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Psychological Aspects of the Expression
of Anger and Violence on the Stage

Vladimir J. Konecni

Since the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Expression of
Emotions in Man and Animals in 1872 and William James’
Psychology in 1890,1 there has been a steady accumulation of
experimental evidence regarding the perception and expression
of emotion. It can safely be said that “emotion,” along with
“mind” and “behavior,” stands as one of the three central con-
cepts of psychology. It is also a concept that may be located at
the intersect of a large number of psychological subdisciplines,
including: social psychology (in terms of the communication
of emotions and their origin in social situations); psychophy-
siology (in terms, for example, of electromyographic recording
of facial muscle movements and the measurement of autonomic
arousal—heart rate, blood pressure, galvanic skin response,
etc.); ethology and the psychology of learning (in terms of the
biologically important behaviors mediated by acute, pronounced
emotional states); cognitive psychology (in terms of the im-
portance of interpretation and other cognitive operations in the
appraisal of the meaning of emotion-relevant situations as well

VLADIMIR J. KONECNI is Professor of Psychology at the University of Cali-
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as of the evaluation of internal cues one carries out when
deciding which emotion, if any, one is experiencing); develop-
mental psychology (in terms of parent-infant bonding and
teaching of prosocial emotions as one of the key goals of
socialization) ; and clinical psychology (in terms of maladaptive
emotional states such as irrational fears, manic-depressive states,
and so on).

Where there is powerful emotion in real life and in the
theater, there is often anger; where there is anger, there is often
violence. There is no doubt that of all the basic emotions, anger
has been studied the most extensively. According to modern
researchers,2 anger has many functions, not all of which are
anti-social or undesirable (Seneca notwithstanding3), but the
fascination it holds lies in its being a universally acknowledged
precursor of aggressive, destructive, and violent actions.

The experimental literature on human aggressive and violent
behavior (much of it with some connection to anger) is even
larger than that on anger alone. By a conservative estimate
-there were within the field of social psychology alone more
than eight hundred published experimental studies in the last
fifty years (since the publication in 1939 of the seminal book
Frustration and Aggression by Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer,
and Sears4). This is not surprising when one considers the
tremendous socio-political, psychological, and biological im-
portance of aggression and violence in individual and family
relations, crime, and war.

For the same reasons, the theater has been preoccupied
with every conceivable form of anger and violence, both the-
matically and theoretically. Indeed, the issue of emotion has
been variously implicated in the tenets of some of the most
influential twentieth-century theories of the theater and acting
technique, specifically Stanislavski’s “system” and Brecht’s “epic
theater.”

Finally, just as the principal goal of psychological theor-
izing (based on laboratory results obtained from human research
participants) is to understand the social behavior of ordinary
people in everyday life, so discussions of playwriting, directorial,
design, and acting techniques ultimately will only acquire a
concrete meaning in relation to audience reactions. Psycho-
logical studies of anger and aggression may help to understand
and predict audience behavior in response to stage portrayals
of such events.
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In this paper, I will first outline a theoretical model of
emotional (especially anger) “episodes” in everyday life—a
model based on the current psychological thinking and research.
The contrasting treatments in Stanislavski’s system and Brecht’s
epic theater of the relations between the actors’ experience
and portrayal of emotions and the processes of audience empathy
and identification will then be described. In the following section,
the classical as well as the modern psychological views of the
concept of catharsis and its relationship to the expression of
violence will be explored. Finally, the implications of the current
psychological evidence for an understanding of the impact of
the stage portrayals of violence on the audience in and outside
the theater will be discussed with special reference to the views
and practices of Stanislavski and Brecht.

Emotional Episodes in Everyday Life: A Psychological
Model. The sequence begins with an event the nature of which
can be mental (thoughts about, or recollection of, past irritants),
physical (an impersonal obstacle to the attainment of a goal),
or social (aversive words and actions that emanate from some
human being). A verbal insult—an “ego-thwarting” remark—
is perhaps the prototypical example of an anger-inducing
stimulus.5

In order to have an effect, an insult has to be perceived
(heard) and understood. Understanding a statement involves
at least (a) a detailed analysis of its meaning in the light of a
particular linguistic subculture, a specific context, and the pre-
valent social norms; (b) comparisons to prior involvement with
the same and different speakers; and (c) attribution of the
underlying intent (motive) to the speaker.

Only after these cognitive operations have been completed
(the processing is very fast and assumed to be for the most part
unconscious) do there occur events preparatory to action such
as an increase in physiological arousal (e.g., blood pressure,
pupil diameter, heart and respiration rate, etc.) and facial-
expression and body-posture changes. These fluctuations are
summarized into “messages” that are sent to the central nervous
system, which interprets their significance and integrates them
into an overall emotional “label” such as anger. (By this, I do
not mean, of course, that people must say to themselves “I’m
angry” in order to experience this emotion, but rather that by
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this point in the emotional-episode sequence they are able to
report unambiguously that it is anger that they feel.)

