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A divided nation and shaming and blaming individuals can eventually destroy themselves. President Lincoln is often quoted as having said, “Together we stand.  Divided we fall.” The United States of America are no longer united. Urban versus Rural, Republican versus Democrats, the top 1% income bracket versus the 99% income bracket, the whites versus the non-whites, the Christians versus the non-Christians, the climate change believers versus the non-climate change believers, the gun control versus the no gun control groups, etc., are dividing our nation. It has been going on for a while, and it’s now reaching a crisis point.  People are losing faith in themselves and their government to deal with these divides. The upcoming 2020 election will likely bring out the competitive, divisive rhetoric from all sides. How will we all deal with this? All the black-and-white, good/bad thinking is exhausting on all sides of the various conflicts.

I’m a retired psychologist, not a politician. Black-and-white thinking is considered cognitively and emotionally dysfunctional thinking by therapists because it leads to shaming and blaming and relationship cut-offs. Holistic thinking is the alternative. It involves looking at all the shades of gray between black and white, good and bad, and accepting everyone’s strengths as well as limitations. Holistic thinking acknowledges mistakes wherever they are found, as well as successes wherever they are found. It involves loosening the mind’s ego defenses – the part of all of us which always wants to be “right” and call someone else “wrong.” Ego defenses are involved when we attach to our own ideas and beliefs as if they were our very own identities so, if someone disagrees, we must shame and attack. Holistic thinking promotes consensus. Black-and-white thinking promotes polarization.

In my private practice as a psychologist, I worked with individuals, couples, families, and groups.  What I found, over and over again in my practice, was good people very challenged by conflicts between self-care and relationship care. It was a challenge of learning to integrate both a person’s individuality and interdependency/belonging needs. It was a challenge about learning who is responsible for resentments. It was a challenge about living in healthy relationships rather than in isolation. I found myself studying these challenges in my own life as well as in published psychological, social and spiritual writings. I listened to my clients and my colleagues and learned a great deal from them. I eventually came to some conclusions which proved helpful in my own life and which I offered to my clients for them to explore. It was a very satisfying process.

Since I’ve been retired, I’ve had more time to educate myself regarding national and international political and economic affairs. I’ve discovered that many of the psychological principles and skills which I had personally found helpful and which seemed helpful to my clients, appeared frequently absent in the larger society. Many, many people seemed stuck in competitive, ego-centric ideas and old economic and political solutions which were adversarial, based on unexamined beliefs and not recent research.  

The tone of public rhetoric has become increasingly angry. Projected shame and blame are everywhere. So many people seem unable to identify their fears underneath their angers. They seem to prefer projecting their angers and fears onto strangers. So many people seem unable to deal with their relationship conflicts without shaming, blaming or cutting others off as solutions. 

I was under the impression that elementary and secondary schools were teaching basic conflict resolution and civility skills. I was discouraged to discover that, whatever the schools were doing, many adults have not learned these basic skills.  

I started looking at national leadership and media personality examples and found a shocking lack of these skills in many of these personalities. Finally, I decided to write this book. I increasingly studied public issues. I gathered together teaching materials which I had used as an adjunct teacher in Alaskan universities, as well as educational materials which I had written for my adult therapy groups. I edited them and adapted them for this book. I am hoping readers will not only find ways to help our divided nation to heal and prosper, but also find ways to heal some of their personal and family relationships. Hopefully, reading this book will, in addition, help readers to get through upcoming elections without having to resort to shame and blame tactics themselves. Perhaps this book will help readers to identify political and economic leaders capable of 1) putting their country and democracy above their personal interests, 2) disavowing shame and blame tactics, and 3) disavowing foreign influence in our elections. 

What generally works on a personal and an interpersonal level, often works on a sociological and political level, as well; except it is difficult as the group gets bigger. The larger the group, the harder it is to get consensus and to work together on solutions to problems without falling into blame and shame escapes and creating more divisions. Complexity adds to confusion and confusion adds to anxiety, blame and shame.

Part I of this book will comment on our nation’s political and economic history and challenges. Part II of this book will explore basic personal and interpersonal skills needed in leaders and in individuals wishing to make progress in creating unity as well as prosperity.

The title of each chapter is phrased as a question. This is to stimulate readers’ own thinking, and perhaps. their discussions with friends, book clubs or study groups. The last chapter will summarize my conclusions and recommendations.

