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Review

I. ABSTRACT 

	 In	 this	article,	 the	multifaceted	 theoretical	underpinnings	of	V.	J.	Konečni’s	Anger-
Aggression	Bidirectional-Causation	(AABC)	model	of	interpersonal	aggression	are	described,	
along	with	a	large	body	of	supporting	data,	mostly	from	laboratory	experiments.	The	AABC	
model’s	utility	in	the	clarification	of	several	complex	issues	of	long	standing	in	various	schol-
arly	domains	is	discussed,	such	as:	Catharsis	and	the	“cathartic	effect”;	adaptationist	accounts	
of	revenge;	and	intrafamilial	dyadic	violence.	

II. KEYWORDS: Anger;	 Aggression;	 Revenge;	 Anger-Aggression	 Bidirectional-Causation	
Model;	AABC	Model;	Catharsis;	Cathartic	effect;	Dyadic	violence.

III. ABBREVIATIONS:	AABC:	Anger-Aggression	Bidirectional-Causation;	PEEM:	Prototypical	
Emotion-Episode	Model;	IO:	Initial	Offender;	RP:	Research	Participant;	IRB:	Institutional	Re-
view	Board;	UCSD:	University	of	California,	San	Diego.	

IV. INTRODUCTION

 In	a	recent	article	on	family	violence,	Finkenauer	et	al1	invoked	a	host	of	distal	fac-
tors	(societal,	structural,	personality),	but	failed	to	address	a	frequent	and	potentially	crucial	
proximal	cause	–	the	dyadic aggression sequence	–	of	which	the	main	components	are	provo-
cation,	anger,	and	retaliation.	A	detailed	analysis	of	the	aggression	sequence,	including	the	be-
havioral	and	physiological	consequences of revenge,	was,	for	perhaps	understandable	reasons,	
also	missing	in	the	recent	adaptationist	discussion	of	the	revenge	and	forgiveness	systems	by	
McCullough,	et	al.2	Yet	 the	culmination	of	numerous	aggression-related	exchanges	between	
members	of	a	dyad	(consisting	of	a	couple,	parent	and	offspring,	and	other	relations),	repeated	
over	protracted	time	periods,	may	be	the	particularly	deleterious	anger-free preemptive strikes. 
The	ingredients	of	an	aggression	series,	its	specific	content	and	form,	may	be	at	the	core	of	in-
trafamilial	violence	and	offer	insights	regarding	the	possibilities	of	treatment	tailored	for	dyads.	
 
	 One	purpose	of	this	article	is	to	review	the	evidence	for	the	arguably	key	aspect	of	an	
aggression	sequence,	the	“cathartic	effect”	(defined	below),	within	Konečni’s3-5 Anger-Aggres-
sion	Bidirectional-Causation	or	(AABC)	model.	The	second	purpose	is	to	contribute	to,	and	
hopefully	extend,	the	systemic	and	the	adaptationist	accounts	of	provocation,	revenge,	and	their	
roles	in	the	dynamics	of	dyadic	intrafamilial	violence.

V. THE RELEVANT ASPECTS OF INTERPERSONAL AGGRESSION

 The	type	of	aggressive	behavior	with	which	this	article	is	concerned	is	interpersonal,	
face-to-face,	 infliction	of	harm	 (or	 as	 close	 to	 that	 as	one	can	come	 in	 laboratory	 settings),	
preceded	by	a	pronounced	emotional	 state,	 anger.	One	must	 immediately	 acknowledge	 that	
anger	is	largely	absent	in	many	instances	of	human	aggression	(e.g.,	someone’s	initiation	into	
a	street	gang	by	violence;	a	pilot’s	bombardment	of	civilian	targets	from	five	kilometers),	and	
this	 “instrumental,”	 arguably	 cold-blooded,	 violence	 is	 not	 the	 subject	 of	 inquiry	 here.	De-
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spite	the	superficial	similarity,	such	aggressive	activity	must	be	
distinguished	from	the	anger-free	preemptive	strikes,	mentioned	
above,	 a	 condition	 to	which	 a	 dyad	 arrives	 only	 after	 a	 prior	
series	of	“hot-blooded”	exchanges.	Most	of	the	author’s	experi-
mental	work	to	which	reference	will	be	made	has	involved	the	
(alleged)	 infliction	of	physical	harm	and	he	has	clearly	distin-
guished,3,4	on	empirical	and	theoretical	grounds,	among	physical	
aggression,	verbal	aggression,	play	and	fantasy	aggression,	the	
mere	observation	of	aggressive	activity,	and	so	on.6-10

VI.THE RELEVANT ASPECTS OF ANGER AND PEEM

	 Anger	is	a	pronounced,	and	reliably	reportable	and	ob-
servable,	emotional	state	with	numerous	antecedents,	concomi-
tants,	and	consequences.11-16	In	the	present	author’s	experimen-
tal	work	and	theoretical	writing,	anger	has	been	viewed	in	the	
context	of	his	Prototypical	Emotion-Episode	Model,	or	(PEEM)	
[Figure	 1,	 p.	 117].17	 PEEM	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 following	
events	and	processes,	among	others:	Normative	and	attributive	
evaluation,	and	comprehension	of	the	initial	event	(for	example,	
an	 insult	 –	 a	 prototypical	 “ego-thwarting,”	 socially	 inflicted,	
aversive	stimulus);	facial	and	postural	cues;	the	fluctuations	of	
(sympathetic)	physiological	arousal;	and	the	monitoring	of	vari-
ous	internal	cues,	and	the	integration	of	these	with	the	external-
event	cues	(“emotion-labeling”).

