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  What we are today comes from our thoughts of yesterday, and our present thoughts build our life of tomorrow: our life is the creation of our mind. If one speaks or acts with a pure mind, joy follows one as one’s own shadow… ‘He insulted me, he hurt me, he defeated me, he robbed me.’ Those who think not such thoughts will be free from hate. For hatred is not conquered by hate: hate is conquered by love. This is a law eternal.

  Dhammapada 1.2–5.

  The wolf shall live with the lamb,

  the leopard shall lie down with the kid,

  the calf and the lion and the fatling together,

  and a little child shall lead them.

  The cow and the bear shall graze,

  their young shall lie down together;

  and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

  The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,

  and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.

  They will not hurt or destroy

  on all my holy mountain;

  for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord

  as the waters cover the sea

  Isaiah 11.6–9

  Become that which you were before you were, but with the memory and understanding of what you have become.

  Sufi Wish

  I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.

  Matthew 10.16


  Introduction

  The urge to write this book has emerged from my own search for better ways of responding to hurt than have been mine in the past. In midlife, through a mixture of bad experience and good counseling and meditation, I have become increasingly aware of many ways I am imprisoned by bad patterns learned in childhood. In my innocence, those were the best responses I could manage then, but they turned hurt into some form of harm, either to myself or to others or both. In my innocence, I sinned.

  But this book is not about my sin and my innocence, but everyone’s. A lot of everyone’s life involves hurt and harm. And perhaps the main issue for everyone is how, as the hurt people we all are, not to be harmed and harm in turn. This is an urgent issue for a world that from the twentieth century onward has become increasingly embroiled in more and more conflicts that are regarded, by those who wage them, as battles of good against evil. Whether the ‘good’ is God or the Leader or Communism or Islam or Freedom or Justice, and wherever the ever fluid frontiers of the ‘axis of evil’ have been fixed, most such conflicts have been responses to perceived evil that have resulted in colossal actual harm. Though war has always been with our species, we have not always fought it on this basis, as we nearly always do now.

  We are becoming aware, too, that the way we treat our environment represents, all too often, deep harm to the earth, of a kind that many are prepared to call evil. That too is a new way of understanding our relation to the world in which we live. At least, it is new for us in the West; I am told that many so-called primitive societies have long been careful not to harm the spirits of the animals and plants they need to use to survive. In this respect we are just beginning, perhaps, to catch up with them intellectually and spiritually.

  Ecologically, we need to learn how to make our home on the earth without harming it, and ultimately harming and perhaps destroying the human species through destroying its home. (The human species, though ‘tougher’ than many of those fragile species that inhabit diminishing fringes of our planet, is certainly less tough than those many species that have endured for hundreds of times longer than we have: dragonflies, mosses, woodlice, bacteria…) Politically we are entering an unprecedented period when not just most nations, but probably most reasonably wealthy organizations that want them, will be able to have nuclear weapons and hence the possibility of doing whatever harm they desire to their fellow humans and the earth. So unless we can learn the art of what I call ‘wounded wisdom’ – the ability, in a world that has done us much hurt and considerable harm, of not harming, not even having an ego that is shaped by harm – we are doomed.

  Innocence – Wounded and Wily

  Though the huge ecological and political agendas just cited are there in the background of this book, the focus has to be on personal transformation. However hard we try, we cannot by force create a world where no hurt and harm happens. For the Buddha, suffering, dukkha, is the first elemental fact about the world; for Christians, harming – often called ‘sin’ – is our original and inevitable condition. But neither Gautama Buddha nor Jesus of Nazareth taught an ethic of resignation. They did not say that because suffering and harm are inevitable we should not try to overcome them; on the contrary, they are, because of their universality, the things we cannot avoid coming up against, in our world and in ourselves. But the overcoming is, for them both, full of paradox; both affirmed that we cannot overcome evil by force, harm by harm.

  This book is about how we deal with hurt and harm in ourselves without creating further harm for ourselves and others. There are other books already written and many waiting to be written that explore the overcoming of harm through social structures of justice. But that is not my focus in this book. If I touch on issues of justice, it is mainly in terms of looking at the personal quality of fairness – called dikaiosyne by the ancient Greeks and by St. Paul – that makes for justice in society.

  In the days when I was a priest and took funerals, I was often dismayed when the main thing that was cited in favor of the deceased was that ‘she never did anyone any harm.’ I used to feel rather sad that there was no positive good that the person had done. In the same way, in my then Christian pride I looked down on Buddhist (and Hindu) ahimsa – not-harming – from the vantage point of a morally superior Christian ideal of love, which involved actively doing good. But bad things as well as good have been done in the name of ‘love.’ A dominant mother can tyrannize a child with her possessive loving attention. Children have been separated from aboriginal parents and locked away in orphanages, and mentally challenged adults confined to asylums, in the name of giving them love and care. We do need love, but love needs to be purified of all egocentric self-righteousness and self-investment, so as to become a love without hurt or harm. Conversely if we are truly free from the mechanisms in us that convert hurt to harm, we will not be passive non-entities that do neither harm nor good; we will be a liberated and liberating power for good. For the nature that has been side-tracked into the complex byways of self-defense and retaliation will come home to shine in its own divine light. Or so this book will argue.

  The word ‘wounded’ in the title refers to the inevitable fact that we all carry wounds from the past. ‘Wisdom’ suggests that there are wise and foolish ways of responding to the fact. And the subtitle suggests that whether we are wise or foolish hinges on our response to the question of what should we do with evil, hurt and harm as I shall shortly define them. I try to show how evil, hurt and harm are things we can react to, negatively, or work with, creatively. Wisdom lies in working well with our wounds.

  Hurt, Wounds, Harm and Evil

  I have used world like ‘hurt,’ ‘wound,’ ‘harm,’ and ‘evil’ with a sense of progression that I have not explained. Basically in this book hurt means the bare pain, or any incidence of suffering, considered just as an experience. A wound is the trace which that pain leaves in our bodies or minds or both. When the knife cuts our hand, we have no choice as to whether it will bleed, whether it will need stitches, and so on – though of course we can influence the speed with which it heals by proper medical and psychological attention.

