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Week 122, Day 1: Dan Siegel, MD 

The Brain’s Role in Blame  

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Dan Siegel, when a client has a pattern of finding fault with other people, we 
need to consider the connections in the brain that construct their sense of self.   

Here, Dan explores the brain science behind why some people are more inclined to blame others, and he 
gets into how we can help them develop what he calls the five aspects of empathy.  

Dr. Siegel: What I think of it, from the conceptual point of view, is the following kind of framework. I don't 
know exactly which branch of science you’d put this in; maybe it’s just the broad thing I work in called 
interpersonal neurobiology. It goes something like this –  

We’re born into the world through the womb. We come out into the world, 
have a body, then connect with our parents. We get this lesson that “the 
self is separate” when in fact the self is deeply interconnected – not just 
interconnected with other people but the whole planet. 

What happens in contemporary society is you’ve got a view of – let’s just 
call it the solo self. When you look at the brain correlates of the solo self it 
looks like we, as a human species, have identified something called the 
default-mode network. 

This includes the ventromedial prefrontal region and then the midline areas all the way back to the posterior 
cingulate and other regions as well. Let’s just look at these two 
areas: the ventromedial and the posterior cingulate in this midline 
thing. 

These midline structures construct a sense of self. They’re very 
different from the conduit function of the lateral sensory flow, of 
feeling the body or even hearing things, seeing things – stuff like 
that.  

One thing we’ve learned in the last like five years is there seems to 
be this mutual inhibition. The more constructing you are of your separate self, the less sensation you have. 
The more you’re just with sensation, the less you have of a separate self. It’s a really interesting balance and 
there’s lots of studies to support that view. Anatomically, the way to think about that is there’s an inverse 
correlation. They mutually inhibit each other between the midline self-preoccupied areas and the lateralized 
sensing areas. 

I say all that because I think one way of imagining why a person would be, “It’s all about the other, the other, 
the other,” is they have an excessively differentiated experience of a solo self. In that frame, when your 
default mode is so busy, busy, busy saying, “It’s about me, it’s about me,” they also have (you know I’m an 
acronym addict) - the acronym I have for this is OATS – Others And The Self. You’re also worried about what 
others are thinking about you: “This is about me, and what are others thinking about me?” 
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In that self-preoccupation – not that the default mode is bad because 
this is also the mode that is involved in empathy and compassion, so we 
need to realize this is a very social set of circuits – but if it’s excessively 
differentiated it isn’t linked into the whole system. The social circuits 
become self-preoccupied: “Where do I fit in the social system?” 

If you have an excessively differentiated default mode, what you’re 
going to do is, if something goes wrong, “It’s you. It’s you. It’s you.” It’s 
never going to be me unless I’m masochistic and I keep on saying, “Oh, 

it’s bad.” It’s like a Woody Allen thing, “It’s about me. It’s about me. It’s about me.” 

When you add to this excessively separated self, the sad situation which is really hard to work with – I don’t 
like these terms but it’s worth just saying for our discussion – is narcissism. When you have someone with 
narcissistic proclivities what happens is everything that is positive is attributed to this solo self. Everything 
that is negative cannot be held within a reflective stance and is projected out onto “the other.”  

What happens in that situation, then, is there’s a problem. Let’s say at work - it’s always the other person 
doing it. There’s a problem in an organization and it’s the other person doing it. If there’s a problem in a 
family, it’s the other person doing it. If there’s a problem in a one-on-one relationship, it’s the other person. 

You can see where the default-mode network is in a person with that inability to be reflective and to sit with, 
“I must have contributed to this problem somewhere. There must be something I’m doing to make it hard for 
that person.” These default-mode areas, when they’re integrated, allow you to go like this: “I wonder what 
Ruth’s experience is right now. I wonder what the other person’s perspective is. What is this other person 
feeling?” 

If I am not able to have a differentiated sense of myself and you and consider your point of view without 
becoming you, and if I become too identified with you, then I push you away and I make for excessively 
differentiated things.  

Optimal social relatedness is called integrated: you’re differentiated and linked; but what we’re talking about 
is excessive differentiation for various reasons. It could be because of trauma 
early in childhood or certain strange ways of being parented where there was a 
loss of boundaries, so you are now pulling back into a state of protecting 
yourself. You can understand that developmentally people could be this way.  

What happens, unfortunately, is this person is all about accusing others 
because they cannot sit with responsibility for their contributions. In many ways 
these are folks who are challenged when it comes to the five aspects of empathy that we’re all familiar with.  

One is empathic resonance – feeling another person’s feelings.  

Another is perspective-taking – seeing it from another person’s point of view and realizing their point of view 
may be different from yours and still valid; they’re really challenged with this.  

The third is empathic understanding where I say, “If I were in that perspective and feeling those feelings, 
hmm, I think this is what it would mean for me. This is how my mind might function if that were my 
experience. It’s not – but if that were, I get that’s what…” It’s kind of an empathic imagination.  

Then there’s empathic joy - feeling really happy for another person’s happiness and really proud of another’s 
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success.  

Then there’s empathic concern which is “I see your suffering so then 
I’m going to take action to reduce your suffering;” it’s basically a 
synonym for compassion.  

You see a challenge in these five aspects of empathy in someone who 
keeps on projecting that “it’s all about someone else.” Part of the 
work, if we’re looking at the work, is to work on these five aspects of 
empathy and see which ones might be especially difficult for a person. Without these five which are pre-
frontally mediated – this midline circuit does this – this is what you want to work on to help a person stop 
being someone who always pushes people away and accuses other people.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Dan said, when clients can begin to practice empathy, it can infuse the kind of pause in 
their thinking that can help disrupt a blame mindset. 

Tomorrow, we’ll hear from Dan again. He’ll share a story about how these five aspects of empathy 
strengthened the connection between two parents and their child.  

But now I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard today with your clients? 

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

“Part of the work is to 
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