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There is no crime, however heinous, that I could not conceive committing myself.

 


—Attributed to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

 


There is no such thing as morality or immorality in thought.

 


—Oscar Wilde





Introduction

Human beings have a strong tendency to disown, deny, and repress negative emotions such as anger, envy, resentment, defiance, and revenge. The inability or unwillingness to acknowledge negative emotions often leads to a variety of psychological, social, and physical difficulties. The purpose of this book is to demonstrate that negative emotions, if properly understood and accepted, can possess enormous potential for producing creative and socially constructive behavior.

This is a book about discovering the true nature of negative emotions in order that they may, where possible, be put to positive use. Most people regard negative emotions such as anger, rage, revenge, contempt, jealousy, and defiance as purely destructive and, therefore, view them as immoral forces. Unfortunately, they don’t understand that such negative emotions contain the potential, not only for harm, but also for generating much personal and social good.

How can we transform negative thoughts or emotions into positive forms of behavior and worthwhile accomplishments? Obviously, this is not always a simple or easy task. However, this transformation is possible—as this book will attempt to demonstrate—by means of viewing our negative feelings from a psychological perspective that most individuals seem to disregard or ignore. We need to recognize that there are no feelings or thoughts, positive or negative, that are inherently evil or destructive. In my view, it may even be harmful to view negative emotions as only sources of social destructiveness. I hope in the following pages to make clear to the reader that negative emotions and thoughts, if properly understood and not automatically repudiated, can produce untold opportunities and avenues for personal growth and fulfillment. Perhaps the following example will help to illustrate this point.

Recently, a community college student, a woman in her early twenties, entered psychotherapy complaining about physical symptoms such as pains in her chest, which naturally puzzled and frightened her. She had been to a physician who had given her a clean bill of health. Suspecting that the origins of her difficulties were psychological, the physician recommended that she undergo psychotherapy.

In the course of only a single session some fascinating facts came to light. In response to careful questioning, the student revealed that she and her quite loving parents enjoyed a very close and warm relationship. However, the student also mentioned that her parents expected a great deal of her and that often their excessively high expectations made her feel guilty and ashamed of herself. She constantly felt that she was disappointing and emotionally injuring her parents if she did not satisfy their unrealistic wishes.

About midway through the session the student tearfully blurted out, “I don’t want to hurt my parents. No, no, I’d never want to do that!” Since the student herself had introduced the subject of hurting her parents and seemed to be so terribly appalled by the idea that she might actually harm them, I began to doubt the veracity of her statement. Following the scent of my own suspicions, I gently inquired, “Since you no doubt resent your parents’ expectations, aren’t there times when you might like to get back at them, you know, make them suffer for putting you through such pain?”

Quite horrified by the image conjured up by my question, the student replied without hesitation, “It would kill me to see them suffer. How can you say such a thing?” I replied with a smile, “I think you perhaps misunderstood me. I didn’t say you would actually enjoy seeing them suffer. But perhaps in your thoughts there are times when you could visualize punishing them, making them suffer for the pain they have caused you. Is that such a horrible idea?”

A bit breathlessly, the student pondered my question. She finally replied with deep emotion, “You know that idea occurred to me the other night, but I dismissed it before I let it affect me. You see, I had this nightmare in which I had died and my mother was attending my funeral. She was shattered by my death. You know, there may be something to this idea that I want my parents to suffer. Do you think that might have something to do with my physical symptoms?” The student continued, “So you think my symptoms are my way of making my parents feel guilty and suffer. In other words, if I get sick and die, they’ll feel sorry. Is that what you think?” I remained silent.

Answering her own question, she stated, “I’m beginning to agree with you. But it’s crazy, how can angry emotions turn into something like physical pain. It’s absurd, but it must be true.”

Over the next several weeks the student underwent appreciable improvement as a result of her newfound understanding. Her physical symptoms subsided and eventually disappeared. Especially pleasing to her was her increased ability to express to her parents the nature and basis of her negative feelings toward them. They were receptive and sensitive to her feelings and this seemed to put their relationship on an entirely new and positive footing. Thus, from an acceptance and understanding of intense and overwhelming negative emotions emerged physical improvement and a more rewarding family relationship.

Strange? Perhaps. But emotions, both positive and negative, have a life of their own and, if they do not find expression immediately and directly, they will often eventually find their outlets in disguised and “absurd” forms, such as the student’s physical symptoms.

The mental life of the ordinary human being is filled, second by second, with a wide range of sensations and emotions. The positive emotions, such as affection, joy, love, and pleasure, are eagerly sought and appreciated by most people. The negative emotions, however, such as anger, rage, sorrow, resentment, envy, revenge, and defiance, tend to be shunned and suppressed at all costs.

In our never-say-die quest to experience only that which produces untrammeled pleasurable feelings, we hide ostrichlike from our negative emotions and thoughts. Not only do we disguise and camouflage our angry feelings in order that they may go undetected by others, but we expend great emotional energy in denying the very existence of such feelings even to ourselves. In this manner we ignore and preclude the vast opportunities given to us by our negative emotions to produce benefits to ourselves and others. By being able to tap the energy and inventiveness of our negative emotions we could not only avoid depression, but also develop creative ways to improve our lives.

Realistically, the average person who lives in today’s complex society cannot pass through a single day without periodically feeling some degree of annoyance, frustration, anger, and resentment. Commuters who are stuck in traffic on their way to an important appointment may grow tense and irritable, and, consequently, recklessly speed to their destinations when the road finally unclogs. Parents who have just finished the spick-and-span cleaning of their house in preparation for guests will become enraged to find that their two-year-old has just painted colorful pictures on the dining room tablecloth. Most people will find that if they are in the middle of saying something they hope will be interesting and important to others, it will get their dander well up if their remarks are rudely interrupted, ignored, or contradicted. The following example will illustrate how feelings of defiance and resentment can interfere with intellectual and academic pursuits.

