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Introduction: The Moral Psychology of Anger




Owen Flanagan




Anger, the vehement passion, is universal.[1] Anger is found everywhere on earth and is known to every individual who has ever lived. Even the gods get angry. But anger’s moral status is perennially contested. Some say anger can be a virtue, others that it is always a vice.




According to its fans, anger is a refined detector of injustice and uniquely effective at getting oppressors to yield their evil ways. Liberté, égalité, and fraternité, insofar as they have been achieved, have only come from the insistent activism of angry souls. Opponents of anger say that anger is undisciplined and sloppy. It is “greedy for revenge,” the unprincipled servant of a rapacious ego, and a miserable detector of the truth. Seneca, the first-century Stoic, offers this evidence of anger’s ultimate futility: “See the foundations of the most celebrated cities hardly now discerned; they were ruined by anger.”[2] And Mahatma Gandhi (1997) writes “The only force of universal application can … be that of ahimsa or love… . [I]t follows, therefore, that a civil resister, whilst he will strain every nerve to compass the end of the existing rule will do no intentional injury in thought, word, and deed [to another person] … a civil resister, will harbour no anger.”




This volume consists of new chapters that explore the moral status of anger. It will be useful to provide a survey of some of the main debates about the nature, origins, varieties, and functions of anger, and about whether and how, if it can, anger can serve the good.



[1] I wrote this chapter while in residence as a Berggruen Fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Science, Stanford, CA, 94305, in 2016–2017. It expands on work I did as Rockefeller Fellow at the National Humanities Center, Research Triangle Park, NC 27709, in 2015–2016. I am also grateful for support from the St. Louis University/Templeton Project on “Happiness and Well-Being.” Some of the material is taken from two longer unpublished manuscripts on anger and cross-cultural philosophy, “Anger and Method” and “Moral Anthropologies of Anger.” Thanks to Tal Brewer, Ruth Chang, Myisha Cherry, Batja Mesquita, Will Tiemeijer, and Wenqing Zhao.



[2] Seneca, no pacifist, favored nonangry, efficient armies. Angry armies torture, rape, and pillage. Nonangry armies don’t. They just win necessary battles.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger and Fitness




Once upon a time there was no anger. Now there is a lot of anger.[3] Why is there any anger at all? What is anger good for?




There is a scientific consensus that the disposition to anger is a biological adaptation in the standard sense that it enhanced fitness in ancestral species at the time it evolved, and is gifted in some modified form to modern Homo sapiens, thanks to our descent. A disposition to anger keyed first and foremost to threats to food, mates, children, and close kin is nature’s solution to a particular sort of fitness problem. The disposition is now part of human nature.




This, of course, is just the short version of a very long story: The original earthling creatures of two billion years ago were almost certainly not conscious, but they were self-protective and utilized light, water, and carbon dioxide to flourish. All fit creatures, even the most ancient ones, show a single dominant architectural feature. They move toward nourishment, away from noxious threats, and colonize or attack obstacles if necessary. This requires a sense of one’s boundaries so as not, for example, to chew on or eat oneself, or if one is a sexually reproducing animal, not to eat one’s mate or offspring—unless as in the case of some insects, the female consumes the male post-coitus as part of nature’s plan to nourish the newly fertilized egg. The black widow spider that eats her husband after sex is not angry. She is just doing what nature decrees as best for perpetuating black widow spider genes. That’s the thing about evolution by natural selection; it is not concerned with being loving, kind, or nice unless these traits serve fitness.




The original reflexes or tropisms fired ballistically and without phenomenal consciousness: if an obstacle/threat is detected, then infest it/sting it, bite it, kill it. Bacteria, viruses, insects, sponges, sea slugs, crabs, and jellyfish all possess survival circuitry that involves policing boundaries, as well as withdrawal and attack mode. But there is nothing it is like to get or be angry for such critters, although their survival circuitry can and often does kill.[4] Unconscious survival circuitry evolved by way of gradual modification and integration in ever-evolving nervous systems to include phenomenally conscious emotional states such as anger.




Homo sapiens are hominids, members of a clade that includes chimps, bonobos, orangutans, and gorillas, as well as several species of extinct humans. All these species are descendants of a common, long-lost ancestor, which existed 14 million years ago.[5] Our kind of gregarious social animal evolved to be able to witness and to control some of the anger circuitry, some of the time. Getting angry in both the phenomenal—what it is like to feel angry—and cognitive—what I am angry about—senses alerts the organism to its own behavioral dispositions and provides a window to moderate, modify, and adjust its thinking and feeling, and to deliberate and plan action. A conscious flexible mind with good memory, the capacity to imaginatively spin scenarios, to communicate what I am feeling and likely to do, and to be read by conspecifics enhanced fitness all around.




Darwin (1872) hypothesized that humans evolved to more or less automatically express the intersection of the somatic, phenomenal, and behavioral properties of anger and the other basic emotions on our faces.[6] An angry face can signal how I feel and what I intend to do in time for you to stop doing what I interpret as a fitness threat before I take hostile action.[7] In this way, others can see that we are angry and respond appropriately. Anger in response to a threat both communicates that there will be hell to pay if the other doesn’t stand down and efficiently motivates or sustains motivation for hostile action on the part of the angry individual if it is necessary.




The adaptationist account of the disposition to anger settles very little. It provides a causal history of the disposition; it does not, at the same time, provide reasons for anger. It does not even settle the question whether the disposition to anger is fitness enhancing now, only that it once was. The disposition to anger that is an adaptation is almost certainly only satisfactory as far as fitness goes, not optimal. It is not perfectly tuned to only detect genuine threats to fitness but is prone to perceiving threats that aren’t really there, to overreaching.




Even if anger is fitness enhancing now, nothing follows about whether anger is also good for well-being, flourishing, fulfillment, or whether getting angry or being angry or acting angry is morally good, since these concepts are not the same as each other. They are not reducible either to each other or to the concept of biological fitness. They have different criteria that may not be mutually satisfiable. Which is better: a meaningful celibate life of four score and ten or eternal life with an everlasting procession of clones? The options are not comparable using a single measure.




Knowing that some sort of disposition to anger is an adaptation also does not settle whether and to what degree the disposition can be controlled, moderated, modified, suppressed, or sublimated by individual will, education, self-cultivation, culture, or the moral and political order. We don’t know how much individual variation there is in the disposition to anger and whether, and if so how, the settings might be gendered (Panksepp and Biven 2012). These are questions for neuroscience and psychology.




What is settled is that there is some sort of core disposition to anger that is universal and it evolved because it had ties to fitness. If reasons of fitness are acceptable as justifying reasons for anger at some times and in some situations, for example, in self-defense, then there might be such reasons for some kinds of anger.




One caution: It is easy to overemphasize the link between anger and aggression, punishment, violence, and killing. Many birds and animals that prey, hawks and tigers, for example, stalk for the pleasure of it, and they kill, when they do, because they need food. There is no reason to think that hawks and tigers are angry when they stalk and kill, although they are phenomenally conscious in a host of ways, and capable in other parts of life, say, when raising chicks or cubs, of experiencing anger.




Likewise in the human case, the psychological causes of aggression, punishment, violence, and killing are multifarious. Anger plays a role in some cases of aggression, punishment, and violence, but so do fear, shame, and guilt, as well as nonpsychological sources, economics, the prison system, the power of police, the size of the military, and so on.



[3] Pankaj Mishra calls ours The Age of Anger (2017), and he sees an orgy of anger across the political spectrum, left and right. Joe Bageant, Deer Hunting with Jesus: Dispatches from America’s Class War (2007); Scott Rasmussen and Douglas Schoen, Mad as Hell (2010); Katherine J. Cramer, The Politics of Resentment (2016); and Arlie Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land (2016) are fine ethnographies about 21st-century anger and resentment in America.



[4] There is excellent work on consciousness (Godfrey-Smith 2016; Tye 2017) that argues for robust phenomenal consciousness among honeybees, crabs, fish, birds, and octopuses. As for the emotions, fear seems common among fish, and pleasure, anger, and grief among birds.



[5] Frans de Waal (1982, 1991, 1996, 2005, 2006) is a treasure trove of information on anger in various nonhuman primates.



[6] The main candidates for basic emotions that are expressed facially in humans are happiness, anger, sadness, disgust, contempt, fear, and surprise. Some think that both envy over unequal resources and sexual jealousy are also basic, but not expressed by a stereotypic facial expression. The universal facial expression hypothesis has its supporters, for example, Paul Ekman (2007), and its critics, Lisa Feldman Barrett (2017).



[7] There is the “epiphenomenalist suspicion” about anger and other basic emotions (Flanagan 1992). The epiphenomenalist says that the complex emotion we call “anger” is some sort of evolutionary side effect, epiphenomena, spandrel, or exaptation of some core behavioral circuit. The emotion evolved secondarily, as a freebie, on top of the behavioral circuit that does the mother lode of fitness-enhancing work, and it serves no function. The feeling of anger at most registers to the organism that it has detected a threat or an obstacle and that a survival circuit has been activated in it. The feeling might seem to motivate the angry response. It doesn’t. The psychological version of the epiphenomenalist suspicion has been tested empirically for anger and other basic emotions (Panksepp and Biven 2012), and it is false.




      

    

  
    
      

Semantics of Anger




When a chapter in this volume argues for or against anger, the reader will need to be attentive to what kind of anger is being analyzed, criticized, or heralded. Seneca wrote about anger, ira, in Latin, but he was impressed by the fact that the Greeks made many more distinctions than the Romans among types of anger: “bitter, harsh, peevish, frantic, clamorous, surly, [and] fierce.” “Sulkiness,” Seneca says, is “a refined form of irascibility.” Aristotle, as we will see shortly, uses the word orgê for a very particular kind of justified anger—at personal slights or belittlement. Aquinas who claims to be following Aristotle uses the Latin word ira, but he seems to use it in a broad sense to include impersonal anger at injustice.




When scientists speak of anger there are similar complexities. Sometimes “anger” is used to name some prelinguistic phenomenal or affective core—the minimal what-it-is-like-to-be-angry quale—possibly shared across mammals (Panksepp and Biven 2012). In social or cultural psychology, anger typically names a functional syndrome, a normative script, which involves the causes, mental states, somatic feels, and types of actions, dubbed “anger” in a particular society or culture. Philosophers are primarily interested in the cognitive aspects of anger, in what the anger is about, and whether there are good reasons to experience it and act on it.




In English, one might think that these are some of the species of anger: rage, outrage, hatred, fury, indignation, irritation, frustration, resentment, pissiness, impatience, envy, jealousy, revenge, and vengeance. But things are not so simple.




If we type anger by phenomenal feel, then all the species of anger better have the same feel or, one might say, at least the same sort of feel. But there looks to be a concept of revenge—“don’t get mad, get even”—which recommends avoiding the angry feel part. And there is a concept of rage that is mindless; it expresses fury from what might seem a zombie’s pose. Some think that righteous indignation doesn’t, given the way they use words, need to have an angry feel to it. The point is that there is no incoherence in thinking that rage and fury are, or at least can be, entirely behavioral, that indignation can be a judgment that something intolerable has occurred without feeling angry, and that impatience and frustration might be precursors of anger, but not the real item.




In English, saying someone is indignant but not angry, or even that he or she is angry but not mad, is a bit head scratching but not remotely as odd as thinking of a pain that doesn’t hurt. Depending on criteria for kind classification, one might allow a lot of variation in phenomenal feel of types of anger, including the absence of angry feel altogether, so long as there is some sort of practically useful family resemblance relation among instances. It has become a commonplace in philosophical usage ever since Strawson’s famous paper “Freedom and Resentment” (1962)—which may or may not align with ordinary language or science—that resentment names anger toward wrongdoing done to me, whereas indignation is a kind of moral anger at wrongdoing to some group to which I belong or to a group to which I do not belong but am an ally.




      

    

  
    
      

Modern Anger




The standard adaptationist explanation of a core disposition to anger is not sufficient to explain anger as we know it. Among modern humans, anger is triggered by a multitude of causes that lay a very long distance from biological fitness, as do the ways we express anger, quite possibly even the ways anger feels. The anger of modern peoples is not the fitness-enhancing core anger of even our own ancestors. Homo sapiens roamed the earth in small forager-hunter groups for 240,000 years before we settled down to agriculture and the domestication of animals 10,000–12,000 years ago. New ecologies comprised of farms and herds led to growing population centers, rights claims to land and animals, and incentives for creating all manner of new institutions, polities, and armies. There were new reasons for anger and new forms of anger. Nowadays anger’s causes range from inanimate objects in one’s way to large or small obstacles to one’s time and effort to hurt feelings, humiliation, unfair treatment, trespassing, theft to insubordination to role, and rights violations. Humans get angry about inconvenience, rudeness, the haircuts, looks and outfits of others, the unfamiliar, and religious and philosophical differences.




Anger can be triggered directly, as when harsh words, meanness, cruelty, disloyalty, or dishonesty make one angry, or indirectly, as when anger percolates out of a mix of other emotions such as envy, jealousy, fear, shame, or guilt. Anger can be directed at any physical object or event that blocks one’s way. It can be directed at oneself, one’s pets, friends, loved ones, anonymous others, groups of individuals; at laws, regulations, social policies, political institutions; and at the impersonal heavens.




As to its forms, anger can remain largely hidden and interior, quiet and simmering, or noisy and explosive. It can be in a single individual, in an interaction, and it can saturate the atmosphere of a group or a social situation. Anger can seem visceral, automatic, and involuntary, like a knee jerk or pupil contraction, or scheming and elaborately plotted. We read anger into words that claim not to express it, and we see it in faces and postures designed to disguise it. We respond angrily by tweeting, posting on social media, bringing lawsuits, writing op-eds, organizing marches, and holding constitutional conventions. And modern humans everywhere—not just philosophers—debate the legitimate causes of anger, what degree of anger is acceptable given the causes, and what actions anger legitimizes or warrants.




The usual explanation for the expanded scope of anger—the extended phenotype—involves learning mechanisms, such as classical and operant conditioning, as well as new ends that go beyond fitness and include happiness, well-being, morality, and so on. How did new ends, ends beyond fitness, come into being? The best answer is that they came in with consciousness, intelligence, and time.




Consciousness emerged because it is an adaptation. There is value added to fitness by having a window of awareness on the world and oneself, and not simply being reactive to the outer world. Consciousness gifts us with feelings and concern for goods that go beyond fitness: concerns about fulfillment, flourishing, well-being, and morality. Reasons of love, goodness, and justice are born.




      

    

  
    
      

Social Construction of Anger




Social construction views try to explain the fact that anger as described and enacted across cultures is a motley, a heterogeneous set of reactions to things we don’t like that lie a very long distance from the core survival circuitry. What anger is nowadays requires concepts, culture, and language. It is extended and governed by social norms, and sits inside various systems of practices. Anger is among the things we do, not simply an emotion or passion we have or possess. It is a cultured passion, a participant in modern normative orders, governed by complex psychosocial norms that provide scripts and permissions for what appropriately triggers anger, what warrants it, and what behaviors are acceptable when angry. There are age, gender, status, role, and occupation norms that govern permissions for who can be angry, why, how much, to what effect, as well as permissions and norms governing acceptable responses to anger.




The two main kinds of social constructionism differ mostly in terms of how they conceive the nature of the core disposition that modern forms of anger are built on. The first kind links the disposition to anger with a set of learning mechanisms that allow core anger to be extended to novel things. What the core form is extended to—bad manners, slights, and racism—is a matter of culture (Panksepp and Biven 2012; LeDoux 2015). The second social constructionist view denies that there are any interesting core emotions with well-defined neural, phenomenal, somatic, or facial fingerprints (Russell 1994; Barrett 2017). There is a range of valenced organismic states (these are called “dimensional theories”)—positive/negative, disturbed, perturbed, serene, intense—that are then interpreted by a culture, which also assigns norms for initiating episodes of anger, rules of engagement in such episodes, and so on. What we call “anger” is comprised of an interpretation we impose on a complex bundle of bodily and mental states to the effect that “I am angry” (Schacter and Singer 1962). On this view, anger might have no distinctive neural fingerprint, nor even a common core phenomenal feel until we interpret and classify the way(s) we are feeling, perhaps some general or inchoate anxiety or distress along with a disposition to respond negatively, as anger (Barrett 2017).




      

    

  
    
      

Anger and Culture




Anger’s functional roles and moral status show huge variation and cultural scripting. Here are a few examples:




	

The Minangkabau of West Sumatra, Indonesia, are peasants who live in matrilineal extended families. Malu (shame), along with positive affirmation of good behavior, is the primary socializing emotion among the Minangkabau. Marah (anger), on the other hand, is “viewed extremely negatively” (269). Marah is considered the work of pengaruh setan, the devil (Röttger-Rössler, Scheidecker, and Holodynski 2016).





	

Tibetans living in India consider lung lang = anger (a variety of she dangs = hatred) morally bad. One ought never to experience anger or act on it. And they believe anger can be transcended (Shweder et al. 2008).





	

When asked why anger is so bad Tibetans describe bad moral effects: separation, alienation, distance between people (Shweder et al. 2008).





	

When Americans describe the bad effects of anger, they report unpleasant effects on oneself such as the unpleasantness of lingering resentment and bad cardiovascular health effects (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).





	

The most common style of American anger differs from the most common styles of Japanese anger and Belgian anger in so far as it “is strongly associated with both blaming the other person and giving him a piece of your mind” and results in escalating anger (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).





	

The dominant style of Japanese anger is conveyed without a similar ideology of personal blame and responsibility. It does not normally involve giving the other a “piece of one’s mind,” and it is commonly met with smiling, nodding, and acquiescence (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).





	

In free word association tasks, Americans associate anger with yelling, shouting, and hitting. Belgians associate anger with ignoring and withdrawing (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).





	

Whereas German mothers tend to meet anger of children with their own anger, Japanese mothers meet children’s anger with disappointment and sadness (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).





	

American children’s books depict anger much more frequently than Belgian, Romanian, Turkish, East Asian, and South Asian children’s books (Tsai et al. 2007; Boiger, De Deyne, and Mesquita 2013; Vander Wege et al. 2014).





	

Anger is modeled in American children’s books as an emotion that is appropriate when there are obstacles in the way of achieving one’s goals and as an emotion that “facilitates achievement and mastery” (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).





	

Anger is not modeled as useful in children’s books that promote egalitarian ends, harmony, equality, and group success (Boiger, De Deyne, and Mesquita 2013).





	

Americans report “wasting my time” as a major cause and reason for anger.





	

Indian college students experience lower overall intensity of anger than American college students, who find the world more filled with obstacles and sources of frustration (Mesquita, De Leersnyder, and Boiger 2016).










There are several important lessons. First, this very partial inventory of cross-cultural scripts for anger reveals some of the possibility space actually explored and enacted in living human communities. Since whatever is actual is possible, we, for any “we,” could do anger differently than we now do it, if we had reasons to do so, were socialized differently, and so on. The original disposition to anger is malleable. It can be molded by social norms. It is penetrable by culture, possibly even by individual willpower and self-cultivation.[8]




Second, it is possible—I think it extremely likely—that each tradition mentioned earlier that approves of anger (not all of them do) would avow an Aristotelian view to the effect that warranted anger shouldn’t be excessive or defective. But this would not shed any light at all on the content of their anger norms. The reason is that they disagree about all matters of content, about legitimate reasons for anger (Americans think getting in my way and wasting my time are good reasons), and about appropriate feelings and right responses (escalating vs. walking away).




Third, the list contains a mixture of three kinds of norms that embed or reflect three different kinds of reasons: (1) statistical regularities or patterns of anger enacted by different communities; (2) norms of expected, acceptable, or tolerable anger; and (3) ideals regarding anger.




Reflection on these three different kinds of norms provides a space for philosophical reflection on one’s anger practices. That is, for any episode of anger or a kind of anger one can ask: Is this an instance or kind of anger that is statistically normal around here, among us? Is this way of being angry—what it is about, its intensity, and the angry behavior itself—legible among us? Am I pushing the envelope? Does some subculture to which I belong read me, get what I am doing, approve of it?




Debates in ethics about anger are not usually only about what is statistically normal and expected, or about legibility, but about something more. Typically, one is asking whether some instance or kind of anger is aligned with high-minded norms, “our” best thinking about anger. In a monoculture there might be some such “we” who are doing the wondering, and if the tradition had a history of reflection, there might be resources to go to for our best thinking on anger. In such a monoculture, we might be able to reliably locate the normal modes of anger, as well as our best thinking about anger, and recalibrate our practices when they get off track. This doesn’t seem ethically all that challenging, much closer to a tune-up that a kind of radical critiques.




There are two further issues. It is not clear how isolating our best moral thinking works in multicultures, since we are not all of the same we. Second, even if we could and did find agreement—make believe that all of us separate we’s, the people of different lineages, ethnicities, religions, and so on, miraculously found an overlapping consensus on best norms for anger—this would only bespeak consensus on this topic. This still might not satisfy since there is a certain posture that moral philosophy sometimes takes that claims for itself permission to search for something deeper than cultural legibility, reflective equilibrium, and/or an overlapping or unforced consensus. The posture is some kind of transcendental pose from which one wonders not about the local considered norms for anger, not even intra- or intercultural agreement, but about something like the right norms independent of culture. We need to be open to the possibility that this may be an idle fantasy.



[8] Compare to the fitness-enhancing disposition to have sex. It can be suppressed or sublimated, for example, in individuals who take vows of celibacy, even if not eliminated altogether.




      

    

  
    
      

Three Spheres and Seven Kinds of Anger




It will be helpful to make some distinctions among spheres of anger and types of anger that get attention in ethics in the North Atlantic.




There are spheres of anger.




	

Personal: Anger at family and friends.[9]





	

Communal: Anger in wider communal and commercial relations.[10]





	

Political: Anger at policies and institutions of government.










One might think that there are different rules for anger in each domain. Anger among family and friends is warranted especially where there is inconsiderateness, disloyalty, failure to pitch in as expected, and betrayal; in commercial relations when there is rudeness, trickery, scheming, contractual failure; and in politics when there is injustice. Various norms govern how one can appropriately express anger in each sphere, for example, by harsh words or lawsuits.




There are types of anger. These include the following:




	

Payback anger where I intend to cause another physical or mental pain and suffering, and/or status harm, typically because he or she caused me pain.[11]





	

Pain-passing anger where I intend to cause pain to another because I am in pain, but not pain that he or she caused.





	

Instrumental anger where I am angry with you and express it with the aim to get you to behave, apologize, or fix things, but not mainly to cause you to suffer.





	

Recognition respect anger where I do not wish for payback. I have been diminished and demand recognition respect as a way of restoring a sense of my self-worth and as a signal that you are not the callous kind of person you just seemed to be.





	

Feigned, “as if,” anger where I am not really angry or very angry in the inner phenomenal sense but use “angry words” or threats to gain compliance.





	

Political or institutional anger at social policies or laws or structures that are unfair, racist, sexist, or otherwise harmful or dehumanizing.





	

Impersonal anger that expresses horror and fury at the heavens, nature, human evil, or folly.










Keep your eyes on the first two kinds of anger, payback and pain-passing anger. These are the two varieties that are generally viewed as the most problematic morally. If these two kinds are not good, but the other five varieties are often acceptable, we will still have reason to be watchful that the aims of pain-passing and payback do not poison the good intentions behind many forms of instrumental, recognition respect, and political or institutional anger. What makes the pain-passing and payback kinds of anger bad is that their primary aim is to hurt another individual. The other kinds of anger in their good forms might have as a foreseeable consequence that some individual or group will be hurt but that is not the aim. Their aim is something good— recognition, equality, or justice.



[9] I have come to say that the national average of success with payback anger in the personal sphere is about the same as the 1962 New York Mets win–loss record. The 1962 Mets were the “losing-est” team in the history of baseball. Their record was 40–120. Often when I speak about payback anger, I ask the audience to reflect on their own experience with that kind of anger in the personal sphere, among loved ones and friends. Across all those angry pain-passing exchanges, do you feel as if you usually were on the winning side morally? What about practically or instrumentally? Did you usually get what you wanted from the other in a way that was satisfying? My experience is that most people judge that they have engaged in a lot of innings of personal payback anger and that both morally and practically, they usually lost at about the 1:3 ratio—the same as the 1962 Mets did. Carlsmith, Wilson, and Gilbert (2008) explain that people are poor at affectively forecasting how they will feel after exacting revenge. People think it will make them feel good, satisfied. It doesn’t. One reason is that exacting revenge causes second-guessing, rumination, and guilt, which are not taken into account in making the forecast.



[10] Nussbaum calls this sphere “the middle realm” (2015). It includes anger at the long line in the coffee shop, at rude salespeople, for poor service by the cable TV company, and to breaches of legal contracts.



[11] Glenn Pettigrove (2012) explores threads in David Hume and Adam Smith for meekness and against payback anger. Martha Nussbaum (2015, 2016) works to retrieve sources in Aristotle, in the Stoics, and in the practical work of Nelson Mandela and Mahatma Gandhi for the same idea. David P. Barash and Judith Eve Lipton (2011) are good on the evolution, biology, and psychology of payback anger. Philip Fisher (2002) is a deep literary, philosophical, and psychological analysis and defense of anger and other vehement passions.




      

    

  
    
      

Aristotle on Anger and Vengefulness




Aristotle provides one of the first moral psychologies of anger and thus serves as the polestar in Western tradition. Some think he is an advocate of pain-passing anger. In Rhetoric he writes:






Anger (orgê) may be defined as a desire accompanied by pain for a conspicuous revenge, on account of a perceived slight (belittlement) on the part of people who are not fit to slight one or one’s own. (Rhetoric 1, 2, 1378a31–32)







Call this the revenge account since it defines anger in terms of wanting “conspicuous revenge.” Anger (orgê) necessarily involves the desire to hurt you and to see you hurt.




Next Aristotle distinguishes three kinds of slights or belittlement that produces the desire for revenge that constitutes anger (orgê).




	

Contempt—as when you treat me as of no or little value, as deplorable.





	

Spite—as when you block me from some good, but not to have it for yourself, just because you don’t want me to have it.





	

Arrogant abuse—as when you publically shame, humiliate, and embarrass me.










The desire for revenge and one of these three causes are necessary and sufficient for anger (orgê), as Aristotle conceives it.




The first point to notice is that orgê is a term of much more limited scope than the word “anger” as used in English. Orgê names only the species of revenge-desiring anger that comes from contempt, spite, and arrogant abuse. The second point to notice is that orgê is very personal and its causes lie very far from basic fitness concerns. One might think credibly that even understood narrowly, orgê is narrower still, embedding cultural knowledge about status and hierarchy, about “who is not fit to slight one or one’s own.”[12]




One wonders: What about when I am angry at the rock on which I stubbed my toe or at the drought, or at the legislation to limit government health care or to make voting more difficult for some group, poor people, brown and black people? What one is feeling in these cases is ekhthra = enmity or to misein = hating (Konstan 2006). These are distinctive responses to bad or harmful things and involve the desire that that bad or harmful thing, the inanimate obstacle, the bad weather, or the bad legislation cease, disappear, go away, be erased. Ekhthra = enmity or to misein = hating, as well as many other kinds of disapproval—lack of conformity to our customs, heretical beliefs—might lead to enacting vengeance without any anger (orgê). I was not belittled by the obstacle or weather, even by the weird outfits or customs of the aliens, and thus have no basis for anger (orgê). But all these things might be, for very different reasons, judged to be hateful, worth wiping from the face of the earth.




In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle makes clear that he thinks that the truly virtuous person is gentle overall and thus that his or her anger is targeted at wrongdoing in a way that is neither excessive nor defective. When the “conspicuous slight” passes certain tests—specifically when it abides the doctrine of the mean—conspicuous revenge is virtuous.[13] Such anger is justified and a disposition to enact reliably this kind of anger is a virtue. He writes: “There is praise for someone who gets angry at the right things and with the right people, as well as in the right way, at the right time and for the right length of time” (1125b 27ff).




Aristotle also says that “the even tempered person is inclined not to revenge so much as forgiveness” (NE 1126a). This might be taken to mean that it is better if a person immediately forgives contempt, spite, and arrogant abuse, rather than seeking conspicuous revenge, in which case his view would be that the one who forgives rather than seeks conspicuous revenge is more virtuous and thus that a world without anger is the best. But Aristotle’s considered opinion is that a person who never angers but always forgives is deficient in not standing up for himself or herself, and he settles on the means-based test for virtuous anger. A person who never gets angry when he or she is slighted or belittled is stupid and servile (NE 1126a).




Does Aristotle’s view commit him to thinking that payback or pain-passing anger is morally acceptable, even a virtue? It does not if we understand pain as a foreseeable effect of getting conspicuous revenge for a slight, but not its aim. Its main aim would be to reinstate my claim to respect and to have the other learn that what he or she did is not acceptable, thus stopping future belittlement. In this way, his defense of anger (orgê) could be understood as a defense of recognition respect anger.



[12] Aristotle believed in “natural slaves.”



[13] Aquinas Summa Theologica, I–II, 46. 6 ad 2; 47. 1–2 follows Aristotle, defining virtuous ira as involving the desire to make another suffer for the purpose of just retribution. But ira, unlike orgê, is not tied to three injuries, contempt, spite, and arrogant abuse, as in Aristotle, but to injustice more impersonally construed.




      

    

  
    
      

Seneca “on Anger”




There was an important challenge to the Aristotelian view on anger, especially among the later Stoic philosophers. “On Anger” (De Ira) is a notional dialogue between Seneca, the first-century Roman Stoic, minister to Nero, and his brother Novatus, who is not actually present but whose view on anger is presented with utmost care and sensitivity. Novatus plays the role of the Aristotelian who is morally serious and wishes to learn how to moderate anger, to learn “how anger can be soothed.” Seneca thinks that “soothing” or “moderating” anger is a lost cause. “It is easier to banish dangerous emotions than to rule them.” The literary pose of two brothers who disagree signals that this is a loving disagreement about a sensitive topic, a difficult matter.




Seneca agrees with his Aristotelian opponent that what motivates anger is suffering; injury; insult; threat of injury to oneself, loved ones, members of one’s polis; suspicions or worries about injury; and envy that you have more than I do, and he grants that the aim of anger is the “desire to repay suffering.” But unlike Aristotle he is skeptical that this desire for revenge can be domesticated. He writes that anger is “above all other [passions] hideous and wild … greedy for revenge … awkward at perceiving what is true and just.” He draws this comparison: “They who anger possess are not sane, look at their appearance.” There are “distinct symptoms that mark madmen … the signs of angry men too, are the same.” The thought is that anger almost always overreaches and overreacts; it is incontinent. It retaliates against aspects of persons and situations that have nothing to do with the injury or insult. The angry person brings innocent bystanders into his or her hissy fit. The angry person is furious about a specific injury, but can’t stay focused, and calls you worthless scum. Horses one can domesticate and ride on. There are reasons we don’t ride lions. Anger is like a lion.




A second strand in Seneca’s argument against anger is that it is practically useless. It does not reliably accomplish what it aims at. “See the foundations of the most celebrated cities hardly now discerned; they were ruined by anger.” This point is related to the first about anger almost always overreaching. You hurt me with a lie. Immediately, everything about you is hateful. Nothing you say can be trusted. Nothing about me, what I did and how I treat you, is visible, in play. There are not—contrary to the way things really are—two sides of the street. There is only (from my perspective) your side; and you better clean it up, or else you are dead to me, or just plain dead. Two nations disagree about their mutual history, about certain fundamental political and religious values, and then suddenly the other nation personifies all that is false, ugly, and bad. The other is an “evil empire.” Seneca says, “Irascibility … is angry with the truth itself.” Anger cannot hear or see what is there. Or, as likely, it sees more and worse than is there.




The third strand in Seneca’s argument is to cast doubt on the idea that anger serves as any kind of “spur to virtue,” as Aristotle says. Seneca writes, “Virtue, argues our adversary, ought to be angry with what is base, just as she approves of what is honorable.” His reply: “To rejoice and be glad is the proper and natural function of virtue … [it is] beneath her dignity to be angry.” Only the bad person gains pleasure from the feeling of anger and from revenge and retaliation.




Here Seneca can be read as offering a reductio: Accept from Aristotle that anger is a response to injury that aims to cause pain, conspicuous revenge. Now consider what is the aim of ethics? On every view ethics aims at the good. Pain and suffering are bad. Anger aims to cause pain and suffering. Thus, anger aims to produce the opposite of what ethics aims to produce. Conclusion: Something is seriously wrong in Aristotle’s argument that deliberately aiming for conspicuous revenge is or can be a virtue.




Seneca’s recommendation: “Extirpate root and branch … what can moderation have to do with an evil habit?”.




There are replies, of course, including ones that offer nuance to the description of the time horizon involved, and claim that although causing conspicuous revenge produces harm now, it is, or might be, for the greater good overall, in the long run. But Seneca’s skepticism about anger playing any positive role in morality is important in the dialectic. It makes one reflect on the aspects of anger that intend to hurt another. If the aim of anger is payback or pain-passing, if getting conspicuous revenge is the primary goal of anger, then we ought to be repelled.




      

    

  
    
      

Buddhism and Anger




Philosophical ethics is not remotely immune to the effects of the taken-for-granted background. Anger plays a significant role in morality for children of Abraham and Aristotle. Anger is used to teach and sustain a normative order that contains norms that regulate anger itself and that try to keep it from becoming ruthless, sadistic, or frenzied. The Abrahamic traditions in their sacred Jewish, Christian, Muslim forms, and in their secular offshoots, model human conscience on a certain picture of a fully realized divinity. God is a perfect being who gets angry. It is not terribly surprising, therefore, that Stoicism lost the debate on anger in the West. But there are other traditions still alive today, Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism, Daoism, and Confucianism, that are not nearly so keen on anger as a moral instrument as we are.[14]




Śāntideva in his eighth-century masterpiece, The Bodhisattva’s Way of Life (Bodhicharyāvatāra), devotes the entire sixth chapter to explaining that anger “which has no other function than that of causing harm” (6.8) is the worst of all the unhealthy states of mind. It is equally toxic to experience, to give, and to receive anger.




According to Buddhist psychology, there are three poisons in human nature:




	

Greed, thirst, avarice (lobha; rāga) for all the things I want (which is a lot).





	

Anger and resentment (dosa; dveşa) when I don’t get what I want.





	

Illusion (moha) believing such things as that I deserve to get what I want and that other beings or the impersonal universe warrant my anger when they don’t deliver.










Anger is the handmaiden of selfishness. It is produced by my puffed-up, rapacious self-centered ego, which is in the grip of the illusion that I am center of the universe and that I ought to get what I want. This illusion involves a series of metaphysical mistakes about the self, including that I am permanent and that I deserve, need, and can keep what I want. The moral quality of my own life and that of those around me pays for these mistakes. The world is filled with demanding egos, each angry with the other for standing in his or her way, every ego unsatisfied.




The good news is that human nature contains not only the poisons that grow selfishness but also bodhicitta, which is a kind of expansive love or fellow-feeling, a kind of unselfishness, what many call Buddha nature. When I experience bodhicitta I understand that






All those who suffer in the world do so




because of their desire for their own happiness




All those happy in the world are so




Because of their desire for the happiness of others. (8.129)







Once bodhicitta is awakened, an individual is moved to take the bodhisattva’s vows and to try to develop four unsurpassable virtues that include compassion (karuṇā), the desire to alleviate suffering of all sentient beings; lovingkindness (metta), the desire to bring well-being to all sentient beings; sympathetic joy (mudita) for the achievements and successes of others (even in zero-sum games); and equanimity (upekkha).




The reason anger is the worst, most destructive, most unwholesome state of mind is that it is a wholesale obstacle to bodhicitta, and has exactly the opposite aim of ethics. Bodhicitta is love. Anger is fueled by hate. Ethics aims at overcoming suffering, Anger aims to produce suffering.




Śāntideva recommends eliminating anger by substituting compassion and lovingkindness because—this is typical Buddhist moral pharmacology—compassion and lovingkindness and anger cannot occur together. You cannot truly want the other to be free from suffering and to flourish and at the same time want the other to suffer and be crushed like a bug.




It is worth pausing for a moment and thinking about the general idea of the substitution strategy. In the Buddhist case, the antidote to anger is its polar opposite, compassion and lovingkindness. If you substitute compassion and lovingkindness (patience and gratitude are also recommended), then anger cannot arise or get a grip. If one were not a Buddhist, but was also worried about anger because it is so hurtful and disruptive, one might imagine a different substitute. Imagine that sadness is recommended as the substitute, so that, for example, whenever I am belittled instead of feeling anger (orgê), I experience sadness, and I say so. There are four questions: Is this psychologically or sociologically possible? Could it work? Is it morally desirable? Would that world be a better world? Think on it.




