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Praise for The Compassionate Mind Approach to Recovering from Trauma


This outstanding book achieves that rare thing: bringing together leading-edge theory and established clinical practice in a way which is readable, engaging and motivating. The breadth of information in the book is impressive, reaching from Buddhist principles to neurological findings which are interwoven in a way which makes sense and inspires. Dr Lee knows about working with trauma, she is an international expert, and this shines through. Readers will readily relate to her descriptions and examples, will learn how to understand the impact of trauma and, most important, how to live beyond it. This she masterfully integrates with the life skill of adopting a compassionate mindset. Known for her ability to communicate, she really ‘speaks’ to the reader which makes this a most accessible and useable self-help book.


It is not just an excellent book about the compassionate mind approach to recovering from trauma, it is an excellent self-help text for anyone who is striving to overcome the emotional legacy of trauma. It contains very clear explanations of the symptoms of unresolved trauma and it presents tried and tested strategies for recovery. Dr Lee very expertly gives the reader the tools for recovery from trauma and this she combines with a narrative style which is supportive and encouraging. Throughout, Dr Lee is at the reader’s side, making the research and theory relevant and offering a guiding hand through well-considered exercises which have proven helpful in her own clinical practice. This is a winning combination.


In short, this book embraces an extraordinary amount of clinical wisdom, theoretical depth and frank compassion for the reader. Dr Lee doesn’t just talk the talk, she gives us a self-help book which conveys compassion on every page. This book will make a difference.


Dr Helen Kennerley


Consultant Clinical Psychologist


Author Overcoming Childhood Trauma and Overcoming Anxiety


This book will greatly help and soothe people who are struggling with feelings of shame following traumatic experiences. It will also be invaluable to professionals helping people with these difficulties. I will certainly be integrating these ideas in my own practice. The book succinctly and accessibly teaches us about the importance of shame and compassion in dealing with the aftermath of traumatic experiences, and in particular how to deal with the accompanying nightmares and flashbacks. Throughout it reads as though the author really is there alongside you, helping you on the difficult and courageous journey from fear to calm. This book helps you understand the impact of trauma and the fact that it’s really not your fault. It also, importantly, teaches you how to start to develop the skills to stop beating yourself up and allow yourself the warmth and compassion that you truly deserve, even if you don’t feel like you do, or if you are fearful of this.


Dr Nick Grey


Joint Clinical Director,


Consultant Clinical Psychologist,


Clinical Director, Centre for Anxiety Disorders and Trauma,


Maudsley Hospital, London


It can be tough to be compassionate to oneself, and even more so after a traumatic event. Yet the time after experiencing a traumatic event is exactly when we need to be able to harness compassion for recovery – both towards ourselves and to others. This book gives the background and tools to help oneself develop a ‘Compassionate Mind Approach’ after trauma.


Trauma can haunt people for years, for example as disturbing memories and images. This book offers a clear background and rationale concerning psychological reactions to trauma, and goes beyond the existing literature by introducing the clinical psychology work on compassion. Techniques are elegantly outlined and explained. This book is informed by psychological science, and delivers empirically-driven clinical innovations grounded in sound clinical experience. It is the first book, to my knowledge, to bring this much-needed clinical approach directly to people who have experienced trauma.


Only a clinician as experienced as Dr Deborah Lee could synthesise the complexities of this area in such a clear and informative way, skillfully providing and guiding the way for the reader. Her writing on ‘shame’ is sensitive and excellent. Her clinical innovations for harnessing our use of mental imagery are groundbreaking, for example, in guiding the reader as to how to use compassionate imagery and create perfect nurturing imagery.


This book opens opportunities, giving a skillfully informed guide to developing the strength to be compassionate in recovering from trauma.


Professor Emily Holmes, Department of Psychiatry,


University of Oxford


While it is easy to talk about compassion, it is much harder to translate ideas about compassion into practical action. The book provides both a theoretical frame for understanding the nature of compassion as well as interventions that flow nicely from theory. The book is written with grace, wit, and well, compassion for the human condition. An engaging and thought-provoking book from cover to cover.


