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Whenfacedwiththestoriesofphysicalandsexualviolence,manipulation,
gaslighting,andcoercionthatsurvivorstellfromtheirexperienceswithinabusive
relationships,manypeople’sfirstquestionfrequentlyseemstobe“whydidn’tthey
justleave?”And,indeed,withalimitedunderstandingoftheoverallcontextthat
formsabuse,victimsremainingwiththeirabusersseemsunimaginable.Afterall,if
someonewalkeduptoyouonthestreetandcalledyouaworthlesspieceofgarbage,
orslappedyouintheface,youwouldnotbeinclinedtosharetheircompanyany
further,sowhydoabusevictimsappeartoaccepthorrifictreatmenttimeandtime
againwithoutleaving?

Atrootofthisquestionisafundamentalmisunderstandingofabusethatwe
mustcorrectbeforeweexploreanyfurther.Abuseisnotdeterminedbyindividual
instancesofviolenceortoxicbehavior,nordoindividualinstancesofviolenceor
toxicbehaviorautomaticallymeanabuse.Abuseisnotsimplywheneversomeone
insultsyouortreatsyoubadly:itisabroaderrelationalcontextthatlimitsyour
abilitytoresist,challenge,orleavesomeonewhotreatsyoubadly.Manypeople
understandabuseasthemoreextreme,individualincidentsofviolentbehaviorthey
tendtohearmoreabout,butitis,inreality,thecontextofentrapment,inwhich
thevictim’sagencyandautonomyarereduced,constrained,andcooptedinorder
toempowertheabuserthatformsanabusiverelationship.

Anabuserisnotcomparabletoastrangerwhowalksuptoyouandinsultsyou
orslapsyouintheface,eveniftheirapparentbehaviorinaparticularmomentis
thesame,andtheoptionsavailabletoyouinthemomentofyourassaultarenot
thesameastheoptionsavailabletoanabusevictim.Thestrangerdoesnotknow
you,hasnomeanstocompelyoutoremainforanotherslap,andhaslittlepowerto
controlyourreactiontothem.Theabuserknowstheirvictimonanintimatelevel,
oftenhasbuy-inandoftenevensignificanttrustandrapportwiththeirvictim’s
friends,family,and/orworkplace.Theyknowwheretheylive,andmayevenlive
inthesameplace.Theyknowtheirinsecurities.Theyknowtheirvulnerabilities
andhowtoleveragethem.Theyoftendonotstarttherelationshipwithaslapasthe
strangerdid,butinsteadbuild(oftenatarapidpace)connectionanddependencies
withtheirvictimbeforeslowlyintroducingmoreoverttacticsofcontrolthatthey
thenusetheexistenceofpriormomentsofconnectiontoexcuseandjustify.

InhisbookCoerciveControl:HowMenEntrapWomenInPersonalLife,Evan
Starkdefinesabusenotasindividualincidentsofviolence,butasasystemofcoer-
civecontrolmoreakintoprolongedattacksonliberty(likekidnappingandhostage
taking)thanitistootherincidentsofphysicalassault:“Themostimportantanoma-
lousevidenceindicatesthatviolenceinabusiverelationshipsisongoingratherthan
episodic,thatitseffectsarecumulativeratherthanincident-specific,andthatthe
harmsitcausesaremorereadilyexplainedbythesefactorsthanbyitsseverity.”
(13)Thestoriesofabusiveviolencethatemotionallyrockyouandleadyoutoask
“whywouldanyonestayafterthat⁈”arecertainlyafeatureoftheabusivecontext,
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but as long as you remain focused only on them you will remain unable to find the
answer to your question.

Put simply: not being able to leave an abusive relationship is a symptom of
being in an abusive relationship, not its cause. An abuse victim is not continuing
to experience abuse because they refuse to leave, the abuse is creating a context
in which the victim unable to leave. There are various tactics, overt and covert,
that can come together to create this context — emotional manipulation, physical
intimidation, social isolation, financial control, control over children, control over
housing, weaponization of the State (ex: threats to report an undocumented victim
to ICE), etc. — and which ones are used frequently and which ones do not even
play a role is unique to both the abuser and their victim. This is why understanding
abuse as an overarching context of entrapment is vital to understanding the situation
abuse victims find themselves captured within.

Additionally, it is important to recognize that not only is leaving an abuser an
extremely difficult task (it takes, on average, 7 attempts for abuse victims to leave
their abuser and remain separated from them) but it is also a highly dangerous
one. Of abuse victims who are murdered by their partners, up to 75% of them are
murdered at or after the moment they leave the relationship. Abusers seek to gain
and maintain control over their victims, and when they see their victim attempting
to escape that control, their response is frequently deadly. “Just leaving” is very
rarely as simple, or as safe, as outside observers would like to believe.

Asking “if they’re being abused why don’t they just leave?” assumes that there
is another reason, usually some personal failing, that causes the victim to stay in
an abusive relationship, but the actual answer to that question is “they don’t leave
because they are being abused.” Indeed, it may be far more productive to begin ask-
ing by the abuser doesn’t leave or allow their victims to leave, because the answer
to that question has a much greater capacity to shed light on the abusive context as
a whole.

The abuser doesn’t leave, or allow their victims to leave, because they are per-
sonally empowered by the abusive context. They mobilize all the resources and
strategies at their disposal to maintain coercive control over their victims because
doing so allows them to extract value for themselves (whether that value is emo-
tional support, sexual satisfaction, domestic labor, or simply the gratification of hav-
ing power over another person) from their victim at the expense of their victim’s
autonomy. They use their intimate knowledge of their victim, outside cooperation
of family, friends, and coworkers, whatever privileges given to them by larger social
systems, and control over material resources to steal that victim’s agency.

Situations of abuse are situations of entrapment. Victims of abuse have their
ability to act reduced, constrained, and coopted by their abuser. It is not a matter
of choice, it is a matter of domination and control that is compounded by a larger
system that both justifies it and supplies structures that make it possible.

5

Sources:
• “DV Facts &amp; Stats.” RESPOND Inc., https://www.respondinc.org/dv-
facts-stats/.

• “Private Violence: Up to 75% of Abused Women Who Are Murdered Are
Killed after They Leave Their Partners.” The Guardian, Guardian News
and Media, 20 Oct. 2014, https://www.theguardian.com/money/us-money-
blog/2014/oct/20/domestic-private-violence-women-men-abuse-hbo-ray-
rice.

• Stark, Evan. Coercive Control: The Entrapment of Women in Personal Life.
Oxford University Press, 2009.


