the response which begins
with: “I’m sorry.” Those men who express remorse in
response to a woman’s confrontation, either about their
infidelity or their unacceptable behaviour, come in three
varieties. First, there are those who say they are sorry and
whose subsequent behaviour seems to demonstrate real
remorse. They seem genuinely to care about the pain
and distress they have caused their partner. They
acknowledge the need to change their self-centred, self-
absorbed, self-seeking attitudes and behaviour to become
more other-focused, more concerned about the well-
being of their partner and children. In order to give
themselves the greatest chance of effecting such a change,
they may seek the help of a counsellor or therapist and
persevere till they see results.

A woman who sees her partner genuinely strug gling
to change, putting time and effort into develop ing a new
maturity, is likely to find the decision to stay in the
relationship reasonably easy to make.

Second, there are those men who say they are sorry
and who make all kinds of promises, but whose remorse
seems to end after about a week. At the time of the
confrontation, they did seem to care about how their
partner was feeling but expected that everything would
return to normal once they had said they were sorry.
When it doesn’t, they become impatient and, sometimes,
angry. In these situations, a woman’s decision is much
more difficult to make. Knowing that his behaviour will
probably revert to the way it was, she asks herself if she
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really wants to continue in a relationship which plays out
the same cycle over and over: arrogant behaviour and/or
in fidel ity—confrontation—remorse—best behaviour;
then back to: arrogant behaviour and/or infidel ity—
confrontation—remorse—best behaviour . . . and so on.

Finally, there are those men who say they are sorry
and do everything they can to demonstrate real remorse
but who say they “can’t” promise that their behaviour
will change because it is out of their control. These men
want to believe, and they want you to believe, that they
only behave the way they do because they can’t help it. It
is a “problem” they have, and all they can promise is that
they will work on it. Very convenient, in deed! Mean -
while, they can slip up as often as they like because they
have convinced them selves that they are not responsible.
Some mysterious force is making them do it! What they
are actually doing is setting up a situation where you are
not able to be too angry with them because they have a
“problem”. If you do express the anger you feel, you are
seen to be heartless and uncaring. They have a “prob -
lem” and you are supposed to feel sorry for them. You
are supposed to express sympathy, commit yourself to
“help ing” them with their “problem” and, above all, you
are to be patient. To lend legitimacy to their theory, they
will talk to you about their child hood, about how
nobody loved them or everybody treated them badly. All
they want from you, they will say, is under stand ing and
patience. What happens then? Well, they continue to
“work on” their problem for years. As a matter of fact,
there never comes a time when they are “cured”, never a
time when they can promise you they will change their
behaviour. Not surpris ingly, there will be times during
those years when they have another affair or another
outburst of violence or whatever it was that you con -
fronted them about. But you are not supposed to express
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anger about that. You are not supposed to leave them.
You are supposed to understand that they have a prob -
lem which they are doing their best to overcome. 

This whole attempt at an explanation for their
betrayal is simply a refusal on their part to put effort into
cleaning up their act. They want the right to continue
pursuing what both worlds offer—the security of a
committed relationship and the freedom to do exactly as
they please.

When a man tells you he really wants to change but
his “problems” take over and make him do what he
doesn’t want to do, don’t believe him. It’s nonsense—and
you must tell him so. Many men who use this excuse
actually believe it, so it is crucial that you let your partner
know that you are not buying his explanation. It is
nothing more than an excuse to continue doing what he
wants to do. People with any intellectual ability at all can
change their behaviour if they want to badly enough. Let
him know that your expectation is that he will put effort
into changing.

Suggestions for action

When you are plagued with indecision, the immedi ate
and urgent requirement is that you make a decision.
How will you do that?

Weigh up the pros and cons

It is often a good idea to stop and actually write down all
your reasons for staying with your partner and all your
reasons for leaving. Getting things down on paper can
relieve the confusion that comes from trying to hold
everything in your head. Once you’ve written your
reasons down, preferably in two columns side by side,
you can look at them objectively and make a com -
parison.
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I don’t mean to imply that, once you have done that,
the decision will be easy. You still have your emotions to
deal with. You still have your fears about being alone,
your anxieties about starting again, your desire to stay
and make it work, your longing to be a happy family,
your concerns about the children. Many women say they
know what they should do but can’t bring themselves to
do it. In other words, their emotions complicate the issue
and make decision-making very difficult.

Anticipate the future

Weighing up the pros and cons in relation to your
options of leaving or not leaving includes a process of
anticipating the outcomes of each option. “If I leave,
what will my life be like?” Think through exactly what
you would do. Anticipate all the steps you would take:
how you would tell your partner; what his response
would be; how you would feel; how you would tell the
children; how you would cope with their opinions and
feelings; who you would get to help you move; where
you would move to; how you would manage financially;
how you would cope with other people’s criticism.
Anticipate every detail. This is essential because it is
actually a practice-run. If you can’t manage it in the
practice-run, then don’t do it. Don’t leave until you are
satisfied you can do it successfully. Go through it again in
your head. Talk to a counsellor at a Women’s Centre, if
there is one available. Get legal advice. Talk to a friend
you know you can trust. Practise in your head until you
are confident you could manage.

Then, look at the other option and anticipate the
outcomes of choosing that option. “If I stay, what will
my life be like?” Think through exactly what you would
do if you decided to stay: how you would feel about
yourself; how you would go about insisting that your
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partner see a counsellor with a view to changing some of
his attitudes and behaviour; what you would do if he
refused; how you would develop a healthier, happier
atmosphere for yourself and the children; how you
would endure the relationship if nothing changed; what
changes you would make in your own life regardless of
your partner’s attitudes; how you would cope with other
people’s criticism. Anticipate every detail because, again,
this is a practice-run. Talk to a counsellor or a friend you
know you can trust. The decision to stay is, in some
ways, more difficult than the decision to leave. Either
way, you will need all the support you can get.

If you still can’t decide—don’t leave

When your indecision (Will I? Won’t I?) develops into an
obsession—something you can’t stop thinking about—
you must stop the indecision. If you find you can’t
decide, it is crucial that you decide to stay where you are.

Of course, there will be people who will criticise you
for “letting him get away with what he did” to you, but
there would be just as many people who would criticise
you if you decided to leave. I always say: when you can’t
please everybody, you may as well please yourself. You
are the one in the middle of all this and you must be the
one to decide what you will do, but don’t act hastily. If
you’re having difficulty deciding, then decide to stay
where you are for the time being.

And one other thing. Don’t criticise yourself for
deciding to stay. Don’t see it as inaction on your part. See
it as a decision you have made after weighing up the pros
and cons, because that is exactly what it is. You are not
just a passive recipient of whatever happens to you but
an assertive decision-maker acting on a decision you
have made. If, at a later date, the need for a different
decision arises, then you will look at it again at that time.
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Living with Mr Nice Guy





32 . When  f r i e nds  and  f am i l y  t e l l
y ou  how  l u ck y  y ou  a r e

Sometimes, all you want is a bit of support from family
and friends but, so often, when you pour your heart out
to someone, they end up telling you how lucky you are!
They have no idea how frustrating it is living twenty-four
hours a day with a man who is immature, self-centred
and self-absorbed, or whose way of dealing with issues is
to withdraw into him self. Or, they have no idea how
terrifying it can be living with a man who is vindictive,
explosive and violent. Regardless of how your partner
expresses his immaturity, being in a relationship with a
man who acts in any one of those ways—self-centred or
withdrawn or violent—can be soul-destroying for any
woman. At first you think you can handle it, but being in
that situation year after year with no indication that he
will ever change, that he will ever see the need to grow
up and become a responsible adult, can cause a woman
to feel desperate.

There are times when you long to talk to someone
just to get a bit of support. You’re not asking for advice.
You’re not asking for anyone to pass judge ment on your
partner or on you. You just need to talk, to cry on some -
one’s shoulder, as it were, and feel that someone has
acknowledged your pain and distress.

Women who live with men who are seen as “nice
guys” are commonly told how lucky they are. If you live
with a man who is capable of gentleness, sens itiv ity and
concern, or if your partner is a man who values com -
mun i cation, other women will envy you. You will be seen
as “lucky”. Some men who have a reputation for being
sensitive and caring really are sensitive and caring. And
they work hard with their partners to develop a relation -
ship which is fair to both of them. Others, however, put
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on a show and hope to be noticed for their sensitivity.
These are the men who let it be known that they are
prepared to “babysit” (their own children) while their
partner goes out. When he does this, she is said to be
“lucky”. These are the men who expect a pat on the back
for “helping” with the housework.

It’s ironic, isn’t it? When a woman stays home with
the children six nights out of seven every week, her part -
ner is never told that he is lucky to have such a good
wife. But if he stays home with the children one night in
seven, she is said to be lucky and it is implied that she
ought to be grateful.

The language used in these instances is very reveal -
ing. When a man “babysits” his own children, “helps
out” with the housework, does the dishes “for you”, it is
clear that all of these tasks are actually seen as the sole
res ponsibility of a woman and that you are, indeed,
lucky if the man in your life condes cends to help.

