exploring anger in relationships

JENNER RO

ost people think of anger as synonymous with

violence. Their image of anger is of somebhody

hitting or throwing something or being physi-
cally threatening. This is not anger; this is somebody
who is out of trol, violent and abusive. It is really
important to differentiate between anger and violence, §
because it is violence and malevolence that destroy a
relationship, not anger.
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Anger is not inherently bacl. It is given to us at birth as a gift; i
has a purpose and {s essential to our health, well-being and
survival; Itis a danger signal telling us that we need to change or
reorganize ourselves or the situation that we are in. When we
feela sense oficritation, of anger rising, It s letting us know that
something is not right for us as an individual, as an organism. It
waorks in the same way as pain: when we learn not to touch
things that are hot because it hurts, the pain is telling us it is not
good for the system. A baby has a less sophisticated sense of how
to deal with that need: their ircitation when they are hungry, or
their erying when somebaody is holding them wrongly or they
are avertired has a real purpose which is to say, ‘pay attention,
there Is something that isn't working here'. This is as true foran
adult as it is for a young baby.

We can develop a more sensitized and specific awareness of our
anger and of the situation we are in. Adults in relationships
generally have the power to change the situation, which of
course they don't have as babies and young children. What often
happens when adults are not aware of their power and respon-
sibility in relationships Is that they begin to feel as impotent as
a young baby in terms of caring for themselves, achieving their
needs and dealing with the situation, so that their anger be-
comes childlike, They are unable to control their anger and it
becomes violent, abusive or inappropriate and at the same time
they have the feeling thae they ean’t control what Is happening.

Listening to our anger

We need to reallze that our anger is an ally and a friend; we need
to learn to listen to it and to respect it in ourselves and in others.
Tt Is an internal feeling, an awareness

Underlying this is a fundamental assumption of good will which
is what makes the relationship work in a healthy on-going
fashion.

If there isn't any good will, if the relationship is based on ill will,
then there will always be a kind of felt anger, irritation and
bitterness. It isn't working, it isn't good for me, $0 no matter
what | do within that relationship 1 will always have this
underlying current of anger, irritation and criticalness which
will continue until I get out of the situation. There have certainly
been points in any of our intimate relationships when we have
taken a kind of pleasure in that ill will, feeding the anger,
keeping saving to ourselves things like "And then they did this
.. .and look at how they are behaving now . . . and what can you

expeoct?’.

When we are engaged in that process we are denying our
responsibility for our part in the relationship; we are denying
the function of our anger and not respecting ourselves, But
sometimes it can become a kind of addictive behaviour where
we like the fact that we arc in that position. Ultimately it
becomes exhansting and debilitating, and that is what finally
gets some people out of the sliteation, or makes them recognize
that they are responsible for creating and maintaining it

Honesty

Inboth my own experience and my practice | find that one thing
that cements an on-going relationship is the ability for both
people to be honest. This is an interesting word because for
many people honesty assumes some kind of cruelty. When
people say ‘T want you to be honest

which is different for each person and
interesting to explore. How do | recog-
nize my own anger? When do 1 feel my-
self being irritated? What are the symp-
toms for me? In my own personal expe-
rience [begin to feel hear in my bellyand
4 kind of tension through the central

Anger is an internal feeling,
an awareness which is
different for each person
and interesting to explore.

with me' they generally mean ‘1 want
you to tell me the worst possible things
about me'.

Very few people are willing to hearthe
best possible things about themselves.
Very few people bellieve that honesty

tube of my intestings and stomach and

then I feel heat rising up. I also feel a tightening and constricting
of the muscles in my upper arms and I feel my whole torso rise
up and lengthen. Atits worst it feels as though it is a preparation
for a volcano to erupt.,

When I recognize that this is happening, it shows me that there
1= something not working for me, and it is a very important
signal. It may be a personal issue, that somebody has sald
something that [ don’t like or isn’t true about me, or it may be
a social issue, where somebody Is talking about a particular
group, nation or sex in a way that [ find offensive, or again it may
be that somebaody Is manifesting some behaviour such as slap-
ping a child or putting doswn their partner, It gives me important
information, and without it [ lose my sense of outrage, of ethics,
of boundarics, my sense of my own belief in what is right and
wrong, S0 we are also talking about how [ discriminate, particu-
larly in my relationships. I need to respect my anger and the
message it carries for me.