Violence is only one of many different behaviors that an
angry person may carry out. Because of the obvious interactive
aspects of human social behavior, an aggressive (or other)
action that an angry person directs at the anger instigator is
likely to result in some type of offensive or defensive counter-
measures. These would then constitute an emotion-relevant event
starting a new emotional episode. The model therefore contains
a feedback-loop assumption in that emotions are seen as occur-
ring in sequential episodes each of which is triggered by the
behavioral or cognitive outcome of the previous episode. Pro-
nounced emotions that last many hours are regarded as simply
proceeding through numerous loops, with thoughts about the
relevant topic being the precipitating events that “fuel” the
episodes.6

Emotion, the Actor, and the Audience in Stanislavski's
“System.” In a 1963 article commemorating the centennial of
Stanislavski’s birth, the actor Yuri Zavadski wrote: “Stani-
slavsky’s theatrical emotions materialise from the actor’s living
his part on the boards, and living a part is, above all, thinking,
behaving, speaking and doing as if . . . the actions of the play
were unfolding here and now. . . . It is here and now that the
character appraises, thinks, and does. If the actor accomplishes
this ‘here and now,” he will find that . . . the audience, too, is
living the part, that the emotions generated by the events and
twists of the play seize the audience as they do himself, the
actor.”7 There are several elements of interest in this statement.

First, there is a reference to Stanislavski’s well-known
insistence on “true-to-lifeness” on the stage of the Moscow Art
Theater.8 The idea was to present ordinary human beings,9
the sort of men and women that Chekhov, for example, wrote
about so convincingly.

Second, the actor’s “living his part on the boards” would
result in authentic emotions, perhaps distinct from those in real
life but nevertheless genuine and perfectly appropnate to the
totality of the character’s situation at a given moment. As
Stanislavski put it: “You can understand a part, sympathize
with the person portrayed, and put yourself in his place, so
that you will act as he would. That will arouse feelings in the
actor that are analogous to those required for the part.”10 The
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actor was to “penetrate the role” by knowing the person he was
to play in the most trifling detail.1l Furthermore, as Robert
Lewis, one of the early heads of the Actors’ Studio in New
York, put it, the actor was to “search into [his] own experience
to arouse feelings analogous to those required in the part.”12

In the Stanislavski system, then, to be genuine and true to
life an actor’s stage behavior must be motivated from within
by an “inner motive force” (the title of a chapter in An Actor
Prepares) . He should respond to current events and the behavior
of other actors on the stage, but the impact of these is primarily
on his thoughts and (especially) emotions and only secondarily
(after being mediated by thoughts and emotions) expressed in
actions.

The features of an actor’s emotional life on the stage are
expected to be greatly enriched by a carefully cultivated “emo-
tion memory” by the actor remembering precisely how he felt
in an analogous situation in real life in the past. Stanislavski
defined emotion memory as the “type of memory which makes
you relive [for example] the sensations you once felt when . . .
your friend died.”13 In fact, Stanislavski came rather close to
modern psychological ideas about the constructive aspects of
human memory in statements such as: “Each one of us has
seen many accidents. We retain the memories of them, but only
outstanding characteristics that impressed us and not their
details. Out of these impressions . . . condensed, deeper . . .
memory of related experience[s] is formed. It is a kind of
synthesis of memory.”14

Actually, Stanislavski came even closer to the work of
experimental psychologists, notably his famous Russian con-
temporaries Pavlov and Sechenov (by whose work on the
conditioned reflexes he was deeply impressed), in developing
the “method of physical actions.” “Emotional memory brings
back . . . past experiences; to relive them, however, actors should
execute logical physical actions. Emotions are easily forgotten,
and physical actions are the means to stir them.”!5 Sometimes,
physical actions—developed, in part, by inventing the character’s
history and repeated again and again—can give rise to an
emotion the actor has never experienced before. The emphasis
here should be on a logical, integrated sequence of coordinated
actions meeting situational demands in an authentic, spon-
taneous manner. Furthermore, the term “action” should be
understood in the broad sense to include voice quality, speech
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pattern, postural idiosyncrasies, mannerisms, and other aspects
of what Stanislavski called “external, or physical, characteriza-
tion” necessary in “given circumstances.”16

Greatly oversimplifying, one could say that in Stanislavski’s
system emotion memory and the method of physical actions
are two important elements of “conscious psychotechnique” that
“can . . . prepare . . . favorable conditions for the approach
to the ‘region of the subconscious’ 17 or the “conscious means
to the subconscious.”18 In Stanislavski’s terminology, the sub-
conscious represents the inner mechanism, the uncontrollable
complex of emotions, but one that can be “turned on” inten-
tionally by the emotion-memory and physical-action “keys.”
Thus, Stanislavski was interested in “deliberately arousing emo-
tions [and] indirectly influencing the psychological mechanism
responsible for the emotional state of a human being.”19

It is clear that emotions—aroused, experienced, and ex-
pressed by the actors—represent a crucial aspect of Stanislavski’s
entire system. Hence he stated: “Feel your part and instantly
all your inner chords will harmonize, your whole bodily appa-
ratus of expression will begin to function. . . . [T]he first, and
most important master [of the elements of acting technique is]
feeling.”20

The third, and final, element defined in Zavadski’s statement
concerns audience reaction.2! Specifically, by suggesting that
the audience of a Stanislavskian “here-and-now,” “true-to-life”
actor would be seized by the same emotions as the actor him-
self, Zavadski invoked an emotion-transfer mechanism that is
usually referred to as empathy in psychology.

