
BUILT UP, OR WORN DOWN
The one test that separates discipline from abuse

For any household that practises correction — adults 18 and over

I. THE QUESTION, ASKED PROPERLY

Every household that practises discipline is asked the same question sooner or later, 
usually by someone who loves them: how is this not abuse? And most of the published 
answers are bad ones — not dishonest, but useless, because they cannot fail.

The  commonest  is  that  abuse  is  angry  and  chaotic  while  discipline  is  calm  and 
structured, so a man with a cool head is not abusing anyone. That test returns the answer 
its owner wants, every time, which is another way of saying it is not a test. The second is 
that abuse is unwanted while this was agreed, which is closer to something — consent is 
genuinely necessary — but a person can agree to something that is destroying them, and 
often does, and the agreement does not make the destruction stop.

So a household needs a test that can come back negative. One that does not depend on 
how anyone feels about themselves, that cannot be satisfied by sincerity, and that anyone 
standing outside the marriage could apply and get the same answer. There is one, and it 
is not complicated.

Look at the person. Are they growing, or are they getting smaller?

II. WHAT A MARRIAGE IS ACTUALLY FOR

Answer that first, because the test follows from it and nothing else makes sense without 
it.

The world is not short of forces that wear a person down. Work does it, money does it,  
illness and disappointment and plain time do it. Almost everything a person meets across 
an ordinary life takes something off them, and most people arrive at forty with less 
confidence, less nerve and less of themselves than they started with. That is the default 
condition and it requires no explanation — erosion is what happens when nothing is 
holding.

What is genuinely rare is the opposite: an arrangement that adds. There are very few of 
them. A good teacher for a few years, if a person is lucky. A friend or two who tell the 
truth. Occasionally a piece of work that demands more than you had. And a marriage — 
which is the only one of them that is meant to run for fifty years, at close quarters, with 
someone who sees everything. It is the single most powerful instrument most people will 
ever have for becoming more than they were.



So the purpose of the whole thing, discipline included, is to build. Two people whose job 
is to make each other better than they would have been alone — to notice what the other 
is capable of, to hold them to it when they would rather not, to catch the drift early and 
say so, and to be, for one person at least, the thing in life that raised them rather than the 
thing that ground them down. That is what a covenant is for. Everything in this library is 
machinery in service of it.

A discipline that does not do that has no justification whatever. Not a weaker one — 
none. It has become a habit, or a discharge, or an arrangement one person enjoys at the 
other’s expense, and no amount of structure, agreement or sincerity converts it back.

III. TWO PURPOSES THAT LOOK IDENTICAL

Here is where households diverge, and the difference is nearly invisible from outside 
because the practices look the same.

Correction toward compliance

The aim is a person who does what they are told. Success is measured by obedience: 
fewer arguments, less resistance, quicker agreement. The published material in this field 
very often reads this way — the goal stated as a wife who does not answer back, whose 
ego  is  reduced,  whose  independence  is  curbed,  who  has  been  trained  out  of 
contradicting. Every one of those is a subtraction. The practice is working, on its own 
terms, when there is less of her.

Correction toward capability

The aim is a person who is more. Success is measured by what they can do that they  
could not do before: they are steadier under pressure, they keep their word, they carry 
themselves better, they are more use to everyone around them. Obedience exists in this 
house too — but as the mechanism, never the product. She is not building a man who 
agrees with her. She is building a man, and his agreement is how she gets the work done.

Same evening, same instruments, same paperwork, opposite direction of travel. And 
after five years the two households do not look remotely alike, because the results 
accumulate: one of them contains a person who has become formidable, and the other 
contains a person who has become careful.

IV. THE TEST, AND HOW TO RUN IT

Take a year,  or two,  and look at  the actual  person.  Not the arrangement,  not the 
intentions, not how anyone feels about it — the human being on the receiving end. 
Compare them to who they were before this began.

Signs it is building



—  They are better at their work. More competent, more relied upon, more likely to 
be given something difficult.

—  They have more friendships than they did, not fewer, and are more themselves in 
company rather than less.

—  They stand differently. Bearing, dress, the way they enter a room — people who 
knew them before remark on it, favourably, without knowing why.

—  They handle difficulty better. Bad news, a crisis, a conflict with someone else — 
they are steadier than they used to be.

—  They can disagree with their spouse, in ordinary conversation, without a 
calculation running first.

—  They have opinions, appetites and enthusiasms that are unmistakably their own, 
and are getting more of them rather than fewer.

—  People who love them are glad. Their mother, their oldest friend, their brother — 
the ones with no stake in the arrangement can see something has gone right.