Dr Marlene Cloitre, Associate Director of Research,


National Center for PTSD, Palo Alto, California
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Introduction


We have always understood that compassion is very important for our well-being. If we are stressed or upset it is always better to have kind, helpful and supportive people around rather than critical, rejecting or uninterested folk. However, it is not only this common-sense that tells us about the value of kindness and compassion; recent advances in scientific studies of compassion and kindness have greatly advanced our understanding of how compassionate qualities of the mind really do influence our brains, bodies and social relationships, as well as affecting our health and well-being. Compassion can be especially important when we are faced with major stresses and traumas. At these times we can find ourselves going numb, having flashbacks and intrusions, and experiencing a change in our normal sense of self and in our emotions.


The reason that we are susceptible to these difficult reactions to traumatic events is partly because of the way the brain processes them. In this landmark book Dr Deborah Lee explores many of the common symptoms that are associated with trauma, such as flashbacks and intrusions and at times a changed sense of reality and feeling – sometimes linked to what’s called dissociation – and how these symptoms are related to the way our brains may be working. Not uncommonly we can ruminate on the trauma and wonder why it happened to us. We can become sensitive to small triggers from sights, smells or sounds, which can reactivate very unpleasant trauma memories and feelings. Because we struggle at times to fathom what’s going on in our minds, or deal with the intrusions or change of feelings, we can become self-critical and this compounds our sense of threat and difficulties in healing our traumatic experiences. Not only might we feel self-critical of how we are trying to cope with the trauma, we might feel critical and ashamed about the events surrounding the trauma. We can get locked into self-accusatory spirals, feeling that our sense of self has been changed by the trauma.


So why are we so susceptible to having these very disturbing experiences that can last long after the trauma has passed? Dr Lee uses her wealth of knowledge and experience in working with traumatized people to guide our understanding and help us recognize that actually many of our emotions and the ways we react to frightening events are the result of a very long evolutionary history. We share with other animals capacities for certain emotions such as fear, anxiety, terror, anger and frustration. Where we differ from other animals is that we have a brain that is capable of extraordinary feats of memory and of analysing ourselves and our environment. Whereas, for example, if a zebra or antelope is chased by a lion, after they have made good their escape they will usually settle down and go back to eating. They are unlikely to ruminate on the event, wonder why it happened to them, if they could have behaved better, or what the implications are for the future. They probably won’t dwell on what could have happened if they had been caught and entertain horrible fantasies of being eaten. If they suffer from flashbacks of the lion attack, then again it’s unlikely they will ruminate about these, what they mean and how they can stop them. Of course, we know that animals can be traumatized too and become very anxious or aggressive, and people who give homes to these ‘rescued animals’ will understand this very well. Equally, we know that a supportive, kind and calming environment is what is needed for animals to heal from trauma. If this is true for animals then it is certainly true for us as well


So, we have brains that can think, imagine, anticipate and give meaning to things and events including our own emotions and experiences. The problem is that the way we think about and ruminate on the stresses in our lives can at times really ‘do our heads in’. Understanding this, and being able to stand back from our emotions and what’s going on in our minds, allows us to see that our vulnerability to these experiences is not our fault at all. After all, we didn’t design our brains with their capacity for emotions like anxiety, fear and anger. Nor did we design our capacity for complex thinking which can actually make our experience of traumatic events all the more intense and long-lasting. And nor did we choose our backgrounds, which can make us more susceptible to how we deal with trauma. This is a very important message in compassionate mind training and compassion-focused therapy because compassion begins by developing a deep understanding of just how tricky our brains are and a recognition that they are not that well put together! That is quite a strange message, isn’t it? However, once we recognize how difficult our emotions can be, we can stand back from them and feel compassion for the difficulties we experience.


Given that our brains have been designed by evolution and shaped by the environments we grew up in and now live in – none of which we choose – what can we do to help ourselves when trying to recover from traumatic events? First, we can learn to pay attention to how our minds work and function, and become mindful and observant of the feelings that arise in us. Dr Lee shows how we can learn to be very sensitive to the situations that can trigger certain trauma-related feelings, and in this way become more aware of how our minds and bodies are working. She then offers guidance on how to breathe and slow down, reframe some of our thoughts, and use different types of images to generate more compassionate feelings inside ourselves – all of which can have important effects on traumatic symptoms.


