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What are anger and irritability?


Anger and irritability belong together because they feed off each other. But they also exist independently, and they also link with other ideas, so I think it is useful to ponder what they are; it helps us tackle something if we know just what it is we are looking at. So let us examine the easier one first, and the easier one is . . . anger.


Anger is particularly interesting because it is often held to be unique amongst the ‘negative’ emotions in that it has a distinct positive side for some people. This is because, when we are seriously angry, we feel:


1.   Very alive


2.   Very energised


3.   Very right!


What makes it such a dangerous emotion is that it seriously impairs our judgement so, although we may be absolutely convinced we are right in ‘the heat of the moment’ we find later that we were totally wrong. Moreover, people don’t like to see others angry; it makes them feel uneasy and maybe frightened. Certainly it does not lead to a relaxed, positive interaction between people!


As an example of how right people can feel, I have worked with some men in prison who have murdered their wives. And, often enough, at the moment in time at which they did it, it was what they wanted to do, they were convinced they were right to do it. Later on, they cannot believe what they have done or how they could possibly have thought it was the right thing to do and, moreover, they now face a long time behind bars, missing the very person who would have brought them some solace.


You may feel that these men are quite different from you and me, but I am afraid that this is not the case; before the incident in question many of them were unremarkable, just like anybody else. Frequently one hears friends and neighbours say, ‘I just can’t believe he would do that’.


So, taken to extremes, that is what anger is capable of but, routinely, it can produce results which are very far from what we want or even what we intended. Consider the following account of an incident:




It was a Wednesday evening and four of us went down to town for a meal in an Indian restaurant. That’s me, my wife and the two kids. Anyway, we parked the car in a back street, it must have been about eight o’clock in the evening, walked round to the restaurant and had a very good meal. It was the first time we’d been there, we were all on good form, had a good laugh and a joke about everything, even at how thick and new the carpets were, and altogether had a thoroughly good time. Anyway, about half-past nine or ten o’clock, we’d just turned the corner of the street we’d parked the car in when we heard an almighty crash and the sound of breaking glass. Except it hardly sounded like glass, it was a stronger, louder sound than that. We looked down the street, and there was some guy with his head stuck through the passenger window of our car, and another guy standing by him. I didn’t grasp what was happening for a moment; then I realised that the sound we had heard was the window glass breaking, and these two were in the process of stealing the radio from my car. Anyway, I felt that mixture of stuff that courses through your body when these things happen, shouted but not very loud, and set off after these two. One guy saw me after a couple of seconds and just ran off. That left the guy with his head still through the window, engrossed in prising the radio out of the car. He still had his head through the window when I got there, I just grabbed hold of him and pulled him out – I didn’t care if his head caught on the bits of broken glass or not – and manhandled him, not at all gently, on to the floor. By this time my wife was there and telling me to take it easy, and one of the kids had already got his mobile phone out and was dialling for the police. The lad I’d got out of the car was never more than sixteen, but I just had him on the floor and could cheerfully have throttled him. What did they think they were doing, just thinking they could go up to somebody else’s property and take it? Anyway, I just sat astride him, threatening him and telling him what a useless piece of machinery he was until the police came. Half a dozen people must have gone past us during all that, but I couldn’t care less. When the police arrived they did at least seem to take my side, took all the details and took him off in their car.





Examples such as this give us a clue as to what happens in the brain when we get angry. The amygdala (a small, almond-sized and almond-shaped part of the brain) is held as responsible for many of our emotions, including anger. In fact, when we get really angry it is sometimes referred to as an amygdala-hijack and this is a powerful and accurate way of thinking of it. Effectively this tiny part of the brain (along with its near neighbours) hijacks the rest of the brain and imposes its will upon it. This is particularly interesting because the amygdala belongs to what is sometimes referred to as our ‘primitive brain’ in that it is evolutionarily old; it is a part of the brain that all mammals have. So, in effect, what happens is that a primitive part of our brain hijacks the rest of it – the cerebral cortex, the part of the brain that only we have. So, it hijacks our thinking, planning, rational, executive-function part of the brain.