This attitude is extremely frustrating for women, and
sometimes you just need to express your thoughts and
feelings about the injustice of it all—and you need some -
one to listen and care. Most people, sadly, don’t want to
know about it. They don’t want to hear anything nega -
tive. In fact, they won’t listen. Many people, it seems,
have a low tolerance for emotional pain and, when you
talk to them about the desperation you feel, they have to
turn it into something positive. I call it the “don’t worry
—be happy” syndrome. Instead of empathising with you,
instead of being with you and letting you talk and cry it
out of your system, they turn it into something positive.
“But he’s so good with the kids, isn’t he? You’re really
lucky he’s such a good father.”

What a sad indictment on our society that a woman
who lives with a man who mistreats her is supposed to
feel lucky because he doesn’t mistreat the children. You
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hear it all the time. As unjust as it is, a woman in a
relationship with a man who doesn’t beat her up is
supposed to feel “lucky”; women who weren’t sexually
assaulted in childhood feel “lucky”; women in relation -
ships with men who live and breathe their work and give
no time at all to their family feel “lucky” because their
partner is a good provider.

Such a situation speaks volumes about men and
mascu linity, doesn’t it? If women are supposed to feel
lucky when they aren’t beaten up, ignored or mistreated
by their partner, if women and children are supposed to
feel lucky to get through life without being raped or
sexually assaulted, it says that male violence and male
arrogance have become the norm. It says that we are to
expect violence and arrogance from men and that, if
those things don’t happen, we are “lucky”.

I don’t mind admitting that I worry a lot about the
increasing level of immaturity, self-centredness and viol -
ence we are seeing in men and boys. Lots of women
worry about it. There are men, too, for whom it is a great
concern. But there doesn’t seem to be agreement on what
to do to turn the situation around. Many people throw
the whole responsibility back on women and, in particu -
lar, on mothers. They say the answer lies in bringing boys
up differently and the responsibility for that lies, of
course, with mothers. Mothers must learn how to en -
cour age boys to be more thoughtful of others, they say.
Mothers must discourage violence and teach their boys
non-violent ways of dealing with things. I know those
who suggest this solution mean well but, when boys are
surrounded with examples of male arrogance and male
violence every day, any teaching to the contrary from
mothers pales into insignificance. When a boy has a
choice between his father’s example of arro gance, domin -
a tion, self-centredness, and freedom to do as he pleases
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and his mother’s input about humil ity, cooperation,
caring, and acting responsibly, it isn’t too hard to figure
out which option a boy would find more attractive.

Instead of throwing all the responsibility on mothers
to rescue boys from the declining standards of masculin -
ity, there are others who say it is up to men to begin
setting a better example. Of course it is! And those of us
who share a concern about the ethical decline in mascu -
lin ity need to let our voices be heard. All of us, women
and men, who object to living in a society where women
and children are supposed to feel “lucky” if they are not
mistreated by a man, must say so at every opportunity.
We object! If enough women and men object to the
downward trend, if enough women and men insist that
immature men give less attention to satisfying their own
selfish wants and more attention to setting a good
example for the next generation of boys, then we will
reverse the downward trend. It’s called “People Power”.

Suggestions for action

Don’t accept the label “lucky”

No one who is mistreated or ignored or put down is
lucky. It is important that you believe that. Those family
members and friends who insist on putting a positive
spin on your frustration and distress are actually more
interested in their own comfort than yours. They feel
uncomfortable when you talk about your sadness and
frustration so they imply that you don’t really mean what
you’re saying, you don’t really feel the way you say you
feel. When you get a “don’t worry—be happy” response,
the only interpretation you can put on it is that the
person you are confiding in is more interested in their
own feelings than yours. 
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Look for someone to talk to who knows 
how to empathise

Empathy is the ability to get outside one’s own feel ings
and problems, and feel with someone else. Lots of people
seem to be so self-focused that they allow their own
needs to intrude on every interaction they ever have. In
order to be a good help and support to others, we need to
learn the art of putting our own problems and fears aside
and being fully there for others when they need us.

When you are at your wit’s end and just need
someone to talk to, look for someone who is mature
enough to let you talk and cry without giving you advice,
without imposing their opinion or judgement on you.
Look for someone who doesn’t feel compelled to tell you
how lucky you are.

Object loudly to the decline in masculine standards

If we want men to set a better example for our sons and
grandsons, we are going to have to insist on it. Women
must stop taking the blame. Women must stop trying to
figure out where we are going wrong in bringing up our
boys and accept that it is the poor example of so many
men that is to blame. We must object loudly, and at every
opportunity, until men take responsibility for the kind of
example they set.

WHEN FRIENDS AND FAMILY TELL YOU HOW LUCKY YOU ARE 213



33 . When  y ou  a r e  t o l d  t ha t  h i s
beha v i ou r  i s  y ou r  r e spons i b i l i t y

Sometimes, when a woman turns to friends or family for
support, the response she gets is even worse than being
told how lucky she is. Sometimes she is actually criticised
for the fact that her partner is mistreating her, because his
behaviour is said to be her responsibility. If he drinks too
much, it must be her fault. If he gambles too much, if he
is obsessed with his work, if he has an affair, if he with -
draws and keeps to himself, if he is violent or threatens
violence, it must be her fault.

When you are the victim, the one who has to put up
with his mistreatment, you don’t expect to be blamed.
You expect some support from those closest to you. But
“blaming the victim” is actually quite common. Often it
is the result of twisted logic. For example, you may con -
fide in your parents who you know love you and want
you to be happy. Instead of simply empathising with you,
which is all you’re asking from them, they feel they
have to do something. What can they do? They know
that your partner is so self-absorbed that he will never
change. As a consequence, they know that blaming him
or speaking to him about changing his behaviour would
be pointless. So they blame you! That’s something they
can do. Regardless of how devastating that is for you, at
least they feel they have done something.

What a tragedy! Blaming the victim is always such a
tragedy because it only serves to heap more pain on
someone who is already experiencing too much pain.
Injustice is added to injustice.

214 LIVING WITH MR NICE GUY



Suggestions for action

Don’t accept responsibility

No one can be held responsible for another person’s be -
haviour. Men often try to excuse themselves for arrogant
or violent behaviour by saying their partner provoked
them. “If she hadn’t said that, I wouldn’t have hit her.”
Or “She drove me away. If she had agreed to have sex
more often, I wouldn’t have found someone else.” No
one is responsible for their part ner’s behaviour. In the
first example, the woman is only responsible for what
she said to him. He is responsible for his violent reaction.
In the second example, the woman is only responsible for
being honest about her sexual needs and saying “no”
when she didn’t want to have sex. He is responsible for
choosing to have an affair. Don’t ever accept the blame
because, if you are prepared to accept it, even only once
or twice, it creates a situation where it is easier to blame
you every time. (For a more detailed discussion of blame
and guilt, see Situation 36.)

Look for someone to talk to who will 
give you support, not blame

When you are feeling bad because of the way your
partner treats you or because of his attitude toward you,
you do not need the added trauma of being made to feel
you are responsible for your own pain. As suggested in
Situation 32, look for someone to talk to who knows
how to empathise. What you need is support, not blame.
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34 . L i v i n g  w i t h  a  man  who  pu t s  on
a  good  show  f o r  o t he r s

What do you do with a man who is extremely difficult to
live with but who puts on a great show for others? Mr
Nice Guy. Mr Considerate Husband. Mr Caring Father.
As far as anyone outside the home is con cerned, you are
so lucky to be living with such an all-round good bloke.
And when you need to talk to a friend or relative about
how difficult things are and how unhappy you are, forget
it! The problem must be you because all they see is a very
nice guy. How frustrating!

This is not an uncommon situation, of course. Lots
of women experience the frustration of living with a man
who seems particularly practised in the art of putting on
a respectable front. As a matter of fact, we all know of
men in public life, men who are publicly admired for
what they do and what they presume to stand for, who
then are revealed to be perpetrators of violence in the
home, charged with rape or sexual harassment or sexual
abuse of child ren, involved in drunken brawls or lewd
behaviour, taking drugs, or taking bribes. Such men in -
clude politicians, presidents, prime ministers, church men,
sportsmen, lawyers, actors, doctors, therapists, wel fare
workers, all of whom go to a lot of trouble to put on a
show of being good upstanding, dependable leaders in
the community. When their real characters and motives
are finally exposed, we can’t help feeling let down. And
we worry about our sons and grand sons who, so often,
take sportsmen and other male leaders as their role
models.

I know of a man who puts on a show of being a
caring, concerned pillar of the community. Apart from
his job in a law firm, he is a member of an active service
club and gives much of his spare time to volunteer work
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with charities. On the surface, one would say he is a
mature, selfless, caring man. But, over the years, I have
had his first wife, then his second wife, then his third wife
talk to me about his violence in the home, the reign of
terror he has subjected his partners and children to over
many years. I took it upon myself, a few years ago, to
confront this man about his violence and he admitted it.
But, in his opinion, it was never his fault. His partner or
child always provoked him. There was always a reason,
an excuse for his violence which meant he never had to
feel guilty and he never had to think about changing. He
excused himself. Conse quently, he is probably still being
violent at home while continuing to receive accolades in
the commun ity for his public show of selflessness and
concern for others.

Then, there are men who are always the life of any
party. They are known for their sense of humour, their
ability to socialise and their ability to help others relax
and enjoy themselves. Women who are fighting off bore -
dom with their decent, but dull, husbands find them -
selves secretly envying the wives of these men who seem
so alive and vibrant. It follows that, if those women were
approached by one of the wives who needed to talk
about how “the life of the party” treats her and the child -
ren at home, they would find it difficult to believe and
would be slow to offer support.