For voters to pick leaders capable of healing conflicts and solving difficult economic and political challenges, voters themselves must understand some basic conflict resolution skills. They must be able to see the healing that knowledge of these skills can provide in their own families, group gatherings, business organizations and corporations, as well as in nations. They must be able to recognize these necessary skills in candidates for political or economic offices. This book will attempt to provide foundations for the recognition and development of such skills. After learning the foundations, the next step is to recognize safe groups in which to practice these skills. That step will be up to the reader. Happy reading and happy recovery from shame, blame and the stress it creates!

Janet C. Lindeman, PhD, 2019
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OVERCOMING OUR NATIONAL DIVIDEDNESS
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Chapter One: 
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Are our Constitution and its current interpretations perfect?

Our Constitution was originally written to create a government which would unite thirteen separate colonies which had been dependent on a separate nation, England. England was a monarchy then and the king and his advisors had unchallenged power. The colonists fought, not only for independence from England, but also to create a modern republic such as had never been created before, with no one being above the law.  The Constitution was created to ensure that neither a monarchy, nor a dictatorship, nor an oligarchy would rule the new nation. The writers of the Constitution wanted democratic leadership for a free, fair and honest, representative republic. All thirteen of the colonies, some more rural and some with growing cities, wanted representation to and military protection by the new national government.  The “Founding Fathers” came up with the idea of three separate branches of government which would insure justice and fair representation and national leadership: the judiciary, the executive and the congressional branches. These three “powers” would, hopefully, balance and oversee each other so power wouldn’t become too centralized in any one group or any one person. 

At first, just propertied white men were given the vote in this new republic, as much of the rest of the population was considered too illiterate and too inexperienced to know how to vote for leaders. This gradually changed over the next two hundred or so years via public education and amendments to the Constitution. Once African American slaves were emancipated, eventually they were given the vote, as were other unpropertied men. Finally, Native Americans and women were given the vote.  By this time more people were becoming literate due to free, public education. The printing press educated more children and adults as to what was happening in the country and the world. The press was seen as an information equalizer because journalists were taught to check their facts and only print what they believed had been proven by a reliable source.

The Constitution has many challenges right now, but I’d like to focus in this chapter on just three as they relate to the current national divides in the U.S.:


•  1) Challenges to the balance of the three governmental branches of power;

•  2) Challenges to democratic representation because of the different levels of population in the various fifty states; 

•  3) Challenges due to a Supreme Court decision to make corporations legal “persons” allowing them to have vastly extended financial ability to influence elections and government.


These three Constitutional issues have been responded to in diverse ways with different partisan slants in recent years, but ultimately are big issues which every citizen should be addressing.  I’ll briefly address them, one at a time:

1) Clearly the “Founding Fathers” were afraid of an overly strong Executive Branch of our government, for good reason. They had no previous experience with a democratic government.  They had lived only in a monarchy. The king had absolute power to make governmental decisions at that time. They clearly didn’t want the new President to have absolute power in their new republic. As much as General Washington was respected, they did not want him to become their king.

In recent decades there has grown a faction of citizens, mostly in the executive branch of the government, who have felt comfortable with the president not having to answer to the judicial or congressional branches of government, at least not while in office. This has led to controversy whether the Chief Executive “is above the law” or not. It seems to me the Constitution is clear on this, especially if historical documents recording debates in the Constitutional Convention and between Convention participants are reviewed. The Declaration of Independence also has clarifying information from our country’s founders as to how they wanted no one to be above the law.  It is clear to me that our “Founding Fathers” wanted no person to be above the law, including the President.

The debate about how the powers of the three branches of government should be legally balanced has not been given enough national dialogue. Some leaders during President Reagan’s administration tried to establish the norm that the President isn’t responsible to the Congress even though the Congress has “oversight” of the Executive Branch. This is not an argument the “Founding Fathers” would likely have supported.  

As I write this, President Trump is being challenged by an Impeachment Inquiry from the House of Representatives. At its core is the question, “Is the President above the law?” Hopefully, the Impeachment Inquiry will initiate a fair dialogue, well-researched by Constitutional historians on this question. If the question goes to the Supreme Court, hopefully, there will be enough jurists on the court familiar with the debates in the Constitutional Convention to realize each branch of the government was designed to counter-balance the power of each other branch, and to make sure the three-part government wasn’t destroyed. The “Founding Fathers” saw the destruction of that balance as the ultimate possible threat to the republic. Every citizen in this country should re-read the Constitution, and possibly even the debates during the Constitutional Convention. Hopefully, every citizen will vote in the 2020 election and thereafter for candidates who uphold the intent of the Constitution and do not challenge lawful limits on the president’s powers.

