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For Saysay and Asa






Introduction

Enough time has passed that I can say I regret calling Charlie Rose a sexual predator. This was in the Washington Post, back in November 2017, when I went on the record with accusations of sexual misconduct: “He was a sexual predator, and I was his victim.” The story, in which seven other women said he had also made unwanted advances toward them, ended his term as a celebrated cultural icon. Charlie is now known as much for behavior that includes groping women and emerging unexpectedly naked in their presence as he is for his award-winning contributions to broadcast journalism.

I had endeavored to be as cautious as possible with what I told reporters, understanding the potential consequences of every one of my words, and the label “sexual predator” felt more than apt. Charlie, after all, was a powerful man who methodically singled out and targeted vulnerable women, using work as a pretense to isolate them in his home, his hotel rooms, and the cabins of his private flights. But as I spoke my truth, I hadn’t stopped to consider that “sexual predator” is also a legal term that in some jurisdictions indicates a prior conviction for a criminal offense. Charlie didn’t have any such criminal record.

This made “sexual predator” a word choice that played into the narratives being used by #MeToo’s detractors, some of whom said the movement was recklessly lacking in nuance and due process. They said that accusers were failing to make distinctions between a pushy date and rape; between something creepy but technically within the bounds of the law and a heinous act of sexual violence; between one late-night lapse of drunken judgment and a habitual, systematic abuse of one’s power. The critics held tightly to their sliding scale of bad behavior because it was comforting, because categories give us all a sense of clarity—legally and morally—along with an assurance of our own relative goodness.

What was actually far more difficult to comprehend than the variety of the injustice emerging from #MeToo was its sheer ubiquity. What did the pervasiveness of all this cruelty and mistreatment mean about the world in which we lived and worked? And what had this world demanded of each of us? Did we even have the language to say? So many of our lived experiences with sexism and misogyny didn’t fit tidily into our established narratives about victimhood and abuse. For some of us, this helped make #MeToo go down like a mug of ayahuasca: a bitter, mind-altering, and sometimes nauseating journey back to experiences we thought we had understood but that we had never fully seen or processed. Yes, Charlie was indeed a kind of predator, and I had been his prey, but I was starting to see an ecosystem that we had both done our part to sustain.

When the Post’s investigative journalist Amy Brittain reached out to me, introducing herself and asking if I might be willing to chat about my experience working for Charlie, I had already begun to queasily revisit my time at his namesake on PBS. This was back in 2007 and 2008, first as an unpaid intern for one year and then as a producer for six months. His advances began early in my internship, and I had always struggled to understand why I stayed and fought so hard to get hired for a job that I knew would be absolute misery. Careerism was certainly a part of it, the fact that having Charlie Rose on my résumé would open doors—which it did. Another part of it was financial. I was a graduate student living off student loans and credit cards, and, amid a recession, the internship became my only foot in the door to salaried employment. So I doubled down. Three months before the global financial crisis, I graduated with a job in hand. Not all my classmates were as fortunate.

The details that I eventually provided Brittain were remarkably similar to accounts from other women, with the commonalities helping to cement our credibility. The reporting was ironclad, the victims were heard, and a powerful man was held accountable. More stories would follow in both the Post and other outlets, expanding the details and scope of Charlie’s misconduct. And yet I found all of it—everything that had been exposed—disconcertingly inadequate. There had been a perversity and madness to working for Charlie that went well beyond his fame and institutional power. It also went beyond my youth, career aspirations, and need to pay rent. In fact, the most unsettling aspects of my encounters with Charlie didn’t appear in any of the news stories—and more unnerving still was how much I struggled to name them myself. They remained elusive.

Joan Didion famously said, “I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking.” With a similar compulsion, I began writing to find out what I had been thinking. I wanted to know why, instead of immediately putting a forceful end to Charlie’s inappropriateness, I exhausted myself with pleasantries and attentive smiles. Why did I answer his lewd phone calls, silently endure his groping, and ignore it when he popped out naked in my presence? Why did I put up with any of it, even once?

What I wrote, and eventually published online in the New York Review of Books, opened with the following:


Of all my assignments for Charlie Rose, the one that came with the oddest sense of happiness was when he asked that I unclog the toilet in the master bedroom of his Bellport home. It was brimming with feces and had left the upstairs smelling like a factory farm. My yellow dish gloves were flimsy and it was impossible to move the plunger without excrement slopping from the bowl. But I confidently reassured myself, No man would ask this of a woman with whom he wanted to have sex.



This happened in August 2007, a few months into my internship at his show. He had given me a paid side gig organizing the library of his Long Island estate’s guesthouse, a job that required I stay multiple days isolated alone with him on his property. While plunging Charlie’s bedroom toilet was unique among my experiences involving him, it was also symptomatic of most everything between us: I was obliging him in ways that I would never have expected of myself. I wasn’t merely giving his behavior a pass; I was changing my own standards of appropriateness to accommodate for it—and as time went on, I would continue accommodating in ways far more detrimental to my well-being.

When people on social media responded to my story with outrage that a man would “force” a young female intern to perform such a demeaning task, I knew I had failed to accurately convey my message. Because for all of Charlie’s ruthlessness, he would never “force” someone to unclog his toilet. Had I refused, sure, he’d have held a grudge. But he wouldn’t have held a golf club to my head while suggesting I reconsider.

