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            And to Lisa Koch and Dylan Kolts. My heart lives with you.

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Foreword

         
 
         We have always understood that compassion is very important for our well-being. If you are stressed or upset, it is always better to have kind, helpful and supportive people around you rather than critical, rejecting or disinterested folk. However, it is not only this common sense that tells us about the value of kindness and compassion – recent advances in scientific studies of compassion and kindness have greatly advanced our understanding of how compassionate qualities of the mind really do influence our brains, bodies and social relationships, as well as affecting our health and well-being. Yet, despite this common sense, ancient wisdom and modern knowledge, we live in an age that can make compassion for ourselves and for others difficult. This is the world of seeking the competitive edge, of achievement and desire, of comparison to others who may be doing better, dissatisfaction, self-disappointment and self-criticism. Research has now revealed that such environments actually make us unhappy, and that mental ill-health is on the increase, especially in younger people. As Dr Russell Kolts helps us to understand, frustration, irritability and anger are very common symptoms of the environments we are living in today. Be it irritation with long queues, overly complex gadgets we can’t work out how to use, traffic jams, whining children or what we see as incompetent politicians – the list of things that wind us up is endless.
         
 
         If feeling angry or irritable and stressed is not enough, we can act on these emotions and then justify ourselves: ‘They had it coming to them; they should not have done X or Y.’ And, of course, we label the people we are angry with as ‘dumb’, ‘stupid’, ‘a pain’ or ‘thoughtless and unfeeling’. There can also be subtle messages in society that anger is about being macho – a ‘no-nonsense’ person. In fact, that kind of attitude can lie behind quite serious violence – where people feel they have a need to save face, get their own back, and not be humiliated or ‘disrespected’. In some sectors of society, the fear of humiliation is so profound that  explosive anger and violence are part of everyday life.
         
 
         In fact, it is easy to confuse aggressiveness with assertiveness and, when  we do so, we can cause much hurt and upset to others. As Dr Kolts points  out, anger is a volatile, impulsive and not very clever emotion. If we just  go with its flow, we can regret acting on it in the days, weeks or years  to come. Anger also has a habit of being quite ‘sticky’ in the sense that  we tend to ruminate about the things that made us angry – we go over  and over them in our minds. We don’t stop to think what that process  might be doing to our heads and bodies. For some people, feelings of  anger can be quite frightening, and so they seek to suppress their emotions  in order to avoid conflict. Others can become self-critical and judge  themselves for becoming angry or irritable and not being nice or lovable  people. So we’re critical of ourselves and we think that by being angry  with ourselves we will stop being angry! Indeed, our society has a habit  of blaming and shaming if we seem to be struggling with our emotions.  
         
 
         So why are we so susceptible to frustration and anger and why are  they on the increase in modern-day society? Dr Kolts uses his wealth  of knowledge and experience to guide our understanding and to help  us recognise that, actually, many of our emotions are the result of a very  long evolutionary history. Our emotions were really designed to deal  with immediate threats in the jungles and savannas of our environment,  and are not so well-adapted for the modern world. Nor do they do so  well when our angry minds use our new brains and capacity for thinking  and rumination, locking us into anger. Humans are the only animals  that have the capacity to sit under a tree ruminating about how to get  their own back, or how angry they are because of some event or other,  planning vengeance, or just keeping themselves in an angry state. We can  even be angry about what we feel – angry about feeling anxious, angry  because we feel depressed, angry because we feel tired all the time;  angry because we are just exhausted. So the way we think about and  ruminate about the stresses in our lives can at times really ‘do our heads  in’. Understanding this, and being able to stand back from our emotions,  allows us to see that our vulnerability to anger is not our fault at all. After all, we didn’t design our brains with their capacity for emotions like  anxiety and anger. Nor did we design our capacity for complex thinking  which can actually make our experience of anger and frustration all  the more intense. And nor did we choose our backgrounds or our genes,  both of which can make us more susceptible to anger. This is a very  important message in Compassionate Mind Training and Compassion  Focused Therapy because compassion begins with developing a deep  understanding of just how tricky our brains are and a recognition that  they are not that well put together! That is quite a strange message, isn’t  it? But once we recognise how difficult our emotions can be, we can stand  back from them and feel compassion for the difficulties we experience.
         
 
         So, given that our brains have been designed by evolution and shaped by  the environments we grew up and live in – none of which we choose – what can we do to help ourselves when we become angry? First, we can  learn to pay attention to how our minds work and function, and become  mindful and observant of the feelings that are associated with anger. In  this helpful book, Dr Kolts shows how people have learned to be very  sensitive to the situations that can trigger our anger such as frustrations  and minor criticisms.  
 
         If we are to face anger and to really work with it then the relationship we  have with ourselves is very important. If we are critical and harsh with  ourselves, then our inner worlds are not comfortable places to inhabit.  Feeling ashamed and being self-critical, self-condemning or even self-loathing,  can undermine our confidence, making us feel worse. People  who generally feel confident and like themselves are much less prone to  anger than those who feel unsure about themselves, are easily victimised  by others and are vulnerable to rejection.  
         
 
         In addition, of course, anger isn’t just directed outwards, it can be  directed inwards towards ourselves, and this really does cause difficulties.  Sadly, many people today are self-critical and when things go wrong  or they make mistakes, rather than trying to be helpful and supportive  of themselves, they react by becoming frustrated and angry with themselves.  This is not a good way to deal with anger because, as Dr Kolts outlines, we are actually adding more fuel to the fire of our threat system.  In contrast, self-compassion is a way of being with ourselves and all our  emotions, uncomfortable as they may be, without self-condemning and  instead with support and encouragement. Research shows that the more  compassionate we are towards ourselves, the happier we are, and the  more resilient we become when faced with difficult events in our lives. In  addition, we are better able to reach out to others for help, and feel more  compassionate towards other people too.
         
 
         Compassion can sometimes be viewed as being a bit ‘soft’ or ‘weak’ or  ‘letting your guard down’ and ‘not trying hard enough’. It is a major  mistake to think of it in this way because, on the contrary, compassion  requires us to be open to and tolerate our painful feelings, to face up  to our own problematic emotions and difficulties. Sometimes it’s anger  which hides us from more painful things and it is compassion that gives us  the courage to face them. Compassion does not mean turning away from  emotional difficulties or discomfort, or trying to get rid of them. It is not  a soft option. Rather, compassion provides us with the courage, honesty  and commitment to learn to cope with the difficulties we face and alleviates  our anger and other difficulties. It enables us to do things to and for  ourselves that help us to flourish – not as a demand or requirement. It  enables us to live our lives more fully and contentedly.
         
