Emotions Behind Anger

By Megan Rapien, LCSW 

“How much has to be explored and discarded before reaching the naked flesh of feeling.” 
								       ~Claude Debussy

Anger can serve as a secondary emotion. This means that there is an emotion underneath it and the anger is the reaction to that emotion. Typically, that underlying emotion or feeling stems from frustration, worry, hurt, fear, envy, insecurities, or self-doubt. Anger is powerful and it can protect you from being vulnerable. It is a natural feeling, but how we respond to that feeling can make all the difference in our relationships and our personal well-being. It is how we all deal with the anger that separates us from each other. We are often not taught how to comfortably express our anger or identify the emotions behind it. Those able to communicate honestly and effectively seek to understand the deeper meaning behind their anger. Anger can be used constructively at times, however, in most situations it merely clouds our judgment and creates extra stress. Anger can be provoked by an accumulation of smaller events or one single offense that is unresolved. 
The pain and fear that underlies anger is usually not expressed as such. Rather than simply saying we're hurt or frightened or feeling unappreciated, we strike back. It is as if we assume the best defense against emotional pain is a good offense. It takes courage to express our fear and hurt. We can become locked into a cycle of hurt and anger. To be hurt is to hurt back which only pains the other person who then strikes back at us. We both then become so understandably defensive that no possibility for trust or genuine communication becomes available to us to resolve our conflict and reduce our mutual hurt. Some people seem to be eternally angry. Anger can define who you are.
Not all anger is bad. Anger can be damaging when we allow it to distance us from others. It can be especially damaging when anger becomes the unintended vehicle that carries our other emotions. It is like you become the passenger in this car without a driver. However, anger can have benefits. Anger can provide us a protective shell and keep us from being hurt. However, that protective shell that keeps the hurt out also keeps the joy from getting in. It can motivate us to achieve goals we otherwise might not have set out to accomplish. It can drive us towards success and challenge us to prove ourselves.
It is important to understand what fuels your anger. This may be easily identified, or it may take time or even assistance. Before you are able to control your anger you must first understand the underlying issues. By understanding the emotions that underlie your anger, you are better able to identify your own individual triggers that are most likely to provoke a defensive response. If you are not able to get control of your anger it can eventually isolate you from your family, friends and the ones you love. Allowing yourself to be emotionally vulnerable to others can include a risk of being hurt, but if you have the courage to let others in, the potential for joy and emotional connection can be limitless.
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