It is very likely that Stanislavski would be in full agreement
with the view that a powerful and lasting emotional impact on
the audience is perhaps the principal purpose of a theatrical
performance and the main source of its aesthetic appeal. He
implicitly distinguished between sympathy and empathy. In An
Actor Prepares, Stanislavski suggests that while an insulted
person may feel anger and a witness would at first only sym-
pathize, this may be transformed into actual anger and direct
reaction (empathy). The audience might act as a sounding
board, returning genuine emotions.

In terms of the model of an emotional episode sequence
presented above, the relevant aspects of Stanislavski’s system—
taking the actor as the focus—can be summarized as follows:

1. The event which begins the emotional sequence can be:
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(a) a series of thoughts regarding the past relevant situations
in the actor’s own life and memories of emotional reactions to
these situations (“emotional memory”); (b) a strong focus on
objects on the stage (including properties, set, and lighting) to
which an imaginary life may be given by the actor through
an associative process, preferably in connection with the plot
(“sensory attention”); (c) physical activity and other aspects of
the external characterization (“method of physical actions”).

2. Such events (“stepping into the part”) give rise to the
physiological-arousal fluctuations. The appropriate information,
together with the information regarding the facial and skeletal
musculature, is sent to the cortex.

3. Feedback loops connect the different systems. Physical
actions and facial configurations, for example, may produce
increases in physiological arousal and also facilitate emotional-
memory activity, which, in turn, may further increase arousal.
Alternatively, the sequence may start with thoughts about past
events that stimulate physical actions or create an arousal
increase, or both, which then make memories more vivid, thus
further increasing arousal and driving the physical and facial
activity into more compelling forms, and so on.

4. In general, what Stanislavski called the “region of the
subconscious” can be understood in terms of the emotion-related
fluctuations of physiological arousal (i.e., the activity of the
autonomic nervous system and the reticular arousal system in
the brain-stem).

5. Various cognitive operations (monitoring, interpretation,
integration, etc.) are applied by the actor to the data arriving
from the lower centers. The “quality” of these data (i.e., the
extent to which the actor has stepped into the role and the
intensity with which he carried out various elements of Stani-
slavski’s “psycho-technique”) will determine the outcome of the
cognitive operations—that is, whether the actor will feel, for
example, genuinely “real-life” anger or some degree of an as-if-
anger state. Both the type and the extent of an actor’s emotion
can exhibit many nuances.

6. The same is true of the emotions felt by the audience.
Members of the audience do not typically carry out large-scale
physical actions (though even they may increase arousal by
clenching fists, grimacing, etc.), but they may empathize with
an actor and engage in their own emotional-memory activity
facilitated by identification.
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In sum, Stanislavski developed a “system” of techniques by
which actors can trigger emotional sequences that are presum-
ably highly similar to those that occur in everyday life. These
techniques also create images that give rise to emotional bonds
with the audience and produce corresponding emotions in the
audience members. Thus, certain elements of Stanislavski’s
system inadvertently anticipated psychological and physiological
findings. Put another way, Stanislavski’s system was based on
assumptions about human nature that have since been proven
scientifically correct.

Emotion, the Actor, and the Audience in Brecht's “Epic
Theater.” After the Bolshevik revolution, Stanislavski willy-nilly
presented plays at the Moscow Art Theater to what Brecht
would at least have been required to pretend was an ideal
audience of proletarians22 but in a style that was anathema to
Brecht, who, during the same period, gradually developed his
ideas of an anti-illusionist “epic” theater.23 This could be seen
as a revolt against the ponderous German theater of the time—
a theater influenced by the views of Goethe and Schiller, who
had in turn supposedly based them on the “Aristotelian concept
of drama . . . of catharsis by terror and pity . . . of spectator-
identification with the actors . . . of illusion.”24 Or, as Subiotto
states, “Brecht castigated the established bourgeois theatre . . .
for encouraging the spectator to leave his reasoning powers . . .
in the cloakroom and . . . engage in a trance-like orgy of
feeling. . . .”25 Of course, Brecht’s views were also in sharp
conflict, especially with regard to the role of emotion in the
theater, with the basic tenets of Stanislavski’s system.26

One of the central features of the epic theater is the pre-
vention of the spectators’ psychological identification with the
actors—identification that leads to empathy and catharsis.
Empathy (Einfithlung), catharsis, and other Aristotelian, ro-
mantic, and naturalistic baggage are discarded in favor of a
detached, analytical, and objective stance by both the actors and
the audience—an attitude Brecht tried to capture by the term
Verfremdung2? (“distancing”). Some of the most significant
consequences of “distancing” on the intent, form, and structure
of the epic theater (in comparison to the “dramatic” form of
the theater) were elaborately tabulated by Brecht in 1930 in
his notes for The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny
(Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny).28 Our chief concern
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here, however, is with those aspects of distancing that can be
expected to have the greatest impact on the emotions (or lack
of them) of both the actors and the spectators.