	 Although	the	experimental	demonstrations	by	Schachter	
and	Singer18	 have	been	 sharply	criticized,19,20	Schachter’s	 core	
theoretical	(“two-factor”)	proposal21	has	not	been	seriously	chal-
lenged	–	that	once	an	emotion	has	been	identified	(“labeled”)	by	
the	experiencing	person,	the	level	of	arousal	largely	governs	the	
intensity	of	the	emotion.	Furthermore,	once	a	person	has	been,	
for	example,	 insulted,	a	 further	 increment	 in	arousal,	which	 is	
soon	afterwards	induced	by	other,	neutral,	means,	such	as	loud	
and	complex	music,16	or	physical	exercise,22,23	contributes	in	an	
additive	manner	to	the	overall	anger,	even	though	by	themselves	
these	 neutral	 events	 are	 not	 anger-inducing.	When,	 however,	
physical	exercise	precedes	the	insulting	event,	its	arousingness	
contributes	far	less	to	the	degree	of	subsequent	anger.23	Finally,	
due	 to	 the	 homeostatic	 regulation	 of	 arousal	 fluctuations,	 the	
level	 of	 arousal	 and	 the	 degree	 of	 anger	 predictably	 decrease	
with the passage of time.3,24,25

	 With	regard	to	the	emotion-identification	(emotion	la-
beling)	issue,	PEEM	specifies	a	set	of	cognitive	operations	that	
are	necessary	for	a	person	to	infer,	with	confidence,	that	he	or	
she	is	experiencing	a	pronounced,	phenomenologically	distinct,	
emotional	state,	such	as	anger	or	fear	or	joy.16	The	operations	in	
question	 are	monitoring, interpretation, and integration of in-
formation.	Furthermore,	there	are	two	sequential	interpretation	
components	of	PEEM.	In	the	first,	the	information	in	the	external	
event	is	analyzed,	especially	in	terms	of	attribution	theory.26	Does	
the	event	have	a	natural	or	man-made	origin?	If	man-made,	is	it	
accidental	or	intentional?	If	intentional,	is	it	normative	or	coun-
ter-normative?	And,	in	the	case	of	anger,	are	someone’s	words	
a	well-intentioned	joke	or	an	insult?	Who	is	“someone”	respon-

sible	for	the	insult?	From	an	adult’s	viewpoint,	is	the	speaker	a	
12-year-old	boy	or	a	powerful	superior	–	so,	anger	or	fear?	From	
a	12-year-old	boy’s	angle,	does	the	insult	come	from	his	young-
er	brother	or	his	father?	In	short,	the	emotional-label	inference	
depends	on	“causal	assignment”	or	“causal	explanation”.27	The	
second distinct occurrence of interpretation is concerned with 
the	monitored	internal	events	–	 interoceptive	feedback	regard-
ing	arousal	fluctuations;	proprioceptive	feedback	from	the	facial	
musculature28;	and	postural	cues	–	all	of	which	are	integrated	in	
arriving	at	emotional	identification	or	label.	
 
	 An	important	aspect	of	PEEM	is	recursiveness, a fea-
ture	that	is	meant,	among	other	issues,	to	handle	successive	re-
interpretations	of	 the	external	event	as	 it	changes	or	develops.	
Words	that	are	interpreted	as	insulting	and	lead	to	anger	may	be	
quickly	followed	by	a	disarming	apology	or	clarification	by	the	
speaker,	which	would	make	anger	be	relabeled	to,	for	example,	
mirth	and	cause	arousal	to	dissipate	very	quickly.	Also,	the	de-
veloping	external	event	may	demand	urgent	action,	so	that	what	
begins	as	 a	mixed emotion, for instance, of anger and fear, is 
reinterpreted	as	one	–	the	dominant	alternative.

VII. CATHARSIS AND THE “CATHARTIC EFFECT”
 
 Both	of	 these	 concepts	 have	 been	discussed	 in	 detail	
by	 the	 author	 in	various	 articles.3-5,15,29	Catharsis,	 especially	 in	
its	 “hydraulic”	 form,	 has	 been	 severely	 criticized	 from	 vari-
ous	perspectives30	and	flagrantly	misused	in	self-help	manuals.	
With	reference	to	experimentation,	one	of	the	most	serious	and	
frequent	 conceptual	 errors	 committed	by	 researchers	has	been	
to	regard	the	various	substitute-target	and	vicarious	aggressive	
activities	as	functionally	equivalent	to	the	infliction	of	physical	
injury	–	indeed,	to	regard	them	as	“aggressive”	(or	“cathartic”)	
at all. 