Signs it is wearing

—  They have gone quieter. Especially in company; especially when their spouse is in 
the room.

—  They check before speaking. There is a half-second that was not there before.

—  Their world has narrowed. Fewer friends, fewer interests, less contact with the 
people who knew them first — and there is a reason for each individual loss, which 
is precisely how it goes unnoticed.

—  They apologise reflexively, including for things that are nobody’s fault.

—  Their competence has slipped somewhere it used to be solid — work, money, 
driving, decisions they used to make without thinking.

—  They are managing rather than living: reading the room constantly, anticipating, 
heading things off.

—  The people who love them are worried, and have stopped saying so because it did 
not go well the last time.

That  last  one  deserves  its  own weight.  When the  people  outside  a  marriage  start 
worrying, they are usually right, and they are almost always earlier than the couple. A 
household that finds itself explaining the concerns away, one by one, has received the 
result of the test and is arguing with it.

V. ANSWERING IT ON ITS OWN GROUND

A word for households whose practice rests on scripture rather than on an agreement, 
because the argument works there too and does not require them to abandon anything 
they believe.



The case usually made is that a husband disciplines his wife as part of her sanctification 
— that the aim is a wife made holier, presented without spot or blemish, refined by 
correction as God refines those He loves. Take that seriously for a moment and notice 
what it commits you to: an outcome. Sanctification is not obedience, and it is not silence. 
It is a person becoming more — more patient, more courageous, more truthful, more 
capable of love. It is growth, and growth is visible.

Which supplies exactly the test this page is describing, from inside the tradition rather 
than outside it.  If  the fruit  of  a decade is  a woman who is  quieter,  smaller,  more 
frightened, cut off from the people who knew her and less able to do anything on her own 
— that is not sanctification by any definition the tradition itself would accept. The tree is 
known by its fruit. A husband who believes he is refining his wife has an obligation to look 
honestly at what has actually been produced, and to accept that answer even when it is 
not the one he wanted.

And the same scripture that is quoted for headship makes the husband responsible for 
her flourishing rather than her compliance — to love, to nourish, to cherish, to give 
himself up for her. A reading that arrives at a diminished wife has taken a wrong turn 
somewhere, whatever verse it started from. This page takes no position on who should 
lead a household. It says only that whoever leads is answerable for what the leading 
produced.

VI. ENCOURAGEMENT IS THE WHOLE METHOD

If discipline is the sharp end, encouragement is the substance, and a household that has 
the ratio wrong will fail regardless of how careful its rules are.

Most of what makes a person better is not correction. It is being told, by someone whose 
opinion actually  counts,  that they did something well  — specifically,  promptly,  and 
without it being a preamble to a criticism. It is being expected to manage something 
difficult by a person who plainly assumes you can. It is having your improvement noticed 
out loud. Correction can remove a fault;  only encouragement builds the thing that 
replaces it, and a house that corrects constantly and praises rarely is not disciplined. It is 
simply cold, and it will produce a person who is cautious rather than capable.

So the ordinary weather of the house should be approval, and the correction should be 
the exception that means something because it is rare against that background. Say the 
good things aloud. Say them in front of other people. Notice the effort as well as the 
result. Be, for your spouse, the one voice in their life that is unmistakably on their side — 
because for most adults there is no such voice anywhere else, and that absence is 
precisely what a marriage exists to fill.

A person who knows beyond doubt that they are admired can take a great deal of 
correction and be improved by it. A person who is not sure will be damaged by a fraction 



as much. That is not a rule about frequency; it is the reason the same evening builds one 
marriage and hollows out another.

VII. AND IS THIS NOT SIMPLY BDSM?

Asked constantly, from both directions — by religious households who suspect this is 
their practice with the theology stripped out, and by people from the other world who 
suspect it is theirs with a covenant painted on. It deserves a straight answer rather than 
a defensive one, and the straight answer has three parts: what genuinely differs, what 
this library openly owes, and where the honest overlap lies.

What differs: the shape and the object

The characteristic form in that world is the scene — bounded, negotiated, entered and 
left,  with  the  experience  itself  as  the  object.  It  begins,  it  is  intense,  it  ends,  and 
afterwards the two people return to an ordinary footing. Done well it is skilful, careful 
and mutual, and there is nothing shameful in it.

This is a different shape. Nothing here is bounded, because there is no returning to an 
ordinary  footing  — the  ordinary  footing  is  the  arrangement.  The  object  is  not  an 
experience but a person: a man who is steadier at fifty than he was at thirty, a household 
that runs, a marriage that did not erode. The evening ritual is not a scene; it is the 
mechanism by which a standard is kept across a decade. And the measure of success is 
not how the night felt but what has been built by the time both of them are old, which is 
why every page of this library is preoccupied with years rather than hours.

