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    INTRODUCTION




    

      Tania arrived home a little late from work to find her 13-year-old son, Charles, engrossed in his Xbox game. It was 5.30 p.m. and he should have started his homework.




      ‘Charles, turn off the Xbox!’




      Unusual. No answer. Tania put her bags down in the kitchen. She said again, in a not-unfriendly manner: ‘Charlie, what about that assignment due in two days!’ Tania moved towards the lounge room, from where she could hear electronic simulated gunfire. That stupid shoot ’em up game again!




      Tania, quietly: ‘Charles! Pause the game, or I will. Charles!’




      ‘Yeah, nearly finished this level, Mum’, he replied breathlessly. Tania stepped over and pushed the pause button.




      ‘Oh, Mum! I’ve just killed three in a row, I’m on a real roll, and I’m nearly getting to the end of the level. Robbie told me when I get to this brick wall I’m nearly there!’




      As Tania stepped back her foot caught the power cord, which pulled out of the socket and the screen went blank. ‘Oh, Mum! Look at that! I’ve spent three weeks working really hard to get to this level’—Charles’s voice was rising—‘and you’ve just gone and ruined it all! I can’t believe it. All because of a stupid assignment that I can do in one hour anyway. Why can’t you just let me enjoy myself for once? If you’d just leave me alone everything would be okay!’ Charles stood up and went to his room, slamming the door.




      During Charles’s tirade, Tania had tried to get out several phrases, including ‘You should be doing your homework’, ‘I don’t care about your game’, but her words were completely drowned by Charles’s surprisingly, almost shockingly loud voice. Part of what was shocking—she kept forgetting this—was how Charles rose more than a foot over her when he stood up while he was yelling at her.




      In the stillness after the door slammed Tania felt angry and sad, as well as defeated. How dare her son talk to her like that! Over a ridiculous video game! Why was he getting so angry? Was there something more to this? Perhaps it wasn’t just about the video game, which he seemed to use as a means of blocking out the world. What could be wrong? It seemed there was no way around her son’s defiance to find an answer to these questions.


    




    The above is a familiar scene to many families with adolescent boys. One of the most difficult problems confronting the parents of an angry, troubled adolescent is that the adults can see that their son is in difficulty, but the boy will not accept the help that parents offer. In exasperation, many parents stop offering help. In this book, I offer ways around this impasse. What parents do during these times of crisis, and what parents say about the situation afterwards, can be crucial in influencing the trajectory of the problem.




    However, right at the point of ceasing to help, parents also worry that their son’s self-destructive and aggressive behaviour is a sign there is something fundamentally wrong with him. This in itself can be an impediment to positive action, as parents may then seek to explain their son’s behaviour in a number of ways.




    One explanation is that the son’s aggression is the result of failed nurturing—that the parents have failed their son somehow during his early years, and damaged him irreparably. Following this line of reasoning, the son’s problems are the parents’ responsibility—something was wrong with the environment that the parents created when their son was an infant or child. A troubling implication of this logic is that the parent, feeling responsible for the troubles expressed by the teenager, remains responsible, by default, even when the teenager becomes an adult. And however true it may be that a teenager is expressing problems that have their source in childhood, such explanations, transmitted to the child through the family romance, risk detaining the teenager within the position of child. It is as if the teenager has received the message: ‘There is little that can be done about your problems—it is your parents’ responsibility.’




    Alternatively, some parents take up a ‘nature’ argument. An increasingly popular explanation is that a boy’s problems are the expression of a genetic history: figures from the past (often a boy’s more or less absent father) are seen as sources of the genetic material of the son’s problems. This argument has been given support in recent decades by the increase in diagnosis of teenage problems within a series of psychiatric disorders, which themselves are linked to a genetic heritage, for example, ‘I think his father (or uncle) had ADHD’.




    The difficulty with these explanations, seductive though they may be, is that they leave little room for the son or the parents to do anything about his present difficulties if the causes belong to the past or to a genetic heritage.




    Psychology, psychiatry and the rest of the helping professions have become experts at recognising pathology, destructiveness and abnormal behaviour. Families can become enmeshed in psychological or psychiatric explanations of the ‘disorders’ from which the son apparently suffers. It is not uncommon for parents to be swept into an ongoing round of appointments that may be more or less helpful but appointments alone are not a solution, unless the teenager and his family recognise that only they can make changes that will solve the difficulties—they are the agents of change in the situation.




    Many adolescents, by the fact of their age, are marvellous inventors and improvisers. Their solutions to problems may not fit into the norms provided by psychiatry, but may work very well for the individual boy and his family. Parents, by listening to their sons, can help them recognise and make use of their sons’ own inventions.




