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Anger Kills Communication

Anger kills both laughter and joy; what greater foe is there than anger? – Tiruvalluvar (5th century A.D.)

Anger is a brief lunacy. – Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65-8 B.C.)

It’s been a busy week and the house is a mess. John’s wife has gone shopping and John decides to surprise his wife by cleaning up the house.  He vacuums, dusts, washes dishes for two hours.  His wife returns home.  She staggers in with bags of groceries, asks John to help bring in the rest, talks about her shopping experiences and how exhausted she is.  Doesn’t even notice the clean house. John begins to get angry inside.

H. Norman Wright, in his book “More Communication Keys for Your Marriage,” asks the question “Who makes you angry?” Answer: You do!  Situations and other people cannot make you angry.  Nothing your spouse does or does not do can make you angry.  You create your own anger.

In his classic book, “Man’s Search for Meaning,” Viktor Frankl chronicles his experiences in Nazi concentration camps during World War II. “In the concentration camp every circumstance conspires to make the prisoner lose his hold.  All the familiar goals in life are snatched away. What alone remains is ‘the last of human freedoms’ – the ability to ‘choose one’s attitude in a given set of circumstances.’”

Having said the above, and perhaps intuitively recognizing the truth, application nevertheless is very difficult.  We do find ourselves getting angry.  And we have a hard time recognizing (or admitting) that it’s our fault.  One of the most common causes of anger is when our self-esteem is threatened.  I have learned over the years to carefully look at my motives and my attitude when I get angry.  It is probably because something has threatened my ego.

In the scenario above John’s anger appears to be coming from the fact that all his hard work went unnoticed by his wife.  Either his motives for cleaning the house were wrong in the first place, or his attitude afterwards needed correction.

Should John’s wife have noticed and thanked John? Probably, and who knows, maybe that will occur later. Might even lead to a very pleasant evening together, once she thinks about what a wonderful husband she married. John’s more realistic and less emotionally charged reaction could have been the following thoughts:

    “I wish she would notice the work I’ve done.”

    “Maybe the only reason I did the work was for what I could get out of it.”

    “I could tell her that I now have a better understanding for the difficulties of housework.”

Anger is defined in Webster’s New World Dictionary as “a feeling of displeasure and hostility that a person has because of being injured, mistreated, opposed, etc.” Notice that anger isn’t necessarily expressed outwardly (but there is clear evidence that it won’t stay bottled up forever).

Wright suggests the following steps to lessen anger and reduce inner tension.

•    Identify the cause (Was it your wife’s failure to appreciate your hard work?)

•    Evaluate the reason (Was it your self-esteem – your wounded ego?)

•    Ask yourself – How is my anger useful?  Will it help or hurt my relationship?)

•    Identify the hot thoughts and replace them with cool thoughts.

Before taking Wright’s recommended steps, we need to do what is so simple and yet so hard – WAIT!  Count to 10. Walk around the house.  Concentrate on what the other person is saying and not on your response.

Anger is not necessarily bad, when it is properly focused. Slavery would not have been abolished if people hadn’t become angry with it (see definition above).  However, anger can be a real barrier to relationships.  It must not be the engine pulling the train.  It needs to be relegated to the position of caboose.  Anger tells us something has happened.  Now it’s up to us to decide how to respond.  So respond in a way that builds and doesn’t destroy relationships.
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