	 The	 present	 author	 has	 attempted	 to	 avoid	 the	 men-
tioned	conceptual	pitfalls	and	has	defined	the	“cathartic	effect”	
as	simply	an	empirically	observable	fact:	When	genuinely	angry	
persons	 are	given	 the	opportunity	 to	hurt	 (allegedly)	 the	 indi-
vidual	who	 insulted	 them,	 the	amount	of	 their	subsequent	 (re-
sidual)	 aggression	 toward	 the	 same	 person	 is	 sharply	 reduced	
in	comparison	to	persons	who	did	not	have	 the	opportunity	 to	
retaliate	–	in	fact,	reduced	to	the	level	displayed	by	those	who	
were	not	insulted	at	all	beforehand.3	These	clear	and	replicable	
findings,	and	the	underlying	theoretical	assumptions,	have	been	
incorporated	in	the	AABC	model.

	 Despite	such	findings,	and	warnings	to	 the	effect	 that	
definitions	 should	 be	 made	 explicit	 and	 concepts	 transparent	
when	 carrying	 out	 catharsis-related	 research,	 there	 have	 been	
subsequent	 experiments	 characterized	 by	 inadequate	 experi-
mental	procedures	that	largely	tested	straw	versions	of	“cathar-
sis”.31-33	Such	studies	were	recently	criticized	by	Konečni,34 not 
only	on	methodological	and	conceptual	grounds,	but	also	with	
regard	to	their	backdrop,	colored	by	political	and	socio-cultural	
bias.	
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VIII. THE AABC MODEL: ASSUMPTIONS, PROVISOS, RE-
SEARCH PARADIGM, PREDICTIONS

	 The	AABC	model	of	interpersonal	aggression	was	for-
mulated	only	in	2012	by	the	author,5	but	a	detailed	survey	was	
published	already	in	19844	of	a	very	large	body	of	relevant	field	
and,	especially,	laboratory	work	by	numerous	investigators,	in-
cluding	the	author.	The	model	is	chiefly	concerned	with	the	vari-
ous	antecedents	(especially	anger)	and	consequences of	face-to-
face	infliction	of	injury.

	 The	 two-way	causal	 link	(bidirectional	causation)	be-
tween	the	degree	of	anger	and	the	amount	of	aggressive	behav-
ior	that	is	performed	refers	to	two	related	propositions.	The	first	
is that the higher the degree of anger, the greater the amount 
of aggression that will ensue, all else equal.	The	second	is	that	
aggressive	actions	performed	by	angry	 individuals	 against	 the	
human cause of their anger reduces, all else equal, their degree 
of	felt	anger,	by	virtue	of	eliminating	or	subduing	the	noxious	
external	stimuli	and	thus	decreasing	the	physiological	justifica-
tion	 for	 the	 angry	 state.	 The	 theory-imposed	 qualifications	 of	
this	second	proposition,	 the	reverse	causal	link,	are	that	a	per-
son’s	aggressive	acts	may	reduce	his	or	her	anger	(which	is	hy-
pothetically	mediated	by	the	level	of	physiological	arousal	being	
lowered)	provided	that	these	acts:	(a)	are	preceded	by	anger;	(b)	
have	the	(human)	source	or	instigator	of	anger	as	the	target;	(c)	
inflict	harm	to	the	target	(or	at	least	appear	to	the	aggressor	to	do	
so),	and	(d)	are	not	immediately	followed	by	a	further	induction	
of	anger,	retaliation,	or	other	aversive	events.	We	shall	return	to	
these	provisos	in	Section		IX.5.

	 In	the	author’s	laboratory,	the	most	relevant	data	were	
obtained	 by	means	 of	 a	 three-stage	 research	 paradigm.3,5 In a 
typical	stage	1,	the	Initial	Offender	(IO)	(that	is,	the	experiment-
er’s	well-trained	“accomplice”,	who	would	next	himself	or	her-
self	become	the	target),	insults,	in	a	standardized	manner,	the	un-
suspecting	Research	Participant	(RP).	In	stage	2	(the	“revenge”	
period),	by	following	instructions	on	a	bogus	task,	RP	retaliates	
against	IO,	for	example,	by	administering	to	this	person	a	fixed	
number	of	(fictitious)	electric	shocks	(“painful,	but	not	causing	
injury”).	Finally,	 in	stage	3,	RP’s	willingness	to	engage	in	ad-
ditional (“residual”) behavioral	 aggression	 against	 IO	 is	mea-
sured	by	means	of	a	 specially	designed	pseudo-creativity	 test.	
In	 these	 experiments,	 there	were	 numerous	 control	 conditions	
for	all	three	research	stages.	For	instance,	in	stage	1,	there	was	
the	condition	of	RP	being	anger-free.	 In	 stage	2,	 the	 type	and	
duration	of	interpolated	activity	were	varied,	such	as	aggression	
against	a	substitute	target	(“scapegoat”)	and	mathematical	tasks	
to	minimize	 rumination.	 Finally,	 in	 stage	 3,	RP’s	 residual	 ag-
gression	was	measured	when	directed	at	substitute	targets.	In	ad-
dition	to	the	main	dependent	measure,	which	was	RP’s	residual	
aggression	 toward	 IO,	measurements	 of	 physiological	 arousal	
(blood	pressure,	heart	 rate,	galvanic	skin	 response,	etc.)	and	a	
variety	 of	 verbal	 ratings	were	 obtained	 in	 a	methodologically	
careful	manner,	avoiding	order	and	sequence	effects,	and	other	

confoundings.

