When the Mirror Breaks:

Power, Pattern, and the Systems That Shape Our Relationships

This piece speaks from within the lived experience, body memory, and structural navigation of Black and
Brown folx—especially in the context of consensual non-monogamy, conscious power dynamics, and power
exchange spaces. While its insights may resonate broadly, it does not flatten the truths specific to bodies
and identities that have been pushed to the margins by systems of power and influence—particularly when
that power is unconsented, assumed, or inherited.

1t is offered as a lens, a mirror, and a map—for those who are ready to see.

There’s a point in every intentional relationship, whether rooted in BDSM, consensual non-
monogamy, open polyamorous constellations, or collaborative intimacy, when the structure itself
becomes a mirror.

We enter these relationship containers in search of truth, connection, and sometimes,
transformation. We write new scripts. We negotiate with care. We consent with a clear
understanding of what we hope to build. We claim freedom in the ways we give and receive love,
negotiate power, and share responsibility.

And yet, despite all that effort, something deeper often goes unspoken:
That the systems we 've inherited follow us wherever we go.

Internalized colonialism. Scarcity. Fragility. Gendered power. Emotional colonization. These
aren't just political or academic concepts. They are relational ones. They show up in our beds, in
our rituals, in our silences. They shape who gets heard, who gets held, and who gets hurt.

We like to believe that if we’ve chosen our structures intentionally, then we’ve chosen our power
dynamics wisely. But the truth is that most of us carry internalized dynamics, whether kink-based
or not—that live just beneath the surface of our conscious awareness. These dynamics don’t
dissolve just because we’ve named our containers as “ethical,” “informed,” or “egalitarian.” They
evolve with us, often undetected.

In even the most “conscious” relational constellations, whether they involve formal power
exchange, unspoken authority often takes root in the least expected places. Sometimes it’s in the
Dominant who haven’t examined the weight of their internalized colonialism. Other times, it’s the
person who holds no formal power, yet subtly and covertly influences decisions through centering
their comfort, scarcity-mindsets, or their unaddressed wounds. In triads, quads, or extended
polycules, this covert authority can impact the emotional and energetic tone of the entire relational
ecosystem.
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We tend to think of power as explicit and overt. But often, it is covert. Emotional. Racialized.
Reinforced through tone, shared assumptions, and the invisible boundaries of what can be said—
and what must remain unspoken. When left unexamined, these patterns distort trust, limit
sovereignty, and reshape the container into something survival-based rather than chosen at a soul-
deep layer, especially for those whose identities have been historically pushed to the margins by
systems designed to protect centrality and control.

This is not a failure of love. It is a reflection of the world we were all raised in.

When Authority Is Assumed, Not Consented

Consent is the cornerstone of ethical kink and intentional relationship. And yet, there are many
ways authority can be assumed without being agreed upon. In power exchange communities, we
understand that submission is offered, not taken. Dominance is in service too, not in control of.
But outside of that negotiated framework, especially in complex inter-personal relationship
systems, authority is often granted by assumption, emotional proximity, or privilege rather than
through mutual consent.

When unearned power—rooted in colonialism, centrality, or perceived and/or assumed seniority,
is left unexamined, the line between structure and subjugation collapses. Authority begins to
function as entitlement. And it is identities that have been marginalized who feel that collapse
first—often long before they can name it. A relationship or power-exchange based dynamic
becomes coercive, even when dressed in the language of care, connection or leadership.

This isn’t about intent. It’s about impact.

This is what I mean when I say unconsented authority: it’s the kind of power someone begins to
use or embody without ever being granted that power through mutual agreement. In kink, it might
look like assuming a Dominant role without a negotiated framework. In polyamory, it could be a
partner stepping into the role of gatekeeper or rule-maker without ever being invited into that
position. It’s the invisible way control slips into a space where consent was never given, and that
still causes harm.