  Harm denotes the damage done to us – as the unity of body and mind we are – by hurts and wounds. We all know that hurts and wounds do not necessarily harm us. The pain of the operation or the dental treatment may be what is needed to prevent harm. More subtly the painful wound of bereavement may be what is needed to open the way to new life beyond the loss; the wound of redundancy or dismissal or prison what is needed to write in our souls the way to a more fulfilling life; the pain of remorse part of the path to reconciliation; the pain of winter the only way to the sudden abundance of spring.

  Yet time and again we see hurt only as harmful. And that is a self-fulfilling prophecy. If we experience pain as only and inevitably harmful, harm it will do, through blame and counterattack, through the labyrinthine pathways of self-harm, or through the subtle loss of vitality and reality that arises from denial.

  But a wound may be intended not to do us good – as with the dentist – but to do us harm. When hurts are inflicted solely to do harm and not good, we begin to want to speak of evil. A person who flies into a rage and says hurtful things to let off steam may be acting wrongly, or as Buddhists would say, unskillfully. But he is not evil in the same way as a man who deliberately plans the most hurtful things to say to or about a colleague in order to undermine their confidence in their work and lead to their dismissal. In the latter case something is going on, I would argue, that in kind though not in scale is in continuity with the planned horrors of genocide. It merits the term ‘evil.’

  There is another term that I do not refer to much, but might have – that is ‘crime.’ A crime is obviously an act that breaks the law. I do not have much to say about it, because though some harms and some evils are crimes, most are not. The perpetrators of genocide are often quick to point out that they are obeying the law. Though there is something much more ‘evil’ about the man who systematically derides his colleague, than about a hungry boy who steals a loaf of bread, the man is probably acting quite legally, while the boy is committing a crime. We are tempted to speak of genocide and the like as ‘war crimes,’ or ‘crimes against humanity,’ but there seems to me to be something very problematic about the idea of a crime done in obedience to the laws of the state that normally defines what is criminal or legal.

  So for the most part I will leave the question of ‘crime’ out of the picture, and discuss such atrocities as ‘evil’ acts. Whether laws might or could or should make what is criminal coincide with what is evil is a huge matter for debate. For myself, I think the question of law is largely separate from the question of evil, and is largely concerned with dealing with harm. A society that outlawed ‘ordinary’ evil like that of the man who derides his colleague would have to outlaw so much else that it would create more evil rather than less, since it would restrict people in harmful ways as well as good. We shall come back to consider the way in which zeal for total safety can be very dangerous, the quest to eliminate evil can be a kind of evil, and the hunger for absolute purity can contaminate us.

  But the question of how we should deal politically and legally with evil is not my main focus; it is touched on a little in Chapter 9, but only after we have learned enough from ordinary questions of harm to apply what we have learned to the special case of crime. This book is not about what they (the police, the politicians, the judges and so forth) should do about harm and evil, but about what we – you and I – can do.

  So most of this book concerns very ordinary experience. There can be nobody who has not experienced hurt and harm, and blame, shame and the tendency to disclaim bad things; or who has not laughed, or sensed the tragedy of life, or felt remorse, or forgiveness or the need of it, or known at least some times of meditative stillness and beauty. These are the experiences at the core of the book. But at times, especially when exploring ‘evil,’ I have felt the need to look at extreme cases like child abuse and the Nazi Holocaust, even though thankfully I have no personal experience of these things. Some may find this disturbing, but a great many people have been abused in some way, or know someone who has abused or been abused. And a great many people in the world have experienced something like the Holocaust, and all of us know that atrocities are a recurrent aspect of human life on earth, much as we would wish otherwise. We all have to deal with such things, and it has felt important not to push such matters beyond the pale of language and thought, but to treat them in continuity with the much smaller, but manifest ‘evils’ of our day to day existence.

  Outline

  The book falls into two halves, a negative half and a slightly longer positive one. The first examines negative ways of dealing with hurt, harm and evil. Chapters 1–3 look at ways in which we turn hurt and wounds into harm to others and ourselves, by the mechanisms of blame, shame and distancing or what I call disclaiming. These negative responses are often unconscious and automatic, a matter of emotion generating harmful ideas about others and ourselves. However, though blame, shame and disclaimer are toxic, they are easily confused with positive qualities: a sense of responsibility, the process of remorse, and the need for detachment. Chapters 4 and 5 explore how harm in turn can become what we call ‘evil.’ Chapter 4 looks at notions of evil as something real, existing somehow ‘out there,’ while Chapter 5 looks at notions of evil as some kind of delusion or distortion of reality, which is basically good in itself. The latter, I shall argue, provides the better basis for a creative response.

  The resources for a better response are the subject of Part 2. The Introduction to this part examines Jesus’ teachings about ‘becoming as children’ and ‘wily innocence,’ notions which I argue to be crucial to any wise response. Chapter 6 looks at the traditions of tragedy and comedy as approaches to the universal human condition – traditions that come to us primarily from classical Greece, though tragic and comic sensibilities are probably universally human. Between them they inculcate a notion of responsibility without blaming. Chapter 7 examines the interpersonal processes of remorse and forgiveness, about which Christian faith has much to say, though again, of course, these processes are universal. The other-centered process of remorse is sharply distinguished from the self-centered, self-conscious feelings of guilt and shame. Chapter 8 turns to the interior search for ways of responding well to experience, including experience of hurt; here the Buddhist arts of mindfulness and meditation will prove central. Again, the liberating detachment that focused mindfulness induces is sharply contrasted with the absent-minded unawareness that goes with disclaiming our part in hurt and harm. Chapter 9 asks the question whether we should hope for a state beyond ‘evil’ and harm, and beyond even the memory of hurt. After exploring how we heal from physical wounds, the chapter questions the rationale that leads us to build systems of retributive punishment, and argues for and illustrates cases of an alternative ‘healing’ approach to justice. This chapter ends with the hope that all harm will one day be ‘water under the bridge.’ Finally Chapter 10 draws the threads together into a Buddhist Christian ‘Ninefold Way’ related closely to the Buddhist Eightfold Way, the eight Beatitudes of Jesus, and the nine fruits of the Spirit described by St. Paul. The book ends by affirming that, come what may in terms of society and suffering, a wise and wily innocence is possible in the here and now.

