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The child of trauma 
or neglect lives in a 
desolate and lonely 

world. For the most part 
there is no one there 
orienting or teaching this 
child about life.

So she or he wanders, 
constantly struggling to 
figure it all out. Of course, 
that young brain is ill 
equipped for such a task. 
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granted that like the air 
we breathe, we don’t 
even notice them.

I woke up dramatically 
to this fact early in my 
relationship with my 
partner. Always a person 
who loves any occasion 
for gift giving, I was 
excited to celebrate his 
birthday shortly after 
we got together. I take 
great pleasure and 
pride in coming up with 
abundant, thoughtful, 
creative, and generous 
gifts. Anticipating my 
new partner’s birthday, I 
went all  out, thinking of a 
number of what I thought 
were really special things 
that he might like and 
that would express how I 
felt about him.

I carefully wrapped them 
all, and I could hardly 
wait to surprise him. 
When the day finally 
came, and I showed up 
with my Santa-like load 
of packages, I had a 
surprise. I had expected 
my partner would feel 
delighted, flattered, 
thrilled, and loved by 
my abundant show of 
affection. That is how 
I would have felt, so of 

course he would feel as I 
would. But he did not!

His face had an odd 
expression, a mixture 
of fear, suspicion, and 
anger. Clearly he was not 
pleased. I was shocked. 
I figured there must be 
something wrong with 
him. What kind of person 
would not be happy with 
these sumptuous gifts?

I was hurt. I had put 
tremendous thought 
and effort into planning. 
I had spent a lot of my 
hard-earned money 
and then painstakingly 
prepared each package. 
I felt unappreciated, 
baffled, and insulted. 
We proceeded to have 
our first fight. What a 
disappointment that was.

What I later learned 
was my partner’s bitter 
and painful childhood 
experience around gifts. 
His mother routinely 
gave him things that she 
liked or wanted. Instead 
of bothering to find out 
what he might like or 
want she gave him what 
she wanted to give him 
or what she thought he 
should want.

One mistaken conclusion 
that these children and 
later adults will reach is 
that “everyone feels as I 
do.”

Chocolate is so delicious! 
Everyone loves it. We only 
know our own experience 
and we thus deduce 
that our experience is 
universal. We may take 
our assumptions so for 
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“What are you trying to 
get?” Or feel used: “You 
are just getting yourself 
off!”

It did make sense that 
those would be his 
reactions. It took me 
a long time to “get it,” 
however. I continued to 
believe that I was “right,” 
that something was 
“wrong” with a person 
who did not enjoy gifts. I 
set out to enlighten him, 
to teach him to be more 
like me. Needless to say, 
he was a less-than-
enthusiastic student.

We struggled with gifts 
for a long time. He 
insisted that the perfect 
gift for him was one 
simple item that he 
selected himself, 
preferably not expensive 
and not a surprise. I felt 
thwarted and deprived 
of the opportunity 
to show my “love”. I 
was devastated and 
judgmental about “not 
being received” until I 
learned an essential 
relationship principle: If 
you want to say “I love 
you” to your partner (or 
anyone, for that matter), 
find out what says I love 
you to him or her, and do 
that!

“It was all about her,” he 
explained to me. “Her 
gifts to me were little 
more than ways for her to 
gratify herself. And then 
I was supposed to be so 
grateful...” 

It had all been a colossal 
nightmare for him and 
no fun at all. Of course 
when he saw me coming 
with armloads of gifts, 
he would be suspicious: 

of learning that what for 
him had been a vehicle 
of coercion and control 
could in fact be an 
expression of generosity 
and love, at least on my 
birthday.

This was no small feat for 
us. Particularly difficult is 
an empathic response 
when the point of view 
I am being asked to 
understand involves a 
gross distortion of me 
or my intentions! To look 
through my partner’s 
eyes and see his 
picture of my behavior 
as self-centered and 
manipulative was a tall 
order at best. It took a 
long time of adamantly 
reminding myself  “this is 
not about me!”