IX. THE AABC MODEL: EXPERIMENTAL FINDINGS

	 A	convincing	amount	of	experimental	support	has	been	
obtained	in	various	laboratories	for	all	components	of	the	AABC	
model.

1. That	 noxious	 social	 stimulation,	 both	 of	 the	 insult	 (“ego	
threat”)	 and	 “blocked	 goal”	 kinds,	 results	 in	 statistically	 sig-
nificant	increases	in	systolic	blood	pressure	and	heart	rate,	has	
been	 amply	 demonstrated,	 for	 instance,	 by	Hokanson	 and	 his	
colleagues,35-37	 and	also	by	 the	present	 author	 in	his	 extensive	
pilot	(procedure	pretesting)	studies	leading	to	various	behavioral	
aggression	experiments.	In	all	of	these	and	numerous	other	stud-
ies,	noxious	instigations	also	resulted	in	RPs’	significantly	more	
intense	 anger	 (as	measured	 by	 self-ratings,	 in	 interviews,	 and	
observationally).	
 
2.	 RPs	 who	 had	 been	 made	 angry	 by	 insults	 or	 capriciously	
blocked	goals	in	carefully	rigged	experimental	situations	subse-
quently	physically	aggressed	significantly	more	against	IOs	–	in	
terms	of	“shocks”	or	“blasts	of	noise”	–	 than	did	non-angered	
control	RPs.3,4,15,16,29

3.	After	 the	 angered	RPs	had	physically	 retaliated	 against	 IO,	
they	 subsequently	 displayed	 significantly	 less	 behavioral	 ag-
gression	 against	 IO	 than	did	 the	 equally	 angered	RPs	without	
the	prior	retaliation	experience.3,4,15,38	This	basic,	experimentally	
demonstrated,	 cathartic	 effect	 was	 anticipated	 by	 Plato	 some	
2,400	years	ago:	“If	one	man	is	angry	with	another,	he	can	take	it	
out	of	him	on	the	spot,	and	will	be	less	likely	to	pursue	the	quar-
rel	 further”	[Book	V,	p.	222].39 In fact, the amount of residual 
aggression	in	the	principal	experimental	group	(insulted	retali-
ators)	in	Konečni’s	experiments	was,	on	the	average,	no	greater	
than that in the nonangered control group.3,15	 Significantly,	 as	
predicted	 by	 the	AABC	model,	 all	 of	 the	 above	 results	 were	
paralleled	 by	 those	 in	 terms	 of	 psychophysiological	measures	
in	other	experiments.35-37 In addition, certain correct predictions 
could	be	made	only	on	the	basis	of	the	cathartic	effect	within	the	
AABC	model	–	for	instance,	regarding	alcohol	intake	and	music	
choice.	Insulted	RPs,	who	had	had	the	opportunity	to	retaliate,	
consumed	significantly	less	alcohol	than	did	the	equally	insulted	
ones	 without	 the	 retaliation	 opportunity.40	Also,	 as	 predicted,	
whereas	insulted	RPs	who	had	had	a	retaliation	opportunity	later	
behaved	like	the	controls	and	chose	simple	and	complex	audi-
tory	stimuli	equally	often,	insulted	RPs	without	a	retaliation	op-
portunity	shunned	complex	auditory	stimulation.41,42

4.	Although	 there	 are	data	 showing	 that	 angered	RPs’	 aggres-
sion against a person unrelated	to	IO	(“scapegoat”)	reduces	their	
subsequent	aggression	against	IO,15,43	such	“displaced”	aggres-
sion,	which	obviously	cannot	be	considered	a	genuine	retalia-
tory	act,	has	a	much	weaker	effect	at	the	group	mean	level	than	
does	retaliation	against	IO	in	the	interpolated	period	(stage	2).	
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In	addition,	angered	RPs’	displaced	aggression	against	a	person	
unrelated	 to	 IO	did	not	 reduce	 their	systolic	blood	pressure	 in	
one	study.43	In	another	experiment,	aggression	against	IO’s	de-
clared	“assistant”	resulted	in	blood	pressure	readings	that	were	
halfway	between	those	for	the	direct-aggression	group	and	the	
no-aggression	control,	but	this	displaced-aggression	effect	was	
not	statistically	significant.37
 
