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UNDERSTANDING
THE COMPLEX
QUESTION: WHY
DOES HE DO THAT?

For  anyone  who  has
ever found themselves
trapped  in  a  cycle  of
confusion,  hurt,  and
self-doubt  within  a
re la t i onsh ip ,  the
question "Why does he
do that?" is more than
just  a  fleeting  thought.
It  is  a  desperate  plea
for clarity, a search for
a  reason  that  can
m a k e  s e n s e  o f
behaviors  that  seem
inexp l i cab l e  and

painful.  This  phrase,
which  serves  as  the
t i t l e  o f  L u n d y
Bancroft's  seminal
w o r k  o n  a b u s i v e
behavior,  cuts  to  the
hea r t  o f  a  deep ly
troubling  issue  that
affects  millions  of
people worldwide. It is
a  question  that  seeks
to  understand  the
motivations  behind
c o n t r o l l i n g ,
manipulat ive,  and
emotionally  damaging
actions,  and  it  is  a
question  that  is  often
asked  by  victims  who
are  desperately  trying
to  rat iona l i ze  the
irrational.
The journey to answer
this  question  is  not
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about excusing harmful
behavior;  rather,  it  is
about  illuminating  the
u n d e r l y i n g
mechanisms that drive
it.  Understanding  the
roots of this conduct is
the  first  step  toward
breaking free  from its
grip, whether you are a
v i c t i m  s e e k i n g
validation  and  a  path
f o r w a r d ,  o r  a
concerned  friend  or
family  member  trying
to  make  sense  of  a
loved  one's  suffering.
This  article  aims  to
p r o v i d e  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
explorat ion  of  the
reasons behind abusive
behavior,  drawing  on
psychological  insights
and  practical  wisdom
to  offer  a  clear,
i n f o rmat i ve ,  and
e m p o w e r i n g
perspective.

The
Pervasive
Misconce
ption: It Is
Not About
Anger or
Mental
Illness
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
c o m m o n  a n d
dangerous  myths
about abuse is  that  it
s t e m s  f r o m
uncontrollable anger or
a  m e n t a l  h e a l t h
condit ion.  When  a
partner  lashes  out,
belittles,  or  controls,
t h e  i m m e d i a t e
assumption  is  often
t h a t  t h e y  a r e
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"stressed," "had a bad
day,"  or  are  suffering
from  a  disorder  like
depression  or  anxiety.
While these factors can
certainly  exacerbate
negative  behaviors,
they  are  not  the  root
cause  of  a  pattern  of
control and abuse. This
is  a  critical  distinction
to make.
Bancroft's  work,  along
w i t h  d e c a d e s  o f
research  in  domestic
violence,  consistently
points  to  a  different
core  driver:  a  deeply
ingrained belief system
c e n t e r e d  o n
e n t i t l e m e n t  a n d
control.  An  abuser,
r ega rd less  o f  h i s
e x t e r n a l
circumstances,  often
believes that he has a
fundamental  right  to
b e  t h e  d o m i n a n t
partner  and  that  his
needs,  feelings,  and
desires  should  take
precedence .  Th i s

wor ldview  is  not  a
moment  of  weakness;
i t  i s  a  cons i s t en t
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
interacting  with  the
wor ld .  He  may  be
perfectly  calm  and
c o l l e c t e d  i n  h i s
professional life or with
friends,  yet  unleash  a
tor rent  o f  c rue l ty
behind  closed  doors.
This selective behavior
proves that he has the
capac i ty  fo r  se l f -
control ;  he  s imply
chooses not to exercise
it in the context of his
intimate relationship.
F u r t h e r m o r e ,
conflating  abuse  with
mental  illness  does  a
disservice  to  the  vast
majority of people who
suffer  from  mental
heal th  condi t ions
without ever becoming
a b u s i v e .  I t  a l s o
provides a convenient,
but  false,  excuse  for
the  abuser.  The "Why
does  he  do  that?"
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q u e s t i o n  i s  n o t
answered by "because
he  is  sick,"  but  by  a
d e e p e r ,  m o r e
uncomfortable  truth:
because  he  can,  and
because  his  bel ief
system  allows  it.

The
Pillars of
Abusive
Thinking:
Entitleme
nt and
Objectific
ation
To  truly  understand
why does he do that,
we  must  look  at  the
core  beliefs  that  fuel
abusive behavior.  Two

pillars stand out above
all  others:  a  sense  of
entitlement  and  the
objectification  of  the
partner.

