Extremes of desire, rage and despair in sexual and political conflict.

By Cherry Potter

Introduce extract from film: Take My Eyes directed by Iciar Bollain.

“After suffering years of abuse at the hands of her husband, Pilar flees the marital home with her small son.  She begins to make a new life for herself but returns to her husband after he promises her that he will not abuse her again….”  The scene we are about to see shows what happens after she returns home.  

 (play 4 minute extract:  Scene selection 15  A Day in Madrid)
In the extract the husband abuses his wife – he strips her naked except for her bra, throws her out onto the balcony, drags her back in, tries to strangle her and in terror she wets herself.  When he has totally humiliated her, degraded her, denigrated her sexually and shamed her, he walks away in disgust. 

So, how can psychoanalysis and group analysis can help us understand:

1. men who are driven by an urge to enforce their power and control over women by abusing her and denigrating her sexually? 

2. women who are attracted to abusive men 
3. the repeating cycle of violence between perpetrator and victim.

Clearly these are hugely complex issues, particularly as I have chosen a canvass that ranges from the personal to the social and the political.  I will only be able to touch on the surface in 30 minutes.

Splitting, Projection and Projective Identification
These are the key analytic concepts I want to think about in this talk, particularly as the husband in the film appears to be in the grips of some form of infantile regression to what Klein described as the paranoid schizoid position.  

Klein’s Paranoid schizoid position   

Klein understood paranoid anxiety as anxiety about imminent annihilation.  In this position, before the secure internalistion of a good object to protect the ego, the immature ego deals with its anxiety by splitting off bad feelings and projecting them out. However, this causes paranoia. Schizoid refers to the central defense mechanism: splitting, the vigilant separation of the good object from the bad object.  (Mitchell, S.A., & Black, M.J. 1995)

The film shows how the husband, when he is in a rage, has no empathy for his victim wife.  She is entirely to blame for his violence; she has asked for it by her actions.  She has caused his unbearable feelings of powerlessness, humiliation and shame, she has emasculated him and she must be punished for this.  He uses his violent rage to make her feel what he believes she has made him feel – like the Kleinian baby he projects his bad feelings back into her. 

By denigrating her he reduces her to a worthless object.  The more he denigrates her the more grandiose and powerful he feels. By demonstrating his power over her and denigrating her sexuality he regains his masculinity and his potency. There is something in the scene reminiscent of the Nazis denigration of the Jews – stripped naked and abused they become less than human, they become objects that deserve to be destroyed.

Part 1.  Women Who Lose Themselves in Love: some case studies

Over the past few years I have run two 12-week analytic groups for Women Who Lose Themselves in Love – these were women who have a pattern of destructive and self destructive relationships. Subsequently I worked with a number of these women individually and in my long-term group for women.  These 2 case studies are based on this work.   

Emma’s Story
Emma was a painfully thin former anorexic.  She was 34 but looked ravaged by life.  When Emma was a child she regularly witnessed her father’s out of control rage as he trashed the house and beat her mother. She had a particularly traumatic memory of her father threatening to murder her mother, cut her into little pieces and bury them in the greenhouse. This climate of terror was normal life for Emma until she was 10 when her father abandoned the family home and went off with another woman.  On access visits Emma would sit perched on the edge of a chair, for hours, sometimes days waiting for her father.  In order to hold onto her image of her idealised father, she blamed her mother for driving him away. In her imagination she clung onto the idea that if she was good her father would return, like the prince in a fairy tale, and tell her he loved her. 

As an adult all Emma’s boyfriends had been violent and disturbed.  But nevertheless she loved them desperately.  A restraining order was placed on her violent boyfriend, Ben, which he broke. He subsequently served a six month prison sentence. She said she was terrified that he would come and find her when he came out of prison.  But she didn’t change the locks on her flat or her mobile number. And when he came to find her, instead of reporting him to the police, she began meeting him secretly in parks at night in the dark.  She was frightened, but they had to meet like this so he wouldn’t get sent back to prison.  
Emma could see how her love for Ben was like the love she felt for her father, loving him and terrified of him at the same time.  But she couldn’t help loving him. She was deeply ashamed because of all the work done by the police, the social services, and me, to help her.  She was plagued by feelings of guilt and worthlessness. She had always felt guilty; convinced everything was her fault, even as a child.  

Cathy’s Story

“Why is it so hard to leave someone who is trying to destroy me?” Cathy asked me almost as soon as she sat down for her first session.  She was 36 and appeared vulnerable, every inch a victim, although she possessed a somewhat wild, Wuthering Heights kind of beauty; easy to imagine her racing desperately across the moors searching for her Heathcliff.  