Objective, calm, matter-of-fact dramatization is used instead
of allowing the play to be dominated by high-magnitude, exciting
actions and tragic situations that would be more likely to arouse
physiologically both the actors and the audience. Emotion-
producing suspense may be avoided by describing the plot and
the ending in advance. Brecht’s plays often consist of separate
short episodes to decrease momentum and emotional build-up:
his is a theater of interruption. As Brooker states, “[Ilf a
dramatic narrative could be interrupted and held up for com-
ment, then it [should be] possible to alter social attitudes. . . .”29

Actors are discouraged from stepping into roles 4 la Stani-
slavski by speaking of their characters in the third person, by
conscious self-monitoring, by playing additional roles, by wear-
ing masks, and by decreasing the range of their voices. Young
actors may be cast in “older” roles (which increases distancing)
and taught not to indulge in emotional speeches but rather to
“quote” what they have to say.30 It helps if in preparing a part
“[t]he actor . . . go[es] on functioning as long as possible as a
reader . . . an important step [being to] memoriz[e] one’s first
impressions [of the elements of the text].”31 Needle and Thom-
son point out that such memorization of first impressions is
“calculated to keep the actor at an emotional distance from
the character he impersonates” and specifically contrast Stani-
slavski’s “emotion memory” with Brecht’s “memorizing one’s
first impressions”: after describing a ghastly street-accident scene
conjured up by Stanislavski in An Actor Prepares, they insist
that the scene “is a world away from Brecht’s. . . . There are
points where the twain shall never meet.”32

These various techniques minimize the actors’ individuality,
blur their identity (a satisfactory state of affairs theatrically
and socially in Brecht’s artistic and political canons), and
reduce the probability that they will display an organized,
coherent pattern of emotions with which the audience could
identify or which could lead it to experience catharsis.33

Distancing elements that reduce the probability of an intense
emotional experience in both the actors and the audience are
also introduced in the set and lighting design and in the musical
numbers. Emotion-producing mystique, awe, and illusion are
minimized by simple sets, the use of the half-curtain (so that
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the stagehands’ activity can be partly seen), placards, and harsh,
white lighting. As for the music, to make it appeal “more to
the reason than to the emotions,” Brecht insists that it should
“interpret (not heighten) the text . . . and express an opinion
(not illustrate) [it].”34

Brecht’s ultimate purpose is a calm analysis of social rela-
tions by an alert, unemotional, and therefore educable audience
whose newly acquired knowledge would result in social action.
Lack of identification with the actors and the consequent elim-
ination of empathy would presumably preclude the occurrence
of catharsis.

Catharsis is a concept to which, according to some critics,
Brecht devoted “more space in his critical writings than to any
other single aspect of traditional theatre.”35 Regardless of the
exact reading of Aristotle’s original statement, Brecht strongly
felt that catharsis was a waste of valuable energy presumably
by both the actors and the audience that could be utilized for
practical objectives of social change. Several authors describe
the state of the audience after a cathartic experience in the
theater in analogous terms: “Calm of mind, all passion spent”;36
“serenity, stillness and reconciliation”;37 “a laxative of the
soul.”38 Or as Gray describes it, “[t]hrough catharsis, the spec-
tator is restored to health, is no longer troubled by the conditions
of actual living, and ceases to have the desire to change them.”39
Brecht certainly did not want to have any of that. Actually,
St. Augustine seemed long ago to have recognized the problem:
“Theatrical shows, filled with depictions of my miseries and
with tinder for my own fire, completely carried me away. . . .
[Wlhen a [man] himself suffers, it is usually called misery; when
he suffers for others, compassion. But what kind of compassion
is in the make-believe things of the theatre? A member of the
audience is not incited to give help; rather, he is simply incited
to feel sorrow.”40

One can now examine the various elements of the epic
theater, especially the V-effekte, in terms of the model of an
emotional episode sequence presented above:

1. Considerable efforts are expended in the epic theater
not to have an actor step into the role. The noncommittal,
restrained approach, where the separation of the actor and
character is emphasized by various means—and the actor is
encouraged to view the character “from the outside”—adds to
an emotional sequence not being initiated. Physical activity is
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subtle rather than of high magnitude. Actors talk of rather
than as their characters. Emotional memory is replaced by the
(distancing) memory of first impressions. In short, there are
no “events” to start the emotional episode sequence, to raise
the actors’ arousal and stimulate extensive facial and skeletal
activity. One would conclude from the above that Brecht
intentionally largely eliminated or at least minimized both the
subjective experience and the portrayal of pronounced emotions
in his actors.

Needle and Thomson, however, insist that actors’ emotions
were important to the “mature” Brecht and cite his Messingkauf
Dialogues in support of this contention,4! but there are several
reasons why such a disclaimer ought not to be taken too
seriously. First, Needle and Thomson themselves impose serious
constraints on the range of emotions an actor should be exper-
iencing: “Wherever emotions might obscure or interrupt the
audience’s critical awareness, the Brechtian actor must shun
emotion.”42 Second, considering that the Messingkauf Dialogues
were written from 1937 to 1951 and not widely publicized,
many would say that Brecht’s quoted statement is too little and
too late. Third, there is no evidence whatsoever that Brecht
developed techniques to cultivate the actors’ emotional exper-
iences and portrayals or that he paid attention to this matter
in rehearsals.43

2. If actors do not display much emotion, the spectators
are less likely to identify with them and to experience empathy.
In fact, it could be argued convincingly (see, for example, the
quotation from the Messingkauf Dialogues in note 41) that
whether or not the actors experienced and portrayed emotions
would have been immaterial to Brecht had he not believed
that such portrayals resulted in the spectators’ identification
and empathy.