If we learn to approach these triggers of inner experiences compassionately, we are more likely to be able to understand and cope with them than if we are critical and hard on ourselves. If we are unkind to ourselves then our inner worlds are not comfortable places to inhabit. Feeling ashamed and being self-critical, self-condemning or even self-loathing can undermine our confidence, increase pressure on our threat systems and make us feel worse. Research shows that the more compassionate we are towards ourselves, the happier we are and the more resilient we become when faced with difficult events in our lives. In addition, we are better able to reach out to others for help, seek and accept help when we need it, and feel more compassionate towards other people. One of the tragedies of trauma is that it can rob us of our own good feelings about people because the world can feel as if it’s become a dangerous or malevolent place. This change in our feelings for our lives and the people in it can be a great loss.


Despite the value of compassion it can sometimes be viewed as being a bit ‘soft’ or ‘weak’, ‘letting your guard down’ and ‘not trying hard enough’, or even ‘letting yourself off the hook’. It is a major mistake to think of it in this way because, on the contrary, compassion requires us to learn how to be open to, and tolerate, our painful feelings, be more accepting of things as they arise in us, and yet at the same time develop compassion of wisdom about how we deal with these experiences. Compassion does not mean turning away from emotional difficulties or discomfort, or trying to get rid of them. It is not a soft option. Rather, compassion provides us with the courage, honesty and commitment to learn to cope with the difficulties we face and guides us in our efforts to heal and alleviate them. It enables us to do things to and for ourselves that help us to flourish – not as a demand or requirement but to help us live our lives more fully and contentedly.


In this book, Dr Lee brings together her many years of experience as a clinical psychologist and therapist working with all levels of trauma in specialized trauma clinics. She has been at the forefront of developing compassion-focused therapy approaches with, and for, people who have experienced trauma and suffer Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). In this book, she explains how compassion can be linked to our understanding of how our brains work, what soothes and calms them, and what builds our courage and confidence so that we can engage with some of the difficulties we face that are linked to trauma. We learn more about the nature of trauma and how it can affect us, why this is not our fault and how to develop a supportive friendship with ourselves that helps us when times are difficult. Dr Lee guides us to develop compassionate motivation, compassionate attention, compassionate feelings, compassionate thinking and compassionate behaviour. We learn about the potential power of developing compassionate imagery that focuses on creating a compassionate sense of ourselves and which draws on our own inner wisdom and benevolent qualities – qualities we are most likely to feel when we’re feeling calm and/or are showing concern for others. Learning how to breathe to ‘slow down’ and to engage with these compassionate qualities can be very helpful when anxiety, fear or anger wash through us. Using different compassionate images, we discover that our compassion focus can be visual or aural (for example imagining a compassionate voice speaking to you when you need it) and can be especially useful in enabling us to get in touch with our internal compassionate feelings and desires at times of distress.


The approach that Dr Lee takes is called a compassionate mind approach because when we engage compassion it can influence our attention, thoughts, feelings and behaviour – in other words how our mind operates as a whole. The compassionate mind approach outlined by Dr Lee draws on many other well-developed approaches, including those of Eastern traditions such as Buddhism. In addition, compassionate mind approaches, especially those that form part of compassion-focused therapy, are rooted in a scientific understanding of how our mind works and evidence-based psychological therapies. Undoubtedly over the years our understanding of the science of the mind will change and improve, as will the therapies. However, one thing that is unlikely to change is the fact that kindness, warmth and understanding go a long way towards helping us when times are tough. In these pages you will find these qualities in abundance, so you too can learn to be understanding, supportive and kind, but also engaging and courageous when working with your trauma experience.


Many people suffer silently and secretly with a whole range of difficulties that have arisen because of really unpleasant traumatic events that have happened to them. However, rather than seeking help some people feel ashamed or frightened of what happened to them, how they coped at the time or how they are coping now. Some may feel that because the trauma happened some years ago they should be well over it by now and so for all these reasons they can keep their feelings and suffering hidden. Sadly, shame stops many of us from reaching out for help. We can take the first steps towards dealing with our difficulties in new ways by recognizing that if we have these experiences we are far from alone, that they are absolutely not our fault, and by opening our heart to compassion. For those of us who are struggling, one of the benefits of this book might be to help us realize how and why some real difficulties can arise, and equally as important that there are many people who are working to help those who have suffered traumatic events. Certainly over the last 20 years there have been substantial advances in how people who have been traumatized can be treated. So do be open to the possibility of seeking professional help and if necessary see your personal physician. I hope that for many people this book will be a source of inspiration and guidance. My compassionate wishes go with you on your journey.