In these moments, the partner or participant on the receiving end may feel confused. Powerless.
Even trapped. Not because they lack clarity, but because they’ve been placed inside a system they
did not agree to, a system that moves as if it owns them.

When this happens in kink and power exchange, it violates consent.
In polyamory, it violates autonomy.
In community, it ruptures collective trust.
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And those subject to this kind of invisible control often feel it somatically, long before they have
words for what’s happening. A tightening in the chest. A sense of being watched. The need to
perform or appease. The disorientation of not knowing when the rules changed.

This is unconsented authority. Not theoretical but deeply embodied. Often racialized. A
reenactment of domination that has no place in any container claiming consent and mutuality.

When Collaboration Quietly Collapses

Hierarchy does not require formal titles to be enforced. It lives in tone, timing, access, and who
gets to define what happened.

In many relationships, especially those involving multiple partners, polycules, or overlapping
roles, hierarchy doesn’t always come from a declared agreement. It emerges through unspoken
privileges—and unexamined privilege grants invisible rank.

Regardless of where this privilege comes from, power begins to accumulate in ways no one names,
but everyone feels.

Sometimes, it’s the partner whose well-meaning “feedback™ becomes unilateral decision making,
because they didn’t engage in mutual agreement or shared dialogue. They assumed alignment was
present. Silence was taken as approval, even when it was actually confusion, exhaustion, or
constraint. Their power accumulates not through overt coercion, but through the slow, repeated
erosion of collaboration, where decisions are made without dialogue, and assumption replaces
consent. Claiming good intentions without examining them further can mask the harm of
assumption.

But power distortion doesn’t only emerge from those in explicit roles of control.

Other times, it’s the hinge or “V” partner, especially in structured triads or hierarchical dynamics,
whose avoidance of conflict becomes a form of passive alignment. What begins as an effort to
preserve connection becomes, over time, a subtle reshaping of the container. And in kink terms,
this often mirrors a familiar pattern: “topping from the bottom”. An attempt from a partner to
manage or redirect power without owning it. While it may not be malicious, it can still create an
unspoken power struggle, where one person attempts to steer the dynamic from a position they
haven't claimed or negotiated.

In these moments, the partner trying to hold the container may find themselves emotionally
outmaneuvered. Diminished. Silenced, not by cruelty, but by resignation. And so, they stop
challenging what they can no longer influence.
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This is how unexamined emotional triangulation hardens into structural hierarchy, not by force,
but by fatigue. By resignation. By assumption. By the quiet adoption of roles, we begin
performing before we ever agreed to them.

We adapt, often unconsciously, protecting feelings, avoiding rupture, filling in the gaps. But
every adaptation shapes the container.

And in that shift, the container changes. Power moves. No one names it. By the time harm is
named, it’s already been structured into the foundation, though identities that have been pushed to
the fringes often register the rupture long before it's acknowledged aloud.

And over time, what was meant to be a web of connection starts to resemble a ladder, always
climbable, never reachable. Especially when one partner’s needs are treated as optional
within the relational structure, their boundaries as negotiable, or their presence as secondary
to someone else’s unexamined emotional pull or reluctance to name their needs.

Sometimes, what passes for connection is actually a subtle audit of the other partner’s autonomy,
especially when one person’s comfort is preserved at the cost of the other’s clarity. It can feel like
being observed, adjusted, or quietly managed. Not always out of malice, often out of fear,
confusion, or the instinct to maintain control. But when one person’s agency is continually met
with correction or containment, it stops being connection.

Even soft control is still control. And good intentions don’t erase structural harm.

For those situated just outside the center of relational decision-making, what they name as
discomfort or dissonance is often interpreted by others as miscommunication or minor tension.
But what’s being surfaced usually points to something older. Not just a moment, but a pattern. Not
just a disagreement, but a signal. These moments carry echoes, of deferral, of erasure, of the quiet
cost of holding back what might disrupt someone else’s sense of ease.