  Each chapter is introduced by a poem of my own which will be referred to at some point, and concludes with a summary of the argument.

  The Buddhist Christian Approach

  The book is unrepentantly eclectic in its use of resources. Pagan Greek, Christian and Buddhist traditions jostle alongside each other as I try to piece together a valid way with harm. Some readers may be led to wonder what I am. Am I a Buddhist sheep in Christian wolf’s clothing, perhaps, a fundamentally Buddhist mindset playing fast and loose with Christian ideas?

  I hope not. I believe that it is possible to hold a position with integrity that is both Buddhist and Christian, enabling a kind of ‘trialogue’ of mutual questioning between the two traditions, and between both of them and contemporary understandings of life. I have argued the case for this in my previous book, Buddhist Christianity (2010), where I also explain why such an approach has become personally inevitable for me as in my struggle with hurts, harms and evils of my own. I have only two comments to add to that now.

  The first is to echo Don Cupitt’s suggestion that

  we need to become more Buddhist in outlook... Our religion will be a collection of personal religious skills and habits, which we will acquire by criticizing our values, by training our attention and our feelings, and by learning how to live our own transient lives. (2010, p. 24)

  Religion’s main benefit to humanity is surely to inculcate good habits and skills, enabling us to re-evaluate the values by which we live, to train our attention and feelings and so live better lives. The theology I try to practice is ‘practical theology’ which sees doctrinal traditions as a resource for theological reflection to achieve these goals. Buddhism has always known that doctrines and dogmas exist only as fingers pointing to the ‘moon’ of the practices by which we become enlightened. We should not worship the finger but what it points to. So this book looks at Buddhism and Christianity – along with other more pagan traditions of comedy and tragedy – in order to reflect on our experience of bad responses to evil, hurt and harm, and in their light find our way toward better practice.

  We should not get too worried by the obviously big differences between the Buddhist and Christian ‘fingers,’ if the practice they point to is relatively similar. This brings me to my second additional comment. Suppose we were to develop two different scientific theories about the nature of matter. The axioms, the models, the equations of each are completely different and resist translation into the terms of the other. They look like rivals, except that they all make the same predictions, and the experiments that prove the one prove the other too. We would have to look for a deep likeness, a further analogy that contained both. This is how it seems to be between Christianity and Buddhism. The conceptual frameworks, the starting points, the goals, the techniques seem entirely different, but in practice the ethical outcomes seem similar, and what counts as a good life for one is remarkably similar to what counts in the other. And this not because all religions have the same ethics. They don’t. But there is a core approach that seems to me to unite Buddhism and Christianity in particular among the world faiths, which has to do with the way we are recommended to respond to hurt, harm and evil. (That is not to say that Buddhism and Christianity have always been better than those of other faiths at following those recommendations; Christian crusades and Buddhist warrior-monks suggest the contrary!)

  Now in science there are cases where apparent differences have been successfully traced back to a unifying theory. In Quantum Physics, for example, we can describe fundamental reality in terms of particle and wave. But the mathematical expression of the theory holds both aspects seamlessly together such that quantum theory commits us to both descriptions at once. Though we cannot imagine how they fit together, at a conceptual mathematical level they do. My hunch is that Buddhism and Christianity have a deep underlying kinship of the same kind. We could even speculate that Buddhism has a rather ‘wavelike’ approach that focuses on spiritual movement and denies anything solid and continuous, while Christianity has inherited from the Greeks a more focused, as it were ‘particle-like’ way of describing things. We can see things from a Buddhist or a Christian perspective, but not both at once; but ‘reality’ – whatever it is – must be such that both perspectives are valid, and this invites further attempts to describe it.

  Be that as it may, I am convinced that both faiths have led me to deep truth and life which I cannot deny. I also believe that coherence matters for any faith that has a message, any faith that invites us to metanoia or renewal of understanding and intent – as both Buddhism and Christianity clearly do. That means I am committed to trying to build a coherent way of affirming both Buddhism and Christianity. In the absence of any spiritual equivalent of the mathematics that underlies Quantum Physics, I may be bound to fail, or at best succeed only partially. But I can but try.

  In Buddhist Christianity I tried to make a beginning of this task. But this book has a different agenda. It looks first at what is deeply problematic in the way we normally respond to hurt, harm and evil, and then looks at Buddhism and Christianity, among other traditions, for a better way. Building a coherent Buddhist Christianity is not the task of this book. All the same, if Buddhism and Christianity can come together and offer mutually illuminating approaches to this problem – if Buddhism and Christianity between them can help us in this practical way better than each can on its own – then it will obviously suggest that Buddhist Christianity is worth looking at.
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  Part 1

  Hurt, Harm and Evil: How Do They Arise?

  Faced with hurt, we can go on the attack and blame someone, we can internalize it into some kind of self-harm, or we can deny its existence or its importance to us. All three ways avoid facing the hurt simply as hurt. The hurt becomes the harm you did, or the unpleasant kind of thing I deserve, or their problem (not mine). The hurt is shifted into second, first or third person perspective. It ceases to be a mere hurt that passes, and becomes something more serious, a something that ‘belongs’ to someone, a reality in its own right that is liable to persist: not just a hurt, or even just a wound, but a harm. The three ways are interdependent: if I blame you, I want you to feel ashamed, and I disclaim responsibility myself.

  In the Gospel Passion narratives we see all three kinds of response. Caiaphas and the high priests pour huge blame on Jesus as a threat to their religious system. He becomes the scapegoat for the sins of all: as Caiaphas is described as saying, it is ‘expedient for one man to die on behalf of the people’ (John 18.14). In the suicide of Judas following his betrayal of Jesus, and in the tears of Peter following his disowning of him, we encounter deep shame, purer perhaps in Judas’ case where the desire for the earth to swallow him up becomes literal. In Pilate’s washing of his hands, and also Peter’s disowning, we find typical disclaimer: this crucifixion… this man… is nothing to do with me.

