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Preface

As humans, we’re driven by a need for love.  
We want to love and be loved. For some love is 
near, for others it feels distant, and for others still 
love seems unattainable. If we can’t open our 
hearts to love, there’s usually an underlying reason. 
Somewhere along the way we’ve been hurt, death 
has broken into our hearts, loss has left indelible 
scars, our dreams have made way for sorrow and 
we’ve been left clinging to fantasies about love. 
We’ve taught ourselves to deal with this sad reality 
and learned to hide our feelings of longing and loss. 
In life, love can hurt us more than anything else. 
However great our desire to find love might be, we 
have become fearful and we’ve learned a dance 
that keeps love at a distance, instead of bringing 
it closer. We’ve lost ourselves in this dance, and to 
change this we must start with our own steps.

Hannah Cuppen
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Introduction

Pursual and withdrawal is a dance I’m intimately familiar with.  
I was brought up with it. It has marked all of my relationships, even 
my earliest crushes in primary school. Whenever I fancied a boy 
he wouldn’t respond; but as soon as I’d let go of my feelings, he’d 
fall in love with me. Little did I know then that this was to become 
a central theme in my life. I only realised this much later. At first 
glance it appeared as though my relationships followed the same 
course as everybody else’s. In hindsight, however, I’ve learned 
to recognise the many faces of my fear of abandonment and to 
understand how it’s hidden deep beneath the surface of love — 
like a hunter lying in wait to ambush love — just when this budding 
feeling takes a few tentative steps closer, like a vulnerable, wide-
eyed deer. Before my love had any real chance, it would often be 
rudely shattered. I’ve learned that love isn’t simply there for the 
taking but tied in with fear. This is something I grew up believing, 
not because anyone taught me this, but because it worked out that 
way.

I always fell for men who, for whatever reason, were unavailable. 
I was drawn to them like a magnet. The men I fell in love with were 
either already in a relationship or they were too scared to start one. 
When men fell for me, I did everything I could to sabotage the love. 
And so the dance of pursuing and withdrawing became my life, and 
love was left without a chance.
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The more I began to see my own fear of abandonment and 
fear of commitment, the more I recognised the function of these 
interacting poles in other people’s relationships. With this new, 
but well-developed sense I often ‘know’ instantly when the twin 
fears of abandonment and commitment ruin relationships. I see it 
happening all around me: the interaction of these two poles, which I 
refer to as a ‘dynamic’, follows an unmistakable pattern. It’s almost 
a law of nature. No matter how badly people want to change, this 
invisible hunter is always there, ready to kill love.

Having gained a clear insight into this dynamic, I wrote an article 
in 2010 about ‘abandonment and intimacy’ which dealt with how 
these two fears interact. Judging by the numerous reactions I 
received, it struck a chord with many, and one of the most common 
questions I received was how to deal with this complex issue. In this 
book I want to answer this and other queries and explain the many, 
often invisible, layers of the dynamic.

This book looks at the ways in which we have unwittingly learned 
to keep love at bay for fear of losing it. We tell ourselves that as 
long as we don’t connect, we won’t be abandoned either. As a 
consequence the old pattern is repeatedly reinforced and we miss 
out on the love we so crave.

I hope this book will help you recognise the pattern of pursual and 
withdrawal and show you how to break it. By sharing the insights 
I’ve acquired, I want to give you the tools and the support you need 
to set yourself free from this dynamic so that you can embark on 
relationships that are less likely to cause pain and have a stronger 
foundation of trust and self-love.

Above all, I hope that this book will contribute to greater 
recognition, understanding and acceptance of people who 
have difficulties truly connecting. It can be comforting to know 
that you’re not the only one struggling with these issues. Many 
people are, to a greater or lesser degree, afraid of establishing 
a true intimate connection. And these are not just people who 
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aren’t in a relationship. Many people who do have a partner, and 
perhaps have lived with them for many years, may have developed 
strategies to make themselves and each other feel secure, however 
unsatisfying or even destructive those may be. Take a good look 
around and you’ll see that you’re not the only one.

This book is built on many years of self-examination, on my 
work as a therapist and on the stories and experiences of the 
many people who were willing to share them with me (and whose 
names have been altered to protect their privacy). The interviews I 
conducted give this book a wealth of authentic, practical examples, 
as does the inclusion of my own experiences. I felt it was important 
to illustrate how I too have danced the dance in my life.

Because the different elements of the dynamic are not gender-
specific, ‘he’ and ‘she’ are interchangeable throughout the text. 
I would also add here that the dynamic is not found exclusively 
in heterosexual relationships, it can be found in all forms of 
relationships regardless of sexual preferences.