2)The individual fifty states now have hugely different populations, yet each still has two Senators in the Senate. The Electoral College system of presidential elections (designed in 1779 when our country was vastly smaller and with limited means of communication) creates equal representation for each of the states in the Senate, which clearly distorts the “one person one vote” democracy concept. This aggravates the rural versus urban divide because people in the more urban states feel underrepresented and rural states don’t want to lose power. The Constitution would have to be amended to change this, but presently such a change would benefit the urban states more, and the urban states now tend to vote Democrat. Therefore, any movement toward a “one person, one vote” in national elections would be opposed by Republicans. Thus, this issue has become very partisan, along with the issue of gerrymandering voting districts to favor one party or another. This issue has not really received any widespread, non-partisan dialogue, but likely this will change in future decades as the nation and the planet becomes more and more urbanized.

Are we, as a populous, more interested in the one-person-one-vote democratic principle or are we more interested in the principle of each state having equal representation in the Senate? Because each state’s representation in the House of Representatives is based on population, current leadership argues the one-person-one-vote principle is represented there and that is enough. If the Senate continues to block bills submitted by the House, and the President continues to be elected by less than the popular vote, this issue may become more pressing. 

3) Since the Supreme Court decided corporations to be “persons” (the Citizens United Case), corporations has brought huge sums of money into congressional lobbying efforts and election campaigns. Most citizens now agree that the impact of this has had a corrupting influence on our government; yet the court’s decision has not faced a serious challenge.  This is because it has become a partisan issue with one party (the Democrats) critiquing it and the other major party (the Republicans) working to protect the decision.  We have not educated the citizenry at large on the subject and this situation poses potential threats to our democracy. Research was done in the early part of the 21st century uncovering the fact that the legal precedent for corporations being “persons” was based on false reporting by a court Recorder (J.C. Bancroft Davis) back in 1886. This legal decision was certainly not the position of Thomas Jefferson, nor other writers of our Constitution, nor decades of other Supreme Court judges who had been presented with this question prior to 1886. (See Thomas Hartmann’s book, Unequal Protection: The Rise of Corporate Dominance and the Theft of Human Rights.) Will a new case come to the Supreme Court? Will that court be able to vote based on the intentions of the “Founding Fathers” rather than partisan lobbying and lobbying by big corporations who have benefited from the status quo since 1886?

The decision to allow corporations to be considered “persons”, along with many other financial deregulation decisions, have made the rich richer and the poor poorer in recent decades. (See Jacob Hack and Paul Pierson’s book, Winner-Take-All Politics: How Washington Made the Rich Richer – and Turned Its Back on the Middle Class.) Governmental structural and regulatory reform, and the overrule of the Supreme Court’s Citizens United case, is more needed now in the U.S. than ever before.

The divisions in our country go way beyond any one president or party. These three constitutional issues really need to be addressed by the country at large with bipartisan leadership in order to reduce the divisive political climate which thrives on shaming and blaming.  

Election and voting policies in general need to be reexamined. Some interesting ideas for doing this are given in Joshua A. Douglas’s book just written this year (2019).  Its title is How to Take Back Our Elections and Change the Future of Voting.  He recommends using PolitiFact for fact-checking politicians’ statements.  This is especially needed as Facebook is now refusing to pull political ads which include misinformation about candidates. Other social media outlets also post misinformation. Mr. Douglas teaches at the University of Kentucky College of Law. He focuses especially on citizen’s constitutional rights to vote.  His book’s Appendix has a very good state-by-state list of organizations working for voter rights. I recommend his book for study of various constitutional and voting issues.

In the next chapter, Chapter 2, I will be addressing some economic theories which have contributed to the discussion of various constitutional issues. I will also be asking what principles guide your personal intentions, and who do you see as responsible for your resentments.

In Chapter 3, I will discuss how different it was in the U.S. in the 1940s and 1950s during what has been called the “Greatest Generation.”  In Chapter 4, I will explain how focusing on recovery from our partisan addiction to shame and blame, will go a long way toward solving our national and social problems.
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