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Dr. Buczynski: How do we help clients experience relief from the self-judgment that they often feel after 

trauma?  

Dr. Rick Hanson says this is a particularly difficult task because of the way we’re hard-wired as human beings.  

To effectively promote change in these cases, Rick says it might require a radical shift in worldview. 

Dr. Hanson: It’s a combination of recognizing the meaninglessness of most traumas—or the fact that most of 

the elements in the trauma or most of 10,000 causes that led to that event or condition, if it's repeated— are 

just not about a person. They're impersonal. 

They're profoundly unfortunate, but they're not some sort of thing that we need to take personally. And I 

think we tend to defend the meaninglessness of it.  

As meaning-making creatures, we defend against a sense of meaninglessness because it can be kind of 

horrifying. But in a weird sort of way, it's actually liberating and freeing to recognize the vast impersonal 

network or causes that we're part of – in which there are some things that are certainly personal, but on the 

whole, there's this impersonality.  

Dr. Buczynski: This was an interesting take and I wanted to get more clarification from Rick.  

Why could accepting a sense of meaninglessness in the world be so liberating? 

Dr. Hanson: Because it is not about me. It's not my fault. It's not my fault.  

It kind of disentangles people from looping and ruminating around personal fault, personal blame, or 

exaggerated blaming of other people.  

Why did my son go out that day? Why did he go down that situation? Why, why, why, why, why? Why wasn't 

the helmet fastened tighter? . . . 

There's a place for appropriate identification of fault, if that's at all relevant. But on the whole, again, so 

many things happened to produce this. If you don't take it so personally, you can disengage from the blaming 
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of self as well as others. 

Also, I think it takes us into the truth of reality.  

Reality is this way, and there is something that is deeply peaceful when we really get that we're part of a vast 

sea of causes. We are indeed a local wave through which the ocean expresses itself, but that's truly the 

nature of objective reality. It's supported, certainly, by modern ecological and quantum physics sorts of 

views. And there is something, but it's available to us.  

Dr. Buczynski: What Rick is doing is helping clients to look at experiences from a 20,000-foot view. By 

introducing an impersonal element to certain events, it can help remove a client from the grip of self-blame. 

Now, just to add something to Rick’s thoughts on meaninglessness—Sometimes clients can see the 

randomization of events as a confirmation of their own feeling of powerlessness.  

Later in the program, Dr. Shelly Harrell will share three processes to help clients restore a sense of agency in 

these situations.  

But getting back to the idea of blame, I wondered – we’ve looked at self-blame but what about blaming 

others?  

See, when we're experiencing a tragedy or after we've experienced a tragedy, I think our tendency is to look 

for someone to blame.  And for whatever reason, that makes us feel better.  

It doesn't help us heal, but it gives us an energy that makes us feel better.  

So, how do we help a person move past that or not get stuck in it? 

Dr. Hanson: There’s a great distinction that really shows up a lot around trauma, and it has implications, both 

in societies and broadly – it’s a distinction between justice and grievance.  

What I mean by that is that, I think you're exactly right. When people can get to a place of going, "Wow. They 

really did do something wrong. They really did attack. They really did break the rules."  

Or, “Those other people . . . They really did drop the ball. They really should have stepped in. I would have 

stepped in. They should have stepped in."  

This is something kind of liberating in that recognition, which may have certainly had some appropriate 
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fieriness attached. That's quite different from the ways that I think sometimes people get trapped in an 

exaggerated aggrieved-ness. 

It’s an old self-organizing principle based on moving forward through life, in which people are holding on to 

resentment, looping over it again and again and again. To some extent, they’re not really seeing the big 

picture that was in play for the forces that really did do some things that were bad.  

So, I think that's a healthy teasing apart. And there is something that's very — you're right. It does make 

people feel better, but at what cost? 

I think of a traditional saying about this, about anger – particularly righteous anger –with its honeyed tip but 

poisoned barb. That honeyed tip can really draw us in, but then poisoned barb actually becomes a kind of 

affliction upon us.  