  In Jesus’ own response to his suffering we see none of these responses. Jesus does not deride or accuse his persecutors. (Though the Gospels have been argued to show an increasingly accusatory tone against ‘the Jews’ for allegedly wanting Jesus crucified, significantly none of this blame is placed on Jesus’ lips at this most crucial juncture.) But nor does he recoil in shame. And he does not (except possibly in John’s Gospel) withdraw to a point of glorious invulnerability above his sufferings; on the contrary Matthew and Mark emphasize his despair: ‘My God, why have you forsaken me?’ On the whole, Jesus seems to receive hurt just as hurt, without either denying it or transmuting it into somebody’s harm. Chapter 8 will explore this kind of response further.

  The first three chapters will explore how hurt becomes somebody’s harm, through blame, shame and disclaimer respectively. Chapters 4 and 5 will look at the further step, whereby some people’s harm becomes in our perceptions a more global and menacing and perhaps impersonal evil. These chapters will examine how we think of and feel and experience hurt and harm, and why we are led to speak of evil. Chapter 4 will look at the ways of saying these things really are part of ‘how it is’ in this world of ours – or to put it crudely and chauvinistically, ‘life’s a bitch.’ Chapter 5 will look at different ways of seeing evil as what we make of a world that is fundamentally all good, though not all painless; or according to another familiar phrase, ‘life is what you make it’.


  Chapter 1

  ‘You Hurt Me’: Blame

  Bitter, so bitter: the brother or sister’s gift,

  shining more bright in a parent’s pleased eye

  than your own. One so like you

  but better, were better never

  born.

  So do him now out of that bright

  being that only shadows yours. Easier said

  than done for one not used

  to making lethal the twist of knife

  through flesh so same and like

  as to sicken.

  Then hide! Your own life

  now makes its home in shadow just the same. Easier said

  than done in a world so fresh

  to man slaughter, that blood’s untamed

  cry can still clutch your bloody heart.

  I never did it sir,

  never!

  No one ever

  did it now in a world grown

  suddenly so sullen and shadowful.

  Cain (based on Genesis 4.1–16)

  Childhood’s Pattern

  He started it.

  It was her fault.

  He hurt me first

  Don’t blame me.

  I never did it.

  Who cannot remember saying such things, over and again, as a child? Or who cannot recall the vehement anger with which children make such assertions. This is not always because they believe they are true, more a matter of the absolute importance of deflecting blame from themselves. The Bible describes this kind of deflection amusingly in the story of Adam and Eve, where Adam blames Eve for tempting him to eat the forbidden fruit, and Eve blames the snake (Gen. 3.8–13). It is apparent too in the story of Cain and his murder of his brother Abel (the basis of my poem just quoted), though here this is achieved by disclaimer – ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ (4.9) – rather than shifting blame to someone else.

  No doubt children learn such responses from adults ever zealous to find out who should be reprimanded when things go wrong. But learn it children do, with a vengeance! From the anarchic playfulness of early childhood, at sometime around age 5 or 6 (according to the researches of Lawrence Kohlberg (1984)) children seem to enter a rigid and unforgiving moral universe, where rules are absolute and immutable, and apology and forgiveness very hard to countenance. Probably many of us remember – as children and later as parents – the hard struggle of a child to admit blame and say sorry, and the equally hard struggle to forgive another child who has hurt him, even if accidentally.

  Of course adults are probably essentially no different, just more subtle in the important art of blaming and deflecting blame. Someone told me of a case where someone who had been burned when sipping a cup of coffee too soon succeeded in getting compensation from the café, because it had failed to warn him that the coffee might be hot! (This may be apocryphal, but it rings uncomfortably true…) Even packets of peanuts now carry a warning that ‘the contents may contain nuts’ lest the company be blamed for the results of a nut allergy – so much has blame and the fear of blame come to rule our world! Many have commented on the way our ‘culture of blame’ has made many fearful of doing anything bold that might be criticized (e.g. Pearn, 1998; Centner, 2008). Yet accountability to one another, so emphasized in our society, is clearly not something we should simply abandon. This chapter will explore whether we can have the positive features of accountability without the intimidating rule of blame.

  Turning Hurt into Harm

  When we are hurt, it is natural to want to know why – to explain the hurt. Knowing why we hurt can turn hurt to healing. My head hurts in the morning because I drank too much last night – so there is a way to ensure my head does not hurt like that in future mornings. I have these hurts because of such and such a disease. Thus diagnosed, I can explore what might heal me.

  But very often I want to go a step further than diagnosis or explanation. It is this further step that leads from explanation to blame. My head hurts – I think – because my friend encouraged me to drink too much. I have this hurt because the doctor diagnosed my disease wrongly. Then I get rightfully or wrongfully angry. When I say, ‘I blame you,’ I am not just saying, ‘I think you helped cause my hurt.’ I am seeing my hurt as a harm, a violation done to me by you. You and I become, at least in the context of this alleged harm, enemies, opposed forces. The hurt becomes an issue between us. It may just be a passing issue, or it may loom larger and become something for which I require an apology before friendship or good relations are restored. I may require from the doctor – and in our time am increasingly likely to require – some kind of compensation for the mistake. If this does not happen the other may become someone I speak badly of, whose reputation I am determined to undermine. The friendship may end because I come to see my friend as a reckless guy who undermines my moral restraint. He has not just caused my head to hurt; he has caused me harm, he is harmful, he is a bad sort of person. So it is that through blame a hurt can affect – and perhaps infect – our whole perception.

  Blame in this sense is an additional hurt I have to bear, over and above the original hurt. It is a specific hurt turned into a much wider harm – harm to myself, certainly, and to my relationship with the other, as anger turns to bitterness, and often harm to another as I exact retribution on the one I blame.