This is well illustrated because you will often hear people say after they have lost their temper ‘I don’t know what I was thinking of’, and this is because they weren’t really thinking at all: the thinking part of the brain had been hijacked by the primitive brain. Other colloquial expressions for anger show similar insight. For example you might hear the observation ‘he just exploded with rage’, and the explosion metaphor is a good one because what is happening in the brain is very much akin to that: the amygdala and the primitive brain in general mount a vicious hijack – by intense neuronal firing – of the rest of the brain before it has time to respond. (The primitive brain always reacts much more quickly than the cerebral cortex, which is why, upon hearing a loud noise, you may duck so quickly that you are virtually moving at the same instant as the noise occurs. This is powered by the primitive brain, so there is no thought behind it, and you may indeed be ducking into the imagined missile that you are seeking to avoid. So it is not useful, but it is a good illustration of how the primitive brain reacts so much more quickly than the thinking brain. This phenomenon is put to good effect when we teach people who are under threat from an angry-aggressive assailant to ‘play for time’, because the longer time goes on the better the chance that the thinking brain will regain control in the angry assailant’s mind.)


So, when we ‘lose it’ this is quite a major event inside our head. It is also very apt phraseology because the ‘it’ that we are losing is ‘control of ourselves’. The control we normally have is through the thinking, executive-function part of the brain (the cerebral cortex) and it is indeed this that we lose when the amygdala hijacks the whole process. And it is not just in the brain, because adrenaline and other substances are pumped through us, our blood vessels change and so on. This is sometimes referred to as the ‘fight or flight’ response but, in anger, I’m not convinced that this shorthand phrase does it justice: when we ‘lose it’ we lose a tremendous lot.


I would love to stop there and have us conclude that anger is simply a bad thing and that we must learn to eradicate it. But the fact that you’re reading this means that you know better than that, and it does get more complicated. One of the most relevant complications is that the anger stemming from the primitive brain can be harnessed with the cerebral cortex or thinking brain, and this is recognised in the saying ‘revenge is a dish best served cold’. What this means is that many people can hang on to their intense anger, then use their ‘thinking brain’ to plan out how to get even with the person who has angered them.


Michael Winner’s 1974 film Death Wish gives a graphic description of how this might occur. A break-in occurs during which the hero’s (Charles Bronson) wife is raped and mother murdered. Charles Bronson’s character subsequently goes on a revenge spree where he lures muggers to attack him and, when they attempt to, shoots them. This was an early example of the revenge-movie genre and I can recollect the sheer delight of the cinema audience each time Charles Bronson shot another ‘baddie’.


You might object to this example on the grounds that this is Hollywood, it’s not real life, yet, in the forensic world, such revenge crimes are not uncommon. Of course they’re neither glossy nor exciting in the way a Hollywood version is, but they can follow the same principle, namely, merging the primitive brain and the cerebral. You might also rightly say that Charles Bronson’s character was more than angry – he was bereaved, distraught, devastated, and so on. But this happens often enough in real life; sometimes we experience relatively ‘pure’ anger, other times it is mixed with emotions such as disappointment, upset, or whatever, but in either case the anger is usually the most powerful driver of what we subsequently do.


Sadly, a similar phenomenon occurs in everyday life, in divorce. A frequent scenario is that one partner tries to keep the marriage together then, their patience eventually snaps and they turn ‘angry’. Divorce proceedings begin, lawyers are recruited, and the person’s anger – and intellect – are directed towards inflicting the greatest possible suffering and loss on their former partner.


Just to get our terms completely right we have now of course moved into talking about aggression and violence. In this case the aggression and violence is fuelled by anger, but, in fact, anger is an emotion and, unless we give vent to it, no one else will necessarily know we are angry. You have probably had a conversation where you have told somebody that you were ‘furious’ about something and your listener may have expressed surprise – ‘I would never have guessed’. And this is the nature of emotions: we can if we wish keep them to ourselves. So, if we are to be pedantic about it, the killing spree that Charles Bronson’s character goes on was the manifestation of his anger, rather than the anger itself. (The reason this distinction is sometimes made is that we also see aggression and violence in the absence of anger. For example, people who rob banks necessarily use aggression or violence – otherwise it would be termed a simple theft – even though they are probably not angry with the bank employees; in fact they may well never met them before.)


