
 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Changing Other People  Week 120, Day 3 - Germer, PhD & Siegel, PsyD- Transcript - pg. 1 

Next Level Practitioner 

 

Week 120: How to Uncover the Emotions Underneath Blame  

 

Day 3: How to Work with Blame that’s Rooted in Underlying Emotions  

with Chris Germer, PhD; Ron Siegel, PsyD; and Ruth Buczynski, PhD 



 

 

Next Level Practitioner - Changing Other People  Week 120, Day 3 - Germer, PhD & Siegel, PsyD- Transcript - pg. 2 

Week 120, Day 3: Chris Germer, PhD and Ron Siegel, PsyD 

How to Work with Blame that’s Rooted in Underlying Emotions  

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Chris Germer, feelings of righteous indignation can create a blind spot for 

clients. 

But what is this blind spot? And how might uncovering what’s hidden help to minimize a client’s need to 

blame or attempts at changing others? 

Well Chris says that we might need to help a client uncover two feelings before they can begin to address 

their part in the problem.  

Dr. Germer: I actually enjoy working with people who are righteously indignant or kind of blame each other. I 

used to cringe and want to run out the door, but I actually enjoy it now. 

I partly enjoy it because I can see it in myself and I can see how it unfolds and so forth. So it’s a source of 

curiosity and a challenge because I also know it is not very 

gratifying, to say the least. 

Whenever we are kind of caught in old anger, bitterness, 

resentment, or righteous indignation, there is a blind spot 

we’re usually not seeing. That is the hurt.  

Also, naming the anger…. basically, when we blame others, we are angry. The reason we’re angry is because 

we’ve been hurt, and anger is a natural effort not to be hurt again.  

This is not a crime; however, it is not possible to get over useless or counterproductive anger. It’s not helpful 

unless we can feel the pain or open to the pain. When people try to forgive others or themselves for things 

and they can’t do it, it’s because they haven’t opened to the pain.  

The thing we consistently overlook is opening to the pain behind the anger because we don’t have the 

strength or the resource to do it. We’re afraid to do it and it makes us feel pain again.  

Anytime, say, [members of] a couple are really angry at each other - blaming, externalizing, and so forth - 

they are in pain. The first step is to name the anger and the second step is to validate the anger by validating 

“Whenever we are kind of caught in 

old anger, bitterness, resentment, or 

righteous indignation, there is a blind 

spot we’re usually not seeing.” 
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the pain; in other words, “This hurts,” or, “You were hurt.”  

Once that’s validated, then actually people can begin to work with it. The reason I say this is, as long as we 

feel threatened, we cannot work with emotions because any emotions we feel are in the interest of avoiding 

emotion. 

But if our anger is validated and we can admit that we are hurt, then we can actually begin to “peel back the 

onion” and get to the heart of the matter… in other words, how I was hurt, and then bring kindness to that 

place. 

We can do for ourselves what it is we are desperately seeking from somebody else. When we can begin to do 

this for ourselves, we enter the relationship in an entirely different way. I’m not interested in getting people 

to stop blaming or criticizing others as much as I’m interested in being able to validate “I feel angry, and I feel 

angry because I was hurt.”  

Then drill down [because] behind every hard feeling like anger is a soft feeling like shame, fear, loneliness, or 

grief. 

Behind soft feelings is something even more subtle - an unmet need (like they say in Nonviolent 

Communication). The unmet need inevitably behind anger, bitterness, or resentment is the need to be seen. 

It is the need to be heard, to belong, to be connected, to be special (that’s not a crime – every human being 

wants to be special), and ultimately to be loved. 

When we can say, “I’m so angry because, as a person, I just want to be loved/I just want to be respected,” 

and if we can disengage and disentangle from the storyline enough to be able to say that after having 

validated the pain, everything begins to change. We actually open ourselves to kindness. What we discover is 

– and this is the amazing thing – we can begin to give ourselves, in words and deeds, the same kindness 

we’ve been desperately [seeking] from others including spouses, parents, and friends. We can do this for 

ourselves. 

This is indeed an inner journey. It’s an inner pathway. It’s inner 

discovery. We can’t say, “You should stop blaming your partner and 

start looking at yourself,” because that just creates more 

misunderstanding and resentment.  

“We can’t say, You should 

stop blaming your partner 

and start looking at yourself, 

because that just creates 

more misunderstanding and 

resentment. “ 
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What we can say is, “Yes, you are angry. Who could blame you? You have been hurt,” and then peel back the 

onion and ultimately begin to give it to ourselves.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Chris just showed us, a key first step in working with blame might be to address a client’s 

underlying pain and unmet needs. 

Once we do that, then clients can often feel more ready to look at their contribution to a problem. 

Now, Dr. Ron Siegel says that addressing the hurt might actually be helpful for us too, as we attempt to work 

around a client’s righteous indignation. 

I’ll let Ron explain more . . .  

Dr. Siegel:  One of the things that’s hardest for me in working with people who tend to blame others is they 

often have an air of righteous indignation. That can cause me to have problems with my own reactivity to it 

because I can become righteously indignant about their righteous indignation. That way lies madness - it 

never works out very well. 

How else might we approach it? I think here it’s mostly by recognizing 

the pain underneath: that righteous indignation is, I think, always a 

defense. It’s a defense against our own vulnerability; it’s a defense 

against our feeling of shame for whatever our role might be in the difficulty; and it’s a defense against 

recognizing that we’re all saints and sinners.  

One of the ways to ward off feeling like a sinner is to think of oneself as a saint, but usually it doesn’t hold so 

well. We’re all a mixture of both, and there’s usually some tremendous threat to our self-esteem that’s 

involved in giving up righteous indignation because it would mean, “I’m just a regular human being” also.  

What’s going to help a person relax their righteous indignation? Certainly not trying to tear it away from 

them.  

It becomes like the parable of the wind and the sun trying to get the man to take off his coat. The wind blows 

and blows and blows and the guy just tightens up more snugly. Finally, the sun comes out, warms him, and 

then he takes it off. I think it happens through warmth.  

“Righteous indignation is 

a defense against our 

own vulnerability.”  
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What we need to do is find some way to help the person feel that we’re empathically connected to the pain 

that’s under their righteous indignation. If they can feel that pain held and nurtured, then sometimes they 

can relax it.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Ron expressed, by acknowledging the pain underneath righteous indignation, we can 

reduce a client’s need to protect themselves by blaming others. 

Now tomorrow, we’re going to get into one practitioner’s interactive technique designed to get at the kind of 

core vulnerabilities that are often behind a tendency to blame.  

But right now, I’d like to hear what you think. How will you use these ideas in your work with your clients? 

Please share your thoughts in a comment below. And while you’re there, go up and read other people’s 

comments and maybe comment on their comments. That brings our community together. 

And I’ll see you tomorrow.  