    The ‘anger management’ movement has been successful in identifying anger as a problem that can be treated. But reducing the solution to anger to a series of relaxation and ‘self-talk’ techniques, although useful for some boys, ignores core aspects of adolescent anger. His anger is an emotion that inevitably implicates those around the boy: anger is ‘caused’ by others in his immediate environment. This prevents a boy focusing on what he can do for himself.




    A third explanation is that the problems a teenager is experiencing are merely an expression of the developmental stage of adolescence and nothing can be done about them. In my opinion, the so-called ‘developmental tasks of adolescence’ are a myth that are of little help with individual problems.




    Something can be done about teenage anger and aggression—and in families where a teenage boy’s behaviour is disrupting the family, is aggressive enough to distress other people, and is leading the boy into trouble at school as well as home, something should be done. Parents can make a difference to their son’s behaviour. This book aims to assist parents to understand their adolescent child, rather than measure him against an unreal norm. The book also explains how a boy negotiates the demands of adolescence—which may be in part an expression of how he has subjectively experienced his childhood.




    Adolescents are seemingly deaf to reason, yet they assume adult-like qualities as the months go past. Many parents retreat from the battlefield, hoping that they and their son finish his adolescence without too many life-altering injuries. However, problems with anger and aggression, though noticeable in childhood, often become more intense during adolescence, to a point where parents cannot ignore the situation. Problems with angry boys may surface at school or in the home. Parents, teachers, youth workers, foster parents, mentors and others who deal with adolescents who are angry on occasion can do something to help such boys make more constructive use of their anger, or at least direct their aggression in a less self-destructive manner. This is in contrast to a closing-off from family, and the adolescent’s striving for dominance and control that often results in fiery, and sometimes violent and aggressive exchanges between the boy and his family, teachers and peers.




    It can be difficult to recognise a boy’s creative efforts towards self-determination. This book aims to help parents assist their adolescent sons to make meaning of their world, to engage in relationships with those around them and face the difficult transitions that are demanded of adolescents. Anger is a common response—albeit an often ineffective one—of teenage boys to the confusion of growing up. Anger is both a natural ally and deforming monster of adolescence. Anger helps many boys overcome and burst out of the constricting parental limitations of their childhood as they begin to envision and create an independent life. But anger can also create an unnecessary dependence on others to act on past wrongs, and is thus antithetical to the ‘I’ll do it myself ’, forward-looking inclination of a more or less healthy male adolescence. Wherever an adolescent boy falls into this spectrum of anger and aggression, adults can help the boy’s transition from childhood to adulthood.




    This book will allow parents, teachers and other adults to reach out to an angry, troubled adolescent who is bristling with defences that can be set off at any moment. However, helping a teenager cannot be achieved without considerable effort on the adult’s part.




    I do not suggest any quick fixes or magical techniques that will result in an adolescent’s anger evaporating overnight. Rather, I advocate a sustained effort over a number of months, even years, which can result in quite severe difficulties with anger and aggression having a surprisingly positive outcome—one that could not be expected given the darkness and depths of an adolescent’s rage. This effort can be sustained by an adult’s understanding of the nature of anger and its genesis, by taking an authoritative but not authoritarian stance, by drawing out the knowledge implicit in the boy’s speech, and by intervening where necessary following a set of principles rather than rigid rules.




    To this end the book is organised in two sections. Part I deals with the general nature of anger and aggression and the genesis and expression of these in home and school contexts. It should help adults to recognise the extent of the problem, and gain some insight into the reasons behind it. It explains the thinking that boys go through when they have damaged or destroyed many important relationships, having been labelled as ‘troublemakers’ or ‘angry, aggressive’. Part I finishes with a discussion of the phases of adolescence that are relevant to the expression of anger and aggression and outlines a stance parents can take to shift the boy from a ‘paranoid’ to a ‘critical’ habit of mind. I argue that this shift is more or less a matter of how the adolescent makes meaning of his world, which is itself partially a product of what sense he makes of his family life. I also discuss how to make use of the developing knowledge and identity of adolescence, as well as the problems and strengths of an adolescent’s friendship group.




    Part II outlines in detail the stance of intellectual midwife—assisting with giving birth to new ideas—that adults may take with angry adolescents. This approach can be thought of as an ‘emotions coach’, where the adult assists a boy to take a different stance in regard to his emotional life.