As I remember it, when he first broached the topic of the clogged toilet with me—how it couldn’t be left to sit, but he needed to leave town—he appeared to have paused, as though briefly wondering, Can I really ask this of her? And I made absolutely sure that he could by giving the affirmative quickly, almost enthusiastically. Because however disgusting or degrading the task might sound to some, I welcomed it as an opportunity to prove categorically to his staff that I wasn’t out to use my sex for professional gain. I was like so many other women I know who worked for misbehaving men: despite my boss’s well-established reputation for impropriety, I wasn’t nearly as scared of him as I was of people misinterpreting my own intentions. So before I put on my dish gloves, I texted the details of what I was undertaking to two employees with whom I’d become friends. I assumed the news would travel fast among the open-plan office, and I wanted it to. What an insane story! they would all laugh. What an unflappable woman! they would all think.

“Hi Charlie,” I followed up in an email the next day. “After my best effort with the other plunger, it’s still not working. I was wondering if you’d like me to call a plumber to come out?” His Bellport handyman had recommended one to me, I noted, but I was “happy to keep trying.” How pitiful to be forced to unclog your lecherous boss’s toilet, but how perverse to want to unclog it. I was far more comfortable in the latter camp. It was a version of the story in which I had control, and those are the kinds of stories we tell ourselves all the time, whether true or not.

The gap between rationally knowing something and truly understanding it is full of overly simplistic, reassuring stories, many of which overlook the chaos and cruelty of our world. Beyond making us feel safer, these stories serve our sense of self—our sense of free will and morality. When things get complicated or unfold antithetically to who we believe we are, they can envelop us like a dense fog, ensuring our heroism by clouding the most difficult of truths. But if we’re willing to hold an unsettlingly bright light to ourselves, we can begin to illuminate the essence of these stories, and learn to see past them.

When I now hold that light to my experience with Charlie, I see some pretty fucked-up narratives about female acceptability and empowerment. I see the can-do independence of my 1980s American childhood, the sexualization of my 1990s adolescence, and a sinister mix of the two as a working woman of the aughts who was drowning in all the societal expectations and consumer culture that she thought she was above. I see the workplace abuse that I disregarded out of a misplaced pride in my own toughness, as well as my need for belonging. I see an almost blind deference to men whose narcissism I equated with aptitude, if not actual genius. My own fog had habituated me to norms and values that I had never truly questioned—not least of which was the personal status I had spent my life safeguarding as a white woman in a sexist and racist social hierarchy.

Put differently, I now see that I was complicit.

I do not use the word “complicit” lightly. I use it with all the heft it can carry—and with a brutal recognition that the soft power of the patriarchy had its way with me, inspiring me to undermine my own potential as well as that of other women. #MeToo changed many things, but it wasn’t the paradigm shift we had hoped for. That’s because what we’re up against is more than powerful men and their powerful systems. We’re up against our own psychological and cultural conditioning. We’re up against all of Western history, society, literature, and mass media. We’re up against habituation at its most pernicious—something so deep that it implicates us all, men and women, regardless of politics or good intentions. We haven’t been complacent or indifferent or another tepid word that understates the nature and magnitude of the problem. We have been complicit.


“Ghostlike Forces”

To best understand our complicity, we need to begin by defining it. Or, rather, redefining it. We most often use the word “complicit” accusatorily while pointing a finger at someone for their intentional participation in harm. But the reality is that most people’s conscious intentions are, from moment to moment, pretty benign. We’re all just doing as best we can in imperfect circumstances, whatever our gender, social stature, or how others see us. The “bro” colleague who insists you’re taking his sexist joke too seriously truly believes that your workweek would feel more humane if everyone could just let their guards down and assume the best of each other. The soulless HR rep who downplays a female colleague’s report of harassment is someone struggling to serve multiple interests, including those of the executives upon whom her job rests. The CEO who cultivates an exclusive boys’ club loves it when he sees himself in his company’s young talent and only wishes he had more time to mentor in the same meaningful way that was done for him.

We are each the protagonist of our own story, in which none of us are the bad guy. Because unlike those whom we vilify, when it comes to our own lives, we have all the context necessary to justify our behavior. We shape our own narratives to overlook the less-than-heroic ways that we submit to those with power, condone abuse, or seek approval and personal gain. Or, for that matter, how we might not have been in the control we thought we were; how we ourselves may have been preyed upon.

Our complicity in any kind of injustice is at its most sinister when it’s not intentional but unconscious. This is the complicity with which we’re concerned. It happens in the narratives that shroud us, somewhere between our mindful intentions and our social conditioning; in the chasm between the freely choosing, empowered, self-aware, consistent, moral people we believe ourselves to be and the reality of our behavior—be it dumbfounded, daunted, uncertain, or oblivious. It’s our fallback on assumptions and explanations that uphold our world as it too often is: misogynistic, racist, classist, homophobic, transphobic, xenophobic, ageist, exploitative, and otherwise fearful of the unknown. It’s our internalized status quo—and all the cruelty that it leads us to tolerate.

