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On the Mechanism of the Cycle — and Self-Accountability as Liberation

A companion piece to | Branch article from the

The voice came out sharper than he meant. It had been a long day. The child had asked the ques-
tion for the third time. Why? And the answer — the one that left his mouth — landed harder than
the question had asked it to. He heard his own father in his own throat. He saw the small flinch in
his son's shoulders before the boy had even processed what the tone was. And now the kitchen
was very quiet. The dishwasher was running. His son had taken his juice and gone back to the liv-
ing room without saying anything, and that — the not-saying-anything — was the part that had

begun, somewhere in the center of his chest, to do its slow work.

He was still standing at the sink. The plate he was holding was clean. The protective systems were
already arriving — he was tired, the kid had been pushing it, his own father had done a hundred
times worse — fast, well-practiced, trying to put the plate back on the rack and move on. But un-
derneath them, something quieter had begun to settle. Not the explanation. Not the defense. Just
the seeing. The seeing of the flinch. The seeing of how a thing that had been done to him, decades
ago, had just been done by him, to a person whose entire small life had been arranged to trust

him.

If you are reading this and something in your chest has done what his chest is doing — a thing
that is not quite shame and not quite guilt, but the quieter thing underneath both — you are wel-
come here. You may know this kitchen. You may know a version of it in a car after a door has
closed, or in the long sitting-down that follows a conversation you cannot take back. You may
know it from the other side too — as the child who once flinched, who learned in some small
kitchen of your own that some part of you produced that tone in the people who were supposed
to be careful with you. Most of us know both sides. The man at the sink is one of us. The boy in the

living room is the same one of us, twenty or thirty years earlier.

The hand that did the harm and the body that absorbed the harm are very often, across a single
life, the same hand and the same body. That is not a moral failing. That is the mechanism. Hurt
does not invent itself; it is passed — because a body that was not held when it needed holding
will, when tired, hold the next body the way it was held. The cycle continues no one's fault — until

a quiet kitchen arrives, a plate gets held a little too long, and the seeing begins. That seeing is the



hinge: the terribly grown-up act of letting the flinch land in your own body, so that the next answer
comes from a slightly different place than the last one did. Something in him put down the plate.

Something in you, if you are at your own sink, has already begun to do the same.

What this article holds:

e Understanding why you caused harm is not the same as excusing it — it is the
prerequisite for genuinely stopping it
e The harm you caused almost certainly came from a place in you that was in pain — not

because pain excuses harm, but because you cannot change a pattern you cannot see

e Shame ("l am fundamentally wrong as a person”) makes accountability impossible; guilt

("I did something wrong") makes it possible — this distinction changes everything

o Self-accountability is the opposite of self-punishment — it is the refusal to let the

contracted self who caused harm be the final definition of who you are

e The moment the cycle can turn is specific and learnable: it is when you can witness your

own contraction in real time, before it converts into behavior

* Repair — where it is possible and welcomed — is not the erasure of harm but the act of a

person who has chosen to be larger than the self that caused it

e The systems we built to "hold people accountable” — prisons, social shaming, self-
punishment — often produce the exact internal state that generated the harm in the first

place

e There is an alternative architecture of accountability that actually works, and you can

begin practicing it today




"I did something bad"

GUILT

SHAME converts:
"I am bad"

The shame spiral descends into paralysis; guilt alone holds the exit point.

e Harm almost always originates from a contracted, pain-saturated inner state — not from
character deficiency, but from an accumulated wound that was never met with enough

care.

e Shame and guilt are neurologically and functionally distinct: shame collapses identity
around a verdict of unworthiness, while guilt preserves the capacity to repair by keeping

the harm at the level of behavior.

e Punitive accountability — whether delivered by others or self-inflicted — tends to
generate the same internal conditions of threat and contraction that produced the

original harm.

e The moment the cycle can genuinely turn is the moment a person develops witness

capacity: the ability to observe one's own contraction in real time, before it converts into



action.

* Repair is not the erasure of harm but a forward-facing act — it demonstrates that the
person who caused harm can become someone capable of holding another person’s

reality with more care than the moment of harm allowed.

e An architecture of accountability that actually interrupts cycles must address the wound
beneath the behavior, not only the behavior itself and must offer a self-worth floor that

shame removed.

Most people who have caused harm know it.

The knowing may be buried under years of rationalization. It may have been repackaged as the
other person's fault, as an overreaction, as something that happened to you rather than some-
thing you did. The architecture of self-protection is sophisticated and persistent. We are, all of us,
remarkably skilled at constructing explanations that position us as the reasonable party in any
conflict. The human capacity for self-justification is one of the most well-documented findings in
social psychology — Roy Baumeister, after reviewing the accounts of people who committed vio-
lence, found that the perpetrators almost invariably experienced themselves as the aggrieved

party, the one who had been pushed too far, the one who had no choice.
But somewhere beneath the architecture, the knowing is usually there.

A flinch when certain subjects come up. A specific face that appears in the quiet moments. The in-
ability to be entirely comfortable in certain rooms. The body knows before the mind is willing to.
You may not have named it. You may have spent years making sure you never had to. But if you
are reading this article — if you clicked on this title rather than scrolling past it — some part of you

already knows what it is about.

This article is not here to excavate the knowing through accusation. It is here because the know-
ing, once acknowledged, is the beginning of something — not the end. The moment you stop de-
fending the self who caused harm is the moment you begin to become someone capable of not

causing it again.



That moment is not easy to reach. And it cannot be reached through punishment alone — not

through others' punishment of you, and not through your own.

What follows is about why — and about what actually works instead.

Let us begin with the moment itself. Not the aftermath. Not the consequences. The actual moment

when you caused harm.
What was happening inside you?

The framework developed in the companion article offers a structural account
that is more useful than the moral binary of good person / bad person. The cycle describes how

— how the natural capacity to register another person's experience as real
and important narrows under pressure until the circle of concern shrinks to a radius of one. Here is

the version that applies most directly to you.

When you caused harm, you were operating from a contracted state. Your compassion — your
awareness of the full circle of consequence, your capacity to hold the other person’s reality along-
side your own — had narrowed. Not because you are a person without compassion. Because

something was happening inside you that consumed the available capacity.

The contraction may have looked like anger. It may have looked like fear. It may have looked like
desperation, or the cold efficiency of someone who has learned to protect themselves by not feel-
ing anything at all. It may have looked like righteousness — the frozen certainty that you were
right and they were wrong, a form of that turns a living relationship into a battlefield of
fixed positions. The specific form is less important than the underlying fact: in that moment, the
other person's experience was not fully real to you. Not because you decided it wasn't. Because

your nervous system was in a state that made extended awareness physiologically difficult.

This is not metaphor. Stephen Porges's polyvagal theory describes three states of the autonomic
nervous system: ventral vagal (safe, socially engaged, capable of extended awareness), sympa-
thetic (fight-or-flight, narrowed attention, mobilized for threat), and dorsal vagal (shutdown, col-
lapse, dissociation). When your nervous system is in sympathetic or dorsal vagal activation —

when you are genuinely threatened, or when the body believes you are — the prefrontal cortex



goes partially offline. The capacity for perspective-taking, for registering the other person's inner
experience, for considering consequences beyond the immediate moment — all of these are pre-

frontal functions, and all of them degrade under threat.