    Part II will be helpful to those seeking a general framework for thinking about and changing their relationship with an adolescent, be they parent, teacher, youth worker or adult friend. It gives you techniques—Doing Anger Differently—to reach out to the boy and allow him to change his behaviour. It is important to grasp that you cannot change it for him, he must come to an understanding that it is in his best interests to change his behaviour. Chapter 6 deals with more practical issues, and discusses in a focused way what parents can do at times of crisis, to calm and help their son in a constructive manner. Chapter 7 outlines some general principles to guide interventions both at home and at school, and Chapter 8 covers school interventions that parents, teachers and other involved adults can make. An Appendix also covers further avenues for professional help for the adolescent, if needed.




    Throughout the book I have made extensive use of case material to illustrate or introduce the points being discussed. I have done so because I have found that people understand best through others’ stories, which is the first step (by no means the last) to applying the understanding to one’s personal situation. The examples in this book have been altered substantially so that no individuals are identifiable. However, I have retained the general themes, drawn from many years of work with adolescents and their families, and I expect that readers may recognise themselves in the issues with which the individuals of the book are struggling.




    The two parts of the book can be read alone or in sequence, according to the reader’s interests and desires. The book will be most helpful, of course, if time is taken to read it from cover to cover, as this will allow the reader to understand the general problem, the principles of the Doing Anger Differently approach, as well as specific techniques that parents can use in their interactions with their sons.




    When is Anger a Problem?




    The question of when anger and aggression in adolescence are problems is important, but is hard to answer. Many parents and those dealing with boys may be happy to see the problem as an adolescent one, and attempt to ‘ride out’ the difficulties in the hope that relief will come at the other end of adolescence and the boy will grow into a respectable, law-abiding, successful adult.




    Other parents may attempt to intervene to solve the problem. However, the parent may find that the intervention at best has no effect or seems to make the problem worse. This book can help parents to intervene with the adolescent’s view of the world in mind, while not diminishing the problems that anger and aggression cause for the son and those around him.




    Perhaps the first question to ask when attempting to determine whether anger and aggression are a problem is ‘A problem for whom?’. The fundamental tendency in anger is to see the rest of the world as the problem. For now the angry adolescent may see anger and aggression as useful solutions to all of the problems people are causing for him. When is it time for the other family members, schoolfriends, teachers or others to say that there is a problem?




    Ongoing hostility




    Generally, if you spot a tendency in an adolescent to regard others around him as hostile when there appears to be little basis for this belief, it is a reasonable indicator that there is a problem. We all have times when we are fearful of the world and feel that others have bad intentions towards us, but if this is an ongoing theme with an adolescent, it may be time to do something about it. This is because such an attitude will result in an adolescent having a lot of difficulty keeping and maintaining friendships. Those friendships he does make will mostly be with others who share a similarly negative and malevolent view of the world around them.




    Over-reaction and destructiveness




    Similarly, when a boy commonly reacts to small slights in a manner that is overly aggressive or violent, this is an indication that there is a problem. In addition, where there may be reasonable provocation, but the response seems out of proportion, the adolescent may need help. If there appears to be a more or less random swinging between attacks on others and seemingly self-destructive acts, it may also be a sign that there is a problem.




    Home problems




    At home, if a parent finds that he or she is being repeatedly involved in arguments and is worried about the clashes, then there is a problem, at least from the parent’s viewpoint. Again, the son may not see this as a problem—he probably views it as the parent’s problem and not his. It is easy to infer that Charles saw his mother Tania as the problem—she wouldn’t leave him alone. Tania, however, was responding to what she saw as a deeper problem: Charles’s avoidance of schoolwork and his increasing isolation. The parent finds him- or herself in the position of arguing for something in the adolescent’s best interest that the adolescent does not accept.




    If there are repeated heated exchanges at home between parents and their son, and with other family members, then this is stressful and lowers the quality of life for all the family. If approached in the right way and at a cooler moment, then the son will also probably acknowledge that there is a problem.




    Likewise, if there is repeated fighting in the house amongst siblings, then this is a problem, most likely for the whole family. These types of problems are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. Such conflicts may be a reflection of the particular family’s style of communicating. Some families use conflict in order to forge connections with each other. This may not seem optimal, even appearing counter-productive to the detached observer. However, conflict can be a manner of changing, maintaining or re-inventing familial relationships. In addition, outright conflict is not in itself necessarily a problem. Open and honest expression of points of view may be an important formative factor for adolescents, and the increase in assertiveness on the part of an adolescent may simply be an expression of his inclination towards mastery that is a natural part of puberty. As outlined in Chapter 4, this inclination towards mastery has its limits, and one of the skills in parenting adolescents generally is knowing how and when to point to and impose limits.