Needle and Thomson categorically state that “Brechtian
theatre is never working as it should when actors and audiences
are experiencing simultaneously the same emotions.”44 Others
have insisted that Brecht sought a balance of empathy and
distancing on the part of spectators.45 But it is clear that the
emotions were to be of a very specific type to the extent that
Brecht wanted his audience to feel something through empathic
identification—“legitimate emotions,” as Dickson46 calls them:
a sense of justice, the urge for freedom, righteous indignation.

To this Esslin retorts—and he is supported by psychological
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evidence—that “It is highly doubtful whether such emotions
could ever be made to play a more than merely marginal part
among the feelings engendered by the theatre. In his rejection
of identification between audience and characters Brecht comes
into conflict with the fundamental concept of psychology that
regards processes of identification as the basic mechanisms by
which one human being communicates with another.”47 Others
have agreed.48

Again, what the audiences actually feel while watching
Brecht’s plays, with their assortment of distancing devices, is
an empirical question. Countering the frequent claim that the
spectators’ feelings at a performance of Mother Courage contra-
dict Brecht’s theory, Dickson states that “among the emotions
Brecht is fully prepared to concede are pity for . . . Kattrin
as [a] victim of injustice.”49 But would Brecht really “concede”
such pity if it led to the cathartic “anaesthetising of [the spec-
tators’ social actions in] daily life”’?50

3. Finally, it can be argued that the crux of Brecht’s
objections to the traditional “Aristotelian” (“illusionist”) drama
was that catharsis was the outcome of the spectators’ exposure
to it. In the end, an audience’s empathy and identification with
the actors’ emotions were undesirable primarily because empathy
allegedly resulted in Arisotelian “pity and fear,” a cathartic
release, and consequent quiescence. Such quiescence would
presumably not be conducive to critical thought, a sharp oppo-
sition to social injustice, and, above all, a commitment to social
action.

A number of authors argue that Brecht did not and, given
certain interpretations of Aristotle, would not need to reject
the concept of catharsis. Gray discusses the merits of a “mea-
sured” cathartic response,51 Dickson claims that “Brecht goes
so far as to speak of a catharsis of the emotions that his form
of theatre alone facilitates,”52 and White attempts to clarify
the latter by stating that Brecht “sought replacements for the
cathartic emotions of fear and pity . . . [the] desire for know-
ledge and readiness to help.”53

These arguments are unconvincing and, more importantly,
superfluous in the light of the evidence concerning catharsis
that will be presented in the following section.

Anger, Violence, and the Tragic: The Concept of Catharsis
(Classical and Modern). Spingler, among others, maintains that
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modern scholars and dramatists have been concerned with “the
loss of a tragic sense in the theatre” and attributes to Jean
Anouilh the view that a major cause of this loss is the con-
temporary “replacement of action by character as the dramatic
mainspring.”54 To Aristotle, of course, it was action that repre-
sented the heart of a play.55 Action often meant violence, and
its tragic, fate-driven elements led to the spectators’ cathartic
experience.

In reviewing the translations and interpretations of the term
“catharsis” as used by Aristotle in his statements about the
function of tragedy in Poetics, Lucas discusses terms such as
‘purification,’” ‘correction or refinement,” Reinigung, Veredlung,
and the like.56 The meaning he strongly favors, though, is
“purgation,” in the ancient medical sense of the “partial removal
of excess ‘humors’.”57 By exciting pity and fear, tragedy is
supposed to provide a healthy relief to such (and other) emo-
tions in the spectators.

Lucas, on the basis of a meticulous analysis, rejects both a
view of the “catharsis of . . . passions” as “mean[ing] that the
passions are purified and ennobled” and the opinion suggesting
that through catharsis spectators are entirely “purged of their
passions.” Rather, according to Lucas, “the passions . . . are
reduced to a healthy, balanced proportion.”58 Lucas further
regards as misleading the assumption by some scholars that
Aristotle thought of pity and fear as the only emotions that
are given a healthy relief in tragedies. He feels that there is
enough breadth (or ambiguity) in Aristotle’s formulation (“the
relief of such emotions”; “of emotions of that sort”) to justify
the conclusion that “a tragic audience has also such feelings as
sympathy and repugnance, delight and indignation, admiration
and contempt.”59 It seems safe to interpret the combination of
negative emotions in this list as akin to anger.

The medical metaphor for what Aristotle meant by “cath-
arsis” seems now to be generally accepted by literary scholars.60
Lucas, however, also proposed a “hydraulic” model of how
catharsis worked (emotional energy is dammed up like water
in a reservoir, and a cathartic release lowers it to a safe level),
but his thinking that this quaint model might be psychologically
sound was wildly optimistic.61

In sum, Aristotle’s view of the effect of tragedy can be
rendered in modern parlance (keeping in mind the model of
emotion presented earlier) as follows: the observation of violent
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displays should lead to (a) a decrease in the level of physio-
logical arousal, (b) a decrease in the degree of negative emo-
tions, such as anger and indignation, and (c) a consequent
decrease in the performance of related behaviors, such as
aggression.

