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analyst was a woman, too, for that matter. His response was polite but determined:
what [ was saying had nothing to do with 1t. Te him, I was actually not a woman, but
only ‘a psychoanalyst”! This falure to recognise the gender of the analyst 15 not rare,
but in this case it took on a specihic significance, as we will see later.

Things went on in this manner for quite some time, until Z appeared on the
scene. She was a very young woman to whom B (to lis own surpnse) began to feel
more and more attracted. Previously, with all the women he had dated, he seemed
1o have separated quite distinetly sexual pleasure from personal involvement, which
he had always managed to avod. He felt a strong sexual attraction towards Z, but at
the same time he was worried: he was very afraid he might lose his control over the
relationship and over ns own mind. Nevertheless, he did not want to give up this
relationship. He did not want to renounce the strong emotions 1t was able to excite
mn him.

Gradually, however, [ began to realise that B was maltreating his young lover. On
one occasion, for example, he told me that he had got angry with her and offended
her, calling her *whore’, although she had done nothing serious. She had started
crying, asking him why he was treating her like that. I echoed her question, asking
him, *“Yes, why?", and he replied unhesitatingly that, as everyone knows, women
arc unfaithful, unreliable, “all whores'. He then added that, if he maltreated her,
1t was because she deserved 1ty even 1f it was not quite clear what her fault might
have been. After a number of similar incidents, B was worried and afraid that his
relationship might end. However, 1t seemed that lis worry was not about hurting Z,
but rather about making a mistake which might bring about unpleasant, unwanted
consequences. In brief, he focused all his interest on himself, and he seemed quite
unable to put himself 1n her shoes.

Al the same time, however, he kept talking to me about Ins love hife, unhke 1n
the early years of analysis, when he had concealed this whole area of lns hife. He
talked to me about it because he wanted me to help him preserve his sentimental
relationship. Reversing Bion's famous statement, [ could say that [ was “his best
colleague’. Gradually, he began to realise that [ did not despise him as deeply as he
was afraid I might. As for me, I was helped to maintain an attitude of ‘respectful
histeming” (MNissim Momighano, 2001 ) both by my mnterest in better understanding his
way of being and by being able to glimpse the helpless child behind his narcissistic
arrogance.

Another aspect of the ways and motives of his maltreating behaviour towards
his partner that emerged was that B was afraid he could not trust, and entrust himself
to, a person, a woman, who might exploit, abandon and ndicule him. In this sense,
he told me that lns father openly claimed that women should not be trusted. He
seemed to identify himself with his father and to have deeply assimilated his attitude
towards women. He was afraid of them, even though he was unaware of this aspect,
and consequently wanted control, indeed domimion, over them. He did not trust
them. To this had also contnibuted the fact of having a weak, unprotective mother,
who had made ham feel alone and betrayed.

Sometimes a few words from £, however neutral and innocent they were, could
arouse his suspicion. He seemed to find in those words a clear confirmation that Z
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did not really love him, indeed wanted to *cheat’ on him. In such moments, violence
wis unleashed. Afterwards, B did not repent, but was ashamed of having lost control
of himself. He also feared he might be abandoned. On the other hand, he seemed
unable 1o really understand his victim, her fearful reactions and her timid attemnpts
to distance herself from him. He eventually commented on these episodes, but n a
strangely coarse manner, quite n contrast with the inesse he was able to show on
other occasions; for example, he would say, *After all, she asked for 1t".

Then, more and more clearly, I began to see us perverse, spht-off side, which
had not been analysed for a long time, even though in our first meeting it had
given rise to that feeling of duplicity I mentioned above.” I was able to get closer
to the area of perversion only when and because B had become worried about the
possible consequences of his behaviour (he was, in fact, afraid of losing Z and
expericnced the fact of feeling the need for her with anguish). I also realised that
the relationship with his ‘official” partner was considered good by him, since B did
not feel emotionally involved with his compamon, and this allowed him to have less
fear of dependence. With her, he demonstrated a less openly maltreating behaviour,
owing to this emotional distance.