    In the case of fighting amongst siblings, attacks on siblings may not make sense, or the apparent reasons for the attack may not be the whole story. Commonly, problems at school are expressed at home and problems at home are expressed at school. Anger and aggression are opportunistic emotions and acts, and are most commonly displaced from their source. It is important for this reason to not only respond to the situation of anger in the family (i.e., by imposing limits on the adolescent), but also to ‘stay in touch’ and speak with an adolescent more broadly about how he is going outside the family.




    School problems




    If parents are receiving reports from school regarding a son’s behaviour, this is a preliminary sign of a problem requiring investigation. If the school views the son’s behaviour as a problem, then there is a problem for the son, as it has the potential to affect his studies and his long-term life opportunities. However, the son may not acknowledge any problem, as he may believe he is acting in the only manner that he can.




    Methods for approaching an angry adolescent, the school and discussing the problem are outlined in Chapter 8. Briefly, it is important not to remain closed to either the adolescent’s or the school’s viewpoints. Teachers have exposure to the entire range of human behaviour through the students who attend school. If an adolescent is being picked up on the school’s radar, it may be a sign that the behaviour-management system set up by the school—which works for the vast majority of students—is not working for the angry boy for some reason. Whilst the school’s reports are not a foolproof indicator, they are often a reasonable one deserving attention. Early intervention is important, so that resentments do not build up between the boy and the school.




    Peer problems




    One important factor controlling aggression is the type of friends that your son spends time with. The single best predictor of negative life outcomes—such as involvement in criminal activity, poor educational outcomes and unemployment—is involvement in groups of friends who also feel rejected and marginalised at school. It is known that such boys form sub-groups which can be involved in aggressive and destructive acts that are valued by the sub-group but ultimately are destructive of a boy’s life opportunities. These groups tend to increase a boy’s sense of victim-hood in regard to mainstream schooling, and strengthen and consolidate a vengeful ‘poor-me’ view of the world, with little respect for societal norms. Membership of such groups also tends to make an aggressive adolescent feel better about himself, as his peers congratulate him on his latest destructive act. This problem is dealt with more fully in Chapters 4 and 8, but the simple point now is that parents should know about their son’s friendships and who he spends time with. Parents have a right and a responsibility to know where he is.
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      Anger is a temporary madness.




      Seneca, De Ira, circa 40–50 AD


    




    Angry people are not generally considered to be mad, in the sense of having lost touch with social reality, as this is not true when they are not angry. But when we are confronted with an angry person, we perceive the constraints that assure us that the person participates in the social world—just as we do—seem to have fallen away. The angered person appears unpredictable and erratic. We are uncertain of what he or she may do next. Depending on our own emotional fortitude, and what constraints we are prepared to labour under, another’s anger can inspire in us a similar ‘madness of the victim’, or else a passive accommodation of the angry person’s wishes—if we can guess how we have aggrieved the angered one. In a family context, such responses lead to a certain madness in the household as well: either a household of people who are intermittently mad and maddening, or adults who find themselves doing all sorts of mad things to accommodate their son, lest he become angry.




    The streak of madness inherent in anger has many parents wondering what sort of boy they have produced and what sort of man he will become. Beyond the obvious traumatic impact on the family, if a boy’s cycle of sullen withdrawal and explosive anger continues, how will he cope with the world as an adult? Once parents have understood the repetitive nature of the problem, and have been able to put aside for the moment their protest of ‘I can’t stand this anymore!’, many also begin to wonder about the nature of the difficulties. Questions arise such as: ‘Is this what adolescence is?’, ‘Does my son have some sort of psychological problem?’, ‘What is my part in these difficulties?’ and ‘What can I do to help my son?’ The following chapters attempt to answer some of these questions, while Part II contains a practical program to follow to help the boy.


  




  

    
1 The Nature of Anger




    

      Anger is one possible response where there is ‘already a difficult evil present’ in the mind; anger is the movement of attack against the evil. To succumb to the evil is sadness. The removal of that evil is both a move towards goodness and a dissipation of anger.




      St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1265–73


    




    In my work as a family therapist, mothers (and occasionally fathers) would bring their adolescent sons to see me. The mother would often complain that whilst he was still her son, he had grown up suddenly to be taller, bigger, louder and certainly not as obedient, loving and close as he used to be. Some mothers said they had begun to feel scared of their son at times, particularly when he raised his voice, became agitated, or perhaps started to hit things. Mothers would also complain that their sons retreated, giving monosyllabic answers until the next outburst. This left little opportunity to resolve matters. The meeting with me was an attempt to find a way out of this exhausting circle.