But we are getting away from the point. To summarise: anger is a massive emotion which involves huge things suddenly taking place in our brain and also physically. It is also an emotion which can have life-changing effects for us as a result of the things we do when we are angry. In extreme circumstances it can lead to our incarceration; much more routinely it can lead to the fracturing of our relationships and the damaging of our own happiness.


‘Justified’ anger: a proportionate response?


One of the main judgements we make when we see someone behaving in an aggressive or hostile way is whether they are justified in doing so. If we consider that they are justified, then we probably won’t think of that person as having a problem with their anger. After all, everybody gets angry sometimes; we only think of someone having a problem when they are hostile, angry or aggressive without good cause. If we think the person is justified in being angry or aggressive, then we tend to see nothing wrong with that. So, if we see David (the guy who was having his radio stolen) as justified in his anger, we probably won’t blame him for pinning the thief to the ground until the police arrive. We might see that as a proportionate response. If, on the other hand, he had started banging the sixteen-year-old’s head up and down on the pavement while loudly cursing him, we might have seen that as disproportionate and unjustified.


However, sometimes our judgement goes a little hazy. I can still remember the first time I saw the classic film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, in which Louise Fletcher’s character Nurse Ratched torments a group of mentally ill patients led by Jack Nicholson’s Randall P. McMurphy. Certainly the patients were full of bad feeling towards Nurse Ratched about an hour into the film, but not half as much as the audience. At this point, after Nurse Ratched’s particularly savage treatment of one of the patients, McMurphy could stand it no longer, grabbed hold of her, had her on the floor and was throttling the life out of her. Half the audience in the cinema was on its feet, shouting encouragement and hoping he would finish the job before the two male nurses rushing to Ms Ratched’s assistance could get there. He didn’t, the authorities got the better of him, and we all later trudged unhappily out of the cinema.


Even though Nurse Ratched’s behaviour was extreme, perhaps McMurphy’s response was somewhat disproportionate. Of course, in a case like this our judgement is clouded by the events being on the silver screen rather than taking place in reality. But this ‘temporary clouding of judgement’ is exactly the problem; because, unfortunately, it happens not just on the silver screen but in real life as well. On those occasions we get repeatedly remorseful and self-critical. We say we ‘overreacted’ or ‘don’t know what got hold of us’. We feel that our response was out of all proportion to the event; it was not justified.


These are themes that will run throughout this book. How do we get ourselves to respond to negative events in a way that is in proportion to them? In a way that we, and others, would say is justified?


We sometimes like to see people getting angry, so long as they are on our side. Margaret Thatcher was often referred to as ‘handbagging’ her counterparts from other European countries in order to stick up for what many in Britain perceived as their rights and few people complained about that at the time. (Her contemporary, Ronald Reagan, did something similar on the other side of the Atlantic, but in a more charming way.) Margaret Thatcher’s successor John Major, on the other hand, was painted as a much greyer character (literally in the case of the satirical Spitting Image programme): so grey, in fact, that he would be unlikely to get openly angry with anyone. Whether this perception was accurate is another matter but, accurate or not, it seemed to count against him. What is more, this negative perception of John Major was exacerbated by rumours that he could also be irritable in private – a shade on the snappish side when perhaps it wasn’t warranted. Again, whether this perception was true is another matter, but it does illustrate the point that what people dislike is not the fact of other people getting angry, it’s the fact of other people reacting in a way that is not justified, or out of proportion to the situation.


One final but important thought: how are we to judge what is reasonable and proportionate? We have already seen that what seems perfectly reasonable ‘in the heat of the moment’ seems like a tragic overreaction later on. So what is our yardstick? Here are a couple of ideas.


For me, I like to think of a wise old judge listening quietly to me describing exactly what happened and then coming to a judgement. For example, with David, he might say, ‘Yes, I think if I were a younger man and I came across somebody breaking into my car I too would want to pull him out of it and sit on him until the police arrived. I think that is a reasonable and proportionate response.’ I find this a very good yardstick.


A lot of people use Facebook in a similar way. In other words, they describe an event and their reaction to it and then see what their Facebook friends think of it. As a yardstick for judging how proportionate a response is I think this has some promise. In fact, so long as we give an impartial account of what happened and what our response was, and so long as our friends are a reasonable representation of society, then this can be excellent. In fact, we don’t even have to use Facebook; we can simply imagine what the general Facebook reaction would be if we were to describe an event and our reaction to it. We can make an internal judgement as to whether what we did – or are thinking of doing – is reasonable and proportionate.