Assumption of good will

What characterizes any relationship is the assumption that it is
on-going, that we have chosen to be in it for a variety of reasons
and that we will continue to be in it. Tt may be because I need
ajob, because you are my neighbour, because I really enjoy time
with you, or because you are teaching me something, but the
assumption is that we are going to continue to have thisrelation-
ship and that there is something that is good in it for both
partics, whether it is just a casual hello or whether this is the
person that [ most want to be with for the rest of my life.
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means caring for another person, tell-
ing them when they come in how much you love them and
appreciate them. So when | talk about honesty Tam talking about
the whole spectrum. It is about being honest about myself and
being willing to hear you being honest about yourself. That
means that | am going to let you know when something isn't
working for me, and often the way 1 will know that is by feeling
the sense of internal anger. My reason for telling you about it is
not to tell you te change but to let you know that what is
happening is not working for me. It is then my responsibility to
negotizie with vou and with myself to find out what it is that I
need in this situation, what it is that I want and how that can be
mei.

There are very few people who will hold back emotionally in
onecarca and not in other areas. Lying, withholding and keeping
sccrets is not specific, it tends to be general, so if 1 hold back my
anger and my awareness of it, if I lie to myself or to you, then 1
also begin to hold back my affection and appreciation, because
the anger that is there is always eating away at it. Then I begin
to think things like "I don't want toshare, [ don't want to tell you
that. You wouldn't understand. 1 can't let you know this'.

Not one-up one-down

In relationships it is very imponant for both people 1o feel that
they are not impotent, that itis not a one-up one-down situation.
When young children are playing or doing anything they allow
themselves a great deal of freedom to get angry with each other
and to resolve it. They may flare up over a toy, with each one
saying “That's mine' ‘No it"s mine’, or *You knocked that over’



-

Sculprure by Custar Vigeland, Vigeland—museet, Oslo.

‘No I didn't," "Yes you did’ and then it reaches a point where
both have expressed themselves and finished with it and they
move on. You ¢an see this very clearly with children up to the
age of three or four, There is a sense of resolution which may
take place immediately or overa few minutes where one of them
goes off and tells somebody, a parent for instance, and then after
& while they begin to miss the other and want to play together
Again,

S0 their anger has taken them away from each other, and they
have talked about it, dealt with it and cleared it until it erupts the
next time when again it Is resolved. We have an innate abllity to
do this. What usually happens to Mary is that it doesn't offend

have the same vested status in the world, with cach other and
their relationship.

If we don't have a peer relationship what usually evolves is a
master-slave relationship where one person makes the decisions
about what is right and wrong and the other person carries them
out. It can go cither way. The tendency socially is for the male
to be the master and the female the slave. The more the woman
in a heterosexual relationship becomes part of the image and
possession of the man the more true this is, and the less
acceprable are the woman's feelings, anger and strength,

Both men and women have to work with their anger to learn
how to express it in a way that is non-blaming, non-critical, and
safe. For men particularly that means learning to listen to their
own anger before it explodes and understanding that explod.
ing, shouting, hitting and beating are not expressions of anger
but expressions of violence. So they have to learn a language to
cxpressit, tosay things like ‘1 feel irritated about that, When that
happens 1 feel tense and my mouth feels dry and I begin to feel
uncomfortable. I wonder at what point that happcns. What
other ways are there that I can deal with this? Who can [ talk to
about it? Am I willing to accept that change is possible for me,
that there arc things which make me feel uncomiortable?’

For women the first thing is to acknowledge and accept that it
is healthy and good to be angry, to listen to that anger and
acknowledge to oursclves that we arc angry, and to understand
that that place is a fricnd. Then, as with men, to learn to put it
into the world in a way which is neither manipulative, nagging

nor critical = which are the ways that we

hier that 1 have been angry because she
has taken my spade. Usually she agrees,
she knows it is true but there isn't a sense
of shame or guilt that surrounds it be-
cause there is also an understanding that
the relationship that she has with me in

If 1 bold back my anger
then 1 also bold back
my affection and appreciation stop hearing and at what point did I start

have traditionally been taught are accept-
able — so that as with men, we can begin to
say, 'I realize Tam feeling angry about this.
For me it feels like nausea or tension, or, [

recognizing this? How do I want 1o deal

the sandbox is going to go on, that my
getting angry about it does not end the relationship. So it isn't
some kind of awiul disaster, a final episode in our relationship;
it is part of the ongoingness, of what happens between the two
ofus. What we are looking at here is the fact that Mary and 1 have
a relationship in which we handle cach other’s anger: we can
hear it, we will listen to it, and we may or may not change our
behaviour but the anger certainly doesn't end or undermine our
relationship or alienate cither of us from our sense of self.