You were not making a calm decision to disregard another person. You were operating from a ner-

vous system state that had narrowed the available options.

James Gilligan, after decades of conversations with men who had committed serious violence in
maximum-security prisons, wrote: "I have never seen a major act of violence that was not pro-
voked by the experience of feeling shamed or humiliated, disrespected and ridiculed.” Replace
"major act of violence" with "serious harm" and the observation extends: almost every act of harm,
traced back through the chain of cause, connects to a person in pain whose contracted self ran out

of other options.

This is not an excuse. It is a description. And it matters because you cannot change a pattern you

cannot see.

The Man at the Kitchen Table

It is eleven at night. The house is quiet. His wife and children are asleep upstairs. He is sitting at
the kitchen table with a glass of water he has not touched, replaying something that happened

four hours ago.

He raised his voice at his son. Not for the first time. The boy had spilled something — the specific
object does not matter, because it never matters, because the spill was not the cause. The cause
was the thing that was already coiled tight in his chest before he walked through the front door:
the meeting that went wrong, the sense of being disrespected, the old familiar pressure that has
no name but has a shape — a tightening across the ribcage, a heat behind the eyes, a narrowing of

everything to a point.

And when the milk hit the floor, the point released. The voice came out. Not the voice he uses
when he is himself — the other voice. The one that is louder than it needs to be. The one that car-

ries something sharper than the situation requires. The tone.

He saw it on his son's face. He knows that face. He wore it himself, thirty years ago, standing in a
different kitchen, receiving the same tone from his own father. He can still feel the specific quality
of it — not the words, which he has long forgotten, but the sensation of being small in the pres-

ence of someone large and angry. The way the world narrows to the voice and the fear.



He swore he would never do this. He remembers making the promise — explicitly, deliberately, with

the full weight of his younger self's conviction. / will not be him. | will be different.

He is not different. He is sitting at a kitchen table at eleven at night, not sleeping, because he just

saw his father's face come out of his own mouth.

The contracted self is a time traveler. It carries the pattern from one generation to the next — not
through words but through the nervous system's automatic responses. The specific content
changes (different era, different stresses, different kitchen) but the mechanism is identical: pain
contracts awareness, contracted awareness reduces the other person to an obstacle or a trigger,
and the behavior that follows is the behavior the body learned when it was small and had no other

options.

This is in its most intimate and most devastating form. Not violence on a headline scale.
Just a father and a son, a tone of voice, and a pattern that crosses thirty years without changing

its shape.

The man at the kitchen table is not a bad father. He is a father in pain whose contracted self does
not know any other way to discharge the pressure. The work ahead of him is not to punish himself
harder — he is already doing that, sitting here at eleven at night, and it has never once changed
the pattern. The work is to see the mechanism. To understand that the tightening in his chest is

not a command. It is a signal. And signals can be read differently.

Take a breath here. What you just read may have felt uncomfortably close. That closeness is not a

problem. It is the beginning of visibility.

Here is the paradox that most punitive approaches to harm miss entirely.

Shame — the experience of being fundamentally, essentially wrong as a person — does not pro-

duce accountability. It produces the opposite: more harm, more defensiveness, more contraction.

Brene Brown's research at the University of Houston, drawing on thousands of interviews over
more than a decade, found that shame correlates with what she calls "the desire to punish, hurt, or

destroy” — including self-destruction. The person experiencing deep shame is not more likely to
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repair what they have broken. They are more likely to double down, collapse, or lash out. The inter-
nal logic of shame is: if | am irredeemably bad, then nothing | do can fix anything, so | might as

well stop trying.

This is not a fringe finding. June Price Tangney and Ronda Dearing's meta-analysis in Shame and
Guilt — the most comprehensive academic treatment of the distinction — confirmed it across
dozens of studies: shame-proneness predicts aggression, substance abuse, and psychological dis-
tress. Not guilt-proneness. Shame-proneness. The person who experiences their harmful behavior
as evidence that they are a fundamentally defective human being is the person most likely to

cause more harm.
Guilt is different in kind, not just degree.

Guilt says: I did something harmful. This is information about a behavior — specific, bounded, ac-
tionable. Guilt produces the motivation to repair, because the self who caused harm is not the
whole self. There is a remainder who is capable of doing differently. That remainder is the one who
feels guilty. Tangney and Dearing found that guilt-proneness predicts empathy, perspective-tak-

ing, and constructive responses to interpersonal conflict — the exact capacities that shame erodes.

The difference is not semantic. It is structural. Shame collapses the self into the behavior: | did
something terrible, therefore | am terrible. Guilt maintains the distinction between the self and the
behavior: | did something terrible, and | am the person who can address it. One leads to paralysis.

The other leads to action.

The Spiral That Descends

Here is how shame works as a mechanism, not just a feeling.

It begins at a point of genuine recognition: / did something bad. This is accurate. It is the beginning
of accountability. But in the shame spiral, the recognition does not stay at the level of behavior. It

converts — quickly, often automatically — into an identity statement:/ am bad.

And once you are bad — not someone who did something bad, but a bad person — a specific logic

takes over.

Bad people deserve punishment. So you punish yourself. The punishment may look like with-
drawal, self-neglect, substance use, compulsive overwork, or the constant internal voice that nar-

rates your unworthiness. The punishment depletes your capacity — emotional, cognitive, rela-
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tional. With depleted capacity, you have fewer resources to regulate the next time the contraction
arises. With fewer resources, you act from the contraction again. With another harmful act, the spi-

ral confirms its own premise: See? | am bad. The spiral tightens.

This is turned inward. The same mechanism — contraction narrowing awareness,
narrowed awareness producing behavior that creates more pain — but directed at the self. The

shame spiral is not accountability. It is the cycle continuing with a different target.

The exit from the spiral is not at the bottom. More punishment does not reach it. Harder self-con-
demnation does not reach it. The exit is at the top: the single moment when "l did something bad"

does not convert to "l am bad."
That moment is the transition from shame to guilt.

That moment is where the witness lives.

The contracted self held within the witness,; the gap between them is where choice lives.



When the people around you — partners, family members, institutions, communities — respond to
harm you caused by inducing shame rather than guilt, they are, however understandably, making
genuine accountability less likely. They are not wrong to be angry. Anger at harm is appropriate
and healthy. But shame-induction — the message that you are fundamentally broken, that you are
the harm you caused, that there is nothing left in you worth addressing — is a tool that produces

the opposite of what they need.

And the most important application of this: notice where you are inducing shame in yourself.
Notice the voice that says not "l did a terrible thing" but "I am a terrible person.” Notice whether
the self-punishment you are administering is producing change — actual, behavioral, observable

change — or producing paralysis. If it is producing paralysis, it is not accountability. It is the spiral.

