
1478 JAMC • 15 DÉC. 1998; 159 (12)

© 1998  Canadian Medical Association

One needs a sense of identity before one
can complain of its absence.

— Thomas Cahill, How the Irish 
Saved Civilizationa

The Irish are the only people who cannot be
helped by psychoanalysis.

— Sigmund Freuda

In this issue (page 1457) Drs. W.E. Osmun and
C. Naugler report research findings that can
best be described as stunning. In unearthing,

or perhaps stumbling over, a reptilian human be-
haviour, they have contributed adroitly to the con-
fusion it causes. Despite their relative isolation in
Happy Valley,b this intrepid dyad has disinterred a
phenomenon that until now has been shrouded in
mystery and misapprehension. 

The only serious error in their report is the claim, as
reflected in their opening quotation, that the hissy fit
was known to the Bard of Avon.c In fact, the word fit
occurs 168 times in the Shakepearean canon but is
never modified by the adjective hissy. After extracting
from me a promise not to reveal my source (at which
point I remonstrated, “Which fit is this, good lady?”d)
Dr. Osmun’s nurse informed me that the office copy of
the Collected Works is used from time to time to inspire
and discipline residents and also to kill flies. The result-
ing stains on the pages perhaps account for this mis-
reading of the text. I am put in mind here of Macbeth’s
remark, “There comes my fit again. I had else been per-
fect.”e William Shakespeare died in 1616 in total igno-
rance of the hissy fit. There may we let the matter rest.

The hissy fit was in fact identified in the urban core of

19th-century Vienna by the lesser-known Alienist Oskar
Meier-Freud,1 the second cousin thrice removed of the
more famous Sigmund. Oskar alleged that the latter, de-
spite the influence of a peculiarly loving family, stole
most of his best ideas but screwed them up anyway.2

When not sucking back pints of lager, Meier-Freud spent
his undistinguished undergraduate and early postgradu-
ate years in search of proof of his first hypothesis, namely,
that inflicting pain was an effective means of getting at-
tention. Using Carnauba pigeonsf as his experimental
subjects, Oskar wired the birds with small batteries em-
bedded, under sterile conditions, beneath their tailbones.
This was intended to produce a low-voltage but noxious
current when the investigator played a certain note on his
ocarina. Unfortunately, the project (along with Meier-
Freud’s prospects of tenure) was ruined when a marching
band paraded past his laboratory. Over 200 fully charged
birds escaped in panic, coating Oskar, the band and much
of downtown Vienna in steaming guano.

Under intense pressure from his dean, Meier-Freud
then changed the focus of his research to the categoriza-
tion of human behaviour. He developed the idea, which no
one has shared before or since, that people’s character
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Hissy fits revividus

a. Neither of these quotations has very much to do with our theme,
but I thought you would enjoy them.

b. Happy Valley lies in the lee of Sunshine Mountain, where heav-
enly breezes blow. If you think these guys are isolated, you
should try living in southwestern Ontario, where people are really
out of it.

c. Happy Valley is relatively close to the Avon, by the way, but not
the original one.

d. A Winter’s Tale, act 3, scene 2.

e. Macbeth, act 3, scene 4.
f. A breed commonly sold to psychologists for research, not to be

confused with Brazilian palms or the wax derived therefrom. Huh?
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traits were lodged in their reptilian centres, shaped by ves-
tigial remnants of species-specific behaviour. If you under-
stand that, you know more about the idea than he did. In
pursuit of his doctorate, Oskar spent countless hours puz-
zling over the outbursts of a colleague, which he labeled die
Hißfitzeiten. Eventually, Meier-Freud combined his obser-
vations of this individual’s character into a personality that
he termed the cynomorph, from the Greek kynos, dog.
Such personae,g Oskar inferred, were descended spiritually
from primitive hounds and typically spent most of their
time hiding in their dens, emerging periodically to snap,
snarl and mark territory. Does anyone come to mind?

Sadly, Meier-Freud was forced to abandon his research
when he gave the dean’s daughter the 9-month flu. His
scientific career stalled forever, poor Oskar drifted into
obscurity as a housepainter, his only other brush with
fame coming when he met a charismatic but otherwise
untalented co-worker named Alöis Schickelgrüber.

Although Naugler and Osmun’s ground-disturbing
work has moved the topsoil over the crypt of Oskar-
Meier’s concept, it is clear that more shovelling is called

for.h In fairness to their good efforts, one may appeal to
Yogi Berra’s remark “How can you think and hit at the
same time?” However, the authors have ignored or per-
haps chosen to hide from the potential effect of sex — I
mean gender — well, both, really — on die Hißfitzeiten.
Although the misogynistic malapropism hysteria should
not be forgotten, anyone who would deny the possibility
of a gonadal effect would have to be nuts. The proposed
progressive taxonomy of sulk–tantrum–snit–hissy-fit–riot
is a beginning, but it does not, as Meier-Freud would
point out if he were still around to bother us, account for
the hairy-canary, having a cow, going ape and what he re-
ferred to after the pigeon incident as the Gottverdamnt
Vögelnshitfitz.

Finally and at last, the possibility of a large, gener-
ously funded randomized trial in pursuit of the not-so-
Holy Grail of evidence3 should be pursued, to investi-
gate further the endless potential for humankind to live
better through chemistry. Essential to such efforts
would be in-depth research in the taverns of Vienna,
where it all began, and I am hereby volunteering.
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g. Concept stolen from Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961).

h. I apologize to the Grammar Lady for ending this sentence with a
preposition. By the way, why do you keep bothering with these
footnotes? [“Grammar Lady” is mildly sexist; I could do this job as
well or better if I were a man. Moreover, the preposition at the
end of the sentence is in fact part of a phrasal verb and is there-
fore acceptable. With respect to your question, we like to keep
our authors happy. — Copyeditor]

SYNDROME — Random collection of quirks and oddities that, if given
a name, will be readily diagnosed by doctors who will then think
they’ve achieved something. Example: Luposlipaphobia, which is the
fear of being pursued by timber wolves around a kitchen table while
wearing socks on a newly waxed floor (attributed to Gary Larson in the
Monitor Weekly, May 26, 1993).

— From A Sceptic’s Medical Dictionary by Michael O’Donnell, BMJ
Publishing Group, London (available through the CMA Member Service
Centre, 888 855-2555).


