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There is much concern about the extent and destructiveness of hostile acts in all 

societies. In this study, 160 young people were asked to respond to their modes of 

expressing hostility. The subjects, all college students, revealed differential modes of 

expressing hostility. These differences seem to be a function of racial and biological sex 

characteristics of respondents. The results suggest ways of understanding and dealing 

with the occurrence of hostile acts. 

 

“The dangers which nowadays threaten the existence of all mankind are obviously 

derived from disruptions in inter-human relationships. Failure of collective human 

reason and morality in the face of these disruptions is caused by the fact that they are 

very largely based on dysfunction of species specific innate behavior patterns, which 

are barely accessible to control through rational thought.” (Konrad Lorenz, 1971.) 

In the context of this quotation, Lorenz proceeds to specify acts of aggression as an 

example of man’s irrational behavior toward man. Obviously, he is suggesting the 

alternative of rational thought to spontaneous aggression in interpersonal problem 

solving. 

It is disquieting to realize that the human species may have instinctual tendencies to 

aggress, but encouraging to note that the species has been fairly successful in 

understanding and directing its behavior patterns. Yet the diary of our existence also 

reveals that aggression and hostility are often the options selected to effect desired 

interpersonal relationships. In view of the mounting opinion that aggression can be 

destructive to the realization of worthwhile human goals, it is important that we begin 

to understand more clearly some of the correlates of aggression or hostility. 

Saul (1956) was unequivocal in relating that hostility is the basic problem in human 

affairs. Warner (1966) hypothesizes that a hostility threshold exists above which an  
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individual’s capacity for self-realization is seriously threatened. Freud (1930) suggests 

that hostility is an immature and self-defeating approach to the solution of human 

problems. Madow (1972) has attempted a systematic investigation of hostility and also 

suggests that it is a problem central to further human progress. 

The purpose of the present study is to examine the expression of hostility among 

young adults in college. This population was chosen not because they are 

representative of their total age group in the nation but because they are likely to be 

more acceptant of rational thought process than the average person in their age group. 

They are also more likely than the average young adult to assume leadership positions 

in the future and thus influence the way of life around them. 

The persons participating in the study were chosen randomly from universities in 

the midwest and southeast to form equal racial and biological sex groups. There is 

much evidence to suggest that women and Black people are becoming more assertive 

in demanding full citizenship rights. Therefore, it seems important to understand 

whether race or biological sex may influence the expression of hostility. The 160 

persons in this study were divided approximately equally between Black, White, male 

and female. 

Previous studies by Costin (1969), Buss and Durkee (1956) and Sarason (1961) all 

report that men score higher on measures of hostility than women. The intent of this 

study is to identify whether differential ways of expressing hostility exist between 

racial and sex groups. There is little question that all persons express hostility, but the 

need exists to learn how and why it is expressed. 

 

PROCEDURE 

 

An Inventory for Assessing Different Kinds of Hostility (Buss and Durkee, 1956) 

was administered to the 160 persons in this study. Standardized instructions were 

followed by all examiners and the subjects were required to indicate whether a written 

statement is generally false as a description of their style of reaction. A 2 X 2 factorial 

analysis of variance, with post-test only design, was used to analyze the data. 

The instrument yields scores on seven factors of hostility. Each factor is described 

briefly as follows: 

 

1. Assault - physical violence against others. 

 

2. Indirect - marked by deviousness such as malicious gossip or practical jokes. 

 

3. Irritability - readiness to explode with negative affect. 

 

4. Negativism - oppositional behavior particularly toward authority figures. 

 

5. Resentment - jealousy and hatred of others. General anger at the world for real or 

imagined wrongs. 
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6. Suspicion - projection of hostility on to others. 

 

7. Verbal - negative affect expressed in the style and content of speech such as 

arguing, shouting, threats, curses, etc. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In a previous study by Buss and Durkee (1956) on approximately 170 college 

students, the mean scores on hostility were for males, 30.87, and for females, 27.74, p 

< 0.05. The mean scores for college students in this study were not quite as distinct 

between the sexes: 

males 27.07, and females, 25.30. Males do still score higher on a total measure of 

hostility. 

It seems quite clear from the data in Table 1 that there are differential modes of 

expression of hostility. Females are more likely to be indirect, whereas males utilize 

the assault or verbal style of expression. White students are more likely to use 

irritability, whereas Black students score higher on assault, negativism, resentment, 

and suspicion. Overall, Black students obtain a mean of 28.01, compared with 25.66 

for White - p < 0.05. 

The results obtained in this study appear to reflect the social expectations and social 

circumstances of racial and biological sex groups in our society. Women are generally 

discouraged from engaging in assaultive or physically violent acts, and thus rewarded 

for expressing such feelings in more subdued, devious, or covert fashion. Males, on the 

contrary, are allowed, and often encouraged, to engage in physical violence, cursing, 

and shouting in order to win the argument or to demonstrate their competence in social 

interaction. Black respondents also showed a preference over White in the use of 

assault tactics. This preference seems to support a recent statement made on national 

television by Dr Robert Williams, psychologist, that Black children growing up in the 

ghetto are expected by parents and others to fight to survive in their social 

environment. In addition, Black persons are more likely to harbor feelings of 

negativism, resentment, and suspicion. Again, there can be little argument that Black 

persons have greater reason to resent authority figures or to be angry at a world that is 

against them. In order to change the extent and the mode of expression of hostility, it 

may be necessary to change the social realities that foster hostile feelings. White 

persons as a group are more likely than Black to use irritability as an expression of 

hostility. 

Considering the universal application of hostility in social interaction and the 

widespread popularity of the belief expressed in “survival of the fittest” notions, it 

could be helpful to demonstrate the benefits derived through cooperative action. It is 

easy to demonstrate the interdependence of persons throughout the world, and it is 

becoming increasingly important that we find ways to interact cooperatively on an 

international scale. 

 

As the problems of social interaction increase with the growth of population and 

improved transportation, communications and weaponry, the rewards for cooperative 

 



 

 

 

 

 TABLE I: ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FACTORS OF HOSTILITY 

 

    Indirect           

  Assault Hostility Verbal Irritability Negativism Resentment Suspicion 

Source d.f. M F M F M F M F M F M F M F 

Sex 1 41.01 9.24** 21.76 4.70* 54.06 10.11** 1.41 0.28 0.09 0.06 9.03 2.70 10.51 2.11 

Race 1 56.41 12.71** 17.56 3.80 17.56 3.28 74.26 4.53* 30.63 18.98 87.02 26.02** 162.01 32.59** 

Race 

and sex 

1 0.06 0.01 0.01 0.01 120.31 3.80 4.56 0.89 2.50 1.55 8.10 2.42 1.06 0.21 

Error 156 4.44  4.63  5.35  5.11  1.61  3.34  4.97  

 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. 
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social interaction also increase. There is certainly reason enough and evidence from a 

variety of social disciplines to suggest that we can free the human energies needed to 

resolve universal problems. 
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