Each semester I am asked to speak to classes of health science students about the subject of mental health. Prior to my visit the students are assigned to read a chapter dealing with the defense mechanisms. When I enter the class I usually begin by saying, “I understand you’ve been assigned to read the chapter dealing with the subject under discussion today: the defense mechanisms. Correct?” All the students nod their heads in unison. I then add, with a knowing smile, “So, I will just assume that no one has read that chapter. Right?” Invariably, the classes heartily laugh at my weak joke because, with the possible exception of a few students, the class indeed has not read the chapter.

I then inform the class that we’ll return to the subject of their unread chapter later in the discussion. Eventually, the discussion comes around to how and why people forget such things as doctors’ appointments, textbooks, keys, and taking out the garbage at home. We learn of course that forgetting these items is hardly ever a matter of accident or coincidence. Our investigations reveal that we forget to take out the garbage or keep our appointments with doctors because we simply dislike and, therefore, avoid such tasks.

Now the class is prepared to consider why they did not read the assigned chapter. Immediately, a few hands go up in protest. “Wait a minute,” objects an indignant student. “I didn’t read that chapter because I’ve just been too busy this week.” “Perhaps,” I teasingly rejoin, “but I’ll bet you weren’t too busy this week to do some of the things you really enjoy.” A bit sheepishly, the student will admit the truth of my statement.

I can now convincingly demonstrate my point to the class. I suggest to the students that people generally feel a dislike for work or, for that matter, any enterprises that are either inherently unpleasant or are undertaken involuntarily. Since some reading assignments may be dry or very boring and, what’s more, are out of necessity imposed by instructors without the willing consent of their charges, there are many students who will resent and rebel against such “impositions” by not fulfilling their assignments. Often, students will continue to defy their assignments and their instructors by waiting until the last days before an assignment or an examination is due before taking up the challenge. In come cases, unfortunately, it may be too late.

Thus, we can see from the above example that feelings of anger and defiance can find expression in procrastination and in an obstinate unwillingness to fulfill academic responsibilities, even when the timely fulfillment of assigned work would presumably lead to success and a sense of personal accomplishment and gratification. It is enlightening and encouraging, however, to note that many students, upon recognizing and understanding these angry and defiant aspects to their unproductiveness and procrastination, will actually regain their motivation to learn and study. By clearly understanding their anger and defiance of authority they can begin to transform their self-destructive rage into positive study habits and improved academic achievement.

In addition to academic and career concerns, there are broad social issues that have definitely aroused the attention and anxiety of literally millions of human beings. For example, the arms race and the specter of a nuclear holocaust, in themselves, should be enough to raise our hackles. One poll that was taken several years ago indicated that the majority of Americans believe the United States will be embroiled in a war within a few years and that the country will soon be domestically victimized by international terrorism. As well, the fluctuations and unpredictability of the economy arouse in literally millions of people feelings of helplessness, discontent, and anger.

In addition to the awesome problems that result from a troubled society, there are sources of frustration and resentment that inescapably arise from and are embedded in the personalities and relationships of most individuals. For instance, it appears quite clear that all people experience, from time to time, jarring and traumatic humiliations during their formative years as children. For example, one of my patients, a quite attractive woman was often ridiculingly called “Pickle Puss” by her father when she was a child. As an adult, she continued to feel quite self-conscious about her appearance even though she realized that others found her quite prepossessing. Another patient, who as a child had been sexually molested by her father, found it difficult as an adult to trust or feel open with male companions. A male patient, whose mother had abandoned him during his infancy, deserted his wife and son soon after his child’s birth, without in the least understanding the reasons for his actions.

As I will later explain, these particular individuals, despite the painful and traumatic experiences of their pasts, were able to gradually transform their negative emotions over those events into positive accomplishments.

Some psychological injuries may be largely overcome or resolved in adulthood, but for many people the emotional scars of those early years will sometimes rear their nasty heads many years later in the form of still-harbored grudges and resentments.

To complicate matters further, irrespective of one’s upbringing, there appear to be no close personal relationships in which anger, strife, and resentment do not play some part. As a matter of fact, psychotherapists have come to recognize that personal relationships that are ostensibly devoid of occasional discord and conflict are probably also seriously lacking in genuine intimacy. This insight is derived from an understanding that, if two persons cannot occasionally and freely disagree or lock horns, they most likely do not feel especially safe with each other.

For example, no friends or spouses can always entirely agree about how to spend their free time together. Also, they will inevitably disagree at times regarding which of their friends and family members they like or dislike most. Mary is fond of Jim’s father, but Jim hates his own father. Most likely, they will also not consistently see eye-to-eye on how much time each wishes to spend with the other. After a hard week at work, Mary wishes to spend her Saturday afternoons reading. Jim wants to spend them in activities with Mary. If they feel safe and secure with these differences, they will perhaps acknowledge that they sometimes annoy and anger each other. This acknowledgment may enable them to discuss or argue over the bones of contention and, hopefully, they can resolve the dissension while realizing that such conflicts are an inevitable and intrinsic part of marital life.

Because a total lack of open conflict in personal relationships implies a serious lack of intimacy, when I am informed by patients that their parents never fought or disagreed, I will at times respond by saying that I consider that fact to be regrettable.

Being able to acknowledge and accept the fact that some degree of disagreement and discord will enter into all of our relationships is the first step toward resolving conflict and transforming negative emotions into problem-solving and constructive behavior. So, paradoxically, our ability to admit and appropriately express some of our negative feelings for another person will often cause us to feel more positively toward that person. This is the potential positive power of negative thinking.

Well, if negative emotions and thoughts are an intrinsic part of human life, why are they so abhorred and determinedly avoided?

It seems that a major reason negative thoughts and emotions are so troublesome has to do with the thoughts and emotions themselves. Put in the simplest terms, negative emotions feel bad. And, intense negative emotions can feel simply awful. Since most persons would naturally prefer to feel positively about themselves and others, hostile or angry emotions feel disruptive and threatening to one’s personal equilibrium and welfare.