    Feeling: A Problem or a Sign?




    Answers to the questions posed by parents are unlikely to be found within either the reports of problems at school or the disruptive outbursts that puncture family life with an angry adolescent boy. Many parents find their son has a body that is fast becoming that of a man; however, his emotional life is still at times childlike. There is yelling, slamming doors, the fear of what this boy–man might be capable of in his rage, and anger and resentment in the rest of the family. The outbursts can take on a terrible, monotonous regularity and uniformity. In speaking to school staff and other parents, many find similarities in the angry outbursts. It all leads to one conclusion: if the boy could just control his temper, everything would be fine.




    Our tendency to seek answers in the similarities we share with others can lead to the belief that anger is the problem and the son simply needs to stop being angry. However, this is to ignore the fact that anger is a response to something, although it is often unclear precisely what ‘it’ is. ‘It’ may not even be what the adolescent says it is.




    To blame the adolescent for his angry outburst often only serves to heighten the problem, making him even angrier and more prone to outrage. If parents take on such a ‘madness of the victim’ approach, things are unlikely to improve and likely to worsen. A sense of persecution may take over other members of the house and little gets discussed or resolved amongst the accusations of wrongdoing. Responding angrily is understandable, often inescapable, but rarely solves the problem, although the angry scene may be an important prelude to a solution to the problem in some families (Chapter 6 discusses this further).




    The uniformity of the angry outburst that I discussed above is deceptive. There are myriad individual causes that underlie the emotion of anger. A central theme of this book is that the solution to problems with anger and aggression lies in assisting adolescents to reflect on what it is that disturbs them to anger, rather than simple ‘anger management’.




    The Essentials of Anger




    Anger is an emotion that involves two notions. First, a perception of some wrong, or problem in the world, committed by someone else, and second, a sense of the unfairness or the injustice of this wrong. Anger is a sign of a mismatch between what a boy wants (or at least what he knows he doesn’t want), and how he perceives the world to be. Simply, the square pegs of the son’s wishes do not fit into the round holes of the world around him, created—it seems to him—by parents, siblings, teachers and peers.




    It should not be forgotten that anger can be a productive response to a difficult situation, as the epigram to this chapter reminds us. Although Aquinas places the problem elsewhere, an adolescent’s complaint against others contains the seeds of his own wish, in the ‘difficult evil’ present in his mind. Anger may be an important factor in overcoming the reluctance to say what in fact ‘needs to be said’, thus revealing the ‘difficult evil’, which can then be spoken about. Anger can be a preferable reaction to sadness, which hides by rendering internal the ‘evils’ that an individual bears. Being angry can allow one to feel more capable and in control. For many boys anger is a psychically protective emotion when responding to difficult or threatening situations, and the complaint against others may be the only way a boy can express his wish.




    The focus in this book is on situations where a boy is often angry. There is seemingly always a mismatch between what he wants and the world around him, and he is difficult to live or deal with. This mismatch produces the angry outburst, the sudden physiological arousal, the ongoing propensity to anger, and at times the feeling of a family that they are ‘walking on eggshells’ waiting for the next confrontation. In his quieter moments a son may or may not be able to speak about the mismatch that led to his outburst. What may become clearer, if family members involved in a conflict are able to spend time talking about the outburst once things have quietened down, is that the son may not be able to explain the ‘force’ that seemed to come over him in the situation. The involuntary aspect of the affect of anger makes it seem to the individual that he has no choice but to respond how he did.




    The main point here is that anger is a clue that there is a problem, but the emotional outbursts of anger, whilst unsettling and confronting, are not the problem itself. The solution lies beyond asking your son to control his anger. Parents have to assist their son to investigate his anger.




    All the World’s a Problem




    During the mismatch that produces anger, a person’s fundamental tendency is to see the world as a problem. Often the angered individual leaves out his own part in the creation of the problem. This presents a difficulty in dealing with people who are habitually angry. Angry people seem to have a bias towards feeling wronged and seeing other people or events in their life as ‘the problem’. Anger is antithetical to being self-reflective.




    The word ‘externalisation’ describes the process where a person habitually sees events in his or her life as the product of external causes. Simply, if something goes wrong, it is somebody else’s fault. Aside from the difficulties this creates for those who have to associate with habitually angry people, the difficulty for angered individuals is that they see the solution as the world needing to change. Angered individuals commonly have little sense of their own ability to change themselves, and are more or less loudly demanding that the world needs to change. Angry boys need help to understand how they can act to change their world. This is often best achieved by showing a boy how he can act, or has acted, to change things, but which he has failed to recognise.