 
         In this book Dr Kolts brings to bear his many years of experience as a  clinical psychologist, long-time meditator and psychotherapist working  in Washington with people experiencing a variety of different emotional  difficulties. He has a special interest in working with people in prison  for anger-related behaviours. He also brings his experience of using  Compassion Focused Therapy in the treatment of anger. In this book he  outlines a model of compassion that seeks to stimulate and build your  confidence so that you can engage with your anger. You will learn how to  develop a supportive friendship with yourself that helps you when times  are difficult. Dr Kolts guides you to develop compassionate motivations,  compassionate attention, compassionate feelings, compassionate thinking  and compassionate behaviour. You will learn about the potential  power of developing compassionate imagery – that focuses on creating a compassionate sense of yourself and which draws on your own inner  wisdom and benevolent qualities; qualities you are most likely to feel  when you’re feeling calm and/or are showing concern for others.  Learning how to breathe to ‘slow down’ and also to engage with these  qualities can be very helpful when frustration, anger and rage washes  through us like a storm. Using different compassionate images, you will  discover that your compassion focus can be visual or aural (for example  imagining a compassionate voice speaking to you when you need it),  and can be especially useful in enabling you to get in touch with your  internal compassionate feelings and desires at times of distress.
         
 
         The approach that Dr Kolts takes is called a Compassionate Mind  Approach because when we engage compassion, it can influence our  attention, thoughts, feelings and behaviour – in other words how our  mind operates as a whole. The Compassionate Mind Approach outlined  by Dr Kolts draws on many other well-developed approaches,  including those of Eastern traditions such as Buddhism. In addition,  Compassionate Mind Approaches – especially those that form part of  Compassion Focused Therapy – are rooted in a scientific understanding  of how our mind works. Undoubtedly, over the years our understanding  of the science will change and improve. One thing that doesn’t change,  however, is the fact that kindness, warmth and understanding go a long  way towards helping us. In these pages you will find these qualities in  abundance, so you too can learn to be understanding, supportive and  kind, but also engaging and courageous when working with your anger.
         
 
         Many people suffer silently and secretly with a whole range of anger and  frustration problems – some ashamed of them or angry about feeling  them, others sometimes fearful of anger and frustration getting the upper  hand. Sadly, shame stops many of us from reaching out for help. But by  opening our hearts to compassion, we can take the first steps towards  dealing with our difficulties in new ways. My compassionate wishes go  with you on your journey.
  
         Professor Paul Gilbert PhD FBPsS OBE
         

         August 2011
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Introduction

         
 
         This book presents a new model for thinking about and working with  anger. It is based upon a new approach developed by Professor Paul  Gilbert, a noted British psychologist. Dr Gilbert’s Compassionate Mind  approach is based upon several important ideas, one of which is that in  order to work effectively with these minds of ours, we need to understand  something about how they work. Compassion Focused Therapy  (CFT), the therapy model which flows from this approach, provides us  with powerful strategies for working with difficult emotions like anger,  and for developing ourselves in ways that can help us have happier,  healthier lives.
         
 
         We’ll discuss compassion a great deal in this book, but at its core is the  recognition that we all want to be happy and to avoid suffering. This  recognition, combined with sensitivity to the occurrence of suffering and  a motivation to help alleviate it in ourselves and in others, provides the  basis of a compassionate way of being in the world. Compassion has long  been at the heart of various spiritual traditions, most notably Buddhism.  However, it has historically held a much less formal position in the world  of psychology than we might expect, given that mental health professionals  spend most of their time helping patients work with suffering,  which is something that Buddhism also aims to do.
         
 
         Many people involved in the mental-health professions are beginning to  understand that compassion can play a role in helping us to work with  difficult emotions. Furthermore, research emerging from collaborative  efforts between Western psychologists and Buddhist monastics reveals  that compassion can also potentially help to strengthen parts of our brain  that are important for emotion regulation. Specific therapies are emerging  that apply the cultivation of compassion for ourselves and others in  helping people to cope with life’s difficulties1.
         
 
         This book uses CFT to help you cope with anger, which is based in our  brains’ response to real or imagined threats, and to our early learning  experiences. The book aims to help you learn how to stop feeling  shameful for your difficult emotional experiences and to instead take  responsibility for them. Together, we’ll help you find ways to work with  these emotions, and learn strategies to help you cope with your anger.  We’ll look at many practices that can help you transform your relationship  to your emotions, to your life experiences, and to other people. You  will learn to be kinder to yourself and to others, and to work with your  anger to prevent it from getting in the way of how you would like your  life to be.
         
 
         Compassion Focused Therapy draws upon compassion-focused practices  that have been used for thousands of years, but it also benefits from  a scientific understanding of the way the mind works. It draws upon evolutionary  psychology, which considers the way our brains function given  our evolutionary history (how we are in relation to how we got this way)  and helps us make sense of some of the more frustrating aspects of our  behaviour. CFT also benefits from what is called ‘affective neuroscience’,  which helps us understand our emotional experiences in relation to  what is happening in our brains. In combining these understandings, the  Compassionate Mind model (upon which CFT is based) makes a case for  compassion that is both unique and powerful: not only is the cultivation  of compassion good for us, as the Dalai Lama suggests; it is also the only  response that makes sense when we observe the difficult fit between the  way our brains have evolved to deal with certain threats and the way we  live now, in a world that faces us with very different sorts of threats.
         
 
         In the first three chapters of this book, we’ll take a close look at anger  through the lens of Compassion Focused Therapy. We will begin to  understand it as the product of emotion-regulation systems that have  evolved over millions of years, and we’ll explore how these ancient systems  can interact with our abilities to think and fantasize (or imagine)  to trap us in cycles of anger and hostility. We will also explore other  emotion-regulation systems that can help us to balance our anger with  other emotions and gain control over the way we think and feel. Later, I’ll introduce the concepts of compassion and the compassionate self, and  a variety of exercises for working with your anger to cultivate a calm,  confident, wise and compassionate mind.
         
 
         Some of the practices and approaches used in this book are unique to  CFT and some of them may be recognizable to you already; for example,  assertiveness training and techniques for changing how we think are  drawn from Cognitive-Behaviour Therapy (CBT). The idea behind CFT  is not to reinvent the wheel. Rather, it seeks to provide us with a way of  transforming ourselves that is compatible with powerful and established  methods of change, while also adding something new – a compassionate  understanding of how our minds work. Our goal is to develop the  Compassionate Self, so that we can cope with life’s challenges in a way  that allows us to manage our anger, instead of being controlled by it.
         
  
         My introduction to this subject came about through my efforts to work  with my own anger. Over the years, I’ve had the opportunity to teach a  variety of university courses in psychology, and there are a few points  that I try to sneak into any class that I teach. Many of my students have  told me they intend to be parents one day, and I frequently reply that, ‘If  you want to be a good parent, become the person you want your child to be.  Cultivate in yourself the characteristics you want them to end up having.’ If  you want your child to be kind, learn to treat others with kindness. If you  want them to cope well with difficult circumstances, learn to be able to  face these yourself. The idea is that children learn how to cope with life  by interacting with and observing those who are close to them – how  we behave toward and around our children has much more influence on  their character than if we only tell them about how they should or should  not behave. When my own son was born, I began to notice that I behaved  in ways that I wouldn’t want to pass on to him – and most of the time,  this behaviour involved being irritable and angry. In learning to work  with my own anger, I encountered Buddhism and its practices of compassion,  many of them thousands of years old. I began to practise these  myself, and when I experienced their power to transform my own life for the better, I knew I had to find a way to integrate them into my work as a psychologist. This led me to Professor Paul Gilbert’s Compassion Focused Therapy. As I’ve said, my approach to this work is influenced greatly both by traditional Western psychology and by my personal experience with Buddhist mind-training techniques. Don’t worry – my goal in writing this is not to convert anyone to Buddhism. I don’t even call myself ‘Buddhist’, and, as you read, you’ll find that this book is definitely not religious in tone. However, I think it’s important to acknowledge the influence of Buddhism, as it has shown me the power of cultivating compassion in our lives, and has given us many powerful ways to change the ways we think, work with difficult emotions, and respond to challenging situations – strategies which have greatly impacted this book.
         
