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INTRODUCTION

Why I Wrote This Book

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS as a clinician, and many more as a husband, parent and friend, have taught me a great deal about what works best when people try to communicate a need or share a feeling. And I’ve certainly learned what does not work: blame tops the list.

Blame always makes things worse. It makes anyone on the receiving end of criticism or accusation feel much more resentful and angry. It also causes anxiety and pain, and pushes people away from finding solutions to their problems.

Blame is always destructive.

In my previous book, Emotional Bullshit, I focused on three of our most common interpersonal dynamics: denial, delusion and blame. I called them the Toxic Trio, because they work together to deny reality, create an alternate delusional condition and then allow us to blame someone else when things fall apart. Of these three dynamics, blame is the most confusing—and also the most damaging. For these reasons, blame requires its own book.

Do we really need a book entirely on blame? Yes. Because blame has seeped so deeply into how we think and how we communicate that we use it unconsciously, without realizing its destructiveness. We use it constantly because we grew up with it, and it’s everywhere—it permeates our thoughts, ideas, beliefs and attitudes. But mostly we use it because we are unaware of how blame damages our relationships.

Most of us assume that blame fulfills an essential role in relationships. If we can’t criticize or accuse people, how can we get them to correct mistakes, to change bad behaviors? But the problem is that whenever people are blamed, it always feels bad. When you’re told that you’re responsible for someone else’s behavior or feelings, it feels wrong. When you’re criticized for making a mistake, or accused of being wrong, inevitably you feel resentment. And if you’re the one who’s using blame, you still end up feeling bad because your connection to the other person has been damaged.

This book will change all that. You will learn that you won’t ever need to employ blame’s destructive arsenal.

This may sound revolutionary—if not impossible. It is revolutionary. Yet it’s entirely possible and practical.

This book is based on the following components of blame:• Blame means finding fault by criticizing, accusing and shifting responsibility.
• People are hardwired to use blame when they feel frustrated, want something and/or want to vent a feeling.
• Using blame always makes things worse.
• Blame can be entirely replaced with Positive Accountability.

As these points are meticulously discussed throughout the book, you’ll learn that blame is a highly destructive behavior that serves  no useful purpose in your relationships, and especially when you use blame against yourself in the form of self-blame.

Part One of the book will explore the numerous ways blame is used within our relationships, including the Blame Cycle, Blame Attacks and the deadly Blame Spiral.

In Part Two of the book, I’ll provide a step-by-step method for replacing blame with what I call Positive Accountability.

Part Three presents the Law of Personal Limitations, a truly radical method for eliminating blame, and internally reorganizing your attitude toward the mistakes, errors and offensive behaviors of those around you—including your own!




■ LIVING BEYOND BLAME IS BOTH REALISTIC AND WORKABLE

 

My decades of experience with patients have taught me that even a basic understanding of how to replace blame with Positive Accountability can have life-changing effects.

Couples on the brink of divorce can learn to stop the Blame Attacks that have kept them engaged in a seemingly endless Blame Spiral. They can rebuild their relationships and return to the happiness and joy that originally brought them together.

Individuals caught in a downward spiral of depression, guilt and self-blame can find a practical way to understand their humanity and stop using blame against themselves, creating a sense of contentment and self-acceptance.

Anyone who’s stuck in their career or feels abused by coworkers can learn skills that harness the positive energy of accountability, thus advancing their career and building professional confidence.

Parents can learn to guide children toward responsibility and accomplishment without blame. These approaches generate amazing changes in parents’ relationships with children of all ages, including through the challenging period of adolescence.

Even your first attempt in substituting Positive Accountability for blame will provide a dramatic improvement, reducing your anxiety and resentment. When you can live your life entirely without blame, you will have reached the level of happiness and fulfillment you absolutely deserve.

Your first experience of living Beyond Blame will instantly make your life better. That’s my promise to you.




PART ONE

Digging into the Roots of Blame

Where Blame Comes from and How It Works




CHAPTER ONE

Blame Is Our Most Destructive and Confusing Behavior

I’M SITTING WITH Mitch and Jessica in my consulting room. They’re in their early thirties, trim and athletic. Jessica complains about her problems communicating with Mitch.

Jessica says, rather softly, “Mitch, I’m not blaming you. I’m just trying to share my feelings. I really wish you weren’t so defensive.”

Mitch is looking at his shoes. He grimaces. “Defensive? If I say anything to you at all, if I even ask a simple question, I get nailed for being defensive. I’m sick of it!”

I intervene. “Jessica, do you think you could tell Mitch about how he hurt your feelings without criticizing him? Without using blame?”

She thinks for a moment. “Sure. How about I use one of those ‘I’ statements you therapists seem to like so much. Mitch, I don’t understand why it’s so difficult for you to call me when you know  you’re going to be late. I think work is more important to you than me.” Mitch cringes. I think to myself, can Jessica really believe that she’s not criticizing her husband by telling him that he doesn’t love her because he puts work first.