I love this saying. It's attributed to Alcoholics Anonymous. I don't really know the source. Resentment is like 

taking poison and waiting for others to die.  

It's worse for us than it is for them.  

And to be clear, I'm not arguing against finding meaning in an event that's useful for a person, or recognizing 

that there was growth as a result of the event, or that it helped us learn something deeper and more 

important. 

I'm not speaking against people of faith who find some deeper spiritual meaning or sense in it all in some 

meaningful way for them, that in some ways this was by design, or it was for a reason, or it was for a greater 

good. For many people, that's a very important form of solace and comfort and mode of connecting with the 

divine for them. I'm not speaking against that.  

But I am just simply just offering –and I think for some people, it can actually really help – to realize that it 

wasn't about me and, in a sense, I wasn't there when it happened.  

It's a funny way to look at it. But it's more like, "Yeah it happened. But it happened to that person then, and 

it's had consequences that, today, I have had to deal with. But in some ways, it was just a weird, strange, 

terrible, painful thing that I'm not personally implicated in anymore. I may have to deal objectively with the 

consequences as they are alive in my life, including in my mind, brain and my body, my circumstances, my 

relationships. But in a certain fundamental sense, I'm just not implicated.”  That can feel very freeing for 
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people. 

Dr. Buczynski: When clients can attune to this way of looking at traumatic events, it can help them start to 

become unstuck.  

So practically speaking, how can we apply this?  

After all, we are a meaning-making species, so Rick’s idea can be quite counterintuitive for many of our 

clients. But there are some specific questions we may be able to use to redirect our client’s thinking. 

For more on that, let’s hear from Dr. Kelly McGonigal and Dr. Ron Siegel. 

Dr. McGonigal:  It reminds me of a conversation that I had with researcher Crystal Park, who has done a lot 

of research on meaning making following trauma. I remember we were talking about it, and I was asking her, 

"How do you help someone make meaning or make sense?" 

She was so ambivalent about whether one should even try. I remember her saying, yeah, being able to look 

backwards and make sense of what happened to you works out really great when you can do it, but that if 

you try and you fail, it's one of the predictors of the worst possible outcomes from trauma, in terms of long-

term distress.  

The attempt to be able to explain the why, unless you succeed at it — which many people cannot —is a really 

dangerous road to go down. 

One of the things that I'd like to talk about — I don't know how practical this is, but —encouraging people to 

change the question from a why to a what.  

So instead of being able explain why did this happen in a way that's consistent with your beliefs about the 

way the world works or controllability – stop asking, Why? and start 

asking, What now?, What next?, or, What for? What could this 

experience be put in service of? 

Those are very different ways of making meaning. You can contrast 

being able to make sense of something, which often you cannot do, and 

it can be a relief to be able to say, I don't have to make sense of it. There 

doesn't have to be a predictable reason for why it happened or any 

reason at all, but that I have some agency here and can choose the, 

“It can be a relief to be 

able to say, I don't have 

to make sense of it. 

There doesn't have to be 

a predictable reason for 

why it happened or any 

reason at all, but I have 

some agency here.” 
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What now?, What next?, or, What for? 

Dr. Siegel:  You know, Kelly, as you talk about that, I realize how, 

many times in clinical work, I'm trying to guess at whether asking 

these bigger questions are going to be liberating for the person or 

just overwhelming.  

It's really hard to know. It's hard to know in advance of starting to 

explore the question of meaning, What's going to happen? Is it going to lead to, Oh, my god. It's a nihilistic, 

meaningless place, or is it going to lead to, No, there are values to shine through this for me? 

Dr. Buczynski: As Kelly said, changing the “why” to a “what” can be one change that helps lead a client to 

positive growth.  

In the next module, we’ll look at how to find seeds of growth inside one of the worst kinds of developmental 

trauma. I’ll see you then. 

“Many times in clinical work, 

I'm trying to guess at 

whether asking these bigger 

questions are going to be 

liberating for the person or 

just overwhelming.” 