5.	As	 for	 the	findings	 that	 address	 the	 second	proposition	 (re-
verse	causal	link)	of	the	AABC	model		(Section	VIII),	the	fol-
lowing	ones	are	relevant:	(a)	when	aggressive	actions	in	stage	
2 are not preceded by anger	(stage	1),	participants’	subsequent	
aggression in stage 3 is not decreased in comparison to controls 
without	a	prior	aggression	experience;3,10,15,23,38 this is in line with 
the	 theory	–	emotion-free	aggression	 is	 likely	 to	 lead	 to	more 
aggression;	 (b)	 there	 is,	 for	 all	 practical	 purposes,	 no	 support	
in	 the	 literature	 for	 the	 notion	 that	 angered	 persons’	 “aggres-
sion”	against	inanimate	targets	reduces	their	subsequent	arousal,	
anger,	or	aggression;	when	the	target	of	aggression	is	a	human	
other	than	the	anger	instigator,	the	cathartic	effect	is	behavior-
ally	weak	and	physiologically	non-existent15,37,43;	(c)	one	experi-
ment,	in	which	participants’	beliefs	were	manipulated	about	the	
probability	(0.9,	0.5,	or	0.1)	that	IO	would	receive	the	(alleged)	
shocks	they	were	“administering”,	decisively	demonstrated	that	
the cathartic effect depended, in a manner that was predicted 
by	the	AABC	model,	on	harm	actually	being	inflicted	by	RPs’	
actions44;	and	(d)	there	are	insurmountable	logistical	difficulties	
in	attempting	to	study	in	the	laboratory	any	anger	induction,	re-
venge,	 and	 other	 aversive	 evens	 befalling	 the	 participants	be-
yond	 the	already	very	complex	 three-stage	design;	however,	a	
discussion	of	 the	sequence	of	aggressive	actions	 in	dyads	will	
be	resumed	later.

X. WHY IS AGGRESSION EXCEPTIONALLY EFFECTIVE IN RE-
DUCING ANGER? 

	 It	is	a	truism	that	social	aversive	events	(i.e.,	aversive	
events	caused	by	other	people)	often	have	a	profound	effect	on	
the	person	exposed	to	them,	especially	if	others’	actions	are	per-
ceived	as	capricious	or	arbitrary27 and performed with the intent 
of	inflicting	physical,	economic,	or	psychological	harm.	One	im-
mediate	and	important	consequence	of	such	events	is	a	dramatic	
increase	in	the	level	of	arousal,	frequently	labeled	as	anger	–	a	
consequence	 that	 is	particularly	well	documented,	 as	we	have	
seen,	in	the	case	of	humiliating	behavior	and	insults.	The	insult-
induced	 elevation	 of	 arousal	 (which	 is	 in	 itself	 demonstrably	
aversive)	is	likely	to	persist	for	the	duration	of	noxious	stimula-
tion.	Once	insults	have	ceased	or	their	source	has	been	otherwise	
removed	from	the	proximity	of	their	target,	the	latter’s	arousal	
level	–	as	was	mentioned	earlier	–	gradually	subsides	toward	the	
baseline,	 barring	 additional	 aversive	 events	 or	 rumination-in-
duced	arousal-level	increases.	It	is	maladaptive	for	arousal	level	
to	 remain	 excessively	 high	 for	 long	 periods	 after	 the	 noxious	
stimulation	has	ceased	and	it	is	self-evident	that	most	people	ex-
posed	to	verbal	abuse	would	be	highly	motivated	to	bring	about	

as	quick	as	possible	a	termination	of	such	an	event.	It	is	also	self-
evident	 that	actions	 that	are	successful	 in	 terminating	external	
noxious	stimulation	are	followed,	closely	in	time,	by	the	onset	
of	homeostatic	arousal-decay	processes.	

	 Laboratory	experiments	have	 shown	 that	physical	 re-
taliation	toward	IO	is	significantly	more	successful	in	reducing	
RPs’	arousal,	 anger,	and	subsequent	aggression	 in	comparison	
with	 participants’	 involvement	 in	 distracting	 arithmetic	 tasks,	
their	exposure	to	neutral	auditory	stimuli,	and	with	waiting	idly	
for a period of time.3,15,16,38	 The	 reason	 for	 such	 effectiveness	
of	 aggression	may	 lie	 in	 the	 prevailing	 real-life	 contingencies	
that	 favor	 the	 performance	 of	 aggressive	 over	 non-aggressive	
responses	 in	 many	 noxious	 situations,	 presumably	 especially	
in	cases	in	which	the	stimulation-induced	arousal	is	labeled	an-
ger	by	the	target	of	the	stimulation	(as	opposed	to,	for	example,	
fear).	There	is,	for	instance,	a	substantial	body	of	evidence	ob-
tained	 through	 systematic	 observation	 in	 naturalistic	 settings,	
such	as	playgrounds,	which	shows	that	acts	of	revenge	(justified	
aggression)	may	 be	 very	 efficient	 in	 ending	 others’	 –	 such	 as	
playground	bullies’	–	attacks.45,46

	 It	 is	 true	that	there	have	been	experiments	suggesting	
that	 non-aggressive	 (“friendly”	 and	 even	 “self-punitive”)	 re-
sponses	to	noxious	social	stimulation	may	lead	to	a	decrease	in	
arousal	level.47,48	However,	this	work	merely	demonstrates	that	
certain	non-aggressive	responses	can be conditioned to decrease 
the	level	of	arousal	when	it	 is	arranged,	 in	 the	laboratory,	 that	
they	reliably	lead	to	threat	removal.	Such	findings	are	not	infor-
mative	 about	 the	 comparative	utility	 of	 non-aggressive	versus 
aggressive	responses	to	noxious	stimulation	in	the	world	outside	
the	laboratory.	One	must	remember	that	in	the	studies	discussed	
earlier,	 angered	 participants’	 aggressive	 actions	 reduced	 their	
arousal	level	without	any	conditioning	in	the	laboratory.	In	other	
words,	RPs	came	to	the	laboratory	with	the	arousal-decreasing	
property	 of	 their	 anger-induced	 aggressive	 actions	 already	 es-
tablished,	presumably	in	the	course	of	their	history	of	exposure	
to	real-life	contingencies	involving	noxious	stimulation,	aggres-
sion, and so on. 