Now Mitch is upset. “Have you forgotten that my work pays the mortgage? I think you’re obsessively controlling and impossible to please. That’s what I think!”

Jessica wipes away tears and turns away, obviously feeling hopeless.

Mitch and Jessica are caught in what I call a Blame Trap. Each of them is so entangled with blame that every time either one tries to solve even a minor problem, the one can’t help but find fault with the other and they both use criticism or accusation in a destructive attempt to fulfill their needs.

 

Marcie Arrives at Work and Is Heading for the Staff Meeting when a colleague, Jim, tells her it has been canceled. Irritated and upset, she asks, “And why wasn’t I kept in the loop?”

Jim reacts angrily. “Hey, it’s not my job to keep you posted.” Marcie tries to backpedal, saying she didn’t mean to imply it was. Jim is miffed and walks away. For the rest of the day Marcie worries about having offended Jim—how stupid of her! By the time Marcie leaves work, she’s convinced her coworkers are against her. Jim is still upset. He wishes Marcie would shape up.

 

Daniela Divorced Her Husband Four Years Ago After His Second Affair. She complains about him to everyone, and is especially angry because he doesn’t help out with their teenage  daughter. The daughter rarely studies and is always on the phone, so Daniela is angry at her too. She often barks at her daughter, “Why can’t you help out? Do I have to do everything? You’re so selfish!”

Her daughter rolls her eyes, mumbles “bitch” under her breath and goes to her room. A few days later Daniela discovers prescription drugs in her daughter’s things. Daniela is crushed and feels like a failure: as a wife, as a mother and as a person.




■ WHAT DO THESE STORIES HAVE IN COMMON?

The basic theme that runs through the lives of Mitch and Jessica, Marcie and Jim, and Daniela is that their relationships are permeated with our most common, destructive and least understood behavior: blame. Almost everything they say is a setup, a Blame Trap. It may seem obvious to us that the people in these stories don’t have a clue as to how blame is directly responsible for their unhappiness and lack of relational fulfillment—but sadly, it isn’t so clear to them.

Blame has become such an integral part of their thinking and behavior that they can’t seem to break free of its grasp. And they’re not alone. Many of us are scarcely aware of how often we use blame, and even less aware of its negative effects on our lives. Blame has ravaged our most precious relationships for far too long—for centuries—and its rampage continues.

We desperately need to examine blame’s destructiveness. We need another way of approaching and solving problems. We simply can’t afford to allow blame to dominate our relationships just because we don’t know how to stop it.

The first step in learning how to move Beyond Blame begins with exploring how it functions.




■ A DESCRIPTION OF BLAME’S TWO PRIMARY FUNCTIONS

The main reason blame is so confusing is that it’s comprised of several reactions and behaviors. Let’s start with the two primary functions:1. Blame finds fault with another person (or group) through criticism and accusation, punishment and humiliation.
2. Blame transfers responsibility onto someone else—by using criticism and accusation.


The first function of blame involves our most destructive emotional behaviors:• criticism
• accusation
• punishment
• humiliation



Can there be anything even remotely positive or constructive about these behaviors? Definitely not.

The second function of blame shifts responsibility for our own behaviors onto individuals or a group, distorting reality and creating confusion and reactivity. When responsibility is denied, solving any problem becomes all but impossible. This function  plays an enormously destructive role in every relationship, from our casual friendships to the most intimate and permanent: marriage and parenting.

When an individual is blamed—accused of making a mistake—that person is accused of being wrong, of being defective. His or her value is diminished, and is pushed further away in the relationship.

When a group is blamed—accused of being responsible for something bad—the group is also seen as being defective, and is marginalized and isolated physically (as in a ghetto), or acted against violently. Sometimes blame is used to generate destruction and terror, such as in Rwanda in 1994, when hundreds of thousands of Tutsis were massacred; or during World War II, when the Nazis blamed the Jews and other non-Aryans for their problems, resulting in the Holocaust.

Countless other times in history, blame has been used to justify isolation of a people or violent atrocities against them.

No wonder blame is such a difficult subject to tackle, and so dangerous. Blame seems to be everywhere and active in all our affairs. And its effects are always destructive.




■ THE FOUR FUNCTIONS OF BLAME:


Why Do We Use Blame Even Though It’s Destructive?

As we begin an examination of our most destructive interpersonal behavior, we need to examine WHY we use blame so frequently even though it hurts our relationships. The following four functions of blame explain how blame appears to fill several necessary purposes. We use blame: 1. when we want to change another person’s behaviors through criticism, accusation, punishment or humiliation;
2. when we need to vent a feeling such as anxiety, anger, resentment, pain or fear;
3. when we attempt to escape personal responsibility by shifting it onto someone else; or
4. when we try to protect ourselves from being seen as wrong or bad.


At a minimum, blame serves these four purposes.

In actual practice, we use blame even more often. Some examples of blame are subtle and passive, as in passive-aggressive behavior, exemplified in being chronically late, constantly forgetting things, lapsing into moodiness, isolating into silence, overworking and so on.