In my exploration of our complicity, I’ve talked to more than one hundred people—women, men, nonbinary persons, victims, bystanders, and remorseful wrongdoers. The clearest thing to emerge from these conversations is how much we rely on overly simplistic stories to understand our complex lived experiences of sexual misconduct and workplace abuse more broadly. In fact, we rely on the same inadequate stories, all derived from the same patriarchal culture that has shaped our very consciousness. “Ghost-like forces that operate outside our awareness—with an initiation that bypasses conscious thought” is how the prominent developmental psychologist Carol Gilligan and the psychoanalyst Naomi Snider describe the enduring power of the patriarchy.1 From a young age, we internalize patriarchal narratives that teach us appropriate male-versus-female behavior, the lines we must toe and the sacrifices we must make in order to belong. While this book focuses heavily on women’s lived experiences, my hope is that male readers will understand their own relevance to the accounts of women in the following pages, whose struggles were formed, if not created, by the narratives men had of them—the constructs with which these women, in turn, had navigated their own lives.

When I use the term “patriarchal narrative,” I’m referring broadly to any kind of story, explanation, assumption, or mode of thinking that works to justify the inequality inherent in our culture’s gender binary—that leaves male entitlement and female subjugation the default social order. These narratives aren’t good for anyone, and that very much includes men. They underlie an idealized version of masculinity that inspires emotional detachment and aggression, depriving men of meaningful relationships and love. They leave men isolated and alone, burdened by who they believe they must be in a reality that falls woefully short—financially, professionally, romantically—of what they have been shown to expect. In the United States, men are almost four times more likely to take their own lives than women, a disparity the American Psychological Association now decisively attributes to the toll that notions of traditional masculinity take on men.2 The constraints and relentless pressures of our prescribed gender norms hurt us all.

The collective nature of our suffering was evidenced by news stories about sexual harassment giving way to stories about abusive bosses, giving way to stories about toxic work cultures that crushed the well-being of both women and men. Along the way, we did more than broaden our understanding of professional misconduct: we saw the consequences of gender socialization in our hyperindividualistic, ultracompetitive patriarchy. We saw that our professional hierarchies mirror our social ones, with the same ghostlike forces bringing the unthinkable to pass in our workplaces.

Of course, for many people who endure workplace abuse, there is nothing seemingly supernatural about it; they suffer with a keen awareness of the power dynamics and cruelty at play, and because they simply have no other option. A service worker and single mother who endures her boss’s wandering hands may do so because reporting him would jeopardize the ability to feed her children. There is little appeal to seeking recourse when the risks are so enormous. But what about the ambitious new paralegal with Ivy League credentials and a trust fund who downplays her superior’s pervy misbehavior because she says she can “handle it”? She would arguably have an easier time doing differently, and yet she doesn’t. It’s for good reason that the personal accounts in this book focus on women who are like me: educated, white, straight, and cisgender. With relatively more resources and protections at our disposal than on average, our experiences can inform us about how subtle, unconscious misogyny sustains the existing power structure. It’s a simple truism that a society’s most advantaged individuals are also its least inclined to question the norm.

What the Black feminist scholar bell hooks called an “imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” may sound abstract to some, but the benefits it bestows on women like me could not be more concrete.3 Sure, the system subjugates us. But it also rewards our obedience in ways denied to people of color, and in ways to which we can remain comfortably blind. We use our patriarchal narratives to effortlessly craft a sense of self in which our rank is God-given. We don’t question it when we’re told during a job interview that we’d be a “good fit.” We don’t question it when our rental application gets accepted amid a housing crisis, or years later when we access a mortgage. We don’t question the vision we have of our future, because we’ve never not seen celebrated representations of women who look like us. And we certainly don’t question the romantic ideals around which we’ve structured and too often compromised our lives, because courtship and marriage are our guaranteed proximity to true power. Not every white woman is a so-called Karen, but that doesn’t spare her from being a cog in a racist system that works to her benefit.

Still, it demands emphasis that no matter a victim’s race or social stature, they are not to be blamed for their abuse. To recognize how women are conditioned to enable their own mistreatment and to blame them for said mistreatment are two entirely different things. This distinction—and the understanding that this book in no way seeks to victim blame—is the most critical request that I make of the reader. It’s an ask that will understandably make some uncomfortable. They might wonder: Why do anything that risks calling women’s behavior into question when such questioning is the very MO that has kept them down for millennia? Their concern is well-taken.

#MeToo did not change the reality that we live in a rape culture that puts the onus on women to know how to avoid becoming a statistic. Self-proclaimed misogynistic influencers like Andrew Tate, who has millions of devoted young male followers, broadcast that women bear responsibility for their own assaults. High-profile women who accuse high-profile domestic partners of abuse, regardless of the credibility or absolute horror of what they claim, receive a level of online hate so staggering that it negatively impacts advocacy on behalf of all domestic violence victims. When it comes to our justice system’s handling of rape, women are doubted or blamed from the moment they report the crime. Alleged assailants go free in forty-nine out of every fifty such cases, which makes rape easier to get away with than robbery.4 And when it comes to convicting someone of sexual harassment, our courts require that the conduct in question be shown to have been “unwelcome”—inevitably putting the legal focus on the behavior and dress of female plaintiffs in an effort to determine if they had actually “wanted it.”5

Yet while victim blaming is a culturally and institutionally entrenched part of our lives, at its most insidious it happens in the fog of our self-serving narratives. It’s an ever-so-subtle presumption that we make about other people’s weaknesses relative to our own protagonism. I would have shut him up, we think. Or I would have walked out. Or I would never have gone along in the first place. We do this because if it can be their fault, we won’t have to contemplate our own vulnerability in a misogynistic and arbitrarily cruel world. We can instead maintain a fundamental sense of assurance that we’re in control of our own lives. The service that victim blaming provides our emotional and mental well-being is so vital that we’ll even blame those with whom we empathize dearly.