The transition from shame to guilt is not the same as letting yourself off the hook. It is the oppo-
site: it is the move from a psychological state that makes accountability impossible to a psycho-
logical state that makes accountability possible. Guilt is harder than shame, because guilt requires
you to face what you did while retaining the awareness that you are capable of doing differently.
Shame offers an escape: if you are fundamentally broken, nothing is expected of you. Guilt does
not offer that escape. It says: you did this, and you are still here, and the question of what you do

next is open.

Hatred is never appeased by hatred; hatred is appeased by love.

— Dhammapada 15

This is the most important distinction in this article, and the one most likely to be misread.

The contracted self who caused harm — the self who was in pain, who had run out of other op-
tions, whose awareness had narrowed to the point where someone else’s wellbeing stopped regis-

tering — is real. It exists in you. It acted. The harm it caused was real.
It is not the whole of you.

This is not a therapeutic nicety. It is the structural fact that makes change possible. If the self who
caused harm were the complete truth about you — if there were nothing left over — then there

would be no one to do the work of accountability. There would be only the harm and the self who
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caused it, sealed together into a permanent verdict.

But you are reading this. Which means some part of you is observing the self who caused harm
from a position of sufficient distance to be troubled by it. That part — the witness — is not the
same as the contracted self. It has more information. It has a wider perspective. And crucially, it

has the capacity to make different choices.

The Architecture of Self-States

Richard Schwartz's Internal Family Systems model offers a clinical framework for understanding
this. In IFS, the psyche is not a single monolithic self but a system of parts — each with its own
perspective, its own emotional logic, its own protective function. The part of you that caused harm
was a part — a protector, a firefighter, an exile in pain — not the Self with a capital S. The Self, in
Schwartz's model, is characterized by what he calls the eight C's: curiosity, calm, clarity, compas-
sion, confidence, courage, creativity, and connectedness. Sound familiar? Those are the qualities of

the witness.

This does not mean the harmful part is not "really you." It is really a part of your system. It carries
real pain and executes real behavior and produces real consequences. But the system is larger
than any single part. The system includes the capacity to observe the part, to understand its logic,

to hold it with compassion without being directed by it.

When someone says "“that's not who I really am" after causing harm, they are often using this truth
as a deflection — a way to dissociate from the behavior rather than face it. That is not what this
article is pointing toward. What this article is pointing toward is the opposite: the part that caused
harm is genuinely a part of you, and there is more to you than that part. Both facts must be held

simultaneously. The first prevents denial. The second prevents despair.

The contemplative traditions describe this same structure using different language. Buddhism
speaks of Buddha-nature — the unconditioned awareness that observes all conditioned phenom-
ena, including the arising of harmful impulses. The Christian mystical tradition speaks of the soul
that remains connected to the divine even in the midst of sin. The describes the
movement from Zero (undifferentiated wholeness) to One (the first contraction into separate self)
— and the contracted self who caused harm is a self that has collapsed so deeply into the One that

it has forgotten the Zero entirely. The witness remembers.



But you do not need a metaphysical framework to access this. You need only the observation that
is already occurring: you are troubled by what you did. That trouble is the witness at work. The
trouble is not the same as shame — shame says "l am the problem,"” while the witness says "l see

what happened, and | can respond to it." The trouble is the doorway.

The self-accountability this article is pointing toward is the work of that witness. Not the con-
tracted self punishing itself (which is more contraction). Not the contracted self making excuses
for itself (which is more avoidance). The witness, looking clearly at what happened, and asking:

what do | actually need to do now?

Take a breath here. The distinction between the contracted self and the witness is not intellectual.
It is something you can feel right now — the part of you that flinches from what you did, and the

part of you that is observing the flinch. Notice which one you are right now.

This is the most challenging section of this article. It asks you to hold something that may feel im-

possible: the complexity of compassion for someone who has caused serious harm.

In 1997, Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela — a Black South African psychologist who had lived under
apartheid — began conducting extended interviews with Eugene de Kock in Pretoria Central
Prison. De Kock was known as "Prime Evil.” He had commanded C1, the most notorious death squad
of the apartheid security forces. He was responsible for the murders, torture, and disappearance of
dozens of people — activists, ordinary citizens, anyone the regime designated as a threat. He was

serving two life sentences plus 212 years.

Gobodo-Madikizela expected to encounter a monster. She had prepared herself for coldness, for
calculation, for the banality of evil that Hannah Arendt had described in a different context. What

she found instead was a man — broken, complex, and in pain.

During one interview, she described the deaths of the widows of the Motherwell Four — policemen
de Kock had murdered. She watched something happen in his face. And then he wept. Not perfor-
matively. Not as a tactic. Genuinely. His hands trembled. His voice broke. And Gobodo-Madikizela,
watching him, felt something she had not anticipated: her own compassion responded before her

political convictions could stop it.

She reached out and touched his hand.
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Later, she would write about this moment with the unflinching honesty that characterizes the en-
tire book: "I had touched his hand because | wanted to reach out to him. For that fraction of a sec-
ond, he was not the man who had caused all that pain. He was a human being in pain.” She would
also write about the fury she felt at herself for the gesture — the sense that she had somehow be-

trayed the dead.

Her question — the one that structures the entire book — is the question this article asks you to
sit with: What does it mean that compassion can arise even for someone who has caused cata-

strophic harm? What does that compassion demand? What does it permit?

The answer is not forgiveness. Gobodo-Madikizala is explicit about this. The book is not a redemp-
tion arc for Eugene de Kock. It is an exploration of what happens when a person trained in empa-
thy encounters the human behind the dehumanized label of "monster" — and finds that the hu-
man is there. Not a good human. Not an excused human. A human in the full sense: capable of
causing immense harm, and also capable of the kind of grief that only a person with some re-

maining moral sense can feel.

This matters for you — not because your harm is comparable to de Kock's, but because the mech-
anism is recognizable at every scale. Behind the worst behavior, there is almost always a person in
pain. The pain does not excuse the behavior. But recognizing the pain — in yourself, in others who
have caused harm — is not the same as excusing it. It is the precondition for understanding the

mechanism.

The that obscure our capacity for seeing clearly include the — the assump-
tion that what is visible on the surface is all that exists. When we look at someone who has caused
harm and see only the harm, we are looking through a material veil. When we look at ourselves af-
ter causing harm and see only the harm, we are doing the same thing. The veil is the same; the di-

rection is different.

Gobodo-Madikizala did not look away from the harm. She catalogued it — meticulously, unflinch-
ingly, with the full weight of what it cost. And she also looked at the human behind it. Not instead.
Also. The capacity to hold both — the reality of the harm and the humanity of the harm-doer — is
not a moral failing. It is at its widest, the that does not ex-

clude even the parts we most want to exclude.

If this feels uncomfortable, it should. This is not a comfortable insight. It is the insight that makes

change possible.
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Take a breath here. What you just read may have stirred something complicated — anger, recog-
nition, resistance, grief. All of those responses are appropriate. None of them are wrong. Sit with

whatever is present for a moment before continuing.

Two scenes. The same offense.