Another, and perhaps more important reason why we denounce and renounce negative emotions has to do with the various values we have come to attach to those emotions. We have long regarded such emotions as envy, defiance, and rage as not only abnormal but somewhat immoral. Those who are discovered to harbor these feelings tend to be viewed as sinful, or at least ethically questionable. To a fair extent, our Judeo-Christian heritage has contributed to our judgmental disdain for negative emotions by instilling in us the attitude that a negative emotion or thought is equivalent to a negative or sinful deed.

In the following chapters I will attempt to explain in more detail why I think we are so perplexed, stymied, and overcome by our negative emotions. I will also suggest what we can do about it; that is, how we can convert our hostile and angry emotions into positive actions and endeavors.

At this point I would like to discuss a matter that has concerned me for many years. I have realized that most psychotherapists, including myself, attempt to assist their patients by helping them to accept the entirety of their emotions and thoughts. In other words, it is generally deemed therapeutic for psychotherapy patients to nonjudgmentally accept and come to terms with even their most vengeful and sadistic emotions and to eventually regard this “dark” side of their personalities with as little guilt as possible.

I have naturally compared this therapeutic stance with the attitudes toward the negative emotions I have observed in the larger society around me and discovered the contrast to be astonishingly sharp at times. Most people seem to dogmatically believe that sadistic, wrathful, or vengeful emotions and thoughts are inherently immoral and socially destructive. Based on this contrast, I have been forced to ask myself if I were somehow inadvertently traducing my patients into thinking and feeling in immoral ways and, thereby, causing them to be out of sync with the rest of society.

My self-doubts and concerns over this matter have, however, been clarified and allayed by my patients who have reported to me, not only feeling better, but behaving in a less hostile manner, once they had acknowledged and accepted their angry emotions in therapy.

On the basis of my clinical experiences and observations, I have reached a conclusion about the negative emotions that will serve as the central thesis of this book. It is admittedly a point of view that is not only controversial, but one that is highly subject to misinterpretation and misuse. Therefore, I will try to qualify my viewpoint as precisely as possible.

In my view, negative emotions and thoughts—e.g., rivalry, jealousy, revenge, defiance—are neither inherently evil nor inherently destructive. I believe if people could understand and non-moralistically accept their negative emotions and thoughts by placing them in their proper emotional context (i.e., by establishing their various social and personal origins), they would immeasurably enhance their potential to put their hostilities to positive personal and social use. A genuine acceptance and understanding of the dark underside of our personality can enable us to not only control negative emotions but actually transform them into a source of positive personal fulfillment.

For example, the man who had deserted his wife and child because he had been abandoned as an infant was alleviated of much of his suicidal guilt by understanding his behavior in the context of his own traumatic childhood. His guilt over the harm he was inflicting upon his family had caused him overwhelming impulses to kill himself. When he better realized that he too had been a victim of parental abandonment, he no longer felt quite so self-destructive and, although he did not soon return to his family, he was able to make genuine and significant efforts to assist them materially during his absence. In other words, he was able to use his negative emotions for positive purposes by fulfilling some of his parental responsibilities.

The woman who had been verbally abused by her father with the epithet “Pickle Puss” came to better understand the extent to which she was scarred by his mistreatment and gradually overcame much of her self-contempt and self-consciousness as a result.

The woman who had been sexually molested by her father had been for many years plagued by feelings of guilt because she irrationally blamed herself for his destructive behavior. By better grasping her own helplessness and desperation during the period of her victimization she was able to overcome much of her guilt and self-hatred. This further enabled her to improve her social relationships as well as her career prospects.

I would like to interject one important caveat before proceeding further. When I advocate that we accept, even embrace, our negative emotions and thoughts, I am not referring in the least to human behavior . Unquestionably, there are evil deeds, a fact to which the genocidal events of this and previous centuries will tragically attest. Without looking very long or hard we can observe immoral behavior in ubiquitous forms throughout contemporary society. The widespread physical mistreatment and denigration of children, the traditional contemptuous treatment of women in the home and workplace, the harassment and discrimination against gay and lesbian persons, and the racist treatment of ethnic minority groups are all patently immoral. As well, the tendency of a great many people to act out their jealous anger by demeaning and undercutting the needs and rights of others can well be regarded as immoral and cruel.

I do not condone or extend license for acts of insensitivity or unkindness, let alone for acts of brutality and sadism. I merely contend that a wholesome acceptance and understanding of our negative emotions and thoughts would greatly help us in our never-ending quest to overcome personal and social destructiveness.





Chapter 1

The Nature and Origins of Negative Emotions

Negative emotions can be fired off by an infinite number of situations and events. As a psychotherapist, I am continually struck by the fact that most people enter psychotherapy at a point when an important relationship in their lives has been seriously altered, disrupted, or terminated. Why is this so?

Strong personal relationships naturally engender the most intense emotions. It is quite impossible for most people to love or care about someone else without at times feeling highly contemptuous or hateful toward that person. If we care deeply about another person, we will of course care deeply about how that person treats and feels toward us. In the course of our prolonged and intimate dealings with that person there will inevitably be times when we feel that we are being treated insensitively or unlovingly. After all, no one can or should meet all our needs, expectations, wishes, and hopes.


Mealtimes

Yet, even in the most loving relationships, friends and partners unavoidably disappoint, distress, and infuriate one another. The causes and battlegrounds for conflict can vary greatly. For example, in some families mealtimes are especially problematic. One of the family members is particular about when he or she is fed, another about how the food is prepared or seasoned, yet another about table manners, and still another about the seating arrangement at the table. Food and eating are obviously potential sources of great pleasure and enjoyment, but for many persons they are catalysts of tension and disagreeableness. For this reason, it is extremely common for people to experience their worst crises with others just prior to, during, or soon after a meal.

For example, an otherwise compatible couple reported that their recent fight erupted when he was late for dinner at the restaurant, she (in retaliation) drank too much of the house wine, and he in turn was rude to the waiter.