  In this way, blame doubles our distress. If we cling to our blame, we get stuck in being the victim, and as theologian Miroslav Volf notes (2008, p. 11), the abuser triumphs twice. Volf describes how, while he felt vengeful and angry about the Yugoslavian officer who had savagely interrogated him, the officer as it were stayed in the living room of his soul. He continued to dominate his every thought and feeling. His first victory had taken place when by his superior power, cunning and ruthlessness he made his victim confused and helpless in his hands. But while the victim’s rage continued, the officer continued to inhabit and control his mind, winning a second victory, more protracted than the first. (Sometimes that second victory makes us more angry still, entering a vicious circle of self-reinforcing bitterness; we get bitter about being bitter.)

  We are all too familiar with the cycles of retribution in which people blame others for their hurts, and do them retaliatory harm. Those others then seek to ‘get their own back’ or else blame and harm other people in turn. In many societies vendetta is a solemn duty, and it is often escalatory, demanding fivefold or tenfold harm in return for a harm received. Sometimes this chain reaction runs down the social hierarchy: proverbially, the boss blames and punishes the man who works for him. He finds something to blame his secretary for. She goes home and rows with her husband. He takes it out on his child. The child kicks the cat. And so on.

  This vengeance may not be very specific, singling out the people who actually caused and received the hurt. Harm to any of ‘one’s own kind’ – one’s kin, one’s tribe, one’s nation – is felt as harm to oneself, to be repaid by harm to any one of the ‘other’ kinship group, or tribe, or nation. Blame has a leaky, infectious character, so different from the precise analysis of specifics required in proper explanation and accountability. Where accountability traces ills – naively perhaps – to individual agents, blame attaches more readily to groups and kinds of people. It divides society dangerously into a good ‘us’ and a wicked ‘them.’ Blame is of course not the sole cause of social division and oppression and global violence, but it is surely a major catalyst. So this chapter will look at why blame is such a compelling force, and perhaps the most obvious of the ways in which hurt is turned to harm.

  At the same time, few would deny that society needs to hold people to account for their deeds. Suing the council for the pavement stone I trip up on may be extreme, but the council ought not to get away with spending none of my taxes on the safety of the pavement. The first part of what follows will look at what makes for good accountability, but will also see the limits of this notion because causes are generally more complex than discussions of accountability can allow for. The chapter will then look at why we are so keen not just on explaining but on blaming, the sinister lengths to which blame has gone in some societies, and its dangerously growing ascendancy at our present historical moment. It will trace the underlying causes of our desire to blame, and ask whether it would be possible to retain what is positive about personal accountability in a world view that did not contain blame.

  Accountability and Its Limits

  The extraordinary attraction of the ‘whodunit’ genre of novels and films shows how much we relish the process of finding out who is to blame for a crime. A person is found dead on their bedroom floor with a knife in their neck. It is reasonable – but also compelling – to want to find out who is to blame. Usually in this genre there are obvious suspects who immediately get arrested and questioned or otherwise enter a cloud of suspicion. But the detective hero discovers subtleties in the picture that point elsewhere; a number of others enter the field of suspicion, and we try to work out for ourselves who is the ‘real’ culprit. Finally – usually against all our intuitions – this culprit is exposed, and at the climactic moment confesses or is arrested or commits suicide – in one way or another satisfying our deep need to see those who are truly to blame humiliated and punished.

  In the face of large scale hurt we often say angrily, ‘Someone’s got to pay for this!’ It is very important for society that some people get punished – sometimes, one feels, more important than that the right people get called to account. Disasters like train crashes or tsunamis are often followed by enquiries to find who is to blame; or in the case of natural disasters, who through their negligence caused more life to be lost, more suffering incurred, than otherwise might have been. We want, rightly, things to go better next time, and if we know who or what is to blame, we know who or what to change. So we are always inventing new procedures to make the world safer. Again, this is all to the good, up to a point, but Chapter 3 will argue that this process has gone to dangerous limits. And the isolation of blamable individuals often involves a crude simplification, an impoverishment of the complexity of the world we live in.

  The Web of Causes

  Imagine this example. A man is driving along at 29 miles an hour (just under the speed limit) on a wet and windy night at about midnight. Unknown to him, a parked car is leaking oil onto the road. Another car is parked on the zigzag lines near a pedestrian crossing in the center of town, where the lights have failed. A boy of nine rushes out onto the crossing. The man sees him too late, screeches on the brakes, skids on the oil and hits the boy. The boy survives, but will never walk again.

  We could describe this justly as a terrible accident, meaning something caused by an unfortunate coincidence of many factors. But when we ask who is to blame, we need to single out one of these factors, a human one whom we can punish, or at least from whom recompense can be demanded. Who should this be? The man, perhaps? Though he was under the speed limit, perhaps he should have allowed for the bad weather conditions and been even slower. Perhaps he was not as alert as he should have been. The boy? Though it was a crossing, perhaps he should have seen the lights were not working and been more careful. His parents? What were they doing letting him out so late at night? The man who let his petrol leak? The man who parked on the lines obscuring the edge of the crossing? The maintenance team for neglecting the crossing lights?

  The example is fictional, though there must be many factual cases quite like it, in which the need for legal clarity about responsibility and blame is in tension with the complexity of causes actually involved.

  But let us take a very different, factual and political controversy that has dominated the world for several years now, and will no doubt continue to be debated for many years to come. The Iraqis have suffered huge hugely in the recent wars and the instability that followed them. Some 100,000 individuals are estimated to have been killed, including hundreds of Western soldiers. Who is to blame?

  At the time of writing Tony Blair and the other ministers in the Labour Government that decided to go to war have given their testimony to an enquiry, with varying degrees of impenitence. Are they to blame, along with George Bush, for the decisions that led to war? Of course, in a sense they are because without those decisions the war would not have taken place. But if others had been in government would the decisions have been different? Certainly the Conservatives at the time were even more belligerent, and it could be argued that the politicians were only figureheads for a tide of public opinion that wanted security and retaliation after the attack on the Twin Towers in New York by Al Qaeda. The tide of public opinion has since changed and left the leaders rather stranded. So would it be fairer to pin the blame on the American and English people? Or on Bin Laden and Al Qaeda, who made them justly incensed? Or Saddam Hussein for brutally perpetuating the domination of Shiites and Kurds by the Sunni minority, laying in genocide against his own people the foundations of the bitter strife that ensued after his fall? But was the regime of Saddam Hussein himself in a sense the consequence of Western colonialism, which had patched together a state out of disparate peoples, and created deep resentments in a Muslim population humiliated by the imperialism of Christian nations?