Everyone has a faith in their own hypothetical ability to handle creeps and sticky situations. But if you’re like me, you’ve had the opportunity to learn that what happens in real time, under pressure and disparate power dynamics, doesn’t always play out how you would have imagined. Perhaps, also like me, you moved on in whatever way helped your immediate well-being, sometimes suppressing an honest recognition of what exactly transpired. None of us are as self-aware or reliable as we think we are. This is a difficult truth to recognize in normal circumstances—and far more difficult when confronting indignity and injustice. But to embrace it is to create an opportunity for true empowerment. It’s to see our own internalized patriarchy with the nuance necessary to begin dismantling it.

Women, of course, have agency and power, and untold numbers of them have immediately identified and called out their own sexist mistreatment, despite the repercussions that awaited them. Legions more have handled unwanted advances successfully, indeed brilliantly. I, however, did not. Not with Charlie, nor with far too many other men I’ve had the displeasure of meeting. Time and again, I was hamstrung by my own most trusted attributes: friendliness, amenability, deference, and self-deprecation—the traits I had leaned hard on throughout my personal and professional life. But the more I’ve talked about my blind spots and the confusing, ensnaring aspects of these encounters, the more I’ve tapped into something vital. Women have related most earnestly to what I originally assumed would only discredit me, and often to what brought me the most shame. They, too, had sent sycophantic emails to creepy, egomaniacal bosses. They, too, had continued smiling and bantering with their perpetrators. They, too, interpreted their own silence as encouragement. They, too, continued going to work, too stunned and exhausted to fully acknowledge, even to themselves, what was happening.

For each of the thirty-five women to date who went on the record against Charlie, I believe there are myriad more who kept quiet. Like me, they struggled to understand what had happened. Maybe, in the beginning, they had enjoyed the company of a highly regarded cultural icon and responded politely to his flirtations. Maybe it felt like the appropriate, courteous response to a man of his age and stature. They tolerated it because their tolerance made him happy, because they understood from others that this was his nature, but most of all because it was easy—far, far easier than asking perhaps the most influential man they had ever met to respect boundaries. They acquiesced so that they could go on working. Sometimes it was lousy, but other times it was fine, occasionally quite professional. Until one day, without warning, he became aggressively physical and the line these women already felt uncomfortable for having blurred got completely erased. Did I cause this? they wondered. How do I stop it without upsetting him? As they struggled for answers, and as their so-called consent escaped them, the only thing that came into clarity was their own disposability.

Within our quest to not blame victims—and to ensure that we women are finally believed instead of mocked, vilified, or shunned—we’ve avoided scrutinizing our encounters in a way that can shed greater light on the sources of our vulnerability. In the early years of the #MeToo movement, and as powerful men fell from the greatest of heights, events seemed so earth-shattering that any such exploration felt unnecessary, if not insulting to the victims who had been brave enough to speak out. But if the years since have proved anything, it’s that our supposed reckoning was not seismic. At the time of this writing, the same pussy-grabber who inspired the 2017 Women’s March is the clear front-runner for the 2024 GOP presidential nomination. Only this time he has been found liable for sexual abuse, and faces a slew of other damning charges in four separate criminal cases.6 Nothing captures our fidelity to male entitlement quite like U.S. presidential politics.

Polling now indicates that levels of sexism in our society have remained stable, if not worsened, in a counterreaction to #MeToo.7 During the pandemic, workplace harassment surged with the increase of remote work as barriers were blurred between our private and professional lives.8 Most concerning is that data indicate an insidious backlash, showing that while the most egregious kinds of sexual harassment that tend to garner our attention—like threatening forms of sexual coercion—may have gone down, more subtle forms of gender harassment—like inappropriate remarks about women and the undermining of their work—have actually increased. This latter kind of harassment not only feeds the former, but its frequent ability to evade the categorical definitions of illegal behavior also makes it more difficult to combat. It accounts for the lion’s share of all sexual harassment. It’s pervasive, ostracizing to women, and can be equally if not more damaging to their well-being than unwanted sexual advances or sexual coercion.9 “Death by a thousand cuts,” I heard time and again from women about their hostile environments. “If it had only been his hands, I’d have managed,” said one.

Nor does it help that most of the approaches used by our workplaces to combat sexual harassment and discrimination don’t actually deliver. When sociologists examined the impact of sexual harassment training policies at more than eight hundred U.S. companies with more than eight million employees over a span of thirty-two years, they found that mandatory training tended to only make male employees more likely to blame female victims—to accuse them of either overreacting or concocting a false story. According to researchers, identifying male colleagues as potential perpetrators rarely strikes a productive tone—certainly not in a world where none of us believes that we’re the bad guy. “Start any training by telling a group of people that they’re the problem, and they’ll get defensive,” researchers write. “Once that happens, they’re much less likely to want to be a part of the solution; instead they’ll resist.”10

Many point to bystander intervention training—equipping employees with methods to intervene when they see harassment happening—as the more promising option. But this approach is far from a silver bullet. It reduces the problem down to a few bad apples whom we can supposedly learn how to stop while overlooking the kind of situational complexity that most often gives rise to bad behavior.11 As this book will examine, our actions—as well as our inaction—are powerfully driven by social context. Workplace policies and the intentions behind them are critical. But our offices are microcosms of the larger world in which we all live, and as the pioneering social ecologist Peter Drucker warned: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.”12

Meaningful change demands exorcising the ghostlike forces of the patriarchy. This can only begin by more fully examining the complexity of our lived experiences relative to the overly simplistic narratives that we use to explain them—even, and especially, when the reality we confront is unsettling.