When you are the only adult who knows what your
partner is really like, it can be extremely frustrating. You
find yourself longing for his true self to be revealed, but
that may never happen. Some women make the mistake
of taking every oppor tunity to criticise their partner to
others in the hope that others will see what he is really
like. The prob lem is that, unless they see it for them -
selves, they will have difficulty believing you. As a matter
of fact, it is more likely that they will see you as the one
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with the problem. You will be identified as bitter and
twisted, as having a chip on your shoulder. And, ironic -
ally, they will feel sympathy for your partner for having
to put up with you.

While you haven’t been able to get him to change the
way he behaves at home you could, perhaps, minimise
your frustration and anger by reducing the number of
times you go to social gatherings with him. If you don’t
have to witness his phony social behavi our, you won’t
have that constant reminder of the difference between
the way he presents to others and the way he is at home.
One of the reasons why his social behaviour is so annoy -
ing is that it demon strates to you that he does have the
ability to be kind, to be a fun person, to stop focusing on
himself and be interested in others. He can do it. He just
chooses not to do it at home.

Suggestions for action

Don’t let his deception wear you down

It is true that having to witness your partner’s decep tive
behaviour whenever you are out with him socially, will
wear you down. You will feel angry and deeply distressed
at the injustice of it all. Here he is acting as if butter
wouldn’t melt in his mouth, receiving all the attention
and adulation anyone could want, being hailed as a
really nice guy. You, on the other hand, are full of cynic -
ism and anger because you are the only one who knows
what he’s really like.

It is very important that you find a way to release
yourself from the distress and anger such situations cause
you. One way, which I have already mentioned, is to stop
going out with him publicly. Stop attending social gather -
ings. If he wants to go, he can go by himself. Another
way of reducing the effect his phony social behaviour has
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on you is to continue socialising with him, but to make
up your mind that his behaviour isn’t going to bother
you. Have a good laugh inside yourself when you see him
“performing”. If he wants to live as a split person, if he
wants to live with that level of dishonesty, you must
develop the attitude that it is his choice and it doesn’t
matter to you. You know he’s living a lie and, at some
level, he must know he’s living a lie, so be satisfied with
that. Just stand back and observe him putting on his
show. Expect it and you won’t be surprised. Laugh about
it inside yourself. Keep yourself physically separated
from him as much as possible in those situations and be
determined to enjoy socialising with your friends. If you
can develop such an attitude, you’ll find that his
behaviour will no longer have the power to eat away at
you.

A third option is to leave him. If you try the first two
options and they don’t work for you and, if you can find
no way to tolerate his dishonest behaviour without it
causing you depression and seething anger, you must
consider leaving him.

Don’t waste time trying to expose him

As I already mentioned, some women who find them -
selves in this situation are so determined to expose their
partner’s double life to friends and acquaintances that
they take it on as a kind of crusade. They become
obsessed with trying to get others to see what he’s really
like. Don’t do it. It’s a waste of time. Such a crusade is
beneath you. And all it will do is diminish you in the eyes
of your friends.

Don’t let his deception change your personality

When you long to expose him and allow yourself to
become obsessed by thoughts of how you might do that,
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it can change your personality. Instead of the happy, free,
caring person you used to be, you can easily become
nasty, vindictive and disturbed. Don’t let that happen.
That can lead to serious depression. It can also lead to a
situation where your friends no longer want to associate
with you and you are isolated. Your battle to expose him
can become a very lonely battle. It’s not worth it. It is
much better for you if you can find a way to ignore his
deception.

Find someone to talk to who believes you 
and will support you

As pointed out in Situations 32 and 33, it is always
important to find one person—a friend or a counsel lor—
who believes you and will support you during those
times when you need a shoulder to cry on. No matter
how good a show your partner puts on for others, you
know what he’s like at home and, with the support of
someone who believes you, you can come to a decision
about how to handle your distress.

220 LIVING WITH MR NICE GUY

Jacky Fleming (1992). Never Give Up. London: Penguin.



Woman-Self:
becoming strong, 
growing stronger





35 . When  y ou r  p r ob l ems  s eem  t o  go
on  and  on

Take a day off from your worries occasionally. Go shop -
ping. Go to the movies. Go swimming. Have fun. Give
yourself permission to stop thinking about your prob -
lems for one whole day. You’ll find it so refreshing.

Remember, your problems will still be there tomor -
row. So, just for today, relax and have fun!
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36 . When  y ou  f e e l  bu rdened  w i t h
gu i l t

It’s strange, but true, that women living with immature
men often feel burdened with guilt. A woman who is
unhappy and frustrated in her relationship can find
herself feeling guilty about many things. 

In the first place, she can feel guilty about not having
a good relationship. She blames herself. She looks
around at her friends and acquaintances and convinces
herself that they are all happy (even though she has no
idea what actually goes on be tween them in the privacy
of their homes). She tells herself she is the only one who
hasn’t been able to make her relationship work, and she
feels guilty. The attitude in the community doesn’t help,
either. Even though one often hears people saying things
like “It takes two to tango”, there is still a strongly held
belief out there that it is the woman’s responsibility to
make a relationship work.

Second, a woman can feel guilty because she hasn’t
succeeded in “training” her partner. Most self-help books
about relationships are aimed at women (because the
authors know men aren’t interested in reading such
things). The fact that they are aimed at women auto -
matic ally gives women the message that it is their res -
pons ibility to work toward developing a better relation -
ship. The image these books portray is that a man is as he
is. He probably won’t change. He can be difficult to live
with. He can be immature. He can be violent. But it
doesn’t matter. It is the woman’s responsibility to put
effort into understand ing how he is and work around
him. Such books make out that men are eminently
trainable and that, if you have not been able to train
“your man”, you haven’t been trying hard enough. They
make it sound so easy that those women who have not
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been success ful in getting their partner to make some
changes in his attitudes and behaviour feel guilty. What
the authors of these books fail to acknowledge is that
immature, self-centred men are determined to be exactly
how they want to be and any suggestion of change is met
with strong and prolonged resistance.

Third, a woman can feel guilty for not being happy,
for not being satisfied with what she has in life. She looks
at her immature partner and her unsatisfactory relation -
ship and reminds herself that this is her lot in life. She
tells herself she should be satisfied. There’s no point
wanting more, when more is what you’re not going to
get! Even though it is appropriate to feel dissatisfied
when you are in a situation which is unsatisfying, many
women feel guilty when they long for more.

Finally, a woman can feel guilty because she believes
she must be provoking her partner into treating her
badly. The more she tries to figure out why he is so rude
and uncaring, the more confused she becomes. To accept
the most obvious explanation of all, which is simply that
he is an immature man who has no concern for anyone
but himself, would be too painful for her. If she believed
that, she would have to admit that he will never change
and that her situation will never improve for as long as
she is with him, so she chooses to blame herself. She
prefers to believe there must be something she is doing to
make him behave the way he does.

Why is it that women find it so easy to accept blame
and feel guilty? From a psychological view point, it is
crucial that we seek to understand the concept of guilt
and make a determined effort to stop feeling guilty when
we have not, in fact, done any thing wrong. It is emotion -
ally, psychologically and spiritually unhealthy to do so.
In an attempt to shed a bit of light on the concept of
guilt, I want to do three things: first, attempt to define it;
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second, look at women’s relationship to guilt; and finally,
consider the need to differentiate between feeling guilty
and being guilty. 

Defining guilt
First question: What is guilt? A simple dictionary defin -
ition states that guilt comes from having com mitted an
offence. In other words, a guilty person is one who has
done something wrong, one who is at fault, one who is to
blame. Other people, writing about guilt, remind us that
it is never as simple as that. They confirm what you and
I already know from our own experience, which is that
any defini tion of guilt must take into account the differ -
ence between feeling guilty and actually being guilty. The
paradox is that, often, the one who is guilty doesn’t feel
guilty and the one who feels guilty is not, in fact, guilty.
A more accurate definition, therefore, would be: guilt is
a sense of wrongdoing, involving thoughts or actions,
arising out of real or imagined violation of moral or
social standards.

Guilt is a feeling, an emotional attitude. Some times it
is grounded in reality and some times it springs from
one’s imagination. When you really have done something
wrong, guilt feelings are appro priate; but when you have
done nothing wrong guilt feelings are inappropriate and,
indeed, unhealthy.

Women and guilt
Second question: Why is it that women are always
finding something to feel guilty about? It’s true, isn’t it?
In my book, Beyond Psych oppression,* I pointed out
that there are three attitudes toward guilt which are
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harmful to emotional health. One is when we are guilty
but refuse to admit it. Another is when we are guilty and
wallow in it instead of confessing and moving beyond it.
And a third is when we are not guilty but choose to feel
guilty anyhow. 

What I notice as I observe people in a variety of
situations is that the first attitude is common among men
and the third is common among women. And there
seems to be a connection between the two. Whenever a
man refuses to take responsibility for his bad behaviour,
there always seems to be a woman who steps in and feels
guilty on his behalf. Why do we do that? I think it’s
because women have been socialised to be martyrs and
carers and rescuers of men. We are expected to feel guilty,
and we do it almost without thinking. For the sake of our
own mental health and happiness, however, it is impera -
tive that we stop feeling guilty when we are not guilty.
Such behaviour has three consequences: it keeps us
feeling bad about ourselves and robs us of the strength to
confront those who are really guilty; it necessitates our
living a lie; and it supports injust ice by allowing the
actual guilty person to pretend he is not guilty.

