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INTRODUCTION



As a practicing psychologist, many of the stories I hear women recount about certain men in their lives are strongly similar in detail. This is true whether they are talking about dating, marriage, family conflicts, dynamics on the job or superficial everyday encounters.


A number of patterns tend to pop up in their descriptions of relationships with boyfriends, husbands, fathers or bosses: many of these men unnerve them through convoluted power games, obstructive tactics and lopsided logic. There always seems to be a struggle involved, whether it is about intimacy, respect, success at work or even something as simple as ordering a meal from a waiter. “If I let the guy know what I want,” women patients have told me again and again, “then he just makes it harder for me to get.”


The frustrating and maddening behavior they are talking about actually has a method to it, and a name: passive-aggression—and passive-aggressive behavior is what drives these women “crazy.” What exactly are the men in their lives doing? How does passive-aggressive behavior play itself out? See if the following real-life incidents appear familiar to you.


—Mark and Heather have been living together for a year, but lately Mark has been playing the “accidental” lover too often. He’ll take his clothes off and lie back, giving Heather a look that indicates he wants sex. But she’s never quite sure; Mark will neither resist her advances nor show much enthusiasm. Even while having sex, Heather’s not sure if he cares about pleasing either one of them, or of being intimate. Ask him what he wants and he’ll say, “You know….” Ask Mark if he was satisfied, and he may answer by turning away from Heather, garbling a comment, stopping her dead from asking again, or countering with a remark such as, “You always need compliments….”


Afterglow turns into aftershock.


—Jack, a vice president of marketing and a fairly popular man with some good ideas as well as higher aspirations, has been assigned to work with Nora, a colleague in an equal position. Jack prides himself on being “the nerve center” of his department, always telling clients and underlings that he runs things. But this is a belief he alone holds. Nora, a more taciturn personality, has become the driving force behind the success of the department since she arrived at the agency four months ago, a fact Jack cannot deal with.


Now that Jack and Nora must work together on a project for a major client, Nora discovers “who’s in charge”: Jack neglects to give Nora some crucial phone messages; he makes appointments with the client without informing her; he spends most of his day trying to undermine Nora’s progress in getting a deal done with the client. Angry and frustrated, Nora takes Jack out for a drink and confronts him. Jack tells her that “no one is more of a team player than me.” The next morning, Jack complains to their boss that Nora is procrastinating in getting the deal done, that she misses appointments with the client, that they’re unhappy with her work and that she doesn’t return their phone calls.


—Janet has promised her retired parents to make a family dinner, since they rarely see each other except for major holidays. Eddie, her older brother, works long hours at a city newspaper; Janet runs her own mail-order business and has the added responsibility of being a single parent to her twin sons, so it’s been difficult to coordinate a good time for all of them.


Finally, Eddie agrees to a time and promises to make himself available. Janet plans a catered dinner and spends a lot of time and money getting it right. Eddie carries on about how he can’t wait to see the family, and that of course he’ll be at Janet’s apartment by seven o’clock, seven-thirty the latest. He calls at six to say he’ll be a half hour late—but it’s five hours later when he turns up, with no apology.


Janet blows up; their mother begins crying; their father makes accusations about Eddie being “spoiled and selfish.” Eddie doesn’t understand why everyone is so angry—he just doesn’t get it.


Eddie said he’d gotten a call about covering what could be a front-page scandal for the paper and went off to meet a source. He thought his family should be happy for him, since it could mean a turning point in his career. Why can’t they get off his back? What was one catered dinner compared to his success—and besides, he hadn’t asked Janet to cater the damn thing, had he? He said that they were making a mountain out of a molehill, and why did they always demand things of him exactly when he was off “doing my thing.”


What’s really happening in these stories? Simply, one person is pushing another person around, but he’s doing it passive-aggressively. A guy suggests intimacy or makes a promise; you want to believe he’s for real; then he reneges and self-righteously turns your grievance aside … and inside out, accusing you of having a problem!