When Sean Penn came to the defense of his good pal Charlie Rose in May 2018, he criticized the #MeToo movement for being “not intellectually honest,” saying, “I know of some serious omissions. I’m talking about women towards men.”13 I agree that details were omitted—and continue being omitted with every story that has broken since about powerful people sexually harassing, abusing, or exploiting others. Overlooked details can be added not in defense of the perpetrators or to delegitimize the victims but to expand our awareness of how implicated we all are in the sexism and injustice we believe we stand against. What follows is an attempt to do just that.








CHAPTER ONE The High Price of Our Free Will


“It is your decisions, and not your conditions, that determine your destiny.”

So says America’s most famous life coach, Tony Robbins. The six-foot-seven California native teaches his followers to unleash their inner power and take control of their lives—often at coaching sessions they’ve paid thousands of dollars to attend. Audio and video recordings are forbidden at these events, but a video leaked in April 2018 in which Robbins broadly dismissed women’s #MeToo allegations as misguided attempts to find significance by attacking other people. When a female attendee stood up to challenge this description, he pushed back. “I’m not knocking the #MeToo movement,” he insisted. “I’m knocking victimhood.” He asked his audience to raise a hand if they understood. Cheers erupted in the auditorium, signaling a deep appreciation for what is perhaps Robbins’s most compelling message: victimhood is a choice.1

Outside the auditorium, the public was less receptive. Robbins eventually apologized for suggesting anything other than “profound admiration” for the #MeToo movement, adding that he was committed to being part of the solution.2 But the skills of a self-help guru don’t easily parlay into success at ending systemic injustice. Eight months later, Robbins was again secretly recorded during a six-day Date with Destiny seminar in Palm Beach, Florida. In the recording, a female attendee speaks softly about her husband emotionally abusing her. “She likes to call it emotional abuse,” Robbins tells his audience. “What the fuck is emotional abuse? Are we that fucking weak that someone can’t tell you with passion what they fucking feel without them abusing you?”3

The woman goes on to clarify that she’s also been physically abused by her husband. Robbins asks her what role she played in that abuse, changing the paradigm, presumably to help her take responsibility for the situation. “I’m not suggesting there’s any excuse for hitting a woman, so hear me, but I also want you to know that people don’t just act a certain fucking way,” he says, explaining that sometimes, when people don’t like a given behavior, they decide to relabel it as abuse. “She’s lying to herself,” he tells the audience. “She’s done it so often, she doesn’t even know the difference between a truth and a lie anymore.”4

This no-nonsense message of self-empowerment hinges upon a deep faith in personal agency—a belief that most of our suffering is entirely in our power to fix—if, of course, we have the determination to do so; if we have the willpower to overcome the internal obstacles and bad mental habits that keep us down. Robbins continues to reframe the story by asking the woman about her husband: “Has he looked out for you? Does he put up with you when you’ve been a crazy bitch? Have you ever been a crazy bitch? Ever?”

“Probably, yes,” she says, her voice trembling. The audience laughs.5 Some might see this as tough love. Others might call it victim blaming.

The leaked recording was published by BuzzFeed News in 2019 as part of an investigation into a number of allegations against Robbins, including berating female victims of domestic violence and rape; targeting, hitting on, and inappropriately touching female attendees at his events; and subjecting female staff to nudity and unwanted sexual advances.6 Robbins has strenuously denied all the allegations. (He’s also filed defamation suits in the Irish high court against BuzzFeed News for its reporting and Twitter—now X—for distributing said reporting, in a brazen move that some call “libel tourism.”)7 But even then, not all the women who spoke on the record minded his behavior. One former employee explained that, although he could make her feel demeaned by, say, staring at her breasts, his teachings had helped her not to see herself as a victim: “While I may not agree with everything Tony does as a person, I am forever grateful for the gift Tony’s been in my life.”8 And as for the “crazy bitch” in the recording, she said that he empowered her to find her own agency, with which she finally left her husband. In a video she posted on YouTube, she described the encounter she had with Robbins as a “sacred moment”—right before plugging the self-help book she had since written on finding real love and fulfillment.9

Tony Robbins wouldn’t have a net worth of $600 million were he not tapping into our most fundamental need: the need to feel that we’re entirely in control of our own lives and our own outcomes. But if, as he says, it’s our decisions and not our conditions that determine our destiny, we should at least acknowledge how much our conditions determine our decisions. More specifically, the cultural conditions of a Western society that has a foundational belief in free will and in the power and potential of every individual. We enter the world being told that within each of us resides the boundless capacity to do and be whatever we want. It’s an essential, powerful, positively affecting message that helps us to get out of bed day in and day out. But when taken to an extreme, it entices us to perceive systemic social problems as a question of individual aptitude—of one’s strength, savvy, or goodness. Injustice becomes about personal failure in a world where we all get what we deserve.

