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Relationships have always been unendingly

complex: a tricky dance of intersecting

personalities, attachment issues, and personal histories. But in recent years, political

and cultural realities have permeated relationship bonds in new ways, a!ecting the way

partners read each other’s comments and actions, and at times, severely undermining

trust.

In my practice, the politics of gender has become paramount in a way that we haven’t

seen since the ’70s. Some clients have even told me it’s become the linchpin for whether

or not the relationship can be saved.

Miles and Michelle are Korean-American professionals in their early 30s, who’d been

married for three years when they started seeing me. Though politically aligned, our

culture’s renewed focus on sexually abusive behavior was a trigger for heated

arguments and blistering resentments that were tearing their marriage apart.

We were a few weeks into therapy when talk of comeuppance for infamous #MeToo

characters like Bill Cosby and Harvey Weinstein was big news. Miles and Michelle were

in agreement: any punishment the men faced should be severe.

But not every #MeToo case was straightforward for Miles. When our talk turned to

comedian Louis C.K. attempting a comeback in New York clubs after admitting to

masturbating in front of women he worked with, Miles and Michelle’s alignment

disintegrated.

Miles turned to me and said, “I know that what he did was messed up, but, wow, not as

horrible as Michael Jackson or R. Kelly. They went after children. That’s the worst!”

Michelle shot back, “So you think that if some guy masturbated in front of me, that’d be

okay?” Shaking her head and sliding farther away from Miles on the couch, she turned

to me and said, “I can’t feel safe with someone who thinks like that.”

Old Roles Die Hard

Miles had grown up with some old-school ideas about gender roles, but he was

politically progressive and very verbal in session. On their initial visit to my o"ce, I’d

noticed that though he watched Michelle carefully as we worked, she averted her eyes.

When I asked my standard opening question—“So, what are the two of you doing here?”

—it was Miles who dove in #rst.

“I was really controlling when we #rst got married. We’ve come a long way since then.”

He turned to Michelle with a beseeching smile, “Right, honey?”

Michelle, who’d ensured that there was space between them on the couch, didn’t look at

him. To me, she said, “He thinks we’re over it more than I do.”

Miles smiled weakly. “Michelle still has leftover feelings about how I treated her that I

think we need to straighten out,” he said.

When I took their family histories, both were critical of the treatment they’d received at

the hands of their domineering and sometimes physically abusive fathers.

Miles said, “My dad would slap me across the head if I didn’t answer his questions right,

and he expected my mom to take care of him and do what he asked her to do. I know

that I kind of fell into some of those patterns early on with Michelle—but I’d never

dream of hitting her.”

Still, like many men of his generation, he perpetuated in his own home plenty of the old-

school gender-role expectations that he’d grown up with, and as he spoke about his

respect for women’s rights, I noticed that Michelle was staring at the wall.

“Michelle,” I said. “How is what you’re hearing right now feeling to you?”

She leaned a bit forward and said, “I know he’s trying, and he’s changed a lot, but, like a

lot of men, he doesn’t see the ways he’s sexist. And it’s getting to the point that

sometimes his sexism is all I can see.”

Miles’s jaw tightened, and he looked down at the rug as she continued.

“He needs me to pay attention to him above all else. It doesn’t matter if I’m trying to

work or get a break for myself: I have to stop what I’m doing and listen every time he

has something to say.

“He’s also constantly pressuring me for sex, and if I tell him I’m tired or I can’t do it in the

moment, he’ll get angry and stay that way for days. I’d been giving in to him to avoid the

fallout, but lately I’ve been asking myself, why should I? Why does sex have to happen

when he wants it? I mean, is sex a right? What about my right to have it only when I

want to?”

I could see Miles leaning farther forward, readying to respond, but I kept the focus on

Michelle, and she continued, this time explaining that Miles rarely helped around the

house. How, she wanted to know, was that egalitarian behavior?

“You know, I grew up in a family with these kind of patriarchal values, just like he did, so

it seemed normal at #rst to do the cooking and cleaning. Some of my friends still do the

same thing, but more and more of them don’t. Their husbands are genuinely

enlightened; they don’t just pretend to be. And I’ve been asking myself why should I do

so much more around the house? And why does he think I should?”

I turned to Miles, who, to his credit, had leaned back in his chair and was focused on

listening to Michelle.

“Miles,” I said. “You’ve heard Michelle’s distress, the pressure she feels, the inequality

she sees. What do you think?”

Miles looked from me to Michelle, and quite sweetly began to express genuine remorse

for pressuring her and blindly expecting her to behave like a ’50s housewife.

We ended that #rst session on a productive high note by brainstorming ways Miles

could implement new behaviors, and Michelle could feel freer to express her limits.

