ART THERAPY AND ANGER

Excerpts from the Introduction

Marian Liebmann

Different views of anger

To write this introduction I tried to read a selection of books on anger, thinking I might arrive at a general consensus of the ‘best’ way to look at this slippery emotion. But the more I read, the more ideas made themselves known – it has been impossible (within the limits of my time) to reach a definite conclusion. So what I have included here is a ‘sample’ of views and ideas. No doubt further reading would elicit more.
To counter what seems like a rising tide of unmanageable anger in children and adults, there is now a plethora of Anger Management manuals. They tend to include such things as:

· Exploration of what anger means to people

· Anger diaries

· Challenging perceptions

· Awareness of physical symptoms

· Relaxation techniques

· Assertiveness

· Positive self-talk

Carol Tavris (1989, p. 93), in her excellent book Anger: The Misunderstood Emotion, points out that anger has a cultural element – its occurrence and acceptable expression differ in different societies. It involves the mind, the body and behavioural habits built up over years to cope with emotional stress. So to be successful, anger management programmes need to include three elements (p.288):

· The mind: helping people to identify the perceptions and interpretations that generate anger

· The body: teaching relaxation and cooling-down techniques to help people to calm down so that they can think about things (when people are at the height of their anger, they are so aroused that they cannot think at all)

· Behaviour: teaching new skills, e.g. assertiveness

Each programme has its particular emphasis. One of the earliest cognitive-behavioural programmes used widely around the world was pioneered by Novaco (Novaco 1975; Novaco, Ramm and Black 2000). Another well-known programme for violent offenders, the Aggression Replacement Training (ART) programme, uses a multi-modal approach working on the aspects mentioned above, combined with a moral reasoning element to give some input on why offenders should change their behaviour (Goldstein and Glick 1987). 

Many books distinguish between clean and unclean/ dirty anger, or healthy and unhealthy anger (Dryden 1996; Fisher 2005; Whitehouse and Pudney 1996), recognising that anger has a positive aspect in alerting us to the fact that something is not OK for us and needs putting right. A Buddhist view also values anger as ‘a friend to be embraced’ and worked with, rather than suppressed (Hanh 2001). Tavris (1989) emphasises that one of the main ways of reducing anger is actually doing something about the problem causing the anger. She also points out that anger is often the starting point for taking action against injustice.

People with chronic anger problems may need more help than simple anger management techniques. Their anger often has roots in childhood abuse and deprivation. Sue Gerhardt shows (2004) how babies who are treated harshly or lack attachment may not develop empathy for others, and grow up with a reservoir of anger against the world. Harriet Lerner (2004) describes ways of linking anger in families to early family dynamics. Mike Fisher (2005) has a chapter on facing past traumas. Often poor self esteem is involved. Certainly people in groups that I have run have identified events in the past which have left them with immense anger. To some extent therapy and good later relationships can help with this.

So anger is a complex emotion, and therefore needs a complex response. Art therapy involves doing, thinking and feeling, as well as talking, so may have something particular to offer. 

Art therapy with anger

It is part of all art therapists’ practice to deal with anger as one of the many emotions that may be expressed by clients, and there are references to work with anger in many art therapy books and articles. But there are few books or articles which centre round work with anger. Books on art therapy with offenders, with people in conflict and in social action projects include more work on anger (Kaplan 2007; Liebmann 1994 and 1996), and there are some American journal articles on research into different aspects of art therapy with anger.  
The diversity of practice noted in the survey above is also true of the contributors to this book. Art therapists (or art psychotherapists) differ in their theoretical orientation and in their practice. Many work from a psychodynamic perspective but there are also humanistic and cognitive ways of working in evidence. However, the use of art materials brings all the contributors together and makes a huge difference in working with anger. 

Art therapy has several particular things to offer in work on anger management:

· It provides another way to communicate for people who find it hard to articulate verbally why they get angry.

· The process of doing the artwork slows clients down and helps them to reflect more on what is going on.

· Using art can be a less threatening way to approach issues.
· Neurological research suggests that art therapy can help different parts of the brain to communicate, linking creative processes with language and long-term memory. This can then facilitate the ability to use cognitive skills to learn. The boundaries of the art therapy session, using art materials in a contained way, provides a feeling of safety in which clients can begin to look at their anger without getting out of control.