Professor Paul Gilbert PhD FBPsS OBE


November 2011





Whom is this book aimed at?


This book has been written to help those of you who are struggling to come to terms with a traumatic experience and are still suffering from flashbacks, memories and painful emotions. Up to 90 per cent of us will be exposed at some stage to a traumatic event during the course of our lives. Some of us will go on to have difficulties dealing with these experiences, in a way that haunts us, disturbs our well-being and makes it difficult for us to find a way to move on with our lives. This is a self-help book but some of you may make the decision to seek help from a therapist to aid your recovery. You may consider you need professional help if your symptoms have been persisting for many months and are interfering with your quality of life or stopping you doing the things that you enjoy. If you feel your friendships or family life are being affected by your symptoms, then again you may want to consider talking to a professional.


Some of the case studies in this book are severe. I mention them because some of you reading this book will also have suffered from serious traumas and I want you to know that you are not alone. The people mentioned in the case studies have benefitted from these approaches but they did so with support from me in therapy (Note: the case studies are an amalgamation of my clinical work and do not relate directly to any individual visitor to the clinic). So if you find that the exercises in this book are too much for you or you feel overwhelmed, then you may want to consider working through them with a qualified and experienced therapist.


This book is based on my twenty years of experience working as a clinical psychologist with traumatized individuals. Hundreds of people who attend my trauma clinic each year are affected by serious traumatic events and are struggling to deal with the aftermath of these experiences. Of the hundreds of people I have seen and treated over the years, they come from all walks of life and include men, women and children, whose lives have been touched by all imaginable and, sometimes, unimaginable horror. They all took the courageous and difficult step to walk through the doors of the clinic and seek help. Some of them have been diagnosed as suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a condition that is being increasingly recognized by healthcare professionals as a common aftereffect of trauma. (I will explain PTSD in more detail later in this chapter.) It is from the experience of working with these inspirational people and helping them overcome, at times, seemingly insurmountable hurdles and move on with their lives, that I write this book.


I know that many of you will have difficulties dealing with the troublesome, painful and traumatic events in your lives and I hope that you will find many ideas in this book helpful if you are struggling with repeated images and unpleasant emotions associated with those events. This path is well trodden and others have successfully travelled down it but there are likely to be low times and high times.


This book has been written to help you deal with your traumatic experiences with compassion, particularly if you blame yourself for what happened and are very self-critical. You are not alone. Many people with trauma, who have endured horrific events or abusive treatment, believe that what happened to them was somehow their fault or that they deserved it and suffer greatly as a result. This is not the case.


The emotional shock of the trauma means that some of us may feel overwhelmed with distressing feelings of shame, anxiety and fear. We may be frightened that other people will judge us, think poorly of us or not like us if they find out what happened to us. This sense that other people don’t understand what it’s like can be very lonely and isolating. These are often the experiences of the people who come to the trauma clinic. If they are your experiences too and you recognize yourself, then you will find much in this book that could be useful to you.


I would, however, also strongly advise you that no self-help book is a substitute for professional help and one of the things this book might do is to help you become aware that seeing a therapist might be useful to you. If you find that you are struggling with some of the ideas here because they seem overwhelming, you may want to talk to your GP (general practitioner) and discuss with him/her the nature of your difficulties.


In reading this book you will come to understand more about the symptoms of post-traumatic stress, perhaps recognize that you don’t have to continue to suffer and that there are treatments available, but that you may need therapeutic assistance. Others of you may find that this book sets you on the way to becoming more compassionate with yourself and therefore building your capacity to work with your trauma memories.


Compassion-focused therapy rests on the principle that developing acceptance and compassion for ourselves and others is both deeply healing, strengthening and soothing, and can help us to face the many challenges of life. The essence of the concept of compassion is kindness with an awareness of the suffering of oneself and of other living things, coupled with the wish and effort to relieve the suffering.