When we next met, they were sitting a little closer. Michelle reported Miles was doing

the dishes most nights and laundry on the weekends, and had begun dropping his

demands for sex. I was struck by how quickly these changes had taken hold and how

genuinely open Miles seemed. Things appeared to be going so smoothly that I

congratulated them both.

What I failed to see was that as Michelle was #nding a stronger voice in her marriage,

she’d come to believe that Miles could be capable of empathizing with her experience of

being a woman in the world. But the reality was that he still had quite a way to go.

A Broken Mirror

A few weeks later, when Miles found himself defending Louis C.K. in our session, and

drawing that line where he thought the #MeToo movement should stop and the

defense of supposedly lesser o!enders should begin, all Michelle could hear was that

his sexist attitudes hadn’t been extinguished. The possibility that he might minimize the

assaults that she’d endured in her own life, that maybe she couldn’t feel safe with him,

hit her hard.

At #rst, Miles was defensive: “Why are you trying to control my opinions?” he asked,

dropping his head into his hands. “You’re not listening to what I’m saying. I didn’t do

anything to you!”

Perhaps, in a court of law, Miles’s argument would be worth pondering. There’s a

continuum of sexual o!enses, just like there’s a continuum of o!enses from petty theft

to armed robbery. But intimate partner relationships are governed by more nuanced

rules than courts of law.

I heard in Miles’s emotional, defensive response a phenomenon I call the Broken Mirror.

Based on the concept of a mirroring self, it describes the defensive reaction we’re

capable of when another person leads us to feel incompetent, o!ensive, or insigni#cant.

When the Broken Mirror is activated, there’s almost always a breakdown in what’s called

“empathic accuracy.” All Miles could hear was Michelle accusing him of being sexist

again and of falling short of being the trustworthy man she needed. Miles experienced

this as a threat, so he went into survival mode, and was blocked from accurately

empathizing with her pain.

I saw this as the most important element of the blowup, and zeroed in on helping Miles

get past his perceived injury and onto Michelle’s unspoken attachment and emotional

security issues instead.

“Miles, what do you think Michelle was feeling when she said she can’t feel safe with

you?”

Miles thought about it: “She was feeling critical of me, like there’s something wrong with

me, and she was judging me.”

I gently shook my head and told him that this wasn’t a feeling. He took a breath, looked

up at the ceiling. and gave it some more thought. “Maybe scared? Like she couldn’t trust

me?”

Bingo.

“I know you love her and want to do right by her,” I said. “So how would you respond if

she turned to you and said she doesn’t feel safe, and worries she can’t really count on

you?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I’d want to comfort her, to reassure her that she could.”

“Good! Let’s do it. Turn to her and ask how this made her feel.”

He took a deep breath and with tender sincerity said, “I don’t think I can really know

what this is like for you, but I want to. It kills me that things I’ve done or said have made

you feel unsafe. I never want that to happen again.”

That’s when the specter of Michelle’s dissertation chair, who once trapped her in his

o"ce and insisted on oral sex, entered the therapy room. With some stops and starts,

and coaching from me, Michelle told Miles the whole story of her encounter with the

professor.

“He locked the door to his o"ce when we met. And he’d get this creepy look, like he

thought he was God’s gift to women and I should jump at the chance to be with him. He

unzipped his $y and pointed at his crotch. It happened a couple of times. I didn’t know

what to do, so to get out of it I giggled and talked about my fake boyfriend and my

Catholic upbringing.

“I had to keep dealing with him, and I didn’t sleep for months. I blamed myself for

somehow seducing him. I was terri#ed he’d sabotage my dissertation. I even thought

about killing myself.

“And I had no one to turn to. My brother wouldn’t understand, and would probably try

to kill him. I didn’t want to freak my parents out. I was ashamed. I worried if I told any of

my friends at school, the story could leak out, and he’d #nd out and retaliate. I’d never

felt so alone. I never want to feel that alone again.”

Empathic Accuracy

Tears #lled Miles’s eyes, and as they sat in silence, I could see it sinking in that Michelle’s

earlier reaction was bound up in a history much bigger than him. He’d never heard this

story in detail before. It was a history she’d shared with many other women, and in

retelling it in the therapy space, she helped him transcend his hurt and be

compassionate instead.

He reached out and put a hand on her forearm.

“I never understood how much you went through with your professor. All I could see

was you attacking me. Now I wish you’d told me about this earlier. I’m not sure I’d have

truly gotten it, but maybe. But I do get it now. And I’m so sorry I’ve made you feel even

worse about something that has been so hard for you.”

Michelle went on to explain how much of a trigger his initial comments were, as if he

was minimizing sexual harassment and pressure. She welled up and he scooted closer

to her on the couch. Encircling his wrist with her #ngers, she gave him a soft smile.