The popularity of The Poetics and mysteries regarding the
true meaning of “catharsis” have quite unjustly led to a neglect
of what Plato, in The Republic, had to say about similar matters.
Large parts of Book II are devoted to a description of the texts
that Plato would wish to ban from an ideal polity—or, at least,
insure that young people are not exposed to them. Stories,
poems, and tragedies by an assortment of authors, from Homer
to Aeschylus, would be censored. Great care would be taken
that minds were not polluted by texts which described quarrels,
treacheries, and fights of the Gods, battles of the giants, violent
crimes of sons against fathers no matter how justified. Plato
viewed the young as impressionable and trusting of the texts,
especially when these were conveyed by parents, nurses, and
teachers. Although he did not speak specifically of the audience
at a performance of a tragedy, the extrapolation from disciples
to spectators does not seem farfetched. The message is clear:
do not present vileness, conflict, violence, and other shady
aspects of either divine or human behavior, for the consequence
will be a learning and subsequent imitation of such actions by
the audience.

Lucas quite understandably has considerable difficulty
countering Fontenelle’s succint criticism of the core idea of
Aristotle’s catharsis: “TI have never understood the [idea of the]
purging of the passions by means of the passions themselves.”62
Plato can be interpreted as being equally skeptical. Better not
have dramatic displays, for they may “arouse violent emotions
and stir men to all sorts of passions.”63

The Republic’s relevance goes further. In Book V, Plato
almost casually points out that 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 quarrel further.”64 This statement significantly ex-
tends the traditional domain of the concept of catharsis as it
has been defined by literary scholars. Such an extension is
crucial if one is to bring into the discussion the behavior of the
spectators after they leave the theater and also the short- and
long-term consequences of their behavior. It is a matter that was
important to Aristotle and St. Augustine when they pondered
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the social functions of tragedy. It was important to Brecht, who
hoped to influence post-performance behavior. And it has been
one of the key research areas of human violent behavior in
experimental social psychology, as will be seen below.

In sum, and in contrast to Aristotle, Plato can be interpreted
as saying (again keeping in mind the model of emotion presented
earlier) : the observation of violent displays should lead to (a)
an increase in arousal, (b) an increase in anger, (¢) the learn-
ing of how to carry out violent actions, (d) a reduction of
restraints against violence, and (e) a greater probability of
performance of such actions. In contrast, the performance of
aggressive, vengeful actions by an angry person against the
anger-instigator should bring about a decrease in the amount
of subsequent aggression.

In part because of a widespread concern over the effects of
media violence on young people (remarkably paralleling Plato’s
educational and socio-political preoccupations), there has been
a large amount of experimental investigation in social and
developmental psychology of the effects of exposure to aggres-
sive or violent content on subsequent behavior, especially
aggression. In these experiments, children of various ages as
well as teenagers and adults have observed a variety of aggressive
activities against diverse human and inanimate targets in staged
or real-life “performances,” ranging from those involving adult
actors to those animated by cartoon characters, and in diverse
media (live, film, television). In some of these studies, experi-
mental participants are intentionally frustrated or annoyed in
the laboratory (by means of controlled, credible procedures)
prior to observing the violent material, whereas in others (just
as in the control conditions of the former group of studies)
their emotional states are not interfered with.

In studies in which the experimental participants are not
frustrated or annoyed, there is either a mild increase in the
amount of subsequent aggressive behavior (in comparison to
a control condition) or no effect at all. When the participants
are made angry prior to watching aggressive visual material,
however, a large increase in the amount of aggressive behavior
(again in comparison to control groups) is obtained almost
without exception. Other findings include the participants’ learn-
ing of new ways to be aggressive or violent and becoming
desensitized (exhibiting less physiological arousal) to portrayals
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of violence. The fact that an overwhelming majority of investi-
gators found an increase rather than a decrease in aggressive
behavior following exposure to aggressive content led, of course,
to the report by the Surgeon General of the United States on
the deleterious, anti-social effects of media violence.65

Admittedly, in none of these experiments were the partici-
pants spectators at a theatrical performance, let alone at one
that Aristotle would have had in mind when he wrote about
catharsis. Yet one doubts that he would have restricted catharsis
to the theatrical context and content had he been aware of other
media and materials. It could also be argued that the material
used was not as conducive to the processes of identification and
empathy as would presumably be the case in Greek tragedies.
This issue should provide ample material for future research,
but it would appear that modern audiences do identify and
empathize with violent screen heroes (@ la Dirty Harry or
Rambo). Finally, the main results of these studies were in terms
of the amount of observable aggressive behavior rather than
of the healthy relief obtained by experiencing pity and fear.
Perhaps here as well future studies could be designed to address
theatrical concerns more directly (more appropriate surveys
and interview questions could readily be devised). Yet the fact
remains that a vast body of very diverse empirical studies has
not provided a single shred of evidence in favor of a catharsis-
induced quiescent or anaesthetized state that various literary
scholars have been writing about.