Scene one. A courtroom. A young man who committed a serious assault stands before a judge. He
is wearing an orange jumpsuit. His hands are cuffed. The judge reads the sentence — the statutory
minimum, modified by the severity, the priors, the presentence report. The young man stares at

the floor. His public defender stands beside him, already thinking about the next case.

The victim is not in the room. She was told she could attend but was not required to. She chose not
to come. The case was decided without her participation in any meaningful sense — her state-
ment was read by the prosecutor, summarized in the presentence report, filtered through legal

categories that translated her lived experience into elements of a statute.

The young man goes to prison. The conditions he will encounter there are well-documented: over-
crowding, violence, sexual assault, solitary confinement, the systematic destruction of social
bonds, the constant enforcement of hierarchies maintained through intimidation. The environ-
ment is designed — not intentionally, but functionally — to produce maximum shame and maxi-

mum humiliation. The exact internal state that generated the harm in the first place.

When he is released, he will have a criminal record that forecloses employment, housing, and most
forms of social reintegration. He will have spent years in an environment that reinforced the con-
tracted self. He will have had no structured opportunity to understand the mechanism of his own
behavior, to develop the witness capacity, or to practice a different response to the triggers that

activated the contraction.
The recidivism rate within three years of release from US prisons is approximately 68%.

Scene two. A restorative justice conference. The same offense, different jurisdiction. The person
who was harmed sits across from the person who harmed her. Trained facilitators are present. The
process is voluntary for both parties — the affected person chose to participate, and can leave at

any time.
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The affected person speaks first. Not about what the law says. About what the experience cost her.
The sleeplessness. The way certain sounds now trigger a physical response. The relationship that
ended because she could no longer tolerate being touched. The specific, irreducible, personal cost
— the things that do not appear in a presentence report because they do not map onto legal cate-

gories.

The harm-doer listens. Not because he is required to — he is required only to be present and not
to interrupt. He listens because something is happening that the courtroom could not produce: he
is seeing the face. Not the abstraction of a "victim." The person. The specific human being whose

life his behavior altered.

When it is his turn to speak, something has already shifted. The prepared defense — the one he re-
hearsed, the one that minimizes and contextualizes and explains — does not come out. What
comes out instead is closer to the truth: what he was feeling, what was happening inside him, the
contraction and the fear and the moment when the other person stopped being real. He says this
not because he is a better person than the young man in the courtroom. He says it because the ar-

chitecture of the process makes a different response possible.

Lawrence Sherman and Heather Strang's meta-analysis — Restorative Justice: The Evidence —
found consistently: restorative processes produce higher victim satisfaction than court proceed-
ings, lower rates of post-traumatic stress in victims, and lower recidivism in offenders. Not be-

cause they are lenient. Because they address the mechanism.

John Braithwaite, in his foundational work Crime, Shame and Reintegration, identified the critical
variable: reintegrative shaming versus stigmatizing shaming. Reintegrative shaming maintains the
offender's connection to the community — it says "what you did was wrong" without saying "you
are permanently expelled from the category of acceptable humans.” Stigmatizing shaming severs
the connection — it says "you are what you did, and you are no longer one of us." Reintegrative

shaming reduces recidivism. Stigmatizing shaming increases it.

This distinction maps precisely onto the shame/guilt framework. Guilt is reintegrative: it holds the
behavior as wrong while maintaining the person's capacity to change. Shame is stigmatizing: it

collapses the person into the behavior and seals them there.
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IT'HE RESTORATIVE CIRCLE

Two systems of justice: punitive isolation on the left, restorative connection on the right.

The System That Produces What It Claims to Prevent

Angela Davis, in Are Prisons Obsolete?, asks the question that most people have been trained not

to ask: Does the prison system actually reduce harm?

The evidence suggests it does not. The United States incarcerates more people per capita than
any other nation on Earth — approximately 1.9 million people at any given time. If imprisonment
prevented harm, the United States would be the safest country in the world. It is not. The system
designed to "hold people accountable” instead creates conditions of maximum shame, maximum
humiliation, and maximum social disconnection — the exact conditions that Gilligan, Brown,
Tangney, and every other researcher in this field identify as the precursors of continued harmful

behavior.

This is not an argument against consequences. Consequences are part of accountability. It is an
argument against consequences designed to produce shame rather than guilt — designed to sever

connection rather than maintain it — designed to collapse the offender into the offense rather



than addressing the mechanism that produced it.

The alternative is not permissiveness. Howard Zehr, in Changing Lenses — the foundational text of
the restorative justice movement — reframes the central question. The punitive system asks: What
law was broken? Who broke it? What punishment do they deserve? Restorative justice asks: Who

was harmed? What are their needs? Whose obligation is it to meet those needs?

The second set of questions does not let the harm-doer off the hook. It places them, inescapably,
face to face with the impact of what they did. It is, in many ways, harder than prison — because
prison allows the offender to cast themselves as the victim of the system, while the restorative

process asks them to sit with the reality of what they caused.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, reflecting on South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
wrote in No Future Without Forgiveness: "There is no future without forgiveness." But the forgive-
ness Tutu describes is not cheap grace. It is what becomes possible only after the full truth has
been told — after the harm-doer has faced, without defense, what they did and what it cost. The
TRC did not offer absolution. It offered a framework in which the truth, fully told, could become the

ground for something other than the endless repetition of the cycle.

The is not inevitable. But it is self-sustaining when the only response to harm is

more of the conditions that produce it.

There is a sentence in this article that will make some readers angry: The harm you caused almost

certainly came from a place in you that was in pain.

The anger is legitimate. It sounds like excuse-making. It sounds like the perpetrator is being cen-
tered instead of the person who was harmed. It sounds like the kind of therapeutic language that

lets people avoid responsibility by pointing to their childhood.
It is none of those things.

To say that the harm-doer was in pain is not to say that the harm was therefore acceptable. It is to
say that the mechanism must be understood if it is to be interrupted. A doctor who identifies the
pathogen that caused an infection is not excusing the infection. They are creating the conditions

for treatment.



Gilligan's finding — replicated across decades of work with the most violent offenders — is unam-
biguous: behind the harm is almost always a wound. The wound does not justify what grew from it.

But without understanding the wound, the treatment cannot begin.

Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela found the wound even in Eugene de Kock. Ervin Staub, studying the
origins of genocide, found that the perpetrators of mass violence were almost always populations
that had experienced collective humiliation or threat — the harm scaled up, but the mechanism
was the same contraction, the same narrowing, the same reduction of the other to less-than-hu-
man. Philip Zimbardo's Stanford Prison Experiment demonstrated that ordinary college students,
placed in conditions that activated certain psychological dynamics, could begin behaving with
cruelty within hours — not because they were cruel people but because the system produced the

contraction that cruelty requires.

Roy Baumeister, in Evil: Inside Human Violence and Cruelty, identified four root causes: instru-
mental (harm as a means to an end), threatened egotism (harm in response to perceived disre-
spect), idealism (harm committed in service of a "higher" cause), and sadism (the rarest, and usu-
ally itself the product of prior trauma). Notice that three of the four are states of contraction: the
self under threat, the self pursuing survival, the self so identified with a belief that it cannot see
outside it. This is — the frozen structure of a self that has lost the capacity

to see.