Other forms of blame disguise themselves within our “good intentions.” And there’s an extremely toxic form of blame that buries itself deeply inside us like a cancer: self-blame. We shall explore all of these forms of blame in the following chapters.

The situation between Jessica and Mitch, which we saw at the beginning of the chapter, illustrates how the four functions of blame became mixed up in their lives and the unhappy results. Both Jessica and Mitch are using all four functions in one form or another. Both are trying to correct each other’s behaviors, want to vent irritation or anxiety, want to escape responsibility and are furiously protecting themselves from accusation.

How did Jessica begin? “Mitch, I’m not blaming you. I’m just trying to share my feelings. I just wish you weren’t so defensive.” Jessica is using Functions One and Two: she’s trying to (1) correct Mitch’s behavior and so accuses him of defensiveness.  She is also (2) venting her feelings of anxiety and resentment because he doesn’t call if he’s working late. Underneath these behaviors is her fear that he doesn’t love her enough.

Mitch replies angrily because he thinks he’s just been attacked. “Defensive? If I say anything to you at all, if I even ask a simple question, I get nailed for being defensive. I’m sick of it!”

Mitch is trying to (4) protect himself from being wrong by accusing her of being impossible to please. He’s also (2) venting his own anger at being called defensive, as well as (3) shifting responsibility back onto Jessica by saying he can’t even ask a question without being nailed.

Jessica then tries an “I” statement. “I don’t understand why it’s so difficult for you to call me when you know you’re going to be late. I think work is more important to you than me.” Now she’s accusing Mitch of not loving her by declaring that work is more important. She’s still trying to (1) correct his behavior, escalating the criticism: there must be something wrong with him, he’s defective, if he can’t even make a phone call.

Mitch is now angry. He fires back a barrage of more blame, more criticism, accusation and punishment, and vents his anger (1, 2). “Have you forgotten that my work pays the mortgage? I think you’re obsessively controlling and impossible to please.”

Isn’t this exhausting? Imagine actually being part of these toxic communications!

Both parties are caught in what I call a Blame Trap. Their heartfelt desire for happiness is being destroyed by their inability to communicate without criticism, accusation, punishment and humiliation.




■ BLAME IS DESTRUCTIVE BECAUSE IT CREATES MULTIPLE REACTIONS—ALL NEGATIVE

Let’s track what happens when blame is used during an ordinary, everyday interaction, at home, between two people. John and Mary have been together only a few years, but already their communication style is permeated with blame.1. John can’t find something in the refrigerator, and becomes frustrated. “Darn it, Mary, why can’t I even find the mustard! This refrigerator’s a mess.” He vents his feelings by finding fault with Mary: she’s disorganized.
2. Mary feels unjustly attacked. She experiences the negative emotions of anger, anxiety and pain. “It wouldn’t be a mess if you put things back where they belong. You’re the slob around here, not me!” She discharges her emotions by escalating, throwing out another accusation.


What actually happened between these two people? Their physical reactions are triggered.3. Anger and anxiety activate Mary’s fight/flight syndrome, releasing adrenaline into her body; her pulse accelerates and her blood pressure rises.
4. Mary believes that she’s being wrongly accused. This belief accelerates her physical reactions, and she fights back with a verbal attack employing yet more blame.
5. Now John also feels under attack. His body floods with adrenaline and his rational thinking is affected. He doesn’t  understand why he’s being attacked, but because he’s physically agitated, all he can do is respond with more criticism and accusation.



Now it’s going to be a lot more difficult for John and Mary to solve the problem of the refrigerator because they’re both angry. Now the focus is retribution, not resolution.

Of course, the impulse to strike back when you’re under attack is entirely “natural.” However, this reciprocal use of blame is a highly destructive impulse leading to the most common dynamic in relationships: the Blame Cycle.




■ THE RECIPROCAL USE OF BLAME CREATES THE “BLAME CYCLE”

In just a few seconds, John and Mary have become caught up in a Blame Cycle—a back-and-forth argument between two people (or groups) in which each party uses criticism and accusation against the other.

The constructive resolution of a problem becomes impossible.

In close committed relationships, being blamed feels so bad that you feel compelled to defend. How? By attacking the other person. And it happens instantly. Within seconds a highly destructive and dangerous Blame Cycle begins.

Each person asks a silent question: “Why are you treating me this way? Why are you criticizing and accusing me? How dare you hurt me this way!” That’s when the heavy artillery of punishment and humiliation is used. Each person blasts away at the other. “I’ll teach you to hurt me! I can hurt you even worse!”

Doesn’t that sound terribly immature? Well, it is. When the  Blame Cycle takes over, it feels as if small children have taken over the argument. Working toward a solution becomes impossible. Love and trust are eroded. Animosity grows.