What makes our culture so potently hostile to women is that it’s more than sexist; it’s extremely individualistic. Despite gender inequality—as well as racial and economic inequality—people are assumed to be where they are based on the fortitude of their individual character far more than the reality of their circumstances. In recent years the #MeToo movement, Black Lives Matter, and the Covid pandemic left many questioning our long-held narratives of what exactly one can will to happen. All our decisions, determination, and hard work can get us only so far when inequity is baked into the system. But more relevant to our own enabling of cruelty and abuse is that our free will is also undercut powerfully by our cultural and social contexts. In fact, our behavior is influenced in every circumstance of every day by external factors beyond our immediate awareness.

What I heard most in reporting for this book was some variation of the phrase “I always thought of myself as…” Indeed, we had all generally thought of ourselves as moral, capable, objective, discerning, responsible people with firm boundaries. But then we got the opportunity to either experience or be a bystander to workplace abuse, and it turned out that we didn’t behave as we would have expected. Recall that the kind of complicity we’re concerned with is unintentional: it’s about what we’ve been conditioned to do or overlook. To understand it demands deconstructing our thinking and parsing out all the harmful falsehoods and illusions that have seeped into it. At a very deep level, we create and cling to overly simplistic explanations—indeed reassurances—for our behavior. That’s why far more important than “he said, she said” is what we said to ourselves, and all the reasons we said it.

Every chapter of this book is devoted to an inconvenient truth that’s necessary to confront before we can meaningfully address not just our enablement of misbehaving men but our complicity in sexual misconduct and workplace abuse more broadly. These are deeply rooted cultural and psychological tendencies that are resistant to change, regardless of generation, professional industry, or newly implemented HR practices. They’re the patriarchal narratives and defense mechanisms that we fall back on when our sense of self or well-being is threatened. They’re the stories that keep us confined to a status quo of inequality.

In what follows, some of the names and identifying details have been changed. We begin with the myth of our categorical, unflinching free will.


Ugh. Why Did You Do That?

The kind of victim blaming we’re most familiar with is the textbook, villainous kind—what Harvey Weinstein’s defense lawyer Donna Rotunno demonstrated in an interview with the New York Times podcast The Daily. Megan Twohey, one of the newspaper’s reporters who broke the initial story on Weinstein’s abuses, asked Rotunno if she had ever been sexually assaulted. “I have not, because I would never put myself in that position,” she said. “I’ve always made choices, from college age on, where I never drank too much, I never went home with someone that I didn’t know. I just never put myself in any vulnerable circumstance ever.”10

One might think that Rotunno was trying to stoke outrage—which she did. “There’s a Special Place in Hell for Harvey Weinstein’s Lawyer,” read a New York magazine headline. “Do NOT listen to the @nytimes The Daily podcast interview with Weinstein’s defense lawyer Donna Rotunno unless you want to levitate with rage,” tweeted mom blogger Whitney Cicero.I Former CBS reporter Kate Smith asked, “How is this 2020?”II (Sadly, misogynistic tropes would hardly be the most difficult thing to believe about 2020.)

Yet, for all the indignation and disgust, Rotunno’s remark—and her belief that she herself had the savvy and wherewithal to avoid harm—is merely a more candid demonstration of a kind of self-confidence upon which we all rely. While I may have gasped in horror when I first heard Rotunno’s comment, I’ve since become less offended. Not because I’ve developed a tolerance for flagrant victim blaming, but because I’ve been forced to develop a humility about my own such tendencies. In fact, over the course of reporting for this book, I repeatedly found myself doing my own victim blaming, often uncontrollably, and in a way that’s actually far more insidious than Rotunno’s standard fare.

By now you know that when confronted with Charlie’s advances, I failed spectacularly at being the woman I thought I was. Pretty much nothing played out as I would have expected of myself. Yet over the past few years, when listening to women tell me about their own similar experiences—women for whom I have deep empathy and respect—something sometimes uncontrollably clicked on in the back of my mind. It was a sort of mental simulation, like a Choose Your Own Adventure: Sexual Misconduct, which I could have only been playing out of a belief that I would choose to do differently than these women. And thus I would have avoided the same fate. I’m confident that Rotunno and I have very different views on the causes and significance of sexual abuse, but we use the same mental pattern for processing the topic as it relates to us personally.

The first woman I caught myself blaming for her own abuse was a theater director named Kim Rubinstein, who told me all about her experience working for a sexually predatory boss at the Long Wharf Theatre in New Haven, Connecticut. As I always did at the beginning of an interview, I assured her that nothing would be used without her permission. But Rubinstein was a fearlessly open book and quick to set the terms: “You can ask me anything,” she said. “Nothing is off-limits. We can go anywhere.”11 She had found everything about her experience confounding, and in ways that she felt needed to be acknowledged in order to bring about greater awareness. “For people on the outside, it’s so cut-and-dry,” she told me. “But in the moment, it can be so destabilizing and confusing.”

Rubinstein described her boss as both manipulative and persistent: He would forcibly kiss and grope her and press himself against her whenever closed doors allowed. She would push him off her or ignore him, but that didn’t stop him from coming into her office and masturbating while she worked at her computer, after which he’d sit grinning at her with semen on his shirttails. I nodded along as she told me about the people she had turned to for help, and how they were either reluctant or unable to do anything. I even teared up a bit when she spoke devastatingly of the professional opportunities she lost by leaving her job at the Long Wharf. But then she mentioned the times when she gave in to his demands for sex, hoping it could give her a reprieve. And that’s when I felt it and first identified it: the sensation of empathy morphing into pity, into judgment. Were I to give the feeling syntax, it might be: Ugh. Why did you do that?