What’s framed as connection can often be covert management, a quiet monitoring of another’s
choices, masked as care but rooted in one partner’s discomfort with the other's sovereignty. It
doesn’t always stem from malice. Often, it rises from fear, uncertainty, or the instinct to protect
something that feels vulnerable, especially when power is unconsciously held but not examined.

But even gentle control is still control. And intentions don’t dissolve impact.

These aren’t just personal dynamics. They are shaped by systems. Reinforced by stories we’ve
absorbed about whose discomfort matters most, whose voice will be received, and whose needs
will be seen as excessive.

And when identity—race, gender, neurotype, or class—enters the frame, the weight of those
moments often lands unevenly. Not always because someone wielded power intentionally, but
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because the structure already tilted the room before anyone spoke. Those shifts are felt, in breath,
in posture, in the pause before speaking. They don’t always register as harm, but they do shape
belonging.

It doesn’t have to be power to do harm. Sometimes, it’s just the absence of reflection and
examination, repeated until someone disappears inside it.

To Be Seen Is Not To Be Fixed

When these truths surface-- when the cost of erosion can no longer be ignored, there’s often a
reflex to smooth things over. To downplay the rupture. To protect the comfort of those long
centered, especially when their effort was earnest. But effort alone doesn’t absolve impact.

When power goes unexamined and impact is repeatedly dismissed, clarity doesn’t always arrive
as calm. Sometimes, it breaks through as rage.

And when that rage surfaces in someone who has spent years softening themselves to belong, it
can feel violent—

not because it is,

but because the truth has finally stopped asking for permission.

For many of us, especially those in identities shaped by marginalization, the impulse to soften
the truth isn’t just emotional, it’s ancestral. It’s what we’ve learned to do to stay in rooms, in
relationships, in perceived safety. To continue to belong. We manage tone, tension, and
discomfort as a means of survival. It’s not that we don’t see what’s happening, it’s that we’ve
learned the cost of naming it out loud.

These dynamics -- fragility, avoidance, defensiveness, centrality, and comfort-- don’t always
arrive as conscious choices for others. Fragility flinches in the face of accountability. Avoidance
sidesteps tension. Defensiveness shields the ego. Centrality reinforces whose needs are centered.
And comfort becomes the condition quietly preserved at everyone else’s expense.

But this isn’t only about the harm experienced by those on the margins. It’s also about what
happens to those at the center of comfort.

The hinge partner who learns to freeze in moments of tension, only to later question their capacity
to lead. The one who shapes their truth to maintain connection and later finds themselves waking
to a version of themselves they no longer recognize. The partner who leans on defensiveness as a
form of self-protection, until accountability starts to feel like a threat.
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Unexamined influence doesn’t just distort the container. It hollows those who rely on it
unchallenged. Comfort protected at the cost of truth eventually distorts all of those clinging to it.
Not all wounds are inflicted, some are absorbed. It fractures mutual trust, pulling others into
distorted roles: the placater, the translator, the emotional processor. And in triadic or relational
structures involving multiple partners, with or without conscious power-exchange frameworks,
that distortion doesn’t just live between two people, it becomes structural. The silence of one
partner begins to dictate the emotional terms for everyone else. The pressure to protect one
person’s fragility becomes a collective burden. And what gets lost, over and over, is the possibility
of honest repair.

These patterns don’t just live in language. They’re rehearsed in the body. In the breath we hold
instead of speaking. In the subtle tilt of attention toward one partner’s ease and away from
another’s pain. In the unspoken contracts we make with our nervous systems, stay small, stay safe,
stay silent.

But the cost doesn’t end with the one who holds back. These dynamics shape everyone in the
room. They diminish clarity, distort connection, and replace mutual trust with performance. When
left unnamed, they don’t just harm, they hollow. They calcify roles no one consented to, yet
everyone begins to perform. And over time, even silence becomes a form of participation.