The quick explosion between John and Mary illustrates one of the main reasons why blame is so destructive. Namely, that blame has worked its way into our lives in so many ways that we use it without thinking about the inevitable consequences. In almost every instance, people involved don’t really understand that they’re using blame, and rarely do they understand how it’s damaging their relationships.

Which is exactly why blame is so misunderstood.




CHAPTER TWO

Why Blame Is So Misunderstood

The Mistaken Beliefs of Blame

 

 

 

THE MAIN REASON there’s so much confusion about blame is that we’ve accumulated a series of Mistaken Beliefs about how blame works and what it does.

We assume that blame assigns responsibility and solves problems. Therefore blame is necessary. Wrong! This is a Mistaken Belief.

We also assume that criticizing another person’s behavior, ideas or even their feelings is the way to get them to change. Wrong! Mistaken Belief.

We believe that defending ourselves by counterattacking the other person will stop the accusation and criticism. Wrong! Mistaken Belief.

In fact, blame actually diverts us from solutions by creating animosity and divisiveness, which erode trust and push everyone involved further away from happiness. As the previous examples  of the Blame Cycle illustrate, what really happens is a back-and-forth of more criticism and more accusation.

In the worst cases, blame can kill. People can be pushed so far away from solving a vital problem that violence can erupt or critical situations go ignored. Someone can die.

Here’s what happened to my patient Maureen. Her brother accused Maureen of being excessively controlling of their elderly mother’s care. They fought back and forth, fully engaged in the Blame Cycle. Somewhere in the middle of the accusations, Maureen assumed her brother was on duty to deal with her mother’s medications. Somehow, their mother didn’t get her medicines on time and she died. Each sibling now blames the other for killing their mother. Not only did they lose their mother, they lost their relationship with each other!

A similar critical situation happened between Rachel and Doug. They blamed each other for a credit card bill and became so angry over it that they refused to deal with another pressing issue, their homeowner’s insurance. Some months after the insurance expired, a fire broke out in their kitchen and it was a total loss. Of course they blamed each other for not renewing the insurance. Then they had to deal with the physical destruction, as well as the destruction to their relationship.

Here are some other Mistaken Beliefs about blame that show why it’s so misunderstood:




■ WE DON’T SEE BLAME AS INHERENTLY NEGATIVE

When we criticize, accuse and punish, we’re just doing what we’ve always done and what everyone around us is doing. Since blame is so common, it must be okay. Mistaken Belief. • Fifteen-year-old Jenny walks into the kitchen and her father says, “You’re going to school dressed like that?” Jenny gives her dad a quick glare and stalks out. He is criticizing his daughter’s choice in clothing, and also accusing her of not having the sense to dress properly. In the extreme, he’s accusing her of dressing like a slut. But he believes that he’s just doing his job as a parent by criticizing her (Mistaken Belief). But Jenny goes to school angry and feeling humiliated. Now she’s even more anxious about her life because she feels criticized and devalued, and grows more distant from her father. Her self-esteem suffers. Of course we all want our children to wear appropriate clothing, but glares, sarcasm and accusation are part of blame.






■ WE BELIEVE BLAME IS NECESSARY TO CHANGE SOMEONE’S BEHAVIOR

When we use blame, we believe that our intention is well-meaning. That is, we don’t (usually) intend to hurt the other person. But, you might think, if you don’t criticize and accuse someone, how are you going to get him to change? When someone is doing something wrong, or has offended you, that person must be forced to face the consequences. In fact, these are Mistaken Beliefs.• Christie watches her boyfriend ogling another woman, and says, “You know, Jake, if you think she’s so gorgeous, why don’t you get up and ask her for a date? I’m leaving!” And she walks out. Her Mistaken Belief is that she has a right to blast him with her anger and stalk out. Yes, Jake’s staring is  rude, but getting angry and leaving abruptly now puts the focus on her angry reaction, and not on his behavior. Solving the issue becomes more difficult.
• “Why can’t you even park the car properly? Is that so hard?” Adam says accusingly to his wife. He believes (Mistaken Belief) that he will motivate her to park more carefully if he accuses her of being inept. In fact, she’s so angry at his criticism and accusation that she hands him the keys and says, “You park it!” The last thing she wants to do now is please him.



To repeat: Criticism and accusation shift the focus onto the explosion that follows, and away from the behavior that needs to be addressed.




■ WE BELIEVE BLAME IS AN EFFECTIVE WAY TO EXPRESS AN EMOTION

When we’re upset over just about anything, criticizing and accusing another person feels like a good way to discharge anxiety, resentment or anger.• “See what you made me do!” the mother says angrily to the child. The mother made a mistake and is upset, so she unloads her irritation onto the child.
• “You know, Marge, I have to work for my living.” Your friend wants to go to a pricey restaurant for lunch and you know you can’t really afford it. Because you are single, and Marge’s husband has a high salary, you say something accusatory to discharge your anxiety.