Entitlement:
This is the belief
that the abuser
has special rights
and privileges
that his partner
does not. He
feels entitled to
her time,
attention,
affection, and
loyalty. He feels
entitled to make
decisions for the
both of them, to
have the final
say, and to be
free from
criticism. When
his partner acts
independently or
challenges his
authority, he
feels genuinely
wronged. This
feeling of being
"cheated" or
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"disrespected" is
what triggers his
punitive
behavior. He is
not reacting out
of fear or
insecurity; he is
reacting out of a
perceived
violation of his
rights.
Objectification:
This is the
process of seeing
the partner not
as a separate,
whole human
being with her
own hopes,
dreams, and
needs, but as an
object or an
extension of
himself. She
exists to serve
his purposes: to
make him feel
good, to manage
his household, to
raise his
children, to meet
his sexual needs.

When she fails to
fulfill this role
perfectly, or
when she asserts
her own
personhood, she
becomes a
source of
frustration. This
objectification
allows the abuser
to dehumanize
his partner,
making it easier
to justify
controlling and
hurtful actions.
He does not see
her pain as valid;
he sees it as an
inconvenient
obstacle.

These  two  be l ie fs
create a powerful  and
toxic  dynamic.  The
abuser's  entitlement
tells  him  he  deserves
what  he  wants,  and
objectification tells him
his partner is there to
provide it. When reality
conflicts  with  this
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internal  narrative,  the
abuse serves as a tool
to  force  reality  back
into alignment with his
expectations.

Common
Tactics: A
Toolkit
for
Control
The  question  "Why
does  he  do  that?"
becomes clearer when
w e  e x a m i n e  t h e
specific  tactics  used.
These are not random
acts  of  cruelty;  they
a r e  d e l i b e r a t e ,
purposeful  strategies
designed  to  maintain
power  and  control.
Understanding  these
tactics  is  essential  for
recognizing  abuse  for
what it truly is.

Minimization,1.
Denial, and
Blame (MDB):
This is perhaps
the most
insidious tactic.
When confronted
with his
behavior, the
abuser will
minimize its
severity ("I just
raised my voice,
it wasn't a big
deal"), deny it
entirely ("That
never
happened"), or
blame the victim
("You made me
so angry, if you
hadn't ..."). This
effectively
gaslights the
victim, making
her question her
own memory and
sanity.
Isolation: He2.
systematically
cuts his partner
off from her
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support
network—friends,
family, and
colleagues. This
is often done
subtly, by
criticizing her
loved ones,
creating drama
before she goes
out, or
engineering
situations where
she has to
choose between
him and others.
A victim without
support is a
victim who is
easier to control.
Economic3.
Abuse:
Controlling the
finances is a
powerful form of
control. He may
give her an
allowance, keep
all bank accounts
in his name,
force her to
account for every

penny spent, or
prevent her from
working. This
ensures she is
financially
dependent on
him and cannot
leave.
Psychological/E4.
motional
Abuse: This
includes name-
calling, constant
criticism,
humiliation, and
degradation. It t
tears down the
victim's self-
esteem and
makes her feel
worthless and
incapable. The
constant barrage
of negativity
makes her
believe she is
lucky to have
him, trapping her
in a cycle of
dependency.
Coercion and5.
Threats: This
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can involve
threats of
physical
violence, suicide,
or taking away
the children. The
fear these
threats instill
keeps the victim
compliant.

The Cycle
of Abuse:
Why It's
So Hard
to Leave
Another  crucial  piece
o f  t h e  p u z z l e  i n
answering  why  does
he do that lies in the
predictable  cycle  of
abuse.  This  cycle is  a
major  reason  why
victims  stay  and  why
the  behavior  often

escalates over time.

Tension-
Building Phase:
Stress and
conflict begin to
rise. The victim
feels like she is
"walking on
eggshells," trying
to avoid
triggering an
explosion. She
may try to
appease him,
thinking she can
prevent the
inevitable.
Acute
Explosion
Phase: The
tension erupts
into a full-blown
incident of
abuse—verbal,
emotional, or
physical. This is
the point where
the abuser
unleashes his
power.
Honeymoon/Re
conciliation
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Phase: The
abuser becomes
apologetic,
loving, and
charming. He
may bring gifts,
promise to
change, and
blame the
explosion on
external stress.
This is the phase
that gives the
victim hope. She
remembers the
good man she
fell in love with
and believes that
this time, it will
be different.