 
         With this in mind, I’d like to conclude by referring once more to my Buddhist teachers. One of the things I noticed when I first started attending Buddhist teachings was the emphasis on motivation, which helps us reflect on why we are engaging in this activity, at this time. What is our purpose for doing this, whatever this is? My teachers suggested that the outcome of an activity is very much related to the motivation we have while doing the activity, and that motivation is something that we can choose and develop.
         
 
         I’d like to borrow from these teachers, then, and ask you to do your first exercise of the book: to take a moment and reflect on your current experience of life in this present moment. Notice the environment you find yourself in. What do you see? Hear? Feel? What’s the temperature like? Is it warm, or cool?
         
 
         Now be aware of your body. What does it feel like? Is it relaxed, or tense? Are you sitting or lying down? How does it feel to be doing that? Comfortable? Uncomfortable?
 
         Now extend your awareness to your emotions. How are you feeling right now? Interested? Excited? Irritated? Bored? What thoughts are you having?
 
         Finally, consider your motivation for reading this book. Why did you pick it up, open it, and start reading? Was it curiosity? Have you struggled with anger, and are perhaps looking for something that could help? Perhaps someone gave this book to you and asked you to read it? Maybe you are reading it because you know someone else who struggles with anger – a friend, family member, or if you are a mental-health professional, a client or patient – and you’re hoping to learn how to help them?
         
 
         Consider your motivation, and see if you can work with it. See if you can approach this activity – reading this book and doing the exercises it contains – with the motivation to be better able understand yourself and others, and to be able to help yourself. Imagine doing this so that you can learn to cope more effectively with the difficult emotions that you will experience during your life, so that you can exist in the world in a way that is kind and helpful both to yourself and to everyone you encounter.
         
 
         This is a perfect way to start. 
         

         
            Notes
 
            1 For more information, I would suggest reading the following:     

Neff, K. D., Self-Compassion: Stop Beating Yourself Up and Leave Insecurity  Behind (New York: William Morrow, 2011).     

Germer, C. K., The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion: Freeing Yourself from  Destructive Thoughts and Emotions (New York: The Guilford Press, 2009).     

Gilbert, P., The Compassionate Mind (London: Constable and Robinson, 2009). 

Gilbert, P., Compassion-Focused Therapy: Distinctive Features (London:  Routledge, 2010).
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            Anger: Introduction and Overview

         
 
         To prepare to write this book, I sat down and switched on the television,  aiming to find an interesting story about anger. I was looking for  an example that would grab your attention and hold it fast – giving you  the feeling that you really want to read this book. I didn’t think it would be  difficult to find an example of anger on the television (or on the Internet)  that most readers could relate to, and, surely enough, finding an example  of anger wasn’t a problem at all.
         
 
         The problem was choosing which example to use. I wondered: should I  write about the previously beloved celebrity caught on tape screaming  racist abuse at someone who isn’t even a member of that race? The star  athlete placed on suspension for striking a player on another team? The  talk-show guests who colourfully insult one another’s equally colourful  outfits, or lifestyles? I mean, I thought those boots were a bit gaudy  myself, but really … Ultimately, feeling a bit overwhelmed by all these  examples of mismanaged anger, I decided to try to use them all.
         
 
         Sometimes it seems as if anger is all around us. We flip on the nightly news  to hear stories of domestic violence, violent crime, feuding celebrities  and politicians, road-rage and countless groups angrily protesting nearly  everything imaginable. The ‘letters to the editor’ section of the newspaper  reveals more anger, with diatribes and hostile written attacks on  politicians, public figures and other letter-writers. My local weekly entertainment  paper even features a ‘Jeers’ section, designed to give us a chance  to publicly stick it to people who’ve ticked us off, in fifty words or less! Our  political parties have noted the power of anger and fear, and sometimes it  seems as if they purposefully stir these emotions in us; angrily attacking  one another in an endless election and debate cycle, perhaps hoping to  channel our outrage into votes for their causes and candidates.
         
 
         
         
 
         Types of Anger
 
         Anger takes many forms as it plays out in our lives. There is the frustration  we feel when we are thwarted and our goals are blocked – when  we work hard and yet things just don’t turn out the way we want them  to. Anger can hide just under the surface when we are feeling irritable,  ready to respond to the smallest frustration. There is the impulsive  anger we feel when we lash out – it can be so quick and powerful that it  almost leaps from us with a life of its own. There’s self-righteous anger,  which emerges when we are faced with injustice, or feel that we have  been wronged or unfairly criticized. Anger can also come from a sense of  powerlessness, from feeling unheard, when all we want is for someone to  notice and listen to us. There are different names for the various types of  anger, terms like ‘frustration’, ‘irritation’ and ‘outrage’, but these experiences  are all reflections of the same systems in our brain – systems aimed  at helping us respond to threats (our ‘threat-response system’), and they  all part of the same family of emotions.
         
 
         Those of us who are easily frustrated may be having a wonderful day  until we don’t get what we want or something gets in our way, and then  we have a burst of discontent. These various outbursts and feelings relate  to something we call ‘frustration tolerance’, which can be rather low for  some people, and as a result can cause problems. Our ability to tolerate  frustration can be especially low when we are under time pressure  or have too many things to do – a feature of many modern workplaces!  It’s interesting that, even though we know how frustrated it can make  us feel, we often put such time pressures on ourselves, and take on too  many things.
         
 
         If our anger takes the form of irritability, it can function more as a  mood or an ongoing state of mind, particularly when we are stressed or  depressed. We can find ourselves going through the day with our anger  primed and ready to go, simmering just beneath the surface. These are  the days when we find ourselves snapping at our family and friends,  responding sharply rather than with kindness when our children ask us  to play.
 
         When it becomes even more entrenched, anger can seem to become a  part of our personality itself, taking the form of hostility. Those of us who  have deeply entrenched hostility can go through life as if it were a fight,  judging situations and other people in negative and overly critical ways,  and have difficulty trusting and considering the feelings of others as they  pursue their goals.
         
 
         Anger can have different levels (with irritation and frustration at one  end of the spectrum and rage at the other), can come on slowly or  rapidly (building and bubbling versus lashing out at the other), and  can last for different lengths of time (chronic irritability and hostility  versus short bursts of frustration or rage). We also differ from one  another in how we express our anger, and whether or not we express  it at all. We may think of anger in terms of embarrassing examples of  ‘under-controlled’ behaviour – the inappropriate email, the snappish  comment, the object thrown across the room. However, many of us also  experience anger that is ‘over-controlled’: when we don’t express our  anger but spend hours seething about ‘how horrible she was to me’,  rehearsing arguments and fantasizing about that knockout statement  that would ‘really put him in his place’, or saying nasty things about  others behind their backs. On the other hand, some people may believe  that even feeling anger is unacceptable, and can be very frightened by  their angry thoughts, desires and fantasies. People like this may approach  life very passively, avoiding any disagreement or conflict, even when it  creates problems in their own lives1.
         
