
WHAT IS ANGER?
DECONSTRUCTING IT

Threat and the Fight-or-Flight Response

Everyone has an evolutionary instinct to react to life threatening situations by going into “survival mode.” 
Maybe you’ve heard this called the stress response or the fight-or-flight response before. Survival mode 
works well when it is triggered in situations that are actually life threatening, like if a bus is coming at us 
or for soldiers in combat. However, survival mode doesn’t work as well in other situations. 

The fight-or-flight response includes heightened arousal, hostile thinking patterns, a loss in the ability to 
engage in self-monitoring or other inhibitory processes, and resulting behavior produced to respond to this 
perceived severe threat. Let’s break these down into five parts.

AT THIS POINT PEOPLE WHO DON’T HAVE GOOD TOOLS TO WORK WITH THEIR ANGER (WHICH IS A 
LOT OF PEOPLE!) DO ONE OF TWO HABITUAL WAYS OF AVOIDING ANGER FEELINGS:

Five Parts of Anger

1. PRE-ANGER FEELINGS: Emotions and 
physiological sensations that precede anger. 
Pre-anger emotions are usually painful or tender 
emotions such as pain, shame/guilt, fear, anxiety, 
sadness, hurt, hopelessness, loneliness, or feeling 
misunderstood. Body sensations can include: 
tension in stomach, shoulders or jaw, feeling hot, 
heaviness, agitation, headache, shakiness, etc. 
Anger helps to mask these feelings and sensations. 
It is often a more comfortable emotion to 
experience.

2. TRIGGER THOUGHTS: Painful memories 
and images elicited by the provoking incident. 
You are likely to interpret the actions of others 
or circumstances as threatening. Recalling these 
past hurts, failures, and losses can lead to a desire 
to avoid them through anger. Other qualities of 
trigger thoughts are that they tend to be very all-
or-nothing and judgmental. Things and people are 
good/bad, right/wrong. There is one victim (usually 
you) and someone else is to blame. In addition 
broad labels are used for yourself and others: 
stupid, incompetent, selfish, crazy, lazy, wrong, 
jerk, etc. You may have a hard time keeping in 
mind what is actually happening versus what you 
think is or might happen. 

3. ANGER FEELING: Can be gradual or a 
sudden surge of feeling. This is survival mode or 
fight-or- flight mode. It includes: pounding/rapid 
heartbeat, blood pumping harder, fast breathing, 
trembling, clenched face/jaw/shoulders, felling 
generally tense or on edge, dizziness, and feeling 
hot or sweaty. 

4. IMPULSE TO ACT: Very quickly after the 
anger feeling arrives, an impulse to act is right on 
its heels. Often we forget that the anger feeling 
and the impulse to act are two distinct entities. 
We also often don’t realize that the impulse to act 
is different from acting. You may feel like there 
is a point where you go into auto-pilot and can’t 
control becoming aggressive or passive-aggressive. 
It takes commitment to look closely and notice 
the difference. Impulses to act are usually based 
on past history and what you’ve done before- 
essentially habit. 

5. ANGER BEHAVIOR: Now let’s make sure we 
notice that up until now, everything that has been 
going on is internal. You haven’t actually done 
anything yet.



1

ACT OUT OF ANGER

The mounting pressure is now discharged with 
aggression. This can be things like: shouting, 
blaming, putting others down, name calling, 

hitting, and breaking things. It can also be more 
subtle behaviors like rolling eyes, looking disgusted, 

saying judgmental things, gossip, sarcasm, 
withdrawal and the like. Another way some people 

act out anger is to turn it on themselves.

2

SUPPRESS ANGER

This is basically the opposite of acting out. When 
the intensity of anger arises we seize up. People 
may have heard of the addition to the fight-or-

flight response- freeze. You may try to numb out in 
different, often self-destructive ways.

Note that you can cycle through these five anger stages again and again during a single anger episode. The goal is to obtain skills to 
work with anger at each of these points and also to widen the gap between anger urges and anger behavior. 

SUMMARY OF LEARNING FIVE ANGER MYTHS

Five Parts of Anger 

1.  PRE-ANGER FEELINGS 
• Shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, sadness, hurt, hopelessness, 

loneliness, feeling misunderstood, etc. 
• Body sensations: tension in stomach, shoulders or jaw, 

feeling hot, heaviness, agitation, headache, shakiness, etc.  

2.  TRIGGER THOUGHTS 
• Recall of past hurts, failures, and losses 
• Judgmental 
• All-or-nothing: good/bad, right/wrong 
• I am a victim 
• Someone else is to blame 
• Labels: stupid, incompetent, selfish, crazy, lazy, wrong, jerk, 

etc.  

3.  ANGER FEELING 
• Gradual or sudden 
• Survival mode (or fight-or-flight mode) 
• Body sensations: pounding/rapid heartbeat, fast 

breathing, trembling, 
• clenched jaw, muscle tension, feeling hot, etc.  

4.  IMPULSE TO ACT 
• Quick to follow anger feeling 
• Based on past history 
• Habit  

5.  ANGER BEHAVIOR 
• Aggression: shouting, blaming, putting others down, 

violence, breaking things, rolling eyes, looking disgusted, 
saying judgmental things, gossip, sarcasm, etc. 

• Passive/Avoidance: non-communication, cryptic or vague 
communication, avoiding, ignoring, procrastinating, 
obstructing, being late, making excuses, self-pity, blaming 
others, withholding, acting helpless, etc. 

MYTH 1: 
Anger and aggression are instinctual to humans.  

MYTH 2: 
Frustration inevitably leads to aggression. 

MYTH 3: 
Venting your anger is healthy. 

MYTH 4: 
Anger is always helpful.  

MYTH 5: 
A person’s anger is caused by others.