In any case, it is not as if the Buddhist thinks we can just will our way out of anger. Most of the therapy required to overcome anger is social work of a philosophical sort. Some of the work is straightforwardly epistemic, overcoming false beliefs, and metaphysical, replacing these false beliefs with true beliefs about the ultimate nature of things. Two millennia ago, the first Buddhists worried about the fact that angry blame assumes that a person who does evil is the initiating cause of the bad action. But this belief in agent causation is metaphysically confused (Flanagan 2011, 2017).[15] Śāntideva writes:






Whatever transgressions and evil deeds of various kinds there are, all arise through the power of conditioning factors, while there is nothing that arises independently. (6.25)




Hence everything is governed by other factors which in turn are governed by others. And in this way nothing governs itself. Having understood this, I should not become angry with phenomena that are like apparitions. (6.31)




Therefore, even if one sees a friend or an enemy behaving badly, one can reflect that there are specific conditioning factors that determine this, and thereby remain happy. (6.33)







As with the Stoic eliminativist, there are replies to the Buddhist eliminativist, including claiming that anger toward the friend who belittles me is merely a practical way of reestablishing the relationship, and presupposes nothing metaphysically deep. One thing both the Stoic and Buddhist do make clear is that any kind of anger that aims primarily at payback or to pass pain is bad. When we harbor that aim, we want to accomplish exactly what all ethical conceptions say is bad.




One way to incorporate this shared insight is as follows. Suppose we think that all the kinds of aforementioned anger except for payback and pain-passing anger can be morally acceptable. We will need to be ever vigilant that payback and pain-passing impulses do not leak into and contaminate these other kinds of anger. Our animal nature makes these impulses ever available, and yes vengeance can feel sweet.



[14] G. M. Stratton (1923) is an important psychological treatise on this topic. Stratton divides religions into three types: (1) “The Irate and Martial”—Judaism, Zoroastrism, and Islam; (2) “The Unangry Religions”—Taoism, Vishnuism, Buddhism, and Jainism; (3) “The Religions of Anger-Supported Love”—Confucianism and Christianity.



[15] See Pereboom (2001) for exemplary work on metaphysical reasons against retributivist anger.




      

    

  
    
      

Weird Morality and Anger




Anger is, for better or worse, a central part of everyday life. There is an important metaethical view that identifies the deep structure of our morality as revolving essentially around the twin emotions of anger and guilt. If this picture is right, it helps explain why discussions of the moral role of anger start with a presumption in anger’s favor and thus why contemporary North Atlantic philosophical discussions and debates are rarely about eliminating anger. When we do have those discussions, we normally, as I have done here, bring in resources from alien traditions.




Allan Gibbard (1990), speaking primarily of 20th-century fin de siècle American morality, defines it as the zone of life governed by the twin emotions of anger and guilt. We can demarcate a large part of what we consider morality and make sense of the language of right and wrong, blame, and responsibility in terms of norms of apt anger and guilt. “Moral convictions … consist in norms for anger and for the first-person counterpart of anger, guilt” (126). Moral anger, anger that passes moral inspection, is anger from the special standpoint of “full and impartial engagement” (127). Gibbard writes: “Morality, on a narrow reading, concerns the moral emotions it makes sense to have from the standpoint of full and impartial engagement. It concerns the things it makes sense to feel guilty for having done and the things it makes sense to be angry with others for having done” (128). A full and impartial engagement involves sympathetic understanding of the experiences of everyone involved, an assessment of what causes those involved to experience anger or guilt, and an evaluation from a neutral point of view as to whether the anger or guilt are warranted or not.




According to Gibbard, morality is shaped—in some central ways constituted— by norms for when anger and guilt are fitting. It isn’t that anger and guilt are the ends of morality, not at all. They are tools that can be used in detecting, anticipating, and enforcing moral norms designed for whatever the ends of morality are, peace, harmony, well-being, justice, equality, righteousness, and so on. Fittingness has to do with such things as appropriate triggers and contents of anger; what kinds of things it makes sense to be angry about; the quality and intensity of anger; and the range of warranted angry displays, behavior, and actions. If guilt is just anger turned inward, then anger alone is the key to the moral domain. North American morality is the domain of norms designed to govern when it makes sense to be angry at others, or in the case of guilt, to be angry with oneself.




One might think that the special standpoint of full and impartial engagement will restrict the kinds of anger that are judged warranted. And indeed it will. Full and impartial engagement is intended in the first instance to test whether wrongdoing has occurred. If it has, and if the expression of the anger is proportional to the degree and kind of wrongdoing it is, then even anger that has as part of its aim conspicuous revenge might be warranted from that standpoint.




There is a strain of thought in contemporary ethics that makes use of the tools of standpoint epistemology, which is premised on the idea that different people are positioned in sufficiently different ways that they are the reliable experts on experiences of certain kinds. In some cases only those so positioned have the relevant kinds of experiences. I am a white man. I have first personal experience as recipient of anti-Catholic bigotry, but no first personal experience as recipient of antiblack racism. The idea is that what one does not experience first personally one may not know is happening, or one may not know how to assess what is happening, and thus not be able to see what is happening as, in the present case, deserving an angry response.




One might understand standpoint epistemology as a challenge to tests that involve full and impartial engagement or, as I prefer, an invitation to listen first and foremost to victims of various harms to see what reasons they see for moral uptake, possibly moral anger. If one is open to trusting positional information, then the testimony of others that they have been belittled or treated unjustly becomes part of the set of considerations that from an impartial perspective “it makes sense to be angry with others for having done.”[16]




Cross-cultural philosophy, psychology, and anthropology teach that anger and guilt play more of a role in WEIRD moralities—in the moralities of Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic peoples—than in all moralities.[17] And, in fact, Gibbard is sensitive to the fact that some moralities might not use the same emotional tools or fuel that ours does. He writes: “What about the moralist with special views, the moralist who rejects guilt and anger? … Other cultures may lack guilt altogether, or may give it no great play in their norms of social control. Could there not be shame moralities, or fear moralities?” (51). Gibbard answers that there are such moralities, disdain-shame moralities.[18]



[16] Tessman (2005) explores the reality that oppressed people are triply burdened. First, they are burdened by the prejudice or oppression, for example, by antiblack racism, sexism, or xenophobia. Second, they are burdened in virtue of being recipients of prejudice and oppression by the expectation that they must do a disproportionate amount of front line fighting against injustice, which can impede well-being. Third, they can be unduly burdened by the demands of morality, which might say, they do on a view such as mine, that in the quest for justice, equality, and reparations, one ought to aim to overcome perfectly understandable desires to pass pain and to get revenge.



[17] Most psychology has been based on Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic people, but weird people are among the least representative groups in history. See Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan (2010).



[18] One could have this view that moralities differ in terms of what moral emotions they primarily engage but still think that the anger-guilt schema is a good heuristic for us to use to identify moralities that are not built on anger and guilt. We look for the ways in which the members of another culture deal with behaviors and areas of life, family, sex, resource distribution, and interpersonal conflict, which we would govern with anger and guilt norms, and see, first, whether they have norms governing these areas and then see what emotions do the work of normative governance, which we would do via anger and guilt. If they do, we inquire what those norms are and which emotions play the role for them in normative governance that anger and guilt play for us.




      

    

  
    
      

Conclusion




It is time to stop. I hope to have given the reader a sense of the terrain that they will now explore more deeply in the chapters that follow. I leave you with a brief summary of the chapters to follow and with a series of questions to keep in mind as you read. The questions are motivated by my belief that there are no necessities in how we do anger and thus that we can and should use moral imagination to think of ways to be different and better, happier and healthier, more sensitive and more attuned to the weal and woe of those who suffer, more patient, more kind, and more just.




The chapters:




Lee A. McBride III and Céline Leboeuf develop defenses of political anger in conversation with Martha Nussbaum’s (2015, 2016) recent arguments that “garden-variety anger” is normatively irrational, politically unnecessary, and inevitably destructive. McBride defends the view that anger is justified given the persistence of institutionalized oppressions and situated ignorance, and he argues that it galvanizes social agency among those who suffer injustice. Leboeuf also argues that anger can motivate and sustain activism against oppression, specifically against racial injustice. She explores cases in which the white gaze provokes a sense of disorientation and physical incapacitation in the black person. And she worries about the burden placed on the oppressed to experience anger without desires for revenge.




Antti Kauppinen develops the idea that susceptibility to anger is attuned to and thus highly sensitive to violations of normative expectations that pertain to matters of great importance such as respect, self-respect, and love. Holding someone accountable for violating legitimate normative expectations involves emotions from the anger family, such as resentment and indignation. Anger’s role in valuing helps us assess when it is out of place or immature. We identify out-of-place anger or immature anger by seeing that there is an exaggeration of the magnitude of the value involved, the harm or threat to it, or the degree of the target’s moral responsibility.




Myisha Cherry explores epistemic problems in accurately judging the political anger of others. Anger policing involves a power or numerical majority judging the tone, degree, or angry expressions of an oppressed group as too noisy, out of line, or not decorous and polite. Gaslighting anger involves making the angry person or group think that there is something wrong with them. Anger policing and gaslighting anger can come from bad motives, failures to sympathize with the standpoint of others, and normative expectations of the dominant subculture.




David Shoemaker defends the view that anger can have a legitimate role to play in holding each other morally responsible from four objections. (1) Anger involves a loss of self-control that one should avoid. (2) The legitimacy of anger requires the existence of freewill and/or a type of self, which makes no sense metaphysically. (3) Anger involves a kind of magical thinking to the effect that one can get back what one has lost. (4) Anger aims to cause harm and thus cannot be morally justified.




The next two chapters by Bryce Huebner and Emily McRae explore Buddhist arguments against anger. Anger mobilizes oppressed groups. Nonetheless, Huebner says, anger can destroy friendships, undercut the possibility of cooperation, and prevent the uptake of our best intentions. We would, in fact, be better off without anger. He proposes that a bodhisattva would work to eliminate conditions that produce anger in people who face socially entrenched forms of disadvantage, marginalization, and exclusion. In a similar vein, McRae presents a Buddhist tantric view of anger according to which anger is transformed or, more precisely, metabolized, for the sake of liberation from suffering for self and other.




Agnes Callard explores the relational or dialogical features of anger. Anger invites repair. But the repair cannot involve undoing some wrong. That is done, in the past. Repair involves that one party desists from anger while the other expresses contrition. The reason for which anger comes to an end is not yours, or mine, but ours.




Finally, John Protevi explores cases of berserker rage among the military and its relation to ordinary anger. His deep dive into the literature on berserker rage raises complex questions about the evolution of anger, whether berserker rage expresses anger or fear, whether it is a variety of anger or something altogether different.




The questions:




	

Is there too much anger in the world or too little? Or does it depend on the domain of life we are discussing? Give examples.





	

Is anger necessary to eliminate unjust social practices and institutions, racists, and sexist ones? Is it instrumentally particularly effective in doing so? Discuss.





	

What social practices, attitudes, and institutions need most to be changed to mitigate reasons for anger?





	

Various kinds of self-work, self-cultivation, mindfulness, suppression, and repression can mitigate anger. Should individuals have to do such self-work? If so, why? How could such anger-mitigating practices be cultivated without, at the same time, making people too compliant and accommodating in the face of various kinds of injustice, prejudice, and domination?





	

What aspects of the lives of people who live in WEIRD cultures amplify anger if you think they do?





	

What aspects of life in WEIRD or non-WEIRD cultures work to moderate, modify, suppress, or sublimate anger?





	

Which frivolous things do people/you get angry about, which they/you should not get angry about? Why? What can be done about it? The Epicureans recommended reminding oneself “to be indifferent to indifferent things.”





	

What would be lost if we followed the substitution strategy of replacing anger with other states of mind, such as Christian agape, Buddhist compassion and lovingkindness, or sadness?





	

If revenge is sweet, what is wrong with it?





	

How useful are the resources of social psychology, anthropology, and cross-cultural philosophy for exploring the varieties of moral possibility and thinking about different ways of doing anger?
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Chapter 1: Anger and Approbation




Lee A. McBride III




Anger is all too human. Contemporary psychology classifies anger as an emotion.[19] It is thought that anger harkens back to our evolutionary fight-or-flight mechanism (Myers and Dewall 2015: 477). While fear engenders the visceral physiological response to perceived threat that prompts us to flee, anger denotes that visceral physiological response to perceived threat that prompts us to confront, to resist, and to counter. In philosophy (especially moral psychology), much work has been done to offer evaluative accounts of anger.[20] Some argue that anger is always negative or destructive, something to be suppressed or eschewed. Others question whether we have an obligation—a moral duty—to get angry or indignant when met with undue injury.




In “Transitional Anger,” Martha Nussbaum argues that “garden-variety anger” is normatively irrational, politically unnecessary, and inevitably destructive (Nussbaum 2015: 54–56). Anger, on this account, is portrayed as a primitive vestige of bygone days, an impediment to the genuine pursuance of justice and the honoring of obligations. She argues that anger deserves reproach, unless the situation is momentous and anger is fleeting, quickly transitioning into compassionate hope focused on future welfare. Nussbaum’s thesis strikes me as wrong (I mean, incorrect) or, at least, callously overstated. I take issue with Nussbaum’s definition and portrayal of anger as essentially vindictive, which I believe leads her into conceptual contortions and ambivalence (regarding anger). In an attempt to bolster approbation for anger, I turn to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, where (even-tempered) anger is listed among the virtues.[21] To develop this alternative conception of anger, I discuss the various roles anger plays in highlighting unnoticed wrongs and in galvanizing social agency among oppressed groups and those who suffer social injustice. Ultimately, a case is made for the approbation of anger (in relation to the right person(s), in the right amount, at the right time, with the right aim in view, and in the right way).



[19] For example, see Tavris (1982), Averill (1982), Smith and Ellsworth (1985), Frijda (1986), Frijda, Kuipers, and ter Schure (1989), Smith and Mackie (2008), Leonard et al. (2011), and Myers and Dewall (2015).



[20] See Strawson (1962), Murphy (1988), Flanagan (2000), Harris (2002, 2003), Nussbaum (2003, 2015, 2016), and Flanagan (2017).



[21] I employ the unfashionable terms “approbation” and “disapprobation” to emphasize the sociohistorical dimension of approval and disapproval, esteem, and reproach, in the discussion of moral standards and virtue (see, e.g., Hume 1975: 173; MacIntyre 1984: 190; Bentham 1988: 2, 16; Dewey 1989: 253).




      

    

  
    
      

Anger as Vestigial




For a definition of anger, Nussbaum turns to Aristotle’s Rhetoric (1378a31–33). Here we find: “Anger may be defined as a desire accompanied by pain, for a conspicuous revenge for a conspicuous slight at the hands of men who have no call to slight oneself or one’s friends” (Aristotle 1984: 2195). From this, Nussbaum infers (i) that anger (ὀργή) involves an injury, slighting, or down-ranking; (ii) that this injury is done to the self or people close to the self; (iii) that the injury is wrongfully or inappropriately done; (iv) that the injury is accompanied by pain; and (v) that it is linked to a desire for payback or retribution (Nussbaum 2015: 42). Anger, on this interpretation, expresses a desire for striking back or retaliation in many, if not all, cases. The suffering need not manifest as physically violent revenge or be meted out by the angry person, but the angry person wants the offender to suffer (47). Nussbaum frets over this retributive desire, finding it plainly irrational or misguided. She writes, “Doing something to the offender does not bring dead people back to life, heal a broken limb, or undo a sexual violation. So why do people somehow believe that it does?” (45).




Nussbaum lays out two paths of anger. The first is the path of status. The injury is taken as an unjust humiliation, slight, or down-ranking, reducing the event to a concern about the angry person’s rank or status. The angry person is portrayed as anxious and obsessively focused on protecting his or her honor. To right the injury, it is thought that the status of the angry person should be raised and the status of the offender lowered—a reversal of positions. This focus on status, according to Nussbaum, diverts attention away from the reality of the victim’s pain, the material theft, and the bodily wrong suffered. It reeks of infantile narcissism. This path places an overblown value on the relative status of the angry person, placing moral deliberation on dubious values. The path of status is thus normatively objectionable, committing what Nussbaum labels the “status error” (Nussbaum 2015: 51).




The second path is the path of payback. Here the angry person focuses on retaliation. The angry child bullied on the playground imagines the infliction of retaliatory pain and humiliation on the offending children. Those who have been sexually assaulted (and are angry about it) imagine various scenarios where the offenders suffer extensively—expelled, imprisoned, and raped. Angry-enslaved people imagine a future in which power is attained and their bondsmen are enslaved and brutalized (Nussbaum 2015: 55). The point is that the angry person on the path of payback imagines that the offender’s suffering would actually make things better and that it would somehow assuage the damages to bodily integrity, the egregious indignities, the grave losses, and so on. Nussbaum argues that this line of thought engages in magical thinking (51). Acts of retaliation do not right the cosmic balance; they do not produce justice. Again, “[payback] does not bring dead people back to life, heal a broken limb, or undo a sexual violation” (45). Sane, clear-eyed rational people will see that the imposition of retaliatory injury and suffering on an offender does not recompense for an unjust injury suffered (not in any sense that could be considered ameliorative or moral). Hence, the path of payback is normatively objectionable.




Garden-variety anger is thus normatively irrational—based on either defective (narcissistic) values or futile magical thinking. Anger is rendered “a central threat to decent human interactions” (Nussbaum 2015: 41). It is an irrational and destructive vestige of human prehistory, which forward-looking systems of justice have, to a great extent, made unnecessary (56).




      

    

  
    
      

Transitional Anger




Nussbaum has articulated an indictment of garden-variety anger. The paths of status and payback are normative irrationality. Anger is primitive, destructive, and no longer necessary for the pursuance of justice. Nussbaum’s paper ends with this sentiment. Yet there is one exception, one subspecies of anger that seems to escape Nussbaum’s reproach. There is a third path: the path of future welfare (Nussbaum 2015: 51). On this path, anger “quickly puts itself out of business” and transitions into concern for those actions that tend to augment the welfare of those parties whose interests are in question (cf. Bentham 1988: 2). (And, yes, she is referencing Bentham’s utilitarianism, here [Nussbaum 2015: 51].) Anger, in rational people, will quickly “laugh at itself” and go away. Anger is dispelled for saner thoughts, and residual concerns for punishment are enveloped in the larger goal of improving offenders and society (Nussbaum 2015: 51–52). Anger will then take on a new appearance; it will resemble something like “compassionate hope.” Nussbaum labels this healthy segue into forward-looking thoughts of welfare, this movement from anger to compassionate hope, “the transition” (52).




To explicate the transition, Nussbaum evokes Martin Luther King Jr., providing a brief analysis of the “I Have a Dream” speech. She points out that King begins with “an Aristotelian summons to anger,” citing the wrongful injuries of racist oppression and the nation’s failure to fulfill its implicit promises to equality (Nussbaum 2015: 52). But then King shifts course, and this is significant, according to Nussbaum. She writes:






Instead of demonizing white Americans, or portraying their behavior in terms apt to elicit murderous rage, he calmly compares them to people who have defaulted on a financial obligation: “America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back marked ‘insufficient funds.’ ” This begins the Transition: for it makes us think ahead in non-retributive ways: the question is not how whites can be humiliated, but how can this debt be paid, and in the financial metaphor the thought of humiliating the debtor is not likely to be central. (Nussbaum 2015: 52)







Although there may be initial pangs of anger, King makes the transition and “focuses on a future in which all may join together in pursuing justice and honoring obligations” (52). Anger, here, is not divisive, pitting blacks against whites. It is calm and nonthreatening. It calls for neither murderous rage nor the humiliation of white Americans.[22] The process is unifying in its pursuit of freedom and justice—“everyone benefits” (52).




This anger that quickly transitions into compassionate hope is dubbed “transition anger” (Nussbaum 2015: 53). It captures the emotion “How outrageous! Something must be done about this” but lacks the drive toward payback and the inflicting of suffering on the offender. “[Transition-Anger] focuses on future welfare from the start” (Nussbaum 2015: 54). Nussbaum has thus isolated one exception, one borderline case, where anger receives approbation. Nevertheless, Nussbaum seems leery of giving transition anger full endorsement. Nussbaum’s article concludes with a rehearsal of the limited utility of anger, the threat of irrationality and destructiveness, and its anachronistic presence in contemporary systems of justice.



[22] Implicit here, it would seem, is Nussbaum’s own revulsion to the thought/threat of murderous rage and the humiliation of white people meted out by angry black people seeking retribution.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger, Complicated




Let us return to Nussbaum’s Aristotelian definition of anger (from the Rhetoric 1378a31–33). Her unpacking of this definition portrays anger as inherently retaliatory and seemingly vindictive. This takes anger well beyond a visceral physiological response to perceived threat that prompts one to confront or to resist. Nussbaum writes, “Anger involves, conceptually, a wish for things to go badly, somehow, for the offender in a way that is envisaged, somehow, however vaguely, as a payback for the offense” (Nussbaum 2015: 46). Yet transition anger does not contain a vindictive desire for payback or retribution. Nussbaum is, here, caught with an inconsistency, which draws her definition of anger into question. But instead of revising her initial definition of anger, Nussbaum pushes forward, introducing transition anger as “a major exception to [her] thesis that anger always involves, conceptually, a thought of payback” (53). Payback, then, is not a necessary feature or quality of transition anger. In other words, transition anger is anger that does not contain the quality (viz., vengefulness) that Nussbaum argues is inherent in anger simpliciter. Moreover, transition anger is anger that does not really resemble anger—it resembles compassionate hope more than anger. With furrowed brow, I am left somewhat bewildered.[23] Why would Nussbaum go this route? It would seem to follow either (i) that transition anger is not really anger or (ii) that Nussbaum’s definition fails and should be abandoned. Nussbaum resists both of these options and in the process twists herself into needless conceptual contortions, which ultimately results in ambivalence toward transitional anger.




I would suggest a different starting point, a new definition that does not make retaliation an essential feature of anger. If we turn to the Nicomachean Ethics (1125b27ff.) we find another Aristotelian account of anger (ὀργή).[24] In this text, Aristotle discusses the states relative to anger within a larger discussion of the virtues and their relative excesses and deficiencies. Aristotle designates “even temper” or “good temper” as a mean with respect to anger (πραότης δ᾽ ἐστὶ μεσότης περὶ ὀργάς) (Aristotle 2000: 73; NE 1125b25). Aristotle writes, “There is praise for someone who gets angry at the right things and with the right people, as well as in the right way, at the right time, and for the right length of time” (Aristotle 2000: 73). Here, even-tempered anger is understood as a virtue, as the mean (determined by reason) between two vices, one of excess and one of deficiency. People can fall into excess by getting angry with the wrong people, for the wrong reasons, to a greater degree, more quickly, and for a longer time than is appropriate (Aristotle 2000: 74). Irascible and vengeful people are representative of this vice of excess. People can also fall into deficiency by failing to get angry at the things at which they ought to get angry (Aristotle 2000: 73). Self-effacing and abject people are representative of this vice of deficiency.




In striking opposition to Nussbaum’s definition, even-tempered anger is not inherently destructive or deserving of disapprobation. Anger, in fact, receives approbation, when exhibited by virtuous moral exemplars. The even-tempered person is not carried away by his or her emotions. He or she is angry only in the way, at the things, and for the length of time that reason directs. Aristotle points out that, led by reason, “the even-tempered person is inclined not to revenge so much as to forgiveness” (Aristotle 2000: 73). That is, desire for payback is not taken as an inherent feature of even-tempered anger.[25] Rather, an excessive focus on payback and the inflicting of humiliation and suffering on the offender can be classified as vice.




On this account, the even-tempered person must guard against being insufficiently angry, when he or she is unjustly injured. Aristotle suggests that it is odd (or inhuman) to not react to unjust injury; it is as if one has lost all feeling or lost all self-respect. He writes, “It is slavish to put up with being insulted or to overlook insults to those one is close to” (NE 1126a6–8). Thus, if you or someone close to you is sexually assaulted, lynched, or subjected to any variety of unjust injuries, you should (to some degree determined by reason) be angry; you should confront or resist this injustice. Anger, then, retains that visceral physiological response to perceived threat that prompts us to confront, to resist, and to counter.




A strain of this conception of anger qua virtue is discernable in María Lugones’s “Hard-to-Handle Anger” (Lugones 2003: 107). Lugones discloses that anger has been a problematic emotion for her. On the one hand, she recognizes that anger can play an integral role in both the resistance to injustice and the reorienting of self; on the other, she dislikes the internal turmoil and the corporeal imposition of uncontrolled or overwhelming anger (Lugones 2003: 106). She reports to have spent a great deal of her life trying, in an Aristotelian vein, to feel anger in accord with the mean (Lugones 2003: 107). This, of course, is a difficult task. As Aristotle puts it, “It is not easy to determine how, with whom, at what, and how long one should be angry, and the limits of acting rightly and missing the mark” (Aristotle 2000: 74). These things depend on the particular circumstances, and judgment lies in perception. Moreover, one must have a workable conception of the phronimoi (the wise ones) to gauge where the mean might lie.[26] This is doubly difficult when one’s lived experience is crisscrossed with (race- or gender-related) hypocrisy and contradiction. Nevertheless, Lugones holds that it is good to look for the mean (in regard to anger) and to retain a sense of control over her anger (Lugones 2003: 107). She writes, “We do need to think about the manipulative effects of our own anger. Anger creates an environment, a context, a tone, and it echoes. Anger needs to be trained but not necessarily toned down. We need to think what good the anger does us with respect to oppression” (Lugones 2003: 105). Lugones allows that anger, in some cases, is appropriate and should be trained/disciplined to approximate the intermediate between the vices of excess and deficiency in the particular case at hand. Notice that anger can be expressed in numerous ways and at various intensities, relative to the situation. In some cases, an equanimitous glare may be sufficient; in other cases, a hot-blooded airing of grievances may be appropriate. Anger is restrained by reason, controlled, and not necessarily muted or toned down. Anger is thus not dismissed as primitive or normatively irrational.[27] Rather, anger creates a context, it sets a tone, and as such it is one of the factors that make possible the resistance to injustice and oppression.




Furthermore, Lugones prods us to question the commonplace presumption that there is only one model for anger (Lugones 2003: 117). To this end, Lugones makes a distinction between first-order and second-order anger. First-order anger is backward-looking and intended to communicate a hitherto-unnoticed unjust injury within a shared set of conventional norms and institutions (Lugones 2003: 108, 113). With first-order anger, the norms (or rules of discourse) are tacitly accepted and there is an expectation that one’s expression of anger will be understood. Second-order anger is forward-looking and intended to give voice to injuries that are not recognized as either injuries or unjust injuries within the given set of conventional norms and institutions (Lugones 2003: 104, 110). Second-order anger inhabits a world of sense outside of a dominant set of norms and institutions, often constituting an indictment or a rebellion. Lugones makes this distinction to draw attention to the complexity of anger, to show that either first-order or second-order anger may be an appropriate response depending on the circumstances.




The world is complex. Given any geographic location, there are likely differing cultures and norms. And within any dominant culture, there are typically subcultures with attending norms and prescribed scripts. Furthermore, many people are multicultural. Some are racially or ethnically mixed. Some fall outside of the dominant gender norms. Hence, many people travel: from dominant culture to subculture and back, back and forth within multiple ethnic and racial groups, beyond a heteronormative world to a nonbinary world. Many people “move within, across, and apart from official worlds of sense” (Lugones 2003: 117). This only complicates the situation in regard to anger. To determine appropriate anger strategies and the appropriate ways to train anger, we must remain attentive to the particularities of each situation. We must pay attention to the various ways in which feeling and expressing anger influence our cognitive tendencies and comportment (Lugones 2003: 117). We must pay attention to the ways in which expressions of anger are interpreted and experienced by others. Ideally, anger, like every other praiseworthy character trait, would be trained to be adept and attentive to various contexts and ways of understanding. “Such presence of mind typically requires long self-discipline” (Nussbaum 2015: 54). And, of course, attaining the mean is rare and exceptional (Aristotle 2000: 35; Nussbaum 2015: 54). But it is a noble goal worth pursuing.




Conceiving of anger as a virtue seems to avoid some of the conceptual contortions that manifest in Nussbaum’s account. The angle of discussion changes. Anger, in some contexts, is appropriate and worthy of approbation. The desire for payback is not inherent in anger, but it can be explained as a vice of excess. Worries about narcissism (path of status) and magical thinking (path of payback) may persist, but these are not necessary or default features of anger. Importantly, anger cannot be written off as normatively irrational.




To recap, Nussbaum has articulated what amounts to an indictment of garden-variety anger, arguing that anger is always conceptually tied up with a desire for payback. Or, we might say that anger is almost always conceptually tied up with a desire for payback, because there is one major exception: transitional anger. Transition anger is special but appears to lead Nussbaum into conceptual contortions. As an alternative, I have outlined an alternative Aristotelian way of conceiving anger. To conceive of anger as a virtue offers a positive interpretation of anger. To flesh out this alternative in a more contemporary mode, I have turned to Lugones, who suggests that we should work to be more attentive to the different ways of understanding as well as the different ways of feeling and expressing anger.



[23] Compare with David Konstan’s discussion of orgê (anger) and to nemesan (being indignant) in ancient Greek texts (Konstan 2006: 68).



[24] It is not entirely clear to me why Aristotle seems to have two definitions of orgê (anger)—one in the Rhetoric and another in the Nicomachean Ethics. One could argue that (i) Aristotle is simply inconsistent in this case. Given that much of the remaining Aristotelian corpus consists of salvaged lecture notes, this is a definite possibility (cf. Konstan 2006: 68). Alternatively, one could argue that (ii) the Rhetoric is primarily concerned with modes of persuasion, with arousing prejudice, pity, anger, and similar emotions in a particular audience/jury (Rhetoric 1356a; Aristotle 1984: 2155–2156). Thus, the Rhetoric explains how to play on the audience’s emotions to induce anger, while the Nicomachean Ethics outlines the proper/virtuous state one must inhabit to exercise one’s function with excellence. Or, one could argue that (iii) the Rhetoric is restricted to a discussion of visceral, uncontrolled anger, while the Nicomachean Ethics offers a discussion of anger dictated by reason as well as the attending vices of excess and deficiency (Konstan 2006: 70).



[25] It occurs to me that parents often get justifiably angry at their children’s bad behavior. Anger, in this case, need not necessitate a conceptual commitment to payback, humiliation, or vengeance. Rather, in the best cases, a parent’s anger is tied to rationally confronting, resisting, or counteracting bad behavior.



[26] This, in turn, would rely on a workable conception of the good. I am happy to concede that each conception of “the good” and its attending virtues and vices are culturally inflected (and constrained) by a particular social context, a particular anthropology (MacIntyre 1984; Flanagan 2017). Nordic sagas speak of one (heroic) conception of virtue, and Aristotle speaks of another. And Aquinas holds yet another (Christian) conception of the virtues.



[27] Again, Lugones dislikes uncontrolled, hard-to-handle anger. She dislikes the person she becomes when overcome with anger. She dislikes the bodily sense and the potential imposition on and manipulation of others when uncontrollably enraged. Uncontrolled anger, thus, should be understood as vice, meriting disapprobation.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger and Approbation




Let us return to Nussbaum’s depiction of transitional anger. Nussbaum paints transitional anger in a very particular way. Anger receives approbation only if it dissipates quickly and justice is sought in a calm and nonthreatening fashion. Angry people—the sexually assaulted, the racially terrorized, the colonized—should quickly transition to compassionate hope. Martin Luther King Jr. is depicted as the embodiment of this nonthreatening, compassionate hope.[28] Nussbaum acknowledges that there is anger in King’s speech, yet (on her reading) King directs his audience away from the ever-so-alluring “magical fantasy of retribution” (55). Nussbaum writes:






King’s audience might have imagined a future of payback, in which African-Americans would attain power and inflict retributive pain and humbling on white Americans. Society abounded with such ideas. King’s altogether superior stance was that the Transition is only a heartbeat away, since only cooperation will really solve the nation’s problems. (Nussbaum 2015: 55)







According to Nussbaum, the anger of nonwhite Americans wrought by racist policies and institutions should be quickly converted into compassionate hope for a future brotherhood. White Americans should be spared groveling and humiliation, for that does not right any wrongs or get us any closer to justice. The resolution should benefit all parties. To do otherwise would be irrational and impede any genuine pursuance of justice.




I find this conception of transitional anger callous and insensitive to those who suffer unjust injury. Nussbaum seems to suggest that those who have unjustly suffered sexual violation, racial brutality, or any variety of persecution are irrational if they remain angry. Victims of unjust acts are compelled to quickly get over their anger, with compassionate hope for the future welfare of all parties (including their oppressors, their rapists, their attackers).[29] Claims to unjust injury are to be petitioned calmly and rationally, in a nonthreatening manner.[30] Nussbaum seems unconcerned with the egregiousness or the pervasiveness of the injuries in question. In fact, Nussbaum’s view presupposes that contemporary “forward-looking” norms and systems of justice are fair and just. It presupposes that civilized argumentation and persuasive rhetoric do, in fact, result in just resolutions. The position seems to callously disregard de facto racial, gender, and class inequities: racially disproportionate incarceration rates, unequal pay for women, unsustainable minimum wages, and so on. Nussbaum seems unwilling or unable to comprehend the perspectives of those who remain angry about egregious injustice (cf. Dotson 2011: 248–249; Medina 2013: 70).[31] And, given her inability to see anything but compassionate hope as a rational response to unjust injury, Nussbaum silences or delegitimates those who remain angry about unjust injury.




In this manner, Nussbaum’s conception of transitional anger seems to discourage the expression of anger and thus is an impediment to basic resistance, an impediment to social amelioration. While Nussbaum notes that “anger can be a useful wake-up call” and that anger can be a source of motivation, she is dogged by the specter of retaliation (Nussbaum 2015: 55). But if we conceive of anger as a virtue, anger is not inherently retaliatory or vengeful; it is not essentially tied to a brute desire for payback. Anger can then be marshaled to put an end to certain policies, institutions, and behaviors (King 2010: 18). I would argue that confronting, resisting, or countering one’s offender does actually do some work toward the amelioration of unjust injuries (Harris 2003: 79–80; Myers and Dewall 2015: 478; Flanagan 2017: 210–212). Or, at least, it does some work toward changing the conditions which make such injuries possible. Anger can help sustain just feelings of being wronged. It can help attain therapeutic catharsis. It can help sustain the need to be vigilant against future wrongs. It can motivate victims to bind together in coalitions of resistance. It can be instrumental in restoring self-confidence and self-worth in victimized or oppressed people (Harris 2003: 79–80; Flanagan 2017: 210–212). If this holds in at least some cases, it would seem to suggest that anger should not be eschewed or discarded as an irrational vestige of human prehistory.




To be clear, I am not advocating mere payback or vengeance. Nussbaum, in her account, reduces anger to a desire for striking back or retaliation. I suggest that anger need not be reduced to payback or vengeance. I suggest that anger can be understood as a virtue—a mean between two vices, one of excess and one of deficiency. Anger, then, can be trained and controlled by reason. As King says, “Nonviolent resistance caused no explosions of anger—it instigated no riots—it controlled anger and released it under discipline for maximum effect” (King 2010: 18). Notice that King does not suggest that anger should be laughed away or quickly dispelled. King seems to wield anger in a controlled and strategic fashion in the fight against injustice and oppression. While Nussbaum, Lugones, King, and I may disapprove of uncontrolled anger and the vindictive path of payback, this does not negate the legitimacy or merit of controlled anger.




It has been suggested that anger is a destructive emotion (Flanagan 2000; Nussbaum 2015: 56). This is an interesting choice of words. I am not terribly troubled by this description, because sometimes destruction is needed. Slavery should be abolished (Thoreau 2004: 56). Caste should be annihilated (Ambedkar 2004: 291; Roy 2016: 139–141). The conditions which make possible “1 in 5 college women being sexually assaulted” should be destroyed. Anger seems an apt and needed response to perceived unjust injury (Harris 1999: 236, 2003: 13). In fact, anger is one of those character traits which make amelioration of such conditions possible. For such efforts rely on bold and passionate individuals willing to confront, resist, or counter unjust injury in order to expose the underlying injustice. Anger, in this sense, fortifies and emboldens those who suffer injustice (Harris 2003: 15; McBride 2017: 228–229). It prods them to disrupt morally abhorrent social practices and passionately work toward the destruction of social and structural injustices that still plague us (Leonard et al. 2011: 107–109).[32] And, for this, anger merits approbation.



[28] To portray King as compliant, modest, compassionate, and nonthreatening papers over King’s audacity, his tenacity, his commitment to civil disobedience, (nonviolent) direct action, constructive coercive power, and vehement resistance to injustice (Harris 1992: 200–201; King 2010: 137; McBride 2017: 226).



[29] Owen Flanagan writes: “I have not personally suffered racism or sexism, nor has anyone tried to rape or murder me. I have not been called on to heal from those kinds of awful injuries. Some friends who have suffered those kinds of harms say anger is required, others not so much. Their voices are the ones to listen to most carefully in our world” (Flanagan 2017: 215).



[30] Indeed, “it is easy for [those who won various lotteries in life] to lecture others about virtue and staying calm” (Flanagan 2017: 180).



[31] This description resembles the form of epistemic injustice Kristie Dotson terms “situated ignorance” (Dotson 2011: 248–249). Similarly, José Medina writes, “The lack of epistemic friction characteristic of the racist dominant perspective breeds arrogance, laziness, and closed-mindedness; that is, it produces actively ignorant subjects whose vitiated epistemic perspectives avoid friction and protect themselves against alternatives” (Medina 2013: 70).