Irritability


Irritability is possibly even more interesting than anger. Several years ago, when the wonderful publishers of this book were urging me to write it, they told me that ‘irritability is the second most common problem that people go to their physicians with’. That was the clincher for me and, even though I have no idea where they got that ‘statistic’ from, I instantly agreed to write it, pausing only to ask ‘What was number one?’ (Apparently it is ‘Doctor, I feel tired all the time’, which is so common, I am assured, that physicians simply abbreviate it to TATT.)


I also felt that the good people at Robinson must have sensed that I was a natural-born expert on irritability. After all, when young, my mother would frequently tell me how irritating I was, and I strongly suspect she had a point. So I early on mastered being irritating, but I also knew about the other side if it – being irritable. I can distinctly remember being fifteen years old and sitting round the family dinner table thinking how sad it was that I could never get married because I was so irritable that there couldn’t possibly be a girl anywhere in the world that I could tolerate for a whole lifetime.


So, to me, irritability, irritation, irritating, are all ordinary English words that need no explanation whatsoever; I was brought up both irritating and irritable. But it seems this is not universally the case. For example, I have written a three-day course – based on this book – for my fellow professionals and, when it was having one of its inaugural runnings, the guy who was tutoring it phoned me up after half a day to say, ‘They want to know what irritability is’. My instant reaction was to reflect that the questioner himself is a consultant clinical and forensic psychologist and surely knew what irritability was. My second reaction was that, if he didn’t know clearly enough what it is, then probably there are a lot of people who don’t.


So, what is irritability? A clever colleague of mine told me that irritability, unlike anger, is ‘a predisposition rather than an emotion’. But, while this may be true, I’m not convinced that it totally sums up the nature of irritability. So let’s change the word slightly, and ask what it means if we describe somebody as irritable. Perhaps someone who is irritable is someone who becomes angry too easily. That is part of it, although I think we would more likely describe such a person as ‘bad-tempered’ rather than irritable. ‘Irritable’ seems too lightweight a word to describe someone who gets angry too easily. Closer might be when we use irritable to describe someone who gets annoyed too easily. So maybe ‘annoyable’ might be a good synonym for irritable, if only that word existed.


In fact I looked up synonyms of irritability and this is what I found: tetchiness, testiness, touchiness, scratchiness, grumpiness, moodiness, grouchiness, crotchetiness, cantankerousness, curmudgeonliness, churlishness, peevishness, crossness, pique, impatience, fractiousness, crabbiness, waspishness, prickliness, crustiness, shrewishness. They are all good, aren’t they, but I still think that to say that someone who is irritable is someone who gets annoyed easily, pretty much sums it up.


And what can we be irritated with? The answer of course is that, if we are irritable, we can be irritated with lots of things. For example, in the UK, even in times of austerity, it seems we still have enough money that we can deliberately build bumps onto perfectly good roads. Apparently we haven’t got enough money to fill in the potholes, but we have got plenty to build bumps. (Just in case you are reading this in a country that is sensible enough not to build bumps onto its roads, in the UK we have this system of slowing traffic down by building bumps that jar the car when you go over them, so you have to drive slowly. ‘Doesn’t that damage the car’s suspension, the steering, and the tyres?’ you may ask, to which the answer is of course, ‘Yes’.)


But there are smaller things as well, aren’t there? I like a nice shirt so, the last time we were in Venice, having saved up for fifty years or so, I decided I could buy myself a nice Italian shirt. So I went into one of the many smart shirt shops, chose one I liked the look of and handed over my Euros. Just walking out of the shop I turned back to the assistant and asked her whether my shirt had been made in Italy (I had noticed that some shops had notices in them saying ‘All our shirts are made in Italy’). ‘No,’ she replied, ‘it is an Italian fabric but the shirt is made in another country’ (then named it).