Healthy attitude toward guilt
Third question: How can we develop a healthier attitude
toward guilt? A healthy relationship to guilt involves the
following:
• When you are guilty, you should feel guilty.
• When you are guilty, you should admit your wrong -

doing to yourself and others.
• When you are guilty, you should apologise and do all

you can to make things right. If you are genu inely
sorry and have demonstrated that by your actions,
you must then attempt to leave it behind you.
Wallowing in it, going over and over it in your mind
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or in conversation with others, is pointless. Forgive
yourself, stop focusing on it, and just get on with
your life.

• When you are not guilty, you must not feel guilty.
When guilt feelings creep in automatic ally, you must
tell yourself there is absolutely no reason to feel
guilty. Refuse to be dragged down by the need to
take on someone else’s guilt. Remind yourself that
you are doing everything in your power to live a
good life, to be a mature person, and to have mature
relationships and that, consequently, there is no
reason to waste time and energy feeling guilty.

Suggestions for action

Develop the ability to distinguish between real guilt 
and imagined guilt

Be prepared to acknowledge that there is a differ ence and
that feeling guilty doesn’t always mean that you are
guilty. Spend time thinking about all the times you felt
guilty on behalf of your partner and remind yourself of
the fact that taking on his guilt has never resulted in
improved behaviour on his part.

Don’t waste your energy feeling guilty 
when you’re not guilty

Make a promise to yourself that you will only feel guilty
when you are guilty. That way, you will have a much
greater chance of being emotionally and psychologically
healthy.

When you are guilty, be mature enough to admit it

When you have done or said something with the inten -
tion of hurting someone else, admit it, apolo gise, and ask
for forgiveness.
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Get the blame right

Blame is a very important issue for mental health and
happiness. If blame is not directed appropriately, then
justice is not done and emotional health is impeded.
Women in relationships with immature men often get the
blame wrong and wonder why their partner’s behaviour
never changes. When a man continually behaves in an
arrogant and self-centred way, women often search for
someone to blame. A convenient person to blame, of
course, is his mother. If she had cared about him, if she
had brought him up to respect women, if she hadn’t
spoiled him, if she hadn’t been so hard on him, he
wouldn’t be like this. Other people and events are also
blamed: his father, his sister, his first wife, stress, unem -
ployment, serving in the war, and so it goes on. If you find
yourself blaming these or other people and circumstances
for your partner’s immature behaviour, then you have got
the blame wrong.

Another common way women get the blame wrong
is to blame themselves, as discussed above. I say as firmly
as I can that the only person to blame for your partner’s
bad behaviour is your partner himself. To look for
someone else to blame is to excuse him and, if you excuse
him, you are robbing yourself of any hope that he will
ever change. Get the blame right. Blame the one who is
blameworthy. If he accepts responsibility for his actions,
he will have taken the first step toward change.

Enjoy freedom from guilt

If you confess when you are guilty and seek the other
person’s forgiveness, and if you refuse to feel guilty when
you are not guilty, then you will be free from guilt. Enjoy
the feeling. A mature person who has good intentions
toward others will very rarely experience the need to feel
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guilty. You may wonder what you’ll do with all that time
and energy previously spent on worrying and feeling
bad! You may also wonder what there will be to think
about when you don’t have bad thoughts about yourself
to dwell on! Try it. You’ll find life is so much more enjoy -
able and positive.
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37 . When  y ou  s t r ugg l e  t o  f o r g i v e
If you are like most women I know, you’d really like to
be able to forgive your partner, no matter what he does.
But sometimes it’s difficult. I want to ask: Why do we
struggle so hard to forgive? Over the last thirty years, our
society has seen a growing emphasis on the need to
forgive. The church preaches forgiveness. Therapists
encour  age forgiveness. Popular psychol ogy and self-help
books urge forgiveness. And those who do not or cannot
forgive someone who has wronged them are made to feel
they are committing a sin, are emotionally sick or, at the
very least, are bitter and uncompromising. Forgiveness is
made out to be more important even than justice. It
doesn’t seem to matter if justice is done in any given
situation, so long as you forgive. That’s the message we
are getting from society, and I find it worrying.

The issue of forgiveness is particularly pertinent to
women living in relationships with immature men. You
have forgiven him many times in the past but are pain -
fully aware that nothing has changed. And you ask: How
many times must I forgive him? How often can I be
expected to overlook his hurtful remarks and destructive
behaviour?

I am about to say something that may shock you, but
I say it after years of studying the concept of forgiveness
from theological and psychological per spectives. You
don’t have to forgive if you don’t want to. Indeed, I will
take it a step further and say: It is wrong to forgive, it is
spiritually and psychologically unhealthy to forgive,
when forgiveness is not appro priate. 

My enquiry into the reasons behind the strong
emphasis on forgiveness has led me to the following
discoveries:
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From justice to freedom
There has been a worldwide movement (at least in the
Western world) away from a focus on justice and the
need to do the right thing, to a focus on love and
individual freedom. As the world became more and more
dominated, in the 1980s, by economic theories, by big
business concerns, by materialism, by indi vidual and
corporate greed, individuals were encour aged to look out
for “number one”. Today, they are often referred to as
the “me” generation because the emphasis was on indi -
vidual empowerment, ambi tion, competition, win ning.
Any talk of jus tice and fair play, any talk of living
cooperatively with others, wouldn’t have served the
interests of those whose aim was to come out on top.

At personal and interpersonal levels, the emphasis
was on love and freedom. It was a new era where
everybody was supposed to be free to do their own thing.
It seemed to make sense at the time but, look ing back on
it, what I see is that it was men who were free to do their
own thing. Women were en cour aged to love. Men were
encouraged to take their freedom. While love is a strong
emotion, the kind of love women were encouraged to
have was weak. There was an expectation that women
would be pas sive and accepting of their man’s right to
freedom. There was an expectation that she would be
under standing and forgiving, no matter what he did. In
that way, she would be “proving” her love for him. 

The movement away from a focus on shared justice
in relationships to a focus on freedom for men and love
and forgiveness for women con tinues today. Some men,
those who are mature, see the injustice and refuse to be a
part of a system that is so unequal and unfair. Immature
men, on the other hand, insist that they have a right to
do their own thing regard less of the effect their
behaviour has on others. Those who oppress others with
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their arrogant attitudes and im mature behaviour are free
to go on oppressing others, while the rest of us are
supposed to be loving, accepting, understanding and
forgiving. Very convenient!

The church has got it wrong
It is not uncommon to hear sermons in church about
how important it is to forgive. Such sermons are often
based on the conversation Christ had in which he was
asked about how often we can be expected to forgive
others. The answer he gave was “seventy times seven”
which, we are told, means that there is no limit to the
number of times we are to forgive a person who wrongs
us. Let me say that a preacher who stops there is only
giving us half the story and it is what is omitted that
makes all the difference.

A more comprehensive study of the Bible reveals
quite a different picture in relation to forgiveness. One
thing it says is that you don’t have to forgive people
unless they are sorry for what they have done to you.
Not only is it inappropriate to forgive someone who is
not sorry but it is also wrong.* The correct response,
when someone has hurt you, is to confront him and be
angry with him. It is only when he says he is sorry that
forgiveness is appropriate.

New Age and popular psychology has got it wrong
The church has got it wrong because it has allowed itself
to be influenced more by the wishy-washy liberalism of
New Age and popular psych ol ogy than by the demand
for justice which exists in the teach ings of Christ.
Psychology has been very influ ential in our society and
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popular psychology, in particular, exhorts us all to
forgive. Don’t focus on your hurts, they tell us. Just
forgive everybody and be positive. This is the “don’t
worry—be happy” syndrome referred to earlier. New
Age philosophy and teaching about forgiveness always
sounds good but, frankly, it doesn’t work. There is
absolutely no point in saying you forgive someone who
has wronged you if you don’t feel it. There is a process
which needs to be gone through if forgiveness is going to
be real and effective. What is that process? 

First, guilt must be acknowledged by both the guilty
one and the victim. In simple terms, that means that the
guilty one will say “I know I hurt you” and the victim
will say “Yes, you did.” When the guilt is confirmed in
that way, the guilty one is then able to say “I’m really
sorry for what I did to you.” It is then that forgiveness
becomes appro priate. To say that forgiveness becomes
appropriate is not to say, however, that you must forgive.
Just because your partner admits guilt and says he’s
sorry, it doesn’t mean you have to forgive him immedi -
ately. Indeed, it doesn’t mean you have to forgive him at
all. It takes time to get over hurt and pain. For your own
sake, you must take your time. If you force yourself to
forgive before you are ready, it won’t be real. And it is
quite possible that you will never be ready to forgive a
particular incident. You may feel that there are some
crimes or sins which are unfor give able no matter how
sorry the perpetrator says he is. If that is the case, then
any attempt to forgive would be inappropriate.

It is mainly women who are urged to forgive
In my study of forgiveness, this very interesting fact
emerged. It is usually women who feel under pres sure to
forgive. This seems to parallel what we said earlier about

234 WOMAN-SELF



guilt (Situation 36). Just as women are ready to feel
guilty about everything, even when they are not guilty,
just as women apologise all the time for things they
haven’t done, so women feel the pressure to forgive
almost before their partner has finished his insults or
accusations or violence. It’s as if women are saying: “It’s
all right. Hurt me again. I don’t mind. I forgive you.”