[32] See, for example, Harris (1992, 1999, 2002, 2003) and McBride (2013a, 2013b, 2017).
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Chapter 2: Anger as a Political Emotion: A Phenomenological Perspective




Céline Leboeuf




In recent years, Martha Nussbaum has forcefully argued against the idea that anger is an essential emotion for combating injustice. In her 2016 book Anger and Forgiveness: Resentment, Generosity, Justice, she explains that “anger includes, conceptually, not only the idea of a serious wrong done to someone or something of significance, but also that it would be a good thing if the wrongdoer suffered.”[33] It is the idea of retribution that Nussbaum finds “normatively problematic” with anger.[34] She reasons that any suffering inflicted on the wrongdoer would fail to repair the initial harm and could only serve to humiliate him or her. Yet Nussbaum admits of an exception to her characterization of anger: She identifies “transition anger” as a species of anger which can motivate an individual to respond to harm and which, in its pure form, does not conceptually contain the idea of retribution.[35] She describes the content of transition anger in these terms: “How outrageous. Something should be done about that.”[36] Although she believes that transition anger can encourage social justice work, she worries that this type of anger is rarely expressed in its pure form. Overall, she is skeptical of the usefulness of anger for attaining the goals of social justice.




The objective of this chapter is to offer a phenomenology of anger that is in dialogue with Nussbaum’s argument concerning the usefulness of anger for responding to oppressions. To this end, I will discuss cases in which anger motivates a response to racial prejudice, with the hope that they will illustrate a positive role for anger in resisting oppressions. More specifically, I will look to descriptions of antiblack racism. These descriptions portray situations in which a black man is confronted with the gaze of a white person. I will explain why the white gaze can provoke a sense of disorientation and a physical incapacitation—what I call “bodily alienation”—in the black person. I will argue that anger can help a black person undo his bodily alienation, because it can wrest him from the disorientation and incapacitation that the white gaze provokes.




My argument implies that anger is instrumentally valuable for resisting racial oppression, insofar as it enables the racially oppressed to resist aspects of their oppression. As such, it plays a positive role, akin to the role Nussbaum assigns to transition anger. At the same time, the cases of anger I describe are tainted with desires for revenge and are not instances of pure transition anger. This said, I do not think that these cases should be entirely dismissed as relevant to social justice: If anger, whether tainted by desires for revenge or not, can enable a person to respond to his or her oppression, then there is a place for anger in responding to injustice.




My argument unfolds as follows: I will begin by introducing the cases of antiblack racism at stake. Then, to clarify what I mean by bodily alienation, I will describe both the phenomenology of skillful movement and the phenomenology of the breakdown in skillful movement that the white gaze provokes. Skillful movement is typically characterized by the sense that the agent’s movements recede from awareness when she is performing an activity skillfully and that the focus of her activity (let’s say hammering a nail) comes to the forefront of her awareness. By contrast, in breakdown cases, the agent’s movements come to the forefront of her awareness and affordances in the world that would ordinarily solicit her activity no longer do so. In light of these descriptions, I will argue that anger can play a transitional role akin to, but not identical to, the one Nussbaum identifies in Anger and Forgiveness. I will conclude by explaining why this transitional role is important for those who are oppressed.



[33] Nussbaum (2016: 5).



[34] Ibid.



[35] For Nussbaum’s account of transition anger, see pages 6 and 35–40.



[36] Nussbaum (2016: 6).




      

    

  
    
      

A Phenomenology of Anger




To support my phenomenology of anger, let me introduce two passages, one from chapter 5 of Frantz Fanon’s classic Black Skin, White Masks, which is entitled “The Lived Experience of the Black Man,” and the other from George Yancy’s 2008 article “Elevators, Social Spaces and Racism: A Philosophical Analysis.”




      

    

  
    
      

Passage 1—Fanon






And then we were given the occasion to confront the white gaze. An unusual weight descended on us. The real world robbed us of our share. In the white world, the man of color encounters difficulties in elaborating his body schema… . As a result, the body schema, attacked in several places, collapsed, giving way to an epidermal racial schema. In the train, it was a question of being aware of my body, no longer in the third person but in triple. In the train, instead of one seat, they left me two or three. I was no longer enjoying myself. I was unable to discover the feverish coordinates of the world. I existed in triple: I was taking up room. I approached the Other … and the Other, evasive, hostile, but not opaque, transparent and absent, vanished. Nausea.[37]






[37] Fanon (2008: 90–92).




      

    

  
    
      

Passage 2—Yancy






Despite what I think about myself, how I am for-myself, her perspective, her third-person account, seeps into my consciousness. I catch a glimpse of myself through her eyes and just for that moment I experience some form of double consciousness, but what I see does not shatter my identity or unglue my sense of moral decency. Despite how my harmless actions might be constructed within her white racialized framework of seeing the world, I remain capable of resisting the white gaze’s entry into my own self-vision. I am angered. Indeed, I find her gaze disconcerting and despicable. As I undergo this double consciousness, my agency remains intact. My sense of who I am and how I am capable of being—that is, the various ways in which I am able to deploy an oppositional form of self-representation—has not been eradicated. I know that I am not a criminal or a rapist. At no point do I either desire to be white or begin to hate my dark skin. And while I recognize the historical power of the white gaze, a perspective that carries the weight of white racist history and everyday encounters of spoken and unspoken anti-Black racism, I do not seek white recognition, that is, the white woman’s recognition. Though I would prefer that she does not see me through the distorting Black imago, I am not dependent upon her recognition. For me to seek white recognition as a stimulus to a healthy sense of self-understanding is a form of pathology.[38]







In both passages, the narrator sees himself seen by another. And not just by any other. The other who is or would be looking at the narrator lies in a position of power with respect to him. The other is a white person, the narrator a black person. This is the first salient feature of Fanon’s and Yancy’s descriptions. As a corollary, we can note that the passages portray the gaze as unidirectional: The oppressed other is faced with the gaze of the dominant other but does not look back at him or her. Furthermore, and this is the second element that will be of interest, Passage 1 conveys the sense that the oppressed other is deeply disturbed or, as I will argue, alienated from his body in the face of the dominant other’s gaze. The black man in Fanon’s description feels an “unusual weight” descend on him. Third, Passage 2 begins to sketch a response to this unsettling phenomenon. Yancy cautions against trying to seek the white person’s recognition. The passage suggests that the real solution to the white gaze’s threat does not lie in looking back at the white person but in dismantling the hold this gaze has on the black person’s psyche.




This preliminary characterization directs us to two problems. First, we need to account for the “trouble” created by the gaze of the dominant other. Second, we need to investigate the options available to the oppressed other. I will tackle these problems in this order.




In Passage 1, the black man is disoriented in the face of the white gaze. There are three elements of this example that best capture this disorientation. First, Fanon says that “in the train, it was a question of being aware of my body, no longer in third person, but in triple.”[39] Therefore, rather than having a first-personal relationship to his body, the black man at first has a third-personal one, and then rather than merely apprehending his body from the third-person perspective, he apprehends it in a multiplied way. Second, the black man is said to be “unable to discover the feverish coordinates of the world.”[40] Clearly, he can no longer perform a habitual action, like finding a seat on a train; furthermore, the description of the coordinates as “feverish” adds to the sense that the black man is radically disoriented in this situation. Third, Fanon speaks of “nausea.”[41] We can take this term both as a reference to a sickness the black man feels in these situations and perhaps as an allusion to Sartre’s Nausea. Roquentin, the novel’s protagonist, experiences nausea as he becomes detached from ordinary objects and experiences them in their naked contingency. Like Roquentin, the black man becomes detached from ordinary objects, from ordinary settings like that of the train.




The main point to take from Passage 1 is that the agent fails to deal skillfully with his environment and, as result, loses his connection to other things. That is the phenomenon at stake. But what does this description tell us about the genesis of bodily alienation? To answer this question, it will be useful to contrast the phenomenology of unskillful activity with the phenomenology of skillful activity.




A fruitful point of entry into understanding the difference between skillful and unskillful activity is Fanon’s appropriation of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the body schema. In and surrounding Passage 1, Fanon speaks both of a body schema simpliciter and of an “epidermal racial schema” or “historical-racial schema.” To give the reader a sense of the workings of the body schema, consider Fanon’s example of reaching for a pack of cigarettes:






I know that if I want to smoke, I shall have to stretch out my right arm and grab the pack of cigarettes lying at the other end of the table. As for the matches, they are in the left drawer, and I shall have to move back a little. And I make all these moves, not out of habit, but by implicit knowledge. A slow construction of my self as a body in a spatial and temporal world—such seems to be the schema.[42]







This passage illustrates the fact that the body schema allows us to anticipate future actions in response to changes in one’s environment. When Fanon says that we find our bearings “not out of habit,” he means that we do not reflexively perform the movements necessary to accomplish a task because we have been conditioned to perform them through repetition. Rather, we have an implicit understanding of the relations between objects in the world and the parts of our bodies. With my perception of the pack of cigarettes comes an understanding of the position of my right hand, which is aiming to grasp it, as well as the relative positions of my other body parts. If the pack of cigarettes is close to my right hand, I know to grab it without getting out of my seat. But if I perceive the pack of cigarettes to be out of reach, I know to get out of my seat to get it. Each of these pieces of knowledge originates in the body schema—not from sets of conditioned reflexes.[43]




The phenomenology of habit formation also tells us something very interesting about skillful activity, namely, that the awareness we have of our bodies when we are dealing skillfully with our environment is practical as opposed to thematic. By “thematic,” I mean that a conceptual understanding of an object, whereas by “practical” I have in mind a form of awareness that is preconceptual. According to Merleau-Ponty, forming habits requires that learned movements recede from awareness.[44] When one forms new bodily habits, as one relates to either movements or the use of a tool, at first one focuses on the movements or the tool in order to perform the task at hand.[45] With time, though, this focus on movements or the tool recedes. Focal disappearance is the phenomenon wherein movements or tools recede from focal awareness. Indeed, focal disappearance is a condition of truly skillful movement. Without the disappearance of tools or movements from awareness, one could never manipulate these tools or execute these movements with ease. In disappearing, tools and movements become incorporated and come to form a part of the body schema. This is to say that they can now serve to coordinate other bodily movements. Likewise, using the concept of the habit-body, one would say that incorporation involves the integration of movements or tools into the habit-body. Thus, the focal disappearance of a tool or a movement is a condition of that tool or movement becoming incorporated.




The notion of focal disappearance bears on the difference between skillful and unskillful activity for the following reason. I have just suggested that when one’s bodily movements recede from awareness, one can perform activities most skillfully. And yet it is not as though we are totally unaware of our bodies when performing skillfully. For instance, if you were to ask me how to play a musical instrument, I might be able to give you general instructions, by showing you how to place your fingers on the strings, how hard to pluck, and so on. The instructions I might give you might be incomplete, since there are certain elements of playing that are hard to articulate: How hard exactly to pluck to play a note forte? Is there a well-defined strength? Surely, it would be easier to figure out by playing. Therefore, there is some awareness of one’s body involved in a skillful activity, especially when learning a new way of using one’s body. But what happens exactly when I become skilled at some activity? My answer is this: I do not have a thematic awareness of my body, that is, an awareness of my body as an object, but rather a practical awareness of my body.




So much for the theory of the body and its relation to skillful activity. But what of the “racial epidermal schema” Fanon mentions? The racial epidermal schema or historical-racial schema is said to lie “beneath the body schema,” where it is not constituted by “remnants of feelings and notions of the tactile, vestibular, kinesthetic, or visual nature” but by “the Other, the white man, who had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes.”[46] Therefore, this second body schema has a different constitution than that of the normal schema. Furthermore, Fanon’s language suggests that the black man, unlike the white man, has two schemata: a “regular” body schema and a historical-racial schema. This doubling of the body schema matters because, a paragraph later, when he is confronted with the white gaze on the train, Fanon describes the regular body schema as “attacked” and “collapsed,” such that it “[gives] way to an epidermal racial schema.”[47] Thus, in the wake of the white gaze, the black man is no longer guided by the regular body schema but only by the epidermal racial schema. Given that the regular body schema is the one constituted by sensory and motor feedback, its collapse explains the black man’s inability to move through the train and find a seat. The schema that is left over cannot guide him because it is not constituted by sensory-motor feedback.




Fanon introduces the second schema to show that the disruption caused by the white gaze is predicated on the black man’s coming to understand himself as black. Whereas in his homeland his blackness is not salient to him, in the white world it comes to the forefront of his awareness. To speak of a second schema is to speak of a different set of data about the black man, the meaning of his body for whites.[48] For it is not simply that the black man is confronted with a hostile gaze; after all, he may be confronted by such a gaze on his own turf, outside of white spaces. Rather, the gaze is understood to communicate a certain prejudice. Indeed, Fanon interweaves the description of the gaze and the language whites use concerning blacks. The chapter in which the description of the white gaze is embedded famously begins with the sentence: “ ‘Dirty nigger!’ or simply ‘Look! A Negro!’ ”[49] These snippets shape the fabric of the second, the epidermal racial, schema.[50]




The upshot of this discussion of the body schema and the habit-body is that the difference between unskillful and skillful activity rests on whether one is aware of one’s body thematically as opposed to practically. Passage 1 reveals that bodily alienation can take the form of a failure in the moment to have a practical relation to one’s body.




So far, I have contrasted the phenomenology of breakdown cases and that of skillful activity. Now I will turn to the source of the breakdown case: internalizing the white gaze. What accounts for bodily alienation in Fanon’s example is the internalization of the white gaze. When the white gaze is internalized, the world ceases to solicit activity from the black man. This is to say that skillful movements become interrupted when the oppressed person becomes aware of the white person’s presence. It is not to say that the presence of a white person cannot ever elicit an action (e.g., to exit a white space). As I interpret these cases, the black man is locked in his mental life, with the result that his skillful bodily activity is disrupted. It is as though the world no longer exists for him, and this disappearance entails the loss of skillful movement. To better grasp the phenomenology of alienation provoked by the gaze, think of the experience of listening to one’s voice as one speaks: Instead of hearing it in a dim, receding fashion, one’s voice comes to the focus of one’s awareness, as if one had adopted the point of view of others; in such cases, speech typically loses its fluidity; the normal process through which it is elaborated is disrupted by the intrusion of an external perspective into one’s awareness. In this analogy, the white gaze is akin to the external point of view, while seamless movement is akin to fluid speech; what wreaks havoc in both cases is the internalization of another perspective.




I have just asserted that the connection between bodily alienation and the gaze turns on the internalization of the dominant other’s gaze. But what accounts for this internalization? After all, not all gazes provoke bodily alienation. My answer is this: The oppressed person is most vulnerable to bodily alienation because the dominant other’s gaze has an authority that other points of view might not have. In other words, the narratives embraced by the dominant other about the oppressed person have a special claim to truth and resist being challenged. Fanon captures this well when he discusses the genesis of the historical-racial schema, which as we saw is constituted by “the Other, the white man, who had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, and stories.”[51] Notice how the black man becomes one of the white man’s constructions: The black man is said to be “woven” out of the white man’s narratives about blacks. The uneven relationship between the authoritativeness of the blacks’ perspective on whites and that of whites vis-à-vis blacks explains the hold the white gaze has on blacks. In summary, the authority of the white perspective explains the fact that the white gaze is internalized, and by the same token the genesis of bodily alienation.




Up until now, I have focused on Passage 1, which portrays a black man being confronted by a white gaze. In what follows, I turn to Passage 2, which sheds light on how the black man can reckon with the white gaze. I have argued that bodily alienation in the face of the gaze can be explained by the internalization of the dominant other’s presence. Thus, it would follow that responding to the threat of the other’s gaze would require resisting this internalization. This is precisely what Passage 2 reveals. Yancy asserts, “While I recognize the historical power of the white gaze … I do not seek white recognition, that is, the white woman’s recognition… . For me to seek white recognition as a stimulus to a healthy sense of self-understanding is a form of pathology.”[52] Resisting internalization, I submit, requires finding a different point of focus, and not just any, but a point of focus in the world. For his movements to regain their skillful quality, the black man needs an external anchor. Recall that for movements to be fluid, they need to recede from awareness, and this requires that things emerge instead as the end of our movements. Passage 2 suggests that holding on to one’s own sense of self can fortify oneself against the white gaze:






I am angered. Indeed, I find her gaze disconcerting and despicable. As I undergo this double consciousness, my agency remains intact. My sense of who I am and how I am capable of being—that is, the various ways in which I am able to deploy an oppositional form of self-representation—has not been eradicated. I know that I am not a criminal or a rapist. At no point do I either desire to be white or begin to hate my dark skin.







At first blush, resisting internalization seems only to rest on affirming one’s own narrative and not adopting that of the white person. The notion of an “oppositional form of self-representation” refers to a narrative about oneself, a “self-representation,” which runs counter to that of the dominant other (hence the term “oppositional”). But is this a sufficient explanation? Could an intellectual act help the black man recover from his bodily disorientation? I doubt it. For this reason, I would like to point out the first sentence of this quotation: “I am angered.” My view is that the black man’s anger accounts for his ability to resist internalization. Anger motivates action. But before discussing anger, it is worth noting that anger also plays a role in the black man’s reintegration in the social world in Fanon. In the first of the passages to mark this reintegration, Fanon writes:






Where should I put myself from now on? I can feel the familiar rush of blood surge up from the numerous dispersions of my being. I am about to lose my temper. The fire had died a long time ago, and once again the Negro is trembling.







Look how handsome that Negro is!




The handsome Negro says, “Fuck you,” madame.[53]




Here we witness not only anger but a response, a rejoinder to the white gaze. The reference to trembling echoes an earlier passage in the same chapter, where the black man is described as trembling during his encounter with whites.[54] But instead of trembling from the cold and from being in the presence of whites, here the black man appears to be trembling with rage. Interestingly, Yancy envisions a similar response later in his article; he imagines himself saying to the white woman in the elevator: “Miss, I assure you that I am not interested in your trashy possessions and I especially have no desire to humiliate you through the violence of rape nor are my sexual desires outside my control.”[55]




Why exactly does anger play the role that it does in Yancy and Fanon? To answer this question, let us now turn to the phenomenology of anger. And I see no better place to start than with Fanon’s own descriptions of anger in Black Skin, White Masks.




The first feature of anger that Fanon’s descriptions underscore is its expansive character. In response to the white person’s gaze, Fanon writes, “I lose my temper, demand an explanation… . Nothing doing. I explode. Here are the fragments put together by another me.”[56] The fact that Fanon describes himself as exploding rather than imploding reveals the expansive character of anger. But what exactly is expanding in this anger? As we just saw, Fanon, the black man, trembles first from the cold of the winter day when he encounters a white woman and her child, and then trembles out of rage at this encounter. He writes, “I can feel that familiar rush of blood surge up from the numerous dispersions of my being. I am about to lose my temper. The fire had died long ago, and once again the Negro is trembling.”[57] The surge of blood suggests that the explosion is a bodily explosion, and the expansiveness is an expansiveness of the body. To be sure, this expansiveness is twofold: Not only does the black man feel physically restrained in the white world, and experience a physical surge to act, but his self is also confined by the stereotypes about blacks that are foisted on him. Indeed, Fanon adds:






The white world, the only decent one, was preventing me from participating. It demanded that a man behave like a man. It demanded of me that I behave like a black man—or at least like a Negro. I hailed the world, and the world amputated my enthusiasm. I was expected to stay in line and make myself scarce.[58]







The word “amputation” suggests that there is a conflict between the integrity of the black man’s self and the place that he is assigned in the white world. The theme of an amputation resurfaces at the end of “The Lived Experience of the Black Man,” where Fanon affirms, “Yet, with all my being, I refuse to accept this amputation. I feel my soul as vast as the world, truly a soul as deep as the deepest of rivers; my chest has the power to expand to infinity.”[59] While Fanon does not directly refer to anger in this passage, we should read it as the outcome of the black man’s anger: No longer the prey of the white person’s gaze, he sees his soul as encompassing the world. In the concluding line of the chapter, we see that the black man “weeps” at the crossroad of “Nothingness and Infinity.”[60] This sadness marks the end of an evolution from impotence to anger, and from anger to sadness. Regardless of the concluding sadness, this evolution is a progression, since the black man no longer experiences himself as trapped in the “suffocating reification” of the white gaze.[61]




The second feature of anger worth dwelling on from Fanon’s descriptions lies in the cognitive change that the black man experiences through his anger. In the passage immediately following Fanon’s rejoinder to the white woman, he writes: “Her face colored with shame. At last I was freed from my rumination. I realized two things at once: I had identified the enemy and created a scandal. Overjoyed. We could now have some fun.”[62] Notice the transition from rumination to realization: Once the black man expresses his anger, he can clearly identify his enemy. In short, the black man’s anger endows him with an acuity that he had lost when he first entered the white world. No longer “disoriented” and “unable to discover the feverish coordinates of the world,” the black man seeks to “assert [himself] as a BLACK MAN.”[63]




Fanon’s and Yancy’s writings illustrate the way in which anger can protect members of oppressed groups from the havoc created by a dominant other’s gaze. Their writings show that anger is an emotion that encourages action and heightens the oppressed person’s insight into his oppression. In the wake of his anger, the black man correctly identifies white prejudice as the cause of the hostile encounters he experiences when he enters white spaces. Thus, these writings shed light on the usefulness of anger for the sake of achieving social justice. Anger is revealed to be a political emotion in the sense that it enables members of oppressed groups to reaffirm themselves under oppressive conditions.



[38] Yancy (2008).



[39] Fanon (2008: 92).



[40] Ibid.



[41] Ibid.



[42] Ibid.: 91.



[43] As an example of the workings of the schema in a pathological case, consider the phantom limb phenomenon, which Merleau-Ponty discusses at length in the Phenomenology of Perception. The person who suffers from a phantom limb experiences a distortion of her body schema: her schema reflects bodily abilities she no longer has because she has lost a limb, and it guides her body’s movements as though she were capable to reckon with objects in the way she could before this loss.



[44] Merleau-Ponty (2002: 176).



[45] My interpretation of Merleau-Ponty here draws on Kristin Zeiler’s 2013 article “A Phenomenology of Excorporation, Bodily Alienation, and Resistance: Rethinking Sexed and Racialized Embodiment.”



[46] Fanon (2008: 91).



[47] Ibid.: 92.



[48] Conversely, we can say that in their homeland, blacks do not have an epidermal racial schema. Their blackness is not salient to them; it does not affect their engagement with the world. Something similar could be said of gender. There are certain settings where one’s gender comes to the front of one’s awareness, and where we might witness similar disturbances in skillful activity. As an example, consider the discomfort female students might experience in classroom settings in disciplines where women are traditionally underrepresented. I owe this point to Nancy Bauer.



[49] Fanon (2008: 89).



[50] As a corollary, it would not make much sense to speak of an epidermal racial schema for whites when they are in white spaces, since their bodies are not taken to have any significance; there is no tension between their physical ability to navigate space and the reality of another’s presence.



[51] Fanon (2008: 91).



[52] Yancy (2008: 848).



[53] Fanon (2008: 94); we should not assume that the black man responds to the white woman out loud. The passage illustrates that anger allows the black man to begin articulating a response, even if he keeps it to himself.



[54] Fanon (2008: 93–94).



[55] Yancy (2008: 860).



[56] Fanon (2008: 89).



[57] Ibid.: 94.



[58] Ibid.: 94.



[59] Ibid.: 119.



[60] Ibid.



[61] Ibid.: 89.



[62] Ibid.: 94.



[63] The capitalization is in the original.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger and Social Justice




Fanon’s and Yancy’s descriptions suggest that anger plays a positive role in achieving social justice. This raises the question of whether it plays a role identical or akin to that Nussbaum attributes to transition anger in Anger and Forgiveness. Transition anger, for Nussbaum, is a form of anger that motivates action to address a harm, and it does not suffer from the normative problems inherent in “garden-variety” anger.




Nussbaum finds anger normatively problematic because this emotion conceptually contains the idea of harming the wrongdoer, which proves to be an irrational idea for two reasons. First, anger is problematic if it includes the notion of “payback.” According to Nussbaum, this way “makes the mistake of thinking that the suffering of the wrongdoer somehow restores, or contributes to restoring, the important thing that was damaged.”[64] It is problematic because it rests on the “false” and “incoherent” belief that the wrongdoer’s suffering will “bring back the person or valued item that has been damaged.”[65] For instance, if you punch me, and I punch you back, my punching you will not help the pain I experience because of your punch. Nussbaum adds that “at most [the wrongdoer’s suffering] may deter future offending and incapacitate the offender.”[66] Yet she worries that this is “not all that the person taking the road of payback believes and seeks.”[67] But, in Nussbaum’s eyes, the desire for revenge that anger contains encompasses more than deterrence. The second way in which anger is problematic is if it includes the notion of status. For Nussbaum, the appeal of anger would lie in “lowering the status of the wrongdoer by pain and humiliation.”[68] This second way proves to be problematic because the lowering of the wrongdoer’s status does nothing to restore the victim’s status. For example, if you insult me, and I respond by humiliating you, the humiliation I experience due to your insult is not repaired by humiliating you. The only result is that we both end up humiliated. More than that, Nussbaum argues that the exclusive focus on “relative status” is worrisome. She sees no (moral) value in affirming one’s superiority over another individual; as a result, she worries about the desire to lower another’s status inherent in garden-variety anger.




Although Nussbaum contends that anger is globally normatively problematic, she makes room for a “borderline case of genuinely and normatively appropriate anger” that she calls “transition anger.”[69] Transition anger (in its pure form) does not suffer from the problems of ordinary anger. This form of anger has the content “How outrageous! Something must be done about this!”[70] Nussbaum identifies an example of transition anger in Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” speech. She ventures that “one could imagine that King’s own emotion was Transition-Anger.”[71] Her basis for making this suggestion lies in her assessment that King had the “presence of mind” not to harbor the “retaliatory instinct” that is so common in those who experience injustice.[72] His audience probably experienced ordinary anger at racial injustices, but King’s speech ushers a transition, in which concern shifts from retaliation to the search for solutions to problems of social welfare.[73] Thus, King’s transition anger orchestrates this shift in concerns.




The notion of transition anger might remind the reader of Fanon’s and Yancy’s accounts of living as a racial minority. There, we have seen that in his anger, the black man seeks to respond to the racial prejudice he encounters. More specifically, he seeks to reaffirm his sense of self in the wake of the hatred he sees in the white gaze. Yet, to the extent that this anger is accompanied by the desire to humiliate whites—think of Fanon’s and Yancy’s imagined retorts to the white women who confront them—it appears to fall under the category of ordinary anger, which includes the idea of relative status and humiliation. This said, there are other aspects of Fanon’s work (at least) that harken to King’s ideas. At the end of Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon asks:




Superiority? Inferiority?




Why not simply try to touch the other, feel the other, discover each other?[74]




In this passage, Fanon seems to have relinquished the preoccupation with insulting the white woman that crops up in the descriptions of lived experience we considered. Thus, I would argue that the anger he experiences when he enters white spaces, though tainted by ideas of retaliation, not only awakens him to his oppression but also sets the stage for reflections on racism that transcend the desire for revenge.[75] In fact, the concluding line of Black Skin, White Masks reads, “O my body, always make me a man who questions!”[76] This final prayer identifies the body as the source of black man’s quest for understanding. This suggests to me that Fanon’s outlook on race is motivated by the bodily experience he has at the hands of a racist society. Not only does he experience racism at a bodily level, but this experience opens a space for questioning racist societies. Overall, although Fanon’s anger is not the pure transition anger that Nussbaum attributes to King, it does usher in a personal transformation that eventually gives up on the concern with relative status.[77]




These observations concerning Fanon’s description of anger in Black Skin, White Masks complicate Nussbaum’s argument concerning the normative status of anger for the oppressed. We have seen that Nussbaum finds all forms of anger except for transition anger to be normatively problematic. Yet Fanon’s description suggests that anger tainted by desires for harming the wrongdoer can also play a positive role for the oppressed. This is the case because anger itself, in virtue of its bodily component, spurs action. Even if an expression of anger, such as the desire to insult the wrongdoer, appears to be initially questionable, this anger may be useful in the long term. In short, I think that impure transition anger can be instrumentally valuable. Therefore, I would caution against dismissing anger tainted by desires for humiliation too quickly.




Before I conclude, let me be more specific about anger’s role in combating social injustice. When we claim that an emotion is important for social justice, we typically have in mind the capacity for emotions to motivate activism, especially as it is expressed in protests or solidarity groups.[78] I have not focused on the relationship between anger and activism, but on the way anger enables the oppressed to resist any hatred they have internalized. The form of anger I have here identified does not necessarily contribute to activism. Nevertheless, it is important since it lends the oppressed a certain resilience. Such anger could open the door to activism, but its value rests on its effects on the psychology of the oppressed. In my eyes, the anger I have here described should not be valued based on the types of actions that result from it but on the very fact that it calls forth action.




To summarize, my aim has been to carve out a place for anger in combating social injustice through a phenomenological description of the lives of the oppressed. I have argued that the anger that members of oppressed groups can experience when they are faced by the gaze of a dominant other is instrumentally valuable for resisting oppressions. It is valuable because it can motivate the oppressed to respond to the hostile encounters they experience due to prejudice. This conclusion suggests that anger need not be altogether dismissed as harmful for the sake of combating social injustices.



[64] Nussbaum (2016: 5).



[65] Ibid.



[66] Ibid.



[67] Ibid.



[68] Ibid.



[69] Ibid.: 6.



[70] Ibid.: 35.



[71] Ibid.: 6.



[72] Ibid.: 36.



[73] Ibid.: 6ff.



[74] Fanon (2008: 206).



[75] One might worry here that I have glossed over a possible consequence of ideas of retaliation: acts of retaliation. My point in this chapter is to highlight the effects of anger on the psychology of the oppressed, not to determine what actions are appropriate to take in the wake of one’s anger. I do not think that the course of actions that are spurred by anger necessarily takes the form of violence. As such, ideas of retaliation need not translate into acts of retaliation, if by “retaliation” one has in mind violence.



[76] Fanon (2008: 206).



[77] Yancy’s article shifts focus from black anger to the personal transformations that the white woman could embody in the elevator. Therefore, we do not have much insight into the black man’s evolution after first experiencing anger toward the woman in the elevator.



[78] I owe this point to Myisha Cherry.
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Chapter 3: Valuing Anger




Antti Kauppinen




At a pivotal moment in the movie La-La Land, the heroine Mia Dolan receives the news that a casting director has seen her one-woman show and wants her to audition for a major film. She is a would-be actress who has been biding her time as a barista. Mia has by this moment had her hopes up countless times and always walked out rejected and disappointed—she might as well be a PhD trying to make it in academia. In fact, she has just decided to give up and has moved back in with her parents in Boulder City when her boyfriend Seb drives down to tell her of the invitation. Demoralized, Mia informs Seb that she is not going to audition. She’s just not cut out for it, and there’s always someone younger and prettier who will get the role. She’s going to give up the childish childhood dream. At this moment, Seb could show compassion and comfort Mia. But instead he gets angry with her. She is genuinely good at acting, and she’s selling herself short by giving up. She deserves the shot she’s getting, and she is wrong to throw it away.




Seb’s anger, I submit, is the right response in the situation. It shows that Mia matters to him. It shows that he cares, more than compassion would, or the kind of cool advice he might just as well give to a stranger in a similar situation who happened to be seated next to him in a plane. What is more, Seb’s susceptibility to anger in such situations is a part of valuing Mia and their relationship, or so I will argue in this chapter. Some ways of valuing things involve perceptions of insistent agent-relative or agent-neutral reasons for action and attitude. I claim that susceptibility to some forms of anger is constitutive of properly appreciating such reasons and essential to holding others to normative expectations. Further, I argue that persons, including ourselves, and some personal relationships are properly valued in a way that involves normative expectations and thus susceptibility to anger. It follows that the right kind of anger has value that is independent of its possible epistemic and motivational benefits. This opens up an underappreciated line of response to critics of anger, from Seneca and Buddha to Owen Flanagan and Derk Pereboom. If we eliminate anger, we fail to properly appreciate and may even lose personal relationships that depend on love and mutual caring, and moral relationships that depend on respect and mutual accountability. This doesn’t mean, of course, that anger is always a good thing—on the contrary, thinking about anger’s role in proper valuing also helps see when it’s unwarranted and harmful.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger, Valuing, and Normative Expectations




My argument in this chapter does not presuppose a detailed theory of anger or emotion in general, but I will outline a general picture. I will assume that emotions at least typically have many elements, including a phenomenal feel, an intentional content, a motivational tendency, and associated physiological responses. (I set aside deservedly unpopular pure cognitivist and noncognitivist views, which regard either the phenomenal and motivational or intentional aspects of emotions as inessential.)




It is important to bear in mind that anger comes in many different forms. Elsewhere, I talk about the “anger family” of emotions, which includes what I call core anger, resentment, indignation, and rage. I lack the space for a proper argument here, but here’s a rough picture. At the root of an anger is an affect program that is already present in small children and animals of many other species. It physiologically and psychologically prepares us for aggression toward someone who frustrates our goals or threatens to do so. It motivates us to return pain for pain. But as our mind-reading and rule-following capacities develop, our emotional responses become more refined. We don’t get angry with a dentist for causing pain to us or a librarian who reminds us to return a book we’d like to keep. Our response to someone who steps on our toes because they’re pushed by another is not the same as our response to the person who does it on purpose. Mature anger in its different forms involves the thought that somebody intentionally or negligently failed to do what they were supposed to do or did what they weren’t supposed to do. (Let me emphasize that adults are prone to immature anger as well—you might get angry with someone who turns you down for a date, even while realizing they’re perfectly within their rights to do so.)




In the terms I will use, the thought that defines mature anger is that the target is responsible for violating a normative expectation, where a normative expectation is a standard to which we hold others (or ourselves). Only some normative expectations are specifically moral in nature, though the salience of moral expectations probably explains in part why so many philosophers and psychologists have been tempted to moralize anger. We can perfectly intelligibly get angry with people who are incompetent (and hence fail to do what they’re supposed to do) without thinking that they’re morally at fault. What I’ll argue later is that many normative expectations are grounded in valuing. For example, part of what it is to value a historical home is thinking that it shouldn’t be torn and thus normatively expecting people to refrain from doing so.




On the motivational side, I distinguish between two kinds of elements in anger and emotions, in general. What I call the motivational content of an emotion is the kind of desire it essentially involves. In the case of anger, the basic motivation is bringing about some negative consequence for the target—something unwanted, unpleasant, or harmful (even if not necessarily all things considered bad). Without such a desire, the emotion isn’t a form of anger. Yet the desired negative consequence can vary with the form of anger at issue, and the relationship between the subject and the target. And the kind of behavior that results, if any, will depend on the subject’s other motives. If you love the person you’re angry with, you might do no more than say some harsh words (which may, nevertheless, suffice to cause pain and hurt), as in the La-La Land scenario, or hold your peace altogether after an internal struggle.




Importantly, emotions also have an aim that is implicit in their pattern of persistence, change, and disappearance. The behavior that they motivate will in normal circumstances tend to promote that aim. Therefore, for example, the aim of fear is something like self-preservation—it motivates us to flee danger, which will normally serve to keep us safe. In the case of mature anger, we can distinguish between two types of aims, forward-looking and backward-looking, depending on whether the subject perceives the violation of expectations to be ongoing or past. Forward-looking mature anger aims, in my view, to force the target to conform to the normative expectation he or she is violating (as the subject sees it). If your fancy new TV has a shaky picture, but it starts to work perfectly once you angrily bang it, your anger tends to go away pretty fast. And when Mia in La-La Land decides to face the challenge of the audition, Seb’s sharpness vanishes.




When it comes to second-personal forms of anger such as resentment and indignation, which address a demand to the target, they tend to go away or diminish in force only when the target acknowledges the legitimacy of the demand and makes amends. As Stephen Darwall (2006) says, they aim at getting the target to hold herself accountable, to feel guilt or shame as a result of acknowledging the legitimacy of our protest. Backward-looking mature anger, in turn, aims to lower the relative status of the target in response to their having violated a normative expectation. That’s why it is satisfied when the target is punished or brought low because of being caught, and why it’s hard to forgive someone who fails to repent and thus disavow the sense of entitlement that made them think it’s okay to abuse us.




      

    

  
    
      

Valuing




Let’s turn to valuing next. What kind of attitude is it? The two simplest suggestions are that valuing consists either of believing that something is good or valuable or of desiring to promote or protect or perhaps acquire what one values. Yet, as many have observed, each of these options faces significant hurdles. Very briefly, believing valuable seems to have the wrong scope (we can believe something is valuable without ourselves valuing it), lack proportionality (I don’t think my children are more valuable than those of others, but I value them more), and possibly lack the right connection to motivation.[79] Nor does desiring suffice for valuing, because we can have both first-order and higher-order desires for something without valuing it, and value things it doesn’t make sense to desire, like the time we got to spend with our grandmother.