    Chronically angry people may have what could be called the ‘poor-me’ view of the world. Angered people feel like victims, and often surround themselves with people who are ready to accommodate their whims. Angry people are good at seeing problems, but often not so great at finding solutions.




    This difficulty is especially pronounced if, in addition to problems, a person has a tendency to see positive events as caused by external circumstances. When an angry boy is able to make it through a particularly difficult class where he has not got into trouble, or has not misbehaved at school for one month, it is rare for him to say to himself, ‘I’ve done well in getting through this’.




    This failure to see positives mean that depression and sadness, too, are common accompaniments to anger. Angry individuals are not just mad, but they are also often sad.




    In angry boys the tendency to feel like a victim becomes pronounced when boys are blamed by adults (teachers and parents) for things they did not do, but which fits the boys’ history of wrongdoing. Often boys who are wrongly accused end up confirming the truth of the adult’s opinion of them, acting out the deed that the accusation was based on. Angry and aggressive boys generally cannot stand to take responsibility for the picture of themselves that they have created in others. The problem is seen once again as the fault of the accusing adult, and not of the expectations the young person has created. This is a problem which requires careful attention in dealing with angry young adolescents.




    The Relation between Thought and Affect




    

      A mother, Lucy, came to see me to talk about her difficulties with her son. Whilst she and her son had a long history of problems, recently he had become completely uncooperative with household chores. He did not tidy his room, take out the garbage, clean the birdcage, feed the bird, look after the dog, or mow the lawn as he had agreed to do. The situation had become a struggle, with repeated loud arguments and fights. The garbage was piling up in the kitchen (‘It’s his job’, Lucy insisted) and the bird had died because Lucy’s son had not fed it. When I asked Lucy to tell me where her son’s father was, she told me she had started divorce proceedings against her estranged husband some months previously.


    




    I never had the opportunity to talk with Lucy’s son—I referred him to someone else as it was clear Lucy needed to talk about her own difficulties. The point of the example above is that often in family arguments, the participants are also arguing about something else. I never knew the specifics of the ‘something else’ Lucy’s son was arguing about, but it is clear the break up of a family unit may well have the effect of a son losing his wish to be part of the running of a household.




    This is one of the difficulties in dealing with anger: there is often not a clear or straightforward link between the content of anger and the reasons why someone is angry. The truth of this is revealed by a situation that many parents have encountered. The parent, sick of the rages of their adolescent son, declares in the middle of an argument, ‘You’ve been really angry since you broke up with your girlfriend’. The adolescent responds, ‘No, it’s you and your stupid rules that I’m angry about’.




    Adolescence is centred around the fact of puberty, where the appearance of the markers of adult sexual function prompt a movement from the dependence of childhood to the independence of adulthood. Whilst there is a large variability in the age at which this occurs, the logical moment itself can be the source of conflict. The fact that the suffocating (to the adolescent) concerns of the parent are pushed aside can be an important statement of independence on the child’s part. As the example of Lucy and her son shows, in matters of the adolescent’s inner life the parent has been deposed from naming matters of the heart for the child. In adolescence, the parent often becomes, at best, a consultant. This needs to be taken into account in approaches to adolescents, and is covered in more detail in Chapter 4.




    Anger is commonly displaced from one idea, situation or domain and expressed in another domain or through another idea. The fundamental displacement in anger is from an internal discontent to the angry individual finding an external problem through which to express his discontent in a rather inexact manner. Anger could be called a messy or deceiving emotion, as the reasons for the anger are often unclear. The reasons, or ‘whys’ of anger, can be a battleground between parents and children. This is because the affect of anger (along with many other types of affect) is opportunistic, in that anger may attach itself to an idea in order to allow itself expression. An argument about rules, tidiness or chores will be the latest in a long line of angry outbursts that give expression to quite another problem. Commonly there is not just one underlying reason for responding angrily and aggressively, but a whole series of reasons. These reasons are often specific to the individuals involved.




    Battling over the ‘whys’ of anger tends to be fruitless. The battle usually ends up being about parent and child attempting to enforce their views of the problem on the other. Fruitlessness results as both parties attempt to impose certainty when there is clearly doubt, both for the boy about his own intentions and for the parent attempting to guess his or her child’s intentions.




    Simply put, when conflict occurs in a family, it is important to keep one’s ears open for the ‘something else’ that the arguments may be about. It may prove very valuable in solving the problem.