This  cycle  creates  a
powerful trauma bond.
The  intense  highs  of
the  reconci l iat ion
phase are paired with
the devastating lows of
the  explosion  phase.
The  victim  becomes
addicted  to  the  cycle,
constantly  hoping  for
the  good  phase  and
working  to  avoid  the

bad one. The abuser is
not  "out  of  control"
during  the  explosion;
he is in perfect control,
and  the  honeymoon
phase  is  a  calculated
strategy  to  keep  her
trapped.

Beyond
the
Individual
: The
Role of
Social
and
Cultural
Factors
While the root cause of
abuse lies in individual
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beliefs  and choices,  it
is impossible to ignore
the  broader  social
context that enables it.
Patriarchal  structures,
tradit ional  gender
roles,  and  a  culture
that often minimizes or
excuses male anger all
contribute  to  creating
an environment where
abuse  can  flourish.  A
man who grows up in a
culture  that  tells  him
he  is  supposed  to  be
t h e  " h e a d  o f  t h e
household"  and  that
his emotions are more
important  than  his
partner's  is  being  set
up for a belief system
of entitlement.
M e d i a ,  r e l i g i o u s
teachings,  and  even
well-meaning  advice
f r o m  f a m i l y  c a n
reinforce  these  ideas.
The famous line "Why
does  he  do  that?"  is
o f t e n  m e t  w i t h
unhelpful  clichés  like
"Maybe you need to try

harder"  or  "He  just
needs  t o  l ea rn  t o
control  his  temper."
These responses place
the  burden  on  the
v ic t im  to  manage
s o m e o n e  e l s e ' s
behavior,  rather  than
holding  the  abuser
a c c o u n t a b l e .
Understanding  the
social context does not
excuse  the  abuser;  it
helps  us  understand
why his behavior is so
o f t e n  t o l e r a t e d ,
minimized,  and  even
implicitly supported by
those around him.

The Path
Forward:
From
Understa
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nding to
Action
Answering the question
"Why does he do that?"
i s  a  p r o f o u n d l y
empowering  act.  It
shifts  the  focus  from
the  victim's  perceived
failings to the abuser's
deliberate  choices.  It
replaces confusion with
clarity  and  self-blame
with the understanding
that  the  problem  lies
en t i r e l y  w i th  t he
person  choosing  to
abuse.  For  the victim,
this  knowledge  is  a
lifeline.  It  is  the  first
step toward reclaiming
her sense of reality and
her own worth.
If  you  are  asking  this
question,  the  most
important  thing  to
k n o w  i s  t h a t  t h e
behavior  is  not  your
fault.  You  cannot  fix
him, love him out of it,

or be perfect enough to
stop  the  abuse.  The
only  person  who  can
change  an  abuser  is
the abuser himself, and
t h a t  r e q u i r e s  a
profound,  long-term
c o m m i t m e n t  t o  a
specialized program for
abusers  (often  called
Batterer  Intervention
Programs),  not  just
anger  management or
couples  therapy.  In
fact, couples therapy is
often  dangerous  in
abusive  relationships,
as  it  can  provide  the
abuser  w i th  more
ammunition  and  can
silence  the  victim.
The path forward for a
victim is  about  safety
and  support.  It  may
involve reaching out to
a  domestic  violence
hotl ine,  creating  a
safety  plan,  speaking
with a trusted friend or
family  member,  and
cons ider ing  lega l
o p t i o n s  l i k e  a



12

12 Why Does He Do That 2026-05-29

protective  order.  It  is
about  connecting  with
professionals  who
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
dynamics of power and
control  and  who  will
not blame you for the
a b u s e  y o u  h a v e
suffered.

Conclusio
n: A Clear
Answer
for a
Complex
Question
So,  why  does  he  do
that?  The  answer,
while  complex  in  its
manifestat ions,  is
remarkably  simple  in
its core truth. He does
it because he believes
he has the right to. His

b e h a v i o r  i s  a
purposeful,  learned
s t r a t e g y  f o r
maintaining power and
c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s
partner. It is not about
anger,  mental  illness,
or  a  bad childhood in
the way we often think.
I t  is  about  a  deep-
seated  belief  system
that  values  his  own
dominance  over  his
partner's  autonomy
and  well-being.  By
understanding this, we
strip the behavior of its
mystery and its power.
We  stop  looking  for
excuses  and  start
seeing  the  abuse  for
what  it  is:  a  choice.
And when we see it as
a choice, we can begin
to  hold  the  abuser
accountable,  support
the  victim,  and  work
towards a world where
fewer people ever have
t o  a s k  t h i s
h e a r t b r e a k i n g
question.