What else could valuing be? Many philosophers have observed that when we value something, we are disposed to have a variety of emotional responses to it, as well as related desires and dispositions to attend to events pertaining to it. Let’s use the term “caring” for the kind of complex and persistent disposition that has as its constituents such things as “joy and satisfaction when the object of one’s care is flourishing and frustration over its misfortunes; pride in the successes of the object of care and disappointment over its failures; the desire to help ensure those successes and to help avoid the failures; fear when the object of care is in danger and relief when it escapes unharmed,” as Agniezka Jaworska (2007: 560) says. Bennett Helm (2001) emphasizes that there is a kind of unity to these responses in terms of tone and temporality—for example, if you care about X, joy that results from X doing well “commits” you to sadness in the counterfactual situation in which X does badly instead. (I’ll return to this later.) Further, as Elizabeth Anderson notes, there are many ways of caring or valuing, and exactly which emotions are involved depends on the nature of the object (1993: 4–5). The emotions that we might be vulnerable to when valuing a person will be different from those involved in valuing the beauty of mathematics.




Does caring, understood as mentioned earlier, suffice for valuing? I doubt it. It seems we could care about something without valuing it, as when we find ourselves caring too much about something that we don’t think merits it (Seidman 2009). Plausibly, what needs to be added to caring is regarding it to be warranted. Therefore, when we value something, we see ourselves (and perhaps others) as having a reason to care (Scheffler 2010b). Different modes and objects of valuing involve perceptions of different kinds of reasons for different attitudes and for different subjects.




For example, suppose that you value the Great Barrier Reef. You perhaps have some desire to experience it in person; you’ll be glad to hear it is flourishing and very sad to hear it is dying. Importantly, you are firmly against courses of action you believe will significantly harm it and are in favor of protecting it. If you are like me, you think that the features of the Great Barrier Reef give everyone what I’ll call a discretionary reason to be susceptible to positive and negative feelings toward it. Other people would be warranted in valuing it in these ways, but not required to do so, given that we can’t value everything valuable. But I also take the same features of the reef to provide everyone an insistent or requiring or peremptory reason to be against destroying it, if they’re in a position to affect it.[80] This is nondiscretionary. Given the way in which I value the Great Barrier Reef, I take it that people making decisions that could harm it should take such consequences into account and give them proper weight in deliberating about the matter, whether or not they value it in other ways.




The crucial consequence of this account of valuing is that perceptions of insistent reasons give rise to normative expectations. If you take Peter to have nondiscretionary, insistent reason to refrain from dumping toxic waste in the ocean, you thereby normatively expect him to refrain from doing so. Again, normative expectations aren’t predictions about what people will do—sadly, many people whose actions affect it seem to be indifferent to the Great Barrier Reef.[81] Instead, I expect people to conform to my normative expectations in the sense that I’m disposed to hold them accountable for failing to act accordingly, and possibly for failing to adopt the right attitude, provided that they are in a position to recognize and respond to the reasons. Holding others accountable may involve cognitive and behavioral aspects. But on the emotional side, it involves feeling some form of anger toward the agent who is taken to be responsible for failing to meet the expectation. Otherwise, the expectation in question isn’t a normative one—it might be that you want someone to do something or think that it would be good if that person did something. Neither of these thoughts necessitates anger if that person doesn’t do it—you might be sad or disappointed instead. But holding someone accountable for doing something is in the first instance a matter of having a reactive attitude from the anger family toward that person, as Peter Strawson (1962) famously emphasized. We might say that mature anger is the way of appreciating an insistent practical reason for what it is (cf. Kauppinen 2015a). (I’ll discuss some challenges to this later.)




Another way to put this point is to say that when you value something in a way that involves thinking treating it in harmful ways is not a matter of discretion, you not only care about the valued object, but you also care about whether other agents (and indeed yourself) care about it. And this kind of caring about caring is constituted by a disposition to feel suitable second-personal emotions such as resentment or indignation.



[79] See, for example, Anderson (1993) and Scheffler (2010a).



[80] I’ll use the terminology of Kolodny (2003).



[81] See “The Great Barrier Reef: A Catastrophe Laid Bare.” The Guardian. 6 June 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/jun/07/the-great-barrier-reef-a-catastrophe-laid-bare.




      

    

  
    
      

Valuing Persons: Respect, Self-respect, and Anger




So far, I’ve argued that valuing things in certain ways gives rise to normative expectations, and those expectations are manifest in susceptibility to anger and the behavior it motivates. This is the first part of my defense of anger. The next step is arguing that valuing certain things in a way that involves anger is appropriate or fitting. Since there are many kinds of valued objects and many modes of valuing, the case for this must be made piecemeal. In this section, I’ll argue that persons are properly valued in this way.




We can value other people in many different guises. I may value someone as a butcher and as a person. It is the latter that is of particular interest here. The familiar Kantian answer, which I take to be along the right lines, is that we value someone as a person when we respect him or her. The kind of respect at issue here is what Darwall termed “recognition respect,” or “a disposition to weigh appropriately in one’s deliberation some feature of the thing in question and to act accordingly” (1977: 38), as distinct from a positive appraisal or esteem. Recognition respect contrasts most conspicuously (though not exclusively) with using as a mere means, to use Kantian terms again.




What does recognition respect for persons consist in? As Darwall emphasizes, an important aspect of it is deliberative. But there are many ways of taking something into account in deliberation, not all of which manifest respect. Let’s say that what’s distinctive of persons is that they’re capable of more or less competently responding to some considerations as reasons and making up their own mind in response to them. Respect as a mode of valuing as a person will then, minimally, involve treating the fact that doing something would harm another’s ability to recognize or respond to reasons as a strong reason against it. It’s clearly disrespectful to lie about, manipulate, or ignore someone’s arguments when he or she knows what he or she is talking about.




But respect also has an even more deeply second-personal aspect, as Darwall emphasizes in his later work: When we respect another, we treat him or her as having an authority to make certain claims on us and hold us accountable for meeting them, and are prepared to hold him or her accountable in turn. Therefore, first, it is not just that we treat them as capable of recognizing independent reasons, but as sources of potential reasons for us. We refrain from doing certain things for their sake. And second, doing so involves us in relations of accountability. As Darwall puts it, according authority to each other consists in acknowledging “each other’s standing to demand, remonstrate, resist, charge, blame, resent, feel indignant, excuse, forgive, and so on” (2006: 141).




For example, suppose that I catch you in the act of trying to deceive me for financial gain. One possible response is to treat you as a nuisance to be managed, like a clever raccoon who has broken into my shed. But taking such an objective attitude, in Strawson’s (1962) terms, is not consistent with respecting you. Respect requires instead that I’m willing to hold you accountable, circumstances permitting. If we continue to interact, I must show my anger and resentment, and make it clear I expect you to cease and desist (this is forward-looking anger) and repent if you are to be forgiven (this is backward-looking anger, which in this case is satisfied by your lowering your own inflated status). In doing so, I show that I have faith in your ability to recognize and respond to the rational authority of my will. Suppose, on the other hand, that I am the deceiver caught in the act. I have treated you with disrespect, but I can still show respect for you by accepting that your anger at me is warranted. I’ll not only give you back the money (which I might do for purely self-interested reasons) but feel guilty and show that by seeking to make amends and resolving never to avail myself of like opportunities. If, on the other hand, I ignore your angry protest and proceed as if nothing had happened, or treat your anger as a symptom of something that’s wrong with you, or even suggest that psychological studies show you would be better off without anger, I continue to disrespect you.




Further, when we value someone as a person, we see him or her as commanding respect. It is not as if we just happen to respect him or her, so that we might as well opt out. Instead, we regard him or her as a “self-originating source of valid claims,” as Rawls (1980: 546) puts it. Therefore, if we recognition-respect someone as a person, we perceive everyone to have an insistent reason to hold the same attitude toward that person. This is to say that we have normative expectations regarding the attitudes and behavior of third parties. These expectations, again, are not just dispositions to act or deliberate in a certain way. Appreciating the reasons someone’s moral status gives to third parties entails resentment or indignation when they are abused. It would hardly be respectful toward the civilians of Aleppo to be chummy with Putin and Assad after their merciless bombing raids. Whether and how angry we get with those who fail to respect persons depends, to be sure, on our relationship to the injured person and the perpetrator—our attentional and emotional resources, again, are finite. But there are some circumstances in which we must get angry if we genuinely respect and appreciate someone as a source of insistent reasons for others.




Finally, is it proper to value people in this way just because they are persons— do persons really command our respect in this sense? This is a deep normative question, but it is not particularly controversial, at least within the Western ethical tradition. Because we owe respect to persons, normative expectations grounded in respect are justified. Other things being equal, we are right to be angry with those who violate them and express our mature anger in ways that are apt to get people to live up to the expectations or restore the equal status of those who have been degraded. The live disputes concern just why persons are properly valued in this way, and the related issue of where to draw the borders of meriting respect—whether small children, fetuses, or animals, for example, have full moral status. I’ll take no stand on these issues here. For my concerns, it suffices that there are at least some individuals who are properly valued only in a way that involves anger in some circumstances.




I’m going to argue next that self-respect, too, entails normative expectations toward others, and consequently susceptibility to anger.




Like other people, we are more or less rational agents, more or less capable of recognizing and responding to considerations that favor doing things. Like them, we have a unique record of having done so in the past and plans to pursue further goals we regard as worthwhile. We don’t just merit the respect of others but also of ourselves. Self-respect is an appropriate response to our own value. But what exactly does it amount to? I’ll follow Robin Dillon’s analysis, according to which “recognition respect for oneself as a person involves living in light of an understanding of oneself as having intrinsic worth and moral status just in virtue of being a person, and of the moral constraints that personhood entails” (2001: 66). Dillon (1997) takes this to have several dimensions. First, it involves recognizing one’s own moral worth and importance and consequently equal standing with others. This means regarding certain kinds of treatment by others as being due to oneself—roughly, the normative expectation that others will not treat me in ways that they couldn’t justify to me as free and equal, to use Rawlsian language. A self-respecting person isn’t docile or servile and will not accept degrading treatment without protest. Second, self-respect requires appreciating oneself as an agent capable of autonomy and developing and exercising one’s autonomy when feasible. And, third, a self-respecting agent won’t allow others to define his or her aims and ideals and is thus in one sense authentic. For the latter kind of reasons, if you respect yourself, you won’t sell out—roughly, trade something you believe to be of higher type of value for something of a lower type of value—and will be offended if someone offers you such a deal.




It is evident that it is not enough for self-respect to believe that you are of equal worth, or capable of independent agency. You might, after all, have such beliefs while feeling ashamed or worse for pressing your claims on others or for making your own choices, or not pressing them at all. Nor do they rule out being disposed to seek affirmation by compromising your integrity or to submit to the ends of others. As always, your appreciation of yourself as a source of reasons for others (and yourself) is also manifest in the way that you feel. To make this more concrete, consider a dystopian scenario in which a bigoted newly elected president orders a ban on travel from certain countries even for legal permanent residents, consequently preventing harmless immigrant Aisha from making a journey to meet her mother one last time before she dies. This might make Aisha sad, much as a volcanic eruption preventing her journey would. But insofar as she regards herself as everyone’s equal, she will take issue with such harmful, blatantly unjustified discrimination. And her taking issue involves anger, perhaps anger of many sorts: resentment on her own behalf, indignation on behalf of everyone else and the cause of justice itself, and possibly even rage, insofar as she feels powerless to change things. Aisha’s resentment and indignation will motivate her to seek effective avenues to protest and resist, even if shutting up and licking her wounds would serve her interests better. My claim is that the absence of such reactions would show a deficiency of self-respect.




To be sure, in adverse and unjust conditions, self-respect may have a steep price. But then again, so does lack of self-respect. And sometimes the cost arises from a collective action problem: Although everyone acting together could overthrow the oppressors, the first person to rise up faces their full might, so each has a strong incentive to stay put. Somewhat paradoxically, however, if anger that stems from self-respect leads enough of the oppressed to act regardless of what harm may come to them, the façade of the regime may collapse and no one will come to any harm.




The brief analysis of anger I started with makes good sense of why it must be part of the package of self-respecting emotions. Self-respect entails pressing our claims on others and feeling entitled to do so. Forward-directed mature anger has precisely this aim, and some of its forms, such as indignation, plausibly have as part of their intentional content the thought that one is entitled to force the target to conform to the expectations he or she is violating. That’s why we talk about righteous anger. Backward-directed anger, in turn, aims at lowering the status of the offender and correspondingly restoring that of the victim. As I already suggested earlier, if an offender is allowed to get away with impunity, this amounts to treating the victim as being of lesser worth, since de facto status supervenes on dispositions to respond to acts that harm the subject—the king has a higher status than the rest only when failing to kneel before him (but not others), for example, is met with swift retaliation (see Kauppinen 2015b). Since self-respect involves regarding oneself as having an equal status, it is no wonder it is partially constituted by susceptibility to an emotion whose aim is to restore status. Other emotions won’t suffice for affectively appreciating one’s equal status in the face of attempted degradation, because they don’t involve thoughts of justified self-defense.




Philosophers have observed the link between self-respect and anger before. For example, Dillon notes that “liability to resent is an integral feature of recognition self-respect” (Dillon 1997: 230), and Jeffrie Murphy says that “the primary value defended by the passion of resentment is self-respect” and that “proper self-respect is essentially tied to the passion of resentment” (Murphy and Hampton 1989: 16). He observes that “a failure to resent moral injuries done to me is a failure to care about the moral value incarnate in my own person” (18), so that someone who fails to resent wrongdoers or forgives too readily is guilty of a kind of vice. Forgiveness, of course, has its place, but it is only consistent with self-respect if the wrongdoer meets certain conditions, such as repentance or character change. The present account is, I believe, compatible with Murphy’s view. But it goes beyond it in explaining, via the connection between valuing and anger, why self-respect entails a disposition to be angry when the normative expectations inherent in it are violated.




      

    

  
    
      

Valuing Relationships




In addition to persons, we can value our relationships to others, and relatedly others as participants in those relationships, as friends or lovers, for example. I’m now going to argue that this kind of valuing, too, involves being susceptible to anger and indeed that many kinds of relationships are in part constituted by such emotional vulnerability.




What is it to be in an interpersonal relationship? Clearly, it doesn’t suffice that some relation obtains between two or more people—I’m shorter than Barack Obama, but that doesn’t mean we have a personal relationship. Somehow, the relation has to be personal to each party—it has to in some way define who they are. Part of the story is that relationships are historical. In this sense, people have a relationship if there is an ongoing, temporally extended pattern of attitudes and actions between them (Kolodny 2003: 148). I’ll reserve the term “personal relationship,” however, to those relationships that the participants see as constituting part of their identity. Familial relationships typically meet this criterion, while my relationship with the waiter at the café where I often work doesn’t. This kind of relationship, however, (sadly) need not involve caring about one another. You might find yourself stuck in a personal relationship with an uncaring mother, for example.




In contrast, for what Kolodny calls “attitude-dependent” relationships, mutual concern is necessary (in addition to an ongoing historical pattern). On this view, Jules and Jim are friends if and only if they have a certain pattern of concern for each other, for their relationship, and indeed for this pattern itself—they care about caring for each other and the relationship. Kolodny emphasizes that this mutual concern is primary to the joint activities it is apt to give rise to, although such activities will typically reinforce the concern. I’m inclined to think that interpersonal relationships don’t exist at all unless they affect the parties’ actions, although some circumstances, such as forced separation, may mean that the difference a relationship makes in practice isn’t proportional to its centrality to the subject’s perspective.




What is to value a personal relationship, then? It is, no doubt, in part to care for it, that is, to be emotionally vulnerable to its fortunes in the various ways I’ve already discussed. It is also to care for the other party in the relationship—Jules can’t value his friendship with Jim unless he also values Jim as a friend. But it is also to take there to be (noninstrumental) reason to care for the relationship and the other party, and to appreciate the reason. More specifically, we must regard the relationship as a source of reasons to care and act in the interest of the other party (Scheffler 2010c)—roughly, in virtue of my relationship to my daughter, her sadness is a reason for me to feel sympathy and comfort her, while some unknown child’s sadness either isn’t a reason for me or is a weaker one.




How does valuing a personal relationship as such differ from respect, which also involves seeing another (or oneself) as a source of second-personal reasons? In the case of a personal relationship, the perceived reason is an agent-relative one, while the reasons grounded in respect are agent-neutral ones that everyone has. This is the kind of thing we express when we say things like “as Jim’s friend, I feel I must speak up for him.” As this example shows, valuing relationships as such involves a kind of “must” thought—in other words, some of the agent-relative reasons we perceive are insistent. This is no accident, since it is part of what makes it a relationship personal to us that we see it as generating obligations that are bound up with who we are and consequently not easily shaken. It would take a full-blown theory of friendship and love, say, to articulate exactly which perceptions are essential to such relationships. I think it is very plausible that any such theory will include self-directed normative expectations to pay special attention to cared-for person, to give more weight to their wishes and interests than to those of strangers, and to refrain from doing things that would undermine the relationship. We hold ourselves to such expectations when we feel self-directed anger or its close relation, guilt.




But valuing someone as a friend or lover also involves other-directed expectations, which brings in susceptibility to other-directed anger. First, because the relationship is supposed to be a mutual one, we expect our friends to pay attention to us and not to let us down either. Jules is unlikely to be upset by a random stranger who drives past when he’s struggling to fix a broken tire on his bike, but if Jim does the same, Jules will expect a good explanation. We also regard friends as having nondiscretionary reasons to refrain from hurting the relationship.




Second, personal relationships heighten our attention to third-party acts that affect our friends or lovers or our relationship with them. This is one place where the distinction between believing valuable and valuing is manifest. I might believe that everyone is entitled to pursue their dreams as long they don’t prevent others from pursuing theirs. But I can’t and won’t concern myself emotionally with interference in the pursuits of strangers, unless some special circumstance forces my attention to them (as when I personally witness a crime). With friends, it’s different. Part of what makes them my friends is precisely that I pay attention to how they fare and am willing to hold others to account if they stand in my friends’ way. Jules can’t be the passionate advocate of every Parisian, but if Jean makes cruel fun of Jim, Jules will be motivated to confront him. As in the story I started with, this extends to our friends themselves, perhaps particularly acutely: Seb gets angry with Mia when she stands in the way of realizing her own dreams.




Are we justified in valuing our friends and relationships in this way? I believe the burden of proof here is very much on the critic here. After all, it is plausible that at least attitude-dependent personal relationships do not even exist without being valued along the lines I’ve sketched. Given their importance to making our lives worth living, I think we can safely assume that they are genuinely valuable, insofar as anything is valuable (Lord 2016).




      

    

  
    
      

The Indispensability of Anger




So far, I’ve argued that valuing other people and our relationships to them, as well as valuing ourselves in the mode of self-respect, grounds normative expectations that are manifest by the anger we feel when they are violated. When what we value is genuinely valuable, these normative expectations are appropriate and anger fitting. As I suggested in the introduction, these claims are denied by (at least some) Stoics, Neo-Stoics, Buddhists, and Daoists, who think that we should eradicate anger, insofar as possible, or at least let go of it as quickly as we can. Sometimes such criticisms acknowledge the link between valuing and anger, but maintain, as some Stoics do, that anger involves false value judgments—thinking that things are important when they’re not. Since this is a dubious assumption when it comes to the value of persons and personal relationships, I’ll leave such criticisms aside and focus on the important challenge that acknowledges we are right to value such things emotionally, but can and should do so without anger.




Therefore, perhaps we—the (most likely) Western, educated readers of this chapter—as a matter of fact get angry when the things that we rightly value are threatened or hurt, but is this really necessary for properly valuing them? Why couldn’t we eliminate anger and just hold on to the nice bits of valuing? This challenge is raised, among others, by Owen Flanagan (2017) and Derk Pereboom (2006) in their recent work. Following David Wong (2006), Flanagan calls this alternative “detachment with resilience.” The idea is to be emotionally vulnerable to others, as required by caring attachment, but “in such a way that one is capable of responding to a loss without reverting to ‘bestial’ or infantile and incapacitating states” (2017: 201). So attitudes like love, sorrow, and forgiveness are in, but anger is out. Flanagan gives two kinds of reasons for excluding anger in particular. The first has to do with its nature: It is “vengeful and spiteful,” “ugly and harmful,” and does not seek to “heal” (2017: 203). The second is that anger presupposes that the target is morally responsible in a way that Flanagan takes to be inconsistent with our embeddedness in the causal history of the universe.




This is an important challenge—why couldn’t we value something without being angry with those who seek to harm it? Well, first, I agree that there are some things that are properly valued without being disposed to anger. But I do claim that the value of the most precious things in our lives requires us to respond with anger in certain circumstances. Along these lines, Seth Shabo (2012) argues that to participate in intimate relationships, we have to “take it personally” when the other does certain things—if our feelings don’t get hurt, we don’t really care. He then suggests that as a psychological matter of fact, “hurt feelings often beget resentment” (2012: 114). He explicitly presents this as a contingent matter. But I think there’s a stronger case to be made. One way to do so is to appeal to Helm’s (2001) notion that emotions involve commitment to further, congruent emotions in counterfactual situations insofar as they amount to construing their object as having value. This should be uncontroversial when it comes to what he calls transitional commitments, which govern the change of emotions over time (e.g., for fear of sadness, when something bad happens). More important for my purposes, however, are what he calls tonal commitments. As Helm puts it, “If one experiences a positive emotion in response to something good that has happened … then, other things being equal, one rationally ought to have experienced a negative emotion if instead what happened … were something bad” (2001: 68).




Instead of “rational ought,” I prefer to say tonal commitments are constitutive of emotional evaluation—the existence of a coherent pattern is what makes one’s response one of caring or valuing. In any case, Helm himself observes that when fearing the destruction of a Ming vase amounts to construing it as important for one, one must be disposed to be angry in the counterfactual situation in which someone callously breaks it (2001: 69). And there is, to be sure, a link to rationality: As Helm emphasizes, fear without the disposition to anger, relief, sadness, and other relevant emotions is an irrational response, because without susceptibility to such a broad pattern of emotions, one does not genuinely regard the target as worth caring about and consequently manifests a kind of incoherence in fearing for it. Similarly, gratitude for a kind act would be irrational, were one not disposed to be angry with a third party who punishes the kind person for his or her act.




To further support the claim that anger is involved in tonal commitments, let’s recall the idea that anger is a way of caring about caring—holding others and ourselves to normative expectations. Other feelings offered as a substitute by critics, like sadness, do not in any way amount to appreciating that others have an insistent reason to act or refrain from acting in a certain way. If we remove anger from the picture, we’re left without the “must” thoughts that are needed to properly value certain things and to stand in personal relationships. Therefore, it seems that we can’t pry anger loose from the pattern of caring emotions: It is an integral, undetachable part of certain forms of warranted valuing. At least, the burden of proof is on the critic to show that we can adopt an emotional stance of valuing something in a way that involves normative expectations without being susceptible to emotions from the anger family.




Does this mean, then, that if we properly value things, we are required to be vengeful and spiteful, and make unwarranted assumptions about moral responsibility, as Flanagan suggests? Here Flanagan’s view resembles that of Seneca (2010), who holds that anger is a kind of vengeful madness that is characteristically counterproductive and self-destructive. Martha Nussbaum’s (2016) recent claims that anger aims at either irrationally settling imaginary cosmic scores or narcissistically raising one’s relative status are in the same mold. In my view, these criticisms targeting the inherent nature of anger fail to distinguish between its different forms and misconstrue its aims. While there is indeed something akin to madness involved in rage, which defiantly throws prudence to the wind to symbolically destroy that which holds one trapped in an intolerable situation, not all forms of anger are like that. Nor does anger necessarily seek vengeance for a wrong. Rather, as I’ve suggested, mature forward-looking anger seeks to compel fulfillment of a normative expectation, which may be a perfectly legitimate aspiration. And there is nothing irrational or narcissistic about aiming to lower the status of those who have set themselves above others. Status is essentially relational and relative: For you to have higher status in the relevant sense is for you to be in a position to press your demands on others without reciprocity. There’s no other way to get even except change your standing relative to others.




The issue of moral responsibility, in turn, is too big to be resolved here, but I do want to highlight two important points. First, one concern is that anger eliminativists exaggerate the requirements of accountability. Evidently, compatibilists are not going to agree that holding a person accountable is warranted only if he or she is “a self-initiating agent, a causa sui, demigod who is a prime mover himself unmoved” (Flanagan 2017: 167). Many (but not all) empirical studies suggest that ordinary people tend to disagree with these arguably inflated assumptions, in particular when it comes to concrete scenarios of wrongdoing.[82]




Second, the critique of anger I’m now considering must thread a fine line, since it allows for reactive attitudes like love and gratitude while disallowing anger. If these positive reactive attitudes can be warranted, it must be on the basis of the quality of will of the target, not just on the basis of the target’s actions or effects. If someone does you a good turn because he or she calculates it will benefit him or her, he or she doesn’t deserve your gratitude. If you have pleasant interactions with someone who secretly fantasizes about Donald Trump when you make love, that person doesn’t deserve your love. To merit positive reactive attitudes, people must do the right things for the right reasons, and their actions must be up to them in a way that, say, their bone structure isn’t. Therefore, if people are not responsible for how they respond to their circumstances, it seems that not only negative but also positive reactive attitudes will have to go. You might say you love ice cream or your cleaning robot, but insofar as you express something more than liking them a lot, your feelings are sadly misplaced, for they are not trying to make you happy because they noninstrumentally care about you. To be sure, revisionists like Pereboom suggest that “perhaps one can even be thankful for the sun or the rain even if one does not believe that these elements are backed by morally responsible agency” (2006: 201). But it is no accident that people very often express such feelings by saying things like “Thank God it’s raining!” whether they’re religious or not. Insofar as we have something akin to gratitude, we also have something akin to anthropomorphizing nature. So such ersatz gratitude doesn’t show that we could have reactive attitudes without responsible agency.



[82] See Nahmias (2011).




      

    

  
    
      

Conclusion




I get why people want to get rid of anger. It’s very unpleasant when others are angry with you, especially when you think you didn’t do anything wrong—which is most of the time for most of us. For our own part, getting angry can lead us to doing foolish things that we later regret, and while it can be deeply satisfying to successfully bring down the unjust and the selfish, such joy is not always available, and the feelings of anger themselves are unsettling. And I, too, think that we are, as a matter of fact, too angry. We err on the side of excess more than on the side of deficiency. Thinking about anger’s link with valuing helps explain that, too. We tend to value some things too much, such as our own convenience and our own projects. Sometimes we value things in the wrong way, thinking that everyone has a reason to care about the things we care about even when they don’t and consequently hold them to account when we shouldn’t. And even when it is right to value something, such as our personal space, in a way that involves normative expectations, our anger can be excessive because it is insensitive to the magnitude of the value involved, the harm or threat to it, or the degree of the target’s moral responsibility. And finally, even when we’re angry to the right extent at the right people at the right time in the best Aristotelian fashion, the action tendency of anger is apt to get out of hand and lead to causing disproportionate or even indiscriminate harm.




Yet the price to pay for eliminating mature anger would be too steep, and not just because it sometimes moves us to do the right thing when self-interest would urge meek acceptance. To respond properly to the value of people (and possibly other creatures), friendship, and love, at least, it is not enough if we reason and act in the right way. Our ethical and more broadly evaluative stance toward each other is constituted to a significant extent by the way we are disposed to feel. Without caring for each other, and without caring about caring, personal and possibly moral relationships cannot even exist. If what I’ve argued is along the right lines, we can’t extricate feelings of anger from proper appreciation of such genuine values. We must be passionately motivated to make people conform to legitimate normative expectations and to bring down those who have made an exception of themselves in the belief they can get away with impunity. You know who I’m talking about.
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Chapter 4: The Errors and Limitations of Our “Anger-Evaluating” Ways




Myisha Cherry




Consider the following two cases.






Case 1: Activists from New York City are angry. They are angry because they have been discriminated against and mistreated because of their race. Their calls for attention have not gotten them a proper response from political leaders. Therefore, they march on the streets, wave their signs, and demand—in anger—that things change. A person tuning in from Smallville witnesses their anger on television. In response, the Smallville resident disapproves of the individual activists’ anger. The resident responds, “She has no real reason to be angry. Come on, he is just too darn angry! Besides, this anger is not going to change anything. It will only turn people off. They should use another approach.”




Case 2: Activists from Smallville are angry. They are angry because of the high unemployment rates in their state and the closing of several industries in their towns. They have felt ignored by political leaders. Therefore, they decide to march on the streets, waving their signs in support of a candidate whom they believe will address their concerns. The same person from Case 1 tunes in and witnesses their anger on television. In response, the Smallville resident approves of the individual activists’ anger. The resident responds, “That’s right, he has a right to be angry. Maybe this time, folks will listen. I feel for her. People need to understand where they are coming from.”







How might we account for this difference in anger judgments? What might we say about the person who has a pattern of judging anger in this way? What evaluative errors, if any, is the Smallville resident committing in these cases? And what might we learn about anger and ourselves as a result of interrogating these questions?




In this chapter I will give an account of how our judgments of anger often play out in instances like the earlier cases. While contemporary philosophers of emotion have provided us with check box guides like “fittingness” and “size” for evaluating anger, I will argue that these guides do not by themselves help us escape the tendency to mark or unmark the boxes selectively, inconsistently, and erroneously. If anger—particularly anger in a political context—can provide information and spark positive change or political destruction, then we have moral reasons to evaluate it properly. But can we? And what are the limitations and errors we often face when evaluating anger?




I will begin by laying out the ways in which we evaluate emotions and the moral and epistemic errors we attribute to the angry agent in judgments of disapproval. Then I attempt to answer the question: How do we judge political anger improperly? An improper evaluation, in my view, does not take into account relevant information that is needed to evaluate the anger. An overly generous, uninformed, biased, or selfish process of evaluation produces an improper evaluation. We see this occur when we immediately evaluate anger. I will also identify two social discursive practices of improper evaluation as well as the moral and epistemic errors committed when anger evaluators participate in these practices.




      

    

  
    
      

Evaluating Emotions




I will first argue that in the aforementioned cases, the Smallville resident is engaged in an evaluation of anger. Whether it is a proper or improper evaluation is an issue that I will take up later. When an anger evaluation occurs, the evaluator engages in a process of determining if the angry agent has committed or omitted certain epistemic and moral errors.[83] The evaluator does this when she judges that the anger is or is not intelligible, appropriate, or proportionate.




“Anger” is an umbrella term for a range of emotions, including rage, irritation, and indignation. Anger does not always depend on the judgment that a moral offense has occurred. I can be upset that it has rained. My classmate can irritate me by the questions he asks. In these examples, the causes of my anger are not moral wrongs. Moral anger, on the other hand, is “irritation that occurs when a moral norm has been violated, especially a norm pertaining to harm” (Prinz 2010: 535). The anger in Cases 1 and 2 is an example of moral anger. Angry agents in Case 1 are angry at discrimination. Angry agents in Case 2 are angry at economic neglect.




Moral anger plays a role in negative evaluation. When angry we evaluate that something has gone wrong. In contrast, when joyful we evaluate that something has gone wonderfully well. Moral anger is also an emotion of blame, is other-directed, and is associated with change or punishment (Lorde 1997; Prinz 2010). When morally angry at wrongdoers, we blame them for their role in the transgression. The targets of our anger are others. On the other hand, the target of our guilt is not our classmates but ourselves. Because moral anger is associated with change, we may also desire to pursue justice when morally angry. In Cases 1 and 2, angry agents desire that things change or that those in political power pay attention to their needs.




If anger plays a role in negative evaluation then when we criticize or praise someone’s anger, we are evaluating an evaluation (Prinz 2010: 5). We evaluate anger according to its intelligibility, appropriateness, and proportionality.[84]




When determining if a case of moral anger is intelligible, we ask, “What is its object?” Moral anger is intelligible if it has an object. It is unintelligible if it does not. For example, moral anger is intelligible if an agent is angry about something. It will be unintelligible if when asked “What are you angry about?” the person replies, “At nothing.”[85]




When determining if the anger is appropriate or fitting, we want to know if the anger fits the world or if it fails to fit the world (Goldie 2000: 200). This is an epistemic concern. We want to know if the object of the anger (the violation of moral norms) actually exists. Did racial discrimination actually occur? Evaluating a case of moral anger as inappropriate is evaluating that an epistemic error has occurred. We judge that angry agents have gotten the world wrong. Discrimination did not in fact happen. Economic injustice did not in fact occur. In judging the moral anger as inappropriate, we may also judge that angry agents have made a moral error. If I am angry only with one party when I know both parties are to blame, then by not being angry with both I have made a moral error—for being angry with one party is unfair (Roberts 2010: 565).




Moral anger can also be proportionate or disproportionate. It is proportionate if it is the sort or level of angry response that is required. In Aristotle’s sense, it is about being angry to the right degree. We may judge that a person’s raging response to a raindrop on his or her forehead is disproportionate anger. The raindrop—which is bound to disappear as soon as one recognizes it—does not warrant such a strong response. We may conclude that a person’s intense anger at a hit-and-run driver is proportionate given the gravity of the wrongdoing and the harm.




When we evaluate the anger of others, we may also judge that a character error has occurred. When we think about a person with good character, we look at not only what he or she does in the world but also his or her emotional life. We judge a person with good character to have certain dispositions to have emotions (e.g., to have compassion at another’s suffering), to overcome or master some emotions (e.g., anger that reaches “the mean”), and to not have emotions of certain types (e.g., envy) (Roberts 2010). Therefore, when we evaluate a person’s moral anger, we are also evaluating his or her character. When judging moral anger as disproportionate, we may take the angry agent to be the kind of person who cannot control his or her anger. In judging moral anger as proportionate, we may judge the angry as being the sort of person who is angry at the right time and to the right degree.




In evaluating moral anger, we could also judge that the angry agent has made a strategy error. If moral anger has a particular utility in that it can encourage cooperation, fairness, and adherence to certain norms, then if I know the goals of the angry agent and I am familiar with how to achieve them, I may judge that the anger will be constructive or destructive to such goals. In Case 1, the Smallville resident suggests that the anger will not change anything, while in Case 2, the resident suggests that the anger will lead people to listen. In Case 1 the evaluator judges that a strategy error occurred. However, the evaluator does not judge that it occurred in Case 2. Anger is, rather, a good strategy according to the evaluator.




If these are our standards for evaluating emotions, why is it often difficult to evaluate anger properly? I am of the view that when patterns of asymmetrical anger judgments between “our” group and distant others occur, they uniquely reveal that the difficulty is not necessarily due to the particular anger in those cases but rather to other determinants. What these determinants are is what I aim to explore in what follows. In the next two sections I consider several possibilities: the anger difficulty, the sympathy gap, anger policing, and gaslighting.



[83] Roberts uses the term “mistake” instead of “error.” I prefer to use “error” because I think it captures both intentional and unintentional aspects of the act.



[84] Peter Goldie has argued that how we evaluate moral anger based on its fittingness, intelligibility, and proportionality is a cultural matter. On his view, different cultures have different standards for measuring them.



[85] This is not to suggest that there are instances where there can be an anger object but a person is unaware of it at a subconscious level.




      

    

  
    
      

The “anger Difficulty”




I will first describe the problem with evaluating anger as opposed to other emotions. I will argue that anger is distinctively difficult to immediately approve or disapprove. I am persuaded by Adam Smith’s account of sympathy; therefore, in what follows I describe his account of how sympathy influences the sentiments of approbation and disapprobation.




How do we come to approve or disapprove of emotions? It is through what Smith refers to as “sympathy.” We imagine what it would be like if we were them. Why are we able to sympathize with and therefore approve of the grief or joy of others for example? Smith thinks it is because “the very appearances of grief and joy … suggest to us the general ideal of some good or bad fortune” (Smith 1976, TMS I.i.I.7: 11). When we see the happiness of another, we imagine the cause of the happiness and it can likewise “inspire us with some degree of the like emotions.” We begin to imagine that something great has happened. We imagine what it will be like to experience the same cause and we too become happy. If we witness someone grieving, we too can become sorrowful. This is because both joy and sorrow suggest a cause: good or bad fortunes.[86]




Although Smith describes this sympathy at this point as imperfect because of the vague idea of the person’s fortunes or misfortunes, the spectator has sympathy for the happy or sorrowful person and therefore approves of the emotion. Not all passions, however, are transfused antecedent to any specific knowledge of what excited it. Some passions require the spectator to be familiar with the occasion that brought the passion about before any sympathy and thus approval can occur. Anger is such a passion.




When we see an angry person, his anger is more likely to make us look at him in fear or disgust. We tend to instead sympathize with the fear of the person with whom he is angry than with the angry man. This is because we “plainly see what is the situation of those with whom he is angry, and to what violence they may be exposed to” (Smith 1976, TMS I.i.I.8: 11). Here we see the situation (the angry man) that has brought his fear about and are thus able to sympathize with the fearful person. In order for us to sympathize with the angry man, we must become acquainted with his provocation. The appearance of his anger does not suggests to us the general idea that good or bad fortunes have befallen him. People are often angry for no reason or for reasons that do not always warrant anger. Witnessing the angry man does not inform us of the cause of his anger. Absent of this information, we cannot “bring his case home to ourselves, nor conceive anything like the passions which it excites” (Smith 1976, TMS I.i.I.7: 11).