    Anger and Ambivalence




    Anger is often related to other emotions, and in fact anger may be an emotion that occurs amongst an assortment of others. The much over-used jargon for this in psychology is ‘ambivalence’—where an individual feels more than one emotion at one time.




    That more than one emotion can be present simultaneously is an idea beyond many young adolescents. It may be safer, easier and more certain to express anger, rather than the myriad emotions and notions that surround the anger. These can include sadness, anxiety, self-doubt, uncertainty, shame … Anger is often the tip (and much of the submerged portion) of the iceberg of emotions. Feeling overwhelmed, an adolescent may feel as if disintegration would result from admitting to the hidden, dangerous emotions which are his only alternative to striking out. One of the tasks of an adult is to help an adolescent deal better with the complexities of emotional experience. Steps for increasing an adolescent’s sophistication in emotional life are covered in Part II of the book.




    Anger and Relationships




    Anger is primarily an emotion that is based in relationships: it is most often directed by an adolescent towards those with whom he has some sort of social relationship. First and foremost, anger is a relationship-based emotion.




    As a means of exploring the themes above—in particular, how anger appears in relationships—I will now outline some case studies that contextualise the ideas I have introduced. These cases show that it is not just any particular cause (if by ‘cause’ we mean an event) that brings about difficulties with anger, but also the way an individual has positioned himself in relation to others. These examples illustrate some of the mismatches between a boy and his social environment that lead to the emotion of anger. They reflect a way of thinking about conflict that may help adults understand the anger of adolescent boys. By understanding this way of thinking, rather than reacting to the problem as if it were only the angry outburst, adults may find constructive methods of responding to conflict.




    It should be remembered that these case studies are illustrative, and that aspects of each may or may not be involved in any individual case. Certainly we should be prepared to find something completely unexpected behind the symptom of anger in each young person that we deal with.




    

      Alan, a 13-year-old boy, is teased in the schoolyard regarding his sexual preferences. He reacts quickly and angrily, pulling a metal ruler from his bag and hacking into the necks of his classmates, wounding their necks. One of the boys Alan attacks requires admission to hospital. After Alan has a tearful, remorse-filled encounter with the deputy principal, the school’s head of student welfare asks me to talk with Alan about his anger. The principal, clearly the angry one now, says, ‘He’s a nice boy but he just won’t do what he says he will. This is his last chance. If you can’t help him control his anger, and this happens again, he is going to be expelled.’


    




    My initial meeting with Alan was similarly filled with tears, remorse and many promises to ‘not be bad again’. I had been told that his remorse was a familiar script to the school authorities. He appeared to be genuinely remorseful, but from the information the school had given me, it seemed his remorse counted for little if he was provoked. Unlike the majority of his peers, even the threat of dire consequences from the principal appeared to have little effect in helping him stay inside the school rules of reasonable conduct. There appeared to be a force operating within Alan that was stronger than any of these factors.




    At a second meeting Alan revealed that he could not stand that someone else thought he was ‘a faggot’, and that the classmates who were teasing him seemed so smug and self-satisfied that he felt he had to strike them. This seemed to be the first mismatch involved in Alan’s angry outburst. His rules for maintaining his view of himself contravened the school’s rules: his rules, his retaliation upon his classmates with his ruler, were different from the rules of the school.




    ‘I am not wrong about myself ’: mirroring and the fear of disintegration




    Peers form an important function in adolescence. For most teenagers, peer groups are the primary means of social expression. It is within the peer group that an important ‘mirroring function’ occurs, which assists an adolescent maintain a coherent self-image. In their social environment, adolescents encounter friends, classmates and enemies who reflect back a more or less coherent view of the adolescent as a whole, integrated person. As adolescence progresses, the importance of these peers tends to increase, and the importance of the mirroring function of the family tends to decrease, although family, particularly parental figures, maintain an importance throughout life as they are associated with the origins of the individual.




    We all carry with us a more or less conscious idea of a unified image of ourselves, a sense of who we are as individuals. When this sense is attacked or threatened, by someone who seems to be far more successful or beautiful than us, or by someone who directly challenges us regarding our competence, authority and the like (including our own teenage children), it is likely to destabilise this coherent image of ourselves.




    Peers come to act as a sort of mirror. We tend to think negatively about those peers who reflect a negative image of ourselves. In some cases, we can think that our own self-image is threatened with disintegration: it seems we might ‘fall apart’ in comparison to strong or competent others. Anger (and resulting aggression) can be seen as an assertion of our own self-image above how we think someone else is devaluing us. In short, anger is a statement: ‘I am not wrong about myself ’.




