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Magdalena,
 
Finally, I have finished my journal entries, which are attached in MS Word format. I know they are late and I will accept, without contention, whatever grade you assign. However, after reading my
journal, you will understand why I have had such difficulty completing this assignment and I hope you couple that knowledge with your assigning me a grade.
 
I have enjoyed reading Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery and I plan to keep this book for future reference and remembrance. I am enrolled in the Fall ’05 Psychosocial Rehabilitation class
with you and very much look forward to again being a student in your class.
 
Thank you, again, for your patience and understanding. I look forward to your comments and feedback.
 
Gina L. Turcotte
 
In the absence of Who You Are Not, Who You Are, is not... 
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Journal Entry #6


It’s Saturday night, May 7 and I’m sitting at my computer trying to finish my school work although I have much more important stuff on my mind at the moment. My life is worthy of having a book written about it – to describe it as “melodramatic” is an understatement. My life easily fits within the context of Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery book. Right now my book is opened up to page 108, Attacks on the Body. There is something profound in Herman’s writing that I can so relate to. Her depiction of feeling attacked is so eloquent that it takes my breath away. She made a specific statement, “the normal regulation of bodily states is disrupted by chronic hyperarousal” which succinctly summarizes my personal plight.


Growing up in the environment, and with the parents, that I did, I quickly became very aware of my surroundings – where will the next attack come from? How can I divert the attack by being aware of his/her feelings/thoughts and treading lightly when I’m cautioned that something is not right? I became so aware of my surroundings that I learned how to read people and their feelings. Now I’m a 36 year old adult who still cannot focus within herself and ignore the outside world. I’m so tuned into my surroundings that I find myself ignoring my own needs in order to coalesce with those around me. However, those around me are not people I necessarily want to coalesce with but feel I should in order to maintain harmony and safety.



Right now, I am faced with the very real fact that I am no longer happy in my relationship with a man who is inherently angry and fiercely afraid of losing control. I have no privacy in my home, which is legally owned by him, and I am now looking for another place to live. Unfortunately, he has confided in me the pain he is feeling about my leaving and has divulged that I need to make my move very quickly as he is afraid that he will not be able to maintain control of his temper for very long. “Very long” can be interpreted as 7 days or less. So, I am faced with the challenge of scraping together $1000 and finding an appropriate and suitable place to rent for myself. The problem is that I am so hyperaroused about his feelings about my leaving that I am scared for my own safety. I know I need to leave soon but I have very little cash and not many adequate places to move to. I also know that if I stay here too long we will end up having an emotional fight that may result in my belongings being damaged or one of us being assaulted, either physically or verbally. I have tolerated this kind of behavior from us for 5 years and I am so tired of being catapulted back into the same kind of experiences that I have been having with him for so long. I do not feel safe with him because I am too hyperaroused to care more about myself than about how he feels at the moment and trying to make sure I do everything “right” in order to prevent any kind of confrontation, which I haven’t been very good at handling with him. Because I’m so aware of how he is feeling I neglect taking good care of myself which leaves me feeling unprotected and scared. I would love to sit down and talk with Ms. Herman about her book as I know she would understand what I’m feeling right now. 

Journal Entry #7


On page 110, Herman states, “Many abused children cling to the hope that growing up will bring escape and freedom. But the personality formed in an environment of coercive control is not well adapted to adult life. The survivor is left with fundamental problems in basic trust, autonomy, and initiative.” Boy, how true that is!! This book was such a godsend for me, Magdalena! I saw my life unfold in front of me as I turned each page and continued to read the profoundly truthful words of Judith Herman. I know my life, and the abuse I endured, is minimal compared to the abuse of Ms. Herman’s clients and research subjects; however, I completely understand how any type of abuse can cause these results in a young child growing up in a coercive environment. I am currently confronted with establishing autonomy with a man who uses coercive control, and passive-aggressiveness, in order to control his environment and maintain his own sense of harmony. However, I am unable to establish autonomy because my thoughts are almost always focused around him, what he wants, what he desires, how he feels, the role I play in how he feels and how I can make changes in order to maintain my own sense of harmony within my home. Always being focused on him detracts from going “within” myself and establishing my own sense of safety and peacefulness.