If these sketches strike a chord in you, you’ve known passive-aggressive behavior. And like Heather, Nora or Janet, you have a right to be angry. Passive-aggressive men don’t play fair. A Mark, a Jack or an Eddie may respect, be fond of or even passionately love the women in their lives, but the women don’t know it.


In relationships, these passive-aggressive men deny a woman’s needs and feelings. They close off opportunities to address issues, and they focus on how they can get their own way. Therein lies the dilemma: it seems futile to confront them and infuriating to accept their behavior.


As you go through this book chapter by chapter, you will meet the passive-aggressive man in many forms. He could be a love-obsessed social climber who reinvents his history as he needs it, like The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s quintessential self-creator; a blustering cab driver who ignores your directions to get you home the fastest way, gets lost and angrily complains to you about having to drive a cab; or a ruthless middle manager on his way up a Fortune 500 company. Whoever he is, he can create great turmoil in your life.


PASSIVE-AGGRESSIVE MEN TODAY


The term “passive-aggressive” was first coined during World War II by an Army psychiatrist, Colonel William Menninger, who had been trained to deal with strong negative reactions to military life. Menninger recognized that the military is structured for uniformity and compliance, where individual choice, opinion or expertise does not change the rules, where you are obliged to suspend the determination of your own destiny. He noticed that while men thrived under this rigorous institutional structure, others perished and protested—if not through the craziness that is associated with the hero of Catch-22, who tries to get out of the Army on a Section 8, then through benign disobedience. To deal with enforced change and cope with the lack of opportunity for personal choice, these soldiers resisted, ignored orders, withdrew or simply wanted to flee. Menninger labeled this resistance “passive-aggression” and described it as “an immaturity reaction.”


Institutions that offer few avenues for individual self-expression, like the military or large bureaucracies, are breeding grounds for passive-aggression, which may be considered a (typically futile) attempt by the weak to thwart the authority of a more powerful opponent. When someone lacks the power and resources to challenge authority directly, the resistance comes out indirectly and covertly.


In a sense the insubordinate soldier of World War II is the prototype of today’s passive-aggressive man, who also refuses to do what’s expected of him. Passive-aggression has become a widespread problem in our daily lives, going well beyond the military and into personal relationships: at home, in the bedroom, and in the workplace. What makes it a compelling contemporary issue is that it is no longer the story of the weak versus the powerful. It is the story of someone who thinks of himself as weak and powerless, and sees passive-aggression as his only response to people whom he views as more powerful. His wife is transformed in his mind into a master sergeant, and his boss into a dictator.


The tragedy of passive-aggression today is that the passive-aggressive man misconstrues personal relationships as being struggles for power, and sees himself as powerless. And, as you will learn in reading this book, the secret of dealing with a passive-aggressive man is to correct this misperception, and help him to feel more empowered.


Passive-aggression is now so worldwide in scope that passive-aggressive men easily cross boundaries, literally and figuratively. So just as there are men like Mark and Eddie affecting your personal life, so there are high-powered autocrats upsetting the world and its economies—and doing it passive-aggressively. Saddam Hussein, storming into Kuwait, claiming Iraq was the victim of American aggression, taunted us and tested the limits of our patience. He took passive-aggression to a despicable and vicious extreme.


What’s far more typical is the candy-coated passive-aggressive who in the night fires his own emotionally packed SCUD missiles in your direction, asking for a fight while blaming you for being in the line of fire. It’s what I call the “cold wars” of everyday life.


Not only do I listen to “war” stories from patients about the men they love, live or work with, but I read about openly passive-aggressive acts in the press, relating to politics or business, stories that intrigue me about manipulative men who negotiate the boardroom and bedroom with equal effectiveness. It seems to me that passive-aggression is not only here to stay as a method of relating, but it has become more tolerated and accepted.


What accounts for the apparent increase in passive-aggression, and where did it come from?