Another reason that had made 1t possible for B to let me get closer to his
narcissistic-perverse side was that he considered the analytic relationship as good
and rehable up to that pomnt, since 1t bad given him a remedy against his phobie
anxiety. I was then able to tell him that he had an ambiguous attitude towards me
(a woman analyst). On the one hand, he saw me, just hke the other women in his
life, as a docile, useful tool for his purposes, as in the case of the recovery from
his phobic anxieties. On the other hand, however, he was simply denying that part
of me which might have troubled him, namely, my femininity, which to him was
synonymous with weakness (lis mother’s weakness) as well as threat (the threat of
dependency). He kept on thinking of me as ‘gender-neutral’, simply a doctor.

Later, I was also able to link his behaviour with that of his father, who was so
authoritarian as to border on sadistic. We realised that he identified himself with
his authontanan, sadistic father, whnle he projected on to £ a weak, fnghtened part
of mmself. His anger, which was the source of s maltreating behaviour, served
the function of keeping these two parts of himself separate, and of expelling any
possible pain out of himself.

Discussion

Several different considerations may be drawn from this clinical vignette. A
narcissistic pathology 15 1in play here; there 15 a sense of shame about having been
poor, the determination to achieve that success which he believes 15 due to him; the
feeling that he is *special” and has the right to treat other people according to his own
desires. He was a son admired for lus potential skills; he was considered predestined
to take the family back to 1ts former glory. But there 1s also sirmlar behaviour to that
of Don Juan, a way of exploiting the other person—the woman, in fact.

“This corresponds to the idea of Riesenberg-Maleolm (cited in Jiménez, 20004) according o which
perversion 15 revealed in analysis more through ‘tone and nuances’ than through the narrated content.
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In this case, there 15 also an association between narcissistic organisabon and
phobic disorders, the latter, as I said before, being the reason why B asked for
analysis. If the perverse nareissist comes to analysis, n fact, 1t 18 because of some
concomitant problem, not for the perverse-narcissistic disorder in itself,

In B's case, both the phobie disorder and the perverse trait seem to me to ongimate
from the same matnx. He had been more admired than loved by us parents. He had
suffered from his father’s violent, authoritarian character, he had been afraid of him
and had defensively identified himself with him. In his relationship with his mother,
he had not been able to expenence an mtimacy that would have given lnm secunty
and comfort; on the contrary, he had felt the burden of her attitude of dependence on
him. He had distanced himself from her, despising her, and had extended this feeling
to the whole female world.

His maltreatment of Z, his Don Juan behaviour, s mabihity to put mmself 1n
the shoes of the women he seduced and s failure to recogmse thewr otherness and
nights: all this made m feel strong 1n that 1t allowed him to deny his feehngs of
infantile terror and dependency. It was a kind of tnumphant revenge on the weakness
of his mother and of women in general (but also on the experienced—and denied—
weakness of the unprotected child he had been).

As [ said above, 1t was 1n this matnix that both the perverse trait and the phobic
disorder for which he had asked for analysis had therr ongin. In fact, just as he
was beginning to be successful, a strong angunish about bemng shut up n closed
spaces manifested itself m lm. Behind the appearance of a conflict between the
desire for success and the fear of fallure, which were the superficial aspects, his
phobic anguish corresponded above all to the fear of bemng shut up in situations of
clinging, threatening dependence. He feared his own dependence, which made him
feel as weak as the women he used. These aspects, however, only became accessible
when 1t was possible to analyse the traits of perversion (although in the meantime a
symptomatic improvement had been possible thanks to analytical holding).