I was laying on my couch in my office the other night after a long day at work. I had my headphones on my head, with the music blaring in my ears so loud that I could not hear him knocking on the door to my office, which I had closed and locked. The next thing I knew, he was tapping me on the shoulder. I opened my eyes, looked up at him and saw a panicked, raging expression on his face. In the past, I would have immediately felt afraid that I had “done something wrong” and would have changed my pace in order to soothe him. But this time, I asked him what was wrong. I was able to do this without changing my focus from me to him. I was able to stay centered within myself knowing that I had done nothing “wrong”, but he was unhappy nevertheless. I asked him what he needed to which he stated, “I wanted to talk to you. I almost had to break the door down to get in.” I calmly told him that I had locked my door in order to NOT be interrupted, which is what he just did. I was meditating to my music and wished to be alone. Apparently, he has difficulty being excluded from my life for which I pay dearly through his feelings of insecurity, hurt, anger and aggressiveness. Because of his need for control, he managed to unlock the door to my office and entered without an invitation because HE wanted to talk to me. However, the next day I asked him why he feels he has the right to shut ME out of his office by locking his door but yet he does not afford me the same right to lock my door. He could not respond with any type of answer. He could not explain why he affords himself such rights while at the same time disallowing me the same right. I explained to him that it was those actions he engages in that cause me to want to leave because I feel so unsafe in his presence.


I don’t think I will ever understand his reasoning but I do know that I cannot live this way and be truly happy. I need to leave and leave very, very soon.


Journal Entry #8


I’m in a major quandary as it is now Saturday, May 14 and I still have not been able to find a place to move to. I also have not completed my assignments for this class because my mind is so cluttered with thoughts of getting out and getting away. I think about doing my school work but cannot bring myself to concentrate because I am so aroused about my current living situation that thinking about anything but finding another place to live is impossible. I’ve literally scoured the internet for all available resources that would aid me in my search for a new home but I’ve come up empty-handed as of yet.


I had a conversation with Kevin this past Thursday about my departure date. He stated that he does not trust himself to maintain civility while I am here as knowing that I am leaving because of him is too difficult for him to handle. I advised him that it would definitely be in his best interest to do whatever it takes to keep his aggressions in control because I have certain choices at my disposal if he chooses to let loose and get destructive with me or my property. These choices include calling his ex-girlfriend’s attorney and informing her of his choice to continue being aggressive. This would severely damage his ability to have visitations with his son, which are currently 4 hours per week, supervised. The visits are supervised because of his anger and violence which he perpetrated against his ex-girlfriend during their relationship. He has been required to have supervision for the past 5 years and is anxious to remove the supervision requirement from his visits. He also knows that I do not make empty threats; if he does choose to become aggressive with me he surely will lose all visits with his son. I am only hoping that he cares enough about his son that he will do whatever it takes to maintain control over his anger for the duration. It’s a very scary tactic but it is the only leverage I have available to me to ensure my safety while I find another place to live.


Journal Entry #9


On page 159, Herman states, “Trauma robs the victim of a sense of power and control; the guiding principle of recovery is to restore power and control to the survivor. The first task of recovery is to establish the survivor’s safety.” Reestablishing power and control over oneself is a difficult task if that individual feels ultimately controlled by other individuals and her environment in general. I know that in order for me to reestablish my sense of power and control I must find absolute confidence in my ability to keep myself safe regardless of my environment and the individuals in it. When someone feels inferior to those around her, specifically men, she must find ways that she can ensure her own safety regardless of the man’s resources, whether they be physical strength, money or community resources.