That’s fine, I thought, and said, ‘That is a perfectly fine country too’ (I’m avoiding saying which country because one of the things that delights me is that this book is purchased in many different languages, and I don’t want to alienate an entire nation). So I got my shirt home and tried it on and sure enough it was a fine shirt made of a nice fabric, a good fit, and it looked okay even with me in it. So all was well? No, not quite, because the buttonholes were only just big enough to get the buttons through. Fastening each button involves a tussle and a struggle. I bought the shirt a year ago and it is still a fight to get into it. So this irritates me. It slightly annoys me. It contrasts with other shirts I have which are the exact opposite: they have vertical button holes through which the buttons go easily and, as the icing on the cake, the last buttonhole is horizontal so you automatically know when you have finished your buttoning task. This always has the opposite effect of irritating me – it always slightly pleases me that shirt-makers can be so thoughtful and so meticulous.


As you read this, you must be thinking, ‘For goodness sake there are more important things to worry about than the exact size of the buttonholes in your shirt’ and you are of course right. Even as I write it, I think exactly the same thing. But this is one of the characteristics about ‘irritations’ that gives them their power: not only are they irritating but, to rub salt into our wounds, we feel we are making a fuss about nothing. We feel bad and yet we know that no one is about to make us feel better – not even ourselves. Furthermore, there are so many irritations that they can completely ruin the quality of our lives. After all, if one can be irritated about the size of button holes, there is nothing that is safe.


Irritation is also a paradoxical feeling. For example, I recently read a biography of P.G. Wodehouse in which the author said of him that ‘He led a long and enjoyable life because he learned early on that nothing really matters’. At first sight that seems idyllic – he would never get irritated or worried, then – but on second sight would we really want to live a life where nothing seems to matter? Of course the thing about irritability is that small things can appear to matter too much. But surely that is better than having them matter not at all? And yet having things matter too much also leads to distress, and therein lies the conundrum: if things matter too much there’s a problem, if things don’t matter enough there is a problem. Getting it just right is the problem we have to solve.


If you are an unusually kind person you may be thinking, as you read this, ‘No, this is all perfectly reasonable, I get really irritated with bumps on the road, and I would be really irritated if the buttonholes on my shirt – or blouse – were too small.’ If so, that is wonderful, but I have to tell you that things are about to get worse . . .


It is possible to be irritated about absolutely nothing. I can assure you this is true, because I have first-hand experience of it; it is perfectly possible to wake up feeling irritable. Not actually irritated with anyone or anything, simply aware that you are feeling irritable at the moment. Knowing that if the slightest potentially irritating thing happens, you will become really irritated. It is different from feeling depressed or feeling worried; it’s a very distinct feeling all of its own. Perhaps depression and anxiety can cause people to be irritable, but they’re not the same as it, and people who are neither depressed nor anxious – as well as those who are – can easily be irritable and angry. Anger and irritability can be caused by all sorts of things which we will examine in the rest of this book.


Finally for now, one of the great things about writing this book is the feeling of validation I get in doing so. I know that for you to be reading it – either because it is especially relevant to you, or to a friend or relative, or to a patient – you have recognised the power of irritation and irritability as well as the more widely recognised power of anger. I do hope it lives up to your expectations. By way of reassurance, in spite of my concern at the age of fifteen, I have managed (or maybe my wife has) more than forty years of marriage, so it just shows – these problems can be solved!




Summary


•   Irritability and anger take lots of different forms. Both are emotions that most people have felt.


•   There’s nothing wrong with being angry in itself; sometimes it is clearly justified. It is when we overreact, responding in a way that is out of proportion to the situation, that we lay ourselves open to criticism. And sometimes we ourselves are our harshest critics.


•   The very term ‘irritability’ implies that the reaction is unjustified. It normally suggests that a person is being snappy and bad-tempered when there is no call to be so. As such it fails the ‘Justified?’ test; people are almost always criticised for being irritable. Again, we may be our harshest critics in this respect.


•   There are times when, through frustration or for other reasons, we lose our sense of perspective. It’s on those occasions that we find ourselves unable to judge what is justified. And then we see ourselves doing things which we feel are justified at the time but which later on – once our true sense of judgement returns – we are horrified that we did.






A final thought


Most of us feel rather critical of irritable and unjustifiably angry people, almost as if they were doing it deliberately to make our lives miserable. And, certainly, it is no fun at all living with an irritable and unjustifiably angry person.


One point that is sometimes forgotten, however, is that neither is it any fun being the irritable and angry person! Many, many people have their lives virtually ruined by their own irritability and anger. So it is both for them and for those around them that this book is written.