    Alan’s aggression can be seen as a protective act, attacking the unity or wholeness of those whose taunts threaten him with disintegration. Within angry individuals, the fundamental psychic tendencies can be very different from the face that is shown to the world. Rather than the aggressive, swaggering tough guy we might expect, we find a boy who is fragile and vulnerable and reliant on the constant affirmations of those around him. However, precisely because this is how things are organised, his fragility cannot be approached directly.




    This is a major problem in speaking with such boys about their difficulties with anger. How can problems about their behaviour be discussed without triggering the defensive reaction ‘I am not wrong about myself’? These difficulties are compounded as it often appears to the boy that the aggressive act, such as screaming at his parents, solves the problem and is thus the best way to respond. However, the repetition of aggressive acts results in marginalisation, then suspension, and finally expulsion from school, or ongoing punishments and a negative atmosphere within the family. An ‘excluded’ status is often perceived by an aggressive boy as victimisation, and he considers himself a rightful avenger for what has been done to him. He may avenge himself until he has reached the margins of his family or social group, classmates, and school. Violent, vengeful acts are ultimately self-destructive. The consequences of these acts tend to have a negative effect on life opportunities for the boy. Adolescence is a time where intervention can occur before the opportunities disappear.




    This fear of disintegration also gives a clue as to the arbitrariness of whether anger is directed in or out. The assertion of anger—‘I am not wrong about myself ’—and the attack that follows on those perceived as the source of the false assertion, is not far from the statement ‘I am wrong about myself ’ leading to an attack on the self. Anger refutes the reflected image whereas an acceptance of the image gives rise to sadness, depression and attacks on the self. This is why boys who are aggressive may show a worrying degree of somewhat arbitrary self-destructiveness and recklessness. Anger may have an important protective function against sadness and depression. Merely making it a boy’s task to reduce or manage the expression of anger may bring about increases in other negative emotions.




    For Alan, his problem seemed to be that the teasing of classmates in the schoolyard easily smashed his ideas about himself. In addition, his view of himself was influenced by the wrath of his school’s deputy principal. His permeability to others’ views of him tosses him between anger and remorse with little prospect of him being able to determine what he wants for himself. Questions such as ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What do I want?’ are central but difficult questions for adolescents. They are only ever answered partially and provisionally, and can rarely be approached directly.




    However, in Alan’s case, his permeability to others means that he is always looking to what others want of him, rather than what he wants himself. This means the question of what he wants is not asked. Central to assisting him was the discussion of these questions. Such a discussion cannot occur in the shadow of Alan’s (or any boy’s) guilt and remorse, tempting though it may be. The guilt and remorse of an angry boy tend to reassure us that he has had the correct moral response to a crisis situation, but Alan’s remorse was a response to what the school authorities had expressed to him in clear terms and was Alan’s way of accommodating what the school wanted of him.




    However, the source of Alan’s anger is more worthy of investigation than condemnation. His anger brings us closer to his self-perception and its disturbance by the accusation in the schoolyard. The cry of ‘That’s not what I want’ inherent in the angry act may be at least a start on the road of a helping a boy to answer the question of what he wants.




    I’ll Do What I Like




    

      John found the school system to be oppressive. He disliked the uniform, the commands from teachers that had to be followed, the regimented timetable. He was often late for class, dragging his feet down the school’s corridors where he was repeatedly found by the deputy principal, or was reprimanded by the class teacher when he eventually made it to class. John found these reprimands difficult to bear. He would fly into a rage, feeling misrepresented, and perpetrate all kinds of acts that would result in him being given lunchtime and after-school detentions, and occasionally suspensions. He felt persecuted and victimised by the school staff, whom John felt had no idea of who he really was apart from a ‘troublemaker’. This was the mismatch for John: he did not feel he fitted into the school system, and that the teachers’ ideas about him were not who he really was.




      During a therapy group for aggressive boys at his school, in answer to a question from one of the other boys in the group, John gave the following description of an incident he had been involved in the previous month:




      

        … that little bastard, we were really getting into him. He got it bad, man! There were four of us getting him. He just started crying, but we were sick of him. We had him on the ground kicking him. There was one time where I had this ring [shows to group] and I had his head and I hit him with my fist and it left this mark on his cheek. [group laughs] It was so good … he had to go to hospital …


      




      When I asked John what had provoked the attack he gave a number of answers, all of which seemed trivial (e.g., the victim’s pants were too short) and which provoked laughter from the group. Further, it seemed that whilst there was some generalised anger and discontent directed at the victim, he had done little to provoke the attack, which was planned the day before amongst John and his friends.
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