As we grow into adults one thing that happens in our intimate
relationships is that the social and familial injunctions that we
have received as children from all kinds of places - you shouldn't
be angry, you should keep your voice down and you shouldn’t
say that to your father or mother, best friend, tcacher, whatever
= iffect our sense of what is appropriate for ourselves and our
entitlement to a life, a situation and a relationship where we can
be truly ourselves, 5o when we come to a relationship we begin
to distort our reality, saying that we mustn't be angry because it
isn't nice to be angry, and particularly it isn’t nice for 2 woman
— the words we have for angry women are very negative and
patrenizing, whilst the words that we have for angry men
generally are exciting and adulatory.

Men's anger, women's anger

So as we grow older we begin to learn that to be acceptable in
our culture, and probably to be acceptable to a partner in a
heterosexual relationship, there are certain behaviours thar we
must take on. One is that the man is supposed to be angry and
the woman isn't. As soon as that happens we have taken away
the possibility of a peer relationship. 1 believe that a peer
relationship is essential to a good relationship — I am nor
referring to two people who are the same but to two people who

with it? What can I do about it that will
cnsure my safety, well-being and satisfaction?’

First line of defence

Adults have a way of using anger as a first line of defence, a way
of covering things up. We will react to something somebody
says to us that we don’t want to hear by being angry and
defensive. Young children do not react this way. If, for instance,
you have a rule in your family, as most of us have, not to draw
on the walls, and then a child begins to draw on the wall and you
are angry with them for that, they will honour that anger by
feeling bad about it and apologizing, but there is no sense of
diserganization, chaos or fear in them around that anger. Some-
thing very different happens if they do something which is
natural to them and is natural within the family. For instance, if
it is normal in your family to have a bowl of fruit on the table
from which people may help themselves and the child takes a
piece of frait out of the bowl and starts eating it, then suddenly
you come in and tell them off for taking the apple, the young
child will immediately burst into tears and feel very confused
and won't be able to assimilate or make sense of your anger.

As adults we tend to lose that ability to understand when anger
around us is appropriate. Because of a whole lifetime of being
told that we are bad or stupid, we tend to feel that any kind of
criticism that is directed towards us somehow means that we are
bad. This happens in an intimate relationship when onc partner
says to the other, ‘T've asked you a thousand times, it really
irritates me when you squeeze the toothpaste in the middle’,
and the other pariner gives a thousand reasons why they have to
squeeze the tube in the middle, feels criticized, evokes their
own anger (o defend themselves and then starts saying, “Well, |
don't like the way you always leave the toilet scatup’. And then
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they are off on a crazy roller coaster ride where neither person
has any abllity to get out,

Analternative solution is *Let’s have two tubes of toothpaste’ or
‘I'm sorry, I've forgotten again, | know you said that'. But most
of us don't have alternative responses avallable. Our fiest sense
is panic and fear and getting angry in a reactive sense. Anybody
whao has been In that situation, as I guess everybody has at some
time, realizes how it escalates and then how very difficult it is to
get out of {t. Often it escalates to such an extent that you can't
evenremember where it started, then people begin to say things
to themselves like ‘It isn't Fair'. This ‘It isn't fair' is not a
statement of anger; it Is the statement of a victim, a sense of
defeat. If that becomes your view of a situation or of the world
then there is nowhere to go with it; it is a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy. It is a belief system that will begin to permeate everything
in the relationship and what Is going on in it.

Creating a container

How we learn to trust each other and express our anger in safe
ways is very important, Expressing our anger without permis-
sion often feels very dangerous for others. If somebody started
taking a bath without a bath tub you would be really concerned
about the condition of your house! But most people feel that
they can have anger without having any kind of container or
boundary for It, or any sense that it is an appropriate time and
place. Yet it floods and undermines our relationship in the same
way that having baths without bathtubs

ways of implying being out of control, belng the slave of your
anger, that your anger is some kind of beast or monster that
appears oul of nowhere and makes you do things that you don't
want to do and wouldn't ordinarily do, and that it has nothing
1o do with you. As we get better at noticing and acknowledging
that we are angry it becomes casier to deal with the shtuation.
We can make whatever changes are needed or begin to CXpress
it in a way that may help bring about change. So the first thing
isto recognize itasan ally and not as an enemy or 2 menster, and
to understand that it has an essential place in our health and
well-being. There would be no sense of social outrage at the
terrible things that happen in the world without our anger.