None of this is offered so that you can say "l was in pain, so the harm is understandable.” It is of-
fered so that you can say "l was in pain, and the pain produced a contraction, and the contraction
produced the harm, and if | address the pain and develop the capacity to observe the contraction,

the harm does not have to continue.”

That is not an excuse. It is a map.

The Continuum You Did Not Choose

Ervin Staub, studying the origins of genocide and mass violence, identified what he called the
continuum of destruction: small acts of exclusion escalate, through repetition and compliance, to-
ward catastrophic harm. The person who commits a grave act of violence did not usually begin
there. They began with a smaller act — a dismissal, a dehumanizing joke, a moment of cruelty that
was rationalized as trivial — and the continuum carried them forward, each step normalizing the

next.
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This applies at the interpersonal scale as well. The father at the kitchen table did not begin by
raising his voice. He began years earlier, with small moments of emotional withdrawal — the
glance at his phone when his son was talking, the dismissal of a feeling as "not a big deal," the
slow erosion of attention that is itself a form of harm so quiet it barely registers. Each small con-
traction made the next one easier. Each time someone else's experience was not fully registered,
the capacity to register it degraded slightly. The continuum is not dramatic. It is incremental. And
its incremental nature is precisely what makes it dangerous — because at no single point does the

person feel they have crossed a line.

This is why the work of accountability is not just about the specific harm you are thinking of right
now. It is about the pattern — the you may have internalized and
replicated, the small daily contractions that taught your nervous system that other people's expe-

riences were negotiable. The specific incident is the symptom. The pattern is the condition.

The companion article holds the other perspective — the experience of being
on the receiving end of someone else's contraction. If you have been both the one who harmed
and the one who was harmed — and most people have been both — you may need both articles.
They are mirror companions: the same mechanism, seen from opposite sides. The

— the frozen conviction that you are right and they are wrong — operates in both directions, and

recognizing it in yourself is one of the most difficult and most necessary steps in the work.

Forgive them, for they know not what they do.

— Luke 23:34 (KJV)

Accountability, understood as a relational act rather than a punishment, has specific components.
These are not abstract. They are what the research on restorative processes — and the accounts of
people who have done this work honestly — consistently identify as what makes genuine repair

possible.

Acknowledgment. The specific, undiluted acknowledgment of what happened — not "I'm sorry if
you were hurt,” which places the problem in the other person's perception, but "l did this. It caused

this harm. | understand that." Without acknowledgment, no other step is available.
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This sounds simple. It is devastatingly difficult. The impulse to soften, to qualify, to add context
that subtly shifts the responsibility — "I did this, but you have to understand that | was under
enormous pressure” — is nearly automatic. Every qualifier is a small escape hatch, a way to main-
tain a version of yourself that is slightly less responsible than the truth requires. Genuine ac-
knowledgment closes all the escape hatches. It says: this happened, I did it, and | am not going to

explain it in a way that makes it smaller than it was.

Understanding the impact. Not just the behavioral description, but the lived cost to the person or
people affected. This requires listening — really listening, without the impulse to defend or explain
— to what the harm produced in their life. The sleeplessness. The way trust broke in a specific, ir-
reparable way. The relationship they could not sustain afterward. The years of therapy. The physi-

cal symptoms. The particular fear that now lives in their body.

Until you understand the impact, your accountability is still primarily about you. It is still "l did
something wrong and | feel bad about it" — which is a statement about your internal state, not
about theirs. The shift from self-focused remorse to impact-focused accountability is one of the
hardest moves in the entire process, because it requires setting aside your own pain long enough

to fully register someone else's.

Taking responsibility for the mechanism. This is the step that distinguishes genuine accountabil-
ity from performed remorse. It means looking honestly at the state you were in when you caused
harm — the pain, the fear, the contraction — and taking responsibility not just for the behavior but
for the pattern that produced it. This usually requires help: therapy, community, some form of sus-

tained support that allows you to see the pattern from outside it.

This step is where the man at the kitchen table lives. He did not just yell at his son once. He is op-
erating from a pattern — intergenerational, nervous-system-deep, automatic. Taking responsibil-
ity for the mechanism means saying not just "l raised my voice" but "| am carrying a pattern that
causes me to discharge pain through anger when my nervous system is activated, and that pat-
tern came from somewhere, and it is my responsibility to address it." The pattern does not excuse

the behavior. Understanding the pattern makes interrupting it possible.

Repair. Where it is possible and wanted by the person harmed, participation in repairing what was
broken. Repair is not the erasure of harm. It is the demonstration — in behavior over time, not in
words — that something has genuinely changed. It looks different in every situation and is defined
by what the affected person needs, not by what is most comfortable for the person who caused

harm.
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The boundary here is absolute: repair is only appropriate when the affected person wants it. If
they do not want contact, that boundary is not negotiable. The impulse to apologize, to make
amends, to reach out — however genuine — does not override their right to decide whether they

want you in their space. Sometimes the most accountable thing you can do is stay away.

Ongoing accountability. The commitment, not as performance but as practice, to notice the con-
tracted self before it acts — and to make a different choice in the space between contraction and
behavior. This is not a one-time event. It is a practice — daily, imperfect, sustained. The five

include the recognition that change is not a destination but a direction.
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Accountability unfolds as a non-linear path — walked over time, with curves and returns.

These five components are the map. They do not guarantee that the person you harmed will ac-
cept your accountability, or forgive you, or be willing to be in relationship with you again. Those

outcomes are not in your control. What is in your control is whether you do the work.



There is a version of this that the five components do not neatly address: what happens when the

person you harmed is not accessible?

They may have died. You may have lost contact years ago. Reaching out may not be safe — for
them or for you. Too much time may have passed for direct contact to be anything other than an

imposition. They may have explicitly asked you never to contact them again.

In any of these cases, the five components still apply — but the third, fourth, and fifth take a differ-

ent form.

The internal work — understanding the mechanism, grieving the impact, developing the witness
capacity — remains fully available. You do not need the other person's presence to look honestly
at what you did and what it cost. You do not need their participation to understand the pattern

that produced the behavior. The work is real regardless of whether it can be received.

Some people write letters that will never be sent. Not as performance — as practice. The letter
forces specificity: what exactly did you do? What do you understand the impact to have been?
What were you feeling when you did it? What has changed? The letter is for you — not because
your experience is more important, but because the act of articulating it honestly is itself a form

of accountability.

Some people make what the recovery tradition calls living amends: the commitment to act differ-
ently — not as a grand gesture but as daily practice — in all subsequent relationships. The father
at the kitchen table cannot undo the pattern he inherited. But he can do something more difficult
and more important: he can refuse to pass it on. Every time he notices the contraction, names it,
and chooses not to discharge it through his voice — that is a living amend. Not because it erases

the harm. Because it demonstrates that something has genuinely changed.