 
         Like it or not, anger is a part of life, and entire systems in our brain  are devoted to it. It’s helpful to learn how to work with anger because,  unmanaged, it can have negative impacts on both our mental and physical  health. Poorly managed anger can damage relationships with our  partners, children, friends and colleagues; it can wear us down over time,  and has been linked to reduced immune sytem functioning, to hypertension,  risk of stroke, and even coronary heart disease2. Over-controlled  anger has been associated with depression and anxiety. In my acknowledgements,  I mentioned the CFT groups I work with at a local prison.  Members of these groups begin their therapy by briefly introducing themselves and sharing their motivation for learning how to deal with  their anger. At least half the members of one of my recent groups indicated  that the crimes they had committed were related to anger and the  ways they had acted as a result of it.
         
 
         Thankfully, our anger doesn’t usually lead to such dramatic consequences  as being sent to prison, but it can still have a huge impact upon  our ability to have happy lives. For example, think about the problems  you’ve had in your relationships with others. How many of these difficulties  involved anger? Often, these conflicts or problems may be rooted  in how we experience our anger, and our ability to express it (or lack  thereof). The truth is that we all experience anger in our lives, and we all  live in a world that is affected by anger. This book will explore ways of  understanding and working with anger to help us have better relationships,  build happier lives and contribute to a more peaceful world.
         
 
         A Closer Look
 
         Let’s take a look at Steve, one of my patients who found himself struggling  with the consequences of his anger. As he spoke, Steve’s face  reddened, and his words took on a harsh, forced quality as he described  the encounter that might cost him his job. He couldn’t recall exactly what  his colleague had said to him, but he knew that he’d been treated disrespectfully,  and he wasn’t going to put up with it. His anger had emerged  automatically, so quickly that it might have frightened him if he hadn’t  been so caught up in it. Like so many times before, he began to yell, and  threats were flying from his lips. Fists clenched, Steve didn’t attack the  man, but he had wanted to; only the fear of jail kept him from doing so.
         
 
         His colleague left, seeming both cowed and shocked at Steve’s reaction,  and Steve continued to seethe. His hands shook as he spoke: ‘No one  treats me with respect. Not the people I work with, not my boss, nobody.  To hell with them! I should have taught that jerk a lesson.’
 
         Steve had lost a number of jobs due to encounters just like this. His  relationship with his wife and children was strained, and he could tell that they avoided him and walked on eggshells so that they wouldn’t  set him off. He had never struck his wife, but he experienced a range  of emotions as he recalled the fear that sometimes filled her eyes as he  was overwhelmed by anger. During these interactions, he sometimes felt  strong and powerful, but in his recollections, this quickly gave way to  feelings of shame, sadness and a sense of hopelessness. In truth, he rarely  thought about his angry explosions at all, and tended to push them out of  his mind as soon as they were over, much as he had learned to push out  the memories of his time in Iraq, and the beatings his father had given his  mother and him when he was a child.
         
 
         Although he avoided thinking about his angry explosions after they  were over, he did feel almost constantly agitated. He thought other people  were ‘irritating, rude, lazy and irresponsible’, that other drivers were  ‘idiots who shouldn’t be allowed on the road’. He felt that his wife and  children took him for granted, and seemed not to appreciate the life he’d  given them with years of hard work at jobs he hated. When angry, he  often thought about people who had harmed him or treated him disrespectfully,  about the parts of his life that hadn’t worked out the way he  had wanted them to.
         
 
         Steve felt betrayed and frustrated by his reactions. He struggled to get to  sleep at night, and when he did sleep, he gnashed his teeth so badly that  his jaw ached when he woke. His stomach was constantly upset and he’d  been diagnosed with ulcers, which he tried to treat with the pocketful  of antacids he carried with him wherever he went. His body hurt all of  the time – his head, his back, his jaw. And he’d also recently had a heart  attack, which had led a physician to recommend therapy so that he could  work on his ‘stress’. This is how he found his way to me.
 
         As much anger as he directed towards others, Steve judged no one  more harshly than he judged himself. In his more thoughtful moments,  he admitted to the overwhelming feeling that he was a failed husband,  father, worker and man. Many of his fights with his wife happened after  she criticized his parenting – not that he was too harsh with the children,  but that he often didn’t discipline them at all – criticism that he knew was at least somewhat true. Steve felt helpless. Didn’t she see that he stood  back from parenting because he was terrified to treat his children the way  his father had treated him? Couldn’t she see that he loved them, and that  he wanted to spare them the lessons he regretted learning from his own  father? Steve was terrified of his own anger and the loss of control that  came with it. He felt he was losing his family, and didn’t know how to  stop it. He hated himself for it.
         
 
         Steve’s story is similar to that of many of us who struggle with anger. To  some of us, his life may seem extreme. On the other hand, those who have  lost marriages, families, or even their freedom due to under-controlled  anger may note his level of restraint. Like Steve, many of us may feel  trapped by our anger, and want to do something about it, but also feel  disheartened because our best efforts haven’t been successful.
 
         What Do We Mean by ‘Anger’?
 
         One of the challenges of psychology is that even though many of the  things we study may seem very familiar to us (such as ‘love’, ‘self-esteem’,  and yes, ‘anger’), they can be somewhat slippery to define. Let’s  spend some time making clear exactly what we mean by ‘anger’.
         
 
         Anger is thought to be one of a few basic emotions3,along with other  emotions like fear, disgust, happiness and sadness. This means that it  has been observed in people across time and various cultures. Angry  facial expressions are understood everywhere, even in the animal world.  The experience of anger can also be related to what we call ‘secondary  emotions’ which reflect self-consciousness and include emotions such as  shame4, pride and embarrassment.
         
 
         When we think of an emotion, we may quickly think of how we ‘feel’  when we experience that emotion; the ‘feeling’ of anger includes lots  of experiences, including physical sensations, motivations and ways of  thinking. Anger and other emotions organize the mind in specific ways,  and affect our experience of life. This is consistent with how anger and  other emotions play out in our brains – there isn’t a specific place in the brain where anger is found. Rather, the parts of the brain that influence  when we will become angry interact with many other areas of the brain and  body5, which together produce an angry ‘state of mind’ or brain pattern.  In the Compassionate Mind model, we often use the ‘spider diagram’  pictured in Figure 1.1 to help explain how states of mind like anger can  affect us6. This diagram shows how anger can change how we relate to  ourselves, to other people and to the world around us.
         