  Once we begin to think in terms of this vast web of interacting causes, it can come to seem irrelevant to ask which particular strand of the web caught the fly. We encounter the complexity of the whole causal sweep of history, in which the very need to blame and retaliate seems to generate a complexity of interacting factors for which no individual is to blame.

  Should we then see the calamity in Iraq as a kind of inevitable human disaster – rather like the Tsunami, but sweeping humans and their decisions into its web of causes? Or as an epic conflict precipitated by the decisions of good and evil individuals? And if the former, what are we to say about individual accountability? Are trials for war crimes and enquiries into responsibility for war – not to mention trials for crimes in general – fundamentally misconceived? Should we be trying to isolate bits of web that catch particular flies? Or should we be looking for the spider who wove the web – which is, perhaps, the very tendency to blame and to define the wicked and blamable other? Should we focus on painstaking complex explanation, and cast the baby of accountability out with the bath water of blame?

  Explaining and Blaming

  In Greek the words ‘blame’ and ‘cause’ are the same: aition. Science arose in Greece as the search for the ultimate cause of the universe, in the sense of who or what is to blame for it. It is significant that science arose in the very culture that also produced tragedy. At the heart of many Greek tragedies, as the French philosopher René Girard has pointed out (2005), is a fierce argument as to which of the characters is to blame. With a comparable obsession, Greek scientists were determined to find out which of the cosmic ‘players’ (earth, air, fire, water, atoms, gods, or their more subtle modern variants) was ‘responsible’ for the way the world is.

  A fragment from one of the earliest of these philosophers, Anaximander (c610BC–c546BC) describes the world as a continuing cycle of retribution. Each thing comes into being and ceases to be ‘according to necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice according to the ordering of time,’ (Kirk, 1983, p. 118). Later another philosopher, Heraclitus (c535BCE–475BCE) famously declared that the ‘sun will not overstep his measures; otherwise the Furies, ministers of Justice, will find him out,’ (p. 201). So for Heraclitus, the causality that keeps the sun in its course is a matter of justice. A similar connection underlies the Hebrew Psalm 19, in which the Law of the Lord both causes the sun to run its course and governs human morality.

  But of course we have since come to draw a big distinction between scientific explanation and issues of justice and blame. If we are looking for an explanation of the boy’s death – say at a post-mortem – all the factors just listed will need mention. But a judge assessing a claim will need to find one person to pay out. In fact the idea of an accident in which neither party is to blame is ruled out, at least in British law: someone’s got to pay!

  Moreover a journalist wanting an article to catch the eye is almost certain to home in on one of the many causes. ‘Wealthy demon driver cripples young innocent…’ or ‘Council’s carelessness leaves boy unable to walk…’ or ‘Single parent neglect has horrific results for son’ will win the day by keying into readers’ favorite agendas as to who is to blame for everything (the rich… government…the immoral underclass…). Read any newspaper and you will be able to discern the favored narratives of blameworthiness which that paper both courts and sustains. ‘Boy crippled owing to various contributory factors’ would be more accurate, but would not sell the paper…

  The Persistence of the Demons

  We are an age that prides itself on its scientific approach, yet in many ways our legal system and our newspapers have more influence than science. Abstractly perhaps we acknowledge that science reveals a world disenchanted of its blameworthy demons and its exalted gods, a world of complex continuous impersonal webs of causal processes operating both between people and deep within the recesses of their psyches. We no longer blame witches or angry gods for our crop failures. But the world we believe in still includes blameworthy ‘demons’ in the form of individuals who must be named and shamed – be they invasive government officials, bankers with big bonuses or the drug dealers of the ‘underclass’; be they the proponents of irreligious permissiveness or Dawkins’ dark religious ‘meme’ (significantly personalized) terrorizing us all out of rational humanity.

  This fact became very clear in the terrible example that emerged at the time of writing: the brutal torture and near murder of two young boys by two brothers aged 10 and 11 in Yorkshire. This provoked a shocked response reminiscent of that which arose from the murder of James Bulger in 1993. The papers varied as to what degree of blame attached to the two ‘devil brothers’ (as some papers named them), their abusive and neglectful parents, and social workers who had failed to intervene after warning signs regarding the brothers and their family. A report which detailed a complex array of contributory factors was only published in outline form, and one controversy raged over whether the full report should be publicly available, as well as whether the two brothers should be named. The mother of James Bulger (whose murderers were named and became targets of public anger) urged that without this naming and shaming, justice could not properly be done. Some urged the need for careful causal analysis, which required an openness which only confidentiality could ensure. Others urged that the priority was to call the right people to public account. Yet others questioned whether it is appropriate to blame individuals too young to fit the normal criteria for responsible behavior. The underlying issue, as ever, was whether what was needed was cool, comprehensive explanation or hot, focused blame.

  In another case, two ten year old boys were found guilty of trying to rape an eight year old girl and put on the sex offenders’ register. They had been playing a game – which many will remember from their own childhood – of ‘show me yours and I’ll show you mine.’ At the trial, the girl said she was lying when she said she had been raped. Columnist Philip Johnston in the Daily Telegraph (24 May 2010) asked if there was ‘any other country in the world where the prepubescent fumblings of children would result in a rape trial?’ The main ‘abuse’ here would seem to be an abuse of all three children by the legal system that forced them to stand trial, and may leave the boys marked as ‘sex offenders’ for life. How would any of us fare if our explorations as children were made the indicator of how ‘safe’ we would be in adult life?

  Clearly for some reason our culture is regressing from the kind of enlightened, accurate, multifaceted explanation that science offers. We actually prefer a world that has demons in it. And when children fall short of the ideal of innocence we like to impose on them, we find it especially hard not to see them as wholly evil instead.