· Using art provides the possibility of including many thoughts and feelings, often contradictory, on one page. This can then help clients to look at these and develop an ‘observer self’. 

· There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way of doing art, so it provides a relief from the pressures of goal-oriented therapies.
· In group work, sharing the artwork helps people realise that they have things in common with each other, thereby overcoming isolation.

· In group work, doing artwork enables a group to include both those who ‘act out’ their anger on others and those who ‘act in’ their anger on themselves. (In a verbal group it is often difficult to include these in the same group.)
Different ways art therapy can be used with anger

The art therapists in the book have used ways of working which may fall under a number of headings. To arrive at these headings, I went through each chapter to note the different ways in which art therapy was used, and gradually built up the classification – it grew from the chapters rather than being imported from elsewhere and superimposed. 

Catharsis

Children often use the art materials to act out anger, in ways such as pounding clay or making a mess with paint and other materials, maybe squashing paper and trashing it. It can also include more specific acting out, such as making models from clay or junk materials which are then stabbed, decapitated, or torn limb from limb. Adults can also engage in this, by depicting violence in pictures in a threatening way, or using symbols such as a swastika, or attacking a clay figure and scribbling over drawings, or combining art with self-harm using blood.  Catharsis of this kind can be seen as less damaging than a verbal or physical attack on others, and a bridge to a more symbolic use of art, in which reflection can take place.  

Expressing anger in a symbolic way

This is probably the heart of the use of art therapy with anger. It involves expressing feelings through drawing or clay work, and symbolic play with objects, trying to make sense of angry feelings, often using the art work as a bridge to being able to talk about these. Often objects such as volcanoes, bombs, storms and fires play a part here, as they can symbolise anger overflowing or taking over in an uncontrolled and frightening way. Writing poems can also be used in this way. Sometimes anger is crystallised in a symbol which resolves good and bad aspects of anger in one image, such as the dragon on the cover of this book. 

Metaphors for anger

Sometimes visual metaphors or stories can be used as ways into developing a vocabulary for talking about anger. Examples of these are the photo of a signpost connecting ‘Anger and Danger’, where danger is removed when anger is acknowledged; and the story of ‘Androcles and the Lion’, where the process of dealing with the anger is compared to drawing out the painful thorn from the lion’s paw.  Another metaphor described is of ‘dry interconnecting cogs causing friction’.

Expressing feelings that mask anger

Often there are many feelings and actions masking anger, such as depression, self-harm and poor self-esteem. These can be expressed using art materials, leading to a realisation of underlying anger, which can then be acknowledged and worked with..  Anger is sometimes completely denied, or displaced on to other people.  Masks can be decorated and used to ‘try on’ different feelings, including anger. Clients can then try to reintegrate these feelings.

Expressing feelings behind anger

Many people with serious anger issues have suffered deprivation, abuse or abandonment in childhood (see above), and use their anger and rage to cover up or avoid deep hurt and loss. Sometimes this anger is displaced on to others, often those close to them. These feelings can be expressed through art, if the setting is safe enough for people to do so.

Exercises to look at anger

These involve visual methods to look at anger, like the rating scale in the form of a flight of stairs, drawing physical symptoms and visual diaries. These sometimes have a base in CBT but benefit from being expressed in visual form. They help to develop a vocabulary for discussing anger issues.

In some cases, art therapy forms part of a larger programme of work on anger, including CBT and other exercises: in these contexts art therapy provides an opportunity for participants to reflect non-verbally on the issues raised. This can be done non-directively or directively.  
Exercises to control anger

In the programmes where art therapy is part of a larger programme, such exercises are usually included in the verbal/ CBT section of the programme, and the role of art therapy is to provide an opportunity for wider reflection, as above. These often include a variety of relaxation and visualisation techniques, which draw on visual capabilities and promote communication between different parts of the brain.  These can be enhanced by using art materials.

Replacing anger by creativity

Sometimes when anger subsides, there is a vacuum. Then the art materials can be used to develop creativity and self esteem, and try out tentative steps of a different way of being, sometimes discovering strengths and possibilities not previously thought possible. 
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