Optional exercises


A: Either write or make a mental note of your answers to the following:


1.   Are you mainly concerned about your anger, your irritability, or both?


2.   Why are you concerned about it or them?


3.   What do you put your anger or irritability issues down to?


4.   At this early stage of reading the book, what do you think might help you with your anger or irritability?


B: Search YouTube and view these interviews where things don’t go according to plan:


1.   Clive Anderson interviewing the Bee Gees


2.   Russell Harty interviewing Grace Jones


3.   Michael Parkinson interviewing Rod Hull and Emu


Do you agree with me that the Bee Gees’ anger was justified and proportionate and that Grace Jones’s was not? (It doesn’t matter if we don’t agree – we all have our own views and it’s important that we do.) What about Rod Hull using Emu to attack Michael Parkinson? I think that was aggression without anger – what do you think?
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Hostility, aggression and violence


These are three more words we need to look at. Let’s examine hostility first. There is plenty of evidence that we human beings are simply hostile to one another, whether we are angry or not. It is estimated that the United States spends $1.5 trillion on ‘defence’ annually. So if you can imagine $1000 and then 1000 times that, and then 1000 times that, and then 1000 times that, and then add on half as much again, that is what the United States spends every year. It would be great to think that’s this is just a quirk of the United States, but I’m afraid it’s not; search online to find the top 100 countries in terms of expenditure.


So where does all this money go? It goes largely on research, development and production of armaments. And these activities are not being done by angry people; these are people who get up in the morning and commute to work, have meetings about what could be done to improve the effectiveness of the drones they are working on, or the next model Kalashnikovs they are developing, or the barrel bombs they are thinking of pushing out of aircraft, or whatever. Then maybe have a cup of coffee, and then get to work improving the lethality of whatever it is they are working on. So these people are not acting whilst in a fit of rage, later to regret a reckless action; they are working for a salary, working at something they may well enjoy doing and be particularly good at – indeed they will have been chosen because they are particularly good at it. This seems to me to be a particularly hostile kind of activity.


You may well say, as plenty of people do, that this is not at all a hostile activity, but a necessary precaution against the hostility of others. What this means then is that all the countries in the world are spending a lot of money on armaments, to protect against the hostility of others. That means, whichever way you look at it, there seems to be agreement that, worldwide, there is a great deal of hostility.


Once you start looking for it, hostility is everywhere. I have just been interrupted by an assistant and, having dealt with the task in hand, we exchanged a few words about the soccer match yesterday. Twenty minutes from the end our team was losing 2–0. By the end of the game our team had won 3–2. I said to my assistant, ‘Did you hear what the opposing manager said last night; he said that he had never felt worse in his entire life?’ What do you think my assistant’s reaction was? Did she say, ‘Oh that’s a shame, but still I’m glad we won’? Did she say, ‘Oh no, that’s completely spoilt it for me’? Or did she simply fall around laughing? You’ve probably guessed right.


Of course we begin making excuses for this too. We can say, ‘No, surely he didn’t really feel worse than he had ever done in his life’ or we can say, ‘Yes, but it’s only a game, this isn’t really hostility, it’s just what you do when you’re talking about soccer’ and so on. In fact, each time we see hostility in ourselves and others, it’s easy to make a rationalisation of it; we become really good at doing so. (Later on, I will argue that we don’t do ourselves a favour by doing this; I think it’s usually best if we are open with ourselves about our emotions and then look at how to handle them.)


Another example. My wife and I were in London recently, walking back to the station after an evening out. It was dark by then, and we reached a point where we could go along either of two streets: one was nicely lit, the other wasn’t. Naturally (I would say) we chose the well-lit street. Was this through fear that if we went along the darkened street, we would bump into over-friendly people who would want to talk to us and therefore result in us missing our train? No, it was because we might bump into somebody who wanted to attack us or rob us. Which all goes to show that I must be a particularly paranoid person? No, I don’t think so. I think that most people would have chosen to go down the well-lit street, for exactly the same reason as we did.


