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Letter to the Editor

Why anguish?

V Gentil® and MLF Gentil?

In the search for consistent targets for brain function inves-
tigation, we propose that the concept of ‘Anguish’ may have
clinical and neurobiological relevance. A feeling of tightness
or oppression in the thoracic region of emotional origin has
been reported across civilizations. Etymologically, this is the
meaning of ‘Anguish’, a 12th Century word from Middle
English ‘angwisshe’ and Anglo-French ‘anguisse’, ‘angoisse’,
which come from the Latin ‘angustus’, ‘angustia’ (narrow-
ness) and ‘angere’ (to press together), and from the Greek
‘anghos’ (to press tight, to strangle). These words derive
from the Indo-Germanic root ‘Angh’ (tight, painfully con-
stricted), itself traceable to the ancient Egyptian ‘anj’
(Lopez-Ibor, 2007). Similar feelings are clearly identified in
unrelated languages, including Japanese HyD3E | &
(or ‘mune no kurushimi’, meaning distress or suffering
in the chest) and Hungarian (‘faggodalom’, ‘gyotrodés’).
Lewis (1979, p. 75) considered the Hebrew ¥ (or “Tzar’) as
an eloquent example of the association of tightness and
distress.

The symptom is described in old psychiatric texts in Latin
languages, as well as in German (e.g., ‘Pridecordialangst’,
‘Enge/Druck auf der Brust’; ‘Oppressionsgefiihl’) and
English (e.g., ‘precordial anguish’). Its distinction from anxi-
ety was specifically addressed by French authors of the 19th
Century. However, the concept vanished from the interna-
tional psychiatric lexicon in the second half of the 20th
Century, partly as a consequence of imprecise translations
of the German ‘Angst’ for ‘anxiety’, partly because of the
use of different meanings for these and related words in the
fields of philosophy and psychoanalysis, and partly because
there was no compelling reason to discriminate between
those phenomena prior to the age of modern psychopharma-
cology (see Berrios, 1999; Lewis, 1979; Lopez-Ibor, 1969). In
English,

‘anguish has remained a lay term with the additional connotation
of mental pain. It is more severe than anxiety, and also refers to other
emotions such as depression. It was never used as a technical term,
but rather as a descriptive term of severe and painful emotions’
(Lader, Personal communication, 27 October 2007)
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Lewis included the ‘feeling of compression of the chest’
among many other subjective body discomforts and manifest
disturbances, involuntary autonomic, physiological and bio-
chemical changes of the syndrome of ‘anxiety’ (Lewis, 1979,
p- 87). He pointed out that anxiety ‘must be directed towards
the future’, hence °...anguish, which combines the ideas of
present pain and present agony of mind, is inappropriate for
anxiety’. So, Lewis explicitly acknowledged ‘anguish’ as a
symptom, and remarked that ‘... the etymologically equivalent
terms such as angoisse, angustia are widely and perhaps legit-
imately pressed into service in other languages’. Its clinical
usefulness was noted by Kuhn (1958, p. 459) in his earliest
reports on the effects of imipramine: ‘The patients express
themselves as feeling much better, fatigue disappears, the feel-
ing of heaviness in the limbs vanishes, and the sense of oppres-
sion in the chest gives way to a feeling of relief’. Kuhn also
noted the worsening of anxiety and panic induced by this
medication in patients with ‘neurovegetative lability’.

We, and many colleagues from various countries, have
learned to pay attention to the presence of ‘Angustia’ (in
Portuguese) in our patients. Different from anxiety or fear,
anguish is not universally experienced. It appears to be present
in less than 50% of the population, including normal individuals,
patients with various mental disorders (not just depression or
panic, but also in mixed states and schizoaffective disorder), as
well as children, both normal and with affective disorders. Given
its profile, ‘anguish’ may be a particular form of elementary
emotional expression. Current studies of brain processing of vis-
ceral symptoms (e.g. Craig, 2009; Lansing et al., 2009) suggest
that an emotion characterized by ‘present pain and present
agony of mind with tightness in the chest’ is mediated through
neurobiologically different pathways from those identified for
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fear, anxiety or panic (e.g. Deakin and Graeff, 1991; Graeff and
Del-Ben, 2008). We would like to invite your readers to consider
this subject for further investigation.
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