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eople fall in love when someone appears to offer 
the long-awaited answer to their deep unconscious 
frustrations, needs and longings. You find someone 
with whom you feel, within a moment, a deep 

sense of familiarity and mutual understanding. This is ironically 
often actually a recognition of a familiar relationship pattern that 
goes back to early childhood. For example, a child who is taught 
that if she forgoes her own needs to take care of her mother’s 
responsibilities – either by being Daddy’s little girl or looking after 
the other children, or both – she will be valued. This might be 
coupled with an implicit message that expressing her own needs 
makes her ‘demanding’ or ‘high maintenance’. 

In an adult relationship, this dynamic can replay itself. Although 
the question whether the relationship between Oscar Pistorius 
and Reeva Steenkamp was loving or abusive is best established 
by considering all the facts emerging at the 2014 murder trial, 
a limited interpretation of their Whatsapp messages in 2013 
highlights certain themes that recur in abusive relationships.

Throughout the messages, there is no doubt who is doing all 
the emotional work in the relationship – taking responsibility for 
keeping it on track – as well as who was doing the suffering. 
Her work took the form of explaining, apologising, appeasing, 
justifying, reassuring and almost begging over innocuous 
everyday events like a friendly conversation. She explains why 
her other relationships are important to her, fearing isolation 
from them, either because he did not approve of them or 
because in time she would be too humiliated by his behaviour 
to expose those people to them as a couple. Such isolation gives 
a perpetrator more power over the victim’s sense of self.
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Leonard Carr’s analysis concerns the Whatsapp 
correspondence that was presented during the trial. 
The full correspondence is too long to include here 
but can be found at Marieclaire.co.za.
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The backdrop of an initial powerful connection 
can make people want to compulsively hold onto 
the relationship and make it work in order to have the 
dream fulfilled.‘You make me happy 90% of the time and I think 
we are amazing together but I am not some other b***h you may 
know trying to kill your vibe.’ Notice how Reeva refers to the dream 
of a good relationship and then both reveals his mistreatment and 
defends her request to be treated with honour and respect. ‘I’m 
sorry if you truly felt I was hitting on my friend Sams husband and  
I’m sorry that u think that little of me.’

The memory of that initial attraction and the wish to have 
your needs fulfilled can lead you to ignore all the signs that 
the relationship is the opposite of what you want. Relationships 
never start out abusive and in fact appear to be the opposite. 
The dynamics shift insidiously and the very attributes that 
may have been the reason for attraction become the tools of 
abuse. Attentiveness and charm can turn into criticism and 
judgment. Protectiveness and concern can become control and 
domination. Tension and 
drama can substitute for 
loving engagement and 
healthy passion. ‘I’m the 
girl who fell in love with u 
and wanted to tell u. But 
I’m also the girl that gets 
sidestepped when you are 
in a s**t mood. When I feel 
you think u  have me so 
why try anymore.’

1.  How does the person 
make you feel in general 
and about yourself as a 
person?

2.  Do you feel that your 
partner is present and 
enjoying being with you  
or distracted, impatient 
and irritable?

3.  Is your voice respected?
4.  Are you loved for what  

you offer in spite of  
any shortcomings?

5.  How does he respond  
to your setting of 
boundaries, saying no, 
and expressing your own 
needs and feelings?

6.  How easy is it to get your 
voice heard?

7.  How does he respond to 
your strengths or other 
people’s enjoyment of  
your attributes?

8.   How secure is he  
with your past and  
current relationships? 

9.  Do you feel like you are 
competing with someone  
or something for his 
attention and loyalty?

10.  Do you make excuses 
about his behaviour to 
yourself or others?

11.  Do you find yourself 
obsessively trying to 
work him out, make 
sense of his actions or 
understand why you 
feel uncomfortable with 
things he says or does? 

12.  Do you feel safe to be 
both vulnerable and 
spontaneous in the 
relationship without 
having to ‘censor’  
your actions?