In that moment, possibly the darkest, most upsetting part of Rubinstein’s story, I needed to feel removed from the kind of threat and circumstances she was describing—I needed her misfortune to remain inapplicable to my own life. And fixating on her behavior allowed me to do exactly that. By locating and containing the problem in her, I didn’t have to feel it touching me. That’s how I took an instance of sexual abuse in a misogynistic world and transformed it into a story about free will and bad choices.

Not long after my conversation with Rubinstein, my family’s dearly loved babysitter told me that a man had torn a purse with two weeks’ pay from her hands while she was walking home the night before. My very first thought was about how late she had been out—during a pandemic, no less—and my second was about her tendency to meander lost in her thoughts. My mind did not immediately go to either of the two times that I’ve been mugged—moments that rank among the most helpless I’ve ever felt in my life, after which I was afraid for months to walk alone on the street after dark. As with Rubinstein, I knew all too well what my babysitter had gone through. Even worse, it may have been precisely because I knew that my immediate reaction was to identify behavior worthy of blame.

In 1965, the social psychologist Melvin J. Lerner wanted to study how people come to accept government regimes and social norms that result in horrible suffering. He devised an experiment in which seventy-two female volunteer student participants were broken into smaller groups and shown a closed-circuit video of a woman enduring physical pain. The woman was presented as another volunteer, though in reality she was a graduate student collaborating in the study. She had electrodes attached to her head, and participants were told that she would be asked questions and given electric shocks for each incorrect answer provided. As with Stanley Milgram’s famous shock experiment earlier that decade, the study’s participants watched as she gave wrong answers, screamed, and writhed in (pretend) pain.12

Lerner provided one group of participants the option to stop the torture and continue instead using positive reinforcements—which most of them opted to do. When asked about the female volunteer who took the test, these participants generally described her as an innocent victim. Another group of volunteers, however, was given no such option to change the woman’s circumstances. And as her torture proceeded, he told them various stories: that she was being paid for her participation, that she was doing it for free, or that she had voluntarily opted to continue being tortured after being told that the study’s other participants (i.e., those watching) would be denied necessary lab credits should she stop. In the end, the less they thought she was being compensated for the suffering, the more the participants disliked her, and the more they faulted her for not giving the correct answers. She was blamed the most by her female peers in the scenario where they believed she was voluntarily being tortured for the benefit of the group.13

The more we define ourselves as freely choosing individuals, capable of determining our own fates, the easier it becomes to explain cruelty as somehow caused by the victim. By extension, the more we put the responsibility on women to protect their own well-being in a patriarchal world, the more culpable they will be judged in their own abuse. Such judgment, we know, often manifests as the casual perception of female wantonness. When young female interns at Charlie Rose agreed to work with him from his Bellport estate or fly with him on a private plane to help him interview someone illustrious, those of us on staff seemed to assume one of two things about these women: they either had control of the situation or they were game for whatever he might try. In this way, we didn’t have to concern ourselves with their fate. But worse than that, I look back now and see how quick I was to write a couple of these young women off as “wanting it,” merely because they seemed too bubbly around Charlie. I have no idea what their experiences were, only that my judgment of them was deeply hypocritical. I made such an assumption despite knowing that I myself had never once “wanted it.” But I wasn’t ready to comprehend the injustice of it all, nor stomach how I had been affected personally.

After his research, Lerner concluded that “the sight of an innocent person suffering without possibility of reward or compensation motivated people to devalue the attractiveness of the victim in order to bring about a more appropriate fit between her fate and her character.”14 From this insight, he developed what’s called the “just-world hypothesis,” a tendency to believe that people get more or less what they deserve in a world that’s essentially orderly and fair. To be truly heedful of the opposite—to spend our daily lives mindful of how easily terrible things can befall absolutely anyone for no other reason than shit happens—is a painfully distressing way to live. So distressing, in fact, that we’ll even opt to blame ourselves unfairly before embracing the unpredictable cruelty of our world.

Consider the experience of an attorney in Oregon named Meredith Holley. In 2014, Holley was thirty-two years old and starting a new job with a law firm known for civil rights litigation. As an associate attorney, she would be representing plaintiffs in discrimination cases, many of which involved sexual harassment. Holley was thrilled for this professional opportunity and eager to prove herself. But among the colleagues she had intended to impress was a partner who touched her unnecessarily on a daily basis and made comments that ranged from flirtatious to demeaning. Once, while stopping by her office, he took a piece of chocolate from a jar of candy atop her desk for visitors. He unwrapped it, took a bite, and told her: “You’re sweet like the chocolate. But I know how the chocolate tastes, while I don’t know…” His words trailed into excruciating silence.

How did Holley, a self-described feminist trained to address illegal discrimination, respond to such obvious sexual harassment? By blaming herself. “I would never have said it at the time, but I had an underlying assumption that there’s something wrong with me—that I was creating his behavior,” she said. “I’m wearing the wrong dress. I talk too loud. I talk too soft. I giggle too much. I didn’t tell him no—all of these things that I would never think about anyone else.”15

A chance to change her thinking came when Holley began a concerted effort to walk more. She started listening to audio books on her walk to work, including those of the Tibetan Buddhist teacher Pema Chödrön, whose counsel on matters of discomfort and uncertainty often emphasizes compassion. With an interest already sparked in nonorthodox frames of mind, Holley added podcasts to her walks that were about the power of understanding our thoughts—their origins, and their impacts on our feelings and self-regard. It wasn’t long until she enrolled in a course on the topic and, by learning to better identify and understand her own thoughts, began to address what she called her own “internalized misogyny.”