Living in Kevin’s house I feel inferior because the house does not legally belong to me and if he and I were to “go to blows” over the house it would be me who would be forced to leave. Additionally, when he gets angry and spats at me about wanting me to move out I become hyperaroused because I know that he has the “legal upper hand” and will have the legal ability to have me removed from the premises if he so chooses. This knowledge causes me to always be on the alert to his moods and desires and to do whatever I can to keep harmony in the house. Having to always keep harmony in order to maintain my safety is counter-productive in my quest for autonomy and self-created safety. Always being “on the alert” prevents me from “making myself at home” in his house which therefore exacerbates my  ability to become comfortable in my environmental surroundings.



Additionally, because he is a man and obviously more powerful than I, physically, I feel very unsafe when he becomes angry. He has engaged in destructive behaviors in the past when he was angry with me. He has destroyed my property, locked me out of the house and threatened me physically which has done much to damage my sense of safety in his presence. I have maintained a relationship with him for 5 years because I “know who he REALLY is” and I trust that he does NOT want to be who he is currently being. However, I have come to finally realize that it is not ME who can change him; it must be HIM who changes him with my support, encouragement and tolerance. Then I have to ask myself the famous Ann Landers question: “Will I be better off with him or without him?” That has been difficult for me to answer because there are so many positives about Kevin that it has been difficult to make a definitive decision in that regard.


I grew up with a father who was coercive, controlling, domineering, violent and raging. He required absolute compliance in thought, word and deed. It was ALWAYS his way or no way. If he said I was trash then it was a fact that I WAS trash. If he said I was wrong then it was factual that I WAS wrong. I grew up always feeling “less than” valuable and worthy in the eyes of men. I felt like I needed to always give men what they wanted in order to get what I needed regardless of the price I would pay for it. Additionally, my mother was unable to protect me from my father because he exercised the same domineering control over her that he did over me and my brother. However, she taught me a valuable lesson when she finally packed our belongings and moved me out of his house. Her decision came with a very high price however.



For the next year, my father stalked and terrorized us. He would come to our apartment and bang on the doors and windows demanding to be let inside. He would follow us around town and blockade us in parking lots so we could not escape. He was so angrily obsessed with getting my mother and I back into the home that he further damaged his relationship with her and me through his coercive actions. I grew up being afraid of men and what I could lose if I did not do as he required. Now I have put myself in a similar situation with Kevin and I am so angry with myself for doing so.



What I can do now is to remove myself from his life, create a life for me and my daughter based on my ability to keep myself safe and to provide for myself and my daughter without the aid of another man. I have decided that when I am able to find my own place to live, my only goal is to create a full life based on my desires for peace, harmony and spiritual fulfillment that does not include any men. That is the gift I will give myself.


Journal Entry #10


On page 197, Herman states, “Taking power in real-life situations often involves a conscious choice to face danger. By this stage of recovery, survivors understand that their post-traumatic symptoms represent a pathological exaggeration of the normal response to danger. They are often keenly aware of their continued vulnerability to threats or reminders of the trauma. Rather than passively accepting these reliving experiences, survivors may choose actively to engage their fears. On one level, the choice to expose oneself to danger can be understood as yet another reenactment of trauma. Like reenactment, this choice is an attempt to master the traumatic experience; unlike reenactment, however, it is undertaken consciously, in a planned and methodical manner, and is therefore far more likely to succeed.” Again, another eloquent statement by Herman which accurately describes my life and current goals.



I have been with this man for 5 years; for 4 ½ of those years I have been exposed to physical, verbal, emotional and sexual abuse by him. I have, on at least 3 separate occasions, removed myself and my belongings from his home, established my own residence but have eventually returned to his house in an attempt to salvage this relationship. This is my last attempt which has also failed. However, I do not necessarily consider it a failure; I consider it my ultimate triumph!!