A woman in her early forties recalled that her father drank heavily at dinner, had slovenly table habits, and tended to hoard and eat the best portions. Although she loved her father deeply, she harbored intense feelings of resentment for the way he conducted himself at the family meals.




Jealousy

One of the most common sources of negative feelings between people relates to their respective and unequal levels of success, in terms of work, income, prestige, and love. Even the best of friends can experience powerful feelings of jealousy and competitiveness toward one another from time to time. Thus, at a time when one has perhaps inherited a large sum of money, landed an exceptionally lucrative job, published a celebrated article or book, or won in a lottery a free trip around the world, friends and relatives might in response experience powerful feelings of envy and rivalry. This is not to say that friends and relatives do not ever genuinely wish each other well. Rather, I am suggesting that side by side with the positive feelings that one’s grand success might engender in others there are likely to be feelings of loss, envy, and resentment that are aroused as well.

A young attractive and quite gifted writer entered therapy severely depressed. She held a financially and emotionally rewarding job, had reasonably good relationships with her friends and her employer and seemed to have a bright future. Yet she could not overcome acute feelings of sorrow and lassitude.

In her first hour of therapy the source of her depression became palpably evident. This talented writer had a sister who was also a writer. The sister, who for many years had received no public acclaim for her literary efforts, had suddenly published a book that was very favorably reviewed and would, from all appearances, soon become a best seller. The praise and celebrity enjoyed by her sister caused this woman to experience piercingly strong feelings of loss, envy, and resentment toward her.

Unfortunately, she did not realize or appreciate that such feelings were quite natural, even predictable, under the circumstances. After all, being sisters, the two women would inevitably feel rivalrous toward each other under a wide variety of circumstances. Furthermore, since both were aspiring young writers, the stupendous success of one would unavoidably cause the other to feel diminished and depreciated, at least for a short while. However, since she profoundly admired and loved her sister, she found it painfully difficult to admit her envy and resentment toward her. Thus, she assumed that she herself was a worthless snake in the grass for having such feelings and, due to her guilt, gradually developed a hateful attitude toward herself and became depressed.




Hatred and Resentment

There is a patently mistaken viewpoint taken by many people that all parents must and do love their children. Fortunately, many, if not most, parents love their children a great deal. However, many parents, sadly, hate their children quite passionately. Most certainly, even the best parents feel hatred for their children at least every so often. There can be many reasons for the arousal of intense negative feelings on the part of parents.

One reason that even loving parents sometimes resent their offspring is the great dependency and needfulness of their children. Parents often enjoy feeling needed by and important to their children. Yet there are untold numbers of moments throughout normal childrearing that children sap and exhaust their parents’ reservoirs of strength and love.

A young, talented, and creative woman explained in therapy that she wanted to have a child but could not anticipate the prospect without great trepidation. She looked forward to a promising career as a consultant to private industry and, realizing that her career would take up much of her time and energy, she wondered how it would be possible also to be a “good” mother. In addition to concerns about her personal wherewithal to care adequately for a child, she also feared the social disapproval of her peers who might look askance at a young mother who was also devoting herself to career pursuits. Thus, this woman, who possessed many warm and affectionate qualities, was beginning to dread and resent her future child who she assumed would, through its predicted needfulness, interfere with and undermine her career aspirations. Since she and her husband genuinely wanted a child, these negative emotions caused her to think of herself as a poor and unworthy candidate for motherhood and, as a result, she experienced relentless feelings of self-loathing and guilt.




Power Imbalances

The power imbalances that exist in all families often breed and ignite conflict and negative emotions among their members. Children have good reason to envy and quest for the broad and unimpeachable powers of their parents. Children, when compared to their parents, are at a decided disadvantage. They ordinarily possess much less income and earning power, have fewer legal entitlements and prerogatives, and generally possess far less physical strength and prowess than their parents. Considering the many and varied inequities that usually exist between parents and their children, it is small wonder that all children, from time to time, hate and bear grudges against their parents.

The far-reaching effects of unappeasable parental power and authority upon a child are brilliantly delineated by the great novelist Franz Kafka in his Letter to His Father. In this document, Kafka painstakingly explains to his father why he feels afraid and oppressed by him. Although Kafka’s father admittedly seems to have been an extremely authoritarian character, in describing his anguish and remorse over his many painful dealings with the man Kafka boldly lays down some rather universal themes.

For example, Kafka alludes to the great physical stature and strength of his father, the harshness with which the haughty man disciplines him and the rigidity and self-righteousness with which his father expressed his demands and opinions to him. In reading the various criticisms Kafka levels at his father, it becomes sadly apparent that Kafka is speaking for most, if not all, children. Clearly, almost all children have experienced, at least occasionally, some of the very same attitudes toward their own parents. Most children fall prone at times to envying and despising the physical power, the methods of discipline (however benign), and the (sometimes terribly unrealistic) expectations of their parents. Since childhood is quintessentially a period of protracted and considerable helplessness, no child entirely escapes feelings of rage and jealousy toward those relatively powerful individuals who have assumed the responsibility for their care.

Conversely, even parents who raise their children with the utmost care, love, and devotion will be unable to entirely avoid feeling resentment, jealousy, and hatred toward them from time to time. Why? There are many complicated reasons for this state of affairs.

First, children are usually free of the worrisome responsibilities that are shouldered by parents, such as raising the kids, earning an income, and budgeting for an uncertain future. When parental responsibilities mount and become acute, it is only natural that parents will occasionally blame and scapegoat their children for their own plight. Although most children will undoubtedly incur a fair amount of suffering and travail before they reach adulthood, their parents will nevertheless insist that they live enviable lives and are far better off than they themselves were when they were children.

The envy displayed by parents toward their children may take many forms. For example, a father who considered his work as a waiter tedious and redundant developed an intense resentment for his seven-year-old son who, very appropriately for his age, loved to play, daydream, and tramp about with abandon. Although he loved his son dearly, this man could not help resenting the child’s carefree and hedonistic existence.