In refationships where there is abuse the turning point usually
comes when a person recognizes that this fsn't a ppropriate
behaviour. It is usually anger thar will get them out of the
situation, so it is exceprionally important that we pay attention
1o it. When we begin to do thar, anger becomes a friend, a voice
saying, "Hey, justa minute, look at what is happening, check this
out’, rather than something that blindly wells up inside us. So
the more quitkly we listen to it the more it becomes our friend
and our protector,

Just the fact that | am prepared 1o listen to the things that I am
angry about means that I am also much more prepared to listen
to them in my partner. So that when my partner tells me ' am
angry’, my first response is not to stiffen up into a fighting
posture, but to understand that this is thelr own personal issue
and that 1 am not either responsible or to blame for their anger.

Nine times out of ten it isn't even about me

would affect the structure of our house,

It Is important to be able to say "There is T?Jé:f.*‘é‘ would be no .'CE??S@'_ Of
something 1 feel angry about and 1 really social outrage at the terrible
things that bappen in the
world without our anger

need to talk to you about it, Is there a time
when we can do that?' | know this sounds
wonderfully cool and collected in the heat
of it, but it is a skill that we can teach

but about something clsc that may have
happened. When I am in that position of
understanding, [ am also able to listen and
have a dialogue about it, so allowing the
other person to have their anger in a safe
and acceptable way. Anger becomes some-
thing that is woven in and out within the

ourselves. The result is that both people

come prepared to talk rogether, feeling that each person has a
right to feel angry about things, to express it and try to deal with
it, and knowing that they are not going to be ambushed.

Knowing that you are not going to be ambushed suddenly takes
away the fear of anger. [tis knowing that somebody will not icap
out at you and say, "I'm really angry about what happened in
church yesterday® just when you are about to sit down and
watch television, or your parents are arriving for dinner.

Wealso need to accept the fact that anger exists. Pacticularly in
relitionships people try and develop a belief that there is no
anger, and they ignore the fact of anger. Anger does exist, and
whether it exists immediately in the relationship or outside, it
is still part of the relationship because we bring outside anger
home. If we have had a bad day — maybe somebody at work was
angry at us, driving home the traffic was bad and another driver
shouted at us — when we arrive home there is a welling-up of
anger. If we come inand say "I've had a lousy day and somebody
got angry at me and I feel angry’ then we are engaged in a
diatogue. If we conic in and say nothing, but the person we arc
living with says *Hello, how are you?' and we say “Why did yon
ask me that?’ then our partner becomes the inappropriate targer
for our anger. When we suppress our anger, it builds up like a
pressure cooker that we don't know how to depressurize. Our
anger suddenly explodes all over our partner or our family and
they don't know what is happening. Then they get angry back
at us and we are into the escalation.

Neither enemy nor monster

People often describe a situation in which they have been angry
in terms Iike, ‘Tt isn't like me”, or It just todk over’, or "My anger
was so great that there was nothing I could do’. These are all
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relationship, and has no more charge to it
thansaying "I'm tired’, or*I'm hungry’, basically, “There is a need
here. What can we do about it?' And this is part of who we are
as alive people in an on-going relationship.  ;There would be
no sensc of social outrage at the terrible things that happen in
the world without our anger,

anger rituals’

here are many nice Anger ‘ritvals’ which can be learned
in Anger workshops and done on your own or with
another as a way of learning more about your own pat-
terns of anger and how you can best understand them, Talking
witha friend or partner about your and their anger, the way you
rccognize it, how often it happens, what behaviour it has and
what its function is for you is a very important way of learning
to deal with anger. And then keeping these dialogues open and

on-going so that they become part of your relationship.

A good ritual in relationships is 1o actually have a moan,
maybe five minutes when everybody moans about what
happened today. Everybody usually has something that went
lousy so it is also a way to say, this happened, let's deal with
itand put it our of the way, let's take the rubbish out and then
we can get on with our relationships and with what is
happening between us instead of carrying this rubbish bag
around with us until it starts smelling and affecting everybody
who is near it.
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aird {5 chair of the Spectrum Incest Intervention Profect. For
more information please see Resotirce Guide on page 30.



