
Reach Educational Seminars
Reach Anger Management
Stephen C. Simmer

1

REACH Program:
Session 6

Inflammatory Thoughts

We have mentioned in previous sessions that the fuse of anger is
discomfort, and the accelerant—that which transforms the little fire of the fuse into 
the big fire of anger—is made up of thoughts.  Thoughts are like gasoline thrown on 
the fire, causing it to flare up into something much bigger and more dangerous.  

Start the session with a structured check-in, as before.  This time, 
spend more time on the Thoughts column, prompting for more thoughts.  
Questions that may be asked are:

•Any choice thoughts—swears, curses, judgments—about him/her?

•Any judgments, swears, or curses about yourself?

•Who were you maddest at here?

•[Often a person may pose the thought as a question, such as “Why
was he doing that?” or “Why doesn’t he respect me?”] When the 
thought is a question, it’s the possible answers that are driving us 
crazy.  Give us some possible answers that may have been increasing 
the anger.

•Were there any thoughts you had which worked to reduce the anger
level?  [This looks for spontaneous extinguishing thoughts:  “It’s not 
worth it.”  “Just forget it, it’s stupid.”]
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Bus Drivers: 
Two Frames of Mind

RAGE RELAX

Recall our story of the two bus drivers.  The drivers were driving the 
same routes and getting stuck in the same traffic jams, but were thinking different 
thoughts about their experiences.  The thoughts made all the difference:  one saw it 
as senseless frustration, the other saw it as a break.
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Shifting Gears

Think of a frame of mind as similar to a gear in a car transmission.  
When driving a manual transmission car, the same hill can be approached in a 
number of gears.  If we approach a steep hill in a low gear, we will not have major 
problems climbing it.  Our progress may be slow, but we will get to the top without 
taxing the engine too much.  We learn to anticipate the appropriate gear for each 
hill through practice.

If we approach the same hill in the highest gear, however, we may be 
in for trouble.  We may not get to the top of the hill, the engine may lug and labor, 
and may even sustain some damage, because the gear ratio we chose wasn’t right 
for the conditions.  And of course, we know we can’t expect the steepness of the hill 
or the road conditions to change to suit the gear we have chosen.

In a similar way, we can approach the same life-situation with 
different frames of mind.  One frame of mind may help us get through the situation 
without major problems.  But if we approach the same situation with the wrong 
frame of mind, we may be setting ourselves up for failure.

There is no “automatic transmission” for emotional gear-shifting.  
We need to learn to manage this ourselves.  If one doesn’t have experience with the 
“manual transmission” of the emotions, it can seem awkward at first.  With 
practice, it can become as natural as driving a manual transmission in a car.
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Types of Inflammatory Thoughts

Targeting
Personifying
Mind-Reading
Extremity

Blaming
Catastrophizing
Labeling

Should-ing
Avenging
Empowerment

Let’s first look at the kinds of thought which are likely to cause 
problems.   There is a core story genre which forms anger:  the morality story.  In 
this type of story, there are three types of character:  the victim, the villain, and the 
hero.  Examples of the morality story are detective dramas and the western.  The 
general story pattern involves the villain attacking the victim or victims.  Then there 
is a hero, endowed by special power and privilege, taking on the villain and killing 
him or bringing him to justice.  When we become angry, we are generally anointing 
ourselves the hero, taking on others we see as villains.  In real life, people do not fit 
into these simple categories.  There is more blending—a person may be a mixture of 
good, bad, strong and weak characteristics.  But in the morality story, people are 
cast into these simplified and distorted roles.

There are at least seven types of thought that we use to create anger, 
and these help build the world-view of the morality story.  These thoughts are 
targeting, personifying, mind-reading, extremity (with the three sub-categories of 
blaming, catastrophizing, and labeling), should-ing, avenging, and empowerment.
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Targeting

Impossible to get 
angry without belief 
that my suffering has  
an external source 
Targeting turns my 
suffering into a battle 
against the external 
trigger

Targeting

The belief that lies at the root of all anger is that my suffering has an 
external source.  Without this belief, it is impossible to sustain anger.  In that case, 
I would simply feel pain.  But if I believe that my pain is caused by something 
external, a battle becomes possible.  “I’m experiencing blockage and frustration.  I 
think that that slow driver in front of me is responsible for my feeling.  If I stop him 
from driving so slowly, my suffering will stop,” or “This hammer hit my thumb.  If I 
throw it into the street, maybe it will stop hurting me.”
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Personifying
Turns objects into 
people, which allows us 

To ascribe malevolent 
intentions to them:  
“that **** car…”
To believe that they 
are capable of 
experiencing pain.