Smith notes that when passions of another person are in “perfect concord” with the sympathetic emotions of my own, I judge it as just, proper, and suitable to the object. When they are not in perfect concord with my sympathetic emotions, I judge the passions as unjust, improper, and unsuitable. If I cannot feel the emotion another feels (to some degree), I cannot avoid disapproving of that person’s sentiments. If I sympathize with Hakeem’s sorrow (e.g., I know that his mother has just died), I will also approve of his sorrow and judge it proper. If I cannot sympathize with Ivy’s joy (e.g., perhaps I know that the cause of her joy is the death of another), I will disapprove of her joy and judge it improper.




When we immediately disapprove of the anger of another, this disapproval is such because we do not have an “I know” that puts the anger in context. The cause of the anger is not available to us, or given the cause, we cannot imagine that we too would be angry if we were the angry agent. We are unable to sympathize as a result. What we cannot sympathize with, we disapprove of. This disapproval is based on the anger’s dissonance with our own sentiments. To approve or disapprove of people’s anger is to assert an agreement or disagreement of our own sentiments with theirs. Smith writes:






To approve or disapprove, therefore, of the opinions of others is acknowledged, by every body, to mean no more than to observe their agreement or disagreement with our own. But this is equally the case with regard to our approbation or disapprobation of the sentiments or passions of others. (Smith 1976, TMS I.i.3.2: 17)







We are not prone to sympathize with anger before we are informed of its cause. Smith continues.






When we blame in another man the excesses of love, of grief, of resentment, we not only consider the ruinous effects which they tend to produce, but the little occasion which was given for them … we say … his misfortune is not so dreadful, his provocation is not so extraordinary, as to justify so violent a passion. We should have indulged, we say; perhaps, have approved of the violence of his emotion, had the cause been in any respect proportioned to it. (Smith 1976, TMS I.i.3.8: 18)







Another reason why we may immediately disapprove of anger more than other emotions like fear is its immediate effects. The effects of resentment are often mischief. Because the immediate effects are disagreeable, “even when they are most justly provoked, there is still something about them which disgusts us” (Smith 1976, TMS I.ii.3.5: 36). Anger is difficult to immediately approve of, unlike other emotions, because its cause is unknown and its effects can be harmful. But note that the source of the puzzle of Case 1 and Case 2 is not that both cases of anger were immediately disapproved of but rather only Case 1 was. How might the anger difficulty speak to this asymmetry?




The anger difficulty demonstrates that we cannot judge all cases of anger immediately in the proper way. Information that is needed is often not available and cannot be adequately assumed in “immediate” cases. For example, political anger often has a proximate cause (e.g., death of Tamir Rice) and historical causes (e.g., history of police violence). If an evaluator is not familiar with either of these causes or is familiar with just one of them, she may not immediately approve of the political anger.




The difficulty also shows that the effects of anger, in general, can put a stain on a particular expression of anger. For example, if anger is believed to make people “fly off the handle” and enact violence, then an evaluator may use these effects to judge particular cases of anger. I also think that if we believe “we know” how certain groups will respond (effects) we may be more willing to approve or disapprove of their anger—even if it is only predictive. For example, if we have confidence that an angry person will not take his or her anger and use it to commit violent crimes, we may approve of the anger. However, if we believe a person will take his or her anger and use it to hurt others, we may disapprove of it. Nevertheless, this belief is often informed by overconfidence in our ability to predict behavior, and in some cases, it is informed by certain stereotypes of people and groups. Both are unreliable and have harmful implications. A proper evaluation will entail evaluating the anger in the context of actual effects.



[86] We also bring a worldview, normative principles, morality, and so on with us in sympathizing.




      

    

  
    
      

The Sympathy Gap




Not only is anger difficult to immediately sympathize with and thus approve, but we are also limited in whose anger we can immediately sympathize with. According to Smith, our sympathies are usually extended to those within our immediate families, a little less to friends and neighbors, less to those in other cities, and very weakly for all of humanity. Smith writes that we are first recommended to our own care. After ourselves comes our immediate family—those we live with.




Smith notes that we are more likely to sympathize with them for several reasons. He writes, “[Everyman] knows better how every thing is likely to affect them, and his sympathy with them is more precise and determinate, than it can be with the greater part of other people. It approaches nearer, in short, to what he feels for himself” (Smith 1976, TMS VI.iii.1.2: 219). We do not sympathize more with our immediate family than others because of biology but rather because we are more habituated to sympathize with them. Smith adds:






The earliest friendships, the friendships which are naturally contracted when the heart is most susceptible of that feeling, are those among brothers and sisters. Their good agreement, while they remain in the same family, is necessary for its tranquility and happiness. They are capable of giving more pleasure or pain to one another than to the greater part of other people. Their situation renders their mutual sympathy of the utmost importance to their common happiness; and, by the wisdom of nature, the same situation, by obliging them to accommodate to one another, renders that sympathy more habitual, and thereby more lively, more distinct, and more determinate. (Smith 1976, TMS VI.ii.1.4: 219–220)







The sympathy between these brothers and sisters does not exist because they share the same DNA but because they live very close to each other. Smith thinks that this kind of sympathy would not exist between siblings who are estranged or between those we have never met. He writes that other biological relationships such as those between us and our nieces and nephews would also have a weaker sympathy. This is because “their mutual sympathy is less necessary, so it is less habitual, and therefore proportionally weaker.”




Evolutionary biology and modern psychology support Smith’s claim that our sympathies are usually extended to those within our immediate families and those who are close to us than those who are distant. Humans developed in small groups and developed close bonds within them. They relied on each other against the threat of outsiders. Psychology tells us that humans need strong family bonds because of the security and self-respect these bonds provide. Humans also need close bonds outside of families in order to gain confidence and a stronger sense of identity. There are also moral advantages to sympathy within concentric circles. We are able to help those who are close to us. We are also able to know how to help them because of our familiarity with them. Close bonds within small groups also allow us to receive moral correction from others that is more nuanced and suited to who we are. The corrections are more informed and are backed by concern for our interests.[87]




This sympathy gap explains why we are more prone to immediately sympathize and thus approve of the political anger of those close to us than with the anger of distant others. However, sympathy within our concentric circles can lead us to the asymmetrical judgment in Cases 1 and 2. The Smallville resident is able to immediately sympathize and therefore approve of the anger of his fellow residents because they are within his “circle.” The resident lives and works around the Smallville protestors; therefore, it may be easier to imagine what it would be like if he were them. However, he is not able to sympathize with the anger of diverse New Yorkers. He is not aware of, is not familiar with, or cannot relate to their struggles that brought about the anger. Moreover, the struggles of a group of New Yorkers do not appear to have a direct effect on both the Smallville resident and the New Yorkers’ common and mutual happiness. As a result, he is unable to immediately sympathize with their anger although he is able to immediately sympathize with Smallville residents.




My emphasis in these last two sections has been on the immediate evaluation of anger and how anger, in general, and distance (physical, affective, and cultural), in particular, can affect our anger evaluations. This is not an endorsement of speedy anger evaluation. Because our political fellows do not typically experience one episode of anger but several and because we are not morally obligated to evaluate anger as soon as it is displayed, we are not required to produce proper evaluations of anger immediately. A proper anger evaluation will require time. In the next two sections I will lay out how we often erroneously shortcut this process or do it insincerely—even when given the time to do so—through two practices: anger policing and gaslighting.



[87] Thanks to Sam Fleischacker for helping me to see the benefits of sympathy.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger Policing




What accounts for why we disapprove of anger in Case 1 but then approve of anger in Case 2? After reading the previous section, one might think the answer is that the angry agents in Case 1 did not pass the sympathy test while angry agents in Case 2 did. However, I think this is not all that is happening nor is it all that can happen when evaluating anger. I will argue that the disapproval of anger in Case 1—even after one gets more time to evaluate—may be due to moral and epistemic errors of the evaluator. Although these errors may not be intentional, they are often made in ways that affect the evaluator’s ability to properly judge anger.




I have argued in the beginning of this chapter that evaluations of anger are also judgments that angry agents have or have not made moral and epistemic errors. However, angry agents are not the only ones who commit these errors. Anger evaluators can also make them. In what follows, I will lay out the variety of ways these errors are made in response to political anger. I argue that anger evaluators make these errors through the discursive social practices of anger policing and gaslighting. This is not to deny that other practices or less subtle or innocent mistakes are not at work. However, given limited space here, I will focus only on these two.




Although the person who polices anger is making judgments of appropriateness and proportionality, I will show that he or she is doing it improperly. The anger policing evaluator does it improperly by making the very presence of anger a reason for disapproval, insincerely dictating the terms of the discussion with the goal of ignoring the wrongdoing, and being only concerned with his or her own feelings and thus is unwilling to sympathize.




First, when an evaluator polices anger, instead of judging if the particular instance of anger is intelligible, appropriate, or proportionate based on information, the very presence of the anger gives the evaluator reason to judge it with disapproval. By anger policing, he or she fails to give evaluative attention to the cause. However, knowing the cause is important for evaluating if the anger is appropriate. In addition, rather than the cause, it is the very presence of the anger—no matter its degree—that makes it disproportionate for the evaluator.




In response, anger evaluators then attempt to get the angry agent to change his or her angry emotional response by suggesting that it is the only means by which he or she will be heard. This is a moral mistake in that the evaluator—instead of respecting the expression of another—aims to get the angry agent to express his or her discontent only on the evaluator’s terms. Anger policing (and tone policing in general) is therefore also performed when an anger evaluator dictates the terms to which people should be heard. A person who polices the anger of others dictates the ways the politically angry talk about their experiences. Audre Lorde provides an example of anger policing when she writes:






I speak out of direct and particular anger at an academic conference, and a white woman says, “Tell me how you feel but don’t say it too harshly or I cannot hear you.” But is it my manner that keeps her from hearing, or the threat of a message that her life may change? (Lorde 1997: 278)







Here the anger evaluator is dictating the terms of the engagement. The evaluator suggests that unless the anger disappears, the evaluator cannot hear the message. However, this is often insincere. The evaluator, in policing anger, does not want to hear the moral argument. Rather, the evaluator dismisses the cause of the anger altogether. However, the evaluator needs the cause in order to evaluate if the anger is intelligible, appropriate, or proportionate. Anger policing is often used to derail or deflect away from the injustice or oppression (the cause) that the angry agent desires to bring attention to. As Lorde claims, it is not the anger itself that keeps one from hearing. It is the message within the anger. The anger serves as an excuse to dismiss it.




Third, a person who polices the anger of others is also often insensitive to the experiences of others. This is a character error. What is important for the person who participates in policing is not what angry agents say but how the evaluator feels about how the angry agent says it (Poland 2016: 46–47). The policing evaluators prioritize style over the substance of the moral grievance. Evaluators who police anger are concerned with how the anger makes them feel more than the feelings and experiences of those who believe they have good reason to be angry.




Perhaps in Case 1, the evaluator in witnessing the anger of the individual activists felt uncomfortable, perhaps even afraid in response to the anger. In addition, an anger policing evaluator may not approve of the anger because it makes him or her feel guilty about his or her complicity in privilege, or it may shatter his or her idea of the world, thereby making him or her feel unsafe or insecure. Therefore, in anger policing, anger is not only always inappropriate but also always disproportionate. Anger, for the evaluator, is always felt and thus evaluated as too intense, too much, and too loud that it blocks the evaluator from hearing anything the angry has to say.




We ought not to confuse this concern for how it makes the evaluator feel with sympathizing. In Smithian sympathy, we imagine what it would be like if we were them. If we can sympathize (or feel like passion), then we approve of the sentiment. However, this “feeling” is different from the feeling of the evaluator who polices anger. The evaluator who polices anger wants to feel better and is not interested in placing himself or herself in the shoes of others in order to feel what angry agents feel so that he or she can understand the anger and thus approve or disapprove of it. On the contrary, the evaluator who polices anger is not willing to sympathize. He or she aims only to eliminate not properly evaluate the anger.




I do not want to imply that any criticism of anger is an act of policing. Just because an evaluator has disapproved of anger does not mean that he or she has policed the anger. The critic becomes an anger policing evaluator only when he or she judges the anger to be unintelligible, inappropriate, and disproportionate because it is anger, dictates the terms to which the angry can be heard, and prioritizes his or her own feelings of discomfort of witnessing the anger over the feelings of angry agents experiencing the cause of the anger. Also being doubtful of anger’s place in morality and in the political sphere may make one an anger skeptic, but it does not make one an anger policing evaluator. The critic must engage in specific acts in order to be said to participate in the practice.




Anger policing also usually operates within a double standard. Note in Case 1 that the evaluator says, “Besides, this anger is not going to change anything. It will only turn people off,” while in Case 2 the evaluator says, “Maybe this time, folks will listen.” In policing anger, an evaluator’s anger or their group’s anger can be appropriate but other people’s anger—because they are “the other”—is always suspicious, inappropriate, and should be replace with civility.




Unfortunately, anger policing produces a feedback loop (McKinnon 2017). Imagine you were told to calm down for being angry. It would only make you angrier. Implying that angry agents cannot be heard because of their anger only makes them angrier when they speak. June Jordan makes this point when she says, “If you make and keep my life horrible then, when I can tell the truth, it will be a horrible truth; it will not sound good or look good or, God willing, feel good for you either” (Jordan 1981: 180). Unfortunately, this may provide reason for a judgment of disproportionateness because now it really does appear that the anger is too much.




In particular cases of anger policing, the evaluator may seek to persuade the angry agent to accept calm and civility instead of anger as the standard for discourse. At times this suggestion may be warranted particularly if there is chaos and no one is being heard because of shouting or violence. However, I think people can be angry in a deliberative context and yet still be respectful and peaceful. My concern is not that calm and civility is being recommended as a solution to a disorganized and chaotic context. I am concerned with anger policing evaluators using “calm and civility” to assert their power over others and as a way to silence others.




Joan W. Scott (2015) argues that the notion of civility has and is a word that defines and demarcates power differentials. Those in positions of power have always determined how civility is defined. As David Palumbo-Liu (2014) writes, “Civility is in the eye of the powerful.” It is often people who are most vulnerable to and victimized by unjust and oppressive systems who are punished for speaking their angry truth and recommended to be civil when they express anger. Jordan continues:






The people whose very existence is most endangered and, therefore, most in need of vigilantly truthful affirmation, these are the people — the poor and the children — who are punished most severely for departures from the civilities that grease oppression. (Jordan 1981: 180)







Defining civility is not only in the hands of those who are more powerfully positioned, but the line that separates civility from incivility is oftentimes arbitrarily moved until it becomes an unattainable standard for anyone to meet. This, therefore, makes it difficult for angry agents to ever be calm or civil enough for the policing evaluator. This contributes to the silencing of angry agents and their moral concerns.






The dissident claims of minority groups go unheard in the public sphere when they are tagged as departures from the protocols of style and decorum— dismissed as evidence of irrationality and so placed outside the realm of what is taken to be reasoned deliberation. They are, by definition, uncivil, and thus beneath contempt. Once a certain space or style of argument is identified as civil, the implication is that dissenters from it are uncivilized. “Civility” becomes a synonym for orthodoxy; “incivility” designates unorthodox ideas or behavior. (Scott 2015)







Such silencing is a form of what Kristie Dotson (2011) refers to as “epistemic violence” in that it “attempts to eliminate knowledge” by making it the case that certain groups cannot be heard. Such ignorance can be harmful, for the angry agents’ courage or agency has now been undermined. This is an epistemic error made by the anger evaluator.




The anger policing evaluator in determining such strict (and possibly insincere) rules of civil engagement sans anger also demarcates power differentials by making it the case that those with less power have to always come up to meet the evaluator’s high standards of engagement instead of the anger evaluator coming down to meet angry agents where they are.




Given the aims and strategies of the anger policing evaluator, we have tools to differentiate the anger police from proper evaluators of anger. Any criticism of anger does not make one guilty of being an anger policing evaluator. While Martin Luther King Jr., for example, may at times thought that one was making a strategy mistake with anger, he did not judge anger based on its presence alone, nor was he unwilling to sympathize with the anger of others or listen to angry blacks because they were in fact angry. He refused to silence the angry although he may have disagreed with anger as a political strategy. Anger policing is a practice made up of actions with specific aims. It is a practice that not only produces judgments of disapprobation but also reaches those judgments through a process of improper evaluation grounded in bias, ignorance, and selfishness.




      

    

  
    
      

Gaslighting




Gaslighting is another practice that involves an improper evaluation of anger. “Gaslighting” is a term that originated from the 1944 movie Gaslight in which the protagonist tries to convince his wife that she is suffering from delusions and is thus insane. He does this with the aim of having her hospitalized so that he can take hold of her jewels. Gaslighting as a practice is a tool used to make a person doubt his or her perceptions and to not take himself or herself seriously as an interlocutor. Gaslighters do not just want the world to seem a certain way, but they want you to see it that way (Abramson 2014). Although there are different methods and techniques of gaslighting, examples of gaslighting as it involves anger include the following:




Gaslighting Case 1






An undergrad witnesses racist behavior from his teacher’s assistant. Being quite angry with the TA, the student sets up a meeting with the TA to discuss the matter. The TA responds to the angry complaint by saying, “You are imagining that what I said was racist. My behavior wasn’t that bad. If you were not a sensitive snow-flake who gets crazy ideas of racism from the media, we would not be having this conversation.” He then says to the undergrad that he understands that being the only Arab American student in class may make him sensitive to issues of race but he assured the student, “You have nothing to really be angry or worried about. Everyone is not out to get you.”







Gaslighting Case 2






Imagine that instead of the Smallville resident in Case 1 watching television, the evaluator has an actual encounter with an angry black protestor who is also a friend. In their private encounter, the black friend expresses anger at the constant police mistreatment of black women and finds it to be quite systematic. She is angry that it is not getting the attention it deserves and that officers are not being charged. The Smallville evaluator responds, “I don’t think it is as systematic as you think and it is surely not worth all the emotional labor you are putting into it.” He also says, “Why do you have such a victim mindset. White people are killed by the police too. Calm down. Don’t be such an angry black woman.”







The preceding gaslighting examples have a basic three-part structure. First, the angry agents are framed as overreacting or oversensitive and thus cannot be the source of genuine disagreement (Abramson 2014: 14). They “have nothing to be angry about.” Regardless of what the student witnessed, the TA questions his memory. The Smallville resident is confident that things are not as systematic as the angry friend claims it is. Second, as a gaslighter, the Smallville resident tells the angry agent that this is how he sees her in the form of a command—e.g., “Don’t be such an angry black woman.” Third, the gaslighter also insists on the dismissive framework in the interactions when he notes, “Everyone is not out to get you!” (ibid.).




This three-part structure also has a goal. The gaslighter, intentionally or unintentionally, aims to get the person to not take himself or herself seriously, for the gaslighter will have the agent think that the anger stems from pathology or a weakness of emotionality rather than the facts of the matter. The evaluator is not interested in the cause or reason for the anger because if he paid attention to the reason he might find the anger intelligible or appropriate. However, a person who gaslights an angry agent aims to convince the agent that the anger is unwarranted because there is no object. The agent is always mistaken and always imagining the cause. Legitimate concerns are therefore illegitimate. The gaslighting evaluator denies—without any evidence—that a real reason exists for the anger; therefore, he discounts the anger as unreal (Cherry 2016). Gaslighting does not just undermine the anger, but it also undermines the negative evaluation the anger makes, thereby rendering the anger as always “uncalled for” or inappropriate.




If there is an object, the anger is still an overreaction because the wrongdoer is overgenerously assumed to not have meant it in the way the angry agent experienced it. The fault of the anger is always the angry agent and not something in the world. It is the student’s sensitivity to racial matters that is the reason for why he is angry. It is the fact that the woman has a victim mindset and is a black woman that she is angry. Racial injustice and racist behavior are never “real enough” to be taken as reasons for anger. This leads to an ever-present negative evaluation of the anger.




For the gaslighting evaluator, the anger more often than not has a biological or cultural source (e.g., black people’s anger is pathological, or women are just emotional). Thus, if gaslighting is successful, it can reinforce racial norms such as “people of color are too sensitive,” “black women are angry,” or “black people see race where it is not.” It also relies on the internalization of these racial norms.[88] If the gaslighting is successful, it can affect how black women, for example, see themselves—for they may soon take themselves to just be “an angry black woman” who should “get over it because it was not that serious to begin with.”




The gaslighter commits an epistemic error because he never gives serious consideration to the cause of the anger and instead dismisses it and takes it as a misreading by the angry agent. In turn, he destroys the possibility of disagreement by destroying the source of the disagreement. He is right after all because he (the TA) has not actually engaged in racist behavior, and for the Smallville resident, the police mistreatment is not systematic. He does this by convincing himself and the angry agent that the agent is just too sensitive to see what he sees or what he wants the angry agent to see. Because the angry agents are too sensitive to see it, their angry expressions should not be trusted.




However, the anger evaluator as gaslighter is committing the epistemic error of relying too heavily on his own beliefs and assumptions. He is taking no consideration of outside evidence, evidence he needs to conclude if the anger is appropriate or proportionate. This is also a character error. The evaluator lacks intellectual humility. He thinks he is the only source of knowledge or that he is the epistemic authority and aims to convince the angry agent that she cannot be because of who she is.




The gaslighting evaluator also lacks epistemic charity. The anger evaluator as gaslighter gives no credibility to the angry agent’s testimony because according to the evaluator, she already has no credibility so she is just overreacting (Abramson 2014: 17). This lack of credibility is due to the angry agents’ social position. Gaslighting is directed at women, people of color, and other minority groups because they are perceived to have no credibility by the fact that they are minorities or members of an oppressed group. The evaluator engages in testimonial injustice through gaslighting because the credibility of the Arab American student is lost due to this identity prejudice, not due to the facts of the matter. The “angry black person” by the fact that she is black is therefore not a knower. The evaluator concludes and wants the angry agent to also believe that “black people are always angry so they can’t properly understand when real wrongdoing has actually occurred.” This is why the angry agent concludes that the anger has pathological and biological origins rather than origins steeped in social facts.




As a result the anger evaluator as gaslighter has what Jose Medina refers to as epistemic vices which are “structural and systematic … [and] involve[s] attitudes deeply rooted in one’s personality and cognitive functioning … they affect one’s capacity to learn from others and from the facts” (Medina 2012: 31). These vices are what Medina refers to as continual epistemic neglect. They prevent one from learning what the experiences of others are. Without this knowledge, however, one cannot properly make anger evaluations.



[88] Abramson (2014: 3) focuses on sexist norms. Here I emphasize racial norms.




      

    

  
    
      

Considerations




I have aimed to show that we properly evaluate anger according to its intelligibility, appropriateness, and proportionality. In order to do this properly, an anger evaluator must know the causes of the anger, the effects of the anger, relevant facts about the agent, and other information. While we often immediately approve or disapprove of anger through Smithian sympathy, there is no guarantee that we will properly evaluate anger given this procedure. We are able to sympathize more with those closer to us than those who are farther away. This is possible because the closeness of the relationship provides us with more epistemic resources needed to properly evaluate anger than the distant relationship. As a result, it is quite natural for us to immediately make more proper anger evaluations of those we know than those we do not know.




This is no reason to fret. We are not obligated to make immediate evaluations nor should we be in a hurry to do so. Properly evaluating anger takes time, and it takes information. Thinking we have acquired enough of both in order to properly evaluate political anger should always give us reason to doubt that we actually have. Even if we do have time and information, I have argued that we often rush the evaluation or dismiss the information due to our biases, overconfidence, and selfish motives through anger policing and gaslighting.




Therefore, I suggest that while approving and disapproving of anger is something we tend to do, perhaps we should put our focus elsewhere. When people are politically angry, perhaps the best we can do is listen to their angry complaint instead of thinking we can succeed in the position of judge. If we are anxious to play judge, perhaps the most competent judges we can be are evaluators of the effects of political anger (e.g., the angry person’s actions) rather than evaluators of the anger. This is not to say that we should never evaluate anger. However, I hope I have demonstrated that we have justified reasons to doubt that we can be proper anger evaluators in all cases.
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Chapter 5: You Oughta Know: Defending Angry Blame




David Shoemaker




In recent years, many important philosophers and moral psychologists have been arguing against the view that anger could have a legitimate role to play when we hold each other morally responsible. Citing its numerous ill effects or its dubious metaphysical underpinnings, they urge us to transcend anger, to eliminate it from our moral responsibility arsenal and replace it, if we must, with more civilized emotions like sadness or disappointment, or perhaps mere unemotional demands. But the arguments for these views misrepresent both the nature of anger and its actual functions and effects in our interpersonal lives. In this chapter, I aim to correct this misrepresentation and argue that anger—properly understood—is an essential component of moral responsibility.




      

    

  
    
      

The Cases Against Anger




It’s not hard to find arguments against anger generally, and there are several angles these objections take. Start with the Stoics. Seneca thought of anger as a kind of temporary madness, a product of false judgment (as were all the emotions, actually) (Seneca, Kaster, and Nussbaum 2010). This sort of thought has informed many a negative assessment of anger, which is taken by some to be a paradigm example of being out of control, ungoverned by reason. You’ll make a mess of things if you’re angry, goes the thought, and it will also impair your ability to recognize the truth or relevant normative considerations (Flanagan 2017: chapter 7). This is a prudential or rational worry about the objectionable psychological state anger puts one in.




There are also two important metaphysical worries about anger’s grounding. The first comes from skeptics about free will. Derk Pereboom, for instance, has made a sustained and forceful case that a subset of our responsibility responses presuppose their targets’ basic desert, that is, they presuppose that the responses are or would be deserved solely in light of the fact that the targeted agents knowingly performed the response-generating actions in question (and not for some independent moral reason; Pereboom 2014: 2). But basic desert requires libertarian free will, argues Pereboom, which we have no good reason to believe we have; therefore, if basic desert is rendered unlikely thereby, we should eliminate the responses that presuppose it. The primary response he has in mind is moral resentment, which Pereboom calls “anger with an agent due to a wrong he has done to oneself” (Pereboom 2014: 179). This is indeed the type of anger I will be concerned with (in a way) later, so Pereboom’s argument against it—that it is metaphysically unjustified—is directly relevant to my project.[89]




A different type of metaphysical worry about anger comes from the Buddhist tradition. Anger is thought to be one of the most significant poisons of human nature. I get angry when I don’t get what I want, but this response is founded on an illusion, namely, that I am a distinctive, persisting, robust SELF (ego, atman) that accrues or loses things over time, a metaphysical illusion grounding my belief that I am the center of the universe (mine is the only perspective I see, after all). But I am in fact (according to Buddhist belief) not a permanent, capital-letter SELF, a permanent and stable I. “I am, at most, a psychophysically continuous thing or property” (Flanagan 2017: 162). The illusion of the permanent self must be crushed, and with it the kinds of responses, like anger, that presuppose it. In doing so, it is posited, I will turn outward and think more altruistically, attempting to address the myriad suffering in the world.




A third general worry about anger is that it is incoherent. The idea here comes out of an analysis of anger that identifies a constitutive part of it as wishing for things to go badly for its target, that is, as wishing for payback, as a way of gaining compensation for the damage the target caused. But this is magical thinking: Harming people who harmed you won’t erase or assuage the harm they originally caused (Nussbaum 2015: 47–48).




The fourth general type of worry has by far the largest number of advocates. It is that anger is morally objectionable. By and large the worry is expressed in consequentialist terms, focused on anger’s alleged ill effects. Here are some of them:




	

Anger contributes negatively to the well-being of its target, as it often is intended to cause—and typically succeeds in causing—pain (physical or emotional) (McKenna 2012: 134–141; Pereboom 2014: 180).





	

Anger corrodes relationships (Pereboom 2014: 180; McRae 2015).





	

Anger can backfire, producing “destructive resistance instead of reconciliation” (Pereboom 2014: 180). This is particularly true in clinical settings, when trying to treat, say, those with personality disorders (Pickard 2011, 2013).[90]










Alternatively, one might maintain that anger is morally bad for nonconsequentialist reasons. Margaret Holmgren, for instance, claims that anger (“resentment,” in the Strawsonian parlance; more on this terminology later) is “incompatible with respect for persons as moral agents and ends in themselves” (Holmgren 2014: 169). Respect for persons requires unconditional goodwill toward them, but anger is the withdrawal of goodwill.




This is a wide array of objections. I cannot possibly address every variation of them individually. What I will do instead is expose some mistaken assumptions about the nature of anger that underlie and motivate objections of these kinds. Once we see the mistakes, we should be unmoved by the objections. In arguing against them, I will simultaneously sketch my own positive account of anger’s important role in moral responsibility throughout the chapter.



[89] Others expressing similar worries are Caruso (2013) and Waller (2011).



[90] See also the Pickard-generated discussion on the sadly defunct blog Flickers of Freedom, http://philosophycommons.typepad.com/flickers_of_freedom/2014/01/responsibility-and-blame-in-the-clinic.html.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger Versus Resentment




I am interested in defending anger’s role in moral responsibility, in particular, its role in holding people responsible for bad things, that is, in blame. Now as it turns out, apart from a precious few (e.g., Nichols 2007, 2015; McGeer 2013; Nussbaum 2015), theorists prefer to talk about resentment or indignation instead of anger (see, e.g., Wallace 1994: 245; Darwall 2006: 67; McKenna 2012: 66; Sommers 2012: 176); therefore, it might be thought that my defense of anger’s role in moral responsibility will be a nonsequitur. To show why it’s not, I need to take a brief detour.




Why do most theorists avoid or reject talk of mere anger? The main reason is that anger is thought to be too indiscriminate to be blame’s standard-bearer. We get angry at lots of things that aren’t even agents, let alone morally responsible agents, including pets, malfunctioning computers, the weather (for spoiling our outdoor party), cracks in the sidewalk (for tripping us), and rush-hour traffic. Therefore, how might we restrict the relevant blaming emotion to one that (appropriately) targets only responsible agents? Far and away the standard move is to incorporate a cognitive component directed exclusively at that target. Resentment and indignation fit the bill: They are “cognitively sharpened” (D’Arms and Jacobson 2003: 143) forms of anger, emotions (partially) constituted by a judgment about the responsibility, wrongdoing, and/or blameworthiness of the offender. Therefore, for example, what makes my emotional response resentment is that it is (partially) constituted by the judgment, “You wronged me!” What makes my emotion indignation, by contrast, is that it responds to what you did to another and so is (partially) constituted by the judgment, “You wronged him/her/them!” Now only responsible agents can wrong others; pets, computers, and the weather can’t. Therefore, only when anger includes that constitutive judgment is it a blaming responsibility response, that is, only resentment or indignation can count as blame.




This is the precise reason skeptics about free will like Pereboom counsel the elimination of resentment and indignation from our emotional arsenal, as the cognitive judgments constitutive of both emotions could be true only if their targets were able to meet implausible metaphysical conditions, namely, having libertarian free will. And because of their crucial role in the metaphysical discussion, resentment and indignation have also been the emotions of choice in the more straightforward moral discussion about eliminating angry emotions (e.g., in Holmgren 2014).




Let us grant that many blaming responses do incorporate the judgments of wrongdoing and/or responsibility presumably constitutive of resentment and indignation. Nevertheless, both emotions clearly have anger as their emotional core (after all, they are “cognitively sharpened” versions of it). And to the extent that there is something objectionable about resentment and indignation, it would have to be in virtue of that angry emotional core. After all, my merely making some judgment about your wrongdoing or responsibility in and of itself doesn’t seem at all worrisome, even if that judgment is false.




Therefore, anger is at least necessary for the kind of blame we are concerned with. But resentment and indignation, that is, the judgmentally focused versions of anger, are not. We have plenty of angry blaming responses to people that aren’t accompanied by any judgments at all, let alone judgments about wrongdoing and responsibility. These are typically the immediate, irruptive responses we have to things like a shove in a crowd, someone going out of his or her way to step on your shoes, or the sudden realization that a snide remark was an insult. More dramatically, suppose in seeing your daughter’s black eye you immediately realize that she was beaten up by her boyfriend. Your (presumed) angry response will likely come on you immediately, arising independently of any judgments about whether he’s responsible or blameworthy for wronging her (a judgment that is irrelevant in the moment). But these angry flashes are just as much blaming responses as those angry responses that incorporate some judgment about having been wronged, or about responsibility. Therefore, there seems to be something about the anger itself that makes it a blaming response (more on this point later).




In fact, I think we sometimes respond with what seems to be apt anger to events even where we recognize we haven’t been wronged. Suppose you, a stranger, are picnicking in the park at a table next to me. You have brought several plastic forks for your meal, but I have brought only one. I accidentally drop my one fork in the dirt. I see your stack of forks and ask you for one, but you refuse, not because you’ve got any guests coming but just because they’re yours and you don’t feel like it. You do not wrong me (I have no claim whatsoever on your forks!), and I may very well recognize this fact. Nevertheless, my anger seems an instance of apt blame.




It’s also unclear the extent to which judgments about responsibility are common to angry blame. This sort of anger seems akin to aesthetic responses. Suppose you are moved to tears on first hearing a live symphony play Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings. This response arises in you unexpectedly, irruptively, as you hear the mournful chord progressions and perceive the interplay of violins and viola. It’s not as if your response is constituted by a judgment that this is beautiful; in fact, making the judgment that this is beautiful would take you out of that aesthetic experience. Sure, your emotional response may count as the source of a later independent judgment that the piece was beautiful, but it seems a mistake to say that the judgment of beauty is constitutive of that aesthetic response at the time. So too it seems with many instances of blaming anger: A judgment of wronging or responsibility seems unnecessary to its apt experience, and, indeed, such a judgment may sometimes even remove one from the emotional experience itself.




Therefore, anger’s wider scope actually has an advantage over resentment and indignation in our efforts to capture the wide-ranging nature of blame. But isn’t it still too wide, capturing as well the anger that targets computers, sidewalks, the weather, and all sorts of other nonresponsibility responses? To address this issue, I need to explore in more detail just what anger is.




      

    

  
    
      

Anger’s Emotional Syndrome




There is insufficient space here for me to provide a thorough argument for why we should conceive of emotions, generally, or anger, specifically, in the way I am about to articulate. But there is nevertheless significant consensus on this approach among psychologists (even if there is not yet consensus about it among philosophers), and that’s enough reason for me to begin there, as my ultimate aim is to be as true to our actual humanity and interpersonal exchanges as possible, and I think the psychologists have gotten closer in that respect than many philosophers. But I will attempt to supplement the more controversial aspects of the account I will develop with arguments when the time comes. I am going to follow the lead of the leading psychologist of emotion Nico Frijda here, as well as the philosopher Andrea Scarantino (who develops his own theory following Frijda), in explicating some of these issues, but I’ll cite others along the way.




Emotions typically involve “appraising a stimulus a particular way, feeling a particular way, and being motivated to act a particular way” (Scarantino 2014: 156, emphasis in original). Call these three elements the emotion’s syndrome (Averill 1980). Emotions are appraisal responses to events that matter, events the agent cares about. The responses are irruptive and typically pleasant or painful feelings, and they are defined and differentiated in terms of their associated “awareness of state of action readiness” (Frijda 1998: 351), that is, their action tendencies (Roseman et al. 1994: 216; Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones 2016; Szigeti 2015 has a very clear discussion of this issue).




What, then, is anger’s emotional syndrome? Its feeling is typically one of heat and aggression (Eatough and Smith 2006). As for its appraisal, Richard Lazarus calls it “the recognition of ‘a demeaning offense against me and mine’ ” (Lazarus 1991: 222; as quoted in Nichols 2015: 153). And the action tendency? Nearly everyone takes it to be retaliation (Shaver et al. 1987; Keltner, Ellsworth, and Edwards 1993; Izard 1997; Nichols 2007, 2015). As Jonathan Haidt avers, the angry person’s motivational inclination is “to attack, humiliate, or otherwise get back at the person who is perceived as acting unfairly or immorally” (Haidt 2003: 856; quoted in Nichols 2015: 153).




This same general characterization was put forward long ago by Aristotle, who defined anger as “an impulse, accompanied by pain, to a conspicuous revenge for a conspicuous slight directed without justification towards what concerns oneself or towards what concerns one’s friends” (Aristotle 1954: 92/1378a). What psychologists call anger’s action tendency, philosophers call anger’s aim, and Nussbaum (one of my primary foils here) interprets Aristotle’s version of it (revenge or retaliation) as being “seen as somehow assuaging the pain or making good the damage” (Nussbaum 2015: 45) caused by the slighter.




How does this characterization of anger’s emotional syndrome help us rein it in for purposes of blame? To answer this question, we need to note an important dispute and a potentially fruitful new distinction that comes out of it. The dispute has to do with what anger really responds to. The syndrome I just articulated, it turns out, is not at all uncontroversial for developmental psychologists, given an obvious datum: Infants sure seem like they feel and express anger too (see, e.g., Lewis, Alessandri, and Sullivan 1990; Stenberg and Campos 1990; Stifter and Grant 1993; Lemerise and Dodge 2008). But infants could not possibly be responding to slights or insults, treatments that are demeaning or unfair. Therefore, what must their anger be responding to? Goal frustration. When they are prevented from getting what they want (food, drink, attention from mommy), they get angry.