The evidence, imperfect as it is, supports Plato’s rather than
Aristotle’s contentions. It is perhaps only the First Amendment
of the United States Constitution (guaranteeing the freedom of
speech) that protects contemporary media violence from the
Surgeon General, who seems to have ideas, backed by research,
remarkably like those of the censorious philosopher in The
Republic.

A quite different picture emerges when one examines the
evidence from a considerable number of laboratory studies
regarding the relationship between anger and the performance
of aggressive actions. It appears that if certain conditions are
met—the principal among these being that the aggression is
motivated by anger, that it is physical, and that it is directed
at the anger-instigator (as opposed to a substitute target or a
scapegoat) —the execution of aggressive actions has a palliative
effect. Under such circumstances, the level of physiological
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arousal and the intensity of anger are both reduced, and the
amount of subsequent aggression is significantly lessened as
well.66 There is thus strong evidence for the physiological,
emotional, and behavioral aspects of the cathartic effect resulting
from the performance of aggressive actions by an angry person.
The behavioral aspect of these results—the reduction in aggres-
sion as a function of retaliation by an angry person—was, of
course, the one correctly predicted by Plato.67

In terms of the consequences of both the observation and
performance of violent actions, Plato has been shown to have
been right: the former usually increases, and the latter may
decrease the subsequent aggressive behavior.

The cathartic decrease in aggression following the per-
formance of injurious actions by an angry person is only
temporary, however.68 Perhaps precisely because aggressive
actions can so effectively reduce arousal and anger from aver-
sively high levels, violence may become an even more likely
response (if behavioral options exist) in a future anger-inducing
episode.

Thus, even behavioral catharsis is a short-lived phenomenon;
in the final analysis, violence breeds violence.

Violence on the Stage and the Audience: Implications of
the Psychological Evidence. If one is to extrapolate boldly from
the experimental results obtained by social psychologists about
emotion, catharsis, and violence to the theater and the world
beyond—that is, to the actors’ feelings and behavior and to the
spectators’ feelings, knowledge acquisition, and their willingness
to act upon them outside the theater, the following summary may
be in order:

1. The emotions experienced by an actor will be deeper,
more genuine, and more finely detailed if they stem from a
variety of interrelated sources—cognitive-interpretive, physio-
logical, and muscular—which mediate the various aspects of
an actor’s “stepping into a role”;

2. The more genuine and finely grained an actor’s subjective
emotional experience, the more consistent and convincing the
overall portrayal and emotional communication to the audience;

3. Emotions deeply felt by an actor (for example, feelings
of righteous anger) and the resulting convincing portrayal “from
within” are likely to lead to considerable identification and
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empathy on the part of the spectators, and thus to their corres-
pondent anger;

4. Should violent actions be performed by an actor who has
deeply experienced and convincingly portrayed righteous anger,
such actions have a better chance of being regarded as appro-
priate and justified by the audience;

5. Such actions are also more likely to be learned and
remembered and to raise further the spectators’ arousal (which
has already been elevated as the physiological basis of the
empathically induced anger);

6. The spectators’ exposure to violent actions increases
rather than decreases the probability of their aggressive behavior
outside the theater, though this probability is presumably small;

7. The probability can perhaps be increased if: (a) the
situation outside the theater closely resembles the one depicted
in the play; (b) the spectators’ anger is reinstated outside the
theater by the instigators and events resembling those that had
given rise to the same emotion in the theater and (c¢) the moti-
vation to carry out aggressive actions is not outweighed by the
anticipation (correct or not) of severe consequences of the
actions;

8. Should violent actions be carried out by angry individuals
against the anger instigators (and provided that there is no
retaliation), these individuals’ arousal, anger, and further aggres-
sive activity will be diminished;

9. Should these people’s anger be reinstated under similar
circumstances in the future, however, violence will become a
more likely option than it had been prior to the first outburst.

What are the implications of this analysis for Stanislavski’s
and Brecht’s ideas and theater practice?

Stanislavski. Stanislavski’s writing on the theater is passion-
ate and almost entirely devoted to what are essentially aesthetic
concerns. Textual analysis, directorial and design conceptions,
the actors’ preparation, stagework, and even private lives—all
of these are meant to be painstakingly cultivated, so that the
final objective, performance, can emerge like a perfectly cut
diamond. The right combination of talent, hard work, artistic
integrity, and respect for the text is presumably to be well
received by audiences, and to move and ennoble them. To the
extent that the theater has a message, it is to celebrate artistic
authenticity. Its educational role is aesthetic and limited to
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abstract social concerns—the moulding of the spectators into
“better people,” whatever that means. In short, Stanislavski’s
“system,” artistic and private life, and his entire Weltanschauung
were all deeply apolitical.

Stanislavski’s practical work with actors and on perform-
ances was admirably suited to his broad aesthetic objectives.
Furthermore, the key elements of his system were discovered
to have a sound basis in the principles that have crystallized
through experiments in the social psychology and psychophysi-
ology of emotions. Elements of an emotional episode sequence
presented in this paper closely correspond to elements of a
Stanislavskian “beat” or “unit.” Each time a Stanislavskian
actor rehearses a unit, or executes it on the stage, he is subject
to psychological principles described above.