She Spoke Up and We Woke Up

Over the last few years, men’s empathic accuracy has repeatedly been disabled because

they feel misunderstood or attacked. I’m #nding that restoring empathic accuracy

hinges on placing the totality of a partner’s experiences with men in the context of a

continuum of #MeToo traumas. When that shift happens, it’s much easier for men not

to take comments personally, and to respond to women’s core feelings with appropriate

love and respect.

It occurred to me, as this moment of healing #lled the room, that it was essential for

Michelle to speak up in a way that included her husband, rather than attacking him. He

wasn’t the ogre that some of these other men were. He was trying. Could she see that?

I even told Michelle that what Miles had said about the continuum of o!ensiveness in

#MeToo behaviors had some validity. “Michelle,” I said. “I want to encourage you to try

to recognize this truth, so Miles doesn’t remain for you in the same category as your

college professor—or Louis C.K., for that matter.”

For a long moment of deep silence the air seemed to leave the room.

Then Michelle, who’d been leaning into the shared space between us, recoiled from me,

pushed back into the couch, and stared at the ceiling for a hard moment before raising

her voice.

“Neither of you get it! You don’t know what it’s like!”

She accused me of trying to minimize both what Miles had said and the legitimacy of

her mistrust. She was right, and I knew it immediately. I’d become just one more guy

who didn’t take these experiences seriously enough.

A quote from the actress Minnie Driver about the supposed relativity of #MeToo

o!enses bloomed in my mind. She’d said, “I realized that for most men, good men, men

I love, there’s a cuto! in their ability to understand. It’s all fucking wrong, and it’s all bad,

and until you start seeing it under one umbrella, it’s not your job to compartmentalize

or judge what’s worse and what’s not.”

Michelle’s response woke me up, and I launched myself back onto the crucial track of

helping Miles appreciate her anxiety and insecurity. This needed to remain paramount if

their relationship was going to heal—not his feelings of being the “misunderstood

male.”

Miles reassured Michelle that he’d never tolerate any man treating her badly, and then

said, “If Louis C.K. ever masturbated in front of you, I’d kick his ass.”

Michelle looked at him for a full beat and laughed. “I actually believe you would.”

As we continued our work, some of Miles’s narcissistic issues and some of Michelle’s

quiet su!ering and resentment persisted. Their breakthrough didn’t lead to immediate

and miraculous changes—but it helped. The con$icts lessoned. They could see a new

path had opened for them.

The issues raised by the #MeToo movement enabled Michelle to pay more attention to

how her history has a!ected her. She was inspired to put words to these feelings with

her husband in ways that she never could before. And despite his initial defensiveness

and self-preoccupation, he got it. She spoke up, and Miles woke up.

My own path with these societal issues in the clinical space has also become more

visible. To follow it, I must encourage the woman to speak up and the man to expand

his awareness and become her ally. But also, I must focus on stabilizing their emotional

states, not qualifying who’s right or wrong, and I must always remember how many

ghosts and global issues have joined me in the therapy room.

CASE COMMENTARY

By Sara Schwarzbaum

Many couples in our clinical practice have no models for creating and maintaining

relationships not based on the dominance of one partner over another. Since the

advent of the feminist movement, therapists have been proposing gender-centric

conversations to help couples create a more collaborative and equitable relationship.

The #MeToo movement is another jolt forward in the direction of the shifts we need for

the sexes to sustain mutually satisfying partnerships. To become better partners, men

need to rede#ne their masculinity and understand their female partners’ experience in

the world. Women, for their part, need to recalibrate how much tending and caretaking

they want to do to ward o! exhaustion and resentments. Wexler, in his work with Miles

and Michelle, deftly shows us a path that can help women speak up and men wake up.

As therapists working with couples around gender and cultural issues, we need to #nd a

balance between our role as social reformers and our role as facilitators that can help

couples access their own resources and #nd the solutions that #t their styles. Since

there are no more hard-and-fast, gender-based rules, the rede#nition of those roles

rests in the couples’ own hands.

In the transition his clients are experiencing from traditional gender models to gender

balance and equality, Wexler navigates the dilemmas of role rede#nition with care,

compassion, and thoughtful interventions. In one of his #rst moves, when Michelle says

of her husband, “Like a lot of men, he doesn’t see the way he’s sexist,” he helps the

couple engage in a dialogue about their gendered behaviors that gets at the heart of

painful patriarchal legacies. As Michelle admits that it seemed normal for her to do the

cooking and cleaning, she’s exploring how she’s still trying to #t within the traditional

female gender role of tending and caretaking.