Unfortunately, it is 
often the case that 
my partner’s particular 
distortion of me or my 
behavior strikes a nerve 
in my own history, making 
compassion and even 
clear thinking all the more 
elusive. But more about 
this later.

If I give you what I would 
want, what I want to give 
you, or what I think you 
should want, I will more 
than likely fail to touch 
your heart.

The Golden Rule, “Do 
unto others as you would 
have them do unto you,” 
is a good start. But with 
all due respect, it falls 
short. True empathy is the 
ability to truly see through 
the eyes of the other, 
even when the view is 
vastly different from my 
own.

We need not agree. 
I need not adopt my 
partner’s point of view 
and be like him. Rather, I 
must compassionately 
understand and respect 
his point of view. It makes 
perfect sense for him to 
feel as he does in light of 
his experience. With that 
respectful understanding, 
I stop trying to turn him 
into a replica of me. 

It also took a while to 
establish that although 
I could accept my 
partner’s wishes for 
his birthday, I had very 
different ones for mine! 
His challenge was one 
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distinct, and connected?
It seems a tall if not 
unattainable order. Most 
of us learn from our 
parents “Be like us, do 
as we do.” That is “good.” 
If you do something 
else, that is “bad” or 
“wrong.” So we come 
to understand that “like 
is good” and different 
means someone is 
“wrong.” In many trauma 
and  neglect families, the 
cost of being different 
was dangerously 
high. It might range 
from being physically 
punished, rejected, hated, 

In the course of my 
years as a couples 
therapist, I gradually 

noticed that virtually 
all of the couples who 
came through my doors 
seemed to wrangle 
with the same sticky 
question. They might 
think their problem was 
parenting or sex, money 
or communication, but it 
really boiled down to this: 
Do I have to give up me 
to have you? Or do I have 
to give you up to really 
be myself? Might it ever 
be possible for each of us 
to be ourselves, unique, 

EMPATHY AND SAFETY



THE PRACTICE OF EMPATHY: WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE GOLDEN RULE? THE PRACTICE OF EMPATHY: WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE GOLDEN RULE?8 9

Ruth Cohn MFT

abandoned, or later 
disinherited, to a more 
subtle and  deadening 
drone of being 
chronically “corrected,” 
criticized, humiliated, 
and shamed for being 
different.
Being free to be oneself 
is as precious as life itself. 
Being stifled, thwarted, 
or squeezed into 
someone else’s mold is 
a kind of living death by 
strangulation. Children 

of such childhoods go 
into relationship (or avoid 
relationship) dreading 
that this experience will 
be repeated.
Many partnerships 
get stymied with each 
individual trying to 
convince the other that 
“mine is the right way” 
or “my view is the ‘truth,” 
as if there were only one 
way or one truth. I have 
come to the conclusion 
that there are in fact 
precious few absolute 
truths. Almost everything 
we think and believe is 
subjective and subject to 
personal interpretation.
For me to believe that 
I have “the truth” is 
arrogant at best. The 
epitome of safety is the 
knowledge that I am in a 
relationship that assumes 
this: We each live in our 
own world and have our 
own unique perceptions 
and feelings. If you can 
understand my feelings 
and I yours, and we can 
coexist with the contrast, 
we can have peace and 
harmony. I can relax 
knowing that I can live 
rather than fear the living 
death of alienation and 
coercion.
This is no small thing, 

and is foundational 
also to successful and 
loving sexuality. For 
many of the traumatized, 
this unquestionable 
knowledge is precisely 
what makes the 
vulnerability inherent 
in sexual intimacy 
impossible.
We will have much to say 
about safety. For now, 
take a moment and think 
about it: How safe is it 
to be openly different 
in my partnership? How 
respectful, accepting, 
and even curious am 
I about the ways my 
partner is different from 
me? How able am I, 
really, to see through my 
partner’s eyes, walk in my 
partner’s shoes, and even 
empathically hear my 
partner’s experience of 
me?
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