But the aspeet [ wish to stress in this case 1s the shaft from the narcissistic style
of relating to the behaviour and narcissistic-perverse way of relating (or of relational
perversion) that B enacted with Z. In a comprehensive paper, Fonagy (1998) attermnpts
to understand the specific psychopathology of men who are violent towards their
partners. Although he addresses the 1ssue of physical maltreatment and abuse, 1
think that his hypotheses also shed some hight on psychological maltreatment. He
convincingly suggests a connection between attachment styles, quality of parental
care and the capacity for mentalisation. Attachment theory (which 15 the basis of his
argument) cannot be discussed exhaustively here; 1t 15 enough to say that Bowlby's
studies and those of s followers have made it possible to codify a number of
different styles of attachment of the child to the caregiver which arc defined as
secure, avoldant, ambivalent and disorgamised. In bnef, Fonagy claims that the
disorgamsed style of attachment 15 often the result of relationships between abusive
or maltreating parents and their children (parents that are violent towards cach other
or towards their children). Under the pressure of the need to find some comfort, on
the one hand, and to escape from the abusive parent, on the other, the chld’s mind
finds a compromise, accepting physical comtort and creating at the same time a
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kind of mental distance from the parent. However, in doing so, the children damage
their own capacity to mentalise, since they cannot use the parents for the necessary
function of mirroning and interpreting their own mental states. Furthermore, they
cannot even afford to understand their parents® states of mind, since they would
have to face both hatred and the evidence of not bemng loved. Fonagy wntes that
these patients may regress when they become adults, 1n some situations, to ‘non-
mentalising thought'.

Emotionally involving relationships may therefore be experienced as a threat
to the mtegnty of a precanous self, which has defensively adopted a narcissistic
structure. The subject fears the nsk of a dependency that might annihilate the
pretence of self-sufficiency. There is the fear of catastrophic frapmentation
and collapse (all this was present in B's case). The immediate solution 15 an
externahisation of the conflict, a projection on to the partner of the role of vietim,
of one’s own 1dentification with a violent (therefore powerful) parent and of the
mani¢ triumph which ensues. I use the term “manic’ here in 1ts proper meaning,
that 15, as the other face of demal.

These men are not completely devoid of empathy; mmdeed, they are quite
empathetic with that part of themselves which they expel into the woman, which
they can sec again when they manage to make her suffer. After such cpisodes,
Fonagy claims, men expenence a decrease 1n tension, hke a restoration of an inner
Gestalt”, a strange state of tranquillity. *The calm reflects the successful destruction
of the woman's psychic independence. She 15 once again the mere vehicle of her
partner's pathologieal projective processes’ (1998, p. 24).

One could object that 1t 15 useless to introduce a new concept—namely, relational
perversion—when there already is one, that is, sado-masochism. However, even if it
15 unhelpful to multply terms and concepts—accordng to Occam’s rule that entia
non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem [entities should not be multiphied beyond
necessity|—I think that the concept of relational perversion refers to phenomena
which are not adequately desenbed by the term “sado-masochism’; first, this term has
primanly a connotabion of sexual perversion and stresses the fact that bofh members
of the couple experience pleasure in their way of relating. Second, there may also be
role-reversal n a sado-masochistic relationship. In the case of relatonal perversion,
there 15 no role-reversal; the pervert cannot allow that to take place. Only ke can exert
his power in the relationship and experience a kind of pleasure in that. Furthermore, my
suggestion of adopting the term “relational perversion’ has the purpose of ighlighting
the concept of interpersonal relationship which may include, albeit not necessarily,
sexuality. It is a type of relationship in which the roles are different (just as, on the level
of reality, responsibilities are also different).

“Where are the happy moments?’
If the concept of sado-masochistic relation 15 misleading, 1t 15 also, however, often
invoked because it seems to provide an explanation of the behaviour of both members
of the couple. In fact, to speak of relational perversion without speaking of the other
pole of the relahonship—the woman who suffers the perverse action—can only
give an impression of incompleteness. Although it 1s not possible to deal with this
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theme exhaustively in this paper, I will try to give some indications to show how my
reflections are onentated.