Passive-aggression long predates World War II and contemporary American culture, but part of its widespread growth may be related to the revolution in sex roles that has occurred over the last few decades. Thirty years ago, men asserted their machismo by confrontation. If a man wanted something, and fought for it—this was called aggression, and it was sanctioned by society. The art of diplomacy, the use of tact, the role of mediator who smoothed the rough edges and defused serious conflict was a kind of passivity more characteristic of the traditional feminine role.


Prior to the Women’s Movement, a dissatisfied wife who was financially dependent on her husband would find it hard to express herself and make demands. Today, as the imbalance of power in relationships has been somewhat redressed, and with greater opportunities for independence, she is more than willing to speak up for herself. As she claimed greater power, some of the men she came into contact with began to feel less powerful, intimidated. Not only did the Women’s Movement help women understand assertion, self-respect and actualization of goals in and outside the home, it changed men—some by barely noticeable degrees, others, enormously. Out of the Movement grew the New Woman, but with her, the New Man.


This New Man is given the opportunity to express feelings, cry, allow himself to take some of the financial burdens off his back by agreeing that his spouse/housemate should work if she so chooses, reject some of the stereotyped sex-role designations, help deliver his child and treat women like equals. The Women’s Movement created a tidal wave of identity crises, male and female; women want the opportunities men always had open to them, and push for them; men want what they always had—the power—but they give it up or do not give it up, passive-aggressively. Macho isn’t dead, just a bit comatose.


For the New Man, it is accepted practice to complain on the job (once thought to be “sissified”), bemoan one’s fate, plead poverty and show weakness, rather than always be the old-style stoic, take-a-stand-type leader. In Power! How to Get It, How to Use It, Michael Korda writes that some men have turned humiliation into a “productive and profitable system.” Whereas at one time men would show pride, authority and direction without thinking twice, life is not the same, and “… hence the difficulty in finding anyone who will admit to being responsible for an unpleasant decision—unlike the old days when young men regarded each unpleasant decision as a way station on the road to success, and wanted nothing more than to prove they had made it for themselves, unilaterally, rather than by committee.”


Considering the changes wrought by the New Man in his personal and professional lives, I sometimes wonder if the accusatory label “passive-aggressive,” which is so freely bandied about, doesn’t in fact reveal a certain nostalgia for the 1960s and before, when men were men and you, and they, knew where they stood.


Of course, passive-aggression isn’t the exclusive domain of men; women also adopt it. The reason I focus solely on male psychology in this book is that men are passive-aggressive in especially destructive and clumsy ways, upsetting or ruining love and work relationships—or world order. They torment themselves and you. For whatever reason—perhaps because women are socialized differently, learning charm and diplomacy at an early age, or because women have less testosterone—passive-aggression does not represent as serious a psychological problem or conflict for women as it does for men today.


WHY WRITE A BOOK ABOUT PASSIVE-AGGRESSION?


The answer is simple: passive-aggressive behavior fractures relationships that would otherwise thrive.


If you’ve known Mark or Jack or Eddie, the men cited in the previous pages—he’s your husband, lover, brother, boss, friend, co-worker—you’ve seen how he destroys relationships; you’ve watched as he squanders his potential. And you, too, have probably been deeply affected by this virtuoso of avoidance. You give him a wide berth, and then he mows you down.


This book is for women like you, who deal with, live with, have been hurt by and have hope for this unique character: the passive-aggressive man. If you love such a man, then you know him as someone who never seems to love you back fully; he promises but rarely delivers. He sees himself as a casualty of recurrent misunderstandings, a bundle of intricately overlapping layers of behaviors no one can penetrate. What makes his personality confusing is that he’s passive, coaxing, elusive, but also aggressively resistant to you, to intimacy, to responsibility and reason.