In my psychotherapy practice on a college campus I repeatedly hear accounts from large numbers of young men and women about their parents’ accusations that they are lazy, shiftless individuals. I have given considerable thought to these harsh and hurtful allegations. Have these people all been so remiss and irresponsible that their parents’ criticisms are warranted? In many, if not most instances, the answer is an emphatic “No.”

Instead, these people often carry a full academic load, hold down a full- or part-time job and, at the same time, pitch in at home by doing household chores such as shopping, washing clothes, and preparing meals. Why, then, are they so often accused of laziness by their parents? The explanation, I believe, is that many parents commonly begrudge their children fun and pleasure because their own lives are devoid of joy and fulfillment. Although they may consciously and wholeheartedly wish the best for their children, they may unconsciously dislike and envy the very fruits of their own labor: that is, their children’s comfort, leisure, and enjoyment of the world around them. Thus, the moralistic judgment of laziness is imposed.

For many parents their own aging process becomes a definite source of resentful and rivalrous feelings toward their children. In the movie The Great Santini a highly autocratic father demands and expects athletic excellence from his son, a highly talented basketball player. Yet when his son is able to outplay and defeat him in a one-on-one match, the results are cataclysmic. When the father is faced, not only with his son’s superior athletic abilities, but with his own mortality through the stark realization that he has aged and slowed down, he ridicules and debunks his son’s skills and, worse, his character. Obviously, the father, without realizing his true feelings, envied his son’s youth and vigor. Although his vicious manner of expressing these emotions is rather extraordinary, I suspect his envious emotions toward his own son are hardly unique.




Obesity

In my clinical practice I have encountered many obese patients. In tracing the personal histories of these patients I have often come upon an interesting facet of their lives. Many of them, unfortunately, had parents who berated and denigrated them about their weight and appearance. Frequently, the parents called them by derogatory nicknames, attempted to police and restrict their eating habits, and generally treated them with contempt. In reporting these experiences to me these patients often interpreted their parents’ actions in a highly positive and, in my view, markedly distorted light.

In their interpretations they suggested that their parents were simply concerned for their health and welfare; in other words, wanted them to be slim and trim in order to feel good about themselves and to be socially accepted. If the parents’ intentions were so benevolent, I would ask, why was it that the patient did not conform to their wishes and eat more sensibly and healthfully? The usual reply was, since the patient’s parents extended their “constructive” advice and guidance in such a malicious manner, the patient was forced to defy their wishes at all costs by eating aplenty.

At this point I might inquire about why, if the patient’s parents truly wanted her to remain slim, they would persist in their hostile demands, demands that only served to exacerbate her eating problems. Well, the patient would reply, perhaps they simply wanted to have things their own way and having a chubby child was not their way.

After having investigated this matter carefully with many patients I have come to interpret many such situations quite differently. What these patients and I have often discovered together is that their parents were fanatically preoccupied with their own (sometimes deteriorating) physical appearance. That being the case, the slender and comely child was viewed as a rival who might draw greater positive attention to herself than the parents could realistically expect for themselves. Although most parents, fortunately, take pride and rejoice in the attractiveness of their children, these parents perceived their children as potential rivals for the affection of others.

How do parents usually treat their children when they consider them a deep threat to their narcissism? Often, precisely the way in which many obese children are treated by their parents. The malice with which these parents harped on their children about their weight served a definite purpose. Unconsciously, the parents did not want the child to develop into a physically appealing person. Thus, they badgered and harangued the child to control her diet, while at some unconscious level understanding that, if the child were infuriated enough by their importunate demands, she would rebel by doing the opposite of her parents’ verbalized wishes. The child, not understanding the parents’ unconscious hostile wishes, played into their hands by overeating and undermining her own personal attractiveness. Although she might find some satisfaction in the thought that she at least had thwarted her parents’ irrational demands, in fact, by overeating, she had entirely and tragically conformed to their deepest hostile wishes!




Intergenerational and Marital Rivalry

The hostile and envious emotions of parents sometimes stem from their ambivalence about the educational and intellectual betterment of their children. Those parents, however, who are doubtful or self-conscious about their own intellectual capabilities (and there are myriad such parents), may feel threatened by the intellectual and academic attainments of their children.

I have met and treated many students who have been advised by their parents, both implicitly and explicitly, that they would be much better off if they would disenroll from college and find themselves a job, any job. The parental recommendation, on first glance, seems to be largely motivated by economic considerations. Since the family is in economic straits, perhaps an additional income would improve matters considerably. And, since the student has no absolute assurance of a well-paying job after college anyway, why unnecessarily delay one’s entrance into the work force?

In discussing this matter in detail with many of these students, an interesting family dynamic often surfaces. What is often uncovered is the presence of at least one parent who has suffered serious academic or professional disappointments in his or her life. In some cases, the father or mother could not attend or complete college due to the financial hardships within their family of origin. In other instances, the parent may have actually graduated from college but somehow could not find employment in his or her chosen field and, consequently, came to despise the job for which he or she was eventually hired. In still other cases, these parents had parents who themselves cared little about their kids’ educational success. Because they received little encouragement or help toward intellectual and academic success during their own childhood, they set shallow or modest goals for themselves, while at the same time resenting how badly they had been shortchanged by their parents.

I have also done therapy with many students who were the first among a large extended family who had ever attended college. In some of these families there was no particular value or emphasis placed upon educational or professional attainment; as a matter of fact, often there was downright disapproval and contempt for the student’s efforts at self-enhancement. Many of these students were accused by their families of being snobs and treated as pariahs for deviating from the family’s anti-intellectual traditions.

We can see from the above-mentioned examples that the parental disparagement and discouragement of the educational pursuits of many students, rather than being purely motivated by economic considerations, are often inspired by feelings of envy and resentment. Many parents who felt that their own childhood wishes for educational fulfillment were thwarted, dashed, and denied, came to resent the educational promise and hopes of their own children. Pathetically, but understandably, they could not bear to allow their own children to surpass them intellectually, academically, and vocationally. Rather than take pride and pleasure in their children’s scholastic attainments, they debased and derogated them.