In developing this therapy it is important for us to recognize that sometimes being compassionate towards ourselves can be tricky and that it is not always easy to follow a compassionate path. This book provides a source of guided exercises for developing compassion and kindness but it requires courage and discipline to use the exercises and apply them to our lives. For instance, we are looking to train ourselves to direct our attention to the things in life that stimulate positive emotions and build on our strengths and talents so that we can experience compassion towards ourselves and others. This means developing lots of sometimes new but really important qualities such as compassionate motivation. Compassionate motivation means developing a genuine desire to be helpful, to seek healing and recovery in contrast to trying to avoid it or just push it away. This helps us become more open to our distress – and other people’s – and can also teach us how to tolerate and understand it in a way that will enable us to help ourselves and others. We will also learn not to judge ourselves, which means helping us to stop our instinct to self-attack. Practising non-judgement simply means being aware that we can sometimes automatically condemn, and that this encourages us to feel anger and contempt towards ourselves and others.


The most important skill we will be developing is the ability to use a compassionate, wise and kind mind to understand our own trauma histories and the difficulties that have come with them. Bringing compassion, care, strength, warmth and understanding to our distressing, hurtful and shameful life experiences will help us to tolerate and accept our distress and suffering, and find a way to move on from these difficult experiences.


As we explore these concepts, we will learn that the difficulties connected with our traumatic life experiences are not our fault, but arise from how our brains are designed (by nature) to function and protect us from harm. We will explore what helps us to tolerate and work through our painful and traumatic memories. Finally, we will look at some practical ways to help us to move on with our lives so that we can live the life we want and deserve.





Part I


Understanding our reactions to trauma



About Part I


This book is designed to provide a compassionate framework in which to think about our experiences of trauma, and help us to understand the range of traumatic things that may have happened in our lives. Some of the very serious traumatic events will be very obvious but milder events can still be described as traumatic. Chapter 1 will explore some of the more common and less common symptoms that arise following exposure to a trauma, and whether these might be termed Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). There may be things that we do which actually keep these symptoms going, even though some of this behaviour might not even appear to be related to the trauma.


Chapter 2 will look at how our brain processes traumatic events and gives rise to the symptoms we have discussed in Chapter 1. The whole of Chapter 3 is devoted to understanding our trauma memories and flashbacks, as they can cause us such upset. In Chapter 4 we will explain how having a strong sense of shame affects us, and can be linked with our self-criticism. This can shape the way we think and how we act. This is also an aspect of our personalities that feeds into how we react and respond to traumatic events. Sometimes our shame and self-criticism keeps us locked in to the symptoms that arise following trauma. In Chapter 5 we will look at why we need compassion in our lives and how our childhood experiences can affect our ability to be compassionate to ourselves when life gets tough for us.


Understanding these processes of how our minds work will be very helpful for the second half of the book, which builds on that knowledge and offers a range of exercises and practical tasks to help us on our road to recovery.


This book is designed for you to work through either on your own or with a therapist. It will require some time and commitment on your part, but go one step at a time, only as far as you feel able each time and try not to overwhelm yourself. Focus on developing your motivation for taking a compassionate approach to your distress and trauma processes. In this way you may ease your way to recovery and come to terms with your traumatic experience and the trauma you have lived with.
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	Understanding our reactions to traumatic life events








 


 



Whom is this book aimed at?


At some time during our lives, all of us will experience upsetting and distressing life events. Sadly, we all lose people we love either through death, divorce or the ending of relationships. Some of us may lose our jobs or have to deal with serious ill health in our loved ones or ourselves. In the world of psychology these are known as ‘major life events’.


Others of us will find our lives touched by traumatic life events. Trauma is the emotional shock we feel following an extremely stressful or ‘traumatic’ event. Events such as road traffic accidents and other accidents or acts of violence are known as ‘traumatic life events’. They are often unexpected, unpredictable, overwhelming, highly life-threatening (to us or other people) and can be extremely difficult to come to terms with. One of the things that makes these traumatic events different from other, often anticipated, major life events (such as divorce or redundancy) is the magnitude and unexpectedness of the emotional shock that we experience – feelings of intense fear, helplessness and horror. The intensity of our feelings can often overwhelm us and can seriously disrupt our lives, as these feelings can continue long after the trauma actually happened. Added to this, we are often plagued with thoughts that we did something to deserve the bad things that happened to us and that our suffering is our own fault and of our own doing, and this can lead to additional feelings of shame. The sorts of things that can happen in our lives, which are traumatic events or which can cause us trauma, are listed in the box below. As you will see, some traumas are very personal and are caused by the unpleasant and malevolent behaviour of other people, whilst other traumas are caused by more impersonal events such as train crashes and work accidents.