Right now, confused by his behavior, you may be doubting yourself, not him. If you are involved with a passive-aggressive man, defining him can feel as imposing a task as scaling Mount Everest. As an experienced psychologist, I have found that the passive-aggressive man doesn’t have the advantage over you here—he is probably as confused about who he is and what makes him tick as you are! But passive-aggression is an understandable psychological pattern—anger its driving force, and fear its hidden secret. As you read this book and recognize the pattern, you will be less confused by the passive-aggressive men in your life and the games they play. The ultimate success or failure of your relationship will be how the two of you willingly deal with his—and your—problems.


As you gain some perspective on the passive-aggressive personality, you can laugh about his games and loop-the-loop logic. You can take him or leave him, and decide what’s best for yourself. You’ve got the ability to call him on his tactics and cut your losses. However, if you’re caught in the loop—at home, at work or even casually enough to affect your life in some minor way—you may be too emotionally bruised by him to be amused.


When you’re “hooked” on a passive-aggressive man (or if you’ve grown up with one), you’ve been hurt and made angry by his games far too often. You wish you could take him or leave him, but you don’t know why you can’t. On one side, there’s the passive-aggressive man and his tricks, but on the other side, there’s your weakness for him.


In writing this book, I hope to guide you through the labyrinth of passive-aggressive reasoning and behavior, clear up mysteries about his personality and help you pursue issues that cause problems.


My goals for this book are threefold:


(1) To uncover how the passive-aggressive man thinks, feels and acts, and how he got to be that way


(2) To explain why you feel the way you do about this man


(3) And finally, to help give you perspective on your relationships with passive-aggressive men; to urge you to examine your expectations and to offer strategies to start healing problem partnerships


This book relates the combined experiences of my patients—described in unrecognizable composites—friends and social observers who have been where you are now. It is not simply an analysis of deviant behavior but an excursion into what women, and passive-aggressive men themselves, do to master the problems and, if possible, change this behavior.


In the upcoming chapters, you’ll learn what makes this behavior as interesting as it is frustrating. Using actual portraits of passive-aggressive men, I’ll examine up close the evolution of this man’s behavior—why and how he is who he is. I’ll describe his predominant qualities—the exact games and behaviors that set traps for him and for you.


I hope that you will come away from this book with valuable insights about how to build relationships, and about what you want from them. This book will guide you in knowing when to confront a passive-aggressive man, and deciding for yourself what’s best for you. Improved communication will clarify whether you can resolve a problematic relationship, or whether you need to open up your choices and alternatives, and gain the respect you deserve.


We all seek meaning to our emotions and actions—and going on a journey that will open paths into why we are the way we are and why we love those we love is a journey worth taking. I believe in the fundamental gifts we’re all given, of awareness, reason, and the versatile ability to help ourselves and others. Versatility allows for that willingness in all of us to change what is no longer working in relationships. Change isn’t easy—and trying to change another without his consent is practically impossible.


What Living with the Passive-Aggressive Man offers you is behavioral information and strategies for changing relationships, with perspectives and experiences of women who have lived with and loved passive-aggressive men. Primarily, this book offers you—through understanding and rediscovery—the chance for a new beginning.





1
ANATOMY OF PASSIVE-AGGRESSION



WHEN THE KING of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland tries to calm the Mad Hatter’s hysteria by saying, “don’t be nervous or I’ll have you executed on the spot,” the warning could easily have emerged from the lips of a passive-aggressive man. “Yes, no!” “Stop, go!” “I never lie, I was just protecting you from the truth!” What does he mean? The King of Hearts and most passive-aggressive men share the maddening characteristic of never saying exactly what they mean.


He may be a legal wizard, a computer genius, a brilliant analytical scientist or a guy who runs a newsstand, but when it comes to relating to others, the passive-aggressive man has just learned to read. He’s as unclear about why he does what he does as you are about his behavior.


When patients describe his psychological abuse, they often begin the same way: “This guy is impossible.” “This guy is difficult.” “Every meal, every conversation and everything we decide to do is handled like we’re two warring nations negotiating a pact, not two people who care about each other,” one woman told me. She could be talking for other women about their husbands, fathers, bosses, the shoemaker.