Some people carry the weight. Not as punishment — as witness. The knowledge of what they did,
held clearly and without defense, becomes part of the texture of their life. It does not crush them.
It does not define them. It informs them. The in the wound is not that the wound
was good. It is that the wound, fully faced, produces a quality of awareness that the unwounded

self did not have.

The work does not depend on being received. It depends on being real.
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The Weight That Teaches

There is a kind of knowing that comes only from having caused harm and faced it honestly. It is
not a pleasant knowing. It is not the kind of wisdom anyone would choose. But it is real, and it

changes the person who carries it.

The man who writes the letter to his daughter — the real letter, the one that does not defend —
carries a different quality of attention in all his subsequent relationships. Not because the harm
was good. Because the harm, fully faced, produced a vigilance that the unhurt self did not have. He
notices tone now. He notices when he is about to dismiss someone. He feels the contraction be-
ginning and knows — from the inside, from experience, from the specific weight of having trans-

mitted it before — what it will produce if he lets it run.

This is not redemption. It is not the transformation of harm into something positive. The harm re-
mains what it was. The people affected are still affected. But the person who caused it and faced it
carries a kind of knowledge that the person who caused it and looked away does not. The

in the wound is not that the wound was secretly beneficial. It is that the wound, when it is
not denied and not aestheticized but simply held — clearly, uncomfortably, without relief —

changes the quality of the attention that follows.

Olga Botcharova's model of the forgiveness cycle maps this journey: from the initial aggression
through denial, anger, mourning, and grief — all the way to a new relationship with the harm that
does not erase it but does not remain trapped in it. The cycle is long. It is not linear. And it applies
to the harm-doer as well as to the harmed: the process of facing what you did, mourning the im-

pact, and emerging into a different way of being is itself a kind of grief work.

The describes this as a passage through the narrow point — the moment of
maximum compression, where everything that is not essential falls away. For the harm-doer, the
narrow point is the moment of honest self-confrontation: the stillness from the opening of this ar-
ticle, the look that does not flinch. What comes through the narrow point — if the person can toler-

ate it — is not the same self that entered.

25



Here is the bind that most people who have caused harm find themselves in: they know they need
to hold compassion for the person they harmed, and they are also, quietly, in a great deal of pain

themselves. And they do not know how to hold both.

Kristin Neff's research on self-compassion provides the clinical framework. Self-compassion — the
ability to treat yourself with the same kindness you would offer a friend in similar circumstances
— is not self-indulgence. It is the single most reliable predictor of resilience and prosocial behav-
ior. For harm-doers specifically, self-compassion is the only psychological state stable enough to

support the weight of genuine accountability.

The logic is counterintuitive but consistent: if you cannot tolerate your own pain, you cannot stay
present to the pain you caused in someone else. Shame drives you away from the impact — it
makes the other person's suffering unbearable to witness, because witnessing it confirms the in-
tolerable conclusion that you are fundamentally broken. Self-compassion makes it possible to
stay. Not because you deserve comfort — that is the wrong frame — but because the work of ac-

countability requires a self that can hold difficulty without collapsing.

But self-compassion without other-compassion becomes narcissistic self-absolution. The person
who says "l need to be gentle with myself* while never facing the impact of what they did is not
practicing self-compassion — they are practicing avoidance with a therapeutic vocabulary. Self-
compassion is the ground from which you face what happened. It is not a destination that allows

you to stop facing it.

The dual compassion requirement — the made personal — is this: enough
self-compassion to face what happened without collapsing into shame, and enough other-com-
passion to hold the impact of the harm as real and important. Neither alone is sufficient. Both to-
gether is the practice. The maps this as a dynamic balance, not a fixed state — the

ongoing calibration between self-care and other-care that is the work of a lifetime.

This is the hardest part. Not because it is intellectually complex. Because it requires holding two
things that feel contradictory: "I am in pain" and "l caused pain.” The contracted self resolves this
contradiction by choosing one — either "my pain justifies what | did" (which is denial) or "the pain
| caused means | deserve to suffer” (which is shame). The witness holds both without resolving

them. The witness says: both are true, and the question is what | do now.
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This is the most specific and most actionable section of this article, so it deserves precise atten-

tion.

The cycle of harm does not require a complete personality overhaul to interrupt. It requires a

pause.

Specifically: the capacity to notice, in real time, that the contracted state is activating — that the
anger is rising, or the fear is narrowing your awareness, or the defensive self is beginning to pre-
pare its move — and to insert a moment of observation between that activation and the behavior

it usually produces.

This sounds simple. It is not easy. The time between stimulus and contracted response can be ex-
tremely short — milliseconds, in a nervous system that has spent years associating certain trig-
gers with certain automatic behaviors. The amygdala fires faster than the prefrontal cortex can
engage. The body is already moving before the mind has caught up. The practice of widening that
gap is exactly that — a practice. It develops slowly, through repeated application, and it is almost

always supported by therapy, meditation, somatic work, or some combination.
But it begins with the recognition that the gap exists at all.

Viktor Frankl's formulation — "between stimulus and response there is a space, and in that space
lies our freedom" — is not metaphorical. It is describing the neurological reality of prefrontal cor-
tex engagement: the capacity, when the nervous system is not in full threat-response, to pause the
automatic program and choose. Daniel Goleman and Richard Davidson's Altered Traits documents
the neuroscience: meditation practice measurably increases prefrontal cortex engagement, de-
creases amygdala reactivity, and — most importantly for this discussion — increases the gap be-

tween stimulus and response. The pause is trainable. The brain changes. The capacity grows.

Marsha Linehan's Dialectical Behavior Therapy was specifically designed for people whose emo-
tional dysregulation produces harmful behavior. DBT's core skill set — distress tolerance, emotion
regulation, interpersonal effectiveness, and mindfulness — is essentially a clinical methodology
for developing the witness capacity. The distress tolerance skills are explicitly about this: how to
endure intense activation without acting from it. How to feel the contraction without transmitting

it.
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Peter Levine's somatic experiencing work adds another dimension: the body stores the activation
that the mind cannot process. The man at the kitchen table feels the contraction in his chest be-
fore he has any conscious thought about it. The nervous system is faster than cognition. Somatic
work builds the capacity to notice the body's signals — the tightening, the heat, the narrowing of
vision — as early warning systems rather than commands. The signal says "something has been
activated.” It does not say "act from the activation.” The space between those two — between

sensing the signal and choosing the response — is the pause.

Pete Walker's work on Complex PTSD describes the specific challenge for those whose harmful be-
havior stems from childhood trauma: the four F responses (fight, flight, freeze, fawn) are deeply in-
grained survival strategies that were adaptive in childhood and destructive in adulthood. The fight
response — the one that produces the most visible harm to others — is not aggression in the sim-
ple sense. It is a survival strategy that learned, in conditions of genuine threat, that the best de-
fense is to become threatening. The work is not to eliminate the response. It is to develop enough
witness capacity that the response can be noticed, named, and redirected before it reaches an-

other person.

The witness capacity is not a character trait that some people have and others lack. It is a skill —
trainable, developable, measurable. And like any skill, it begins with the first imperfect attempt.
The behind the practice matters: the witness develops not
through willpower but through the consistent, patient, often frustrating work of paying attention

to what is already happening inside you.