Her partner, Jake, didn’t beat her up so the bruises would show, instead he pinned her to the wall with his hands around her throat, dragged her by her hair, threatened to smash her through the window and kept her awake all night verbally denigrating her and telling her he wanted to kill her. 
Cathy’s mother was a violent, out of control alcoholic, always in and out of rehab and psychiatric hospitals.  Her father was a cold, frightening businessman. Between the ages of 4 and 10 he came to her bedroom at night and sexually abused her. The rest of the time he hardly looked at her. Instead he gave her younger sisters all the attention and she was deeply envious. 

Mostly Cathy insisted that she hated both her parents and she couldn’t remember ever loving her father.  Until one day she became very embarrassed and cried because it was so hard to say this terrible thing.  After her father sexually abused her he would suddenly look pathetic, fragile, and guilty.  He would sit there, kind of slumped, ashamed and upset about what he had done.  She felt sorry for him then and she felt that she loved him because he needed her to comfort him. She had exactly the same feelings for Jake who, after almost killing her, suddenly becomes pathetic, vulnerable and needs her to comfort him; that’s when she loves him most: “he’s as if my Dad loved me”. 

Cathy desperately missed being with Jake as a couple despite the fact that he was cruel and didn’t have any empathy for people he was hurting.  He was handsome, charismatic and powerful. It sounds crazy because he was so dangerous but being with a powerful man like Jake made her feel safe.  

She also missed Jake because of the times when they were like children, playful and fully alive.  Like her, Jake also grew up in a violent, alcohol-sodden household. Cathy conjures up a vision of the two of them like feral children running wild with no parents to look after them and love them, so they try to look after each other, but they are so damaged they end up hurting each other.  But at the same time they are the only ones who can really understand each other in a world full of normal undamaged people.

After a period of resisting Jake’s attentions he left the area.  In therapy Cathy became silent. She said she was depressed, suicidal, still afraid that Jake would find her and kill her.  I wondered if she was more afraid that he wouldn’t come, that this was really the end with Jake. She cried. She felt completely abandoned, as if she was falling apart, fragmenting, life without Jake, everything, was now pointless, completely meaningless. 

Both these relationships are like a revenge tragedy, where the sequence of extreme emotions of love and hate are played out again and again as if on a loop.

The abusive love/hate cycle in 3 acts.

Act one: 

The narcissistic cocoon: their passionate and grandiose love is fuelled by their envy and hatred of normal people in the outside world.  

Act 2:  

The narcissistic cocoon becomes smothering.  

The hatred turns inwards.  

He regresses like an enraged infant in a tantrum – he hates her like he hated his hated out of control mother who must to be punished for not loving him properly. 

She is both his helpless victim and filled with hatred and rage at the power he has over her which is like the hatred and rage she felt towards her father.  

She attempts to escape from her abuser and seeks help. 

Act 3 

His rage burns out.    

He becomes the helpless crying infant, terrified of losing her, full of remorse, desperate for her forgiveness.  She is again his object of desire, his idealised good mother.   

This is the moment she has always longed for; she is desired, and she is the only woman who knows how to love him and save him from himself.  

She rejects help and returns to her abuser. 

How can we understand what is going on in these relationships?

Splitting and projection
Both partners are splitting and projecting their loved and hated objects onto the other.   

A kind of Projective Identification.  

He acts out his infantile rage with his hated mother on his own behalf. And she is his victim.  But a part of her is also feeding and feeding off his enormous rage. Both Emma and Cathy experienced intense feelings of hatred when they were being abused and both had fantasies of killing their abusers although they were both too terrified to act out these fantasies. His rage, and the rage that it generates in her in retaliation, is the closest she can get to her own infantile rage, a rage that she dare not express because she may destroy everything she loves and needs for survival. 

Repetition compulsion

Attachment Theory shows how often our experience of love as an infant becomes our template for the kind of love we seek in our adult lives. “Why can’t I fall in love with nice men?” many of my patients wail.  The answer is because nice men don’t inspire in them the passion, the pain and the fear they have learnt to associate with love.  
In his book The Illusion of Love, Why the Battered Woman Returns to her Abuser, Celani refers to Fairbairn’s work with abandoned and abused children.  He notes how the children preferred to return to their abusive parents than remain in the care home: “they prefer abuse to the high anxiety of feeling abandoned and cut off from their identity.  This is similar to the woman who is victim of her partner’s abuse who prefers to return to her abuser than remain alone. She needs him to keep her identity intact.” (Celani 1994) 
I think this explains why for Cathy the prospect that Jake may find her and kill her was less frightening than that he really had abandoned her. 
Power and Powerlessness
One of the fundamental positions in Celani’s book is that the abuser and the victim of abuse are psychologically similar.  According to Celani: 
“….the apparent differences between them arise from the contrast between the independent and dependent [attachment] style rather than from basic differences in their character structures.”  Celani (1994)

But why should men and women adopt different attachment styles?  Celani’s failure to address this question adequately, I think, demonstrates the limitations of analytic theory that doesn’t fully take into account the social and cultural settings, in particular the patriarchal power hierarchy, and the part this plays in forming the differences in male and female identities.  