What’s the appeal of a guy who says in one breath, “I love you/I hate you,” or, “I promise … /Why should I do anything for you?” If you have any emotional investment in a passive-aggressive man, it’s because you’ve probably fallen for his salesmanship. He’s brilliantly persuasive at selling himself—whether it’s his brooding stoicism, his understated charm, his boyishness or irresistible seductiveness. You buy into his elusiveness; but you also buy into his neediness. You feel for him and want to be the one who breaks through, who tears the walls down and gets him to shape up. In many cases, it is a thankless mission.


Problems arise with the passive-aggressive man because of his fatal flaw: an indirect and inappropriate way of expressing hostility hidden under the guise of innocence, generosity or passivity. If what he says or does confuses you, or, more likely, angers you, this is why. You’re not the only one to react this way. It’s what passive-aggression is all about.


INSIDE PASSIVE-AGGRESSION


A seemingly paradoxical term, passive-aggression asks the question, How can a person be passive and aggressive, rather than one way or the other? It’s a common misconception about passive-aggression that its perpetrators swing alternately between the two behaviors—either willfully with premeditation to control others (aggression) or in a self-effacing manner (passivity).


The truth is that the passive-aggressive man doesn’t ride an emotional seesaw (although he may put you on one); he’s not passive today and aggressive tomorrow, depending on the circumstances. Rather, the passive-aggressive man is simultaneously passive and aggressive. The paradox reigns because he renounces his aggression as it is happening.


Since passivity and aggression are contradictory by origin and act, you can see that we are dealing with a complex and fundamentally ambivalent creature.


Passive-aggressive tactics aren’t that easily read at first; it takes a while to figure out what this guy is getting at: the blur of meaning lies in his genius for creating discrepancies between how he pretends to be and how he acts, which is a better indicator of his true intentions and feelings. You’re always receiving mixed messages because he wants you to guess what he wants almost as much as he wants to fool you or string you along. This is what his double-speak can sound like:


—“I can’t live without you,” a passive-aggressive boyfriend says as he kisses you and leaves the room. Or, when the two of you are alone, he asks “Why are you around all the time?” when he means, I’m terrified that you’ll leave me.


—“Are you interested …?” a passive-aggressive husband may whisper to a wife who makes an affectionate advance toward him, while what he is really thinking is, Why am I asking her when I’m not that turned on? Or he says, contrarily, “Sometimes sex is overrated,” when he means, I want you, all the while expecting his wife to know that he wants to be seduced.


—“We’ve noticed your administrative skills and would like to discuss a special project that’s coming up,” a passive-aggressive boss says flatteringly, hinting at a promotion, but then you never hear from him again. What he really meant was: What makes you think I’d even consider you for that secret project, and how’d you find out about it anyway?


Or, he might try a version of this empty promise:


—“Okay, I know I promised to pick up your kitchen stuff at Sue’s place, but my car broke down. Maybe tomorrow …” a passive-aggressive brother assures you, but he’s thinking, Why do you keep asking me to do anything involving Sue when you know I can’t stand the sight of her, and besides, I hate hauling freight in my new car.


—Or, a passive-aggressive friend says, “I wanted to be the first one to buy you a disk for your new CD player… something really great, something you’ll love—eighteenth-century harpsichord favorites that took me a week to find for you,” but what he thinks is, This should let you know how lowbrow your taste in music is. Your idea of culture is the Miami Sound Machine.


The man in each of these examples isn’t playing diplomat; his baiting behavior isn’t inadvertent, though he hopes you’ll think it is. This is a man who’s driven to appear above suspicion, guiltless and guileless. That’s why you find that most passive-aggressive men negotiate the world as “nice guys” denying even the slightest hint of hostility or conflict.


As with a brother who’ll easily break a promise five or ten times rather than just say, “No, sorry, I can’t,” this man will lie to keep you on a string until the game reaches its limit and he’s finally forced—by you—to confess that he can’t come through. If he’s someone who’s been in your life a long time, you may find you’re always arguing about the same thing, year after year. Most of all, you wonder why you still jump through the same flaming hoops he holds up, how he can still get a rise out of you.