The role of envy and revenge has been a central one in the lives of many women who, after long years of forfeiting educational opportunities due to weighty maternal and wifely responsibilities, decided to re-enter college. The more fortunate of this group received the blessings and endorsements of their husbands and children. Many, however, were subjected to quite the opposite treatment at the hands of their families.

In our sessions this latter group of women has described to me how their families have taken a belligerent stance against their enrollment in college. The children grouse that they are being woefully neglected. The husbands complain that meals are being served without their usual punctuality and savoriness, the house is a god-awful mess, and, furthermore, their wives are lousy company because they spend all their time studying and thinking about intellectual, rather than important practical matters. And, to make matters worse, these wives are reminded that while they are “wasting their time” in college, they could be out earning a second, vital income in behalf of their family’s welfare. Sadly, a significant number of these women buckled under the pressure of their family’s opposition and quit college.

A close examination of these conflictive situations revealed some interesting emotional and social factors at work. Quite frequently, those husbands who themselves had already completed college and fulfilled their professional aspirations had been quite content to have wives who were their intellectual and social inferiors. Insecure with their own accomplishments, these men preferred to rigidly retain control and dominance in their marital relationships by obstructing their wives’ personal ambitions. However destructive this inequality was to the genuine happiness and welfare of the marital relationship, they feared and scorned the academic and professional strivings of their wives. The prospect of achieving a state of equity with their wives evidently threatened their fragile sense of self.

Those husbands who, for whatever reason, could not themselves attend or complete college were sometimes bitterly opposed to their wives’ wishes to excel scholastically and professionally. Although they rarely based their opposition upon deep-seated feelings of envy, these men often let it be known that they wanted no upstart woman in their home outshining them intellectually and professionally. One such character was Rita’s husband in the touching movie Educating Rita. A benighted man with limited formal education and social interests, he was affronted by Rita’s passionate desire to learn and expand her visions. When he discovered that she was taking birth control pills in order to prevent a pregnancy that would jeopardize her educational ambitions, he took revenge upon her by burning her books. This act of vengeance exemplified the depth of his envy and hatred for Rita’s attempts to enlighten and better herself. Envy of this kind, that is, envy over another person’s intellectual progress and success commonly arises in personal relationships, although, fortunately, not usually in such extreme forms as was depicted in Educating Rita.




Sibling Rivalry

A favorite place for the incitement of intense envy and even murderous rage is the birth of a sibling. The relationships of children to their brothers and sisters are always tinged with feelings of rivalry and even enmity. Since so much of a child’s early life is marked by an egoistic and ruthless quest to have his or her needs met, it should be no surprise that the birth of a sibling is normally experienced, even by the most stable and level-headed child, with a good degree of suspicion and resentment. Even when young children possess fond and altruistic attitudes toward their newly arrived brother or sister, inevitably they will come to view that sibling, at least at times, as an unwelcome interloper who has robbed them of some of their emotional supplies.

The death wishes of children for their siblings are commonplace, if not universal. An eight-year-old boy who had suddenly developed a school phobia entered therapy upon the recommendation of a school psychologist. There seemed to be few clues regarding the onset of this boy’s phobia since he had formerly adjusted well to school and seemed to have no aversion to his teachers or classmates. What, then, was disrupting his life and frightening him so devilishly?

In our first encounter, the true nature of this child’s profound anxieties became rather explicable. He displayed no apparent fear of school. When the conversation switched to his homelife, he made a passing reference to his mother’s need for him to help her. With some prodding he revealed that his mother was now several months pregnant. He mentioned this fact with such stiffness and hesitancy that it was painfully obvious he was in serious conflict over her pregnancy.

I inquired into his feelings about having a younger brother or sister. His face broke into a broad mannikinlike smile and he stated with almost no warmth, “Oh, I can’t wait. My mom wants me to help her take care of him” (he expected the child to be a boy). The rigid, mechanical way in which he discussed the upcoming birth of his sibling certainly belied any positive yearnings he may have had toward this event.

After meeting and discussing matters over with this boy’s mother, the reasons for his phobia became even clearer. His mother could not at all acknowledge that he might experience feelings of rejection, dispossession, and hatred over sharing her with another child. Instead, she naively and one-sidedly stressed how he must and would love his brother and that he mustn’t ever feel that he was not loved by her, even if she had to neglect him at times.

What induced and reinforced the boy’s phobia could now be more clearly determined. Colluding with his mother’s unwholesome desire that he not harbor any hostile feelings for her and her next child, the boy acted as if the forthcoming birth of a sibling would be his cause for celebration. Therefore, he stolidly disallowed and denied himself feelings of regret or fear of displacement brought on by the impending birth of his sibling.

For a short time the boy’s conscious strategy worked and led to personal gratification through the glowing (and ultimately destructive) compliments he received from his mother for his “good” behavior. However, as the date of the sibling’s birth drew near and his mother’s pregnancy daily grew more visible and undeniable, the reality of his feelings of envy and anger became more intense and uncontainable. As he later admitted to me, he sometimes wished that his baby brother would die. This wish was often accompanied by a concomitant wish that was even more frightening to him: that his mother would die, thus preventing her from having a second child.

As is the case with many young children, the boy feared that his murderous desires would become magically fulfilled. He began to dread that he had cast a deathly spell upon his mother and her next child. After all, he thought, if his mother somehow died, he would not only have perpetrated a heinous crime, but would be left totally bereft by her loss (the father had been estranged from the family for several months). In order to prevent his murderous, magical wishes from materializing, he thought it necessary to steadfastly cling to and protect his mother. In effect, he became her ever-present and ever-dependable bodyguard against his own destructive wishes.

It was no wonder that this boy could not attend school. He had of course little fear of school per se, but suffered enormous dread over the possibility that, during his brief absences from home, his powerful matricidal and fratricidal wishes would be fulfilled and a horrible fate would befall his unwary mother. As expected, as he came to understand and accept his feelings of rage and envy for a sibling who, in his estimation, would usurp his previously exclusive relationship with his mother, this boy gradually felt less vengeful and, consequently, less fearful of leaving his mother to attend school.