 
         When we look at how anger organizes our minds, we can begin to understand  that what we call ‘anger’ is actually a progression that takes place  in our brains, kind of like a line of dominoes falling across the table on  their own once the first has been pushed over. By the time we even know  that we are angry, our brains have already toppled that first domino,  recognising the situation as something worth paying attention to, and  labelling it as undesirable or threatening. The toppling of that first domino  reflects our mind’s activation of our threat-response system.   
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               Figure 1.1: How Anger Organizes the Mind
               

            

         
 
         Specific parts of our brains, like the amygdala (pronounced ‘ah-MIG-duh-lah’),  determine when we will become angry. These parts are the primary players in what we call the ‘threat system’, which we mentioned earlier  and will discuss further in Chapter 2. For now, it is enough to know  that the job of the threat system is to detect threats and to quickly select  responses to them. As we will see, this system has evolved so that it is activated  rapidly, because defences that come on too slowly may be too late.  These parts of our brains are efficient, and often we are not even aware  of what is happening as they activate us to respond to a real or perceived  threat. The dominoes have begun to fall before we are aware that anything  is happening, so by the time we ‘wake up’ to our experience, we’ve landed  right in the middle of a very angry spot … and we’ve missed much of the  build up. This is why it can feel as if anger emerges almost automatically.
         
 
         It is important for us to understand that the way this happens is not our  fault; it is simply the way our brains work. This brings up a key message  that we will return to many times – that handling anger is not just a  matter of willpower or personal discipline. If you have difficulty controlling  your anger it does not mean that you ‘don’t want to change badly  enough’, or that there is something wrong with you. Let’s look a bit more  closely now at the experience of anger.
         
 
         Dissecting the Anger Experience
 
         One of the aims of this book is to help you become familiar with the nature  of your anger and to eventually be able to work with anger in a compassionate  way, based on wisdom, and a sense of confidence and inner  strength. A compassionate approach to working with anger is not about  ‘soothing it away’ or somehow getting rid of it – that would be impossible,  because anger is an intrinsic part of our human design. With this in  mind, we will learn instead to understand anger as ‘part of what makes us  tick’ – but not like a ticking bomb – more like the ticking of a grandfather  clock. A compassionate approach to anger means taking responsibility  for it and learning to work with it, rather than let it take over your life.  We don’t help ourselves by ignoring it, hoping it will just go away, or  by doing things that make it worse. So, let’s revisit the aspects of anger  depicted in the spider diagram above. This will help us get a good sense of the different factors that make up our anger, factors that can interact to organize our minds in ways that can trap us in a cycle of angry feelings, thoughts and behaviours that are neither productive nor compassionate.
         
 
         How We Feel It: Anger in the Body
 
         First, anger is something that we feel. Our bodies are sensitive to potential threats, and as I mentioned above, there are parts of our brain such as the amygdala that work to quickly recognise these threats and activate our response to them. These parts exchange messages with many other areas of our brain and body.
         
 
         You are probably somewhat familiar with this process – just think about how your body feels when you get really angry. This is the feeling of our bodies preparing us to fight – our nervous system is activated and chemicals such as noradrenaline are released into our bloodstream. Our hearts start racing, our breathing rate increases, and our blood pressure goes up as we become physically aroused. There are other bodily changes observable from the outside as well, as our muscles tense up, our jaws tighten and our eyes open to a stare.
         
 
         Let’s try an exercise to help us connect with how anger plays out in our bodies.
 
         
            
Exercise 1.1: Anger in the Body
            
 
            Try to remember a time when you were angry, then focus on it. Consider the way you experience it in your body. What does your anger feel like?
 
                 
               	What physical sensations were present when you were angry?
     
               	How do you know that you were angry? What sensations let you know that anger was what you were feeling? 
 
            

         
 
         When angry, some people experience a feeling of tightness in their stomach or chest, or find it more difficult to breathe. Others report feeling pain at the back of the neck, or of anger ‘bringing on a headache’. There is commonly a feeling of things ‘speeding up’ and of wanting to move in a more animated way.
         
 
         In my own life and in my work with clients, I’ve observed that many of us tend to ignore the ways that emotions play out in our bodies unless they are actually painful. It is important to understand that the arousal that builds in our bodies provides fuel that can drive our anger. As we learn to recognize and work with angry arousal in our bodies, we can begin to stop being caught up by it, and can work to take control of it.
 
         All this arousal isn’t an accident, by the way. As we will explore in more detail in Chapter 2, anger is an emotion that evolved to deal with setbacks, with things that thwart us from pursuing what we want, and with a range of threats to our survival. Anger prepares us to engage – to force a change – and it does this by getting our bodies ready for action. This process can bring on an emotional experience that feels powerful, strong and energized. This, in turn, can make it hard for us to commit to reducing our anger – because often, we may enjoy feeling like that. Later in the book, we’ll talk about how to understand and work with these feelings so that we can stay motivated to work more effectively with our anger.
         
 
         Attention: The Spotlight of the Mind
 
         One of our brain’s primary jobs is to filter through the amazing amount of sensory information we receive throughout every day, and then to alert and focus our attention on the information that is important for our survival. To an extent, we have control over what we pay attention to, but our brains are wired to focus very efficiently and powerfully when they perceive a real or imagined threat. When this happens, our brains narrow our attention, bringing our focus to threat-related information coming in from our senses, and thoughts and memories of other, possibly similar, experiences. In these times, it can be difficult to refocus our attention away from the perceived threat. Think of a time you’ve been embarrassed, for example, and how easy it was to become completely trapped in that experience. Experiences of threatening situations have the power to overshadow our other experiences – our brain prioritizes them over other things that are going on.
         
 
         
            This involuntary narrowing of our attention can be a powerful experience – I know this first hand. When I was doing my internship at the University of California, San Diego in the late 1990s, a few other interns and I would take advantage of how close we were to the ocean – heading straight to the beach to go body-boarding as soon as the workday was done. These afternoons are some of my most pleasant memories of that time – the warm water of the Pacific, the smell of the ocean, the joyous rush of riding a wave into the shore and the beauty of watching the sun set over the water.
            
 
            However, one day we were paddling our way back out as the sun was just beginning to set, shining directly into our eyes. We couldn’t see very well, but we were able to make out the shape of a fin coming out of the water about three metres away from our small group. Instantly, everything else faded from our awareness – the beautiful sunset, the warm water, the fun of the day – it all disappeared like a wisp of smoke, with a single, panic-inducing thought: ‘Shark!’ My narrowed focus of attention, and my body’s almost instantaneous readiness to flee, reflected the rapid activation of my threat system.
            
 
            Now, even after years of meditation designed to help me direct my attention, I have rarely been able to experience such single-minded focus as when I looked out at that shadowy fin. Luckily, that day, the experience only lasted a moment. As the fin moved out of the direct sunlight, we could see that it was curved, and that there were four others with it. Terror was replaced with joy as we realized that this was no shark but rather a small pod of dolphins. With the threat gone, my focus relaxed as well, and after a few minutes I was again able to enjoy my surroundings and to consider the carne asada burrito I planned to have for dinner at the taco shop just down the road.
            

         
 
         When our threat system quickly narrows our attention, our thoughts follow. This is one of the reasons we can feel trapped by our anger, why we may make decisions that don’t seem to make sense when we examine them later. We tend to lose perspective when our threat system takes over. It becomes difficult to think flexibly and to gather information that isn’t directly related to the percieved threat.
         