It becomes embodied scripts. Not just habits, but protective postures. We carry them into every
conversation, every negotiation, every attempt to connect. And unless we disrupt them, unless we
name and examine how they move through us, they will keep writing the shape of our relationships.

Re-patterning begins when we stop mistaking harmony for health. When we stop equating peace
with the absence of conflict. When we realize that connection without clarity is not intimacy, it’s
performance.

Repair isn’t simply about apology. It’s about staying when the truth gets uncomfortable and
meeting the internal demand to stretch, into a deeper capacity for discomfort, for accountability,
for presence. To hold what’s been named without collapse, correction, or shame. To rebuild trust
not through perfection, but through conscious action.

And in multi-partner relationship structures, this work has the opportunity to be collective. Because
when rupture affects one, it shifts the weight for all. Repair gets to happen in the same structure
where harm occurred, not to assign blame, but to restore the integrity of the container.

This isn’t about blame. It’s simply a consequence.

When repair is consistently bypassed,
there is a reckoning.
A moment where refusal becomes the only form of care left.
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Refusal to contort.
Refusal to over-function.
Refusal to keep bleeding truth into a container that won’t hold it.

Refusal isn’t abandonment. It’s not a collapse of care, it’s care redirected. The act of returning to
what’s honest, when nothing else will hold it.

It’s the moment we stop extending access to anyone who repeatedly refuses to join us in the work.
Not out of cruelty, but because their continued lack of examination was actively shaping harm.
Because offering shared truth without shared responsibility only reinforced the distortion.

Even for those who stayed silent, reshaped their truth, or froze to maintain peace, this is not a
condemnation. It’s a mirror. They, too, were shaped by what went unsaid. They, too, carry the cost
of connection preserved at the expense of clarity.

Avoidance also has a cost. And that cost is also shared.

Refusal matters -- not just as an act of self-honoring, but as a boundary that says: They do not get
to be involved in what they refused to see. They do not get to help shape the healing of a wound
they would not name.

And yet, not all truth-telling leads to rupture.

Sometimes, what emerges instead is a commitment to stay.

Not to preserve the old pattern, but to consciously re-shape it.

To return to the table—not with avoidance or defensiveness—but with presence.
With a willingness to name what was, examine what is, and co-create what could be.

This, too, is a form of refusal.

Refusal to abandon possibility.

Refusal to mistake shame or guilt for finality.
Refusal to carry the burden of repair alone.

Shared re-patterning in multi-partner relationships requires more than insight.
It requires shared language. Shared responsibility. And a shared willingness to let old patterns die
so something more honest can live in their place.

It means recognizing that no one person holds the whole story. That discomfort is not harm, and
conflict is not collapse. That rupture, when tended, can deepen trust, not destroy it. But only when
everyone involved agrees to stop moving around the truth and start building a relationship that can
hold it.
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This is not an academic essay. It is a lived map.
A mirror held with care, not for critique, but for clarity.

It is offered to those who are ready to see, ready to listen, ready to return to themselves and to
each other with more authenticity than before.

If it stirs something in you, let it.

Let it be a beginning, not an answer.
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Content License & Use

This work was created by Monroe, educator, writer, witness, refuser of silence, and practitioner of
conscious power. It is protected under U.S. copyright law.

You are welcome to quote brief excerpts for non-commercial uses such as teaching, discussion, or
personal reflection, as long as you:

e (redit Monroe by name
e Do not change the meaning or strip context
e Include a link to the original source if available

You may not copy, reprint, distribute, or repost this piece in full, publicly or privately, without
written permission.

This is not just writing. It is lived truth.
Offered for learning, not for lifting.
Offered for resonance, not reproduction.

If you wish to use this work in a teaching, coaching, healing, or curriculum context, please reach
out directly for licensing options or collaborative use.

Attribution is a form of reverence. Misuse is not aligned.

All rights reserved.
© 2025 Monroe. Original work. Lived truth.
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