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… like all men and 
women, we are 
content to blame 
others, to blame 
circumstances and to 
blame bad luck ...   
 

 

No one’s feelings are 
caused by others …  
 
Our feelings are 
caused by our own 
emotional response, 
our own choices … 
 
And there is always a 
choice … 

ACTORS AND REACTORS 
 
From John Powell, 
Why Am I Afraid to Tell You Who I Am?, 1969. 
 
 
Sydney Harris, a newspaper columnist, tells the story of 
accompanying his friend to the coffee dock.   The friend 
greeted the waitress very courteously.  In return, he 
received gruff and discourteous service.  Accepting the 
coffee, which was shoved rudely in his direction, his friend 
politely smiled and wished the waitress a nice week-end.  
Walking back the street, the columnist asked: 
 
“Does she always treat you so rudely?”    
 
“Yes, unfortunately she 
does.” 
 
“And are you always 
so polite and friendly to 
her?”   
 
“Yes, I am.” 
 
“Why are you so nice 
to her, when she is so 
unfriendly to you?”   
 
“Because I don’t want 
her to decide how I’m 
going to feel or act.” 
 
The suggestion is that being “his own person,” he does 
not bend to every wind that blows, he is not at the mercy 
of all the pettiness, the meanness, the impatience and the 
anger of others.  Atmospheres do not transform him as 
much as he transforms them. 
 
Unfortunately, most of 
us can feel like a 
floating boat at the 
mercy of the winds and 
the waves.  We have 
no ballast when the 
winds rage and the 
waves churn.   
 
We say things like:  
“He made me so mad.”  “You really get to me.”  “Her 
remark embarrassed me terribly.”  “This weather really 
depresses me.”  “This job really bores me.”  “The very 
sight of him saddens me.” 

You will note that … all these things are doing something 
to me and to my emotions.  It’s as if I have nothing to say 
about my anger, my depression, my sadness, etc.  And, 
like all men and women, we are content to blame others, 
to blame circumstances and to blame bad luck.   
 
A person, who is “his own person,” as Shakespeare puts it 
in Julius Caesar, knows that: “The fault, dear Brutus, is 
not with our stars, but with ourselves, …”    
 
We can rise above the dust of the daily battle that chokes 
and blinds so many of us.  And this is precisely what is 
asked of us in the process of growth as a person. 
 
 

 
 
 
No one’s feelings are caused by others.  Our feelings are 
caused by our own emotional response, our own choices 
and our own reactions.  The Reactor eventually realises 
this and somehow knows he has spent his life employing 
a failure mechanism. 
 
Which are you?  An actor or a reactor? 
 
Who is your boss, anyway? 