Phobias and Nightmares

It is now common knowledge that almost all children experience phobias and nightmares, at least temporarily. The violent and destructive wishes that children sometimes feel for their parents can be extraordinarily terrifying to them. Children are slighted or humiliated by a parent. They go off to bed and, while trying to get some shut eye, a fleeting thought enters their mind that they would enjoy some token of revenge for the humiliation they have just suffered. Among the graphic thoughts they entertain is one that has old Dad being cooked in a pot of boiling water. If they are children who are secure and reasonably self-aware, they will realize that a thought is a thought and that, if push came to shove, they really would not cannibalize and parboil dear old Pop. But children have lively and sometimes self-punishing imaginations. When they experience a vivid patricidal or matricidal thought a helpless feeling of fear and self-hatred may overcome them. They may feel that they have gone too far. Killing someone, your own parent, for a personal slight, even if it is only in fantasy, will feel too extreme, too bizarre. Only a horrible person could have such vile, murderous thoughts, so the vulnerable child thinks.

To make matters worse, the murderous fantasy often leads, as it did in the example of the boy with the school phobia, to terrors over one’s absolute and irrevocable abandonment. In the fantasy, which for the time being is the child’s only subjective reality, the parent who is being killed out of feelings of revenge will no longer exist and, therefore, will no longer be there to care for and protect the child. It is no wonder that such fantasies scare the daylights out of countless children. Of course it is not only children who suffer from nightmares or phobias of this kind. For this reason, whenever I am informed by child or adult patients that they are victims of recurrent nightmares or phobias, I seek not only to uncover their intense fears, but also their hostile or murderous wishes, especially toward their loved ones.




Gossip

Jealousy and resentment obviously reign as important emotions in every walk of life, including close friendships. Such emotions also serve as the basis and impetus for one of friendship’s favorite pastimes: gossip. Even a cursory observation of the personal conversations in which many individuals engage will reveal how much envy and hostility play a central role.

When many social conversations turn to the subject of one’s employment, usually much ado is made over the poor working conditions at the office, the scant wages, and the boss’s rotten temperament and personality. For good measure, there is usually a scathing diatribe against some of one’s co-workers who are described as a bunch of airheads and malingerers.

When the conversation moves on to the subject of mutual friends and acquaintances the level of venom and hostility may escalate considerably. The connubial conflicts and ultimate divorce of Joe and Mary Smith (the couple who always put on a happy face at neighborhood parties), the Hardings’ new, overpriced car, the drug abuse and eventual suicide of the Does’ son, John, and the million-dollar malpractice suit against Dr. Swindle, who was caught seducing one of his patients, are all grist for the hostility mill of social gossip. Although one may detect some genuine regret and empathy in these conversations for the hapless victims of misfortune, if one listens closely, it is likely that one will also discern strong subterranean attitudes of anger and sadism.

What form do they take? “Those Smiths were such phonies, always pretending to be so happy and better off than the rest of us. And those Hardings, so pretentious in their new car. Now look at them. The car has been totaled and they have to drive their old jalopy. Serves them right. As far as the suicide of John Doe is concerned, what a tragedy, but you just knew the Does were going to have trouble with their son, coddling and overprotecting him all the time. And, as far as Dr. Swindle is concerned, that malpractice suit couldn’t have happened to a better guy. Always ogling the women, it serves him right. Let him pay for his sleaze by losing his license and medical practice.”

The point of this example is not to suggest that people are inherently or entirely vicious in their attitudes toward others. Rather, it is to suggest that one of the purposes of gossip, one of our favorite pastimes, is to give vent to hostile and vindictive emotions. In the case of the victims who appeared in the above-mentioned hypothetical example, we can detect that they were most likely persons who had been greatly envied or disliked by the gossipmongers prior to their grievous mishaps.

During the course of almost any day the average person accumulates a wide assortment of annoyances and grudges, many of which are triggered by unpleasant encounters with other individuals. Since it is usually impossible to resolve each and every setback and disappointment we experience during the course of the day, our emotions in response to these events intensify, sometimes to the bursting point. Gossip serves as a handy outlet for these feelings.




Revenge

The wish for revenge can be observed in a wide variety of settings and situations. Drivers will note that when they have just been passed by a speeding vehicle they often fervently hope the speedster will be stopped and ticketed by the highway patrol. Why? Well, if a person is generally law abiding, he or she will want others to reasonably conform to the law as well. But there is another dynamic at work: jealousy. When we see another driver breaking the law with impunity we often feel that we ourselves would like be such lawless daredevils, providing of course that we do not get caught. It then irks us that someone else can “get away with murder” while we have to pay the price (in longer commuting time) for conforming to the law. It is no surprise, then, that we gloat when two miles later we find the lawbreaker at the side of the road, parked in front of a patrol car, where he or she is receiving a citation. The capture and punishment of this individual serve two emotional purposes for gloating onlookers. First, it satisfies their need for revenge. Second, it relieves them of much of their jealousy since they no longer feel that the lawbreaker has immunity from the legal authorities.

Feelings of jealousy and revenge are often aroused in relation to persons who are in positions of social authority in our society. It is for this reason, I believe, that persons like myself, who work in the psychotherapy profession, are so frequently asked, “Don’t you have your own emotional problems? How can you help others when you have problems of your own? Besides, I know you shrinks have higher rates of alcoholism and suicide than the general population. How do you explain that?” Such questions, in themselves, are obviously quite valid and legitimate and, therefore, deserve responsible explanations.

However, it is important and interesting to note that those persons who raise these relevant questions almost always do so with ill-concealed sarcasm, animosity, and contempt. I have often asked myself why so many people are so angrily determined to establish the obvious, that is, that psychotherapists are human beings with emotional problems that are sometimes so serious they must tragically resort to drinking excessively or killing themselves. Perhaps part of the answer lies in the overly detached and condescending behavior of some members of the psychotherapy profession. Such behavior would naturally arouse widespread resentment amongst the general public. However, I think that is a simplistic and fragmentary explanation.