It might be thought, then, that we’ve got a dilemma on our hands. Either we allow for cases of infant anger, in which case we have to allow that the better construal of anger’s target is goal frustration, not slights, or we exclude infants from the realm of those who “truly” get angry (perhaps they merely get “frustrated”). Grasping the former horn would seem to threaten my project, as anger would have no intimate or even clear connection any more to moral responsibility (i.e., it would no longer be explicitly about slights, injustice, or wrongdoing, the things agents are responsible for). We might thus prefer to grasp the latter horn. But this is implausible too: Infant “angry” behavior seems quite consonant with adult angry behavior, so such a restriction would be ad hoc, just a way to preserve the desired direct connection between (“real”) anger and moral responsibility by fiat, without principled differentiation.




This is a false dilemma. Instead, I think there are actually two types of anger, one a type of response to goal frustration—when one is prevented from doing or getting what one wants—and the other a type of response to slights, insults, wrongdoing, and so on. These distinct targets are typically run together in the psychological literature. As a representative illustration, Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones (2016), in discussing general empirical psychological approaches to anger, say first that “anger is associated with appraisals of other blame” (774), and then a few paragraphs later they propose that anger “results from physical or psychological restraint or from interference with goal-directed activity” (775) (see also Averill 1983: 1150). But I think we have good reason to prize these notions apart.




The ground for clear differentiation between the two types of anger comes from the key identifying component of emotional syndromes generally, namely, their action tendencies. One type of anger moves us to overcome or eliminate the source of some kind of blockage. The other moves us to confront or retaliate against someone.




Most of the time, I suspect, both types of anger are felt together (thus the tendency to conflate them). When you are intentionally standing in my way, preventing me from leaving the room to get to work on time, I will be motivated to push you out of my way or do an end run around you, but I will also be moved to get back at you for making me late. These are distinct action tendencies, though, as illustrated by pure cases of each. Perhaps a rockslide has covered my road to work. My anger on seeing it will not involve any sort of motivation to retaliate against the rockslide! Rather, I will be motivated to look for a way around or through the rockslide, so that I can still get to work. On the flip side, suppose after being promoted I have an employee (who used to be my office mate) who does everything I ask him to do, but with condescension, as if it amuses him to see me in a position over him. He is slighting me, although he’s not frustrating any of my goals.[91] My anger will tend to motivate me to confront or get back at him regardless.




Call the type of anger whose action tendency is to eliminate or avoid some blockage goal-frustration anger. Call the type of anger whose action tendency involves some kind of confrontation or retaliation blaming anger.[92] It is obviously only this second type of anger we are concerned with in our investigation into the responses appropriate for moral responsibility and blame, as it responds to agents and their specific agential features—including intention, motivation, knowledge, and volitional control—that many have independently thought are what moral responsibility is all about.




There is one last wrinkle to deal with before we can respond to anger’s critics. It has to do with what the exact action tendency of blaming anger really is. Up until now I have allowed that it is more or less for retaliation, for revenge. But I don’t think this is accurate. Rather, blaming anger’s more fundamental encompassing action tendency is to communicate the anger.




There are a few arguments for this conclusion. First, there is an empirical case to be made. In some older psychological literature, there is some glimmer of communication as an action tendency of anger, although it has been mostly overlooked. In an extremely thorough investigation into the action tendencies, actions, and goals subjects report with respect to a wide variety of emotions, Roseman, Wiest, and Swartz (1994) found that there are two action tendencies most closely associated with anger: “feel like hitting someone” and “feel like yelling.” The actions most closely associated with anger are “say something nasty” and “want to hurt someone” (Roseman, Wiest, and Swartz 1994: 217). But what could unite all of these responses under the single rubric of blaming anger? It’s that in all cases there is an expressive element that would serve to communicate the anger to the offending party. Note that this is true of the “getting back at” responses too. Further, in the psychological literature on how anger produces good consequences (e.g., generating more successful negotiation in business; see Van Dijk, Van Kleef, and Steinel 2008), it is only in its communication as such that it could have such effects.




More recently, though, there has been some explicit research on this front, especially by Mario Gollwitzer in a series of articles with colleagues. And what they have found is precisely that for subjects who are angered by another agent, “the goal of delivering a message to the offender is more important for avengers than merely seeing the offender suffer” (Gollwitzer and Denzler 2009: 843). Whatever retaliation that occurs is typically just meant to serve the communicative aim in a dramatic fashion (cf. Gollwitzer, Meder, and Schmitt 2011; Funk, McGeer, and Gollwitzer 2014).




The second general type of argument for this conclusion is philosophical, pressing for intuitions in pairwise cases. Suppose that someone has publicly humiliated your child, and you plot your revenge. Perhaps a concerned friend has secretly sent you some compromising pictures of the offender, which you are planning to post on social media. In the first scenario, you successfully exact your revenge—the offender is publicly humiliated—but he thinks it was the result of his own phone’s malfunction, so he has no idea anyone, especially you, did this to him. In the second scenario, he does know you did it. In which scenario does anger feel (more) successfully discharged? It seems that only in the second has anger fully achieved its aim. Something feels absent in the case of the secret revenge.




Further, there are plenty of cases of apt blaming anger without any motivation for retaliation. Seeing my partner come home drunk and late yet again, I may merely shake my head and quietly shut the bedroom door. Or when the department chair once again ignores my contributions at the meeting, I may, with a trembling but measured voice, state just how he has disrespected me. Or perhaps I shout “Goddam it!” as an oblivious texter walks right into me. Or perhaps I sit down and write an angry letter to my congressperson after she has voted yet again against gun control legislation. None of these cases feels like undischarged blaming anger. That’s because they all involve its successful communication. But they also involve no retaliation or revenge, in either aim or receipt.




Blaming anger’s most fundamental encompassing aim is better described as communication, then. The motivation for retaliation is very often associated with it, of course, but that’s essentially because retribution is perhaps the most effective and dramatic form the communication of anger can take. The matter of blaming anger’s appropriate form, though, is an ethical one, and not a matter of its fundamental aim.




I have now completed my characterization of the sort of blaming emotional response most relevant to moral responsibility, viz., blaming anger. But if this is the right emotion to focus on (and not resentment or indignation as such), then it would seem to be right in the sights of the anger rejecters. In what follows, I will attempt to defend blaming anger from their criticisms.



[91] Perhaps he is frustrating my goal for minimal condescension in the workplace? Were his condescension critical to preventing five other people from condescending to me, he’d still be doing something angersome. Thanks to Sean McKeever for discussion.



[92] This sort of anger is what I have also called agential anger (Shoemaker 2015: 90–91). It is what Hughes (2015), Russell and Giner-Sorolla (2011), and Nichols (2015: 152) all call moral anger, but as will become obvious, I think that this is a misnomer.




      

    

  
    
      

Responding to the Stoics




The Stoics, recall, rejected anger as imprudent: It disarms self-control and prevents one from being governed by reason. The problem is that this is a wrong kind of reason against blaming anger.




To explain, certain emotional responses are appraisals of value. Trivially, fear appraises the fearsome, envy appraises the enviable, and amusement appraises the amusing. These are values meriting the emotional response in question, so when the properties constituting each value are present, one has a reason—a reason of fit—to feel the emotion appraising them as such. Reasons of fit are right kinds of reasons: They counsel feeling the emotion when its appraisal would be correct (D’Arms and Jacobson 2000, 2003).




Wrong kinds of reasons are reasons counseling for or against these emotional responses from a different value domain. They are “wrong” simply because they do not bear on or engage with the value properties being appraised. Suppose that there is a rabid dog coming at me. This dog is surely fearsome, a threat. That gives me a reason (of the right kind) to feel fear. But suppose that the dog can “smell” fear, so that if I feel it, it will sense it and charge at me, making its threat a reality. Feeling fear would thus be bad for me. Nevertheless, this reason of prudence—it would be bad for me to feel fear—does not speak to the value my fear appraises, namely, the dog’s threat (its fearsomeness): That it would be bad for me to feel fear says nothing about whether the dog is a threat. It is thus a wrong kind of reason not to feel fear (cf. D’Arms and Jacobson 2006: 112).




Of course, I can weigh multiple types of reasons against one another in determining what I have all-things-considered reason to feel, and in this case, once I weigh the right kind of reason to feel fear against the wrong (prudential) kind of reason not to feel fear, the latter should win! I shouldn’t— all-things-considered—feel fear. But that does not eliminate the fact that I still have a reason of fit to feel it, because the dog is a threat.




Now return to blaming anger, which gets the same treatment. It is an appraisal of what is worthy of, or merits, anger (i.e., the angersome). The things we tend to find angersome are what I will, following Aristotle, call slights. These are, in general, actions or attitudes that manifest the slighting agent’s perception that you are lesser than he or she is or that fail to take you or your interests and ends sufficiently seriously. This is also known as having poor quality of regard for you. Therefore, what blaming anger appraises as angersome is an agent’s poor quality of regard, and your anger is thus fitting exclusively when that value appraisal is correct, that is, when the agent actually did have poor quality of regard for you. That there may be other—wrong—types of reasons (prudential, aesthetic, or moral) not to feel anger is just irrelevant to whether the agent had poor quality of regard for you.




But, of course, in determining what one has all-things-considered reason to feel, those other types of reasons may come into play, and these may be weighed against reasons of fit. Therefore, even if one has a reason of fit to feel blaming anger, it may be, as in the rabid dog case, that one has a stronger prudential—“wrong” kind of—reason not to do so. Even so, this doesn’t eliminate the reason of fit for anger one still has.




What Seneca and the Stoics are arguing is that if I have a good prudential reason against blaming anger, then I have no reason to feel it, but now we can see that this is obviously a wrong kind of reason against anger. Suppose I have been slighted. My anger at the slighter is fitting, that is, it is correct. Now perhaps anger does get me a bit crazy, and I occasionally do lose control of myself when in its grip and do things that are bad for me. If so, then it might be true that I also have prudential reason not to feel blaming anger. And perhaps in this case the slight against me was minor, but the damage I might do to myself in feeling it could be major. If so, then all-things-considered it could well be that I shouldn’t feel blaming anger. But even so, this overall reason against feeling anger doesn’t speak against there having been an angersome slight that did occur. My angry emotional appraisal was still correct.




But we might well think—and many of us do think—that there are plenty of cases in which one ought to feel blaming anger—all-things-considered—even if there are prudential reasons against it. Suppose someone has harmed my child, or perhaps some egregious injustice has occurred. Yes, I may become a bit out of control, but here the strength of the fittingness reason in favor of blaming anger far outweighs the strength of the prudential reasons against it. Egregious injustice, we might think, demands righteous indignation, and this defeats wrong kinds of reasons otherwise in virtue, perhaps, of the degree to which the offender’s quality of regard was poor.




Therefore, we can grant Seneca’s point without granting that it undercuts one’s reasons (of fit) for anger. Indeed, when one feels blaming anger in response to reasons of fit, one is in fact still governed by reason after all, a view the Stoics should embrace!




      

    

  
    
      

Responding to the Metaphysicians




The metaphysical critics of anger have some complex arguments on their side, and I cannot address them all. What I will try to do, though, is point to some basic presuppositions of their approaches that defenders of blaming anger can reject.




The first metaphysical rejection of anger comes from free will skeptics, who think that there is just no plausible metaphysical defense of the kind of desert presupposed by resentful anger (see Pereboom 2001, 2014; Levy 2011; Caruso 2013, Forthcoming). As Derk Pereboom puts it, “For an agent to be morally responsible for an action in [the basic desert] sense is for it to be hers in such a way that she would deserve to be blamed if she understood that it was morally wrong” (Pereboom 2014: 2). The type of blame presupposing basic desert includes “expression of … genuine resentment or indignation” (Pereboom 2014: 129). Let’s focus on resentment, which for Pereboom (and many others) is thought to be “anger with an agent due to a wrong he has done to oneself” and contains a constitutive cognitive component, a “belief … that its target deserves in the basic sense to be its recipient” (Pereboom 2014: 179). Given resentment’s metaphysical presuppositions, and given many independent moral objections about its ostensibly destructive role in our interpersonal lives (to be discussed later), Pereboom thinks not only that we should get rid of it but also that we should not worry too much about doing so, as we have a variety of morally unobjectionable and metaphysically neutral reactive emotions, such as sadness or disappointment, that we can substitute for them without much loss (and with some moral gain).




Now what, precisely, is it that’s objectionable here? Pereboom targets resentment, which has two constitutive components: anger and the cognitively sharpened belief about wronging and desert. Pereboom’s moral objections must be to the anger, as the belief in and of itself (even if expressed) wouldn’t have the destructive interpersonal effects he is worried about (e.g., saying impassively to others “You deserve blame for what you did” may generate only shrugs in response). But Pereboom’s metaphysical objection to resentment is explicitly to its cognitive component: Once one takes on board his skeptical arguments against the plausibility of desert-grounding free will, then the belief (partially) constituting one’s resentment of someone will conflict with the skeptical truth that it lacks grounds. Consequently, his main objection here is that resentment is irrational.




In contrast with the Stoic objection, Pereboom’s metaphysical complaint against resentment does not necessarily implicate a wrong kind of reason. Rather, it could be construed as directly targeting resentment’s fittingness. If its appraisal of an agent necessarily includes the belief in desert, then where the conditions for agential desert cannot be met, such appraisals will be incorrect (unfitting). But what about the fittingness of resentment’s angry component? Given my characterization of blaming anger as the emotion, that is actually the more accurate and encompassing form of negative moral appraisal, and given that Pereboom’s cognitive component is just unnecessary to it, then Pereboom’s metaphysical complaint against angry blame is a nonsequitur. In other words, blaming anger does not require any beliefs about desert, and, more significantly, there is no reason to think that its fitting deployment requires basic desert either. All that it requires to be a correct appraisal is that a slight occurred, that is, that the offender’s quality of regard was poor.




Perhaps, though, Pereboom’s arguments do successfully undermine the justification for a subset of blaming anger responses, namely, those that cross over into resentment (or indignation) in virtue of coming to have that accompanying belief about the target’s desert? I am happy to allow this, but it doesn’t provide much of a victory for Pereboom. For even if he is right, then while anyone who feels true resentment would be irrational, that person could ameliorate the irrationality simply by cutting out that belief and so transforming resentment back into blaming anger, which could still be fitting. This metaphysical worry thus doesn’t cut against blaming anger as such.




Turn, then, to the Buddhist metaphysical objection. Recall that the basic idea was that anger presupposes the existence of a SELF, an enduring metaphysical object. However, that SELF is an illusion, and insofar as anger is that SELF’s response to not getting what it wants, it is metaphysically ungrounded and thus should be eliminated.




Again, I do not need to engage with the metaphysical reasoning to offer a reply, one that draws from my earlier distinction between types of anger. The target of the Buddhist objection, as far as I can tell, is primarily what I have labeled goal-frustration anger, not blaming anger. Therefore, we can grant that wanting something, and having that desire frustrated, presupposes an enduring SELF, a permanent ego of some sort, and we can even grant that there is no such thing and that we are merely a procession of i’s, not Is (as Flanagan 2017: 163 puts it). This would imply that no goal-frustration anger is fitting, as it incorrectly appraises its object as blocking the desires of an enduring SELF. But (fitting) blaming anger need not presuppose this purportedly illusory metaphysical object. That’s because it appraises its object as having committed a slight, and so it is correct (fitting) only if that agent in fact committed a slight at that time.




There are, of course, complications here, due in part to the vagueness of the Buddhist account. One might think, for instance, that holding another responsible in this way would be unwarranted, as the slighter isn’t a permanent SELF either but merely a psychophysical successor to the “i” who slighted me. Wouldn’t it thus be unfair to blame him for the actions of his psychophysical predecessor? But again, the story I’ve told is about blaming anger’s fittingness, not its fairness, which is a wrong kind of (moral) reason. Furthermore, one of the primary points of eliminating the illusion of the permanent self, in Buddhism, is for us to turn outward to relieve the suffering of others. But if others aren’t permanent SELVES either, then the person whose suffering one attempts to relieve won’t be the same SELF whose suffering has been relieved, but merely her psychophysical successor. Indeed, if there were truly no SELVES, it would seem there could be no grounds for any interpersonal interaction of the sort with which we are intimately familiar. We treat the people we know as if they were the same enduring people we have always known, returning favors, making inside jokes, repaying debts, helping them move, and so on. None of these practices would make sense without their having some kind of permanent identity. It seems, then, that we at least have to ground altruistic treatment and practices on psychophysical succession, if not persisting permanent egos. If so, why not ground blaming anger on the same sort of relation? In other words, as long as you are most closely psychophysically continuous with a past slighter, my blaming anger at you for that slight would be fitting. And notice that the fittingness of my current blaming anger may not depend on my having any kind of persisting ego. That’s because the anger fits slights, and it may not matter who feels it in response to the slight. In Strawsonian terms, this would just make virtually all (except simultaneous-with-the-slight) blaming anger akin to indignation. But there seems nothing, in principle, wrong with that.




The key point here, though, is that blaming anger is not necessarily about the pernicious desires of the illusory SELF. It is instead about the fitting response to some expression of disregard, or downgrading, and it’s hard to see it as depending on the problematic metaphysical illusion of the grasping, desiring SELF, at least if we are somehow to preserve our multitude of other interpersonal (and often altruistic) interactions with one another.




      

    

  
    
      

Responding to the Charge of Incoherence




Nussbaum’s initial complaint is explicitly about blaming anger, claiming that it is incoherent, as it conceptually involves a wish for payback or, more precisely, involves “a retributive and hopeful outward movement that seeks the pain of the offender because of and as a way of compensating for one’s own damage” (Nussbaum 2015: 47). This is obviously magical thinking, however, as getting the offender back won’t assuage or compensate for the lost value. Consequently, we should give up this form of anger as a leftover from a more intellectually unsophisticated time.




One might well think, however, that fitting anger doesn’t aim at rectifying damage. Rather, it could aim, as Aristotle suggested, at restoring one’s (moral) status, which the offender downgraded. On this view, when the injured party angrily retaliates against the offender, the moral balance has been restored, or at least the positions have been reversed. And that doesn’t seem magical or incoherent at all.




Nussbaum considers this possibility, but she rejects it as well, this time on moral grounds, as it expresses an objectionable sort of narcissism, a fussy focus on one’s own vulnerability and relative status. And if that is the aim when we are angry at those who hurt our friends, then its focus on the downgrading to ourselves is certainly misplaced.




There remains, for Nussbaum, only one possible rational aim of anger, and that is an utterly forward-looking utilitarian aim: to assess what can be done in light of the offense that would be most helpful for all affected parties. This could include punishing the offender but with an ameliorative, not retaliatory, end in mind (Nussbaum 2015: 50).




I will take up Nussbaum’s (and others’) moral objections to anger in the next section, but for now, there is a response worth making to her view about the three possible aims of blaming anger. None of these is quite right. To see what its actual aim is, we need to think about its successful resolution.




I have spoken thus far only about the action tendency of blaming anger, which aims to communicate itself. But what does it aim to communicate? To see what it is, consider cases in which my fitting blaming anger at you becomes unfitting. Sometimes this occurs when you have done everything we could reasonably ask of you in response to injuring me. In such a case, my forgiveness is appropriate; I no longer have reasons of fit to feel blaming anger at you. What precisely do you have to do to successfully render my blaming anger no longer fitting in this way?




In the empirical psychological literature, there are several items that people cite that successfully effect forgiveness, including the offender’s making amends or admitting fault (see Schmitt et al. 2004; Zechmeister et al. 2004; Dill and Darwall 2014: 51). But by far the best predictor of forgiveness is sincerely expressed remorse (Davis and Gold 2011: 392). This is a ruminative emotion, its action tendency being to think over and over again, usually in a pained way, about the loss of or damage to a value that one caused (Thomas 1999: 130). And when that loss in value attaches to a fellow human being, one’s ruminations consist in identification with that person (Deigh 1996: 50).




This seems quite right. One ought to forgive another, we tend to think, once the offender has come to genuinely understand and feel from the victim’s perspective what the offender put the victim through. Call this acknowledgment. It is a fairly robust identifying stance, one that (often, anyway) appropriately dissolves blaming anger. But this could be only because it meets blaming anger’s fundamental communicative aim, and not for any wrong kinds of reasons (like feeling sorry for the offender, or wanting to get back to profitable interactions with the offender). That means anger’s communicative aim must be to generate the offender’s acknowledgment and not necessarily to achieve payback or compensation. This point should resonate. After all, payback often leaves us empty. Many family members of murder victims admit no real resolution after watching the murderer executed. Indeed, why should payback help at all if the offender doesn’t even “get it”? And why would payback be needed any longer if the offender does get it? Of course, being compensated with no apology or acknowledgment won’t tend to dissolve anger; indeed, it is likely to leave it simmering more deeply, as if one could really be bought off!




The most natural explanation for why acknowledgment successfully resolves blaming anger is that it’s precisely what was missing prior to the offense. I have been talking about blaming anger’s being a fitting response to slights, but what are slights, precisely? They are, at bottom, failures of acknowledgment (or examples of insufficient acknowledgment), a failure to take the victim seriously enough (see Shoemaker 2015: chapter 3). Such failures appropriately generate blaming anger even in the face of no harm at all. Think of Dustin Hoffman’s response, as the character Ratso Rizzo in Midnight Cowboy, when a taxi driver turns a corner and almost hits him. He slams the hood and shouts, “I’m walkin’ here! I’m walkin’ here!” This is fitting blaming anger solely in virtue of the driver’s insufficient acknowledgment of him. But insufficient acknowledgment effectively involves viewing the victim as a moral lesser, as someone whose interests are just not that important. This creates a moral imbalance, a tilt away from genuine moral equality. Acknowledgment of what one did in creating this situation can thus restore the moral balance one caused by one’s original lack of acknowledgment.




Contrary to Nussbam’s view, then, there is a very different aim of blaming anger not only possible but likely. It is backward-looking in that it is rendered fitting entirely by the offender’s past slighting attitude. And while it does have a forward-looking aim, that aim is restoration of the moral balance via acknowledgment. But this aim could not be further from being utilitarian. It is also not narcissistic. To say that I matter—“I’m walkin’ here!”—is not to say that only I matter. It is instead to demand for oneself the kind of acknowledgment everyone should receive, a demand generating what I have elsewhere called the empathic glue that creates and binds the members of a moral community together (Shoemaker 2015: 109–110). But this is to talk of a value that is better left for our final section on the alleged immorality of anger.




      

    

  
    
      

Responding to the Charge of Immorality




Most of the anti-anger arguments are moralistic. But given all of our preparatory work to this point, we can dismiss the moral arguments against blaming anger in a fairly quick fashion. Of course, one easy way to do so is simply to point out that all of the moral arguments against blaming anger are “wrong kinds of reasons” arguments, committing what D’Arms and Jacobson (2000) call the moralistic fallacy. Just as it’s a mistake to say that a joke can’t be funny if it’s immoral, or it’s a mistake to say that a colleague’s new promotion isn’t enviable given that envy is a character flaw, so too is it a mistake to say that a nasty action doesn’t merit blaming anger given that blaming anger is morally wrong.




To make things harder for me, then, let’s allow that the moralists against blaming anger are not committing the moralistic fallacy but are instead urging that, all-things-considered, we shouldn’t feel blaming anger, given that the moral reasons against it outweigh the reasons of fit in its favor. As this is a possible position (although not one I’ve seen expressed anywhere), let’s explore it a bit.




There were two general types of moral arguments against anger, recall, consequentialist and nonconsequentialist. Start with the nonconsequentialist argument, which claims that blaming anger fails to respect persons insofar as respect requires unconditional goodwill and blaming anger is precisely the withdrawal of goodwill (Holmgren 2014). As we saw at the end of the previous section and throughout, however, this isn’t true. Blaming anger fits slights, that is, insufficient acknowledgment of one’s moral worth, and its action tendency is to communicate itself, a communication whose demanding aim is for precisely such acknowledgment. But then blaming anger is not incompatible with goodwill. That I don’t feel good about you and what you did right now (and I’m letting you know that) does not mean that I lack goodwill toward you. Indeed, it may be precisely because I do hold you in high regard that I am angry with you for your poor behavior. “That’s beneath you!” I may exclaim. But this is surely an expression of respect. Of course, it’s true that lots of angry reactions involve full-fledged withdrawals of goodwill, and perhaps those expressions are incompatible with respect for persons, but there is nothing about the account given here of blaming anger that at all necessitates or implicates such expressions.




Turn to the consequentialist arguments. They all included worries about how anger aims to cause pain to others (and so contributes negatively to their well-being), corrodes relationships, or can backfire, ultimately producing destructive resistance rather than reconciliation (particularly in clinical settings). Our answer to the first worry ought to be obvious: Blaming anger doesn’t necessarily aim at pain, and indeed to the extent that it might, that would be quite incidental to its true aim, which is communication of the demand for acknowledgment. In this way, any pain felt will be akin to the pain felt by someone ignorant of the holocaust who has adhered to my demand to educate herself by watching a documentary about it (e.g., Shoah). If she is psychologically typical, she will feel a kind of pained horror in coming to understand what occurred. But, of course, it wasn’t my aim to cause her pain in demanding she watch the film. Rather, I aimed to get her to come to an empathic understanding of those events. That it caused her pain was just a side effect of coming to that understanding. As there is nothing morally objectionable about demanding such understanding of others, so too there seems nothing morally objectionable about demanding a similar kind of acknowledgment from slighters.




None of this is to deny that many angry people do intend to cause pain to their slighters. And it’s also true that blaming anger can corrode relationships and produce destructive resistance. Therefore, what are we to say about these bad consequences? These are all objections to the forms of expression that blaming anger may take. Blaming anger that attempts to punish, simmering private resentment of an intimate that turns to contempt, or tone-deaf yelling—all of these may have bad effects. But these are all just ethically unsavory attempts to communicate blaming anger’s demand. Don’t blame the anger for that, however; rather, blame its form of expression. We have lots of room for ethical improvement on how to express fitting anger. But that is not the focus of defenders of blaming anger like me, which is just about whether it fits, that is, does one have reason to feel blaming anger? How to manage and express it falls under the rubric of ethicists and therapists.




I have defended blaming anger against the moralists without touting its good consequences. But there are plenty. Many have thought one cannot participate fully in close interpersonal relationships without being vulnerable to blaming anger, so that eliminating it from one’s emotional diet will produce only poor interpersonal nutrition (Strawson 1962; Shabo 2012). And anger’s prudential benefits are many: It tends to motivate greater success in getting things one wants (Veling, Ruys, and Aarts 2012); it tends to make one more optimistic (Lerner and Keltner 2001); it promotes psychological insights and self-improvement (Kassinove et al. 1997); it tends to promote more successful business negotiations (Van Kleef, De Dreu, and Manstead 2004); and it can be empowering when deployed in protests and struggles for justice (Wowra and McCarter 1999). These benefits should not be dismissed lightly (see Shoemaker 2015: 108–112). Therefore, even if there are bad consequences of blaming anger, that’s not to say yet that they are ultimately more weighty than its good consequences, which are numerous.




      

    

  
    
      

Conclusion




Anger has gotten a bad rap, primarily because there has been insufficient understanding of its true nature. I have attempted here to set forth a clearer understanding of what it is (in its familiar blaming form) and so to show how all of the main arguments against anger in the realm of moral responsibility come up short. Importantly, this is not to say that none of blaming anger’s expressions are problematic; indeed, many are. What should no longer be viewed as problematic, though, is the idea that blaming anger plays—and ought to play—a key role in our interpersonal lives. I hope to have made clear just what that crucial role is.[93]



[93] I’ve been fortunate to present earlier versions of this chapter at the University of New Orleans, Davidson College, the University of Houston, and to the Moral Psychology Research Group at Harvard University. My thanks are to those audience members for fruitful discussion. I’d especially like to thank Chris Surprenant, Meghan Griffith, Sean McKeever, Tamler Sommers, Justin Coates, John Doris, Eddy Nahmias, Liane Young, and Valerie Tiberius for discussion. I’m also grateful to have been invited to write about this topic, which I’d wanted to do for a while, by Mark Alfano, and I’m grateful to the editors, Myisha Cherry and Owen Flanagan, for their editorial insights on an earlier version of this chapter.
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Chapter 6: Anger and Patience




Bryce Huebner




Anger can destroy friendships, undercut the possibility of cooperation, and prevent the uptake of our best intentions. And people who are raised in Europe or North America often find expressions of anger difficult to watch. Since anger is often conceptualized as an irrational and uncontrollable emotion (Nussbaum 2016a), such expressions seem to provide evidence of a dangerous or unpredictable personality. These facts have troubling implications in the context of struggles against racial injustice. Where feelings of racialized fear enhance worries about the risk of violence (Lerner and Keltner 2001), calls for racial justice can seem like dangerous displays of aggression and hostility. Public criticisms of angry black “thugs” can then fuel these fears, by highlighting the irrationality of black anger and evoking further worries about the “dangerous” and “unstable” personalities that hide behind calls for racial justice. Consequently, while anger can “lead to powerful movements that can transform cultures and societies” (Jinpa 2016), existing power relations often distort expressions of anger in the service of sustaining white power. This should give us a pause when a philosopher advises us to eliminate anger from our moral repertoire (Srinivasan 2016). Consider this fair warning: I contend that we would be better off without anger.




In this chapter, I develop an argument for this claim, based on insights from Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra (BCA). Specifically, I argue that the elimination of anger from our moral repertoire plays a critical role in the cultivation of an awakened and compassionate mind, which is governed by the motivation to bring about the liberation of all sentient beings (bodhicitta). In developing this argument, I focus on the use of patience as a bulwark against white fragility, and I argue that while we should work to cultivate patience, we should also be careful in criticizing displays of anger. Such criticisms can be useful when they are directed toward forms of anger that perpetuate systemic injustice, but they can also derive from our own mental discomfort. And where anger is directed against systemic injustice, we should instead work to eliminate the conditions that produce anger in people who face socially entrenched forms of disadvantage, marginalization, and exclusion. These claims may seem too obvious to argue for. But by approaching them from the perspective of cultivating bodhicitta, I hope to clarify the interdependence between these intrapersonal and interpersonal projects. Put schematically, ignoring the information that undergirds our own anger allows mental distress to persist; likewise, ignoring the information that’s present in public displays of anger allows social forms of suffering to persist; and where there is social suffering, a person who is motivated by compassion and the wish to attain liberation for all sentient beings (a bodhisattva) cannot be at ease.




      

    

  
    
      

What is Anger?




Śāntideva was a careful phenomenologist, who understood that mental discomfort arises when we experience something as an unjustified impediment to the satisfaction of our desires, and when we feel like someone we care about faces such an impediment (BCA VI:7). Within contemporary psychology, there is a relatively consistent view of anger, which focuses on this experience of discomfort as the cause of our anger (see Dubreuil 2015 for a review). People become angry when an important goal is obstructed, by another agent, in a way that threatens their identity, community, or values; and since they assume that another agent is responsible for obstructing their goal, they are typically motivated to restore justice, or eliminate illegitimate inequalities. Of course, people can also become angry in nonsocial situations (e.g., when an operating system fails to perform as planned); but such responses tend to feel misplaced on further reflection. For example, since bodily states cannot intend to harm us, we don’t get angry at them for causing discomfort (BCA VI:22). Likewise, if harms seem irreparable or situational, they tend to provoke sadness instead of anger; and when we are uncertain of how to deal with a harm or a threat, we tend to become afraid or anxious (Litvak et al. 2010: 290).




In general, expressions of anger thus signal a commitment to responding to experienced or perceived injustice, in ways that show that deviations from shared norms will not be tolerated. Anger focuses our attention on controlled forms of behavior that cause discomfort and makes us attentive to potential threats and harms (Lerner et al. 2003). This makes us optimistic about the possibility of overcoming impediments to the satisfaction of our desires (Lerner and Keltner 2000, 2001). And by focusing on the agent who is most likely to have caused our discomfort, anger commonly leads us to seek reparations for perceived harms and motivates us to restore fair and cooperative behavior in the face of inequality (Fehr and Gächter 2002; Baumard et al. 2013). Where things go well, our expressions of anger also allow us to hold one another to higher moral standards (McGeer 2012). But while anger can make us more vigilant, and more aware of threats to our identities and communities, it can also evoke antisocial or aggressive reactions that will motivate us to disengage, to refuse to make concessions, and to undermine cooperation (Van Kleef, De Dreu, and Manstead 2010: 60).




Anger leads us to perceive others as angry, makes angry messages sound more convincing, and increases our willingness to search for evidence of blameworthiness and malintent (Litvak et al. 2010: 298; Schultz, Grodack, and Izard 2010: 313). During the 2016 presidential election, for example, many angry people found the angry voice of an angry candidate congenial, and they searched for reasons to sanction their dispreferred candidate (Jinpa 2016). Anger can also trigger catastrophic and dichotomous patterns of thought, as well as tendencies to overgeneralize (Schultz, Grodack, and Izard 2010: 313), and we have begun to see these effects play out in liberal reactions to the election of the 45th president. Anger also shapes unrelated judgments of responsibility and blame (Litvak et al. 2010: 295). After witnessing a hostile interaction, people often report feeling morally angry, and they subsequently make harsher and more punitive judgments about unrelated situations (Goldberg, Lerner, and Tetlock 1999; Rothschild and Keefer 2017). This is probably because anger makes people want to hold someone responsible, and offering harsher judgments helps satisfy the drive for retribution. But the drive for retribution is puzzling: Nothing we can do will change the karmic flows that have led to our current state, and retaliation requires us to assume that harming someone, for causing harm, will somehow be able to right a wrong (Chakrabarti 2012). Even worse, retribution is often not what we really seek. Redirected aggression is often sufficient to assuage our anger (Barash and Lipton 2011). And the sense that someone has been held accountable is often enough to diminish our drive for justice (Goldberg, Lerner, and Tetlock 1999).




By contrast, where angry emotions are left unchecked, they “tend to compound themselves and keep on increasing” (Gyatso 1997: 27). The perception of angry behavior can increase a person’s willingness to engage in similar forms of behavior (Bond and Bushman 2017). And exchanges of anger and blame can often stabilize and amplify through interpersonal feedback loops: Increased feelings of harm trigger increased patterns of blame and vice versa (Quigley and Tedeschi 1996). Since anger leads us to search for the agent who is responsible for harming us, it often leads us to retaliate, to seek revenge, or to find another way to recuperate what we’ve lost. Of course, “the angry person doesn’t need to wish to take revenge herself. She may simply want the law to do so; or even some type of divine justice” (Nussbaum 2016b). But where threats and insults are uttered in anger, especially by men, they can trigger an interpersonal arms race, where failing to follow through on angry threats yields reputational damage and invites additional attacks; to stave off this possibility, anger is often met with anger, and people feel motivated “to continue pouring fuel on the fire” (Fessler and Quintelier 2013: 473).




Unfortunately, while we know that anger can spread like a fire, we aren’t particularly successful in predicting how it will spread; we rarely know in advance how our anger will affect a particular person in a particular context, and we can rarely predict the ripple effects that it will cause (Jinpa 1997: vii; Flanagan in preparation). Therefore, our best hope of preventing these feedback loops from taking over is to eliminate anger early, by reshaping the karmic chains that would otherwise “explode in an emotional state like anger or hatred. The idea is to stop it at an early stage, rather than wait for that anger or hatred to arise fully” (Gyatso 1997: 19; cf. BCA VI:70–71). As Śāntideva argues, we can act to prevent further suffering (duḥkha) by focusing on the factors that produce our anger, uncovering the cause of our suffering, and using this knowledge to break down our habitual patterns of attachment. Doing so requires practicing patience (kṣānti) in the face of discomfort, and doing so in ways that retain our access to the morally salient information that seems to be embodied in the experience of socially situated anger.