I’m still not completely clear as to why I returned to his home this last time, only 1 ½ months ago. I believe I may have returned in an attempt to finally master my traumatic experience with being controlled, bullied and terrorized. I knew, on a semi-conscious level, that he had not changed enough to my satisfaction but I returned nonetheless. I may have returned in an attempt to assert my control and sense of power of my environment and those individuals in it. I believe I wanted the means to prove to myself that I can take care of myself in the face of imminent danger. That is exactly what I have created in the interim. I am currently living in a situation where my physical safety is tenuous, at best. But I continue to choose to stay here regardless of that possibility. However, to my delight, I am feeling very much in control of my safety and I have learned how to soothe myself regardless of my circumstances. Unfortunately, I have had to resort to passive-aggressiveness in order to achieve that goal – specifically, threatening him with the phone call to the attorney in the event of his aggressive choices. On many occasions over the past 1 ½ months, he and I have had verbal confrontations at which time my body would tremble uncontrollably for fear of the argument escalating into a physical incident. In order to prevent that fear from manifesting I have visualized my choices and the results of those choices. Subsequently, I have been able to articulate to him through carefully selecting my words, tone of voice and non-verbal communication that I am NOT afraid of him nor will I allow him to bully or intimidate me.


Just the other day I was able to verbally articulate to him exactly what I expected from him. I told him that I will NOT jump because he said jump. That I will NOT move out simply because he ordered me to move. That I will NOT live in fear because he is attempting to instill fear in me. I told him that I will move out as soon as I am physically and financially able but that my expectation is for him to maintain himself in light of the current situation. I also told him that I am sad because he is making the choices that he is making and that those choices are the catalyst in my making my choice to leave, again. I was able to clearly communicate to him that I am NO LONGER afraid of him and that there is nothing he can do that will cause me to “obey” him, regardless of the threat. I feel very empowered by my choice to be here. I believe it was a productive, yet foolish, choice on my part to move back into his home. Now I am proving to myself that I AM able to protect myself from imminent harm through regulating my own emotions, thoughts, words and actions. What a wonderful gift I have given to me!!


Journal Entry #11


On page 202, Herman states, “This simple statement – ‘I know I have myself’ – could stand as the emblem of the third and final stage of recovery. The survivor no longer feels possessed by her traumatic past; she is in possession of herself. She has some understanding of the person she used to be and of the damage done to that person by the traumatic event. Her task now is to become the person she wants to be. In the process she draws upon those aspects of herself that she most values from the time before the trauma, from the experience of trauma itself, and from the period of recovery. Integrating all of these elements, she creates a new self, both ideally and in actuality.”



My ideal for my life, once I find myself a new home, is complex. I now know that I am an incredibly strong woman, very capable of caring for myself in all aspects of living and surviving, and that my need for a man is a simple delusion. I am now recovered from my most horrific traumatic experiences of growing up, and I can now stand solidly on my own two feet without the fear of needing a man to be complete.



My goals are as follows: to integrate myself within my work with traumatized children, to learn all I can about how to help these wonderful little souls, to continue my education about mental health and how to best care for myself and my fellow man, to coalesce with other like-minded individuals, to travel and explore the world within my own financial means, to spend time with my wonderful daughter, to reacquaint myself with my family from whom I had estranged myself through my past traumas, to reestablish a strong sense of identity through self-dependence and to live my life as fully as I am able.



I do understand, however, that I am not a person to live the rest of my life by myself. I do desire to share my life with another individual but I am less inclined now to compromise who I am in order to do that. I have solid opinions of what I want, what I will and will not tolerate in forms of behavior from myself and others, and how I will handle myself in the face of danger. My standards are now much, much higher than they ever were in the past and I will be much more selective of the types of people I will allow to share my life with. I am now less afraid to be alone and I am much more comfortable with the knowledge of Who I Am and Who I Wish To Be. I know how to get where I am going and I am more clear about the kind of people I will choose to include in those plans.



Thank you, Magdalena, for requiring Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery book for our text, as this book has been immensely helpful in my quest for self-creation and traumatic recovery!! See you next semester in Psychosocial Rehabilitation!
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