The  other  real  difference  is  who  it  is  for.  A  scene  is  arranged  around  what  the 
participants  want.  This  is  arranged  around  what  the  household  needs  —  which 
frequently means an evening neither of them particularly wanted, kept because it was 
agreed and because the standard does not depend on anyone’s appetite for it. A practice 
that only happens when both parties feel like it is a hobby. This is closer to a discipline in 
the older sense: something kept on the days you would rather not.

What is owed, and should be said plainly

Almost every safeguard in this library came from that world, and it would be dishonest to 
use them while pretending otherwise. The halt word is theirs. Negotiated limits agreed 
in advance and written down are theirs. Explicit aftercare as an obligation rather than a 
courtesy is theirs. So is the principle that consent is ongoing and revocable, so is the 
practice of checking in afterwards, and so is most of the practical knowledge about what 
tissue can take — which implement loads a body how, why warming matters, what marks 
mean, when to stop.

None of that came from the religious tradition, which has produced a great deal of 
writing on why a husband may strike his wife and almost nothing on how to do it without 
injuring her. It came from a subculture that took its own risks seriously and worked the 



safety out from first principles over decades. This library takes all of it, uses all of it, and 
says so — and a household that finds that acknowledgement uncomfortable should ask 
itself where it imagines its stop word came from.

The instruments too. The reason a couple can obtain a well-made leather paddle rather 
than improvising with something from the kitchen, and can find out how to use it before 
rather than after, is that a whole industry and a whole body of knowledge exist because 
of that world. That is a material improvement in safety, and it is a debt.

The honest overlap

Now the part where an overclaim would be easy and would fool nobody. It would be 
convenient to say that world is about lust while this is about service, and it is not true in 
either direction.

It is not true of them, because a great deal of what happens there is not scene-based at 
all: there are households in that world running continuous, service-oriented, decades-
long arrangements that would recognise most of these pages immediately, and would be 
right to. The neat line between their episodic pleasure and our formative discipline does 
not survive contact with the actual variety of how people live.

And it is not true here, because this library is plainly erotic in places and would be less 
honest if it pretended otherwise. Steel, denial, the rites, the offering, the seal: none of 
that is incidental and none of it is joyless. What distinguishes it is not the absence of the 
erotic but its position. Here it is subordinate — the current the machinery runs on, not 
the reason the machinery exists. The test is simple and any household can apply it to 
itself: take away the charge entirely, on a tired Tuesday in the eleventh year when 
neither of you feels anything much, and ask whether the arrangement still stands. If the 
ledger is still  read and the standard still  kept, it  was always about the building. If 
everything quietly stops, it was a scene that had been running a long time — which is not 
a sin, but it should be called by its own name so that nobody is confused about what they 
have agreed to.

That is the whole of the distinction, and it is a distinction of purpose rather than of 
respectability. This library claims no moral height over anyone. It claims only to be doing 
a  particular  job  — raising  two people  across  a  lifetime — and to  have  borrowed, 
gratefully, the safety knowledge of people who were doing something adjacent and doing 
it carefully.

VIII. WHY IT MUST BE DONE CORRECTLY

A final word on why this library is as meticulous as it is, since the care can look excessive 
from outside.

Things that damage people are common and require no skill. Anyone can diminish a 
spouse; it happens by accident, in ordinary marriages, constantly, and nobody needs a 



manual for it. What is rare and difficult is the other thing — an arrangement that reliably 
makes two adults better across decades. There are not many instruments in a human life 
capable of that, and this is one of the few, which is exactly why it is worth the trouble of 
getting right.

And the margin is narrow. The same evening, the same words, the same instruments, run 
half a degree off, produce the opposite result — and the drift is slow enough that nobody 
notices from inside it. That is not a reason to avoid the thing. It is the reason for the 
written limits, the halt word, the exit that stays open, the annual review and the honest 
question the following morning. Not squeamishness, and not paperwork for its own sake: 
they are what keep a powerful instrument pointed in the direction it was picked up for.

Done properly, this raises two people. Done carelessly, it wears one of them away while 
both of them believe it is working. The distance between those outcomes is smaller than 
anyone expects, and the whole of this library exists to hold that distance open.

The world will wear them down without any help from you. Be the thing that builds  
them instead.

A guide only. For consenting adults, 18 and over. Where the honest answer to the test in section four is  
that a person is being worn away, no agreement, structure or conviction makes it otherwise. May be freely  

copied and shared, whole and unaltered, including by households whose convictions differ entirely from 
those of this library.