	 Note	that	nothing	in	the	present	analysis	implies	either	
that	 there	 is	 an	 inherent	 relationship	 between	 aggression	 and	
arousal,	or	that	the	link	between	aggressive	behavior	and	auto-
nomic	changes	is	established	by	some	unique	process.	Rather,	it	
is	merely	suggested	that	to	the	extent	that	aggressive	responses	
differ	from	the	non-aggressive	ones	in	terms	of	their	ability	to	
decrease	arousal	level,	this	difference	may	be	due	to	the	former	
responses’	superiority	in	eliminating	noxious	stimulation	in	in-
terpersonal situations. 

XI. DELETERIOUS LONG-TERM EFFECTS

	 From	 a	 broader	 interpersonal,	 societal,	 and	 even	 le-
gal	 perspective,	 the	 news	 is	 certainly	 unwelcome	 that	 aggres-
sive	retaliation	is	an	angry	person’s	most	effective	response	to	
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a	provocation	–	in	that	it	rapidly	decreases	both	the	aversively	
high	 level	of	arousal,	and	 the	emotionally	and	physiologically	
taxing	degree	 of	 anger.	The	 fact	 that	 the	 immediate	 likely	 re-
sult	 is	 also	a	 reduction	of	 the	probability	and	 intensity	of	 this	
person’s	additional	aggression	–	in	that	setting	and	at	that	time	
–	is	of	little	consolation,	given	that	it	is	vengeful	aggression that 
brought	about	the	interpersonal	equilibrium	and	relative	quies-
cence. However,	as	the	author	recently	wrote	elsewhere	(in	his,34 
regarding31-33),	“a	scientific	discovery	of	even	a	disagreeable	fact	
about	human	behavior	or	nature	–	made	by	a	sound	methodology	
and	in	good	faith,	and	published	in	first-tier	journals	–	does	not	
entitle	[others]	 to	pretend,	ostrich-like	or	capriciously,	 that	 the	
demonstrated	fact	does	not	exist.”

	 That	such	a	stance	is	an	unacceptable	social	and	“cul-
turological”	option	becomes	even	more	obvious	when	one	con-
siders	 the	 long-term	 implications	 of	 the	 cathartic	 effect.	 “Un-
welcome	news”	of	the	effectiveness	of	revenge,	when	provoked	
(including	the	physical	variety),	become	“very	bad	news”	in	the	
long	term,	especially	in	intrafamilial	dyads.	The	reason	is	to	be	
found	in	the	features	of	the	cathartic	effect	that	have	been	dem-
onstrated	by	research	and	that	have	implications	for	the	dyadic,	
especially	intrafamilial,	aggression	sequences.

	 Here	is	what	the	present	author	wrote	in	1975	[p.	100]3:	
“Several	aspects	of	the	present	results	suggest	that	it	is	likely,	in	
the	long	run,	that	aggression	breeds	aggression.	This	may	be	so	
in	spite	of,	or	perhaps	partly	because	of,	the	cathartic	effect.	First,	
if	 real-life	contingencies	 favor	aggressive	over	non-aggressive	
responses	in	anger-inducing	noxious	situations,	and	if	the	former	
are	 superior	 in	decreasing	 the	 level	 of	 arousal	 (labeled	 anger)	
from	an	aversively	high	level,	it	follows	that	every	instance	in	
which	aggression	alleviates	anger	increases	the	probability	that	
aggression	will	occur	in	future	cases	of	anger	inducement.	Sec-
ond,	even	in	experimental	conditions	in	which	angered	people’s	
expression	of	aggression	reduced	the	level	of	subsequent	aggres-
sion,	these	subjects	[research	participants]	evaluated	the	annoyer	
[IO]	very	negatively	at	the	end	of	the	experiment.”	

	 Konečni	 then	 mentioned	 that	 such	 an	 outcome	 was	
anticipated	by	Buss	 [p.	13]49	when	 the	 latter	wrote:	“After the 
anger subsides, there remain negative language responses, con-
sisting of resentment, [and] belief that others are threatening.”	
Konečni	continued:	“This	evaluative	bad	aftertaste	may	easily	
later	 lead	 to	 anger	 (and	 aggression)	 through	 the	 self-arousal	
mechanism.	Third,	 if	aggression	 is	associated	often	enough	 in	
a	person’s	life	history	with	the	elimination	of	others’	aggression	
and	the	reduction	of	anger,	it	is	likely	that	his	[or	her]	aggressive	
responses	will	come	to	be	elicited	by	the	progressively	weaker	
anger-inducing	stimulation.	An	ever	 lower	 level	of	anger	may	
accompany	successive	instances	of	aggression,	where	these	in-
stances	are	removed	in	time	from	each	other.”