It is impossible to get angry at an object unless we see it for a 
moment as a person.  When we thump a Coke machine, swear at the computer, or 
bang the hood of a car, this presumes several things:

•The object wronged me
•What it did was either stupid or intentional
•If I swear at it or hit it, it is capable of feeling the pain or hearing the 
insults
•It is capable of learning, and will think twice before it wrongs me again

We regularly perform this mental magic on cars, fax machines, ball-point pens, 
staplers, golf clubs, electronic equipment, tools, and so on.  The belief that objects 
are capable of malevolent intention, feeling pain, and learning is an example of 
animism, a belief of traditional societies that the objects of the world—trees, rocks, 
clouds—contain  souls.
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Mind-Reading

         I know
   what they're
     thinking...

Ascribes intention 
to another person’s 
actions:  “He 
stepped on my toe 
on purpose!”
The intentions I 
ascribe are usually 
malevolent

There is a saying that “The hardest people to get along with are
men, women, and children.”  We frequently assume the worst about people, 
believing that we have some crystal ball which allows us to scry their evil 
intentions.  It is important to realize that intentions are usually very complex, that 
people often wish well and ill at the same time.  Often, their actions have much less 
to do with us than with other things in their lives, so it is a distortion to assume that 
everything they do is aimed at us personally.
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Extremity

These are four common ways of thinking in extremes—in terms of 
blame, judgment of character, and level of seriousness of a problem.  All are 
variations on the first—All or Nothing Thinking. 

The next type of thought we’ll look at is what we call Extremity.  The most basic 
example of this is what we call All or Nothing thinking.  There are three sub-types 
which are variations of all-or-nothng thinking:  blaming, catastrophizing, and 
labeling.
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Extreme/ 
All-or-Nothing Thinking
Tends to see 
things in 
extremes--all 
good or all bad, 
friend or foe

No gray areas, no 
nuances

ALL-OR-NOTHING

GRADATION

Something in our language lures us into thinking in extremes.  We 
have the words friend and enemy, but no words to describe those who are neither.  
As a result, I might conclude that a person who is not a friend in every way is an 
enemy.  We have the words love and hate, but our language lacks words for the 
middle ground between the two, so we might conclude that a person who is not 
loving towards me in all ways must hate me.  The same is true of other polarities 
like failure and success, rich and poor, respect and disrespect. Language leaves 
out the middle.

In reality, we live virtually all of our lives in the gray areas, with 
people who are neither friend nor foe, who neither love me nor hate me, neither 
cheer wildly for my successes nor laugh triumphantly at my failures.  All-Or-
Nothing thinking prepares the way for anger by setting up battle lines which require 
an extreme, emergency response.
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Catastrophizing
Anxiously makes 
molehills into 
mountains, 
exaggerates 
significance and 
danger of events
Signals emergency, 
and awakens the fight-
flight part of the brain

Catastrophizing makes molehills into mountains, and exaggerates 
the significance and danger of events.  Like Chicken Little, it makes the drop of 
water a sign that the sky is falling.  This type of thinking signals emergency, and 
awakens the amygdala, the fight-flight part of the brain.  “My kid stole flowers from 
the neighbor’s yard, and if I don’t take strong, decisive action, the neighbor will 
probably call the police, causing me huge legal bills.  I could easily go bankrupt.  
Meanwhile, my kid may be starting on a life of crime, spending the greater part of 
his adult life in jail.”
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Blame-Game
Aiming
Shaming
Blaming
Naming
Maiming
Defaming

IT'S NOT ME,
IT'S YOU!