These examples show how blame has become such an intrinsic part of how we communicate that we use it without thinking, and minimize its destructiveness. We don’t realize how often it shows up in our speech and thinking, or how often we thoughtlessly criticize and accuse. As children we begin absorbing criticism when we’re scolded for making ordinary mistakes, such as spilling something or making a mess, and the habit of using blame takes hold in our personalities.• “Can’t you do anything for yourself? I’m not your mother!” You’re angry because your partner leaves a wet towel on the bathroom floor—again. Your comment is demeaning and creates resentment, which can build up over time. No one likes to hear belittling comments.
• “I just said that the salad was a bit bland. You don’t have to get so upset!” You think that you’re just giving your partner some necessary feedback (Mistaken Belief). But your criticism is blaming her for not performing to your standards. When she’s hurt, you accuse her of being too sensitive. Then, to compound the hurtfulness, you’ll often pile on the blame by saying, “She tells me to share my feelings, and when I do, she goes into a crisis! I can’t win!”






■ WE USE BLAME BECAUSE WE DON’T KNOW WHAT ELSE TO DO

When we try to solve a problem or express a feeling, we typically use criticism and accusation because . . . what else is there? When we’re feeling anxiety or anger our impulse is to make the other person feel the same way. If we don’t criticize, accuse and punish,  do we just let people get away with things? We tell ourselves that alternatives to blame are too complicated to use in everyday life, or they’re useless. Worse yet, that they’re enabling.• “Jim needs to hear that he screwed up! You don’t expect me to just overlook this mistake, do you?” You’re angry at Jim’s mistake, and you’re going to give him both barrels. You believe that’s the best way to teach him (Mistaken Belief). Unfortunately, the severe reprimand will be so humiliating that Jim won’t think about how the error occurred; he’ll focus on the humiliation. And he’ll feel less willing to put things right.
• “My son knew he had to make a B+ average. Since he only made a B, he’s losing the car for the entire summer.” You believe that if your son doesn’t suffer draconian consequences, he won’t respect your word, and learn his lesson to study harder.



We’ve briefly looked at blame’s destructiveness, and now we need to explore why it shows up in so many situations.




■ HOW BLAME DESTROYS OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS

Why do we use blame so often? Because in the heat of the moment, blaming not only seems necessary, but seems like the correct thing to do.

When we’re feeling offended, frustrated, upset or irritated—and especially when we feel anxious or worried—we believe (mistakenly) that the most logical thing to do is find fault with someone  or something else. So we criticize, accuse or punish and humiliate the other person.

What we’re actually doing, though, is discharging emotion, mostly anxiety. We are literally wrapping our feelings around a rock, symbolically shouting, “Here, take this!” and throwing it. We certainly feel justified. After all, what else can we do when someone has made us feel uncomfortable, anxious or afraid?

Or we use blame (also known as defensiveness) when we believe we are being accused . . . of anything. Admitting error feels risky and threatening: who knows where it will end if we admit to making a mistake? So we instantly and reactively shift the responsibility onto someone else. Either way, we’re discharging, shifting and deflecting our negative emotions onto another target.• “When my husband forgot my birthday, I didn’t talk to him for days. And when he tried to apologize, I ignored him.” Punishing him for being forgetful makes you feel vindicated, and also teaches him a lesson. (Mistaken Belief)
• “You’re never in the mood for sex! So don’t be surprised if I end up . . .” Rather than discuss your sexual frustration and work toward a solution, you discharge your anger at your partner through punishment, humiliation, threat. You have a right to be nasty! (Mistaken Belief)
• “I was so upset when Gerri missed her deadline that I didn’t include her in the meeting. She got the message.” Instead of directly confronting Gerri about the deadline issue, you dump your anger passive-aggressively by humiliating her. That’ll teach her! (Mistaken Belief)
• “After all your nagging, I need a couple of drinks to help me chill out.” There’s a reason why your wife nags, but rather than addressing it, you numb yourself with alcohol  and punish her by withdrawing into silence. She’ll learn that there’s a price to pay for nagging you. (Mistaken Belief)
• “Hey, I wasn’t the idiot that got us into this mess.” Shifting the responsibility certainly won’t resolve the problem. But calling the other person a derogatory name feels justified and discharges anxiety about the problem. (Mistaken Belief)
• “Grow up! You’re not a baby anymore!” Speaking this way to a child merely increases his anger and resentment toward the parent. But Dad seems to believe that humiliating his son will motivate him to be more responsible. (Mistaken Belief)



Every one of these incidents demonstrates how we use blame to discharge our negative emotions and shift responsibility. All because we feel uncomfortable, threatened or at risk.

Blame is a completely wrongheaded attempt at solving the problem. It only makes matters worse. Because every statement is brimming with criticism, accusation and punishment, powerful negative emotions are triggered, both in ourselves and in any others involved. The Blame Cycle continues, and it often escalates uncontrollably.

There’s yet another form of blame that works like an emotional cancer inside our minds and bodies: self-blame. This is our most unexplored and most toxic form of blame.