If you’re typical, and at the end of your rope with him, you may fantasize about ending your relationship—and this includes abandoning relationships with “impossible” relatives, like fathers and brothers. But you don’t act on it. Or, if he’s a key player sorely affecting your job, you might just give up and quit, but the passive-aggressive colleague you leave behind won’t believe he’s done anything to obstruct your career. More likely, he expects a huge pat on the back for doing everything to boost your efforts and calls you ungrateful, to boot.


Whoever he is, your relationship with a passive-aggressive man probably leaves you feeling unsettled and insecure, wondering why you’re always at an emotional crossroad. Most of all, you wonder how to make your life with him a better place to be. Before I get to the latter, I’ll take you through what makes him tick and keeps him running. The passive-aggressive man’s modus operandi has two primary component parts: passivity and aggression. Let’s begin there.



A CLOSE LOOK AT PASSIVITY


When it’s used as a power play against you, passivity can rouse you to anger just as much as an active display of hostility. But why does someone’s inaction so anger you?


The answer lies in the qualities that make up “passivity.” Traditionally, a passive person shows little initiative in getting what he wants; assertion is a labor and comes about hesitantly, if at all. Male passivity covers a wide range of behavior, from the classic “loser”—the weak, inept type who has a hard time keeping a job—to the “conformist”—the man who rolls with the current, buoyed by approval seeking, not making waves, changing his opinions in order to be liked and rarely stating what he feels and thinks at any moment.


In certain corporate or bureaucratic circles, he’s the yes-man. On occasion, his quick-change sentiments delivered to the right person at the right time may serve to get him what he wants. As a guy who just wants to fit in, he may reach some level of success, but he’s a poor leader and decision maker; he avoids big responsibilities, and he’ll stop short of a top spot. As he sees it, others are better able to make the right decisions.


“This man’s a baby. He’s sharp, he’s charming, but emotionally, he’s about four years old!” women say, and they’re right. Passive people—and here I include women, too—all suffer because they haven’t quite grown up. They’re childlike and continue to rely on others.


Larry is a good example of passive dependency. An engineer in the construction business, he can never remember to bring cash, check, or credit card when he goes out to dinner. It isn’t that Larry is cheap; rather, he has a compulsion to get others to pay for his meal—he needs you to feed him. His excuses take the same unrealistic and juvenile line of thinking as, “The dog ate my term paper.” You don’t believe Larry’s story, but it is that boyish, ingratiating look—that need to be loved and forgiven—that suckers certain of us who take to babying him.


That Larry needs to be “nurtured” by someone with money—that is, an adult with power—makes him passive; that he has to trick you into doing it makes him passive-aggressive.


You’ll find that passive men and the more complicated passive-aggressive men have a trait in common: both are reluctant to assert themselves directly, in a firm but tactful way. They shun and fear self-assertion, mistaking it for unleashed aggression. The consequences of assertion scare them. Their internal line of thinking goes something like this: “If I do this, straight out and simply, I’m telling you what I think, what I’m going to do or what I feel. This leaves me open to a possible challenge, disagreement or loss of support.”


This emotion-packed reasoning haunts them: If asserting themselves brings them into direct confrontation with others, what will happen next? Could they handle an attack? Selfdoubt tells them they would not be able to, so they do what they can to avoid confrontation, winding and weaving all over the map. To passive and passive-aggressive personalities, denial and avoidance offer a safe haven. This is one reason why the roads in a passive-aggressive man’s life lead to detours, dead ends or clover-leaf turns that circle back to the starting point: going forward puts him on his bumpiest road.


The passive-aggressive man pretends to be passive, when he’s not that way at all. What underlies his apparent passivity—his fear and dependency—is aggression, pure and simple. And this is what rouses you to anger, makes you feel tricked. The passive personality is never infuriating because he poses no challenge; the passive-aggressive personality, however, is constantly giving you little tastes of his hostility in doses just large enough to irritate you.