The male abuser typically has an intense and paranoid fear of feeling emasculated, impotent and powerless in his intimate relationships and in the wider world. He uses violence and intimidation to regain the feeling that he is powerful and in control and to bolster his grandiose demonstration of potency.  If he has grown up in a family where the father demonstrated his power in this way and in a culture where this kind of masculinity was prized, the man is more likely to continue the behaviour pattern.  

If the woman has grown up in similar circumstances she is more likely to have learnt helplessness and suffering from her mother.  She will also have oedipal needs that put her in competition with her mother for the affection of men like her father. Her sense of her own power relies on her ability to be sexually attractive to men. As we have seen with Emma and Cathy, she also has an intense need to mother men fuelled by her fantasy that, unlike her inadequate mother, she can save men from themselves.  

In one session Cathy furiously attacked me for suggesting that she was really a “strong women”.  She didn’t like to be called strong.  She hated ball breaking Amazons like those 1970s feminists wanted women to be, she thought they were unattractive and horrible.  She liked being feminine because men prefer feminine women.  

But why was acknowledging her own strength was so frightening for her?  I think the answer was partly that in the session I had attempted to support the strong woman part of her that could resist returning to Jake and repeating the abuse cycle.  This brought her face to face with the unbearable feeling of fragmentation, emptiness and abandonment. She was angry with me because although she was furious with her own powerlessness she desperately wanted to return to the familiar, self destructive, victim position. At the same time she was also resisting her own strength because unconsciously she was drawn to unleashing the danger of her own powerful destructive impulses. 

Part 2.  Splitting and the Denigration of Women in Society

Are there lessons we can learn from the ‘cycle of abuse’ model that may be useful to our understanding of the wider social and political world?  

As a result of feminism, many women in the post-70s sexually permissive western democracies have more power than ever before. So why is it that the abuse and denigration of women continues to be so prevalent in our society?   

According to the Amnesty International website: “The stark fact is that every year, 3 million women in the UK suffer rape, trafficking, harassment, forced marriage, domestic violence or some other form of gender-based violence.”  Currently two women a week are murdered by their partners. Prostitution and the trafficking of women are the third highest 'black market' income earner after drugs and the arms trade. In London alone it is thought that up to 80,000 men regularly pay for sex. 

High profile serial killers have long held a prurient fascination for the media and public.  Hence the multitude of ‘Serial Killer Thrillers’ and TV crime series where beautiful young women are portrayed as screaming, terrified victims or corpses on the pathologist’s slab.  Thank heavens for forensic psychologists to give us all respite from the relentless horror and reassure us that good science will triumph over evil; justice will be done.  

Emma was almost exclusively attracted to men on the fringes of the criminal underworld.  She was acutely embarrassed and ashamed when in therapy she eventually confessed that she wanted to be hurt sexually. It was not about orgasm, she had never had an orgasm with a man; but for her pain made sex more intense.  She found it hard to say what she meant but it was something to do with her need to sacrifice her self sexually to the point of oblivion which was also when her insatiable desire to lose her self in love was, for a moment at least, satiated.

Cathy worked as a prostitute for 6 months when she was a student.  She did it to earn money, but she knew that wasn’t all there was to it.  She claimed the sex was no big deal, she felt numb when men were doing it to her, she disassociated, like she had when her father was sexually abusing her.  But she also confessed that when she worked as a prostitute she felt powerful. She finally had to stop working because she felt such a huge rage with her punters she wanted to kill them. 

Not all men who frequent prostitutes or are addicted to on-line pornography are driven by a desire to violently abuse and sexually degrade women.  And it would be foolish to suggest that all women who are victims of male violence are psychologically motivated to be attracted to their abusers like Cathy and Emma.  Numerous women become victims because they find themselves trapped in circumstances beyond their control. On the other hand some women who repeatedly find themselves attracted to the underworld of abusive sex and violence are acting out a life-script formed by their early childhood experience of neglect, abuse and worthlessness.  And the more independence and freedom women gain in society the more some men feel driven to reassert their masculinity by demonstrating their power over women through violence and denigrating them sexually.