■ HOW BLAME DESTROYS OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OURSELVES

We not only use blame as a weapon against others, but also attack ourselves. Blame’s toxicity grows inside us like a cancer, creating misery and despair.

Self-blame occurs when we turn criticism, accusation and especially punishment and humiliation inward; when we criticize our own behaviors and accuse ourselves of being incompetent for making a mistake—and don’t let up.

Self-blame is often fueled by a deep-seated belief that we’re inherently flawed, that there’s something fundamentally wrong with our personality, or even our humanity.

Of all the Mistaken Beliefs that can take root inside your soul, the one that you’re “inherently flawed” is the most damaging and dangerous. It makes you despair of ever finding solutions to your problems. Over time you come to feel like you don’t deserve happiness. You criticize your every move. Nothing you do seems to turn out. Even when it does, you don’t believe or trust it.

The reason this is a Mistaken Belief is that everyone is fundamentally flawed. There are no exceptions to this rule because we’re all human.

Everyone has inherent human limitations. People just have different methods of working with their limitations that may be more (or less) successful. We’ll explore this complex issue in Part Three, when we discuss the Law of Personal Limitations.

For now, let’s look at some brief examples of self-blame. In each case, the person believes that whatever mistake he or she has made is too great to be forgiven, so the self-criticism and self-accusation continue relentlessly. Moving on becomes impossible.• “I completely ruined my kids’ childhoods by leaving my husband. Sure, he was having affairs, but I should have found a way to live with it.” You can’t accept the fact that you did a pretty good job with them and struggled against formidable odds.
• “I really screwed up my life by taking this job. I can’t do anything right.” In fact you deliberately chose a more secure job and can’t accept the inherent trade-offs built into any job.
• “I suppose I wasn’t destined to be happy. I try my best, but there’s got to be something wrong with me.” You refuse to appreciate the security and comfort you’ve attained and always believe that everyone else is happier.



These are just a few of the thousands of negative comments we use to blame ourselves for life’s missed chances and random acts of folly and tragedy. We punish ourselves for an ordinary mistake, a well-intentioned decision or even bad luck.

Toxic self-blame is far more than reviewing a situation in an effort to understand what happened. It’s an endless Blame Cycle of self-punishment—with no relief.

Learning to live Beyond Blame means using specific techniques—techniques we’ll explore in this book—to stop using blame on yourself, and to stop self-criticism, accusation and punishment from destroying your self-worth.




■ HOW BLAME OPENS THE DOOR TO DANGEROUS BEHAVIORS

Sometimes our ethics or sense of fairness inhibits the fulfillment of a desire, impulse or craving. But if we conveniently shift responsibility onto someone or something else, we can create an excuse to fulfill our desire . . . anyway.

Using blame in this way can have serious, life-altering consequences:  • “It’s your fault I had an affair—you’re so difficult and unloving.” If I can blame you for pushing me to break my marriage vows, I don’t have to admit I’m behaving unethically. I’m no longer responsible to maintain my vows; an affair is justified.
• “I only took the money because they don’t pay me enough.” Stealing isn’t intrinsically wrong or illegal if the boss is unfair. Then it’s justified. I don’t have to be responsible for my ethics if I’m treated badly. I’m not really being dishonest.
• “Because of your pissy attitude I canceled the whole trip.” I can throw a tantrum and cancel the trip because you were grumpy. I don’t have to be a responsible adult when you act this way. And it’s my right to punish you.
• “I’m really sorry, but . . . it was meant to be. A Greater Power took over.” I’m not responsible for my personal decision: fate and destiny were more powerful.
• “We have to do something about those people. They cause all our problems.” By demonizing another group, we don’t have to be responsible for our ethical behavior toward other people. We no longer have to work together and solve mutual concerns.



Each of these statements bluntly shifts the responsibility onto someone else—or onto a thing, such as destiny or another group or a Greater Power. (We’ll explore this topic in a following section.)




■ HOW BLAME HIDES IN SARCASM AND FALSE SYMPATHY

Blaming can also be more subtle. It doesn’t need to take full operatic form or wave red flags with big block letters proclaiming 

“Blame!” to create unhappiness. Blame can also lurk behind sarcasm or false sympathy. Each of the following can easily be critical and accusatory, according to emphasis and tone of voice. Try to hear their tone as sarcastic and false.• “I’m so glad you finally found some time to join us.”
• “Well, you’re looking well rested. Have a nice nap?”
• “Yeah, well, it’s been fun.”
• “Great job! I didn’t know you were so talented.”
• “Gee, thanks!”



How would you feel when someone used these versions of sarcasm on you? Wouldn’t you feel bad? Concealed in each comment is a sharp splinter of criticism, a poison pill of disdain. They tell you that you don’t measure up, don’t make the cut. Sarcastic comments are part of the many little cuts and abrasions that wear away at the internal structure of relationships, eroding well-being and our connections to others.

In summary, it’s important to keep in mind that blame isn’t always loud and angry. It camouflages itself in literally dozens of different guises.