How is it that most women pressure themselves to
forgive but men, generally, do not? There are several
reasons, but I want to mention just three: 
1. All the places the message of forgiveness is preached

(the church, therapy, self-help books, women’s
magazines) are those accessed mainly by women.

2. Women are more open to suggestion than men, more
willing to consider someone else’s opinion, more
ready to change and improve their be haviour.

3. Men are much more competitive, much more
interested in winning. When someone hurts a man,
his impulse is much more likely to be to get even,
than to forgive.

This, of course, creates a seriously unbalanced situ a tion
in relationships. Women always ready to for give, men
determined to get even.

What needs to happen in order for relation ships to
be improved is, first, that those preach ing false messages
about forgiveness must stop. To urge (mainly) women to
forgive in situations where for give ness is inappropriate is
to do untold damage to victim and perpetrator alike.
Second, both women and men must give attention to the
concept of for give ness and try to develop a better
understanding of it. And, finally, both women and men
must be deter mined to observe the proper processes of
acknow ledging guilt and offering forgiveness if and when
it seems appropriate to do so.
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Suggestions for action

Only forgive when forgiveness is appropriate

To reiterate what was discussed above, when you have
been hurt by your partner, it is appropriate to offer
forgiveness, provided:

• you raise the issue with him and he is willing to
discuss it

• he acknowledges your hurt
• he feels sorry
• he tells you he is sorry
• he takes definite steps to ensure he won’t repeat

the offending behaviour.
Of course, there is no way of knowing for certain if his
remorse and apology are genuine but, until proved
otherwise, it is a good idea to accept them as genuine.
Once he goes through this process, then it is appropriate
to forgive him. But, only offer forgive ness if you feel you
can do it honestly.

Don’t say you forgive when you don’t feel it

Getting to the point of genuinely being able to forgive
someone often takes time. Take your time. Don’t be
bullied or rushed into it by your partner’s need to feel
forgiven or by all those pressures coming at you from
friends, family and society in general. Offer forgiveness
only when you are ready, only when it feels right.

Let go of the anger and hurt

As already discussed, you may never get to a point where
you feel you can forgive your partner for what he did.
There are some behaviours which are really difficult to
forgive. He may have sexually abused your child. He
may have assaulted you. He may have had an affair. He
may have left you without warning. If forgiveness isn’t
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appropriate for you, then don’t forgive him. Don’t even
try. But do try to get to a point where you can let it all
go. It is very bad for you to hold on to hurt and pain and
anger. Some people hold on to such feelings for years.
Some never let go of them and are bitter and controlled
by them till the day they die.

Whatever you do, don’t let your partner’s betrayal
control you and turn you into the kind of person you
don’t want to be. Remember, you don’t have to forgive
but you do have to let it go. How can you do that? The
best way is to find a counsellor or friend who will en -
courage you to release your emotions. Acknowledge that
you have a lot of pain and sadness and anger inside you.
Once you have expressed and worked through all those
emotions, you will feel like a new person. Get them out.
Get rid of them. And then you’ll be able to make the
most of your life.
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38 . When  y ou r  s e l f - e s t e em  needs  
a  boos t

Self-esteem became an “in” word in the 1980s and con -
tin ues to receive attention in self-help and popu lar psych -
ol ogy books to this day. I wholeheartedly agree with
those who say that it’s crucial to have a good self-esteem.
Put simply, if you want to have a happy life, you must
like yourself. That’s the bottom line.

But lots of women don’t like themselves. At least,
that’s what it sounds like when I hear how often they put
themselves down. I used to do it, too, but not any more.
I learned a long time ago that, every time I put myself
down, I was inviting others to think of me in the same
way. When I gave out messages that I didn’t like myself,
I was telling other people that I wasn’t worth liking.
Since I stopped doing that, people seem to like me a lot
more. Evidence of low self-esteem can be found in the
things a woman says about herself:

‘I’m too fat’.

‘I wish I didn’t have such big hips’.

‘I hate my hair’.

‘I wish I was taller’.

‘I can’t stand looking in the mirror and seeing all my
wrinkles’.

‘I wonder why my husband stays with me’.

‘There’s no way I’m going to speak in a group and show
my ignorance’.

‘I don’t know anything’.

‘I’m not worth listening to’.

‘My kids are smarter than I am’.

‘I could never learn computers. I’m too dumb’.
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And the list could go on and on. Sometimes it seems to
me that women compete with each other to see who can
say the worst things about herself. When a woman takes
every opportunity to put herself down, she is revealing
that she has very low self-esteem.

Other evidence can be found in what a woman does.
She might:

• keep quiet in mixed company and let her husband
do all the talking

• when asked a direct question, look to her partner
to answer on her behalf

• walk with her shoulders slightly stooped
• avoid eye-contact with others, as if to say “Please

don’t notice me”
• develop a fear of going out and find every excuse

to stay at home
• do nothing to improve her general knowledge

(e.g., never read newspapers or listen to inform -
ative programs on radio or TV).

Again, the list could go on and on.
Sometimes, in counselling, women tell me that they

can remember a time, during their teenage years or early
twenties, when they had a really strong self-esteem. They
were proud (even arrogant). They had an opinion about
everything and weren’t afraid to express it. They were
rebellious and were mostly not affected by their parents’
opinions or criticisms. Most of these women look back
on that time as a time when they were happy. Yes, they
may have done a few things they wish they hadn’t done,
but they remember really liking themselves and being
happy with who they were.

What is it that happens to women? What happens to
cause our self-esteem to sink lower and lower? It seems
to have something to do with the way we relate to men.
Lots of women have the idea that loving a man means
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they have to give themselves away to him and, con se -
quently, once they get in volved in a relationship, they
focus almost exclus ively on their partner and lose sight
of themselves. 

When we examine the development of self-esteem,
we see that it is closely related to esteem by others. It is
much easier to like yourself if you know other people like
you. Alternatively, if someone puts you down, you are
more likely to put yourself down. Any woman in a
relation ship with a partner who puts her down con -
stantly will soon develop low self-esteem.

I have a sister who spent years feeling pretty bad
about herself. Even though she had three lovely children
during that time and was an exceptionally good mother,
her self-esteem was never good. Why? Because her hus -
band, the father of her children, was an immature man
who had to put her down constantly so that he could feel
like a big man. As soon as she found the courage to leave
him, she started feeling better about herself. Then, she
met a man who was mature and had no need to put
others down. Instead of insults and ridicule, my sister
began receiving affirmation and respect. Needless to say,
her self-esteem rocketed.

It is important for all of us to remember that the way
we feel about ourselves is definitely connected with the
kind of feedback we get from others. It doesn’t have to
be limited by that, as I will discuss in the following
suggestions for action, but it is certainly connected.

Suggestions for action

If your self-esteem is in a downward spiral, how can you
give it a boost? How can you begin to feel good about
yourself and develop a strong and healthy self-esteem?
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Develop your self-knowledge

Know who you are. Make up your mind that you are not
just going to drift along from day to day being whoever
anyone else wants you to be. Be your own person. Before
you can be your own person, of course, you have to
know who that person is. There are several ways that
you can go about developing a better awareness of who
you are.

One way is to set aside some time, periodically, when
you can be by yourself and ask yourself ques tions, like:
Who am I really? Regardless of what my partner, or
anyone else, says about me, what kind of person do I see
myself to be? What makes me happy? What makes me
unhappy? What makes me uptight? What makes me
relaxed? What makes me angry? How well do I com -
mun i cate? How well do I express my feelings? These are
the kinds of questions you need to ponder. Women,
generally, are quite good at being self-conscious, that is,
conscious of them selves. In fact, sometimes we focus too
much on our selves and the focus is often negative. For
example, after we’ve had a conversation with someone,
or after we’ve spoken up in a group discussion, we can
so easily go into destructive self-scrutiny. “Why did I say
that? I bet they all thought I was stupid. If only I had
kept quiet. I wonder if anyone noticed how uptight I
was.” And so on.

That is not the kind of self-questioning I’m recom -
mending. That kind of negative criticism of yourself is
too easy, and it doesn’t achieve anything. When I suggest
setting aside time to reflect on yourself, I want it to be a
positive exercise. I want it to be a first step toward dev -
elop  ing a healthier and more realistic awareness of your
self.
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Another way of developing a better awareness of
yourself is to look at your life in all its facets and ask
yourself how well you are doing in each facet. I suppose
it could be called taking an inventory of yourself. What I
am calling “facets” of our lives are: physical, emotional/
psychological, intellectual, spirit ual and social. You
might like to get a piece of paper and make these areas
into five headings and then proceed to address them one
by one. If you start with “physical”, ask yourself: What
am I like physically? How well do I take care of my
physical needs? Do I get enough exercise? Do I eat heal -
thy foods? Do I feel healthy? Do I like the way I look?
And so on. Then do the same thing with “emotional/
psychological” and so on through all the areas. Taking
such an inventory from time to time will keep you in
touch with who you are and how you are progressing.