	
Road traffic accidents


Train accidents, transportation accidents and work accidents


Natural disasters such as tsunamis and earthquakes


Mass disasters such as terrorist attacks


Combat and the stress reactions arising from it


Diagnosis of life-threatening illness



	
Childhood sexual, physical, emotional abuse


Attempted murder


Torture


Kidnapping


Physical assault such as stabbing or mugging


Sexual assaults


Rape


Domestic violence


Bullying









 


This is by no means an exhaustive list but it gives you an idea of the sorts of events that we are talking about in this book. These are the more severe types of trauma of course, but the fact is that we can all experience smaller events that can really impact on us and we can struggle to come to terms with them. For example, going through an acrimonious divorce can be experienced as ‘traumatic’. Even major nightmares for some people leave a residue of trauma-like anxiety and flashbacks.


Therefore, learning some of the skills we will outline in this book can be helpful for many types of life event difficulty that you may be struggling with. If what you have suffered is not on this list, this does not mean that you have not suffered a trauma, or that the event was not traumatic for you. What all these things have in common is that they are physically, mentally and emotionally shocking and threaten our survival, well-being, sense of self or future. Those of us who have been seriously hurt by others or had our lives threatened may also have had our ability to trust or be intimate with people damaged. We may have experienced some of these things first hand or they may have happened to someone we know and love and we are having difficulty coping with the aftermath.



What does a compassionate mind approach mean?


This book is all about how we can develop and use our self-compassion to explore the effects of traumatic experiences on our lives in terms of our thoughts, emotions, motives and behaviours, and look at some helpful ways to cope with them. Now before you think this is ‘going soft’ or you don’t deserve compassion (not as uncommon as you might think), far from being a soft, easy option, being compassionate can be a tough approach to adopt because you have to be willing to face the things that are upsetting and distressing you. Compassion helps to do this and may feel challenging, but not overwhelming.


The basic approach we will be taking here is from a therapy called compassion-focused therapy (CFT), which was developed by Professor Paul Gilbert. My Traumatic Stress Clinic in Berkshire, UK, is at the forefront of using compassion-focused therapy for people who have been traumatized. Through this work I have received enormous insights and feedback, which has helped me to develop this approach as a self-help guide.



The impact of traumatic events


We know traumatic events have the ability to affect us profoundly because they make us feel that our lives are unpredictable and that we are not in control of our world; we may find it difficult to feel safe or trust others and we can also lose trust in ourselves and our judgements. This issue of ‘safeness’ is something we will explore throughout this book, because it is essential that we find a way to trust in human nature again and reclaim our lives after a trauma. Often we are deeply disturbed by traumatic events because they feel unfair, unjust, inhumane and cruel. ‘Why me?’ ‘Why now?’ They can make us question our views and feelings about ourselves, the world that we live in and the people who may have caused us such harm and emotional pain. We can even lose the comfort of our spiritual belief system in the face of what we perceive as cruelty. This is additional loss, as it results in a feeling of disconnection. It is not just in the face of great human atrocities that people can lose their faith; it can also be when we feel the world is cruel to us and the people we love.


So traumatic events have the ability to shatter our lives leaving us with the seemingly enormous task of picking up the pieces, putting our lives back together and finding a way to live and trust in life again. Most of the people we have worked with who have experienced trauma, describe being overwhelmed with a toxic cocktail of intense emotions. Some of them also feel bad about themselves and it is common for people to describe feeling grief stricken, frightened, alone, ashamed, angry and guilty.