  Science in the Service of Blame

  But perhaps the worst cases of mass blame in history have actually been aided by a false kind of science, a false kind of explanation that, instead of restraining blame, allows it to seep more widely and pervasively. This is perhaps why the twentieth century turned out to be the worst of all times in terms of sheer numbers deliberately slaughtered because they were held to be to blame. Time and time again, false science combined with the need to find scapegoats. Instead of tracing causes to responsible individuals, a crude travesty of science determined that whole races, classes or faith groups needed to be persecuted and eliminated to make society safe and sound. Jews and other racial or religious minorities, and kulaks and other classes, have been ‘scientifically’ analyzed as being enemies of society, and hence as outcasts that need not be treated with humanity. Typically – in the way Chapter 3 will explore some more – after the revolution, the politically correct ‘science’ tells us that all should be well. But hurt continues in the form of unemployment, famine, discontent… So the science tells us to go on looking for causes we can change. Someone must be to blame.

  A false science then provides a way in which ills can be accounted for by casting the net more widely, and the law turns from the business of justice to the business of finding culprits. The purpose of interrogations and trials is often not to find the truth but to extract a confession, and so define a scapegoat. In this scenario, at Stalin’s treason trials, as the Slovenian Marxist Slavoj Žižek, has pointed out (2008), even arguing a case for the defense was a proof of blameworthiness; for the truly loyal person would not go against the will of the people and the party. The very protestation of innocence was an offense, blameworthy in itself.

  From the scientific imperative of explanation (‘we must understand who and what caused this’) and the legal imperative of justice (‘the person responsible must pay for this’) we have moved to the often heard but deadly imperative ‘someone (or some group) must pay for this.’ The need to blame outruns the need to explain and the need to account.

  And these tendencies are of course not absent from our democratic societies. Particularly terrible crimes like mass murder, terrorism and sadistic rape can provoke a collective anger that is in itself a quite natural emotional response. But the anger quickly turns to a need to blame that outruns the requirements of justice. People are locked away in prisons like Guantanamo Bay without adequate evidence because they might be terrorists. Children are put on the sex offenders register because they just might grow up to be rapists.

  Why Blame Cheers Us

  What is it that makes us continue to prefer blame to explanation; or, worse, to put explanation in the service of our need to blame? Why when we ask why some terrible thing happened do we tend to leap at one ‘culprit’ (or a closely related group of culprits) and blame him or her or them for it all. Why, when we ask why someone died and find that so and so killed then, does the buck stop with that person? Why do the further questions, why he killed, what made him a killer, seem to some to confuse rather than clarify the chain of accountability?

  Fundamentally it is perhaps because it cheers us to blame other people, for three fairly straightforward reasons, and one more deep and complex reason. It boosts our self-confidence to believe we can always locate and identify discrete sources of hurt. Secondly, it is easier to act in a world with such discrete causes, and the idea gives us more sense of our own freedom and responsibility, as well as a means of control of others by legal process. And thirdly, it is aesthetically pleasing too. It makes for better reading in the papers, with the drama of the search for the criminal, the trial, and the climactic joy of conviction. It is not surprising that sometimes, when actual evidence is not foolproof, we use our imaginations to fill the gap.

  But maybe the pleasing idea that hurt can ultimately be traced to personal causes is not ultimately true. Maybe it gives hurt too human a face. Maybe our sense of self and of justice depends more on our feeling for drama and our sense of self-importance than it depends on our sense of reality. Maybe grief, or a more diffuse cosmic rage, is often a more rational response to hurt than specific blame. Maybe truth lies more on the side of sorrow than retribution. Maybe there is a darker side to our need to blame – a reason lurking in the ancient depths of our human condition.

  The Scapegoat

  The French literary theorist René Girard argues that there is indeed such a dark side. Arguing from an immensely broad swathe of world culture, he contends that society has a need to construct blameworthy scapegoats in order to discharge the potential violence that arises from our acquisitive desires. Desire, he argues, begins with imitation. I desire the glass of orange drink because I see my sister desiring and drinking it. What comes to matter to me is not so much having the orange juice itself, as ensuring that my sister does not have more of it than me. (I remember, when as a child I poured the orange juice on a ‘you pour, I choose’ basis, how carefully I lined up the juice with my eye to ensure the glass she would choose would be exactly equal to mine. The fact that mother had lots more orange juice available if we wanted it was beside the point!)

  So our desires tend to lead us into conflict for the same things. Society threatens to disintegrate into violent competition for the things deemed desirable within it. The societies that have survived are those that have come up with the solution, and the solution is always essentially the same: to agree on a scapegoat, a victim whom we can all unite in blaming for our lack of the things we desire. The victim deflects our violence from one another and enables us to live in peace.

  The scapegoat may be a formalized and ritualized victim, a sacrifice – originally human, but in more sophisticated societies an animal like a lamb or goat – which is either cast out (like the original Biblical ‘scapegoat’ in Leviticus 20) or slaughtered in an act of redemptive violence. When the sacrificial system collapses because people cease to believe in the efficacy of sacred violence, ordinary mundane violence threatens to break out. In due course a secular form of judicial violence comes to replace the older sacred violence. The offering of scapegoats is replaced by the punishment of offenders. But the judicial process retains a sacred order, and like the sacrificial king-victims of old, the murderer going to his execution is both reviled and treated with awe, as by his death he pays the price for sin, and restores society to peace. Conversely the ‘stars’ and politicians we elect and treat with awe at one moment are inevitably soon dethroned by the press and excoriated for the faults perceived to be evident in them, though those faults are common enough in society at large. Finally, we tend to deny that these acts of redemptive violence are violent. We do not see punishment as a harming of the criminal that is justified in our eyes, but as a separate category, ‘punishment,’ that is somehow distinct from harm.