A third way of developing a better awareness of
yourself is to look at your life over time. In other words,
look at yourself as someone who has a past, a present
and a future. Be aware that who you are in any present
moment is affected by the hurts, the regrets, the happy
experiences of your past as well as by your plans and
aspirations for the future. When you decide to take an
honest look at yourself in this way, be warned that it can
be as distressing as it is rewarding. If you have painful
memories from the past which you have, till now, pushed
away and, if you decide it’s time to dig them out and face
them with a view to taking control of their effect on you,
it might be a painful exercise. Maybe you should con -
sider asking a counsellor to help you through the worst
of it. Looking at yourself in terms of the time segments
of your life (past, present, future) is a very helpful thing
to do in your quest to develop a healthy self-awareness.
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Look objectively at the feedback you get from others

Because negative feedback, or criticism, can erode our
self-esteem, it is crucial that we not auto matic ally accept
all the criticism which is levelled at us. Remember that
criticism from an immature man is usually his way of
making himself feel superior. There is often no truth, or
very little truth, in the accusations he makes. Also,
criticism from one’s child ren is often not reliable. Child -
ren, like imma ture men, can be pretty self-centred. They
have their own agenda. And often their criticism of you
has nothing to do with anything you may or may not be
doing, and everything to do with making themselves feel
big and powerful.

When criticism is levelled at you, try not to take it to
heart. Develop the ability of pushing it a little distance
away from your emotions so that you can consider it
objectively.

Deliberately work to develop your confidence 
and assertiveness

Just as a healthy and realistic self-awareness helps boost
your self-esteem, so does confidence and assert iveness.
Work at developing your self-confidence. Learn what it
means to be assertive (see Situation 40), and have the
courage to say and do the things you want to say and do.
The more you see yourself being who you want to be, the
better you will feel about yourself.

Gather people around you who like you and who will
give you positive feedback

If positive feedback about ourselves is what we need in
order to improve our self-esteem, then we must shake off
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those who insist on putting us down. I know it’s not
possible, or even advisable, to shake off your dependent
children when they are the source of constant criticism,
but it is possible (and advisable) to shake off a partner,
so-called friends, relatives and adult children who persist
in criticising you to satisfy their own need to feel that
they are better than you. You don’t need those kinds of
people in your life.

First, tell them you are tired of all the negative
feedback and you want them to stop. Tell them you want
them to start focusing on your positive attri butes and
giving you feedback about those instead. If they persist
in their criticism of you, if they are intent on dragging
you down and making you feel bad, flick them out of
your life. It may take a while to replace them but, no
mat ter how long it takes, make it your business to
replace them with people who like you and want the best
for you. Life is too short to waste it on those who are
intent on putting their own problems on you. Gather
around you people who think you’re great, and your self-
esteem will improve in leaps and bounds.
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39 . When  y ou  a r e  t e r r i f i e d  o f  
b e i ng  a l one

There are different kinds of loneliness. There’s the loneli -
ness you feel sometimes when you’re sur rounded with
people and there’s the loneliness you can feel when you
are alone.

While you are not alone in the physical sense when
you’re surrounded with people you can, never theless, feel
desperately lonely. I remember going to a conference for
psychotherapists and counsellors a few years ago. It was
a bit daunting going by myself to a conference in another
city where I was pretty certain I would know nobody, but
I’m a confident per son, and I was sure it would be all
right.

As we gathered for drinks and speeches of welcome
on the first night, it didn’t take me long to realise that
almost everybody there knew each other—except me. As
participants arrived, there were raucous greetings be -
tween friends who hadn’t seen each other for a long time.
No one greeted me. There were hugs and expressions
of genuine affection all round. No one hugged me.
Occasion ally, there was a polite nod from someone who
was walking past me to greet someone else. What does
one do in those situations? I tried to take the initiative a
couple of times by starting up conversations but, in each
case, someone else came along and I was relegated to the
position of observer as the other two chatted away
happily. After a while, I took to moving around the room
by myself observing the artwork which hung on the
walls. To avoid the embarrassment of appearing to be a
“shag on a rock”, totally out of place, a misfit, I tried to
give the impression (as if anyone cared!) that I was an
avid connoisseur of art. What a disaster of an evening! I
couldn’t remember ever feeling so lonely.
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Some women who attend cocktail parties or barbe -
cues arranged by their husband’s employers have a
similar experience to mine and they come to dread those
occasions with a passion. They tell me they try to get out
of going but it is usually an unspoken expectation that
employees will be accom panied by their partners. Such
gatherings can be dead boring for the spouses and a
source of loneli ness, embarrassment and anxiety.

Another place where women can experience lone li -
ness in a group of people is in their own homes. I men -
tioned earlier the fact that wives and mothers are expec -
ted to be available to support husbands and children all
the time, but that nobody sees the need to support the
women. If a man needs to talk about the awful day he
has had, his partner tries to find the time to listen. But
when it is her turn to talk about the dramas of her day,
he is too tired to listen. He just wants to relax in front of
the TV. Also, when a child comes home from school in
tears, Mum is there to listen and smooth the jagged
edges. But when she needs someone to help her or listen
to her, the children are too busy doing their own thing. 

In all the situations discussed above, there is a lot of
loneliness for women. When all you want is a decent
relationship but, instead, you have to put up with being
the butt of jokes, being ignored, lied to, abused, be -
trayed, when you are deprived of attention and respect, it
can be a very lonely road.

While the loneliness a woman feels in her relation -
ship can be a terrible experience, most women seem to
prefer that form of loneliness to the loneliness they
imagine they would feel if they left the relationship. Most
find the thought of actually being physically alone a
terrifying thought. It is for that reason that most women
are prepared to put up with extremely bad treatment at
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the hands of their partner. It is for that reason that
women refuse to leave a destructive relationship unless
and until they find another man. They are prepared to
leave a bad relationship to move into a new one (which
could end up being just as bad) but they are not prepared
to leave their bad relationship to be by themselves.

It’s puzzling. Why are so many of us so terrified of
being alone? Is it because we think we can’t manage
financially and/or emotionally? Is it because we think the
children will miss out on something if their father isn’t
there in the house? Is it because we don’t like ourselves
and dread the thought of being alone with ourselves? Is it
because we need to feel that we belong to someone and
that a bad husband is better than no husband?

As a therapist working with women and men, I have
puzzled over this for many years. Why do so many
women find a destructive relationship prefer able to being
alone? At the base of it all, I believe, is the way we are
socialised as girls. While boys learn early on that men are
not valued very highly if they don’t have a job, girls learn
that women are not valued very highly if they don’t have
a relationship. For most teenage girls and women, being
in a relationship is a sign that they are making a success
of their lives. Any other signs of success, such as getting
a university degree, excelling in sport, getting a job,
having a career, are nothing compared with having a
relationship. It doesn’t even have to be a successful or a
good relationship, so long as you can be seen to be
attached to a man. Romance novels, teenage magazines,
women’s magazines all play a part in this destructive
kind of conditioning, with stories of girls and women
being only too prepared to give up sporting careers or
jobs or the desire to travel once they meet Mr Right. The
expectation is that women will sacrifice everything for
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the sake of their relationship and that they will be happy
doing it. The result of all this conditioning is that most
women fear being alone, and “alone” means being
without a partner.

If you recognise in yourself a fear of being alone, it is
crucial that you work to change that. To fear something
which may, in fact, occur due to circum stances over
which you have no control, is to cause yourself to live
with a terrible sense of vulnerability and powerlessness—
the very stuff anxiety attacks and depression are made of.
Life is such that any one of us could be left suddenly
alone if our partner dies or chooses to separate from us.
If our attitude toward being alone is one of fear and
terror, the loss of a partner can mean the loss of
emotional stability and the loss of hope for the future.

The first thing women need to do is to acknow ledge
that it is impossible to control everything in life, that we
are, to some extent, subject to the circumstances which
exist around us. Then, we need to give some thought to
the difference between being alone and being lonely.
Being alone does not have to mean being lonely. It is
natural, of course, that there will be a certain amount of
loneliness when one’s partner dies or leaves the relation -
ship, but it does not have to be the kind of loneliness that
is accompanied by fear and terror and desperation.

What is the difference between being “alone” and
“lonely”? Aloneness has a positive connotation while
lone li ness is most often seen to be negative. I want to
suggest that when the circumstances of our lives cause us
to be without a partner, it is possible for us to choose
between feeling alone or feeling lonely. If you are a
woman who is experiencing deep loneli ness, remind
yourself that it would be easier to bear if you could think
of what you’re going through as “aloneness”.
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When one considers the fact that we are born as
unique, individual people and that, when our time comes
to die, we go through the passage of death totally alone,
it becomes clear that aloneness is an integral part of life.
Just as we can be said to be social beings who need to be
with other people, so we can be said to be individual
people who need to come to terms with our aloneness
and to welcome and enjoy opportunities to be alone. A
person who gets the balance right between being alone
and being with others is well on the way to being a
healthy and mature individual. To reject aloneness as a
terrifying possibility is to reject a major part of who we
are.

If you are aware of a fear or a reluctance in you
about being alone, it is advisable to begin working on it
before you are actually in a situation where aloneness is
thrust upon you. Start acknowledging that you are a
unique individual and celebrate that fact. Remind
yourself that, no matter how much you might want to
merge with someone else so as never to feel lonely again,
it is an impossibility. There will always be a deep part of
yourself which nobody but yourself will ever be able to
understand or identify with. In this sense, you are alone
in the world, so you may as well decide to enjoy it. Look
for times when you can be by yourself so that you can
work at getting to know yourself better. Enjoy your own
company and celebrate the unique person that you are.

