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RESUME 
Le but de cet article est de presenter unc reflexion critique sur les principalcs 

theories de l'agressivite et principaJemenl celles qui se fondcnt sur l'.ipproche biologiquc. 
L1csquisse des theories psychologiques modernes et notanunent ccllc de i'intcraction sym­
bohque suggere· quc l'agressi itc ne doit pas etre considcrce seulernent commc un phe­
nomenc inne mais plutot commc un comporternent qui depend largcmcnt de la personalite 
de l'individu et de ses experiences yecues. 

SUMMARY 
This article is an auc1npt to examine the theories an ideas developed by those 

who advocate and support the biological point of view on aggression. Those ideas arc re­
jected in view of modern psychological theories and especially the symbolic interaction 
theory. n is suggested that aggression should be regarded mainly as a learned phenomenon 
which in turn is largely affected by the personality of the individual and b~· his past experi­
ences. 

The literature on aggressive behaviour presents a n .:.:e:- confusing picture 
for students and professionals interested by tlie problem ~f ,.&.grcssion. However one 
can assume that in the field of psychology and the sociai sciences theories relating to 
aggression divide themselves roughly a1ong a continuum which ranges from a bio­
logKal and if1stinctive intcrprctat~on of man as bei11g brutal to the social ps 1chologi­
cal view which regards human behaviour as being a product of both his personality 
and his social envi ronment. 

This article attempts to examine and clarify the ideas presented by those 
who support the biological interpretations of aggres~ion and furthermore provide 
and support an altemative view which states that no r.pccific human behaviour is ge­
netically dctcm1incd, and that human beings arc capable of any kind of behaviour 
including aggressive behaviour, kindness. cruelty, nobilit_ and so on. 
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In recent years facts and arguments have been presented to an enormous 
public b ~ a group of popular,, riters who describe human beings are inescapabl 
killers who, because of their heritage are genetically and instinctively aggressi e 
when put in a situation of depri ation of depri ation or frustration and cannot be 
othenvise (Berkm\~tz, 1980). Ob iously such "' ritcrs like Lorenz ( 1966) Desmond 
( I 969) and 'finbergen ,( 1951) base their interpretations of aggressi e bcha iour on 
ph_, siological theories ,,hich consjdcr man as being just a phylogenetic product ,vith 
residual aggressive tenden.cies. In fact their _ ie,, s could be traced back to the Hob~ 
bessian philosoph about man as a brutal creature. , 

Befor,e attempting to re iew the basic concepts of these authors and others it 
i.s wise to define first what .it is m ant by aggression although the real ta k of the 
ps chologist is not to find a pithy definition of aggression but to pro ide peopl~ who 
imere t them el es b: the problem with insights,, ·t}1 regard to the dynamics under­
lying aggrcs:si e behaviour. The tem1 aggression has so man· meanings and conno~ 
tations that ma e~ it difficult to dcfin . because th re is no single kind of behavi.our 
which car be caUcd aggression nor is there any single process , hich represents ag­
gr s ion. Feshback ( 1971) has pointed out distinctions should be made between 
those d finitions which are descripti e and those which are based on some theoreti­
cal construct. Thus an individua:t may be said to be aggression that is he has an ag­
gressi e persona.lit) witch he express sin so man_ different ways. On th~ other hand 
ome people are considered not "basicaU_ "aggressi e meaning that the', are not al­

ways aggressi e e en in situations known pre iousl_ as arousing in them aggressive 
feelings . \¥hat is ob ious in human beha iour is that all people regardless of thei.r 
t pe of personalit) do shm aggressi e beha iour sometimes .. Furt.hermore aggres-
i c beha 1iour is e_ ·pr sscd in so man different wa) s that it is e11 tedious to try to 

find a singlq_ and satisfactory definition of aggressi e heh, iour. The important 
challenge in our point of iew is rather to be able to sort out the different beha -
ioural processes im oi .. ed in aggres ion and the many int,erncting factors "hich in­
fluence them. 

Bearing in mind what ,,as said pre iousl) we can sa that if one had to de~ 
fine aggression or aggressi encss th n the most appropriate definition could be the 
one pro ided b_ ·Berkowitz, hich states that it is ';the tendency to attack another in­
dividual or indi iduals with the intent of causing physical or psychological harm" 
(Berkm itz . 1980)'. ccording to this defin.tion o ert physical force as ,,ell as er­
bal abuse constitute fom1s of aggressi _ e behaviour. f the intention to do i ~u I) is an 
end in itself it is known as an angry or irritable aggression .. It is a fom1 of aggf ssion 
mor likel.. to aris . when people feel ery angry or are in a ltighl emotional state. 