 
         Sometimes anger also biases our attention. Most threats we perceive aren’t as potentially life-threatening as a massive great white shark (OK, so it was a few playful dolphins – but in my mind, that was one huge shark!). We’re more often faced with not getting what we want, or with fears of being embarrassed or of being seen negatively by others. In these cases, the overall focus of our attention can still be fairly broad, but we only tend to notice certain parts of what’s going on – the parts that fit with and fuel our angry mood.
         
 
         My own examples of this are easy to come by – for instance, I can recall leaving my laptop at home one morning and having to turn round, drive back to get it, and then rush back again to university. I was concerned that I’d be late to my Statistics class, and that my eager but caffeine-addicted students wouldn’t hang around long before they filed out of the classroom and headed to one of the many coffee shops nearby. As I rushed to campus, my mind began to fill with thoughts of all the material I needed to cover before the next exam, and I then began to worry that I wouldn’t be able to get through it all.
         
 
         As you might imagine, this left me feeling a bit frustrated and angry. When I had to stop at a long red light, what was my attention drawn to? The song on the radio (that I really liked), or the person in front of me taking her own sweet time getting moving once the light turned green? And as I pulled in to the university grounds looking for a place to park, what did I notice – the many cars that were parked considerately, or the one car that was parked so that it took up two spaces instead of one? As I hurriedly walked to the classroom, did I notice the refreshing smell of the morning air, the sounds of the birds in the trees? Or was my attention drawn to the coffee stain on my shirt, which I thought will cause me to look not only late, but unprofessional as well? Considering your own experience, have you experienced something similar?
         
 
         When our minds begin to organize around the experience of anger, our attention is drawn to the negatives – even the one small, irritating thing in the middle of a sea of positive experiences. Our angry selves can interact with twenty helpful people during the morning without even noticing, but if one person treats us rudely, we can focus on it for hours! We pick out the parts of our experience we don’t like, which fuel our angry mood, and we attend to them whilst ignoring almost everything else (at least the good stuff).
 
         
            
Exercise 1.2: Anger and Attention
            
 
            Recall a recent situation when you became angry.
 
                 
               	Where was your attention focused? What did you pay attention to?
     
               	Consider the quality of your attention. Was it broad and open, or narrow and blinkered?
     
               	Were there aspects of the situation that you weren’t aware of? Things you didn’t notice?
 
            

         
 
         Anger and other threat-related emotions shape our attention to focus on information that reinforces the feeling of being threatened, and so we tend to not notice information that is inconsistent with this state of mind. In this state, our brain is biased towards being angry. We don’t choose this process, and it certainly isn’t our fault; it’s just the way our brains work.
 
         In fact, they work this way on purpose, for our own survival, the protection of those we care about, and to help us defend our status or our belongings. If there is a real threat to our survival, we want our awareness to be single-mindedly focused and preoccupied with it – noticing aspects of the situation that give us information about the threat so that we can respond in the best possible way. If we’re standing on the tracks of a speeding train, we want our attention focused on that train, not distracted by the pretty wildflowers a few feet away.
         
 
         The trouble is that we have more ‘late for class’ experiences than we have ‘shark’ experiences. Think of recent situations when you became very angry. What was the focus of your anger? What triggered it? Was it a physical threat, or was it something else? Many of the threats we face in modern life have little to do with our physical safety and more to do with our jobs, social status, self-image or relationships. We may also use anger as an emotional defence against painful feelings such as loss, embarrassment or shame. If that were not enough, our brains are also capable of creating their own ‘threats’ – in the form of thoughts, imagery and fantasies.
         
 
         Things We Tell Ourselves: Thoughts, Reasoning and Rumination
  
         When angry, we tend to have lots of what we can call ‘automatic thoughts’ – thoughts that seem to automatically pop into the mind and which are often related to things we don’t like. We also tend to take things very personally when we become angry: ‘This shouldn’t have happened! This shouldn’t happen to me! They shouldn’t do this! They are taking advantage of me! Why did this have to go wrong NOW?!?’
         
 
         Angry thoughts are often linked to feeling threatened. For example, if you’re in a new relationship and your partner doesn’t phone you at the time you’d agreed, you may automatically think, ‘He doesn’t care enough to call me.’ Such thoughts are often linked to deeper concerns, frequently based in our past. ‘He doesn’t care enough to call me’ may be linked to a deeper issue such as self-worth and, in turn, to various difficult memories from childhood. This statement also reflects an angry reaction to a perceived threat to the relationship. The interesting thing, however, is that these automatic thoughts can often be wrong, fuelled by our hyperactive threat-detection system rather than by the reality of the situation.
         
 
          One of my favourite examples comes from the Venerable Thubten Chodron, a Tibetan Buddhist nun who is abbess at Sravasti Abbey in the northwestern United States. She is also a prolific author and teacher7. A number of years ago, I attended a talk she gave on working with anger. Early on, she asked the audience about road rage – a topic that, in the US at least, had recently been in the news. Specifically, she asked, ‘Is there anyone here who becomes really angry when someone cuts you off on the freeway?’
         
 
         Immediately, about two-thirds of the audience raised their hands. She then asked us to consider the thoughts we have when this happens, and a number of people shared theirs. They usually involved negative thoughts about the other driver – you know, that he or she is outrageously stupid, of poor character, or purposefully endangering the lives of other drivers for personal fun and entertainment. ‘That jerk!’ ‘What an idiot! Doesn’t she have eyes?’; ‘He’s trying to run me off the road!’; ‘I’d like to lob a bologna sandwich at her head!’
 
         Venerable Chodron did something next that I now realize was designed to promote a sense of compassion and connectedness with the other drivers: she asked how many of us had ever cut off another driver. At this point, almost all of us sheepishly lowered our gazes and slowly raised our hands into the air (it was apparently an extraordinarily truthful bunch). She then asked us to give reasons for our ‘reckless’ behaviour. No one shouted, ‘… because I’m a jerk who cares nothing for the lives of others!’
         
 
         Instead, there were murmurings of ‘It was an accident’; ‘I was about to miss my exit’; and ‘I didn’t see her’. The irritated tone in the room evaporated, replaced with kindness and the compassion for others, as we mentally placed ourselves in the position of other drivers. We then considered the many potential reasons for their behaviour that didn’t involve being stupid, nasty or selfish. We connected with the compassionate understanding that sometimes it is difficult to get around on the freeway, and that sometimes, we all do things that inconvenience others, purposefully or not.
         
 
         Such compassion can be a powerful antidote to anger, and research has shown that having sympathy for a person who insults you (for example) reduces brain activity linked to anger8. We can begin to manage our anger by realizing the things we share in common – things such as cutting one another off when we’re driving. Angry and compassionate states of mind are both associated with motivations: anger to hurt; compassion to help. Compassion helps us gain a perspective that motivates us to slow down to give that other car room to pull in front of us, rather than moving up to block their path.
         
 
         Rumination
 
         As we’ve mentioned, anger can seem to take control of our thoughts. Have you ever tried to do a complicated task at work, study for an exam, watch a television programme or read a book when you were really angry? It’s difficult to do, because our minds tend to be drawn back to the focus of our anger. Try as we may, our brains keep thinking about that insulting comment, playing out the situation over and over in our minds, visualizing it again and again. We can spend hours ruminating about what ‘they’ said, about what we wish we had said, and rehearsing what we will say the next time.
         