Part 3:  Splitting, the Paranoid Schizoid Mindset and Fundamentalism

Finally I want to spend a few minutes thinking about whether this analysis of the perpetrators of domestic violence and sexual abuse may also give us some insights into the psychological mindset of Fundamentalist Religious Sects? 
Jehovah’s Witnesses
The Jehovah’s Witnesses have a patriarchal system ruled by male elders.  Women are forced to dress modestly and must obey their husbands and the male elders without question.  Members of the sect are not allowed to go to college or vote and must avoid all unnecessary contact with ‘worldly people’ (non Jehovah’s Witnesses).  They believe that the world will shortly end and only Jehovah’s Witnesses will be saved.  If a member of the sect disobeys the rules they are disfellowshipped – no member of the sect is allowed to talk to them. The sect’s policy on rape is that unless there are 2 men who witness the abuse and make a complaint (an unlikely scenario) the perpetrator shall be treated as innocent. Furthermore the allegations must never be disclosed to outsiders or ‘worldly’ people.  

Beth’s Story

Beth, aged 29, grew up in Wales in the Jehovah’s Witness sect.  She was sexually abused throughout her childhood by her violent stepfather.  On occasion these rapes were watched by one of her father’s friends, a fellow Jehovah’s Witness. Beth’s mother was a victim of domestic violence and anally raped by Beth’s stepfather.  Beth was 9 when her mother fled the family home. For 3 months Beth thought her mother was dead.  Then, when her mother returned she was told her mother was a whore and she was only allowed to see her for two hours a week, supervised by Jehovah’s Witness male elders.  
Despite the fact that Beth’s adult life is blighted by PTSD, fuelled by the terror that her stepfather will find her and kill her for telling, for the past two years she has been fighting to take her stepfather to court for his crimes. During this period I have been working with Beth as her writing mentor and editor for a book she has been writing about her childhood abuse and her long hard battle for justice.  (This book, Hush, will be published by Random House in May 2009.)
Islamic Fundamentalists
Islamic Fundamentalist sects demand that women be veiled and segregated at every level of society, starting at puberty. Public displays of affection between husbands and wives are forbidden. In bed any sexual position where the woman is on top is haram or sinful. Women who let a single lock of hair fall beneath their headscarves are beaten for abusing their sexual power. Wife-beating is common. What is the effect on young unmarried men who, like youths the world over, are subject to a whole host of fears about their burgeoning sexuality? What do they do with their unacceptable sexual fantasies fuelled by the strict regime and the temptations of the mysterious, hidden female world? Too often they project their self-disgust on to their object of desire, whom they blame for causing them to have “impure” thoughts. 

Fatima’s story
When I first saw Fatima, aged 32, she looked hunched and lifeless. She was severely depressed and rarely left her refugee hostel. She was from a progressive Middle Eastern country where she had been a teacher before fleeing to the West. As a teenager she had been raped by her brother-in-law. Her mother swore her to secrecy — imperative to save the family honour. Years later, despite her successful career, her mother, against Fatima’s wishes, arranged for her to be married to a much older man. To conceal her lost virginity, her mother hired a doctor to sew up Fatima’s vagina. In an act of rebellion Fatima took rat poison in a mosque. Her mother publicly denounced her daughter to protect the family from scandal. Should Fatima ever return home her brothers would murder her for bringing dishonour to their family. “Honour” killings were common in her country — the authorities either turn a blind eye or issue six-month prison sentences. 

Whilst the sexually licentious West is portrayed as “the Great Satan”, purveyor of all evil that must be destroyed, in modern Islamist Tehran there is a thriving sex trade — an estimated 84,000 women are in prostitution and thousands of girls are sold as sex slaves across the Arab world.
Christian Reconstructionists, an American fundamentalist sect, also advocate the death penalty for adultery, homosexuality and “unchastity before marriage” (but for women only). Studies of the psychology of Fascism show how the Nazi cult of obeying, adoring and fearing the Führer was rooted in the patriarchal family obeying, adoring and fearing the father. The Nazis, like modern Islamic and Christian fundamentalists, also idealised virgins and women who were submissive housewives and perfect mothers. Their form of extreme masculinity values, above all, male bonding and sacrificing their lives for the high ideals of racial or religious purity, with the promise of glorious martyrdom. 

Conclusion
These religious sects appear to be in the grip of a mass psychosis. Like a paranoid psychotic they nurture delusions of grandeur and an imaginary hotline to God. Like a paranoid psychotic they split the world between those they hopelessly idealise as pure and good, and those they denigrate as evil and out to destroy them. 

It is also striking how these fundamentalist religious sects, whatever their race or creed, have in common with male perpetrators of domestic violence an obsession with maintaining total power and control over women and in particular her sexuality. In both groups the men in particular and some women appear to be stuck in what Klein called the paranoid schizoid position. 

As a result of feminism women the world over made incredible gains in the social and political arenas during the 20th century.  In societies where women are respected as equals the culture tends to be more tolerant, more able to enjoy intimacy and less violent towards women, children and outsiders. But despite developments in liberal social democracies, the Kleinian baby remains in a rage.  The battle of the sexes and the cycle of sexual abuse and violence appears set to run and run. 
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