nother fonn of aggression (the instrumental aggression) arises \\'hen the intention is 
cornbincd \ ith other · 1oti- es ind is a means to some other end. Moreo er there are 
situations \J h r p ople exhibit aggr ssion without being p,rovoked or irritated_ Thi­
happens for example\. hen a person feels pain or goes through difficu lt times. 
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Keeping in mind our definition of aggression let -us reviev,, the basic ideas of 
those who advocated the innate aggressiveness point of view. according to them 
something inside us and independently of our will makes us 
attack others and hurt them. That is to say that our aggressive behaviour when it 
happens is merely the product of our biological nature. Freud was among the first 
writers to inform us that it is people's endowment that drives them to attack others. 
He developed a theory of aggression which states that aggression is always a conse­
quence of frustration ,:vhich ·sin tun, a direct consequence of a blocking of libidinal 
forces . Thus Freud and hi follmvers interpreted aggression and hostility as conse~ 
quences of two basic elements in personality: the death instinct and the inadequate 
satisfaction of the developing infant s instinctive during his o,vn socialization proc­
ess. 

Later on, the neo-freudians such as Sulivan Homey and Fromm attempted to 
correct the biological foundations of the Freudian theory \\ith respect to the social.; ­
zation process but did not adequately resolve the complications caused by the death 
instinct concept The main reason was tl e tremendous methodological obstacles they 
encountered in trying to operationally define the death instinct concept, and in cm~ 
pirically verifying the effect of the socialization process o.n the deveiopment of ag­
gression.. 

In the same line of through Lorenz (1966) also maintained that humans have a 
natural urge to violence which can occur even without external stimulation espe­
cially if an accumulating e,'citation has not been discharged through earlier aggres­
sion. He believed that modern man is highly aggression because of the insufficient 
discharge of hi ~ aggressive dri e. According to Lorenz, mild aggressive activit I in 
order to reduce aggressive habits is som .... thing innate and nom1al. Finall in his book 
11the naked ape" the zoologist Desmond tried to show that human beings, despite of 
their level of intelligence, are unaMe to cope \, ·ith the stress of overcrowding over­
population and loss of privacy and therefore cannot dominate their basic biological 
nature nor can they control their aggressive drives (Desmond 1969). 

Another completel different approach to the study of aggression began with 
th development of ps chological theories such as the gestalt theory, the field and 
reinforcement theor·e , and others such as MiJler ( 194 l) who developed the frustra­
tion-aggression hypothesis and Skinner ( 195 3) and his concept of operand condition­
ing. Th se men dealt in the main with learning and behaviour modification within 
experim ntal designs and provided psychology with some interest ing experiments on 
aggression. 

What is then the modern view on the nature of human aggression·; Contempo­
rary psychologists such as Bandura ( J 972) answer that question by sayin~ that it is 
true human have an iobom capacity for aggression, however behaving ir. an ag­
gressive manner is influenced by ps chological factors that arise from i11teractions 
,vith the environment Such factors may be frustrations, an individual's past e.-peri§ 
ences, or his symbolic interpretation of the situations. They reject the idec.>that hu­
rnan behaviour is genetically determined and that in each of us exists a reservoir of 
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potential aggre si encss. If that were true we could pre cnt people from fighting or 
aggressin.g each other simpl 1 b_, pro iding them with ways of ent ing their aggres­
si urges. Unfortunatel I neither real fife situations nor beha ioural c idence or the 
. ·p rimenc conducted by many researchers gi e support to that claim. On the con­

rrary research conducted ,,vith children has shown ·:hat if the play aggression situa­
tion is uitabl ~ rewarded then the children were more apt to be aggressive in their 
later encounter ,,:ith a peer (Berkm itz 1980). Fu.rtl ermorc competitive sports do 
not pro ide a waJ for enting our aggressi e dri es and studies conducted on the 
subject demonstrated that athletic contests ha e stimulated fights. between the play~ 
ers and also b tween pectators (Berkmvitz, 1980). 

Fn tra ion was ru:nong the fir t important ps_ 'chological factors thought to be 
highly r lated to aggression. state of frustration is usu all-' defined as a blod · r g of 
an ongoing goal directed acti ity (Berkowitz., 1980.344). This ie, implies tha an 
aggr s i e act is not an unth inking and impulsi c attack on others. group of psy­
chologists at Yal.e uni ersity led by John Dollard Leonard Doob Neal Miller Mowrer 
and Sear ha e sho vn in 19"9 that e,·cry fru tration produces an instigation to ag­
gression so that every aggressi ·e act can be traced back a prior th,uirting. They 
were the first to attempt to express the major concepts of frustration and aggression 
found ·11 psychoanal_ tic theory in beha ioural tenns. The) basic postulate was that 
all aggressi c acts are caused b_ frustration and c ery frustration is alwavs accom­
pani d by anger. ggression therefore i~ always a consequence of aggression and 
one docs not exist without the other. n othei words. if one , ere to take time any act 
of aggression could be traced back to so.~e form of fm tration. 