Half a Second of Witness

A woman in a couples therapy session. Her partner has just said something that triggers the exact
pattern — she knows the pattern, she has described it to the therapist before, she can narrate its
entire arc while it is happening: the chest tightens, the jaw sets, the words begin forming. The
same words she always uses. The ones designed to wound, because she was just wounded.
Precision-targeted words that she has deployed a hundred times, words that find the exact vul-

nerability and press.
She has said them a hundred times.

But this time — for reasons she cannot fully explain, though the months of therapy are certainly
part of it — she notices. She notices the tightening in her chest. She notices the jaw. She notices

the words forming, queued up like missiles on a launch pad, ready to go. She can feel the entire
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machinery of the pattern in motion.
And in the half-second between the activation and the speech, she stops.

Not because she is calm. She is not calm. The activation is at full intensity. The words are right
there. The pattern is screaming at her to complete itself. She stops because she can see herself

about to do it. The witness, for a half-second, is faster than the contraction.
The therapist, quietly: "What just happened?”
The woman: "l almost did it again. And | saw it."

This is the moment the cycle turns. Not dramatic. Not heroic. Half a second of witness. The smallest
possible unit of change — a single moment in which the pattern that has run automatically for

years is interrupted by the awareness that it is running.

The moment the cycle can turn is the moment you notice the contraction coming, name it, and do

not transmit it.
That moment can happen today.

Not because you are ready. Not because you have finished therapy or completed a meditation re-
treat or reached some threshold of psychological development. But because the witness — the
part of you that is reading this sentence right now, the part that is troubled by what you did, the
part that wants something different — is already here. It has been here all along. It is here in the
space between the impulse and the behavior. It is here in the quiet at the kitchen table at eleven

at night. It is here in the moment of recognition that the pattern is yours to interrupt.
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I'HE PAUSE

A half-second of awareness interrupts the pattern; the pause is the smallest unit of change.

A man writes a letter to his adult daughter.

It is not the first letter. He has written several before, each one some version of defending himself.
The first letter, years ago, explained that he had been under enormous pressure at work. The sec-
ond acknowledged that he "could have handled things better" — which acknowledged nothing
specific and changed nothing. The third blamed her mother for turning the children against him.

The fourth asked, with a hurt that was genuine but self-centered, why she wouldn't return his calls.

His daughter did not respond to any of them. She had asked him, once, not to contact her. He had
not honored that request. The letters were themselves a form of the pattern — the inability to sit
with the discomfort of someone else's boundary, the conviction that his need to be heard out-

weighed her need for distance.



This letter is different. It took him two years of therapy to write it, and the difference is not in the

prose. It is in the mechanism.

It says, specifically, what he did. Not "mistakes were made.” Not "l wasn't always the father | should
have been." The specific incidents: the birthday he missed and never acknowledged. The way he
spoke to her mother in front of her. The night she called him crying and he told her to stop being
dramatic. The years of dismissing her feelings as overreactions. The accumulation — not a single
dramatic event but a thousand small erosions that taught her, over time, that her inner experience

was not real to him.

It says what he understands the impact was — not from his perspective but from hers, based on
things she told him years ago that he dismissed at the time. He lists them. He had dismissed them

then. He holds them now.

It says what he was feeling when he did it — the fear, the inadequacy, the way his own father's

voice lived in his chest and came out when he was most threatened. Not as excuse. As mechanism.

It does not ask for forgiveness. It does not ask for a response. It does not ask for a relationship. It
says: "l see what | did. | understand what it cost you. | am working on the pattern that produced it.
And | am sorry — not sorry in the way that asks you to make me feel better, but sorry in the way
that means | will carry the weight of this for the rest of my life, and | will use that weight to

change.”

He mails the letter. He does not know if she will read it. He does not know if she will respond. He
knows that the accountability is real regardless — not because the letter fixes anything, but be-

cause the man who wrote it is not the same man who wrote the previous four.

The change is not in the letter. It is in the person who wrote it.

The contracted self who caused harm is not the complete truth about you. The harm was real. The

consequences were real. The people affected are real, and their experience of what you did is real.

And you are more than that moment.



This is not a reassurance designed to let you off the hook. It is the structural fact that makes
change possible at all. If you were only the harm you caused — if the contracted self who acted
from pain were the whole and final definition — there would be no one left to do anything differ-

ently.

But you are reading this. You are troubled by what you did, which means there is a part of you
that can see it from outside. That part — the witness, the larger self — is the one who does the

work.

The cycle does not have to continue. Not because you are required to be perfect from here for-
ward. But because you now have information that the contracted self who caused harm did not
have: you can see the mechanism. You know what the contraction feels like from inside. And in the

space between feeling it and acting from it, there is a choice.
Hurt people hurt people. Until they stop.

The stopping begins here — in the quiet, uncomfortable willingness to look.

This article is a companion to . For the perspective of those who have been
harmed, see . For the full framework of how compassion contracts and ex-
pands, see

You are still here.

You have read about the mechanism — the contraction, the narrowing, the moment when some-
one else's experience stopped being real to you. You have read about the shame spiral and the
way it masquerades as accountability while perpetuating the cycle. You have read about the wit-
ness — the part of you that is reading this sentence right now, the part that sees the contracted
self from enough distance to be troubled by it. You have read about the five components, the
pause, the half-second of witness that can change the direction of a pattern you have been carry-

ing for years.

None of this asks you to be perfect. All of it asks you to begin.
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The beginning is small. It is the willingness to sit with the stillness that opened this article — the
quiet, uncomfortable clarity that settles when you stop defending and start looking. It is the
recognition that the pattern is yours. Not in the shame sense — not "l am broken." In the responsi-

bility sense — "I see this, and | can respond to it."

The at the heart of the human condition is that the thing we are most afraid to face is
the thing that sets us free. You are afraid to look at what you did. And looking at it — clearly, with-
out flinching, without collapsing — is the only thing that makes the next moment different from

the last.

You are not alone in this. The — the unbroken chain of people who have faced
their own capacity for harm and chosen differently — stretches back further than any single tradi-
tion. Every person who has sat with the weight of what they did, who has refused the escape of
denial and the trap of shame, who has looked at the mechanism and said "this stops with me" —
they walked the same path you are walking now. The path is not comfortable. It is not quick. But it

is real, and it is walked by more people than you know.

The that runs through this entire body of work includes the generosity of
honest self-confrontation — the willingness to give yourself the truth, even when the truth is diffi-
cult, because the truth is the only material from which genuine change can be built. And the

that is the deepest foundation of all of this includes the uncomfortable recognition that the
line between harm-doer and harmed does not run between people. It runs through every human

heart.

Is understanding why | caused harm the same as excusing it?