The Greek philosopher Aristotle said that a philosopher of nature is 
interested in looking for causes.  Blaming is an enterprise like this—it looks to 
assign a source for my discomfort, and will not rest until it has done this.  It is the 
detective spirit within us, which won’t rest until it knows whodunit.  In fact, it is so 
set on assigning culpability, it is more like a bad detective who will make an 
arrest—any arrest—rather than leave the crime unsolved.

Blaming looks outside for the cause, and is generally blind to my 
own contribution to what happened.  This leads to the blame-game where two 
people point fingers at the other, insisting that the other person is 100% at fault.
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Blame & 
Responsibility

IT'S NOT ME,
IT'S YOU!

Blame Responsibility

Negative Positive 

Either-Or Both-And 

Outward-
Looking 

Inward-
Looking 

Backward-
Looking 

Forward-
Looking 

 

Blaming thinking can become almost second nature.  But there is a 
second type of thinking about causality which avoids the traps of the blame-game.  
This second type is Responsibility-thinking.

•Whereas blaming is negative—it feels lousy when I think I’m to blame for 
something—responsibility-thinking is positive.  It feels good to think I’m a 
responsible person, I take responsibility for things.
•Blaming thinking is either-or:  It was either me or you who is at fault, and 
it’s not me, so it must be you.  With responsibility, it is possible to share 
responsibility with another.  Notice in the lower picture, two persons are 
carrying the box, each bearing part of the weight.  We could quibble over 
who is carrying more weight, but each one has some weight of 
responsibility.
•Blaming thinking looks outward for cause.  Responsibility-thinking is 
reflective, thinks of what I might have done to contribute to the problem.
•Blaming thinking is stuck on the past.  Responsibility-thinking glances at 
rear-view mirror of the past, but is mainly looking towards the future:  
“What can I do to help ensure that that won’t happen again?”
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Labeling

Labeling is the process by which I attach a one-dimensional, negative 
description to a person.  

People have many different aspects and characteristics.  When I reduce a 
person to a single characteristic, I transform a complicated person into a simple 
object.  We do this frequently:  jerk, stupid, asshole, son-of-a-bitch.  Attaching a 
label is like attaching a target to a person’s chest, and simultaneously gives me 
license to treat that person differently.  For instance, if I call someone a “jerk,” I 
issue myself a “jerk license,” which allows me to treat that person as one may treat 
jerks.  Whereas I might not cheat, lie to, or swear at a multi-dimensional person, I 
can do all these things to jerks.
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“Normal” Relationship:  Two 
People with Mixture of 
Characteristics

Peter                                 Paul

HUMORWORKER

LOYALTY

COURAGE

SHADOW SHADOW

HUMOR WORKER

LOYALTY

COURAGE
KINDNESS KINDNESS

Let’s look at a “normal” relationship between two people who are
multi-dimensional. Peter and Paul both have good senses of humor, are hard 
workers, loyal to friends, kind to animals, and courageous.  They also have what C. 
G. Jung termed a shadow: negative characteristics like greed, laziness, dishonesty, 
and the like.  These are parts of ourselves we try unsuccessfully to expel from 
ourselves, or at least keep hidden. 

Let’s suppose that something emerges from Peter’s shadow in his 
relationship with Paul—for instance, he doesn’t pay his full portion for lunch.  Paul 
might notice this, but might keep this in context of all Peter’s positive 
characteristics—his loyalty, kindness, etc.  He might just let go of this shadow-
material.
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Shadowman

The Swiss analytical psychologist C. G. Jung suggested that each person has 
a shadow, made up of all the unwanted, negative, shameful parts of himself—his 
greed, arrogance, rage, laziness, and so on.  We are generally unconscious of our 
shadows—they are behind us, hidden from view.  We prefer to think of ourselves in 
a positive light.  