One of the first questions is whether there exists a specificity to the victim,
n other words, whether 1t 18 possible to trace a profile of the person subjected to
maltreatment, just as 1t 15 possible to compose a mosaic of the psychopathological
profile of the perpetrator (which 15 the hypothesis [ propose in this paper). Hingoyen
(2000} claims that the victim has no specific features of her own; indeed, she asserts
that saying that a perverse narcissist behaves perversely with one partner in particular
and not with others would be the same as saying what the perpetrators themselves
assert (and B himself said): “She asked for it’.

However, those working in the field of maltreatment often find themselves
wondering why women submit to it, why they do not manage to escape before
1t happens and what binds them to the abusive relationship. The 1deas that there
15 a collusion between the two partners, or indeed that the woman expenences
masochistic pleasure from maltreatment, are the easiest and most often-used
explanations. But let us examine these explanations more closely to see if they
are, 1 fact, useful.

As [ have already asserted, domestic violence mamfests itself along a continuum
of mncreasing seriousness. At one extreme, there 15 psychological violence, at the
other physical and sexual violence which puts the woman's very life at risk. The
most senous cases of abuse often imvolve women who have already been victimised
dunng ther lives, who come from violent families where they have witnessed
violence between their parents or have themselves been abused. These women have
not leammed to be protective of themselves and, more generally, bear the shgmata
of the damage suffered within their personality structure. This also applies to men,
who, however, more often tend to identify themselves with the role of the maltreating
parcnt.

However, this paper deals specifically with psychological violence. It 1s true
that, when mvestigating the personality of women who have undergone this type
of maltreatment, one comes across similar, albeit less devastating, situations to
those desenbed above in a certain percentage of cases: people who have witnessed
violence or who have suffered because of parents’ neglect of them, or again who
have had to experience a role-reversal, themselves taking on the parental functions
that are lacking, and which has prevented them from experiencing the security of
being loved or from recogmsing their nght to be loved.

These observations, which hold true 1n many cases, do not, however, constitute
the explanation for the phenomenon. It seems to me, above all, that, n the case of
psychological maltreatment, the most interesting aspect is not so much the definition
of a sort of predisposing personality (in any case a dificult task given the absence
of sigmificant recurrent features in the typology of the victims) as an understanding
of the dynamics of relational perversion and the way this impacts on the victim. By
this, I mean understanding what an abused person becomes.

In one of the most heart-rending anas of the Nozze di Figare by Mozart (libretto
by da Ponte), the Countess nostalgically recalls “the happy moments’ she lived in
the past with her unfaithful, Iying husband:



PravErsE RELATIOSAIPSE Te9

Dowe sono 1 bed momenti Where are the happy moments

I dolcezza, e di piacer, Of sweetness and of pleasure

Diove andaro | giuramenti Whatever happencd to the paths

M quel labbro menzogner? From those lying lips?

Perché mai, s¢ in planti e in pene Why oh why if for me all s changed
Per me tutho s1 cangid Into sorrony and pain

La memoria di quel bene The memory of that lowve

[al mio sen mon trapasso? Remains still m oy mind?

Like the countess in the Nozze, maltreated women begin to wonder at a certain
point what has happened to what they believed was a relationship worthy of the
name. The woman reahises that “something 1s not nght’ little by hittle, sometimes
after a senies of episodes which start to make sense when they are linked to one
another, although one of the particular difficulties for the victim of a perverse
narcissist is staying lucid. Regarding this, 1 would point out how the overturning
of logic and creation of a false reality are typical characteristics of the perverse
action.

=0, at the beginming the woman reacts with disonentation and confusion. Unable
to understand what 15 happening, she tends to attribute to herself the responsibility
and tault for the malfunchoning of the relatonship. She tends to think that if she
were a better person things would go better; she tries to modify her behaviour, but to
no avail. Her partner’s devaluation and criticism are always at the ready, but, while
he 15 very clear in mamtaining that his companion 1% in the wrong, he 15 instead very
ambiguous when 1t comes to making a clear pronouncement as to what she actually
should do to improve things.