Blaming ourselves


These distressing emotions, described above, are often accompanied by thoughts of self-blame, self-loathing and feeling responsible for causing the events. Traumatized people can talk as if they were responsible for the events and will say things like, ‘It’s all my fault’, ‘I deserved this’ or ‘I should have behaved differently’. Self-blame is often at the heart of people’s distress. Some of you may know what it’s like to blame yourself for what has happened to you; there are countless reasons why many people blame themselves for their traumas. Sometimes it’s because they desperately want to hang on to a view that they did have, or could have had, control; sometimes it’s because they want to make sense of and find meaning in the event amidst what is sometimes simply arbitrary chaos; sometimes they come from backgrounds where parents impressed on them that when bad things happened it was the child’s fault; and sometimes it’s because it’s easier to blame oneself than to deal with rage at the world or God. Our explanation for negative events happening to us can be crucial to how we deal with them, as we can see in Sally’s and Tom’s stories below:


Sally’s story


Sally had a spontaneous miscarriage at 14 weeks and thought that this was God’s punishment for a teenage abortion. She was very depressed as a result of her loss and was fearful of God’s punishment. This is a situation where, because Sally felt bad about the earlier abortion, she assumed others (including God) would want to punish her.


So you can see how sometimes we jump to very harsh conclusions about what others (including God) might think of us, and begin to blame ourselves for the sad things that happen in our lives.


Tom’s story


Tom was walking home from the train station after work one evening when his briefcase was stolen from him. Tom wanted to blame himself for being mugged. Although this was a swift attack, in which a youth grabbed Tom’s briefcase out of his hand unexpectedly as he walked, it had a major impact on Tom’s well-being. He could not stop thinking about how stupid he had been to let go of his bag. He reproached himself for not fighting off the youth. He just could not let it go in his mind and he would spend hours thinking about the event and what he should or could have done differently. He felt humiliated and angry and was embarrassed to tell people about the mugging in case they also thought he was a wimp. As I got to know Tom, it turned out that blaming and criticizing himself was a long-standing habit. Through therapy we discovered that during his childhood he had developed the habit of blaming himself for things that went wrong rather than looking for other explanations. Essentially he always looked to himself to explain why bad things happened.


I have found in my clinical practice and as the result of research that people who are very critical of themselves, and blame themselves for things that happen in their lives, not only seem to suffer from intensely painful feelings of shame but also tend to struggle more with the after-effects of their traumatic experience. Their self-criticism and self-blame seems to keep them in a state of shame, which makes it difficult for them to cope with their trauma in a way that might help them to work through it. People who are very self-critical tend to want to avoid their shame-filled memories – for good reason – because these memories cause them so much pain and distress. Sadly, the unintended consequence of this avoidance is that the trauma is not dealt with and the shame is not resolved.


Are we naturally inclined to blame ourselves for bad things that happen to us?


There are some important reasons why we ‘self-blame’ or blame ourselves. In compassion-focused therapy we look at our natural tendency to blame ourselves when we are confronted by powerful ‘others’ who we fear or upon whom we may be dependent. For example, over a thousand years ago ancient cultures would have been subjected to a range of life-threatening events such as famines, diseases and war. It was widely believed at that time that various powerful gods controlled these occurrences and that the people needed the gods ‘on their side’ to protect them and to avoid being punished. This allowed people to gain some feeling of control over the life-threatening events in their lives. In a number of cultures, this feeling of control was often achieved by making human sacrifices to a named god, such as the sun god Ra, in the belief that this demonstrated loyalty, obedience and love towards the higher being. They saw their gods as potential helpers and saviours, but also as potential punishers who could cause horrible things to happen.


We know from history that despite such sacrifices being made, life threatening-events continued to happen. How do you think the people explained why the diseases still came and why their children still died of malnutrition? Typically, people blamed themselves and thought that they had done something wrong to upset their gods. So the solution was that the following year they made even more sacrifices to appease the angry gods. We can therefore see a process of self-monitoring taking place in which we question ourselves (what did we do wrong?) and then blame ourselves (we didn’t get our sacrifice right). This example demonstrates our innate and natural human tendency to self-blame when confronted by those we both fear and/or upon whom we are dependent.