	 Konečni	then	referred	to	an	experimental	condition	in	
one	of	his	experiments3:	“[The	above	is]	suggested	by	the	inter-

pretation	of	the	annoyed	13-min	shock	cell	[one	of	the	conditions	
in	the	interpolated	period,	stage	2]...	in	terms	of	the	many-pun-
ishments	 standard	adopted	by	 subjects	 [RPs]	who	presumably	
delivered	 the	majority	 of	 interpolated	 punishments	 in	 the vir-
tual absence of anger [italics	 added].	A	person	who	performs	
aggressive	acts	in	anticipation	of	the	onset	of	anger	may	adopt	
a	similar	standard.	This	seems	particularly	likely	in	the	case	of	
a	 prolonged	 dyadic	 interaction	with	 a	well-defined	 status	 and	
power	 structure,	 such	 as	 that	 between	parent	 and	 child.	Fixed	
behavioral	sequences	often	characterize	such	relationships,	and	
aggressive	responses,	if	performed,	are	likely	to	be	in	the	same	
mode.	Aggression	may	then	become	the	routine	treatment,	de-
void	of	anger	and	other	emotions	and	needing	hardly	any	provo-
cation.”

	 This	 is	 precisely	 what	 was	 meant	 by	 “preemptive	
strikes”	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 present	 article,	 and	 of	 what	
scholars concentrating on the effects of distal factors in fam-
ily	violence,1 and those interested in adaptationist accounts of 
revenge,2	need	to	take	serious	cognizance:	Aggression	that	is	no	
longer	“angry”	or	vengeful	but	cold-blooded	and	callously	pre-
emptive.

XII. GENERALITY AND UTILITY OF THE AABC MODEL

	 The	AABC	model	of	anger-induced	 interpersonal	ag-
gression	 and	 its	 consequences	 appears	 to	 have	 a	 considerable	
scope.	It	places	the	link	between	anger	and	aggression	in	a	broad	
emotional	and	motivational	context,	and	makes	it	possible	to	in-
tegrate	a	large	body	of	data	within	a	unified	theoretical	frame-
work,	relating	this	area	of	research	to	several	diverse	theoreti-
cal	and	empirical	developments.	Even	a	cursory	examination	of	
the	implications	of	the	various	details	of	the	proposed	two-way	
causal	link	between	anger	and	aggression	can	illustrate	the	mod-
el’s	utility	as	an	integrative,	heuristic,	and	predictive	tool.	

	 An	important	part	of	the	model	is	concerned	with	ante-
cedents	of	anger	and	its	effects	on	aggressive	behavior	(Section	
VI.).	The	model’s	emphasis	on	anger	has	the	function	of	explic-
itly	bringing	the	theoretical	developments	in	the	area	of	emotion	
(such	as	PEEM)	to	bear	on	aggression	phenomena	and	makes	it	
possible	that	predictions	be	made	about	the	(indirect)	effect	on	
aggressive	behavior	of	a	large	number	of	factors	that	influence	
either	(a)	arousal	level,	or	(b)	facial	expression,	or	(c)	the	cog-
nitive-interpretive	processes	 –	 because	 arousal,	 proprioceptive	
feedback	from	the	facial	musculature,	and	cognitive	labeling	are	
all	considered	to	be	important	influences	on	the	degree	of	anger.	
As	a	result,	many	isolated	effects	and	seemingly	heterogeneous	
antecedents	of	aggressive	behavior	can	be	viewed	within	a	sin-
gle conceptual scheme.
 
	 With	 regard	 to	 the	 arousal	 component	 of	 the	model,	
many	 different	 stimuli	 and	 procedures,	 such	 as	 TV	 violence,	
physical	exercise,	the	presence	of	weapons,	or	the	sight	of	adults	
hitting	dolls,	to	mention	just	a	few,	have	arousingness as a com-
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mon element and can lead to aggression when an appropriate 
emotional	 label	 is	adopted.	In	addition,	since	the	arousal-level	
fluctuations	that	are	induced	by	noxious	social	stimulation	have	
a	lawful	time-course,	and	can	be	affected	by	more	than	one	fac-
tor	 simultaneously	 (usually	 in	 an	 additive	manner),	 relatively	
precise	predictions	can	be	made	about	the	differential	amounts	
of	 aggressive	 behavior	 that	would	 occur	 at	 different	 points	 in	
time	 following	 the	 instigation,	as	well	as	about	 the	manner	 in	
which	the	amount	of	aggression	would	be	affected	by	the	num-
ber	and	type	of	initial	arousal-raising	manipulations	and	the	sub-
sequent	presence,	during	the	arousal-level	“recovery,”	of	factors	
that speed it up or slow it down.

	 The	model	is	also	able	to	make	predictions	about	the	ef-
fect	on	aggressive	behavior	of	the	facial-expression	component	
of	anger.	Thus,	as	one	example,	Konečni	and	Zellensky50 found 
that	by	constraining	angered	participants’	faces	into	a	frown	dur-
ing	 the	aggression	phase	of	 the	experiment,	 they	were	able	 to	
increase	the	amount	of	RPs’	(fictitious)	aggression;	in	contrast,	
constraining	angered	RPs’	faces	into	a	smile	led	to	a	decrease	in	
the amount of aggression.