      

    

  
    
      

The Gap Between Fuel and Fire




The experience of mental discomfort provides the fuel for angry thoughts and angry behavior (BCA VI:7; BCA VI:71). But anger itself is always shaped by our expectations, as well as our normative and conceptual assumptions. Mental discomfort does, however, trigger the motivation to avoid or alter a situation; as this motivation is conceptualized as an action value, it then triggers forward-looking trains of emotionally laden thought; and as these trains of thought flow back through our conceptualizations, they shape our motivations and affect the state of our bodies; finally, “when affect is conceptualized and labeled with emotional knowledge, it becomes associated with an object in a specific situation, providing the experiencer with information about how best to act in that specific context” (Kashdan, Barrett, and McKnight 2015: 12). By recognizing that anger is the output of this process of psychological construction, we can start to find space between our feelings of mental discomfort and our experiences of anger. And we can begin to cultivate forms of patience, which will enhance our ethical understanding of the world by minimizing the effects of distortions caused by our angry reactions and by peeling away our assumptions about how things must be. As Śāntideva argues, practicing patience allows us to uncover the motivation to eliminate suffering for all living beings. To see what this means, it will help to consider a pair of cases where the insertion of a gap between the fuel of mental discomfort and the fire of anger transforms experience (BCA VI:8).[94]




The first example comes from my own experience. While we don’t get angry at bodily processes, bodily discomfort can provide fuel for anger. For most of my life, my body has been at war with itself—I’ve struggled with severe digestive issues, depleted vitamin levels, and incredibly ugly effects on my mental and physical health. I have celiac, and when I am exposed to gluten, my body enters a heightened state of distress; the resulting physical and mental discomfort often triggers outbursts of reactive anger when things don’t go as I expect them to. Like the blogger at Gluten Dude (2012), I’m an instant asshole when you add gluten. In reading Buddhist philosophy, and cultivating an awareness of the causes of my distress, I have started to understand that these feelings arise through a habitual misattribution: Since anger and fear are typical responses to mental distress in the context of interpersonal interaction, I treat my feelings of mental discomfort as evidence of an interpersonal threat. By treating my experience as a fully formed informational state, I have conditioned myself to “deal with stress in ways that ultimately perpetuate stress rather than release [me] from it” (Brewer, Davis, and Goldstein 2013: 76). And I’ve developed a habit of reacting angrily to my bodily states, as anger is more comfortable in the short run than sitting with pervasive feelings of bodily discomfort. Being aware of this situation helps, and realizing that my bodily state has a biological cause helps me understand why anger is misplaced; and to the extent that I remember that my body is causing my distress, I can open up space between my feeling of distress and my experience of anger. Where I can remind myself that the cause of my anger is distinct from the content of my anger, I can acknowledge my distress before it ignites (Tsongkhapa 2000: 161; McRae 2012).




A second example comes from Robin DiAngelo (2011), who argues that most white people in the United States never develop strategies for managing racial stress, as they inhabit environments that protect them from such stress. She claims that many black people in the United States expect racial stress in interactions with white people and that experiences with racial hostility facilitate the development of strategies for navigating, diffusing, or minimizing the effects of such stress. But white people can typically choose to interact with other white people, they can typically avoid nonwhite spaces, and they can learn to think of racism in primarily individualist and explicit terms. When white people interact in multiracial contexts, and when they are forced to acknowledge their position in structures of racial privilege, this often triggers discomfort. And when they are told that their behavior is racist, this often triggers “emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation” (DiAngelo 2011: 57). White fragility is the result of an internal conflict between the desire to avoid racism and feeling implicated in racist practices (McRae 2016: 102); put differently, these forms of racial stress are often experienced as threats to the self-understanding of white people, and threats to values that they take themselves to have. These are precisely the kinds of conditions that will trigger anger, fear, and guilt. And since many white people feel compelled to defend their “self,” they display reactive forms of anger that mask their feeling of racial discomfort beneath an externalizing reaction. This is a familiar strategy that we employ to avoid dealing with the causes of our distress (Gyatso 1997). We become more fragile when we repeatedly avoid facing the sources of our discomfort. And such responses further entrench white fragility and prevent people from engaging in the kinds of actions that would help to address racial injustice. Put much too simply, emotional distress makes it hard to listen, learn, and take part in collaborative practices aimed at dismantling white privilege.




One of Śāntideva’s key insights is that understanding the underlying causes of our fragility provides the key strategy for gaining control over our reactions. He argues that we gain control over our reactions by developing strategies for navigating minor difficulties and using these to cultivate skills for navigating more complex difficulties. Initially, it is hard for us to confront the difficulties we face without becoming distressed or angry. But by reflecting on the causes of our anger, and becoming aware of “the destructive effects of anger and hatred as well as the beneficial effects of tolerance and patience,” we can begin to shift our attention toward more productive patterns of engagement (Gyatso 1997: 18). As we attend to the causes of our mental distress, we gain resources for reorienting “our character so that we become less prone to strong reactive emotions such as anger” (Jinpa 1997: xxi). Anger that is triggered by bodily discomfort or white fragility will typically seem like a unified feeling. But in each case, careful attention to the state reveals a complex set of responses, which are constructed to navigate conflicts between our internal state and the state of our social world. By rejecting the claim that emotional experiences are unified states, we can begin to shift attention toward the causes that produce them, including facts about our learning histories, habits of attention, interoceptive states, and local contexts (Barrett 2017). And by focusing on the forms of ignorance, delusion, and mental discomfort that have produced our anger, we can work to prevent these feelings from being elaborated into an emotional state.




Understanding that my anger was caused by an autoimmune disorder has made me more vigilant about my food choices and more willing to recognize that my feelings of unease are bodily reactions. Likewise experiencing feelings of racial discomfort as evidence that we haven’t learned to think adequately about race can lead us to engage in the difficult conversations that will help us to see how much we have to learn. And more generally, learning to sit with feelings of mental discomfort will make us mentally stronger, by helping us to see that such feelings rise and fall, that they do so in ways that depend on our current circumstance, and their rising and falling tends to foster suffering (duḥkha). Śāntideva’s reason for shifting attention to the causes of anger is thus deeply pragmatic. As he puts this point:






When a house is burning down and the fire has spread towards the next house, any grass or such in which it might spread is dragged off and taken away. So, when the mind is catching alight with the fire of hatred as a result of contact with something, it must be cast aside immediately. (BCA VI:70–71)







Were we to focus only on the experience of anger, we would leave the underlying forms of ignorance, delusion, and mental discomfort that fuel our anger in place. By contrast, focusing on the causes of mental discomfort, and working to eliminate them, allows us to remove this fuel and to prevent our initial reaction from spreading further into our mental lives.




Over time, learning to sit with mental discomfort can also help us to realize that emotional states dissipate. And recognizing the impermanence of our emotional states makes it easier to sit with minor forms of discomfort. This is important, for as we practice patience with feelings of minor discomforts, we can develop habits that make powerful forms of discomfort more bearable (BCA VI:14; BCA VI:73). Of course, we can only control our own reactions (BCA V:13–14), and at one point, Śāntideva goes so far as to suggest that we should “follow the solitary life, which is delightful and free from strife, leading to the auspicious and calming all distractions” (BCA VIII:38). This won’t be a helpful suggestion, if our only hope is to hide from the world and to avoid becoming angry by avoiding any interactions with others. Fortunately, Śāntideva also sees that cultivating patience can provide us with the resources to remain calm in the face of social discomfort, and he argues that this can open up space for adopting more compassionate motivations which will lead us to pursue the liberation of all sentient beings.



[94] I offer a more detailed discussion of the process of psychological construction that is at play here, as well as a more detailed discussion of the relationship to Buddhist psychology in a companion paper, “Anger and Emptiness.”




      

    

  
    
      

Agency and Causal Dependence




One of the primary obstacles to cultivating this more social state of bodhicitta is that we are deeply attached to our affective reactions. In social interactions, we treat emotional expressions as information that can be used to predict what others will do. And when things go well, this information helps us to avoid communicative breakdowns (McGeer 2012). But things do not always go well. Perceiving wrongdoing as the reflection of another person’s agency often leads to cycles of reactive aggression (Litvak et al. 2010). So long as we remain ignorant of the causes of another person’s behavior, it is easy to feel angry when they harm us, and to feel the need to retaliate or to avoid them (Pelden 2007: 214). And this process allows anger to spread interpersonally, unless we find a way to eliminate this social flow of emotion. Here too, we can increase our control over social anger by shifting attention to the underlying causes of another person’s actions.




Śāntideva provides us with a promising tool for reshaping these forms of social attention, known as “exchanging self for other.” We generally direct our actions toward the preservation of our own needs and interests, and the minimization of our own suffering. To shift this habitual pattern of thought, he proposes something like the following meditative practice:






On one side you visualize your own normal self, the self that is totally impervious to others’ well-being and an embodiment of self-centeredness … on the other side, you visualize a group of beings who are suffering, with no protection and no refuge … [then] … view yourself as a neutral third person impartial observer, who tries to assess whose interest is more important here. Isolating yourself in the position of neutral observer makes it easier for you to see the limitations of self-centeredness, and realize how much fairer and more rational it is to concern yourself with the welfare of other sentient beings. (Gyatso n.d.)







Notice, this is a meditative practice that is designed to change the attitudes we’ve formed about our self, as well as the attitudes we’ve formed about “others.” It provides us with a strategy for shifting away from our self-interested habits, while simultaneously increasing “our feelings of compassion by imagining ourselves taking on the suffering of another being” (McRae 2012: 345). This is only the first step—and it should come as no surprise that Śāntideva develops this practice in ways that are at odds with much of contemporary moral psychology in the European tradition.




Suppose we develop the capacity to understand transgressions and evil deeds as arising from underlying networks of causal forces (BCA:25). The resulting habits of attention will help us to highlight the conditions that have produced an action, rather than focusing on the agent whom we are interacting with. And from this perspective, we will begin to see that “when a person inflicts harm on us, the harm that is inflicted is in some sense out of that person’s control because he or she is compelled by other forces such as negative emotions, delusions, ill feelings, and so on” (Gyatso 1997: 41). At this point, agency seems to go missing. It is commonly supposed that reactive attitudes, including moral anger directed toward injustice or illegitimate harm, are integral to moral practices; put differently, it is only by treating a person as an agent, who has control over his or her own actions, that we can hold him or her responsible for wrongdoing. Śāntideva is not, however, denying the possibility of agency. He is advising a shift in attentional focus, which highlights the fact that anger can spread between individuals and rapidly transform good social interactions into problematic situations. He recognizes that failures to address another person’s wrongdoing will have karmic effects. But he claims that we should respond to harms with compassion (karuṇā) and with the motivation to minimize overall suffering—this provides a more promising way to prevent problematic effects from arising, as it stops negative patterns of reciprocal anger from taking hold of our social interactions. Over time, this can help us to avoid the danger of “becoming habituated to extremely negative actions” (Gyatso 1997: 12). This points toward a reconceptualization of questions about the role of ethical motivation, which focuses on developing a more robust understanding of the forms of suffering in our world and on the constructing of more robust patterns of relationality and collective liberation. But to see what this amounts to, we must look more closely at the way in which we “are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny” (King 1967).




We experience anger where we perceive an interaction as an existential threat, as a threat to our status, or as a criticism of our goals or values. And anger seeks to create incentives for others that will make our own needs, goals, or interests more salient (Sell, Tooby, and Cosmides 2009). Therefore, anger forces us to focus on “others” and to treat ourselves as distinct and isolatable “selves.” From Śāntideva’s perspective, this is always a bad thing. But many philosophers have argued that anger is a liberating force, a signal and a beacon, an offspring of distress that can motivate the collective pursuit of racial justice. These signals tell us that the world is deeply divided, and they can reveal patterns of social dissonance. They also can serve as beacons of transformative hope (Michael Swanson personal corespondance, 15/11/16). By attending to expressions of anger as signals of social dissonance, we can cultivate motivation to eliminate the cause of social distress and to uncover the reasons why a social system is pulling against itself. But to make use of the information that is encoded in these signals, we must shift our attention away from the way that the expression of anger affects us and toward the role that these signals are playing in revealing suffering.




While it might seem obvious that we would be better off if we could remove anger from our moral repertoire, anger sometimes becomes the only reasonable response to an unreasonable situation (Srinivasan 2014). Where exclusion and oppression lead to infrahumanization, anger can be “loaded with information and energy” (Lorde 1984: 127), and it can motivate people to resist social injustice. Expressions of anger can constitute demands for equality and liberation, and they can signal a willingness to work together in the pursuit of racial justice (Cherry unpublished; Michael Swanson pc). Such expressions can also signal a willingness to overcome injustice by whatever means are necessary. Most of us know from experience that power “concedes nothing without a demand” (Douglass 1857). But when fear of collective punishment is triggered by displays of righteous anger, this can sometimes push us toward constructing a better world.




In committing to the elimination of suffering for all sentient beings, the bodhisattva must acknowledge that many people experience anger, and they must learn to use the information that is encoded in signals of anger to find ways of transforming the ethical landscape. Ignoring these signals allows suffering to persist, and suppressing them or redescribing them in ways that minimize suffering makes them “feel normal.” I thus believe that we should work to see some expressions of anger as alerting us to systematic oppression, rather than as personal attacks, just as we should work to see our own feelings of mental discomfort as signaling that something is wrong, without picking out a particular relationship between “us” and “them.” This is our best hope for understanding the causes of our own problematic behaviors and for understanding the structural causes of exclusion, oppression, and marginalization. People routinely condition themselves to deal with interpersonal stress in ways that will ultimately perpetuate that stress rather than release them from it (Brewer, Davis, and Goldstein 2013: 76). And in a world structured by white privilege, the world reinforces these patterns of conditioning (Huebner 2016). But these are tasks that meditative practices are designed to address, so we should take them seriously as tools for deconstructing privilege.




This process is more difficult when people have highly discordant goals. Such contexts produce “empathy walls,” which make it difficult to understand what others experience, what they value, and what they are worried about (Hochschild 2016). And where we don’t understand the forms of distress that arise in other contexts, we cannot begin to worry about ways of addressing the causes of suffering. This problem is likely to be exacerbated where eliminating discomfort would require giving up something that people in power see as important. From a position of racial privilege, the structural interventions that would secure racial equality look threatening; and from a position of economic security, interventions that could create economic justice feel too risky. Finally, people who suffer exclusion and oppression in such contexts may (reasonably) be unwilling to share their experiences in ways that would clarify the nature of their suffering; and even if they do, it is often difficult for people in positions of power to understand this suffering, especially where they lack similar experiences. While the practice of exchanging self for other can motivate someone to recognize that others suffer, and to recognize that their suffering matters, gaining motivation to overcome systemic injustice is likely to require something more.




      

    

  
    
      

Transformational Relationality




By the time we’ve finished breakfast, most of us have relied on people from numerous parts of the world—including those who grow and transport our food, those who make our clothes, and those who roast our coffee (King 1967). We may not depend on the entire world, but cross-cutting and overlapping patterns of mutual dependence implicate almost everyone on earth in the lives of almost everyone else. But this fact isn’t embodied practical knowledge. Our habit of considering ourselves as discrete entities prevents us from seeing how we are implicated in structures of inclusion and exclusion; therefore, for many of us, the pervasiveness of structural injustice can feel overwhelming and lead us to retreat into feelings of anxiety, fear, or sadness. Such experiences draw attention away from the causes of structural injustice and prevent us from understanding the material flows of power that we participate in. But whatever affects one of us directly affects the rest of us indirectly (King 1967), and recognizing this in an embodied practical way can motivate us to take part in transformative practices.




The individual practice of cultivating patience helps to bring unity to a disordered system. And while a patient mind is no more permanent or substantial than an angry and disordered mind, it is not a mind that is at war with itself. It is not a mind that’s moved by flights of fancy, transient desires, or feelings of discomfort; it is a mind that displays an unwavering focus on eliminating the conditions that produce suffering. When people take part in practices of mutual aid and mutual support, they help to prevent social discomfort from arising, by limiting the effects of selfish motivations; these practices require recognizing the pervasiveness of interdependence, as well as the possibility that systems can be more or less organized, and they require thinking of social groups as bodies, which can work together harmoniously or move toward self-destruction as disunified aggregates (Deleuze 1988: 42–43).




Śāntideva (BCA VIII:91) advises readers to meditate on the following pair of ideas: Individual bodies can be divided materially, but they are undivided in their ability to suffer; the world is divided, but it too is undivided in its ability to suffer. A plausible way of reading this meditation is as reminding us that suffering is not a feeling of discomfort but a pattern of internal discord that emerges when a complex system is internally disorganized. If we think of ourselves as “naturally unified wholes,” it will be difficult for us to understand the patterns of organization and disorganization that occur in the systems where we are parts. But by conceiving of ourselves as parts of a larger, dissonant, but changeable system, we can cultivate the motivation to shape our local surroundings in ways that make them more resonant; indeed, this would yield a precise parallel to the practice of cultivating patience in an individual. In both cases, we see ways for a system to be organized, which depend on the relations of dependence between all of the bodies that constitute a system.




I think that this approach helps to highlight an important difference between the kinds of anger that are directed at racial injustice and the kinds of anger that sustain racial injustice. In stark contrast to the negative representation of black anger, white rage is often ignored (Anderson 2014). Actions that are carried out quietly seem more respectable, even when they perpetuate racial prejudice. In part, this is because focusing on individual behavior leads us to track a difference between the expressions of anger among those fighting for black liberation and the quiet displays of anger among those fighting to sustain their racial privilege. When we focus on individuals, we find similar feelings of mental discomfort. But when we focus on the social structure as a whole, we find different sources of discomfort dividing a social system, but the causes of the discomfort differ radically. The main point to notice, though, is that white rage seeks to perpetuate disorder in a system, while struggles for black power seek to make the system more unified. If bodies that work in unison have more collective power to act, then we can see revolutionary anger as a force that aims to push a social system toward unity. The only way to cultivate collective patience, however, is to eliminate the conditions that cause this anger—and that means struggling together to bring about collective liberation!




In light of this discussion, there is one final question that calls for a response. When is there value in criticizing those who are angry? Reminding others not to be angry can be useful, where we can expect uptake, criticize with compassion, and avoid entrenching exclusionary practices. Indeed, this is a basic practice that can help us to push one another to be better agents (McGeer 2012). We are often unaware of how our behavior affects others, and having them inform us can help us in the search for the underlying causes of our behavior. I am not optimistic about the use of reactive attitudes in this context, but practices of calling-in, that is forward-looking reminders of shared values and commitments, are helpful among friends who are seeking collective liberation (Trần 2013). In addition, criticisms are important where failing to call a person out will lead to the cultivation of habitual practices of hostility and hatred; here too, we should proceed with compassion, but we should take strong countermeasures to prevent these karmic flows from solidifying. “No matter the wrong we are naming, there are ways to call people out that do not reduce individuals to agents of social advantage. There are ways of calling people out that are compassionate and creative, and that recognize the whole individual instead of viewing them simply as representations of the systems from which they benefit” (Ahmad 2015).




Importantly, racialized criticisms of black anger are not driven by compassion. They are driven by racial animosity, arising from the fear of losing control of a fragile society. The attachment to an imagined past where things were “better” causes fear as things move further away from that imagined past. When criticism springs from these forms of mental discomfort, we should work to eliminate them. And I have no doubt that this will require transforming the world we live in. But such is the task of seeking collective liberation. As individuals we should seek unity by cultivating patience, and we should act to dismantle the forms of white fragility that perpetuate racial injustice. This will require taking strong countermeasures against those who act out of white rage. But it will also require acknowledging the value of anger as a signal that constitutes a demand for equality and liberation, and a signal of the willingness to pursue racial justice by any means necessary. What this means is that the cultivation of compassion requires an unwavering focus on collective liberation. This focus is impossible when we are angry about criticisms, or ashamed of our actions. Such feelings divide our attention, leading us to focus on us and them; the cost of this focus is inattention to the features of the world that produce suffering and discomfort. By contrast, in attending to the causes of mental discomfort that lie behind an expression of anger, we can begin to uncover the material and social features of the world that produce and sustain injustice, and we can begin to see how these conditions foster patterns of inclusion and exclusion. Of course, we always begin in media res, and there is no way for us to change the karmic flows that have led us to our current situation (BCA VI:68). But acknowledging where we stand and cultivating a more thoroughgoing understanding of the power we have to shape future interactions can motivate us to dedicate effort to performing “good actions in such a way that everyone will develop an attitude of friendship, each towards the other” (BCA VI:69). We have a long way to go before the world is made whole, but we “aren’t going to have peace on earth until we recognize this basic fact of the interrelated structure of all reality” (King 1967). As ethically motivated agents, we should thus act to eliminate the conditions that produce anger, and “since there is dependent origination there can be cessation of suffering” (BCA VI:32).
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Chapter 7: Anger and the Oppressed: Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Perspectives




Emily McRae




When the radical feminist philosopher bell hooks met Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, she immediately told him how angry she was: angry about her relationship with her male partner, angry about the particularly frustrating set of racist and sexist encounters she faced on her way to that very meeting. She was unsure what a Buddhist teacher (“Mr. Calm, Mr. Peace himself” hooks called him) would make of her anger. Hanh responded, “Hang onto that anger and use it as compost for your garden.” This response to hooks’s anger, which made her feel “as if one thousand rays of light were shining throughout [her] being,” gave her confidence to begin the difficult work of dealing with her troubled relationship (hooks 2016). “If we think of anger as compost,” she writes, “we think of it as energy that can be recycled in the direction of our good. It is an empowering force. If we don’t think about it that way, it becomes a debilitating and destructive force” (hooks 2015).




Although Buddhist philosophical ethics is best known as being staunchly anti-anger, and for some good reasons (see the Some Buddhist Views of Anger section), there are other influential threads in these traditions that offer more nuanced approaches to understanding anger, for example, Hanh’s “anger as compost” view or the contemporary Tibetan Buddhist teacher Mingyur Rinpoche’s advice to “make friends with your anger,” which includes practices designed to develop nonjudgmental awareness of anger and a genuine appreciation of its power (Mingyur 2007). These more nuanced views—that do not fall squarely into either “pro-anger” or “anti-anger” camps—are not modern inventions, although they may have gained in popularity as Buddhism engages more with Western cultures that tend to value some forms of anger. In this chapter, I present a 10th-century Buddhist model of anger that argues for the transformation—or, more precisely, the metabolization—of anger for the sake of the liberation from suffering of self and others. I locate this view in the Indian Buddhist master Dharmaraksita’s texts Wheel Weapon That Strikes the Enemy’s Vital Point and Poison-Destroying Peacock Mind Training (Sopa 2001).




I examine anger in the context of oppressive systems, from the point of view of those disadvantaged by those systems: anger about one’s own oppression. (Although anger is certainly present among those privileged by those same systems, that anger will not be the focus here.) One reason for this focus is that those living under oppressive systems have frequent occasions for anger and so have to make sense of and experiment with that anger in constructive ways. As Black feminist Audre Lorde said, “My response to racism is anger. I have lived with that anger, ignoring it, feeding upon it, learning to use it before it laid my visions to waste, for most of my life” (2007: 124). Anger in some form, including fear of anger, is a part of everyday life for many members of oppressed groups. Second, because of the frequency with which anger-provoking events arise in the context of oppression, members of oppressed groups will be particularly vulnerable to the psychological and moral burdens of any view on anger, whether it is pro-anger or anti-anger. One of the guiding assumptions of my inquiry into anger is that we should, in our theorizing, take seriously the burdens both of anger and of its extirpation for members of oppressed groups. This would mean that we judge the moral value (or disvalue) of anger not only on whether it is justified, whether it provides insight, or whether it motivates positive social change; we must also judge based on whether our view on anger can promote healing, flourishing, and moral excellence for members of oppressed groups who are so frequently exposed to anger-provoking situations in their lives.




I pause here to respond to one possible objection to my claim that moral theories should take seriously the psychological and moral burdens implied by moral prescriptions, especially those borne by members of oppressed groups. We might think, contra Aristotle and others, that it is not at all clear that morality or virtue is constitutive of personal flourishing; in fact, we seem to have evidence that they can and do come apart. And if they do, it is the purview of morality to say what is right and wrong, not what is easy or difficult, so long as what is morally required is not physically or psychologically impossible.




I’m not arguing that the consideration of moral and psychological burden trumps all other considerations when evaluating ethical theories but rather that it should be considered as a criterion by which we judge our theories. I think this is especially true in the case of moral theorizing about anger, since the burdens fall in a perhaps unusually lopsided way. The kind of insult that Aristotle had in mind in his discussion of the virtue of proper anger, for example, was likely not the kind of political, social, and interpersonal barrage of insults, ranging from micro-aggressions to physical violence, that members of oppressed groups regularly contend with (see Aristotle 2002, 1126a3–1126a9; Tessman 2005). It is my hope that seriously considering the burdens of moral prescriptions on members of oppressed groups will highlight some implicit assumptions about the relationship between anger and power that may be implicitly influencing our moral theories on anger.




I argue that a Buddhist tantric view of anger can speak meaningfully to the psychological and moral burdens of anger in ways that many Western pro-anger views and Western and Buddhist anti-anger views cannot. I begin with a brief discussion of the particular psychological and moral burdens associated with pro-anger and anti-anger views for members of oppressed groups (Double Binds and Double Burdens). I then introduce some influential approaches to anger in Indo-Tibetan Buddhist ethics, starting with the anti-anger views (Some Buddhist Views of Anger) and ending with Dharmaraksita’s tantric view (Tantric Anger), which I will illustrate with an extended example (Tantric Anger and Oppression: Examples). I conclude with an argument that the tantric view of anger can respond to the specific psychological and moral burdens borne by members of oppressed groups.




      

    

  
    
      

Double Binds and Double Burdens




Members of oppressed groups face a double bind with regard to anger, especially anger at one’s own oppression. To become angry in response to one’s own oppression exposes one to dangers, such as being overwhelmed by rage, experiencing negative effects on one’s health and peace of mind, and being demonized by those who refuse to take up one’s anger. But refraining from becoming angry at one’s own oppression also exposes one to serious dangers, including repression or suppression, self-deception, and being written off as being complicit in one’s own oppression. The spirit of this double bind extends to moral theorizing about anger at oppression. When looked at from the perspective of members of oppressed groups, the question “is anger at oppression justified (or good or helpful)?” is difficult to answer since there are serious psychological and moral burdens for answering both “yes” and “no” to this theoretical question (see Tessman 2005: chapter 6).




This double bind falls out of the definition of anger and the social, political, and psychological facts of oppression. There is broad consensus in Western and Buddhist philosophical traditions, as well as contemporary psychology, that anger arises in situations in which one perceives oneself (or someone one cares about) to have been wronged or unfairly denied in some way.[95] People who are oppressed are clearly wronged and unfairly denied, and the pervasiveness of oppressive systems means that these wrongs, especially the more minor ones such as micro-aggressions, occur frequently, even multiple times a day. Because of the frequency of the wrongs done to members of oppressed groups, we have, in general, many more occasions for anger than the non oppressed.




How is the oppressed person supposed to make sense of these myriad occasions for anger in the context of his or her larger moral life? There are, broadly, two theoretical choices. One can accept anger at injustice as virtuous (or at least permissible). I call this basic stance the pro-anger view. Being pro-anger, as I will use it, means accepting that at least sometimes, in some situations, and for some duration, anger at oppression is justified and morally good or permissible. There are many motivations for this view, including the desire to seek conspicuous revenge (as Aristotle says), to take seriously the wrongs that are done and to hold wrongdoers accountable for those wrongs, to be open to the insights anger may bring, to show that one is self-respecting, and to motivate positive social change (see Cherry in preparation; Frye 1981; Spelman 1989; Lugones 1996; Lorde 2007; Bell 2009). One problem with this approach, from the perspective of a member of an oppressed group, is that the sheer frequency of experiences of injustice makes it so one may be angry nearly all the time. The Stoic philosopher Seneca recognized this problem: “The wise man will never cease to be angry, if once he begins, so full is every place of vices and crimes” (De Ira II.9). Being so frequently angry, even if justified, presents serious psychological and moral burdens on the oppressed person. Anger, particularly constant, low-grade anger, has negative effects on a person’s peace of mind, health, and relationships, all of which are integral to his or her well-being (Tessman 2005; Harmon-Jones and Harmon Jones 2016). It also may prevent other modes of engaging with a wrongdoer that may have been available to the agent if one was not primed for anger, such as compassion or humor. Being limited in one’s emotional repertoire can be a moral danger for the oppressed person.




The other option is to eliminate the anger by coming to see it as ultimately unjustified. This is not an immediately attractive option for many people, especially people who are already angry. For members of oppressed groups, there is a worry that giving up one’s anger is tantamount to giving up one’s survival strategy. As Audre Lorde writes, “My anger has meant pain to me but it has also meant survival, and before I give it up I’m going to be sure that there is something at least as powerful to replace it on the road to clarity” (2007: 132). But Stoic and some Buddhist philosophers have argued that, on deeper analysis, we will find our anger to be unjustified and that ultimately it is the extirpation of anger that will lead us “on the road to clarity” (see Some Buddhist Views of Anger; see also Epictetus 1998; Nussbaum 1994; Seneca 2010; McRae 2015b; Flanagan 2017).




There is, of course, much to be said about whether these Stoic-style arguments achieve their stated purpose of showing anger to be irrational (e.g., see Nussbaum 1994: chapter 11). But even if these arguments succeed in showing anger to always be a vice, there are significant burdens borne by oppressed people on this view, too. One danger arises from the difficulty discerning the extirpation of anger from its repression or suppression. In our (contemporary U.S.) society, anger is projected onto members of oppressed groups, even while the expression of genuine anger, if allowed at all, is expected to be politely tame. The anger of members of oppressed groups is often written off (e.g., the “irrational” anger of women) or demonized (the “threatening angry black man”) or both (the “crazy, scary, angry black woman”) (Frye 1981; Lugones 1996; Ahmed 2010). Since anger is at least in part communicative, happens in relationship, and requires some form of uptake, and since the uptake of oppressed people’s anger is routinely denied, oppressed people are faced with an extremely difficult psychological and moral task: How to abandon one’s anger with moral integrity in a society that did not take seriously one’s anger in the first place? Advising women, for example, to come to see their anger as ultimately unjustified, irrational, or bad would make many feminists bristle, since women’s supposed irrationality, and especially the irrationality of women’s anger, is one of the more pernicious oppressive stereotypes that feminism has worked to expose.




Even if this danger could be managed, there is another significant burden oppressed people face on the anti-anger view. Although there may be some people whose anger ceases on the deeper analysis recommended by Stoics and many Buddhists, for many of us, anger is more tenacious than that, especially anger at one’s own oppression. Overcoming anger requires significant psychological and moral effort. But given the frequency of insult and wrongdoing that people living under oppressive conditions face, the moral feat of not getting angry at injustice is required many times a day, a much higher frequency than for someone who is not oppressed. One is forced to take the moral high road every day and many times a day. This moral uplift can be admirable and inspiring (think Michelle Obama’s “When they go low, we go high” rhetoric), but the moral high road can also be lonely and exhausting. It places a double burden on the oppressed: the burden of oppression and the burden of near-constraint restraint. Of course, it could be that for some people refraining from anger is not experienced as a burden. Or it may be that with practice we can all learn to effortlessly avoid or abandon anger. This is presumably the hope of many Buddhist and Stoic sages. But in the many cases in which great effort is required to overcome anger, the anti-anger view implies that oppressed people face a much heavier moral and psychological load than the non oppressed.




Given these significant burdens, the double bind cannot be resolved by either the approach that counts anger at oppression among the virtues (or, at least, a morally permissible emotion) or the approach that argues for its elimination. Whatever answer we give to the question of whether anger at oppression is justified, oppressed people face significant extra burdens to their well-being and the possibility of their moral excellence. This suggests that we need to ask different questions about anger, at least in the context of anger at one’s own oppression. What should we do about our anger at oppression? How should we think about our own anger in the broader narrative of our moral and spiritual lives? When is anger the best option (whether or not it is “justified”) and when can it be abandoned for something better? If we can’t sidestep the double bind of anger, can we manage it? Play it against itself? Transcend it? In what follows, I argue that the tantric view of anger helps more successfully navigate the double binds and double burdens of anger for members of oppressed groups.[96] I will begin by giving some context for the tantric view in the wider field of Buddhist ethics of anger.



[95] For example, Aristotle’s influential definition of anger in Rh. 1378a31–32; see also Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones (2016).



[96] In a previous paper (McRae 2015b), I introduced an account of tantric Buddhist anger that, I argued, can respond to a certain tension in the moral theorizing about anger, what I called the problem of moral anger: It seems that neither anger nor its elimination can respond to the dual moral aims of effectively responding to wrongdoing and cherishing humanity. This chapter focuses on the effects of the tantric view on the one who feels the anger rather the moral consequences of that anger for other members of the moral community.




      

    

  
    
      

Some Buddhist Views of Anger




In general, Indo-Tibetan Buddhist ethics is deeply skeptical of anger; many of these ethicists considered it to be one of the worst vices, destroying not only our peace of mind and relationships but also the very roots of our virtue (see Cozort 1995; Tsongkhapa 2004). The eighth-century Indian saint and scholar Śāntideva famously argued against the appropriateness of anger in his classic treatise Bodhicaryāvatāra (A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life) (see Bommarito 2011). He presents a wide variety of claims against anger: Anger makes you ugly and unlikeable (VI.4), anger causes unpleasant disruptions in interpersonal relationships (VI.6), anger makes you feel crazy and lose sleep (VI.3), anger is based on a confused notion of the self that cannot survive philosophical analysis (VI.22–31), anger is based on ignorance of the myriad causal connections that produced the anger-provoking event (including one’s own role in that event) (VI.42–43), and anger is based on the mistaken idea that a wrongdoer is in control of his actions (VI.38–41).




In his commentary on Śāntideva’s discussion of anger, the 14th-century Tibetan philosopher Tsongkhapa uses Śāntideva’s arguments to show that anger is never justified. On his view, anger and other afflictions have three main causes: the object of the anger (who or what the anger is about), the subject of the anger (who feels the anger), and the basis of the anger (the background conditions—or “latent tendencies”—that dispose one to anger or patience). For Tsongkhapa, to say that the person one is angry at (the object) caused one’s anger is misleading, since the one who feels anger (the subject) is also at least causally implicated in the anger-provoking episode, a point he emphasizes with a quotation from Śāntideva: “His the knife, and mine the body—the twofold cause of suffering. He has grasped the knife, I my body. At which is there anger?” (VI.43). But anger also requires that certain background conditions be present, namely, the tendency to become angry. As we all know, one person may be able to shrug off what would infuriate someone else, a fact Tsongkhapa explains by pointing to different bases for the anger in different people.




Whether we look at anger from the point of view of the object cause, the subject cause, or the basis cause, Tsongkhapa argues that it is never justified. From the point of view of the subject cause, anger is not justified since one’s anger is at the object but not the subject, even though they are both causes of one’s suffering. Moreover, anger is harmful for the one who feels it, a fact that should motivate the subject of the anger to extirpate his or her anger (164). From the point of the view of the basis, anger is also unjustified because it is possible to strengthen, through practice, one’s commitment to patience and compassion, thus changing one’s tendencies and background dispositions (165). The trickiest arguments against anger are from the point of view of the object cause, the wrongdoer who has harmed us. Tsongkhapa gives several arguments here, drawing on Śāntideva’s arguments, namely that the wrongdoer lacks self-control (160–162), that the wrongdoer’s faults are only adventitious and so should not be the object of anger since they can be changed (162–163), and that the anger-provoking event is part of a longer, complicated causal chain that, when properly understood, would mitigate anger by revealing the inconsistencies of its application (163–164).




But there are also influential arguments in Buddhist ethics that complicate this straightforward anti-anger position. For example, in the Bodhisattvabhūmi, a treatise on the stages of the path to moral and spiritual perfection, the fourth-century Indian Buddhist philosophy Asanga discusses several exceptions to the “never anger” rule. Although he is clearly against “pain-passing” anger, for example scolding someone because that person scolded you or criticizing someone because that person criticized you, other anger-associated behaviors require more subtle analysis. For example, although, in general, an aspiring bodhisattva should accept an apology from someone who has harmed him or her, he or she need not accept if that apology is insincere. Asanga even claims that, although allowing one’s anger to remain unchecked is always what he calls an “afflicted [moral] offense,” there is no offense in the case of the bodhisattva “who has developed that aspiration to abandon [this fault]” and is “committed to resisting [the fault] by adopting [its] antidote but who still repeatedly generates [it] because he or she is naturally overcome by strong mental afflictions” (I.10.2.10.2). The idea seems to be that the moral value or disvalue of anger, and other afflictions, is best understood in the larger context of a person’s moral and spiritual commitments, goals, and practices. If we are committed to overcoming our anger and doing the hard work of trying to understand how it fits into our moral and spiritual lives, then the disvalue of an angry outburst is less than what it would be for reactive, uncritical anger.




Even Śāntideva suggests that the disvalue of certain afflictions is not as obvious as we might assume, at least in cases in which afflictions are used to combat other afflictions (VI.54). In an unusual set of verses (VI.55–62), Śāntideva seems to distinguish between real afflictions, such as pride and desire, and more refined or virtuous states that seem similar to the affliction. “Those beings conquered by pride,” he tells us, “are wretches with no pride!” (VI.56). These wretches are conquered by an afflictive pride (a delusional sense of superiority) and so, paradoxically, have no “virtuous” pride (confidence in their potential for liberation that is grounded in the understanding of the equality of members of the moral community). It is interesting that Śāntideva uses the same word, “pride,” to describe both states, suggesting that the boundaries between afflictive and nonafflictive mental states may require phenomenological sophistication and subtlety to sort out. He makes a similar remark about desire, another core affliction on the Buddhist view, claiming that “one should be intoxicated by that task [of liberation], insatiable, like someone hankering for the pleasure and fruit of love-play” (VII.62). In a surprising move, one is repurposing one’s desire, even one’s erotic desire, for the sake of liberation. The idea seems to be that we can use our afflictions, or at least something like affliction, to develop our moral agency, even though, ultimately, afflictions limit the exercise of our moral agency. This is one of the fundamental features of a tantric approach to afflictive emotionality. The remainder of this chapter is devoted to explaining this apparently paradoxical claim.