When women’s voices were dismissed, women didn’t think about their roles because

they couldn’t, and men didn’t think—much less have a dialogue—about who does what

around the house, or whether or when to have sex. Miles doesn’t realize all the ways in

which he’s exhibiting sexist behaviors because he doesn’t have to. Not having to think

about who does what domestically is one of the hallmarks of male privilege and is an

important aspect of male awakening. This is what a feminist-informed couples therapy

is supposed to do: place unspoken gender issues at the center of the therapeutic

conversation, and make them explicit.

Next, Wexler helps Miles become less defensive. When Michelle complains, Miles, like

many men, feels incompetent and compelled to defend his reputation tooth and nail.

Men often struggle when they perceive their partners’ disapproval—which results in

their inability to listen well. This is at the heart of what leads to the Broken Mirror

problem that Wexler describes.

Mirroring to help Miles see things from Michelle’s point of view, along with using

comforting words, has the powerful e!ect of achieving emotional regulation and

alleviating Michelle’s distress. When Wexler guides Miles to listen to Michelle without his

usual defensiveness, he’s advancing his client’s capacities for understanding and

reassurance, possibly even averting a breakup. And when Wexler asks Miles to comfort

Michelle right then and there, he’s fostering an intimate moment that can serve as a

blueprint for future dialogues.

Feeling heard and validated, Michelle gets ready for the next step: healing the traumatic

e!ects of her experiences with sexual harassment. Being able to talk honestly from a

vulnerable place about the traumatic episodes with her professor dissertation is a #rst

for her. It can happen only when she feels safe and seen.

Sexual harassment and sexual trauma have the potential to derail a couple’s bond. A

key concept in dealing with sexual trauma in the context of an intimate relationship is to

help the couple become partners in healing. Before #MeToo, many women were so

used to being blamed for supposedly provoking the harassment that they internalized

shame and unworthiness. Michelle’s desire to keep the episodes to herself is born of

those feelings. She likely wondered internally: “Would you love me if you knew this

about me?”

But we’re living in a time of reckoning that has the potential to shift the old pattern of

giving a pass to men who become sexually forceful without consent. Despite Miles’s

reaction to aspects of the #MeToo movement, Wexler’s intervention averts the

possibility of retraumatizing Michelle or replicating that harmful relationship in some

way. The successful resolution of sexual trauma involves creating a space for safe

conversations, and Wexler makes that possible.

To deepen sexual healing, we can help clients like Miles develop curiosity and the

capacity to tolerate a partner’s painful emotions. I can imagine guiding Miles to

formulate and articulate questions for Michelle that she can answer at her own pace—

questions such as “how has the experience with your professor a!ected how you see

our sexual encounters? What else would you like me to know about what it’s like for you

to be a woman in the world? What’s the best way to show you I’m interested in a sexual

encounter in a way that doesn’t make you feel pressured?” A loving, trusting relationship

can be a powerful healing force in the life of someone like Michelle, a target of repeated

sexual harassment.

In the end, Wexler even models humility by listening to Michelle and admitting a

mistake after he recommends that she put her husband’s o!enses in the context of a

kind of #MeToo rating scale. He realizes that even he has behaved badly as he awakens

to his own privilege. I can’t stress enough how important it is to women that the men in

their lives acknowledge the impact of their actions and change course—and that

includes their male therapists.

And yet, for Wexler to want to advocate for Miles is actually not a bad idea. This can be

done by spending a little more time gently helping Michelle become more curious about

Miles’s experiences with feeling incompetent, inadequate, or rejected, and better

understanding how he hears her complaints.

Both men and women need to increase their curiosity about how they a!ect their

partners. To renegotiate implicit and unspoken gender-based contracts isn’t easy and

doesn’t come naturally to most people. Our job as clinicians is to help couples deal with

gender tensions and gender dilemmas without resorting to aggression, disrespect, and

a lack of kindness.

Empathic attunement, emotional safety, and successful problem solving don’t happen if

there are winners and losers, dominance and coercion. Wexler hints at this when he

recognizes he “must focus on stabilizing their emotional states.” It’s a gentle reminder to

make sure neither client, whatever their gender, behaves badly toward the other. True

empathy $owers in the context of respectful conversations based on mutual kindness

and curiosity.

***

David Wexler, PhD, is a clinical psychologist, executive director of the Relationship Training

Institute in San Diego, CA, and coauthor of the new book #MeToo-Informed Therapy:
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Good Men Behave Badly, The STOP Domestic Violence Program, and Men in Therapy. He

can be reached at www.RTIprojects.org, or dbwexler@gmail.com.

Sara Schwarzbaum, EdD, LMFT, LCPC, is founder of The Academy for Couples Therapists, an

online training program for therapists who want to improve their work with couples, and of

Couples Counseling Associates in Chicago, where she currently practices. Her numerous

publications include the book Culture and Identity: Life Stories for Counselors and
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