Dollard, illcr, and oth rs (1939), ere among the first psychologists who in-
estigated aggression as a means to some other end (instrumental aggression). E.·­

amples of that kind of aggression ma_ be forcing th other to relinquish his - alued 
possession or obtaining an authorita:-ian per ·on' approval though jmitation of his 
aggrcssi e behaviour. Their studies shm:\'ed fha~ earlier theories of aggressive b hav­
iour whi.ch \\·ere limited only to angry aggression gave · ery incomplete results. 

Their findings suggest that an aggressi e r:-action is more probable if the in­
di idual think the th xarting was ddiberat or unfair than if he regard it as acciden~ 
tal. Their results also indicate that social appro al as well as the successful injury of 
the intended · ictim can reinforce aggression and therefore automaticall , increase the 
probability that the person w ill b aggressive again. Parents play a major role in a 
child likelihood of acting aggressi cJy. Research conducted by the sam authors and 
others such as Berkowitz ( 1962) indicates that while punishment can be effective in 
inhibiting beEia iour under limited circumstances parents who use exces ive punish­
ment afc likely to ha c aggrcssi e children . Finally certain environmental cues can 
elicit aggression in ce1 ta.in persons disposed to be aggressive. It was shown that ex­
ternal stimuli can acquire this capacity through associations with a er ive c ·ents or 
\\:ith r inforc d aggression. The findings of the study conduetod by Berkowitz 
( l 967) clcarl_ demonstrate that aggression cannot be compl tel: und rstood, ·ithout 
a con id ration of both external and internal. factors. nger docs create a readiness 
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to act in a hostile manner if combined , ith appropriate cues such as the sight of a 
\Veapon or a knife. Movie or the violence can also stimulate aggressive dispositions 
in the vie vcrs simply by atching others fight especially if the viev\'·ers are excited 
at the time of watching and have a \veak inhibition against aggression. 

In later modifications of the hypothesis by Mil1er (l 941 ), aggression was re­
garded as a natural though not inevitable consequence of fmstration since non ag­
gressive responses to frustration could be learned. TI1e autl10rs maintain however 
that aggression is primarily a response to frustration and that a non aggressive re­
sponse is likely to occur only if aggressive behaviour was previously been met \vith 
non re,vard or punishment. The author though a series of experiences highlighted the 
importance of positive reinforcement in the acquisition and maintenance of aggresM 
sive behaviour. He stated that positive reinforcement in the form of verbal approval 
or material rewards wiU increase the frequency of children aggressive behaviour. 
The results indicate that reinforcement of one class of aggressive responses may re§ 
sult in an increment in another class of aggressive responses and rewarding aggres­
sive behaviours in relatively impersonal pla situations can lead to a transfer of 
these aggressive responses to new social situations. 

Fmstration can be goal specific \ hen the strongest instigation aroused b) a 
frustration feeling directs the aggressive act toward the source or the agent believed 
to be responsible for the state offmstration. On the other hand frustration may not 
lead to an aggressive behaviour against a specific agent. That is what happen for 
example when a person experience catharsis. Catharsis is a process explained by the 
fact that an expression of an_ act of aggressive, iH reduce the overall level of insti­
gation to all other acts of aggression. Furthennore catharsis and displacement com­
bine for a functional unity, since it is known that \\hen an_ response of aggression is 
inhibited it may be displaced to other forms of aggression. Conversely when any ag­
gression is e. ·pressed its cathartic effect lessen th instigation to other aggrcssi e re­
sponses. 

Research also demonstrated that not every fmstrating situation produces o ert 
or covert aggression. A child's past learning experiences are also important since 
they determine how the child learned to restrain his o crly aggressive tendencies . 
Punishment is also another main factor that contribute in producing aggression. 
Different studies have shown that the strength of the inhibitions against aggression i 
a direct function of the amount of punishment expected for aggressive behaviour, so 
hat instigation to aggres ion held constant over hostile behaviour is less Jikdy the 

stronger the anticipated punishment and the more probable the occurrence of the 
punishment (B..,rkowitz 1962). The effect of this principle is that overt acts of ag~ 
grcssion arc punished more than co ert acts. Punishment is therefore selective since 
individuals [earn from ~xperience which acts ofaggrc sion arc punished and thus 
eliminate them. Available date (Berko·witz 1962) also suggest that verbal or physical 
punislm1cnt by an authority figure tends to inhibit aggression in the presence of he 
punitive agent. Children who have received a great deal of punitive training displa~ 
aggression tmvards objects other than the punishing agent. 
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Montagu ( 1976) is among other authors who argued strongl against the po­
s1tmn taken by Freud and other ethnologists .. Hi negation of the Lorenzian aggres­
sion hypothe is represents the essence of the cultural anthropological view which re­
gards man as a product of his cultural environment. According to M0ntagu, claim­
ing that man is little than a mechanic driven by innate instincts is non : "~se. It is 
trne he says, that history is fuH of facts relating cruelties perpetrated by some men. 
Ho ever these men are fortunately a minority and there is no re¥on for us to blame 
t 1c whole specie for the terrible excess committed by a few individuals. He thus 
strongly blamed Lorenz for perpe 1.1ating the erroneous interpretation of human na­
ture. 