So long as empathy and an uplifting experience occur, it is
irrelevant, from Stanislavski’s point of view, whether or not
something like catharsis takes place, whether or not the spec-
tators (who have, for example, seen a naturalistic portrayal of
indignant workers in a play break machinery) angrily do it
themselves the next day, and what the further psychological
and behavioral consequences of such violent actions might be.

Brecht. The fact that Stanislavski’s aesthetics were well
served by his system, and that the system was perhaps as useful
as it was because it inadvertently capitalized on sound principles
of human emotion and cognition, does not, of course, in any
sense preclude the viability and appeal of entirely different
approaches to the theater. Brecht’s was one such approach,
innovative and highly effective, quite apart from pontifications
about the Verfremdungseffekte as conduits for political messages.

There is no doubt that Brecht’s techniques—the practical
realization of V-effekte in acting style, staging, blocking, light-
ing, and sets—have created an enduring theater revolution that
has been influential beyond the Berliner Ensemble, beyond the
staging of his own plays, and beyond the work of playwrights
and directors sympathetic to his politics. Kenneth Tynan’s
adjectives “light, relaxed, ascetically spare . . . cool” for the
1949 Berlin production of Mother Courage$9 apply just as well
to some of Brecht-inspired stagings of, for instance, Thornton
Wilder’s plays. Frugality and a degree of abstractness of the
means of expression, the unemotional, detached stance, and
brilliantly lit visual images of striking contrast and simplicity
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are all remarkably appealing to post-modernist audiences.70
Analytic plays and performances lacking in thrills and throat-
gripping emotions can be beautiful theater; the fact that actors
in this type of theater do not use the techniques anchored in the
principles that are part of the emotional-episode model is imma-
terial from the purely aesthetic viewpoint.

What are, however, the implications, of the psychological
findings presented in this paper for Brecht’s use of the theater
for political ends? It could be argued that all of Brecht’s notions
about the epic theater and V-effekte were, in fact, entirely
aesthetic and that he did not seriously entertain the hope that
their application would lead to political education and social
action. Yet he phrased his adamant opposition to “illusionist”
theater in political terms with such consistency that one is forced
to think that he sincerely believed the spectators’ empathy and
cathartic experiences to lead inexorably to hypnotic stupor and
thus to be inimical to the learning of political messages and to
social action outside the theater.

Therefore, in the light of the empirical evidence presented
here, Brecht made a grave error if his objectives were indeed
primarily political. The data suggest that the observation of
aggressive activities (for strikes and other types of resistance to
authority often of necessity border on the violent) leads to an
increase rather than a decrease in subsequent aggression. Fur-
thermore, this anti-catharsis effect is likely to be more pro-
nounced when there is strong identification and empathy with
the people (e.g., actors) whose behavior on the stage is later
imitated. There is simply no evidence for Aristotelian catharsis
that Brecht presumably so feared and because of which (al-
legedly) he so militantly sought to replace the illusionist theater
by the epic.

Precisely because the V-effekte tends to decrease the actors’
emotional experiences and the spectators’ identification and
empathy (as we have seen from the data supporting the emotion-
episode model), Brecht was more likely to fail politically by
relying on such effects. And the failure would be augmented
by the calm narrative form and the restrained plots that have
their setting in alien, pseudo-exotic locales. Epic theater and
the V-effekre are likely to lead to social inaction rather than to
bogus, non-existent Aristotelian catharsis.

Thus one is led to the paradoxical conclusion that if Brecht
wanted political results he should perhaps have given the
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V-effekte in staging and acting as a gift to largely apolitical
writers with abstract, absurdist, or metaphysical concerns (e.g.,
Ionesco or Beckett) while himself adopting the Stanislavski
system for his actors, naturalism for his staging, and fiery
revolutionary materials with clear-cut, large-scale (including
violent) actions for his themes.

The failure to do so was precisely the ground on which he
was criticized by the Soviet and East German cultural com-
missars. He was useful to them for his Communist views and
“defection” from the West as a cold-war propaganda tool but
was distrusted for not depicting on the stage, realistically and
emotionally, the violent smashing of Capitalism. That Johanna
in St. Joan of the Stockyards (Die heilige Johanna der
Schlachthofe) and the Young Comrade in The Measures Taken
(Die Massnahme) frustrated, even inadvertently, the revolu-
tionary goals by not condoning violence, and that the failure
of the Paris Commune of 1871 was so vividly depicted in The
Days of the Commune (Die Tage der Commune), failed to
provide successful agit-prop in the commissars’ eyes (and they
were right!).71

One is tempted to agree with Ionesco’s conclusion: “one
now notices that all the solutions offered by the ideological
theatre, Brechtian or other, were false solutions.”72 And one
wonders if the aesthetic aspects of Brecht’s work could have
been further refined had he known about the likely anti-catharsis
effects of the “illusionist” theater and had he not wasted his
creative energies on even the half-hearted agit-prop attempts
like Die Mutter and various Lehrstiicke.
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