Aggression is the other side of the issue. While passivity brings out restraint, inhibition, and a life without much challenge or “juice,” aggression evokes images of force, energy and push. Together they add up to a mixed-up view of his power as a man.



A CLOSE LOOK AT AGGRESSION


Aggression, a basic drive older than predawn man, is often thought of as man’s failing—a dubious impulse equated with hostility, tyranny, anger, dominance and bloodshed. Yet aggression exists within a wide range of experience, and everyone is motivated to some degree by aggressive impulses. A masked terrorist aiming an Uzi at a planeload of tourists is one kind of riotous aggressor; a rude shopper pushing his way to the front of a line in a bakery and demanding to be served reveals another kind of unbridled nerve; pitching a set of dishes at the kitchen wall during a fight is anger with impact; and a Jets quarterback whose guts and muscle win a football game describes aggression a fourth way.


Of the two impulses, it is aggression, not passivity, that commands greater attention by social, psychological, biological, ethical and religious scholars, scientists, researchers and philosophers. Perhaps it is the power and intensity of aggression that fascinates us; it’s a force that can build or destroy with equal strokes. Aggression not only makes headlines, it gets things done. Yet, those who study it unanimously view aggression as something to be contained.


The messages from social theorists, for example, reckon that aggression swims the eternal tides of our primordial gene pools—a remnant from the days before we were civilized and prowled the earth as animals. Aggression got us dinner, shelter and mates. It still does, but now it has a civilized veneer. However, some social theorists ask, with developed forebrains and space-age technologies, do we really need such impulses? Aggression, being more destructive than constructive, undoes the fabric of society, and results in war, crime and domestic violence. Theorists say we must control aggression, and we have built jails and a criminal justice system to do it.


Ethical philosophers, concerned only with behavior (action) not thoughts (unacted-upon ideas), inject aggression into a similar vein: to them, it’s immoral. Their message is: behave in a hostile manner and you’ll be judged harshly and suffer guilt that will follow you through life. Theologians, whose scope reaches to an individual’s innermost soul, hold aggression as sinful and goodness as holy. Their message is more damning, full of brimstone and with even less understanding of the nature of man: don’t feel anger or you’ll go to hell. In quite different ways, each of these theories encourages the development of passive-aggression because they discourage the individual from acknowledging, or acting upon, his anger.


Psychology offers a contrasting message: everyone has aggressive impulses and it is beneficial for the individual’s mental health to express them, but we must do so appropriately. If, for example, someone less talented and less experienced than you receives the promotion at work you want, it’s not a good idea to show the anger you feel in any way that would sabotage your future possibilities of getting ahead. If you want to find out why you weren’t promoted, you’d have to know your boss’s style, how to approach him/her, in what manner to get the information you need and to know how much to say about your disappointment at losing out. You could even use your frustration to make yourself work that much harder.


But if you’re annoyed because someone just recklessly cut in front of you on a highway, then it may be more appropriate to express yourself by word or gesture. Sometimes there are consequences—maybe the guy tries another move to rear-end you in retaliation but, more likely, he’ll respond, too, by word or gesture. This kind of direct and appropriate response is better than quietly seething, doing nothing or taking it out on someone else later on.


What humanity has in common is that we’re all aggressive in some way. We also share the capacity to judge our aggressive acts, weighing them, comparing them, scrutinizing them, containing them. Were we too pushy, too loud, too demanding, too hostile, too prone to tantrums …?


As long as we’re willing to take a look at how we’re being aggressive, we can hope to control the impulse before it becomes destructive. What makes some people aggressive personalities is how frequently and pervasively they act on their aggressive impulses, whether it’s Ralph Cramden on “The Honeymooners,” perpetually exasperated, or “L.A. Law” ’s Arnie Becker, a quintessential two-stepping attorney on the offense.
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