13.  Do you feel that you need 
to be perfect all the time, 
or can you sometimes 
be your vulnerable, 
confused, flawed self 
and still feel loved and 
supported?

14.  Do you feel confident that 
if you raise difficult or 
contentious issues, you 
will be responded to in  
an empathic and 
respectful manner?

15.  Do you feel that conflict 
between you leads 
to deeper mutual 
understanding and 
growth in the relationship 
or a stalemate, where  
you feel like you are  
the problem? 

Oscar Pistorius 
on trial in 
2014 for the 
murder of 
girlfriend Reeva 
Steenkamp.  
Inset Reeva 
and Oscar 
– ‘celebrity 
magic’.

‘Relationships 
never start 
out abusive… 
The very 
attributes 
that may 
have been the 
attraction in 
the beginning 
become tools 
of abuse’

Many women who get into abusive relationships are 
accustomed to ignoring their true feelings and intuitions and 
tend to focus on others for security or validation. ‘I am trying my 
best to make you happy and I feel as though you sometimes 
never are no matter the effort I put in.’ They make the mistake of 
excusing bad behaviour and believe if they are good enough, 
they will be able to rub away that other person’s rough edges 
and turn him into the perfect 
and appreciative partner. 

What they fail to recognise 
is that those rough edges are 
in fact the tips of menacing 
icebergs. Reeva makes excuses 
and blames herself. She 
disavows her right to respect 
and protection, and abdicates 
ownership of her own authority.

Her need to protect and 
nurture is reinforced by his 
boyish charm and his claim 
to be an insecure, inadequate 
child, and not a  dangerous 
man. All of this works perfectly 
for a man who needs the 
reassurance of her love through her taking on ownership of 
his unwanted pain and humiliation. She shows her devotion by 
blaming herself and appeasing him even though it is he who 
caused the hurt. He rewards her simply by staying and reminding 
her how lucky she is to have him because he has had countless 
women in the past and can easily get more in the future. 

She writes: ‘Every 5 seconds I hear how you dated another 
chick. You really have dated a lot of people yet you get upset if 
I mention ONE funny story with a long term boyfriend.’

Abuse is a description of the politics of power in a relationship. 
It is not cancelled out by good interactions. It is incredibly cynical 
to say that if only a minority of interactions are abusive, the 
relationship is loving overall. It is this kind of patriarchal narrative 
that makes it difficult for women to own their experience and 
stand up for themselves when they feel under threat or victimised.

A society that values power and success has a nasty habit 
of blaming victims for the abuse by devising theories to show 
how the victim secretly wished to be abused or feels unworthy of 
a functional relationship. Abuse is a theft of dignity, autonomy and 
power. You can only steal from someone who possesses those 
attributes. That is why victims are very often more functional, 
mature and psychologically resourceful than perpetrators. While 
the perpetrator is attracted to these qualities in a resourceful 
woman whom he looks to for reassurance, he also resents her 
because they highlight what he lacks. He responds to his envy – 
and his insecurity – by embarking on a campaign of surveillance, 
criticism, denigration and accusation that shifts the power in 
his favour. He manipulates the victim to adapt her behaviour 
to his hang-ups and to make himself the exclusive focus of  
the relationship.

leOnarD carr’s 15 questiOns yOu shOulD 
ask yOurself abOut yOur relatiOnship

Tension and 
drama can 
substitute for 
deep loving 
engagement 
and healthy 
passion

When celebrity is involved, it can exacerbate this dynamic. Playing 
to the public need for ‘celebrity magic’ can make playing out the 
charade of an ideal relationship to an adoring audience even more 
entrancing. And it is difficult to escape once the game has started.

The only way for a victim to take back her power is to leave 
the relationship. Reeva ends her long message with, ‘Maybe we 
can’t do that for each other. Cos right now I know u aren’t happy 
and I am certainly very unhappy and sad.’ One is left wondering 
whether in the two weeks prior to her death she reached a definite 
conclusion on this dilemma.  
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