  We can see the stages whereby mimetic rivalry leads to violence and its denial in the story of Cain as rendered in the poem that opened this chapter. First Cain imitates his brother in his desire to please God with an offering. But his offering is rejected by God while Abel’s is accepted. This leads to painful rivalry and envy; in the poem Cain is cast in the shadow by the glory of his brother, and can only emerge into the light again by ‘sacrificing’ this brother, which he does. But God hears the blood of Abel crying out for vengeance. Instead of a pleasing sacrifice atoning for sin, it is a death requiring further sacrifice. The Bible seems to be laying bare the cycle whereby rivalry leads to cycles of never-ending violence. But the blame for the death is denied by Cain. The world becomes heavy with the shadow of violence and its denial; we all feel contaminated by violence and strive to avoid the contamination by pinning it on someone else. But in this case God limits the expiation Cain himself must pay; the mark on his forehead simultaneously protects him from death, and marks him out as an outcast, cast out from society to wander the earth as the original scapegoat was sent out to wander in the desert for the people’s sins.

  Is Girard’s theory far-fetched? Do these ancient texts about rivalry and envy, blame and sacrifice have as much relevance to us today as Girard claims? Probably Girard does claim too much, when he tries to makes his theory account for almost everything about civilization from the first days until now! But I also know from my own experience – who does not – what powerful and crippling feelings envy and blame can be; and yet how difficult it is to avoid them. The common sense, rational view that the hurt in the world has a multiple complex of causes, some mutable, others not, seems incredibly hard to realize emotionally or sustain in the heart. The real causes of hurt are as subtle and airy as a spider’s web, but emotionally they come to generate a blame we are always, in that significant term, trying to ‘shift’ – like a heavy liquid gravitating towards the lowest level, then shifting as we tilt our account of reality. What rings true for me in Girard’s account is the way it explains this irrational transfer of impersonal hurt onto blamable people, and the ultimately blamable people we call ‘evil’.

  A Buckless Universe?

  As scientifically minded, enlightened people, surely we should want to pursue the explanation of hurt further than ‘evil’ people, and ask what made those ‘evil’ people do the harm they did. If we took this approach, we would encounter a chain of cause and effect reaching backward into deep past time. We would uncover a universe where the buck does not stop, or at least, not anywhere we can identify or do much about. The buck for every wrong would be a great swathe of the whole unhappy interlinked self-perpetuating web of sin and crime.

  In certain cultures this is precisely what explanation ends up with. Buddhists speak of ‘bad karma from beginningless time.’ The cosmos swarms with chains of hurtful causality; we are mere cogs in the never-ending ‘wheel of samsara’ that the universe is. The brothers tortured the boys because they themselves had been traumatized by parents who in turn were doubtless wounded victims of their past, in a wheel of causation that will continue to drag them and those around them down. Mahayana Buddhism speaks of ‘dependent co-arising.’ There is no single ultimate cause of why things are as they are. Things just cause each other; they are all interdependent. That means Buddhists are (in principle at least) free from having to blame any being when things go wrong.

  Western Christians have traditionally seen us all as burdened by a dark inheritance of ‘original sin’ which makes us do the wrong thing even when we clearly perceive the right. ‘Evil’ in these scenarios is not the action of exceptional ‘monsters’ outside the ranks of normal decent humanity, but something that holds us all in its inescapable grip, though in some cases more tightly and terribly than others.

  Such views can sound fatalist. But neither Buddhists nor Christians are fatalists; neither faith denies a place for personal responsibility. Neither allows us to say when we are called to account, ‘Sorry, but that’s just my bad karma (or original sin) coming out!’ For both traditions, accepting what has caused us and constrained us to be as we are is the precondition of genuine freedom and realistic responsibility. Later chapters will clarify how this is possible.

  But for now we can make a tentative suggestion in the light of this chapter: that personal responsibility is an important though limited idea, but blame is dangerous to others and ourselves. When we blame someone we do more than judge that they are on balance the main cause of a case of harm. We think of the buck as stopping with them, rather than passing through them. We allow the intensity of the harm to distort our image of them so that we come to see them as mysteriously creating evil out of nothing. Consequently we begin to see them as evil in themselves. Dark mythologies come into play, of the kind that Chapter 4 will discuss, and these myths bring in their train emotions of hatred and thirst for punishment and vengeance. We begin to scapegoat the person in the way Girard describes, transferring to them our frustration at the hurt in our own life and in the universe, and seeking through their punishment a kind of relief from hurt that is not possible.

  We do not need all that. Blame fails to deliver on its promises, and only doubles our distress. We need, instead, a way of allotting responsibility clearly and scientifically but lightly and provisionally, within the context of the obscure, unchosen mainsprings of our actions. And what can enable that to happen? The tragicomic perspective that Buddhism and Christianity share, as explored in Chapter 6.

  Summary

  
    
      	From early childhood we learn the habit of blaming others and avoiding blame ourselves.

      	Blame sees what would otherwise just hurt as something deliberately intended to harm us or others. This adds to the pain.

      	It is important to call people to account for the hurt they cause, so they can learn to be more responsible and we can help ensure the hurt is not repeated.

      	However, in reality most hurt has a complex web of causes. The scientific attempt to explain events may have its origin in a search for blame, but involves a much more careful process than the singling out of individuals and groups for blame.

      	And sometimes a pseudo-scientific approach has combined with a desire to hold other, ‘different’ people to account, leading to terrible persecution of blamed minorities.

      	Blaming others pleases us because it offers simple, intellectually undemanding solutions; it relieves us of shame, guilt and the need for self-examination, and it sees the world in terms of a story of good versus evil, which is full of satisfying drama.

      	But the need to blame – as distinct from the demand for explanation and accountability – is ultimately escapist, pathological and perpetuating of harm. As Girard has shown, all blaming invokes a deep rooted impulse to scapegoat minorities.

      	As well as turning – in our hearts and minds – hurts felt into harm done to us, blame can turn harm into evil, harm done by agents who want to harm. By encouraging retaliation and strife, hurt is thereby perpetuated.

      	It is possible to hold people responsible without the impulse to blame. Buddhism and Christianity both refer to a complex web of suffering and harm in which we are all enmeshed, without denying personal responsibility.
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