Why do women submit to maltreatment? 1 think that, hke the females of other
animal species, women use all their resources to preserve the nest. They are also
pushed mto doing so by their upbringing, by society and by cultural tradition. It 1s
also worth reiterating that the perverse action 1s such just because 1t seduces and
manipulates. In the words of the Chinese sayimg: "Hit your wife every evening; you
don’t know why you are doing 1t, but she does’. Thus, in the perverse relationship
the woman finds herself thinking that 1f her husband 1s maltreating her 1t means that
she 15 gmlty. It 15, to be sure, a reverse logic, but 1t 15 still a loge, that 15, something
which lends order to the world, and this 1s in any case preferable to chaos, confusion,
not understanding why the relationship 1s becoming so absurd, a kind of monstrous
labyninth. One might say then that the woman's assumption of responsibility for a
situation which does not depend on her, indeed, of which she 15 the vietim, besides
comeiding with the man’s attnbution of the fault, 1s also a defence against accepting
the pamful recognition of an absurd, confusing, incomprehensible situation which
moreover deals a death-blow to the hopes placed on the relationship and to the
commitment and energy used to preserve it

In addition, as the partner’s behaviour gets more and more irrational and
incomprehensible, completely absorbing the woman's energies in strateges to cope
with the situation, on the one hand, she 1solates herself, becomes too bound up n
the relationship and is prevented from mixing with other people by her partner’s
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possessive, controlling attitude. On the other hand, by submitting to and accepting
the moral blackmanl, and bemng afraid of it, she accepts not speaking about her pnivate
hell to outsiders. Thus, 1n an apparently paradoxical way she ends up protecting the
companion who maltreats her, allowing him to keep his fagade of normality and
render 1t convincing. In this sense the relationship 1s strengthened, precisely m a
perverse way; the woman becomes more and more indispensable to her companion,
who 15 less and less walling to let her go.

In conclusion, 1 believe that what binds the woman to the relatonship are above
all the gffects, the outcomes of the perverse action, the way in which this gnaws at the
victim, undermining her resources and abilities. These effects are truly specific and
are the brand which perversion burns into the victim's existence. It is this particular
aspect, the way mm which perversion penetrates and erodes the personahity of its
object, that is worthy of further research.

Translations of summary

Perverse Berichungen: die Perspektive des TiEters, Dhie Auwtorin untersucht das Thema der perversen
Besichungen im Paar und konzentriert sich dabei auf die Misshandlung — besonders im psychologischen Sinn
- der Partnerinnen durch den Mann. Verschiedenarige Aspekie der Persdnlichkest und des Bezichungsstils
des Taters werden beschricben. Die Autonin setzt an den Kongepten der ,narzisstischen Perversion®
(Racamier, 1992) und der relationalen Perversion™ (Pandolfi, [999) an, die sic cingehend diskutiert.
Diese Konzepte sind hilfreich fiir das Verstindnis und fir dic Identifizierung dicser Ant von Pathologic. Sic
postulicrt, dass missbrauchliches Verbalien scinen Ursprung im Zusammentreffen von ausgesprochen un-
empathischen Bezichungsstilen, dieg fur bestimmie Persdnlichkeiten {vor allem, sber nicht ausschlieiflich,
tur die narzmsstische Storung) charekteristisch sind, mit | Perversitit™, d.h. Perversion, verstanden als
Charakterzug, hat. Sie onterscheidet swischen | relationaler Perversion™ und | sadomasochistischer
Bemiehung” und prisentiert, um Licht auf die oben erwihnten Aspekte zu werfen, ein klinisches Bild aus
der Amalyse eines Mannes, der seine Partnerin misshandelt. Dabei werden eimige der Problems thematisiert,
dic in der Analyse solcher Patienten auftauchen. Abschlicllend untersuchi die Autorin bestimmibe Aspekic
der Missbrauchsopter.