Once you feel comfortable with aloneness, you will
be better equipped to deal with situations where you are
forced to be alone. You will feel lonely and sad during
those times but you will, also, have the strength to
change your loneliness into aloneness. When aloneness is
thrust upon you, you will choose to embrace it as
something that has to be, rather than reject it and be
terrified by it.
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Suggestions for action

The following suggestions are simply a reiteration of the
points made above.

Understand the difference between being alone 
and being lonely

Being alone can be a positive thing, while sinking under
the weight of fear and terror at the thought of being
lonely, is negative.

Acknowledge that you are alone in the world 
and celebrate your aloneness

You are one-of-a-kind! A unique, individual person! This
is a fact which ought to be celebrated, not feared.

Choose aloneness over loneliness

When circumstances force you to be alone, choose to
interpret your situation, not as forced emptiness and
loneliness but, rather, as an opportunity for alone ness, an
opportunity for you to explore your own creativity and
strengthen your connections with the wider community.
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40 . F i nd i ng  t h e  c ou rage  t o  
l i v e  a s s e r t i v e l y

We only have one life, and this is it. My philosophy is
that I had better live this life to the full because it’s the
only chance I’m going to get. I sometimes think about
how terrible it must be for those people who get to the
end of their lives and have to admit, when it’s almost too
late, that they wasted the only life they’ll ever have.

Psychologist Erik Erikson wrote about this in the
1960s. He said people spend the last years of their lives
with a sense either of despair or of integrity. Those who
experience feelings of despair are those who are filled
with regret as they look back over their “one and only
life” and see wasted years, missed opportunities and
unfulfilled dreams. In their depression and despair, they
seem to be saying: “If only . . .”. Those who experience
feelings of integrity, on the other hand, are those who
look back over their lives with a sense of satisfaction and
achievement. The word “integrity” refers to the need we
all have to feel that all the parts of our lives have been
integrated (have come together). In old age, we can look
back and feel good about the fact that it all came
together for us. There were bad times, there were strug -
gles, there were decisions to make, there were situations
which caused us distress at the time but, still, we were
able to make it all come together in a way that makes us
now feel whole. 

That’s the way I want to spend the final years of my
life. Wait! Let me correct that. What I meant to say was:
That’s the way I intend to spend the final years of my life.
I have tested the boundaries of my life and broken
through—and now it’s up to me.

I don’t mean to give the impression that all women
have the power simply to choose the way they will live
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their lives because it isn’t true. Some live in extreme
poverty. Some live with a disability. Some live with a
mental illness. Some live with the threat of extreme
violence to themselves and their children and, whenever
they have tried to leave their violent partners in the past,
they were found, dragged back, and subjected to hideous
and inhumane treatment. None of these women has
freedom of choice. But there is a sense in which we can
all confront our boundaries, at least in our minds,
acknowledge the circumstances of our lives, and make
decisions about how we will live. Some will, of necessity,
make their decisions within the boundaries imposed
upon them, while others will be able to burst through the
boundaries.

In order to arrive at the end of our lives with a sense
of integrity and well-being, we must find the courage to
live assertively—now. It is how we live in the present
moment, in every present moment, which determines the
way we will be in old age. I recom mend assertiveness.
How can you live assertively? But, first, what is
assertiveness?

The easiest way I have found to understand what it
means to live assertively is to compare it with the idea of
living passively or living aggressively:
• Passive. A passive person is one who allows others

to walk all over her.* If you have the choice to allow
or disallow someone’s dominance and you give in to
it, then you can be said to be acting passively. Some
women, when dealing with their children, can be
quite assertive (sometimes even aggressive). But, in
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relation to their partner, they are passive all the time.
It’s almost as though they have had life’s spark
crushed out of them by his immature, domin eering
attitudes and behaviour, and have given up. The only
time they feel free to be themselves is with their
children.

• Aggressive. In contrast to a passive person who lets
others walk all over her, an aggressive person is one
who walks all over others. Aggres sive words and
behaviour are usually very hurt ful and destructive.
Some women are aggressive a lot of the time, putting
their partner down at every opportunity and being
constantly critical of the children.

• Passive-aggressive. Many women are guilty of dom -
in ating others in a different way, that is, with their
moods. Such behaviour is called passive-aggressive.
Most women who behave in this way would reject
the suggestion that they are being aggressive because,
they would argue, they are not yelling or physically
abusing anyone. The fact is that by using behaviour
which seems to be passive, they effectively control
the lives of everyone around them. By sulking, pout -
ing, withdrawing, refusing to speak and generally
causing gloom and fear to descend on the household,
they are being very aggressive indeed.

None of the above behaviours (passive, aggressive or
passive-aggressive) is recommended. They all leave you
feeling frustrated and unhappy and have a very negative
effect on relationships. I highly recommend that you
learn how to live assertively and begin relating to your
partner and children (and everyone else) in an assertive
way. What does it mean to live assertively? It means you
believe in your right to have your own opinions and to
express those opinions, to have your opinions listened
to, to say “no” and mean it, to insist that you are taken
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seriously, to tell people how you feel, to make requests of
other people and to be treated with respect.

Many women have told me, over the years, that
whenever they try to be assertive, their partner and
others accuse them of being aggressive. Don’t let that
worry you. Anyone who has gained from your passivity
in the past—that is, anyone who has been able to
dominate you in the past because you have been so
passive—is not going to like it when you begin acting
assertively. To accuse you of being aggressive is their way
of trying to get you to revert to your old ways. Don’t be
fooled. So long as you know the difference between
assertive and aggressive, you can be confident that you
are actually being assertive when you think you are. One
example: when you say, firmly and angrily, “I’m really
furious at you for the way you spoke to me last night in
front of our friends”, you are being assertive. But if you
say, “You make me sick! You were nothing but a foul-
mouthed, drunken slob last night when our friends
were here”, you’re being aggressive. An assertive person
doesn’t resort to name-calling and put-downs but, rather,
asserts her right to say how she feels and to say it as
strongly and as passionately as she wants to.

Another example: when a man wants to have sex
with his partner and she doesn’t want it, a passive
woman will either say nothing or look for excuses, the
result of which is that she gives unclear messages. Then if
her partner, thinking only of himself, goes ahead and has
sex with her anyway she, martyr-like, puts up with it and
feels terrible afterwards. An aggressive woman, in that
same situation, will say something like: “After the way
you treated me last week when our friends were here?
You’ve got to be joking! I wouldn’t have sex with you if
you were the last man on earth!” An assertive woman,
on the other hand, will simply say “no”, and say it
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clearly and unambiguously. “No, I don’t feel like it
tonight. Let’s just have a cuddle and go to sleep.” She
doesn’t resort to making up excuses because she believes
her “no” ought to be enough. She expects to be taken
seriously and treated with the respect she deserves. If her
partner persists, she persists right back. No matter how
long he goes on about it, she continues to say “no” if she
means “no”. 

To be assertive is to know what you want or don’t
want, and to have the courage to say so as clearly as
possible without putting the other person down.

Suggestions for action

Don’t waste your life being passive

Make up your mind that you aren’t going to be one of
those people who approach the end of their lives in
despair. If you passively give your life over to someone
else’s domineering ways, if you find yourself always
being the martyr, if you suppress your own desires and
opinions in favour of those of your partner, you will
arrive at the last stage of your life with the feeling of
having been cheated. You will sense, at that late stage,
that you gave your one and only life away to others and,
through your despair, you’ll say: “If only my life had
been different.”

If it is within your power to stop thinking and
speaking and acting passively, do it now. Be determined
that you are not going to waste your life, your dreams,
your opportunities.

Test the boundaries of your life

If you are in a situation from which it is impossible to
free yourself, at least test the boundaries. If you are a
woman with a disability, don’t be satisfied with the limits
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others place on you. Test the limits and be as assertive
and as active as you can be within those limits. If you are
a woman with a mental illness, don’t be satisfied with the
limits other people place on you. Many people who
aren’t familiar with mental illness will give you messages
which say you ought to act like a person with a mental
illness (whatever that means!). Certainly, be committed
to taking your medication and keeping yourself as well
as you can be, but test the boundaries and live your
life assert ively. If you are a woman who is in a violent
relation  ship from which you cannot escape, give in to
your partner only to the extent that you need to to ensure
the safety of yourself and your children. Push at the
boundaries as much as you dare and be assertive within
the limits imposed on you.

If, on the other hand, you are one of those women
who live within boundaries which are self-imposed, that
is, boundaries which exist simply as a result of their own
passivity or lack of courage, admit it to yourself right
now. Make up your mind that you will begin to push at
the boundaries. Don’t be satisfied with a life that is less
than it could be. Burst through the boundaries.

Learn about assertiveness

Seek out books on assertiveness. Most women have to
unlearn our old passive behaviours and teach ourselves
new assertive behaviours. If you hear of an assertiveness
course being offered, or a course on how to develop self-
confidence, have the courage to take it.

Live assertively

The first step in learning how to live assertively is to
make up your mind (assertively) that you are going to
change from passive or passive-aggressive to assertive.
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You can actually take that first step right now. You can
say: “Yes. I am going to learn how to be more assertive.”

That decision, of course, must be followed up
immediately by the next step which is: go to the library
today (or tomorrow) and check out a book which
teaches assertiveness. Then, read it and begin practising
new ways of behaving. Practise on your partner, your
children, your friends. The secret of success, in learning
how to be assertive, lies in the practice. Practise a new
behaviour over and over till you get it right. 