Montagu recognizes the s ~milarities between man's aggressive behaviour and 
aggressiveness as seen in certain animals, but remind us to be careful in dra,\ing 
analogies from work on animals to man. Genetic contributions are certainly involved 
in human behaviour but v hat should be underlined is that human behavjour is far 
less under the direction of genes than that of other species. A person1s tendency to 
act in an aggressive wa depends primarily on the kind of socialization and condi~ 
t ioning he has undergone from infancy. 

Another view dose to the one developed by Montagu is the one devd oped by 
the symbolic interactionists such as Blumer ( 1969) and others. These authors em­
phasi.zes the interpretative aspect of human behaviour within a sociocultural context 
and view man as an actor and a symbol manipulator. Thus all the symbols ½hich a 
person intemalizes are considered to be a di:rect consequence of the communication 
process and of his interaction with 
others as well as one's self. 

What is implied is that by taking on the meaning of others the individual be­
comes able to take the perspective of others that is to put himself in the place of oth* 
ers . The important assumption\: hich bears strongly on aggressive behaviour is the 
fact that through the socialization process the individual comes to develop great 
number of definitions for different situations and to put himself into the position not 
only of one other person but of a generalize-d other and thus behaves toward himself 
as he v,1ould behave toward others and as they would behave to\.vard him. 

In symbolic interaction theory aggressi-011 is therefore seen as emerging from 
interaction situations where actors perceive the meaning of their own acts as ,vcl] as 
the acts of others. It is suggested that aggression in every day life situations involve 
the treatment of another person in a manner such as the other views the gestures as 
being threatening harmful or socially negative. The most important thing upon which 
symbolic interaction centres is four:led in the interpretative character of hi.Iman be­
haviour. 

1 The symboliL interaction theori ts strongly argue against the frustration ag-
gression hypothesis saying that it ::1.eg· ects the role of the mind and the self in t uman 
behaviour. For example a smull infa-it · 1ho is deprived of something will or wit! not 
define his deprivation as being frustr...iting depending on how he interprets the behav-
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iour of his mother. Therefore aggression behaviour occurs onl if a person intend to 
act aggressively and not as an automatic response. 

In conclusion and in iew of what has been said previously it can be said 
therefore that aggression is essentiall a learned phenomenon. Aggr,ession or an 
kind of human behaviour a person displa s in any circumstance is determined not by 
his genes although of course there is some genetic contribution, but largel b the 
situation and by his personality , hich , as shaped b the different experiences he 
has undergone during his life. 

REFERENCES 

[l]- Bandura, A. (1972); Aggression A social learning Analysis. Engle, ood 
Cliffs . .J _ Pr,enti-ce-Hall .. 
[2]- Berkowitz, L. (196,2): Aggression A social Psychological Analysis. · ew­
y ork c Gra -Hill . 
[3]~ Berkowitz, L. and Lepage, A. (1967): Weapons as aggression eliciting stim­
uli. Journal of personality and social psych.ology. 7, 202-207. 
[4] - Berkowitz ... (19,80): A surv,ey of Social Psy,chology. ew-York Holt, Rine­
hart and Winston. 
[5)- Blumer, H. (1969): The methodological position of symbolic interaction. 
Symbolic inter.acfon. Perspectives on methods. Engle\\OOd Chffs, .J. Prentioe-

all. 
[6)- Desmond, M.( 1'969),: The naked ape . . e, ·York Dell publishing Co. 
[7)- Dollard, J., Doob L., Miner,, . Mowrer, 0. and Sears, R. (1939): 
Frustration and ag,gres~o 1. e Ha en Yafo University Press. 
[8]- eshbach, S. (1971): Dynamics of morality of violence and aggression some 
ps ·chologica! considerations, American Psychology 26 281-291 . 
[9]- Lorenz, K. (1966): On aggression. e, ·York Harcourt Brace and \\.1orld .. 
[10]- Miller., 1 • (1941): The frustrntion-aggression hypothesis. P'sychologka] Re-
view 48337-342. 
[ 11 ]- Montagu, A. (1976): The nature of human .a.ggress:ion. London Oxford Uni­
versit Press. 
[12]- Skinner, B.F. (1953): Science and human behaviour. , evv-York Free Press. 

D]~ 'Tinberg,en, N. (1951) 1951: The study of instinct. Oxford Clarendon Press. 

l 37 