■ IGNORANCE ABOUT BLAME WON’T PROTECT YOU

The world of relationships functions with rules similar to those of the physical world. Just as ignorance of gravity won’t protect you from falling off a cliff, not understanding the destructiveness of blame won’t stop you from being harmed by its effects.

Yet finding out more about blame has not been easy. Even  though its negative effects are obvious, little has been written about blame as a specific behavior. Even less has been available about a practical alternative.

Why hasn’t our ignorance of blame been vigorously addressed? Why hasn’t the world of psychology taken on this destructive problem seriously? It’s because blame is so widely diffused in our culture, and is part of so many of our interactions, that its toxic effects are really hard to pin down.

In my research, I’ve been continually confronted by the confusion and ignorance that surround this toxic behavior—and the apparent lack of a viable alternative.

This confusion hides blame’s negative effects. The vortex of negative emotions (the Blame Cycle) makes it very difficult to isolate its cause.

To directly confront the qualities of blame is to swim against a deep current. I’m asking you to make a radical shift in your thinking. Even though blame is deeply embedded in our interactions, it doesn’t mean that it must continue its reign of destruction indefinitely.

I promise you this: Every amount of effort you put into living Beyond Blame will instantly pay off in greater happiness and success in all your relationships.



CHAPTER THREE

Blame Is Deeply Rooted in Our Biology—and Our Society

MARIO GRABS a crayon from Ben’s desk. Ben yells at him. The kindergarten teacher intervenes. Mario is worried he’s going to be punished so he claims, “Ben took it from me first!” Ben protests, “No I didn’t!” and calls Mario a name. Now Mario’s angry and throws a pencil at Ben.

Why do children resort to blame at the first sign of conflict? For the same reasons adults do. “I didn’t do it! It’s your fault! I’m innocent!” is one of our most fundamental responses. Underlying these protests is the message, “I’m not defective!”

As we mature, the impulse to blame others when we’ve been accused doesn’t go away. By the time we become adults, blaming has become such a part of how we communicate that we use it automatically. We also become subtler and sneakier in its use.

There are two major sources of blame’s power in our lives, biology and psychology. Let’s begin with examining the biology of blame.

Blame is a structural part of our fight/flight syndrome, connected to a primal instinct, the biological and psychological need to protect ourselves. People are often surprised to learn that we are, in fact, programmed to use blame. We’re hardwired both physically and psychologically. It’s a double whammy. However, our physical reactions are so tightly wired to our emotions that it’s often very difficult to know which comes first. Is the release of adrenaline calling for instant anger? Or is the rise of anger, pain or fear what provokes a physical response?

To understand this mechanism, we need to look more carefully at what’s happening between the two kindergartners, Mario and Ben.

Mario has taken Ben’s crayon, and Ben protests. That’s entirely expected. Now Mario finds himself in an internal struggle and he doesn’t like it. Mario feels the emotion of anxiety because he’s been caught. He’s being accused, which feels very bad. He tries to escape by blaming Ben; he accuses Ben of taking a pencil first. Mario is trying to shift responsibility away from himself. If he can appear to be innocent, he will have lowered his anxiety.

And like all humans, Mario is programmed to do whatever it takes to feel less anxious. Why? Because our body does not like anxiety, which is a variation of fear. The negative emotions of anxiety and fear are extremely distressing.

So whenever we feel anxiety, stress or fear, whenever something in our world isn’t working well, whenever we’re being attacked in any way, this physical hardwiring kicks in and we defend ourselves by striking back. We use blame to attack someone, to vent an emotion or to shift responsibility, usually onto whoever is closest to us.

We’ll do whatever it takes to lessen our anxiety.

[image: 002]

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN BIOLOGY AND EMOTIONS

Within human behavior, biology and psychology are so closely linked that it’s virtually impossible to separate the two. Our response to the emotion of fear is so rapid that fear feels like a physical reaction. In fact, fear is an emotion that triggers the fight/flight syndrome that can instantly flood our body with adrenaline. To truly understand blame’s negative effects on our body and our relationships, we must understand the biological and psychological connections.



What controls this reflexive response? The amygdala, an almondsized node that’s part of our limbic system, and which drives our primitive fight/flight syndrome. This structure has been referred to as the “lizard brain” because it’s primitive.

For hundreds of thousands of years we have had to physically defend ourselves from attack. At the first sign of conflict, the amygdala instantly floods our body with adrenaline, preparing us to fight or escape.

In the struggle between Mario and Ben, Mario’s anxiety pushed him to respond with a physical reaction: he threw a pencil.

 

HERE’S THE CATCH: We don’t have to be physically assaulted for this syndrome to activate. The attack can also be social or psychological. In addition, the perception of an attack is enough to  trigger the fight/flight syndrome. The attack (criticism, insult and so on) does not have to actually happen, we simply have to believe that it has, or that it will.