Living passively drains away your energy. Living
aggressively causes you to live with constant regrets
about what you said and did. But living assertively fills
you with energy and gives you a new zest for living.
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41 . Becom ing  s t r ong ,  g r ow i ng
s t r onge r

Sometimes women tell me they are afraid of becom ing
“too strong” and they give two reasons. One is that they
don’t ever want to appear to be stronger, or more intel -
ligent, or more assertive, or more opinion ated than their
partners. They don’t want to “hurt his ego” or intimidate
him by appearing to be stronger than he is, in any way.
They express concern that men are turned off by women
who are smarter or stronger. The sad thing about that is
that often a woman is smarter and emotionally stronger
than the man she lives with and the men she works with,
but she feels she has to pretend she isn’t.

It is true that some men are turned off by a woman’s
strength, but they are the immature men. A man who is
mature and confident in his own abilities is usually quite
happy to relate to women as equals regardless of how
strong or intelligent the women are.

The other reason women give for being reluctant to
develop their own strength is that they are afraid they
might turn into hard, uncaring, domineering women. But
that never happens. When I talk about strength, I’m
talking about inner strength which is projected outwards,
not a show of strength aimed at dominating others. That
kind of “strength” is actu ally weakness. To develop one’s
inner strength is to develop a calmness, a gentleness, an
enhanced self-esteem, a confidence and an ability to
speak up for oneself and others. 

When I run self-development groups, I often ask
participants to think of two adjectives to describe the
kind of person they think they are or the kind of person
they would like to be. Then I ask them to tell the rest of
the group their two adjectives. When it comes to my
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turn, I usually say: “I am strong and gentle.” These two
attributes are so important to me. People who have the
wrong idea about what it means to be strong would say
that it’s a contradiction to want to be strong and gentle at
the same time. They see gentleness as passive, weak, self-
effacing, self-denying. But, they’re wrong. Gentleness (in
women or in men) is one of the indicators of inner
strength. If we can be with others, listen to others, speak
with others, relate to others in an attitude of gentleness,
we are exhibiting real strength. It doesn’t mean you’ll
never get angry. It doesn’t mean you’ll never assert
yourself. It means that you will do those things and do
them well. Because you are strong!

I stated in the introduction that the purpose of this
book was to help us all become more honest about
what’s happening in our relationships and about what
effect our relationship with our partner is having on our
lives. In relation to women, I said I wanted women who
live with immature men to open their eyes and have the
courage to see how their relationships were affecting
them. I said I wanted this book to help women to “decide
to stop using up so much energy trying to infuse maturity
into a man who prefers to be immature; stop blaming
them selves for a situation that is not their fault; gain a
greater understanding of their own feelings of dis ap -
point ment and emptiness and loneliness; and begin to
look at their options for a better future” (p. 6).

Regardless of what you decide to do about your
relationship, that is, whether you decide to leave or stay,
your options for a better future begin with the issues
dealt with in Situations 36 to 41. Refuse to take on guilt
that isn’t yours. Don’t allow yourself to forgive when
forgiveness isn’t appropriate. Develop ways whereby you
will enhance your self-esteem. Celebrate your uniqueness
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and enjoy opportunities for aloneness. Push at the
boundaries of your life and live assertively. And, above
all, never be afraid of your own woman-strength.

Be strong. Grow stronger. Live boldly. 
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A f te rwo rd

As a psychotherapist, I was aware of all the books out
there about relationships – written with women in mind –
because women are the ones who worry about their
relationships, who lie awake at night trying to figure out
what they are doing wrong to cause their husbands or
boyfriends to treat them with so much contempt, trying
to find the key to open their partner up so that he’ll finally
start communicating.

Women whose relationships cause them distress, look
for books about relationships all the time. And the strange
thing is that they actually want to read that it is they who
are to blame for the problems in their relationship because,
if I am to blame, I can do something about it. If I’m to
blame, I will gladly change my behaviour. There’s hope.
And that’s what most books about relationships trade on:
they exploit women’s desperate need for hope, by giving
them false hope.

I knew as a psychotherapist and a feminist that, so
often, it’s not the woman’s fault when things go wrong.
When a man refuses to communicate with his partner,
when he shows no respect for her, when he chooses to be
violent or demand sex all the time or spend all his spare
time consuming pornography, there’s absolutely nothing a
woman can do. She can change her approach to him, she
can be more understanding, she can be the perfect wife –
but it won’t change him one iota.



So, I wondered if I could write a book about relation -
ships that was totally honest. Frankly, it would have been
much easier to write Men are from Mars, Women are from
Venus. Making light of the desperate situation so many
women are living with day after day in their relationships
with men would have been easy. Urging women to be
more patient with men, to accept their bad behaviour
without question because, really, men are from Mars and
you shouldn’t actually expect to understand them. Just
make allowances for them! Just be there for your man,
keep all your hurt inside and love him no matter what he
does.

Now, I don’t mean to imply that those kinds of books
are all bad. When I was writing my book, I made it my
business to read the ones that were most popular and I
found that there were some helpful things in some of them.
Women Who Love Too Much, for example, has some
useful advice for women but, the bottom line still is, if you
are having problems in your relationship, it’s probably
your fault because you love too much. The author, Robin
Norwood, encourages a woman to see it as her problem,
and her problem is one of “co-dependency”. And what she
needs to do is enter into Norwood’s ten-step programme
toward “recovery”. But is this fair? When a man consis -
tently behaves in unacceptable ways, it is the woman who
needs to recover from her problem. Now, if I had written
that book, the title would have been quite different.
Instead of Women Who Love Too Much, I would have
called it: Men who love themselves so much that they
don’t give a damn about their partner. And, of course, the
content would have been very different too.

Then, there’s the book How to Live with a Difficult
Man, full of advice to women about what to do, when to
do it and how to survive. If I had written that book, it
would have been called, not How to Live with a Difficult
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Man but How to Leave a Difficult Man or, simply, Why
bother? It’s crazy the way women are encouraged to turn
themselves inside out, to expend enormous amounts of
emotional energy, second-guessing, tippytoe-ing around
difficult men. And blaming themselves when it all gets
too hard.

Is it any wonder that women continue to suffer from
depression and anxiety at alarming rates? You can’t live in
denial and get away with it. You can’t take all the blame
on yourself when you’re not to blame and get away with
it. Deluding yourself in that way has serious effects on
your mental, and often physical, health.

And then there appeared the really destructive book
by Laura Doyle, The Surrendered Wife. I think the word
“surrender” is a very interesting one in the context of
relationships. The very word “surrender” has connotations
of war. An army which is totally dominated, outmanoeu -
vred, outgunned by the enemy often has no other option
but to surrender. And when Laura Doyle suggests surrender
as the only path to a “happy” relationship, the only con -
clusion one can draw is that the man, the partner, is in
effect the enemy – and that his behaviour is dominating
and aggressive.

When a woman finds herself in a relationship with a
man who treats her badly, I believe she has three options.
She can surrender, as Laura Doyle suggests; she can spend
her life trying to accept the way he is, trying to figure out
ways to get him to change, as most other authors suggest;
or she can let him know that she expects him to grow up
and begin behaving like an adult – as my book suggests.

Now, some people might worry about the fact that a
feminist has written this book. If those people believe all
the lies told about feminists – that we hate men, that we
encourage women to leave their marriages, etc. – of course
they would think, without having read my book, that

AFTERWORD 263



that’s what it’s all about. Well, it’s not. I want women to
be happy. And if a woman is happily ensconced in a
relationship with a man who respects her, communicates
with her, sees her as his equal, what more could a therapist
like myself want? If she is in a relationship with a man
who doesn’t respect her, etc., then she must do something
about that.

The one thing I absolutely refuse to do in my book is
blame women for the problems men cause in relationships.
And it seems to have worked. HELP! has been translated
into twelve languages. People like it. I’ve lost count of the
number of women who’ve contacted me since HELP! first
appeared in bookshops thanking me for “knowing” what
they go through and, then, writing about it. And when I
actually showed the book to women who had come for
relationship counselling and also, at the launch of the first
edition – women would look at the Contents and say:
That’s me. Yes, that’s me, too.

When you’re always the one who’s wrong. Yes.

Living with a bully. Yes.

When you have sex to keep the peace. Yes.

My book does speak to the experiences of many women.
It may surprise you to know that men have contacted me
too – to thank me. They tell me that they hadn’t realised
what they were doing to destroy their relationship, till they
read my book.

One day I received a phone call from a woman who
told me that she lives with her husband and two children
in Adelaide. After months of relationship counselling
which hadn’t worked for them, her relationship with her
husband was about to end. They were both sad that they
hadn’t been able to make it work. One day her husband

264 AFTERWORD



picked up my book from his wife’s bedside table and
started reading it. When he finished it, he began talking
with his wife – communicating, she said, in a way that he
had never done before. Just recently, she phoned me again
(three years later) to tell me that they’re still together and,
while there have been some ups and downs, the relation -
ship is now solid. I love to hear such stories and to know
that my book played a part in what surely is a mini-
miracle. And the best thing for me is to know that people
are responding to the book’s honesty.

To the women who have read my book, let me say:
Remember that a relationship is a two-way street and that
the best relationships are those where there is mutual love
and respect. Whatever you do, don’t sell yourself short.
Have an expectation that you will be treated well in your
relationships – and insist on it. The outcome may surprise
and delight you.
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