 
         When we are angry, our minds tend to stay ‘stuck’ on the perceived threat – the situation that made us angry. We pick the situation apart, analyzing every aspect of it. We ruminate – thinking about it over and over again. We magnify and generalize it, so that the only aspects of the person or situation that exist to us are the ones that make us angry. We may feel as if the other person exists for the sole purpose of pissing us off, or that our whole job (or relationship, or life) is crap. In many cases, anger is related to having thoughts and feelings of being disliked, isolated, taken advantage of, and not being valued by others. As you’ll learn, the compassionate approach to working with anger helps to counter this by helping us to feel connected with others, to feel valued and supported – feelings that help reduce our anger.
         
 
         
         
 
         Reasoning
 
         Being in an angry state of mind doesn’t just impact the content of our thoughts, it also impacts the way we reason and interpret information in our environment. Our attention is already focused on the more threatening aspects of our environment – and once we notice these things, what do you think we do with them? When angry, as we do at other times, we make evaluations about what happened, and try to blame or make attributions about what we discover: ‘Who did it? Why did they do it? What is going on here? How should I respond?’
         
 
         The answers we come up with are often strongly biased by, and towards, our anger. As we saw in the road rage example, it shapes our thoughts about others – when we’re feeling threatened, anger makes it personal. In the grip of anger, we tend to demonize others, and to hold them responsible for our discomfort. We tend to judge their actions harshly, and to make the worst possible assumptions about their motivations, assuming that they are trying to intentionally harm or inconvenience us. We feel disconnected from others, isolated from them. In these situations, the ways we evaluate the situation and others’ contributions to it can be both defensive and aggressive in nature. That person isn’t just moving slowly in the grocery aisles; they are intentionally trying to inconvenience me, and to ruin my day. That comment a colleague made in the staff meeting wasn’t constructive criticism; it was an attack. The point here is that when we are angry, we not only tend to form negative opinions of the other people in the situation and their motives, but we often do so in error. We even direct our harsh criticism and judgements at ourselves, ‘I can’t believe I did that! I’m so stupid! I can’t do anything right!’
         
 
         There are other problems with how we reason when we are angry. Research has revealed that compared to other threat emotions like sadness or anxiety, anger is linked with a feeling of certainty9. When we’re angry, we tend to feel very certain of the thoughts that we’re having, even if those thoughts are unrelated to what we’re angry about, and even if they are dead wrong. In fact, we may even be more likely to be wrong when we’re angry, because research also shows that the certainty of anger is linked with processing information more superficially10 – we think less carefully when making our judgements, and rely more on stereotypes11.
         
 
         Under these conditions, it’s very easy to make bad decisions – the kind that can potentially harm relationships and make our lives more difficult … decisions like insulting a partner or embarrassing a colleague. Take a minute to consider: do you recall any really terrible decisions (or at least ones you regret) made under the sway of powerful emotions like anger? I sure can. If you can’t, you likely have either a very poor memory or have good ‘emotion-regulation skills’, which can give us the ability to resist making major decisions when caught in the grip of strong emotions.
         
 
         
            
Exercise 1.3: Angry Thinking
            
 
            Consider your thoughts and reasoning when you are angry.
 
                 
               	What are your thoughts focused on? What are you thinking about?
     
               	Do any memories come to mind when you are angry? What kinds of memories?
     
               	Consider what happens to your thinking when you are angry. Do you ruminate? Do your thoughts seem to come quickly? Are they easy or difficult to control?
     
               	Consider how your thoughts interact with your anger. Do they fuel it or calm it?
 
            

         
 
         Playing It Out in Our Minds: Imagery and Fantasy
 
         Our brains have an amazing ability to imagine and fantasize – to picture something in our minds, such as a scene that plays out like a little film. The ability to do so, however, varies somewhat from person to person. Some people, like my wife Lisa, can bring up visual or mental images at will. When we were in graduate school together, she told me that while taking an exam she could scan the pages of her notes in her mind to find the answer. I’m more auditory, so while my visual imagery isn’t as good as hers, I can name just about any popular song from the 1970s to the 1990s and can play it to myself as if my mind were a jukebox. We can use our imagination to practise everything from assertiveness skills to running through guitar scales – it works!
         
 
         The reason it works is that by going through a situation in our imagination, we are lighting up many of the same cells in the brain (called neurons) that are activated when we are actually in the situation. Parts of our brain such as our emotional centres (including anger), respond powerfully to imagery and fantasy, and the content of our imagination is in turn shaped by our mood. This is great news if we are reminiscing or savouring a positive experience, but doesn’t work so well when our threat system has taken over and starts to direct our imagination and fantasies. As with rumination, we tend to imagine the situation that angered us in our minds over and over. We may visualize variations of the situation, or fantasize about all the angry ways we could have responded, or what we could do in the future to really ‘stick it to them’. These fantasies and imagery serve to keep our anger burning hot. It’s a vicious cycle – when we are angry, we tend to experience anger-related fantasy and imagery; then these angry images and fantasies fuel our emotional response, keeping us angry. This is just the way our brains and bodies work – they can’t always tell the difference between the external world and the world we create in our minds.
         
 
         Our use of imagery affects our bodies and emotions all the time. You don’t have to believe me, though; check it out for yourself. The next time you’re hungry, imagine a plate of your favourite food. How does it look? How does it smell? Taste? Then, shift your attention to your body’s reaction – are you salivating? As sexual beings, we regularly use imagery and fantasy to become aroused and keep ourselves ‘in the mood’. The images and fantasies stimulate our pituitary glands to release the hormones associated with sex and arousal.
         
 
         Here’s another little mental experiment – have some fun with it. Start by bringing to mind different memories of your life that are linked with feeling certain ways, and see what happens (I’d recommend using happy memories!). I’ll do it, too, as I write. First, I’m imagining attending a football game with my university friends, and a comfortable smile spreads across my face. Next, I’m picturing my son being born, and I feel a surge of love as I imagine him nestling against my wife. Next, I imagine myself at my grandfather’s funeral, and tears well up in my eyes. And just as we have physical reactions to these happy and sad memories, so too can we have reactions to angry scenes as they play out in our mind’s eye. I’ll refrain from doing that one; it’s been an emotional paragraph for me. How has it played out for you, as you’ve remembered certain things?
         
 
         The good news is that we can learn to use the power of our imaginations and fantasies to create compassionate states of mind to help us feel safe, confident and connected with others – and to help us manage our emotions more effectively. We can use these powers to practise skills that will diffuse conflict, rather than promote it. In this book, you’ll learn to take control of your brain’s ability to create thoughts and imagery, and to use these thoughts and images to gain control over your state of mind.
         
 
         
            
Exercise 1.4: Anger and Imagery
            
 
            Consider the kinds of things you imagine and the fantasies you have when you are angry.
 
                 
               	What sort of fantasies and imagery do you have when you are angry? What are they like?
 
            
 
            Consider the effects of your thoughts, imagery, and fantasy upon your mood.
 
                 
               	Do they fuel your anger, or calm it?
     
               	Do they make it easier to deal with the situation, or more difficult?
 