No — and this distinction is one of the most important in this entire framework. Explanation iden-
tifies the mechanism that produced an outcome. Excuse argues that the mechanism removes the
agent's responsibility. You can understand completely why you acted from pain and contraction
without that understanding releasing you from responsibility for the impact. A doctor who identi-
fies the pathogen that caused an infection is not excusing the infection — they are creating the
conditions for treatment. In fact, genuine understanding usually deepens accountability, because

it makes the pattern visible in a way that cannot be unseen. When you see the mechanism clearly
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— the contraction, the narrowing, the moment the other person stopped being real — you can no
longer pretend it was an isolated event. You see the pattern. And seeing the pattern is the begin-

ning of the obligation to change it.
| feel enormous shame about what | did. Isn't that appropriate?

Shame is understandable, and some degree of moral distress is a healthy sign — it means your
moral sense is intact. But shame as a sustained state is not productive accountability. It is, as the
research consistently shows, a significant predictor of continued harmful behavior. The critical
distinction: shame says "I am fundamentally wrong" (identity statement); guilt says "l did some-
thing wrong" (behavior statement). Guilt is actionable. Shame is not. If you are stuck in the shame
spiral — if the self-punishment is producing paralysis rather than change — the goal is to move
toward guilt, not to eliminate moral feeling. Guilt allows you to hold what you did as real while re-
taining the capacity to respond. Working with a therapist can help create the internal conditions

for this transition.
What if the person | harmed doesn't want contact or repair?

Their boundary is not negotiable. The decision about whether to receive an acknowledgment, an
apology, or any form of contact belongs entirely to the person who was harmed. Your account-
ability work can — and in this case must — proceed without their participation. The internal work
of understanding the mechanism, developing the , and changing the pattern does
not require access to the affected person. The living amends tradition offers a framework: the
commitment to act differently in all subsequent relationships, not as performance but as practice.
If the person you harmed later indicates that they are open to repair, you can offer it then. Until

that point, respecting their boundary is part of accountability.
How do | know if I'm actually changing or just performing change?

The most reliable indicator is behavior over time in the specific conditions that previously trig-
gered the pattern. It is relatively easy to act accountably when you are not under pressure. The
test is what happens when the same type of threat, humiliation, or fear that originally activated
the contraction arises again. Do you still contract and transmit? Do you contract but catch it? Do
you contract less? Progress is real but uneven — the woman in the couples therapy session who
caught the pattern for the first time will also miss it many times in the future. The honest tracking

of your responses, without self-congratulation when you succeed or self-condemnation when you



fail, is itself part of the practice. External feedback from trusted people — a therapist, a partner, a
close friend — provides a check against the internal narrator's tendency to self-deceive in both di-

rections.
What if | caused harm a long time ago and the person is not accessible?

Accountability that cannot be delivered directly — because the affected person has died, because
contact is not safe or appropriate, because too much time has passed — is still possible, though it
takes a different form. The internal work — understanding the mechanism, grieving the impact,
developing the witness capacity — remains fully available. Some people write letters that will
never be sent, as a practice of specificity and honesty. Some make living amends: the commitment
to act differently, not as a grand gesture but as daily practice, in all subsequent relationships.
Some carry the knowledge differently once they have named it honestly — not as punishment but
as awareness. The work is real regardless of whether it can be received by the specific person af-

fected.
Can this framework apply to harm | caused as part of a group or institution?

Yes. The mechanism scales. , the same contraction that operates at the
individual level operates at the collective level — organizations, institutions, nations can enter
contracted states where the humanity of certain groups is systematically derecognized.
Zimbardo's research showed that ordinary people, placed in certain institutional structures, can
begin causing harm within hours. If you participated in institutional harm — as part of a work-
place, a religious organization, a military unit, a political movement — the mechanism was the
same: contraction of awareness, narrowing of compassion, the reduction of certain people to less-
than-human. The accountability framework applies: acknowledge the specific harm, understand
the impact, take responsibility for your participation in the mechanism (including the ways the in-
stitution made it easy to participate), offer repair where possible, and commit to a different prac-

tice going forward.
Is self-compassion just another way of letting myself off the hook?

This is the most common objection, and the research is clear: self-compassion and self-indul-
gence are not the same thing. Kristin Neff's work demonstrates that self-compassion actually in-
creases accountability — because the person who can tolerate their own imperfection is the per-
son who can face what they did without collapsing into shame. Self-indulgence says "l don't need
to change." Self-compassion says "l can face what needs to change.” The test is whether your self-

compassion practice leads to engagement with the harm you caused or avoidance of it. If you are
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using "being gentle with yourself* as a reason not to face the impact of your behavior, that is

avoidance with a therapeutic vocabulary. If you are using self-compassion to create the internal

stability from which you can do the difficult work of accountability, that is the practice working as

intended.

dial/text 988 (Suicide and Crisis Lifeline).

A note: If this article has surfaced difficult material about harm you have caused or experi-
enced, please consider reaching out to a professional. This article is not therapy. It is a map,

not a guide. If you or someone you know is in crisis, please contact emergency services or

References

Baumeister, Roy F. Evil: Inside Human Violence and Cruelty.
W.H. Freeman, 1997.

Botcharova, Olga. "Implementation of Track Two Diplomacy:
Developing a Model of Forgiveness." In Forgiveness and
Reconciliation, eds. Helmick & Petersen. Templeton
Foundation Press, 2001.

Braithwaite, John. Crime, Shame and Reintegration.
Cambridge University Press, 1989.
Brown, Brene. Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be

Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent,
and Lead. Gotham Books, 2012.

Davis, Angela Y. Are Prisons Obsolete? Seven Stories Press,
2003.
Frankl, Viktor. Man's Search for Meaning. Beacon Press, 1946.

Gilligan, James. Violence: Reflections on a National
Epidemic. Vintage, 1996.

Gobodo-Madikizela, Pumla. A Human Being Died That Night:
A South African Woman Confronts the Legacy of
Apartheid. Houghton Mifflin, 2003.

Goleman, Daniel & Richard J. Davidson. Altered Traits:
Science Reveals How Meditation Changes Your Mind,
Brain, and Body. Avery, 2017.

36

Linehan, Marsha. DBT Skills Training Manual. 2nd ed. Guilford
Press, 2015.

Neff, Kristin. Self~-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being
Kind to Yourself. William Morrow, 2011.

Sherman, Lawrence W. & Heather Strang. Restorative Justice:
The Evidence. The Smith Institute, 2007.

Staub, Ervin. The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and
Other Group Violence. Cambridge University Press, 1989.

Tangney, June Price & Ronda L. Dearing. Shame and Guilt.
Guilford Press, 2002.

Tutu, Desmond. No Future Without Forgiveness. Doubleday,
1999.

Walker, Pete. Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving.
Azure Coyote Publishing, 2013.

van der Kolk, Bessel. The Body Keeps the Score. Viking, 2014.

Zehr, Howard. Changing Lenses: Restorative Justice for Our
Times. 3rd ed. Herald Press, 2015.

Zehr, Howard. The Little Book of Restorative Justice. Good
Books, 2015.

Zimbardo, Philip. The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How
Good People Turn Evil. Random House, 2007.



Continue Walking the Happy Path

theheartofpeace.org


https://theheartofpeace.org/

theheartofpeace.org


https://theheartofpeace.org/