On a deeper level, the angry challenge leveled at the questionable emotional stability of mental health professionals stems primarily from feelings of jealousy and rivalry. It begins with an unrealistic viewpoint that psychotherapists are infallible persons who possess “all the answers” and live emotionally unblemished lives. Once having been put on such a lofty and precarious pedestal by others, the psychotherapist becomes not only an object of their awe and admiration, but is of course also viewed with a good degree of envy and contempt.

This admixture of emotions is explained by the fact that human beings seem generally quite unable to idealize others without also feeling considerable jealousy and rage for the imagined omniscience, mightiness, and sterling success of those they ostensibly admire. Thus, whenever some psychotherapist is discovered to have toppled from his or her imaginary pedestal into, for example, alcoholism or suicide, there will be some individuals who will inevitably welcome this tragic news with sadistic gratification. Unmistakable hallmarks of this gratification will be such comments as, “That Dr. X. He considered himself such an expert about other people. Considering the fact that he drank heavily and committed suicide, I’d say he couldn’t have been much of a therapist. It goes to show you, those therapists are worse off than the rest of us. We’re better off staying away from them and dealing with our personal problems on our own.” Such comments undisguisedly reveal vengeful and sadistic emotions that have been gratified by the personal downfall of one (the therapist) who had formerly been held both in overly high regard and contempt. By the way, it might at this juncture be apropos to point out that it is exactly this admixture of idealization and jealousy that seems to account for the stalking and assassination of celebrities by their idolatrous devotees that are occasionally chronicled in sensational newspaper stories.




Contempt

The emotions of envy, resentment, and contempt are also commonly directed at persons who occupy the lower end of the social and economic spectrum. For example, the subject of social welfare recipients seems to greatly rile large numbers of people. If one listens only superficially to heated social conversations and debates about public welfare recipients, one might be inclined to think that the source of so much rancor and argumentation over this subject is largely and indisputably economic in nature. After all, the average welfare recipient is repeatedly characterized as a costly, parasitic social dreg that is wantonly draining our national resources at the expense of the rest of us.

Closer examination of these discussions, however, will reveal a considerable range of emotional factors at work. The discussants will moralistically refer to the alleged or real sexual promiscuity of many welfare recipients and to their sometimes overlarge and expensive families. Moral outrage and indignation is further fueled by the fact that the average welfare recipient does not engage in conventional or gainful employment. In other words, receiving public monies (under the federal program called Aid to Families with Dependent Children) for the difficult work of raising young children is not considered legitimate or substantive employment.

I think most people will concede that the daily life of the average welfare recipient is dreary, humiliating, tenuous and, most definitely, unenviable. Most of us who are fortunate enough to have regular work and a decent income would not of course willingly exchange places with those disadvantaged persons who barely subsist on the welfare roles. Why, then, are we not more sympathetic and charitable in our attitudes toward these particular unfortunate souls? Again, we cannot attribute the general lack of sympathy for them simply to the cost of their care since most people do not bemoan and begrudge the costs of caring for other kinds of unfortunate persons, such as the retarded, blind, physically disabled, and aged. No, the welfare recipient is despised primarily for another reason: (as odd as it sounds) envy.

I said in the above paragraph that the life of the average welfare recipient is unenviable and that is generally and undeniably true. However, let us attend closely to the public’s two principal complaints about the welfare recipient, namely that she is sexually promiscuous and, to put it politely, not very work-oriented. Why should these particular characteristics of the welfare of the welfare recipient, whether true or imagined, enrage so many people? The complicated and, to many people, disagreeable answer is that the alleged sexual promiscuity and indolence of the welfare recipient mirrors some of the deepest desires of a great many people.

It should not really be difficult for anyone to realize that sexual promiscuity, as unrewarding and dangerous as it often is, arouses the feverish curiosity, interest, excitement, and envy of vast numbers of people. The pornography industry and the enormously popular television soap operas of course thrive primarily on the basis of the vicarious sexual pleasure and dissoluteness of their viewers. Considering, then, the paramount significance that so many persons attach to sex and sexual freedom, it is perfectly understandable that a great many individuals will inevitably resent and envy the welfare recipient, who is perceived to be sexually self-indulgent and uninhibited.

As for the supposed indolence and laziness of the average welfare recipient, we need not search far to understand how they may arouse the resentment and jealousy of others. The search for leisure and idleness is a favorite among a great many persons. Most people look eagerly toward their weekends and vacations for respite from their work. As well, they often anticipate and plan for their retirement years with a good deal of relish, happily looking toward a time when they will finally be disencumbered of toilsome and obligatory labor. When they consider that the welfare recipient already does not work, at least not in the conventional nine-to-five sense, they quickly forget the recipient’s generally squalid life, irrationally envy her “leisure” and, consequently, puritanically judge her to be an immoral being. Thus, as strange as it may sometimes seem, we may envy and resent even those who occupy a lower, less fortunate, social and economic position than ourselves.




Thwarted Dreams

Finally, feelings of envy, revenge, and rage can quite naturally emanate from having serious hurdles and roadblocks placed before one’s most cherished dreams and desires. Since personal health is usually a matter of urgent and foremost importance to each individual, illnesses, surgical operations, and physical injuries can deliver serious blows to one’s sense of self and thereby evoke strong feelings of rage and resentment.

A man who was a highly ranked handball player came to therapy after suffering a mild injury to his back. He was waylayed by the injury for only a few weeks and, although his prognosis was excellent, he fell into an acute, albeit short-lived, depression. The pride, pleasure, and social recognition he had for years acquired from playing excellent handball were suddenly ripped away and he simply couldn’t cope with the resultant loss of self-esteem. Until he returned to his former health and athletic capabilities, he greatly envied and resented the men with whom he had been competing.
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