This book is my brainchild. It’s my way of passing on life. By 
bringing fear of abandonment and fear of commitment out of the 
shadow and into the light, I hope to help all those who struggle with 
these issues. I invite you on a journey into the love-phobic dance, 
so that ultimately you can let more love into your life.
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The dance of 
pursuing and 
withdrawing

PART 1 
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THE MYSTERY
OF LOVE

For one human being to love 
another: that is perhaps the 

most difficult of all our tasks, the 
ultimate, the last test and proof, 

the work for which all other work is 
but preparation. 

R.M. Rilke1

In Part 1 I describe all the aspects of a  
fear-based love dance and its steps. 

By the end of this first part you’ll know whether 
you are love-phobic and what part you play in the 
dynamic. You’ll know the difference between fear 

of abandonment and fear of commitment and 
understand how the two sides of the dance – 

pursual and withdrawal – interact.
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1

Are you love-phobic?

‘Love-phobic’ isn’t a term used to refer to people who have failed 
in life; on the contrary, it often applies to people who are extremely 
successful in many areas of their lives. But when it comes to 
matters of the heart, they keep repeating the same patterns: love 
either never lasts or it never leads to the desired relationship. If 
you feel like love always seems to slip through your fingers, and you 
suspect that there might be a pattern behind this, then there’s a 
fairly good chance that you’re love-phobic. Do you fall in love quite 
often but find your love is usually unrequited? Or do you not fall 
very easily, but when you do it’s for the wrong person, for someone 
who’s unavailable, already in a relationship or incapable of 
emotional intimacy for some other reason? Do you have an image of 
what your ideal partner should look like? Do you never get beyond 
short-lived relationships or do you bolt as soon as a real connection 
is on the cards? If so, then it looks like you are love-phobic.

Alternatively, you may be in a relationship but not experiencing the 
reciprocity you long for. You’re lacking true intimacy or closeness. 
Often the partners in such a relationship behave more like a brother 
and sister. They may be best mates and effective managers of their 
family, but the intimacy you would expect in a romantic partnership 

BW Love Phobia_Hannah Cuppen_145x220mm f.indd   20BW Love Phobia_Hannah Cuppen_145x220mm f.indd   20 08-01-21   16:4108-01-21   16:41



21

is nowhere to be found. These two create distance by living side 
by side while pursuing completely different interests, for instance, 
or by losing themselves in work, sports or their devices. When 
intimacy becomes all but non-existent, they sneak out of the back 
door and reach out to others. Those others may or may not be in a 
relationship of their own and have similarly seen the intimacy dry 
up.

You may ask yourself why it’s always your predicament to 
have a partner who refuses to commit to a real connection or 
closeness. You tend to put all your time and energy into making 
your relationship work, but sooner or later you find yourself beating 
a dead horse. It takes courage to ask yourself whether you have 
a problem allowing true intimacy into your life. The strong urge to 
connect with another person, one who deflects your attempts, 
could be an unconscious way of camouflaging your own fears. This 
unconscious fear is like a saboteur who keeps manoeuvring you 
into the same painful role.

If you struggle with intimacy, you often have a strong desire to 
maintain your single lifestyle, your freedom and independence. You 
probably need space, both in and out of romantic relationships. You 
won’t easily settle down or truly connect but keep searching for the 
‘perfect’ partner — someone who doesn’t actually exist.

Of course, there could also be genuine reasons why you might be 
afraid to commit or why you want to end a relationship. For example, 
you may have a strong wish to have children while your partner 
doesn’t, or you may feel that your personal development is being 
stifled or that you have nothing left to say to each other. These are 
legitimate reasons. What this book is about is the recurring pattern 
of being unable to connect because fear keeps eclipsing love. This 
fear manifests in varying degrees of severity. Some people are 
able to embark on a long-term relationship and develop coping 
mechanisms that mask their discomfort and commitment-phobia. 
And for others, the mere thought of an intimate relationship causes 
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anxiety. They may be so overcome by fear at the first signs of love 
that a crush is never given the chance to get off the ground. In their 
bestseller He’s Scared, She’s Scared, Julia Sokol and Steven Carter 
define commitment-phobia as ‘a claustrophobic reaction to being in 
a relationship’.2

In short, ‘love-phobic’ applies to people who are looking for a 
partner, but who are unable to enter into a long-term, close and 
reciprocal relationship for fear of intimacy. And it also applies to 
people who already are in a relationship, but without the desired 
level of intimacy and genuine connection. If this happens too often 
and it becomes a pattern, it’s time to accept that it is more than a 
coincidence. Until you understand how this conflict plays out, you 
run the risk of falling into the same trap again and again and you 
will continue to attract relationships that revolve around pursuing 
and then withdrawing from love.
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