Once we understand how this can occur, we can appreciate how easily it happens in child–parent relationships. Children need the love and attention of their parents but can also be frightened of them. Children can learn to monitor their own behaviour so as not to anger or upset the parent and to blame themselves if their parents become angry – ‘Mummy is only upset because I made her cross. I shouldn’t have acted that way. It is my fault that she is angry’. You see, just like the people who worshipped the sun god, the fear of blaming those who are more powerful than us is bigger than the fear of blaming ourselves. And so over the years we learn to monitor ourselves and our behaviour and when things go wrong, particularly in relationships, we blame ourselves rather than another person because that is one way to try to retain some sort of control.


Just as the ancient cultures would not find it easy to blame their gods or even consider that such gods didn’t exist, so it is with us. We can find it extremely difficult to find fault with our parents or to blame them for their behaviour even if it has caused us harm, such was their position of power in our early lives. To think in such a way can make us feel that we are betraying those who we believe could only have acted in our best interests. It can therefore often be easier to blame ourselves rather than blame other people. We may not be consciously aware that we are doing this or be aware that there are people in our lives who have such power. We may say about the trauma we’ve experienced at the hands of others, ‘well even if I think I’m not to blame, when I start to blame other people it makes me feel very bad’. And of course, when we shift from blaming ourselves to blaming someone else, additional and very powerful emotions can be ignited, for example rage, which in itself can feel terrifying. Even if we are able not to blame ourselves it does not necessarily mean we feel any better because we still have to face and cope with the fact that others have caused us such pain. This is why it may feel easier to continue to blame ourselves rather than someone else, even if we recognize the event was not our fault. We will explore this in more detail in Chapter 4.


Another reason we blame ourselves is because we want to see the world as meaningful and that there must be a reason for the bad things that happen in life. For instance, it is difficult for us to look at the recent tsunami in Japan – a tragic natural disaster – and comprehend that it was the result of a shift of tectonic plates on the seabed, which is a process that’s been going on for millions of years. How can so much suffering have so little meaning? Difficult, isn’t it? Yet this act of nature is the only reason for this tragic natural disaster and it’s difficult to accept its meaninglessness. This is why how we engage compassionately with this level of suffering is so important to how we cope with it, both when it affects our lives and others.



How do we cope with trauma?


You may have noticed that we often compare ourselves with others. It is a way in which we take a measure of our life and such comparisons don’t stop if we become traumatized. Many of us are concerned that our trauma is not as bad when compared to other peoples’ trauma, or it is not serious enough, or that others have suffered ‘greater, more serious’ traumatic events, or that they are coping with things better. Of course this can make us feel that we must be weak and flawed in character, which is not the case. Such comparisons are not helpful to our recovery. There are very good and understandable reasons why we are struggling in our lives, regardless of the extent of our traumatic experiences.


Our previous life experiences and how we coped before we were traumatized helps us to understand how we are managing our current distress. There are many things that influence how we are able to work through and deal with traumatic experiences. While some of us may be able to come to terms with our traumatic experience in time without any help, others of us will struggle with our reactions and may even develop symptoms of what is called Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). These symptoms may present immediately or may develop over the weeks and months after the event and can then last for further months or even years.


If you are struggling to come to terms with the aftermath of a traumatic experience it is not a sign of weakness or an inability to cope with your life. It is just the way it is for you and there may be a host of other important influences in your life that will help you to understand yourself and the difficulties that you are currently struggling with.


Our personal history and previous experience is a key part in understanding how we feel about, react and respond to what is happening in our life. Our childhood experience is one such important influence. For example, consider what it would be like if we had been bullied at school. The experience may have knocked our self-confidence, affected our ability to trust in other people and we may have been left with a legacy of feeling bad about ourselves or believing that we are not as good as other people. This is a hard and painful set of beliefs to carry around in our minds, throughout our life, and you can perhaps imagine how easy it then becomes to blame ourselves for other things that ‘go wrong’ later in our life.


We also know that having loving and supportive friendships can help us deal with difficult life events. There is lots of evidence from research to suggest that good quality social support can buffer us from stress, because friendships provide emotional support, care-giving and create a sense of being connected to others. A good social support network (or in other words close friends and family) can protect us from developing, or reduce the extent of, problems we incur from traumatic experiences. However, the very experience of trauma can itself lead us to feel disconnected from our loved ones, emotionally numb and with a sense that no one understands what we are going through. This makes us feel more alone and stops us talking to our friends and family, which is the very thing that could help us through our difficulties.
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