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Foreword to Escaping
Emotional Abuse

You deserve to be treated with kindness and respect, especially by the people you are closest to. You
don’t deserve to be treated with cruelty, indifference, or unreasonable demands. Unfortunately, there
are far too many people who are being mistreated in their most intimate relationships with a spouse or
romantic partner. And sadly, there are too many people who believe they must stay with their partner,
no matter how controlling, abusive or disrespectful they are.

Often the reason people stay in an abusive relationship is that they were raised in a culture that
insists that women should be subservient to men. Many of you reading this book come from such a
culture. You may have observed your own mother always giving in to your father. You may have
even watched as she was emotionally or even physically abused by him. You may have been forced to
wait on your father and your male siblings and you may have been told that your opinions and
feelings didn’t matter. If this is your situation you will have an especially difficult time coming to
believe that you deserve to be treated differently than the way you were raised. Emotional abuse may
have been such an everyday experience for you that you can’t imagine your life free of it.

Nevertheless, this is the goal of this book. | want you to begin to recognize that having your ideas
and your feelings dismissed, being forced to be subservient to men, and being spoken to with cruelty
and even contempt are not acceptable. And I want you to walk away from reading the book knowing
in your heart that you deserve to be treated with kindness and respect by the people around you.

Emotional abuse can be difficult to identify because it is so hidden, insidious and confusing. The
damage caused by emotional abuse can occur so gradually that the victim hardly notices it. For those
of you who don’t know what emotional abuse is this book will make it very clear what constitutes
emotional abuse. For those who know they are being emotionally abused, the book will help you
become strong enough to either stand up to your abuser or to end the relationship if that is what you
decide you need to do—for yourself or especially for your children. Emotional abuse is just as
damaging as physical abuse and in some cases can be even more debilitating. Research has revealed
that observing a parent being emotionally abused is as damaging to a child as actually being abused
themselves.

Specifically, this book focuses on the emotion of shame. The reason for this is that shame is the
primary reason why victims put up with abuse. It is extremely humiliating to be spoken down to,
ordered around, constantly criticized, falsely accused and treated like someone less than human.
Being the victim of emotional abuse slowly whittles away at a person’s self-concept, self-esteem, and
their ability to stand up for themselves. If someone is emotionally abused long enough she or he
grows to question their perceptions and even their sanity.

Shame is also the primary reason why people become abusive. Every person who is abusive has
been heavily shamed—either by overly strict or critical parents, by his siblings, by his teachers, by
bullies at school or by his community. Shame causes people to feel small, inadequate, less than, even
worthless and unlovable. In fact, nothing harms us as much as being shamed. When we are shamed
we feel exposed. We want to disappear. We want to go into a corner and hide. If you were shamed by
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your parents or others when you were growing up, you know what I’'m talking about.

Males who are shamed tend to react differently than most females. They have the same initial
reaction—they feel exposed and inadequate. But males are expected to be tough and strong—to
withstand any amount of shaming or abuse. So going into a corner and crying is not an option for
most males. Instead, they have to pretend that the shaming or abuse didn’t affect them. They have to
pretend they are unmoved by the humiliation placed on them.

In addition to causing people to feel inadequate and feeling like hiding, shame creates rage in
people, rage that causes them to lash out at those who are weaker than themselves. It causes people to
build up a defensive wall in order to protect themselves from further criticism and shaming. This
protective wall tends to cut off the person from their humanity, their empathy. Thus we have a person
who tends to treat other people the way he or she was treated, repeating the abusive cycle with their
children and their spouse.

Those who have repeated the pattern of shaming and abuse are not bad people. We can have
tremendous compassion for them knowing that they act as they do because of their own childhood
experiences of abuse. But you can have compassion for someone and still need to stand up to the way
they treat you. And in some cases you can have compassion for someone and still recognize that you
need to break away for your own safety—your own sanity. This book will give you the tools to take
the necessary steps to free yourself and your children of emotional abuse.

While it is usually males who become abusive due to having been shamed, some females also
take on this way of reacting to shame. That is why this book is not just for women who are being
emotionally abused by their mates. In some situations, a man can find himself in a situation where he
is the victim of emotional abuse by a spouse. This can feel especially humiliating to a man and cause
him to keep the abuse a secret from everyone around him. If this is your situation, | hope this book
will help you understand that the abuse is not your fault and that you have a right to be treated with
kindness and respect as much as anyone else does.

If you were raised in a culture that gives permission to parents to be overly domineering and
controlling, a culture that dictates that women should obey their husbands no matter what his
demands, you may have a difficult road to travel if you wish to break the cycle of abuse. Those who
were abused in childhood and those who are being emotionally abused by their husbands or wives
tend to treat their children in abusive ways. It is only human to pass on what was done to you. But
you have within your power to change this pattern—to break the cycle. The first step is to face the
truth about the fact that you were or are currently being emotionally abused, and to stop making
excuses for your spouse. The next step is to come out of denial and to acknowledge how much the
emotional abuse that you are suffering has damaged your self-esteem and your image of yourself.

It isn’t easy to walk away from an abusive partner. In addition to shame causing people to become
emotionally abusive, shame can rob victims of their motivation to take action or keep them from
believing they deserve anything better. And shame can cause you to question your perceptions and
eventually your very sanity. You need someone to guide you on your journey, to validate your
perceptions and to encourage you every step along the way. That is the very role | wish to take with
you so that you don’t feel you have to walk this path alone.

Beverly Engel
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