            

         
 
         
         
 
         Driven to Act: The Power of Motivation
 
         One of the main functions of our emotions – love, anger, fear, joy, desire, sadness and attraction (to name just a few) – is to motivate our behaviour. Emotions like anger, particularly those involving lots of arousal, carry with them a strong motivation to act – to couple, to flee, to fight, to seek out things we want or need. These motivations are a defining part of what it means to be angry. In the body, anger can seem a lot like fear: our hearts race; our breath quickens; our blood pressure increases, our muscles tense. However, the motivations associated with anger are different to the motivations associated with fear. With fear, we’re motivated to flee, to escape, to get away from the source of threat; in contrast, when angry, we are motivated to go towards the thing that angered us12. We are driven to attack and insult, to undermine, conquer and dominate.
         
 
         This motivation isn’t just an intellectual desire, like, ‘After thinking about this, I’ve decided that I’d really like to knock you sideways.’ Instead, it can be felt more as an urge – like the sensation of having an itch that you really, really want to scratch. It is important to acknowledge this sensation as we learn to use compassion to help us deal with our anger. It is also important to understand that, when we are angry, we don’t often choose to have an aggressive motivation; often, it’s just something we feel. Our responsibility is to figure out how to handle it, and to avoid engaging in behaviour that lands us into trouble or harms other people. As we’ve discussed, when we are in the midst of an angry threat response, our bodies are activated for action, and our minds experience a motivation to ‘fight off’ whatever we feel threatened by. Our motivation is to defend ourselves, and to retaliate, perhaps even to punish the other person so that they will never, ever consider crossing us again. And with a motivation like this, it’s easy to see how our anger can cause problems in our lives, particularly in our relationships with others.
         
 
         To work well with anger, we need ways to work with our motivation – so that we can broaden our focus and connect with a desire to be more helpful to ourselves and other people. As you’ll learn in the next chapter, our brains are wired to respond to threat; however, they are also wired to respond to caring, and to provide care. These motivations will help us activate our brains’ compassionate responses, and enable us to deal with difficult situations without getting lost in anger.
         
 
         
            
Exercise 1.5: Anger and Motivation
            
 
            Consider your motivation when you are angry. What do you want to do?
 
                 
               	What does your angry self feel like saying?
     
               	What does your angry self feel like doing?
 
            

         
 
         Things We Do: Angry Behaviour
 
         Towards the beginning of this chapter, we discussed anger-driven behaviours that can emerge when our threat system is in control, ranging from trying to conceal and ignore our anger to actually committing violence. We act out our anger in many different ways, ways that are unique to us and which are related to a number of factors. As we’ll discuss in Chapter 3, these factors include our temperament, our early relationships with our caregivers (including our observations of their behaviour when they were angry), our social roles, our coping resources and the myriad other situations that make up our lives.
         
 
         Of the many ways that we act on our anger, aggression is perhaps the most problematic – particularly as it affects our relationships with others. There are contexts (for example, at home or at work) in which we can ‘get away’ with acting our anger out aggressively, and other contexts in which there would be dire consequences for doing so. For this reason, those of us who learned to act out our anger in aggressive ways may end up being the harshest to the people who mean the most to us, because we can get away with it. We may act most harshly towards those who are weaker, or whose relationships with us make it unlikely that they will harm us in return – towards our employees, partners or children rather than towards the boss who has yelled at us unfairly or the police officer who has written us a ticket.
         
 
         Aggression isn’t the only angry behaviour that can create distance between us and those we love. Instead of lashing out, we can pull in: denying affection, stewing in resentment, giving constant signs of disapproval. Ignoring or withholding love from our children can be as harmful as striking them, although in different ways. Quiet, constant criticism can destroy our spouse’s self-esteem. It’s scary to think about what can happen when our anger and threat systems are ruling the day.
         
 
         As you read this, you may find yourself cringing a bit, in remembrance of the times that you’ve harmed and been harmed in these ways. I am. Pay attention to the hurt you feel when you recall these sorts of memories, because this feeling can help us sympathise with others and fuel our compassionate resolve to treat others better – because we know what that pain feels like.
         
 
         All too often, we cover that pain and the vulnerable feelings that go along with it by giving in to anger, which can feel powerful in comparison. But make no mistake – doing this is an avoidance strategy that allows us to temporarily escape difficult feelings. The problem is that this temporary numbing of our pain is a high-cost, short-term strategy, because although we may feel a bit less vulnerable now, using anger to escape from other emotions sets us up to have more problems down the road. Compassion challenges us to be stronger than that, and helps us to use our pain as a way to better understand and identify with others.
 
         It can be tough when we become aware of how our anger has harmed our relationships. Many of the clients I’ve worked with have painfully admitted that they have behaved the most harshly towards those they cared most about, towards those who loved them enough to stick around even in the face of such treatment, or who didn’t have the resources to escape. This realisation is common, and is one reason that people finally decide to learn to work with their anger more productively.
 
         
         
 
         
            
Exercise 1.6: Anger and Behaviour
            
 
            Consider your behaviour when you’ve been angry. What did you do?
 
                 
               	What actions did you engage in?
     
               	Did those actions reflect the person you want to be?
     
               	If you have children, do those actions reflect the sort of person you’d like them to become?
 
            
 
            Consider the consequences that your angry behaviours have had on your life.
 
                 
               	How has your life been impacted by your angry actions?
     
               	How have your relationships been impacted by your anger?
 
            

         
 
         I would argue that it should be a painful thing to become aware that we are harming or scaring those we care about, that sometimes we make things worse instead of better. These realisations are crucial – and tricky – because how we respond to them makes all the difference. If we respond to this by shaming ourselves – convincing ourselves that we are bad people – that just makes things worse, and we are setting the stage for yet another retreat into anger. The key is to commit ourselves to doing things better, to use our guilt and regret as fuel for our motivation to work with anger in a positive way, and then to actually take the steps needed to become better parents, spouses, and colleagues. You’re taking one of those steps right now.
         
 
         Fortunately, there are many positive ways to respond to difficult, anger-producing situations. We can learn to recognize when we’re angry and work with our emotions directly by slowing our bodies down, and observing our thoughts. We can speak assertively and directly with the other people involved in the situation, respecting both them and ourselves. We can even learn to observe this situation as an example of a never-ending pattern that comes up again and again in the course of our lives, and extend compassion to ourselves and to others, even as we have to deal with it. We can recognize that we are all human beings who simply wish to have happy lives, and that there are powerful tools and traditions to help us do this. The fact that you are reading this book tells me that this is the road you’ve chosen to take, and I’m going to do my very best to help you along the way. Your family, your life, and your future are worthy of this effort.
         
 
         Conclusion
 
         In this chapter, we’ve explored the different forms that anger can take, and the powerful way that anger organizes our minds as our evolved brains work to protect us from threats. It’s important to recognize that this process – the fact that we experience anger – is not our fault. But regardless, we must still take responsibility for it, lest our anger continue to create great difficulties for us and for the people around us. We can help ourselves in this effort by becoming more familiar with our threat systems and how they operate in response to anger, and by learning ways to work with this powerful emotion. That’s how we’ll be spending the rest of this book.
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