	 As	 for	 the	 cognitive-labeling	component	of	 the	mod-
el,	 it	 was	 suggested	 that	 the	 anger-labeling	 process,	 and	 con-
sequently	the	amount	of	aggression,	would	almost	certainly	be	
affected	 by	 (a)	 attributions	 concerning	 the	 anger	 instigator’s	
responsibility	and	 intent,	 (b)	 a	consideration	of	environmental	
and	normative	constraints	operating	on	the	instigator,	and	(c)	the	
extent	to	which	the	situation	contains	elements	that	may	lead	to	
a	misattribution	of	the	source	of	experienced	arousal.

	 Many	of	the	empirical	questions	that	have	traditionally	
been	treated	under	the	heading	of	catharsis	(Section	VII)	are	in	
the	domain	of	the	AABC	model	that	was	presented	here	(also	see	
[5]).	The	conceptualization	of	the	cathartic	effect	in	the	present	
framework	may	help	resolve	the	controversy	that	has	long	sur-
rounded	this	important	area	of	research.	The	precise	conditions	
necessary	for	the	occurrence	of	the	effect	can	now	be	specified	
and	the	various	earlier	failures	to	obtain	it	can	be	explained	in	
terms	of	a	relatively	small	set	of	theoretical	propositions.

	 Finally,	because	arousal	and	affect	are	among	the	key	
components	of	the	AABC	model,	it	makes	it	possible	to	estab-
lish	useful	conceptual	and	empirical	links	between	the	work	on	
aggression	phenomena	and	other,	seemingly	unrelated,	substan-
tive	areas	in	which	arousal	and	affect	also	play	a	prominent	role	
[Section	IX.3],	such	as	certain	topics	in	empirical	(psychologi-
cal)	 aesthetics,41,42,51,52 alcohol consumption,40 and	 even	 inter-
group	conflict.53	Such	efforts	are	but	small	steps	to	remedy	the	
much-criticized	compartmentalization	of	psychology.

XIII. COMMENTS REGARDING RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS AND 
METHOD

	 The	author’s	laboratory	research	on	human-aggression	

phenomena	began	 in	1971,	when	he	was	a	doctoral	 student	at	
the	 University	 of	 Toronto	 (in	 collaboration	with	 Professor	A.	
N.	Doob),	and	continued,	with	him,	first,	as	Assistant	Professor,	
and	 then	as	Associate	Professor	with	 tenure,	 at	 the	University	
of	California,	San	Diego	(UCSD),	in	the	period	1973-1978.	In	
this	entire	period	of	nine	years,	at	two	prestigious	universities	in	
two	countries,	there	was	never	a	complaint	of	any	kind	by	a	re-
search	participant	to	the	Institutional	Review	Board	(IRB)	about	
their	experiences	and	the	treatment	they	received	in	the	author’s	
laboratory.	It	is	important	to	realize	that	close	to	a	thousand	re-
search	participants,	male	and	female,	were	involved,	and	some	
fifty	 (male	 and	 female)	 research	 assistants.	The	 author	 devel-
oped	lengthy	and	elaborate	“debriefing	and	full-explanation	with	
equipment-demonstration”	procedures	that	were	religiously	fol-
lowed	by	the	well-trained	research	assistants.	Not	one	complaint	
was	ever	filed	by	a	participant	with	either	a	department	chair	or	
IRB.	

	 However,	by	about	1979,	 a	multifaceted	new	climate	
regarding	the	conduct	of	research	with	human	participants	be-
gan	to	prevail,5,34	especially	concerning	the	use	of	“deception”	
procedures.	This	 shut	 down	 research	 programs,	North-Ameri-
ca-wide,	 that	used	realistic	 (but	 totally	humane)	procedures	 to	
study	the	essence	of	human	aggression,	and	opened	the	door	for	
the	“as-if”	and	“story-scenario”	approaches	 that	are	 inherently	
weak,	 unrealistic,	 and	unable	 to	 induce	genuine	 and	powerful	
emotional	states,	such	as	“ego-thwarted”	anger.	This,	in	turn,	led	
to	 the	 “culturally	 desirable,”	 anti-cathartic-effect,	 bland	 “find-
ings”	 that	have	very	 little	 to	do	with	what	goes	on	 in	 the	 real	
world of relationships, families, and streets.

XIV. CONCLUSION

	 The	 Anger-Aggression	 Bidirectional-Causation	 mod-
el’s	utility	in	the	clarification	of	several	complex	issues	of	long	
standing	 in	various	 scholarly	domains	has	been	demonstrated,	
especially:	Catharsis	and	the	“cathartic	effect”;	adaptationist	ac-
counts	of	revenge;	and	intrafamilial	dyadic	violence.	This	model	
of	anger-induced	interpersonal	aggression	and	its	consequences	
places	 the	 link	between	anger	and	aggression	 in	a	broad	emo-
tional	and	motivational	context,	and	facilitates	the	integration	of	
a	large	body	of	data.	Moreover,	and	significantly,	the	formula-
tion	of	 the	cathartic	effect	within	 the	AABC	framework	helps	
explain	(Section	XI)	its	deleterious	long-term	consequences	in	
dyadic	relationships	and	as	a	crucial	aspect	of	cold-blooded	re-
venge.	
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