
 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Changing Other People  Week 120, Day 1 - Bessel van der Kolk, MD - Transcript - pg. 1 

Next Level Practitioner 

 

Week 120: How to Uncover the Emotions Underneath Blame 

 

Day 1: Working with Blame After Trauma  

with Bessel van der Kolk, MD and Ruth Buczynski, PhD 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Changing Other People  Week 120, Day 1 - Bessel van der Kolk, MD - Transcript - pg. 2 

Week 120, Day 1: Bessel van der Kolk, MD 

Working with Blame After Trauma  

Dr. Buczynski: Hello everyone and welcome to the first week of our new topic. 

Starting this week, we’ll look at expert approaches for helping clients who blame other people for their 

problems. 

Today, we’ll begin by looking at how trauma can affect a client’s tendency to blame or project their problems 

onto other people, and Dr. Bessel van der Kolk will get into how we can begin to shift a client out of this 

impulse. 

Here’s Bessel now . . . 

Dr. van der Kolk: I think people start changing when they get in touch with the feelings it brings up for them. 

I think these changes occur automatically.  

As you work with the inner person and all the scared and upset parts 

of them, they become less likely to project their issues on other 

people.  

For example, if people say, “All these people I work with are such 

assholes,” you go like, “Have they said anything to scare you? They 

upset you?” You deal with their own triggers of what upsets them so 

much. Then they start maybe seeing these people as just flawed 

human beings rather than people “having it in for them.”  

That’s very relevant for trauma of course because traumatized people always feel hurt by somebody, all the 

time, because when you’re traumatized you get very, very vulnerable to taking other people’s emotions onto 

yourself and taking it very personally. 

If you’re really traumatized, it’s just that your whole alarm system is 

always ringing and you pick up any piece of affect from around you. You 

tend to get very, very vulnerable to responding to other people who are 

upset, angry, or critical. You’re always on guard and you go through life getting hurt a lot. 

“Traumatized people 

always feel hurt by 

somebody all the time.” 

“As you work with the 

inner person and all the 

scared and upset parts of 

them, they become less 

likely to project their 

issues on other people.” 
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They’re very sensitive. It goes both ways; sometimes they can get very insensitive, where they feel nothing. 

The DSM-5 has made some progress in distinguishing these two variations of trauma: the hyper-reactivity 

and the shutting down. Oftentimes people have a combination; they have a shut-down part of the time and 

hyper-reactivity other parts of the time.  

A very important part of overcoming trauma is to stabilize that internal world of yourself where you’re less 

scared. That involves some psychotherapeutic issues. Oftentimes in my practice it involves some 

neurofeedback where we calm that brain down so you are not so reactive to things - to everything around 

you - and you are getting to know your own body. These are aspects of getting a lot less vulnerable to other 

people’s emotions. Then it becomes more and more possible to say, “Oh, you’re angry – and I’m not. You’re a 

bloviating self-important person, and I’m not. That’s your problem, not mine.” 

I take a sort of neuroscience point of view. You need to build up what’s called the midline structures of the 

cortex which are the areas of the brain having to do with self-awareness and self-observation. Once you 

really know who you are and what your feelings are, you can say, “Ah, this guy’s having feelings, but they 

don’t match my feelings.”  

As long as you’re wide open and very vulnerable, other people’s feelings 

come right in and hijack you. You see this after meditation.  

After people go for a meditation retreat, they go back to the same old 

environment. They shake their head and say, “There he goes again.” 

Instead of looking for a confrontation, they think, “That person is having 

a problem.” That’s very strongly correlated with this activation of the 

midline functions of the brain which you can activate when you do prolonged meditation and yoga and this 

kind of work.  

To my mind, this has really been one of the great advances in what we have learned in the last twenty years. 

The whole world of mindfulness, the world of the Mind & Life Institute, the visits from the Dalai Lama to 

scientific organizations, is to really enhance people’s capacity to be mindful. [It is also] to help them be aware 

of what goes on inside themselves and to meet themselves.  

It’s very interesting because this was traditionally not part of psychoanalysis.  

In psychoanalysis, people yakked about themselves but did not sit in silence noticing what goes on in your 

body. To a large degree I think the silent retreats like Spirit Rock and various places in Massachusetts and 

“As long as you’re wide 

open and very 

vulnerable, other 

people’s feelings come 

right in and hijack you.” 
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around the country have opened up a very important reality for all of us: it’s 

learning to notice yourself, be with yourself, and manage yourself. The best 

way to do that is to actually spend time with yourself in silence. 

Of course, our culture is very much into not doing that. When we go into a 

restaurant there’s music blasting. We go into an airplane lounge and there’s 

music blasting. We’re continuously blasted with outside stimuli in order not 

to have to spend time with ourselves. 

To my mind, this is a multi-traumatogenic culture. It’s also a culture that is good for traumatized people 

because when you’re traumatized you don’t want to get to know yourself; because when you get to know 

yourself, you get to see all the pain that’s locked inside of you. At the end, the trauma sits inside of you and 

you need to meet it. 

Our job as therapists is to make it as safe as we can for people to meet 

their internal world. That’s why I would not send a very severely 

traumatized person to a silent retreat. They would probably go nuts 

because there’s too much stuff inside and it will come out. I’d say you do 

neurofeedback or yoga first in order to graduate to really learning to be 

still and with yourself.  

It is about managing your internal self and becoming still. When you’re a little baby your emotions are very 

dependent on whether people like you or not, or whether 

your dad is angry or not, or even if a dad is available to you. 

We are all very interrelated creatures, but part of becoming a 

mature person is you become the captain of your own ship - you are the master of your emotions.  

You can meet somebody who is rude, unpleasant, depressed, or desperate, and you can think, “That person 

is mad. That person is depressed. That person is obnoxious. I wonder what’s going on with them that they’re 

so upset. I registered somewhere in my body what my reaction is to that person, but I use that reaction in my 

body to manage what’s going on rather than be hijacked by it.” 

We understand the neural pathways very well. I have written about these pathways quite extensively in my 

book, The Body Keeps the Score. We actually have learned quite a bit more in the past three years since my 

book came out, but it’s all along the same lines I was writing about in the book.  

“It is about managing your 

internal self and becoming still.” 

“We’re continuously 

blasted with outside 

stimuli in order not to 

have to spend time 

with ourselves.” 

“Our job as therapists is 

to make it as safe as we 

can for people to meet 

their internal world.” 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Changing Other People  Week 120, Day 1 - Bessel van der Kolk, MD - Transcript - pg. 5 

It’s about self-awareness and using your mirror-neuron system to understand what’s going on with other 

people but not be hijacked by that person. It is to say, “Oh, this person is really mad. Hmm, and I am not. I 

wonder how/what I can do to help that person be less aggressive and mean to me.” That’s the big difference, 

“I’m I, and you’re you, and I see where you’re coming from. I will stand it, but you’re not going to own me.”  

Dr. Buczynski: As Bessel pointed out, through guided meditation or yoga, we can help build the part of the 

brain that’s responsible for a client’s self-awareness. 

And this can help them feel less controlled by their emotions. 

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at how we can disrupt a client’s black-or-white thinking habits which support their 

righteous indignation. 

But right now, I’d like to hear your thoughts. How will you use these strategies with your clients? 

Please leave a comment just below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  