This fact is immensely important. Wars have been fought and thousands of lives lost because of a ruler and a nation’s perception of insult. “We must avenge our honor!” When this happens, our need to survive psychologically (with our honor intact) becomes inseparable from our biological need to survive physically. That is, we convince ourselves that death would be preferable to the perception of dishonor.

Similarly, as individuals, we must survive within our social group, tribe or clan. The need for social survival can be linked (in our minds) to our need for physical survival. Within our social life, an attack is usually verbal, and an insult or gesture can trigger rage or fear almost as effectively as if someone came at us with a club.

So as members of a society, we place a very high value on being seen as right and good. This value isn’t frivolous or arbitrary. It’s directly connected to our status, our standing in the community. If our standing becomes too low, we risk ostracism.

THE POINT: We’re hardwired to defend ourselves from blame, to be seen as right and good, to protect our reputations.



Keep in mind, once again, that blame is actually a combination of several behaviors: criticism, accusation, punishment and humiliation. So our “program” to protect ourselves from being blamed (from being criticized and so on) is deeply wired into our psychology and our behavior. To be blamed is to be accused of being bad and wrong. And we’ll do almost anything to make sure  that we’re not seen as bad or wrong (or dishonest or immoral), and thus be relegated to the bottom of the status pyramid.




■ OUR NEED TO BE RIGHT HAS ANCIENT SOCIAL AND RELIGIOUS ROOTS

Why do we so strongly resist being seen as wrong? Why is it so difficult for most of us to make a simple mistake, accept the responsibility and move on? The reason is that we expect punishment to follow. The phrase “being in the wrong” succinctly explains it.

If I’m in the right, I can expect approval from the community. If I’m in the wrong, I can expect punishment, condemnation and loss of status. Either my mate or my peers will punish me. Therefore the value we place on ethics and morality has a direct, practical and sometimes life-and-death application.

The need to be in the right is strongly supported within every major religion. It plays a major role in the Judeo-Christian heritage. The Old Testament God punished wrongdoers, beginning with Eve, who was kicked out of paradise for going against the rules. According to the Christian religion, bad and sinful people suffer for eternity. In contrast, honesty and goodness are connected with heaven and paradise.

Understanding how criticism and accusation are connected to our personal and social well-being (and even our physical survival) is essential to our understanding how deeply the roots of blame are intertwined with our thinking, beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. Indeed, with every aspect of our lives.




■ WE USE BLAME TO PROTECT OUR STATUS WITHIN OUR RELATIONSHIPS

We depend on our social structure (family, marriage, neighborhood and workplace) for our happiness, and our survival. We must protect ourselves from anything that diminishes our status within all our relationships, especially our committed relationships, such as marriage. Whatever might threaten our status with our mate threatens our security and happiness. The more committed the relationship, the greater the dependency, and the greater the vulnerability. Thus the greater the risk to our safety.

For instance when John asks his wife Mary, “Why are you always losing your car keys?” John isn’t asking where the keys are. He’s blaming (criticizing) Mary for being forgetful. Mary grimaces at his criticism, but she also becomes angry because her competency, her value as a human being, is being diminished. In essence, John is telling Mary that she’s too stupid to keep track of her keys. Which means that this interaction is not really about car keys, but about Mary’s sense of equality in the relationship.

At a primal level, Mary understands that if she allows John to attack her about the car keys, he’ll feel free to criticize other things too. If her status in the relationship drops too low, John might take over all her decisions. Mary risks losing her autonomy. She’s not about to let that happen, so she argues back. And waits for a chance to get even.

And sure enough, the very next day, Mary challenges John: “You didn’t buy another stupid gadget, did you?” Why does she criticize John? Maybe Mary is worried about money, but she’s also blaming John for spending money foolishly. She’s pointing out that he too makes mistakes. He bought something stupid, so he  must be stupid. If she can devalue him, his attacks will have less sting.

Naturally, John snaps back. What’s going on below the surface for him? He believes that his ability to manage money (and make independent decisions) is being attacked. If he allows Mary to chip away at his competency and decision-making, she might take over everything. He’s surely not going to allow that to happen. The argument intensifies.

We intuitively know that if our status (or autonomy) is diminished within an intimate relationship, we’ll lose our personal power and become subservient. Centuries ago that might have meant a physical challenge, a battle to the death.

THE POINT: We instinctively know that we must fight back when we’re criticized or insulted, because if the insult isn’t dealt with, our status and personal power will diminish.



Within a group of, say, friends at school, we’re afraid that our “competitors” will find allies and the insults will increase. And if we lose too much status, we risk ostracism. This struggle for status can take the form of bullying, which is a vicious form of blame, because it typically involves all four behaviors of blame: criticism, accusation, punishment and especially humiliation. Not only is it terribly painful to the victim, in extreme cases it can lead to suicide. These behaviors can become systematic and chronic. The





■ WE USE BLAME TO SHIFT ANXIETY ONTO SOMEONE ELSE



























■ THE BIOLOGY OF BLAME IS LINKED TO OUR SOCIAL STRUCTURE
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