When something steps on our shadow, trips us up in some way, we project 
our shadow onto them.  At that moment, they represent all that is negative and 
threatening to us, but this is happening only because they have—intentionally or by 
accident—stepped on our own shadow.  We see ourselves as entirely good and 
right, and see them as all evil and darkness.  Aggressive acts are made possible by 
this shadow projection onto someone else.
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Labeling:  Part of the Shadow-
Dominated Relationship

SHADOWSHADOW

Peter                                        Paul

Let’s get back to our diagrams.  Let’s suppose Peter steps on Paul’s 
shadow.  If one of Peter’s actions is reminiscent of something in Paul’s shadow, 
Paul may react by projecting his shadow onto Peter.  Labeling is an essential part 
of this process:   the simple sentence “Peter is a jerk” allows Paul to see Peter in 
terms of this single negative characteristic, and all other characteristics fade to the 
background.  This is the process of enemy formation.  It is a process of de-
humanization which is necessary if one is to do battle against someone, kill them, or 
commit atrocities.  It is possible to fight against one-dimensional“Japs,”  “Nips,” 
“Degos,” or “Gooks,” but not against full-dimensioned fathers, lovers, friends.  
Without labeling this would be impossible.
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Defusing the Shadow:  Re-
introducing the positive

SHADOW SHADOW

Let’s talk together about the process of peace-making.  Has anyone 
here ever had a feud with someone, a shadow-dominated relationship, that was 
resolved?  How did this happen?  What was necessary for making peace?  
[Brainstorm]
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Shoulds

Anger always is driven 
by self-righteousness

Privileged views on 
the workings of the 
world

It is impossible to get angry unless we think at the time that anger is 
justified.  Can anyone think of exceptions?  Can anyone give an example of a 
person getting angry while thinking simultaneously “I might be wrong”?

If you agree with me on this, this means that anger is always 
saturated with “shoulds,” by our sense of value.  When we are angry, we are at that 
moment Moses with the tablets, believing we are in possession of the moral high 
ground.  “He had no right to treat a fellow human being that way.”  “Kids should 
listen to their parents when they tell them to do homework.”
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Avenging
Sees itself as a drive for 
justice
Endows one with the 
right to “balance the 
scales.”
Justice defined as 
retaliation, getting even.

AVENGING
ANGEL

Anger is frequently a change agent, in a positive sense.  No great 
social movement—the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, the labor 
movement—could have made progress if people had not gotten angry at injustice.

Often, though, justice can be defined in a primitive way that can set 
the stage for rapidly escalating anger.  If a person feels that another has done him a 
wrong, he may feel endowed as the Avenging Angel to get the scales back into 
balance.  If you have stepped on my foot, I am now entitled to step on your foot.  But 
I am also entitled to add extra strength to my  step, making it a stomp, because you 
had no right to step on my foot in the first place. 

Now you—on the receiving end of a stomp—might feel yourself 
endowed as an Avenging Angel, too.  You might say, “OK, I stepped on his foot.  
But he stomped on mine.  The scales of justice are out of balance—he had no right 
to stomp on mine in retaliation for a mere light step on his.  To bring the scales 
back into balance, I’m entitled to stomp on his foot and punch him in the nose.”  
One can quickly see how this logic, when shared by two persons in a conflict, can 
lead to rapidly escalating violence.
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Empowerment
Anger:  taking the 
hero’s role in the 
morality story
To be angry, I must 
believe that I have 
enough power to make 
a difference
I may save anger for 
situations where I 
believe I have power

It may seem odd to see Empowerment listed as one of the thoughts
that can lead to anger.  But unless I believe I have power enough to make a 
difference, it is difficult or impossible to sustain anger.  The story genre behind 
anger, remember, is the morality story, and when I become angry I am anointing 
myself as hero, taking on the forces of evil.  In the morality story, the hero and 
victim are both virtuous.  The key difference between them is that the hero has 
power to go along with his basic goodness.

I may find myself delaying the anger explosion until I am in a 
situation where I feel power.  I may put up with abuse at work all day and never 
show anger, because I’m afraid I might lose my job.  But when I get home, the 
anger may emerge towards my dog, my children, my girl friend, or someone else 
whom, I believe, has less power than me. 
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End of Session 6

Targeting
Personifying
Mind-reading
Extremity

Blaming
Catastrophizing
Labeling

Should-ing
Avenging
Empowerment

Those are the seven deadly sins—the seven types of thoughts we use 
to construct anger.  At this point, I would encourage you to simply become more 
aware of the thoughts that arise in the process of becoming angry, to see which 
thoughts predominate.  Look over the anger record before the next session, and 
notice the thoughts column in particular
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