Helaciones perversas: la perspectiva del maltratador. La autora examina las relaciones perversas de parcja,
v profundiza en la cuestidm del maltrato, sobre todo psicoldgico, de hombres hacia sus parejas femeninas.
Se descriten diferentes aspecios de la personalidad v el estlo relacional del maltratador. La autora toma
como punto de partida v discute en profundidad los conceptos de “perversidn narcisista” (Recamier 1992)
y “perversion relacional”™ (Pandolfi 1999), por considerarlos Gtiles para la comprension y la identificacion
de este tipo de patologia. La autora planrea 1a hipgotesis de gue en realidad el maltrato se origima en el
encucntro de estilos relacionales de cicrias personalidades (sobre todo, pero no exclusivamente, de desorden
narcisista) gque son cspecialmente poco empaticas con la “penversidad”™, es decir la perversion, entendida
como respo de cardcter. Filippini distingue entre *perversion relacional”™ v “relacion sadomasoquista”™, v 1o
lusira mediante una vifieta clinica gue provienc del andlisis de un hbombre gue malirata a su companera,
abordando algunos problemas que surgen cn el analizis de esos pacientes. En conclusidn, la autora plantea
alpunas consideraciones sobre las victimas del maltrato,

Les relations perverses @ la perspective de 1"auteur de maltraitances. L'amicle étudie le théme des
relations perverses au sein du couple, s"intéressant a la question de la maltraitance des hommes envers leurs
partenaires féminins, en particulicr au sens psychologique. Divers aspects de o personnalité de IMauteur de
maltraitance et du mode relationne] sont décnits. Larticle a pour point de départ et discute en profondeur
les concepts de « perversion narcissigue » (Racamier, 1952) et de « perversion relationnelle » (Pandoli,
19549, considérés comme utiles & la compréhension ot & Midentification de ce type de pathologie. L' auteur
de 1"erticle faii 'hypothése que la conduite de maltraitance 8 pour origine la rencontre entre de modes
relationnels particuliérernent dénués d'empathie, caracténistiques de certzines personnalités {principalement,
mais non exclusivement, les troubles narcissigues) avec une « perversite », o est-3-dire une perversion
comprise comme un trait de caractére. L'auteur frit une distinction entre « perversion relationnelle » et
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# relotion sadomasochique » et présente une vignette clinigque issue de Manalyse d’un homme maltraitant sa
compagne, de fapon 4 éclaireir les aspects déoris ci-dessus, relatifs & certaines guestions gui apparaissent ag
cours de "analyse de tels patients. En conclusion, "auteur discute certains aspects concemant les victimes
de maltraitance.

Rapporti perversi: il ponto di vista del perpetratore. L Autrice prende in esame il tema delle relazon
perverse di coppia, approfondendo la gquestione del maltrattamento, sopratbutto psicalogico, da parte di womind
nei confrontl delle loro compagne. Vengono descritt varl aspett della personalita e dello stile relazionale
dell"womo maltrettante. L'autrice assume come punti di partenza i concettt di “perversione narcisistica’™
(Racamier 1992} ¢ di “perversione relaziopale™ (Pandolfi 1999), che discute in modo approfondito, in
quanto i considera uhli a comprendere e identificare quesio tipo di patologia. Essa ipotizza infath che i
comportament di maltrattaments prendano ongine proprio dall’incontro di stili relazionali particelarmente
non empatice tpici di certe personelitd — principalmente, ma non solo, del disturbo narcisistics — con la
‘perversith’, ciogé con la perversione intesa come tratto di carattere. L'awtrice opera una distinzione tra
perversione relazionale ¢ relazione sadomasochistica ed espone una vignetta clinica provenente dall analisi
di un vomo che maltratta la sua compagna, allo scopo di meftere in luce gli aspetti sopra menzionat e di
accennare ad alcuni problemi che 51 incontrane nellanalisi di gquesti pazientl. In conclusione, essa presenta
infine alcune considerariond sulle vittime delle relarioni di maltrattamento.
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