One last example: schadenfreude. As I’m sure you know, schadenfreude is ‘taking pleasure in the misfortunes of others’. Quite a hostile thing to do, wouldn’t you say? I think so too, and yet it is very widespread; I cannot ever remember having to explain to anybody why the misfortunes of others should be pleasurable, or anybody ever expressing amazement that people find others’ misfortunes pleasurable in any way. Indeed, lots of very fine comedies are based on watching people tripping up, falling over, and otherwise coming to grief. Indeed, all the ‘candid camera’ home-movie based TV programmes hinge on exactly this. And of course, the icing on the cake is that, in English, we retain the German word for it, just as a hostile little dig at the Germans. (Yes, I’m afraid to tell you if you are reading this in German, that this is what happens; we invent lots of new words every year but we have always been happy to retain schadenfreude, as though this quirk of human nature was unique to German-speakers. But, be assured, it is not.)


So, let’s accept that I have made the case that there is plenty of hostility in the world. You could equally make the case that there is plenty of kindness in the world. Most people are distressed if one of their family is distressed. People will risk their lives – and sometimes therefore lose their lives – in an attempt to help others. People will give up one of their own healthy kidneys so that somebody they have never met can benefit from it, and not even allow the stranger to know of their identity; such is their unselfishness that they don’t even seek gratitude. I have sometimes collected for charity outside a big supermarket and, often enough, people will come out of the supermarket laden with shopping and perfectly entitled to ‘not notice’ me standing there. But, again often enough, they will deliberately come over to me, put down all their many bags of shopping, find their handbag (usually it is a woman) and pull out sometimes significant amounts of money. They are never going to see me again, but still they do it.


So what are we to make of this? Is it that there are plenty of hostile people about but there are also plenty of nice people about? I don’t think so; I think they are one and the same people. Speaking personally, I have done things I’m ashamed of and I have had thoughts I would be ashamed of if anybody else knew about them; equally, though, I have done things I would love to tell you about and have spent lots of time thinking about how I can help people. And I suspect I am typical, I suspect that just about everybody is capable of hostility and also capable of great kindness. In fact, most people have such a variety of different roles to fulfil, such a range of competing pressures on them, that it is amazing that we are able to balance these things at all. To me it is no wonder that often enough we ‘explode’ and the whole system collapses; to me the wonder is that, for the most part, we are able to ‘keep it together’.


Which brings us on to why I think it is a good idea to admit to our hostility, if and when it occurs. I believe it works best, if we feel hostile for no particularly good reason, simply to accept that fact. The danger is that we find ourselves feeling hostile to somebody and take from that that we must be angry with them. Furthermore, they must therefore have done something to anger us. So now we’re not only feeling hostile, we are also angry, also blaming the other person for having done something bad. This kind of thinking can spiral out of control very rapidly. Much better just to accept – if we can – that it is sometimes part of the human condition; that sometimes it is just how life is.


Hostility, like anger, is something we can keep to ourselves if we want to. Nobody need know we are feeling angry or hostile unless we choose to tell them, or unless we give it away by what is termed ‘non-verbal leakage’, or unless we act in an angry or hostile way. And the term ‘hostility’ is most often used in relation to acts rather than thoughts and feelings, much like the term ‘aggression’, which is almost entirely used for acts, and is the term we need to look at next.


So other people may or may not know when we are angry, they even may or may not know when we feel hostile, but they certainly know when we are aggressive. That is the whole point of aggression. And aggression can come in many forms. It includes violence, where one person assaults another either directly or by using a weapon, but it also includes verbal means where one person can shout at, insult, berate or otherwise harass somebody else. That’s not the limit of it though; ‘sulking’ is, typically, an aggressive act and it can be a very powerful one for people who perceive themselves to be in a less powerful position, children for instance. Its power lies in the fact of it being very difficult for the target of the sulking to do anything about, the sulker isn’t ‘doing anything’, after all. So it is a very effective aggressive act and one which some people get attached to throughout their lives. (What happens is that the act of sulking is associated with good feelings – feelings of power and effectiveness – right in the most primitive parts of the brain. This means that we can become attached to sulking irrationally, because the deepest part of the brain is not the rational part. One of my patients reported that she could go into a sulk ‘for no reason at all’ and described how she arrived at work one day and suddenly found herself in a sulk lasting several hours, for absolutely no reason. Someone I know very well, Sami, says how his father could sulk for three days, and in fact that was the typical length of his sulking period; his mother described it as ‘being in a mood’.)
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