“We get programmed with these oppressive thought patterns that to most of us just look normal. And it creates a system where the people who are advantaged by oppression don’t even have to work at it, because we’ll do it for them—we’ll self-oppress,” she explained. This can be the job we’re quick to assume we’re not qualified for, the raise we’re unsure we merit, the statement we’re afraid won’t add value, or the workplace respect and dignity we figure we don’t deserve. Holley believes that her harasser’s actual intentions were nothing in comparison to the self-loathing with which she responded to his behavior. “He was abusing me, but then I was like, Hold my beer! I’ll do it better than you!”

Only after Holley was able to truly believe that she wasn’t at fault for her harassment did things improve. She described becoming more confident and more effective at communicating, which she says did more to stop the harassment than reporting him to her superiors had done. She made it clear to her perpetrator and other colleagues capable of intervening that certain behavior was unacceptable and needed to change. When she pushed back against her own ghostlike forces of the patriarchy, the entire script was disrupted—not just hers. Her experience in overcoming self-blame was powerful enough to inspire her to start her own conflict-resolution practice focused on toxic workplaces. Today she helps train other women, men, and nonbinary people to address their own harassment, along with their own internalized misogyny.

I asked her about her work with these women, and if she thought victimhood was in any way a choice. She smiled. “We’re taught to think about victimhood in a binary way: either it’s all our fault or our world is hopelessly beyond our control,” she told me. “But there’s a range in that binary space where we can say, There are things in my control and things not in my control. His actions are not my fault and there are still things that I can do differently to make this environment safer. But it’s weirdly challenging mentally, and it takes courage because you have to imagine doing things that are not normal for a woman in our culture.”

It’s easier to assume that we simply failed and that things can be managed correctly the next time than to recognize how conditioned we’ve been to acquiesce to men. As #MeToo unfolded, women were quoted in the news referring to their “Matrix moment,” a reference to the scene in the movie when Neo accepts Morpheus’s red pill. He wakes up to discover that he’s lived his entire life in a simulated reality built by machine overlords that have been harvesting his body in the service of their own domination. It was an apt metaphor for a patriarchal world in which our submission is by design.III But as any fan of the franchise knows, cautiously surviving in grottos under the surface of an incinerated planet is sometimes a hard sell. The Matrix beckons its beleaguered defectors to plug back in, where they can again live relatively stress-free, enjoying creature comforts like a nice glass of wine. It’s a similarly agonizing slog to live with a constant awareness of our patriarchal society’s cruelty and what it takes from each of us. So we opt out. And when things go wrong, we do what the system has programmed us to do: look inward for answers.




“Bitch, You Don’t Know How to Hang Up a Phone?”

In 2003, Abby Schachner phoned fellow comedian Louis C.K. to invite him to her upcoming comedy show. He began making lewd conversation and was soon, unmistakably, masturbating over the phone. When Schachner became one of five women in 2017 to accuse C.K. of inappropriate conduct that he would later acknowledge took place, she had explained to the New York Times that she found the phone call professionally discouraging.16

A month after that, on his new Netflix special, another comedian, Dave Chappelle, posed a question for Schachner: “Bitch, you don’t know how to hang up a phone? How the fuck are you going to survive in show business if this is an actual obstacle to your dreams?” Profanity and misogyny aside, Chapelle was expressing a problem that many people had with the #MeToo movement: Couldn’t so many of the women who had spoken out done differently? Why didn’t they say no, get up and leave, or file an HR report? What about personal responsibility? Personal agency? Free will? Some of this stuff just didn’t make sense. And the easiest way to make it make sense was by drawing conclusions about the character of the women involved.

Regardless of what we might think of Chappelle’s rant or his views on sexual misconduct, we all tend to interpret people’s behavior as something done with mindful intention and not out of situational necessity—as a reflection of a person’s character and not their circumstances. It’s a cognitive bias that permeates our understanding of others as we constantly make what psychologists call “dispositional inferences” about why people do what they do. We see the colleague who misses a deadline as unreliable when maybe he’s been overtasked. The guy who just cut in front of us at the café counter is a jerk, not possibly confused by the line’s haphazard shape. The mom who hands the iPhone to her toddler is willfully negligent, not in dire need of a break, however she can snag it.

These kinds of judgments about people’s personalities, motives, beliefs, etc., could have veracity to them. More often than not, we can’t confirm precisely why others do the things they do. And yet, when it comes to our own actions, we know with certainty that we’re just doing as best we can, and we get a pass. Nobody understands the challenges or constraints of our own lives better than we ourselves do. “People generally think that their own behavior is largely a matter of responding sensibly to the situation they happen to be in—whether that behavior is admirable or abominable,” writes Richard Nisbett, one of America’s most influential academic psychologists.17 Nisbett has extensively studied the dispositional inferences we make, with his research showing that the inclination to judge based on character and not context is far more common in individualistic Western societies like our own. Our counterparts in Asian societies, for example, who tend to see things more in terms of interdependence and social harmony, have a greater sensitivity to situational pressures and make fewer judgments about the character of their peers.
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