      

    

  
    
      

Tantric Anger




Śāntideva does not use anger as an example in these passages; he does not, for example, say “Those beings conquered by anger are wretches with no anger!” But some later tantric Buddhist ethicists do apply this idea of using affliction against affliction to the case of anger. In tantric Buddhism afflictive mental states, such as desire and anger, are “taken as the path” to liberation, that is, they are not directly extirpated but used on the path to enlightenment in a variety of ways (McRae 2015a). In his Wheel Weapon That Strikes the Enemy’s Vital Point, the 10th-century Indian master Dharmaraksita presents an account of using affliction for the sake of liberation from suffering, both for self and for others. This text and his related Poison-Destroying Peacock Mind Training are part of a genre of text in the Tibetan tradition called lo jong (blo sbyong) or “mind trainings.” These pithy texts give instructions on how to train one’s mind along the path to liberation. Many are moral trainings that train the mind in love, compassion, and the overcoming of affliction. In Dharmaraksita’s lo jong texts, he compares the ability of the bodhisattva, the moral agent committed to developing deep moral concern for all sentient beings, to metabolize affliction to a peacock that can eat poison; not only can the peacock survive the poison, but it actually thrives on it because it (unlike the “cowardly crow”) is uniquely able to metabolize it.






When peacocks roam through the jungle of virulent poison,




Though the gardens of medicinal plants may be attractive,




The peacock flocks will not take delight in them;




For the peacocks thrive on the essence of virulent poison. (Sopa 2001: 59)







Dharmaraksita claims that the bodhisattva, “like the peacock in the forest of cyclic existence, convert[s] the afflictions, which are like a jungle of virulent poisons, into an elixir” (v. 7, p. 61). He argues that the bodhisattva can do this with anger and use this “metabolized anger”—what is literally “that which is like anger” (zhe sdang lta bu)—to fight against “enemies of the Dharma” (Poison-Destroying Peacock, v. 13, p. 195).




In these short texts, Dharmaraksita has introduced a new, anger-related concept: “that which is like anger,” which I will call “tantric” or “metabolized” anger. Metabolized anger is the virtuous channeling of the power and energy of anger without the desire to harm or pass pain. It is based on compassion and the deeply caring orientation fundamental to Mahayana Buddhist ethics (bodhicitta) and does not include, as definitions of anger tend to, the desire to harm another or seek, in Aristotle’s apt phrase, “conspicuous vengeance” (Rh. 1378a31). Although it is oriented and limited by a deeper desire for benefit and positive change in self or others, it does not reduce to compassion. This is because, as we will see, tantric anger retains certain qualities of normal (nonmetabolized) anger that differentiate it from typical expressions of compassion.




Some translations render the Tibetan phrase zhe sdang lta bu as “simulated anger,” suggesting that what it is going on here is simply the feigning of anger by a skillful moral agent in order to benefit others (Sopa 2001). Although feigning anger could be a moral skill in some cases, metabolizing anger is not about faking it but transforming it. The peacock, after all, does not pretend to eat the poisonous plant; it eats and metabolizes it. Although tantric anger is not feigned anger, it is also not normal anger, because it has metabolized that desire for harm. This is why Dharmaraksita calls it “that which is like anger”: It is not like normal anger, yet it is not just faking anger for compassionate purposes either.




We can see the forceful energy of metabolized anger in Dharmaraksita’s Wheel Weapon That Hits the Enemies Vital Point:






Habituated to attachment and aversion, I revile everyone opposed to me.




Habituated to envy, I slander and deprecate others.




Roar and thunder on the head of the destroyer, false construction.




Morally strike at the heart of the butcher, the enemy, ego! (Sopa 2001: 85)







In the Peacock Destroying Mind-Training, Dharmaraksita says something similar:






Everything utterly useless in this universe—




The turbulence of karma, afflictions, and confusions—




I shall wear the armor of eagerly embracing them




To help forcibly rob self-grasping of it’s life. (v. 75)




Phat! Hurrah! Mortally strike, Yamantaka!




Set fire to the life force of this demon, the joy-seeking desire




Dance and trample upon the head of procrastination!




Cut completely the thread that binds to cyclic existence. (v. 76)







In these verses, Dharmaraksita discusses the possibility of using tantric anger against one’s own faults, which is the most common example used in his (and other Buddhist ethicists’) texts (see Śāntideva). We can see that he is applying his frustration, impatience, and revulsion at his own faults of attachment, aversion, and envy, thus using his anger in the service of his overall spiritual development. Although Dharmaraksita does not express the desire to inflict harm on anyone, including himself, we can still see the power and energy of his emotional orientation (the roaring and the striking!). That this “roaring and striking” is conceived of as part of broadly compassionate orientation is clear from the verse that follows these: “At that point, see all beings as your parents, and draw them forth together without hesitation. Without far and near, nestle them in the heart of your compassion. With no prejudice, sustain them with the two truths” (37).




Tantric practices, including the metabolization of anger, are generally considered advanced practices. There are at least two reasons for this: the sophistication required to actually be successful in the practice and the nontrivial dangers of failure. It demands that we make subtle psychological and phenomenological determinations: We need to know when and how to metabolize anger, we need to know whether our anger has been properly metabolized (what are the signs of a metabolized anger?), we need to understand the skillful use of such “anger” (who exactly are the enemies of the Dharma?), and so on. The dangers of failure in the metabolization of our anger are significant, too. Tantric anger at my own faults, for instance, could backfire if I have not properly metabolized that anger, since, in addition to the faults I already have, I would add the fault of self-loathing (McRae 2015b). For these reasons, in the Buddhist context, tantric anger is a sophisticated, phenomenologically subtle practice for which one trains through self-cultivation and meditation practices, guided by an accomplished teacher.




To summarize, then, in Dharmaraksita we see an account of anger emerge that is significantly different from accounts in Western and even other Buddhist traditions. Tantric anger is a virtuous channeling of the power and fierce energy of anger without the desire to harm or seek vengeance. It is grounded in and energized by—but not reducible to—an active, engaged compassion. Such anger is a transformation or metabolization of normal, pain-passing anger and is not simply feigning anger that one does not in fact feel for some virtuous purpose, since it is a process that requires subtle determinations, especially in one’s own emotionality, and is cultivated through practice, over time.




      

    

  
    
      

Tantric Anger and Oppression: Examples




Using anger for good, particularly for insight into the nature of oppression and the motivation to fight oppression, is something that has been well described in feminist literature.[97] Tantric Buddhists, it turns out, are not the only ones using their anger for good. But the helpfulness of the tantric view, I think, lies in the ways that it theorizes this general sense of “making good use of one’s anger” and the practices that it employs for helping us to do so.




Consider, for example, Virginia Woolf’s (1981) description in A Room of One’s Own of the narrator’s becoming angry when she stumbles on Professor Von X’s The Mental, Moral, and Physical Inferiority of the Female Sex in the British Museum:






But while I pondered I had unconsciously, in my listlessness, in my desperation, been drawing a picture… . It was the face and the figure of Professor Von X… . He was not in my picture a man attractive to women. He was heavily built; he had a great jowl: to balance that he had very small eyes; he was very red in the face… . A very elementary exercise in psychology, not to be dignified by the name psycho-analysis, showed me, on looking at my notebook, that the sketch of the angry professor had been made in anger… . It referred me unmistakably to the one book, to the one phrase, which had roused the demon; it was the professor’s statement about the mental, moral and physical inferiority of women. My heart had leapt. My cheeks had burnt. I flushed with anger. (31–32)







In what we could call a Dharmaraksitan move, the narrator neither extols her anger as a virtue nor makes any attempt to extirpate it. She instead experiments with it; at times she finds it interesting, at times she finds it funny, at times she finds it edifying.




This anger-provoking event was not isolated but one of many described by the narrator, including being barred from the college library without a male escort and, once in the British Museum, feeling inadequate when she realizes that she has never been trained to do research and so does not know how to proceed, unlike the young man next to her who is diligently (and somewhat obnoxiously) taking notes. The narrator is vulnerable to the psychological danger of believing the story of her own inadequacy and giving up her project. In this sense, her flush of anger is a welcome event, steeling her from the temptation to cave under the weight of sexist pressure.




The narrator does not immediately try to summon pity for Professor Von X as a victim of his own misogynist culture, or because of some tragic personal history. She briefly attempts this, but snarky anger intrudes once more: “Could it be his wife, I asked, looking at my picture. Was she in love with a cavalry officer? Was the cavalry officer slim and elegant and dressed in astrakhan? Had he been laughed at, to adopt the Freudian theory, in his cradle by a pretty girl? For even in his cradle the professor, I thought, could not have been an attractive child” (31). This is clearly not an attempt to extirpate the anger she feels and replace it with straightforward pity or compassion, but neither is the use she makes of her anger completely divorced from a compassionate framework. Her acknowledgment of anger at Professor Von X is at least self-compassionate, since it insulates her from worse dangers, such as complete resignation to patriarchy.




Her ruminations on her anger are also oriented in a more broadly caring orientation, expressed as an interest in understanding the psychology of patriarchy. Her own anger leads her to insight about the curious phenomenon of the anger of oppressors (for, in all the books she surveyed about women that were written by men, there was always an “element of heat” [32]). How does one explain this absurdity of the anger of the powerful?






Life for both sexes—and I looked at them, shouldering their way along the pavement—is arduous, difficult, a perpetual struggle. It calls for gigantic courage and strength. More than anything, perhaps, creatures of illusions as we are, it calls for confidence in oneself. Without self-confidence we are as babes in the cradle. And how can we generate this imponderable quality, which is yet so invaluable, most quickly? By thinking that other people are inferior to self. (34–35)







There is a certain compassionate anger expressed in this passage. It is an explanation of the psychology of patriarchy but not an excusal; it expresses a clarity in recognizing both the severity of the wrong done and pitiable psychology which motivates it.[98]




This example shows the possibility of an experience of anger to be grounded in compassion without straightforwardly reducing to compassion. According to the tantric view, this is achieved by harnessing the energy and fiery clarity of anger while bypassing the desire to harm. Although this combination of angry energy without desire for harm perhaps sounds strange if we define anger as including some kind of pain-passing, it is something that members of oppressed groups, out of necessity, have long been experimenting with. The tantric view of anger is helpful not because it offers a radically new anger practice for members of oppressed groups but because it systematically theorizes this way of doing anger as part of a larger understanding of moral life. In the Buddhist tantric context, making good use of one’s anger means harnessing the sense of being “fired up” and motivated for positive social and personal change and separating it psychologically and conceptually from the desire to do harm. It does this by contextualizing tantric anger in a larger project of cultivating wisdom and compassion (bodhicitta). It also understands making good use of one’s anger to be grounded in a commitment to long-term ethical and spiritual practices—including, but not limited to, meditative and contemplative practices—that help train one’s mind to achieve this kind of transformation, by first becoming aware of one’s anger nonjudgmentally and then experimenting with letting go of an underlying desire to do violence.[99]



[97] For a classic example, see Audre Lorde’s “The Uses of Anger” in Lorde (2007).



[98] For another example of metabolizing anger in the face of oppression, see Toni Morrison’s recent essay on the psychology of white supremacy and the 2016 U.S. presidential election (2016).



[99] In addition to Dharmaraksita, see Hanh (2002), Mingyur (2007), Tsoknyi (1998), and Dzogchen Ponlop (2008).




      

    

  
    
      

Tantric Anger and the Burdens of Oppression




In this section, I argue that this tantric view of anger can better respond to the psychological and moral burdens, of both the pro-anger and anti-anger views, for members of oppressed groups. The oppressed are burdened both by views that value their anger at oppression as a virtue and by those that recommend its extirpation on the grounds that anger is a vice. These burdens take a toll on personal flourishing and moral integrity. To review, the burdens that hinder personal flourishing are (i) on pro-anger views, the negative effects on personal happiness and health of being nearly constantly angry; and (ii) on anti-anger views, the negative effects on well-being of being frequently called on to abandon or eliminate one’s anger. The moral burdens are (iii) on the pro-anger view, the danger of the moral erosion of the frequently angry moral agent, including the problem of misplaced anger and an inability, strengthened by habituation, to consider possible nonangry responses that might be better for self and others; and (iv) on the anti-anger view, the dangers of the moral erosion of the never-angry agent, including the dangers of self-deception and of believing the harmful stereotypes, such as the “irrationality” or “scariness” of the anger of oppressed persons, stereotypes that unhappily reinforce the imperative for oppressed people to not be angry.




Tantric anger, by definition, would not be vulnerable to the first worry, the negative effects on flourishing for the frequently angry agent. The metabolization of the anger is supposed to increase flourishing, like the peacock that thrives and not just survives on the poisonous plants of the jungle. The idea is that the grounding in a broader desire to help, combined with the more exciting qualities of normal anger, such as its fiery energy, makes tantric anger confidence-building and inspiring, as hooks experienced in her discussion with Thich Nhat Hanh. This assumes that bad health and well-being outcomes of anger are caused by the pain-passing aspects of anger rather than other aspects of anger, such us feeling fired up. Although plausible, this assumption would require empirical research to confirm.[100]




The second worry, the exhausting effects of being called on to eliminate anger, also does not arise on the tantric view, since there is no expectation to never get angry or to extirpate the anger that arises. In fact, one of the interesting aspects of mind-training texts is that one must experience the afflictive emotion in order to work with it. The mind-training text, “Guide to the Heart of Dependent Origination,” even advises to refrain from applying the mind-training “the moment the affliction arises” but states that one should begin only once the afflictive emotion has peaked (Jinpa 2006: 428). This applies to the practice of metabolizing anger, since there needs to be anger in order for one to metabolize it. When one practices the metabolization of one’s anger, eventually the arising of (normal, pain-passing) anger is no longer experienced as threatening, destructive, or overwhelming but as an opportunity for transformation.




We may wonder, though, whether the imperative to metabolize one’s anger is as exhausting and relentless as the imperative to extirpate it. Since members of oppressed groups have so many occasions for anger, one would be called on daily to metabolize one’s anger, a process that Buddhists themselves consider difficult and advanced. There is some truth to this worry. It is the nature of oppression that those who are oppressed are burdened in ways that other, non oppressed people are not. Those burdens cannot simply be avoided or sidestepped, since if they could be, they would not be oppressive (Frye 1981: 2–7). Given this fact of oppression, it is not possible to find a burden-free moral life for oppressed people while we are still oppressed. What we should be thinking about, in addition to ways to dismantle oppressive systems, are ways for moral theories to meaningfully speak to the burdens borne by the members of oppressed groups that prioritize nourishing and inspiring us in our continued fight for justice. The tantric view of anger, I submit, is able to nourish and inspire members of oppressed groups in ways that neither the pro-anger nor the anti-anger views can. This is not because metabolizing one’s anger is easy—it isn’t—but because the call to metabolize our anger is a call to fight injustice and respect the reality of one’s anger without being destroyed by it.




Finally, let us consider the moral dangers of the pro-anger and anti-anger views for members of oppressed groups. By removing the pain-passing aspect of anger, the tantric view effectively removes the moral danger of misplaced anger and the inability to respond with compassion. The moral danger of misplaced anger is that one will pass pain to someone who is not deserving of that pain and may not even be associated with the original pain-causing, anger-provoking event at all. By abandoning the pain-passing part of the angry experience, one is unlikely to make it to this particular moral mistake. Since metabolizing anger is grounded in compassion, not at odds with it, it also seems unlikely that the metabolizer of anger would ignore or devalue more straightforwardly compassionate responses. Rather, by training the mind in both compassion and tantric anger, the metabolizing agent would be in a better position to judge which is the better approach in his or her situation.




By not requiring the agent to extirpate his or her anger, the tantric view does not threaten the kind of self-deception or self-deprecation that anti-anger views might. There is no danger of trying to convince oneself that one is not angry when one is, since the metabolization of anger requires that there is (normal) anger to begin with. That we cannot do the practice without the arising of normal anger is important to many Buddhist thinkers (see Tsoknyi 1998; Hanh 2002; Mingyur 2007), who see the arising of anger as, first, an occasion for nonjudgmental awareness and then as an opportunity for transformation. For these reasons, the danger of self-deprecation and believing disempowering stereotypes about oneself is also minimized on the tantric view, since the focus of metabolization is not making negative judgments about one’s anger, such as “it’s irrational,” but using and transforming it for good. This cultivates in one an appreciation of one’s power and range of one’s emotionality even as one works to transform it.



[100] There is research that suggests that there are a variety of positive affects—such as feeling attentive, aware, alert, and strong—that accompany normal anger and that people can distinguish these and locate and name these associated positive affects even when they are experiencing anger (Harmon-Jones). To support metabolized anger, though, we would have to show that it is possible to separate out the negative and positive affects associated with anger and that, once the negative ones are transformed, the bad health and well-being effects of anger are also diminished or eliminated.
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Chapter 8: The Reason to Be Angry Forever




Agnes Callard




We get angry for reasons—or, at any rate, for what we take to be reasons. If asked “why are you angry?” you will cite something (that you think) someone did or failed to do. That action or omission is what you are angry about. Getting angry is easy to understand: I wrong you, by, for example, betraying your trust; you find out; that makes you angry, and now you are angry, at me, for having betrayed you. What is harder to understand is why you might cease to be angry.[101]




Consider what I will call “the eternal anger argument”:






P1: My betrayal of you at t1 is your reason for being angry with me at t2.




P2: If it is true at t2 that I betrayed you at t1, then it will also be true at t3, t4, t5, and so on that I betrayed you at t1.




Conclusion: If you have a reason to be angry with me, you will have a reason to be angry with me forever.







The argument says that if I have generated a reason for you to be angry with me, then there is nothing I can now do to address that reason. For suppose that I offer compensation, apologize profusely, promise never to do it again, radically and convincingly transform my character. None of that seems to touch the thing you are angry about, which is that, at t1, I wronged you. It is still true that I did that, and it is still true that I shouldn’t have. Your reason for anger is eternal because I can’t change what you are angry about.




If I could go back in time and un-wrong you, then I could eliminate the grounds of your anger. Though it is impossible to change the past, it is possible to change someone’s understanding of the past. I could prove to you that I never betrayed you or that I did it by accident or that I was forced to do it by someone else. By revising your understanding of the past, I might succeed in dissolving your anger or directing it away from myself. But I would be doing so by showing you that you never had any reason to be angry with me, because I never behaved badly in the first place. This leaves the eternal anger argument standing: If you did have a reason, you’d have it forever.




The argument doesn’t purport to establish that anger is eternal or even that it would be rational to be angry forever. Long-term anger is unpleasant, unattractive, and exhausting; one has many reasons for bringing it about that one’s anger cease. What the argument does try to show is that these reasons must leave the original reason to be angry in place. If the argument works, it follows that a person gives up his or her anger not because the issue has been resolved or even addressed in any way but merely because, for example, he or she sees that he or she will be better off in a nonangry condition. Pragmatic reasons for ceasing to be angry have positive counterparts: pragmatic reasons to get angry.[102] (For example, I work myself into an angry state before entering the car dealership, in the belief that a menacing appearance will put me in an improved negotiating position.) If the eternal anger argument is correct, proper (i.e., nonpragmatic) reasons for anger—reasons akin to those cited in P1—have no negative counterparts.



[101] I am grateful to participants at the 2010 Saint Louis Area Conference on Reasons and Rationality (SLACRR), the UC Berkeley Wollheim Society, the Franke Lunchtime talks series, the Northwestern Practical Philosophy Workshop, the UChicago Practical Philosophy Workshop, and the 2016 conference “The Temporality of the Emotions” at the University of Leipzig for comments on earlier incarnations of this chapter; thanks also to Pamela Hieronymi for generous and insightful written comments on an earlier draft. Above all I thank Berislav Marušić for many years of conversations on the putative eternality of anger.



[102] Hieronymi (2005) calls such reasons for getting angry (and presumably also the counterpart reasons for ceasing to be angry) “extrinsic” and assimilates them to the “wrong kinds of reason” of which the paradigmatic examples are pragmatic reasons for belief. This seems correct to me.




      

    

  
    
      

The Problem-solving Account of Anger




On one popular account of anger, the eternal anger argument is unsound because P1 is false. I will call this account the “problem-solving account.” The problem-solving account maintains that your reason for being angry with me is not simply the betrayal. Rather, your reason is constituted by some continuing problem generated by the betrayal, a problem your anger motivates you to resolve. On the problem-solving account, anger is desire-like: It responds to reasons to make (what the agent perceives as) a positive change in the world. If the reasons to be angry are reasons to, for example, take measures that prevent future violations of the relevant kind, then they will not be eternal. Martha Nussbaum presents this as the correct account not of anger as such but of a species of anger she calls “transition anger.”[103] Others have argued that anger is an attempt to protest a threatening message, to the effect that the victim is deserving of bad treatment;[104] to reverse the ongoing misbehavior of a wrongdoer who, in failing to apologize, acts as though the wrong were acceptable;[105] to get the wrongdoer to understand what he or she has done;[106] to be restored to the status from which the wrongdoing demoted one;[107] and to secure the wrongdoer’s commitment to the norm he or she violated.[108]




On such a view, what we are (really) angry at is not the wrongs themselves but the fact that the wrongs are unapologized for, un-disavowed, and undetached from the meaning or message they now have but don’t necessarily need to have, or that the wrongdoers are uneducated, uncommitted, or unlowered in relative status. We’re angry not at the fact that the person violated some norm but at the person’s present lack of commitment to that norm, or the fact that the person is, by not apologizing, now behaving as if the wrong was acceptable. It presents angry people as educators and normative crusaders, taking a stand against injustice in order to make the world a more perfect realization of some normative order. Anger, on this picture, is productive management of the aftershocks of the wrong action; it attempts to address and mitigate the damage done.




I find this to be an overly sanguine picture of an emotion whose manifestations are not only often but characteristically destructive and cruel. To take just one example, consider the fact that when we are angry at someone we love, we are liable to say insulting things we don’t mean in order to hurt them. Anger begets more anger as often as it begets apology; a patient, calm, and angerless explanation of wrongdoing would typically have greater educational promise than an angry outburst. If we are trying to solve normative problems—to make the world a better place—it looks as though we have better tools at our disposal than anger. But my chief objection to the problem-solving account obtains even if we set aside worries about the hyper-optimism of these accounts. The oldest version of the problem-solving view is Aristotle’s, and it cannot be charged with sanguinity.






Anger may be defined as an impulse, accompanied by pain, to a conspicuous revenge for a conspicuous slight directed without justification towards what concerns oneself or towards what concerns one’s friends… . It must always be attended by a certain pleasure—that which arises from the expectation of revenge. For since nobody aims at what he thinks he cannot attain, the angry man is aiming at what he can attain, and the belief that you will attain your aim is pleasant. Hence it has been well said about wrath,






Sweeter it is by far than the honeycomb dripping with sweetness,

And spreads through the hearts of men.[109]










Aristotle understands anger as a desire for revenge: Anger aims to solve the problem that the slight is unavenged. One must grant to Aristotle that if this were a problem, anger would in fact be the way to solve it. Aristotle’s version of the problem-solving view pays heed to the peculiar efficacy of anger, recognizing it as uniquely conducive to the accomplishment of revenge. If one wanted someone to seek revenge, one would try to get him or her angry. Nonetheless, I think that Aristotle cannot be right to identify revenge as the object of anger. For we can imagine a strange character with a disposition to take such pleasure from vengeance that he or she actively puts himself or herself in circumstances where he or she would be likely to be wronged, so that he or she could thereupon avenge himself or herself. Such a person could be said to have a desire for revenge against slights, full stop. The angry person is unlike the character I’ve just described. He or she only desires revenge against slights because he or she has suffered a slight and is, in the first place, angered by the slight. His or her desire for revenge isn’t identical to his or her anger; it is explained by his or her anger.




Angry people are, of course, motivated to seek revenge or apology or restitution, and they are sometimes moved to prevent future infractions. But anger does not, in the first instance, seem to be a response to the fact that some wrong action hasn’t yet been avenged, apologized for, or disavowed, or that it may recur in the future. Rather, it seems to be a way of concerning oneself with the (unchangeable) fact that some wrong was done.



[103] Nussbaum (2016). Nussbaum considers anger to be, on the whole, irrational. Transition anger is the exception on the grounds of being “future-directed thinking” whose “entire content is ‘How outrageous. Something should be done about that.’ ” However, she qualifies even this limited concession as to the possibility of normatively appropriate anger: “Most real-life cases of Transition-Anger are infected with the payback wish” (6).



[104] Hieronymi (2001): “In resenting it, you challenge it. If there is nothing else that would mark out that event as wrong, there is at least your resentment” (546). Note also that the claim in question is, on her view, one currently being made by the (past) action.



[105] Helmreich (2015). Here I extrapolate an account of anger from his account of apology as an act that “put[s] in place a new way of treating the victim, which itself reverses a prior way of mistreating the victim that began with the initial wrongdoing” (90).



[106] Srinivasan (2016): “Many of us experience anger that calls … for the wrongdoer to see just what he has done.”



[107] Bovens (2008). Here, as with Helmreich, I extrapolate an account of anger from the account of apology: “There is a complex economy in the simple social interchange of ‘apologies offered’ and ‘apologies accepted.’ The victim of the wrongdoing was not treated with due respect. The offender pays excess respect to the victim to restore this deficit and transfers power to the victim as a form of respect to the victim” (233).



[108] Martin (2010): “Resentment is itself a normative expectation that one become properly committed” (545).



[109] Rhetoric II.2, 1378a31–1378b9.




      

    

  
    
      

Valuational Vulnerability




The desire to vindicate anger as a moral emotion has led to a tendency to ignore the violence, hatred, and vindictiveness to which anger renders us susceptible.[110] Proponents of the problem-solving account may defend themselves by noting that they were interested in a particular species of anger, namely righteous or morally correct anger. But there is a real question whether, in picking out this salutary kind of anger, they take themselves to have picked out features that are essential to or revelatory of what anger is. For there are, for example, cases of sadness where one is sad about some specifically moral failure, and yet it would be a mistake to point to those cases as evidence that sadness is a “moral emotion.” Even in the least “moral” cases—unjustified, irrational, spiteful, petty, vengeful anger—the angry person feels what I think can rightly be called a moral emotion. For he or she feels full to the brim with his or her own rectitude. Correlatively, even in the most “moral” cases—righteous, morally principled, justified anger—anger is not an attempt to fix what is wrong. This is not, I will argue, because the problem cannot be fixed but because the problem does not belong to the angry person, considered as such.




I suggest, then, that there is some reason not to restrict ourselves to some privileged cases of “good anger” but to consider the emotion, warts and all. Let me begin by situating it in a larger emotional context. Sometimes we care about one thing because, in the first instance, we care about another thing. Therefore, I may care that I arrive at the bus stop on time because I am excited to meet you. In this example, both the primary and the secondary objects of my care are good things. If I miss the bus, I will feel disappointed. My disappointment constitutes my caring about something bad. Notice that I care that I missed the bus because I care, more fundamentally, about something good (our reunion). Our care for good things makes us liable to the negative emotions by which we can, under the relevant circumstances, come to care about bad things. It is part and parcel of being such as to have good things really matter to you that you are also the kind of being to whom, under unfortunate circumstances, bad things will also matter. I will call this feature of the human experience valuational vulnerability.




Consider some more examples: Sadness at the prospect of emigration is a sign of loving one’s homeland; my anger at his or her failure to call means our friendship matters to me; fear of a low grade on the test is a product of commitment to academic excellence. Someone who, by contrast with these people, lacked the relevant positive interests would also be invulnerable when the corresponding objects come under attack. The difference between such responses marks a difference in values. For when someone cares deeply about his or her friend, country, or education, we say that he or she values it. Unlike “caring,” however, “valuing” is something that we do only in relation to things that we take to be good.[111] Hence you value our friendship, but you do not therefore value my betrayal of you. Rather, we say that you care about my betrayal or that it matters to you or that it has significance for you. And all of these facts obtain because our friendship is something you value—and something that matters to you, that you care about, and that has significance for you.




Anger, fear, sadness, disappointment, jealousy—these are signs of caring. Indeed, they are ways of caring. But they are not the primary ways, since valuing proper involves feeling positive emotions, emotions that respond to the goodness of the good object. Our reasons for caring about bad things derive from our reasons for valuing good things: The reason we have for being angry or sad or afraid is the (potential) value damage at which our anger or sadness or fear is directed. My love for my country manifests as sadness at the prospect of departing from it. Love turns to sadness when its object is withdrawn. The paradigmatic form of valuing—joyful engagement with the valued object—is closed off for such a person. The person’s concern for the good thing in question—the object of value—manifests itself in the form of a concern for the injurious action or event. The sad or angry person is thereby relegated to caring about bad things. My anger at his or her failure to call is the only way in which my valuation of our friendship can, under these nonideal circumstances, manifest itself.




If negative emotions are forms of valuational vulnerability, then your reason for being in a negative emotional state is whatever rationalizes your devolution from valuing proper to that negative emotional condition. In the case of anger, this will be, for example, my betrayal. Your reason for ceasing to be angry will, likewise, be whatever rationally explains your transition back to the positive emotions characteristic of valuing. Thus, there may be something—apology, reparation, (commitment to) character change, acknowledgment of wrongdoing, revenge—that constitutes a reason for you to cease being angry.




But it is too fast to think that this general account of anger as a form of valuational vulnerability solves our problem as to how anger can get rationally resolved. As we are about to see, the specter of the eternality argument and the problem-solving view rises up as soon as we ask ourselves: What is the rational relation between my reason for getting angry (i.e., my reason to depart from valuing) and my reason for ceasing to be angry (i.e., my reason to return to valuing)?



[110] This is a trend against which Nussbaum (ibid.) rightly presses.



[111] For an account of the activity of valuing that argues against its being identified either with desiring or with believing valuable, see Scheffler (2010). I follow Scheffler in connecting valuing with anger and sadness: He identifies emotional vulnerability as partly constitutive of valuing. Scheffler notes that there is a slip between “cares” and “values”: We can say “I value your sense of humor” but not “I care about your sense of humor” (25). I take this to mark a relatively superficial linguistic difference: We sometimes reserve caring for a form of valuing in which one’s agency relative to the object is that of preserving, protecting, and taking care of. But it can also be used as virtually synonymous with valuing, as when I say “I care that we spend time together,” that is, I value our time together. I use it in the latter way throughout this chapter.




      

    

  
    
      

The Eternality-practicality Dilemma




Let us call your reason for getting angry R1 and your reason for ceasing to be angry R2. It seems we are caught in the following dilemma:






Either




(i) R2 comes at a tangent to R1




or




(ii) R2 addresses R1




If (i), then you have a reason to be angry forever. If (ii), then the problem-solving view is correct.







Let me explain. In case (i), R2 leaves R1 standing. If your reason to cease being angry is that anger impedes wealth acquisition or that you have a distaste for remaining angry, then your reason for ceasing to be angry has been left unaddressed. Your financial or aesthetic reason for giving up your anger doesn’t speak to the wrongness of what you experienced. Nothing has been done about what you were angry about. Thus, it follows that your reason for anger, R1, is eternal—even if your anger, as it happens, is not.




In case (ii), R2 resolves or addresses the problem picked out by R1. Because the issue you were concerned about has been addressed, you no longer have a reason for being angry. Thus, the advent of R2 marks the elimination of R1. In this sort of a case, we can say that your anger sought satisfaction all along—you were angry about something practicable. Your anger was targeted at a positive change in the world, and when that change is made, it constitutes a reason (R2), for you to cease being angry.




In order for R1 to be such as to lend itself to satisfaction, it seems it must be anger about something practicable—something that can be changed. Recall Aristotle: “For since nobody aims at what he thinks he cannot attain, the angry man is aiming at what he can attain.” Problem-solvers feel the need to posit something else—something other than what was done—as the true, that is, practicable, target of anger. The fact that I betrayed you cannot constitute the totality of what you are angry about, for there is nothing I can do about that fact. If what angers you is that I haven’t yet apologized for betraying you, that I might betray you again, or that I don’t understand that it was wrong to betray you, then your anger seems internally amenable to remedial response.




There is, thus, a dilemma for the valuational vulnerability account of anger I have just been presenting. Either your anger is exhausted by the fact that you care about what I did, or it is not. In the first case, the best that can happen is that I can distract you from this concern and get you to care about something else—for example, how much money I’m offering for you to take the anger-dissolution pill. But your concern, namely the fact that I betrayed you, remains standing. It does and will stand at your disposal forever, irrespective of anything I ever do or suffer, as a reason for being angry with me.




Alternatively, your anger is not exhausted by the fact that you care about what I did. Instead, we are to suppose that you care about what I did because you care about something else more fundamentally, namely, our friendship. You are angry at me for betraying you because my betrayal constitutes damage to something that you value and wish to see repaired. As soon as I take the relevant reparatory steps (acknowledgment of wrongdoing, apology, self-transformation, etc.), I have satisfied your anger. Your concern is not so much that I betrayed you but that we return to good terms.




Both of these options are deeply unsatisfying. Reasons for anger are not eternal. People who store away grievances for years only to “reactivate” them when it is convenient to do so are not rational. They are displaying a vice: that of holding a grudge. There ought to be something that counts, for them, as the matter having been sufficiently dealt with. Even if they were right to be angry in the first place, they are not right to continue to harbor the grievance. (I am only claiming that there are some cases like this, not that it is never rational to harbor a grievance.)




Nor does it seem true that the angry person seeks satisfaction or a return to friendship. If you are really angry with me, the last thing you want is to be friends again. After all, you are filled with anger. You are not seeking to repair our relationship. Your coming to want this would be a sign that your anger was on its way out. In the throes of anger, you are motivated to lash out at me, to hurt me in the way that I hurt you. It does not seem true to say that my betrayal stands proxy for some more fundamental concern. The thing you really, fundamentally care about is the fact that I betrayed you.




Can it be true that reasons for anger are neither eternal nor practicable? Yes. But in order to see how that is possible, we must locate these reasons in the context of the relationships in which they are embedded.




      

    

  
    
      

Co-valuation




Anger responds to someone’s violation of some norm. But, once again, we are not upset by just any norm violations, only those that somehow touch on our valuational projects. I propose that someone’s norm violation angers me when that violation constitutes his or her defection from our shared valuational project. In this case, my valuational efforts are thwarted by my partner’s withdrawal of valuational support. Anger devolves from a special kind of valuing: shared valuing.




Among the objects valued by human beings, some are, as I will put it, “co-valued.” By “co-valuation” I intend the valuational counterpart to shared agency;[112] co-valuation is to be distinguished from two people severally valuing the same object. Suppose you and I severally value classical music—we both happen to value it, though neither of us cares that the other does. At some point, chance events lead us to form a friendship around classical music: We begin to make efforts to attend performances together, discuss music, buy each other musically themed gifts, and so on. Our co-valuation of music is different—richer—than our separate valuation was. We can enjoy music in a new way because we now are in a position to enjoy it together. When we value music together, we spend time together, we perform activities together, and we rely on each other: We have a relationship. The word “relationship” can be used in many ways, but I think it is not implausible to claim that one of its core meanings is simply to designate a case of co-valuation. When you and I are in a relationship, we coordinate our shared valuing by way of explicit or (more usually) implicit rules—norms—that constitute our relationship as the particular form of co-valuation it is. We each manifest our co-valuation of that relationship in the adherence to the relevant set of norms. These norms are the backbone of our relationship; by following them, we value it.




Anger is occasioned by actions that, in violating those norms, constitute defections from such co-valuational activity. My violation of a norm constitutive of our relationship is a failure to care about what we can only care about together. When I defect, I reduce you to anger. Anger is the form that your co-valuation of our relationship takes in response to the action by which I (seem to you to) withdraw from co-valuing with you. Because you cannot care (value) together with me, you care about (are angered by) it.




My failure to, for example, do the laundry or remember your birthday angers you because in violating the norms of our relationship—“you, of all people, are supposed to remember!”—I leave you in the valuational lurch. Let me introduce the term “disvalue” to describe such a failure to value. Disvaluation will take different forms in different relationships, and these different forms will track the norms of the respective relationships. When my behavior violates a norm, adherence to which is constitutive of valuing our relationship, I give you grounds for anger. Let me consider a few examples. If I fail to read the paper my student submitted to me, I thereby disvalue our student–teacher relationship. If I ignore a colleague’s objection to my proposal in a faculty meeting, I disvalue our professional relationship. My passing comment on my spouse’s weight gain can be a source of anger because mutual sexual attraction is part of how we value our romantic relationship. If I falsely testify against you in a court of law, or if I engage in discriminatory hiring or commercial practices at your expense, I disvalue our relationship as fellow citizens. If I rob you, rape you, or kill you, I disvalue our relationship as fellow human beings.[113] Even small “injustices” such as cutting someone off at an intersection or pushing past someone in line constitute disvaluations of my relationship with the people around me. When I do these things, I thereby defect from a shared valuing practice: I refrain from holding up my end of the valuational burden, making it impossible for you to hold up yours in any way other than anger.[114]




Sometimes, having done one of these things, I present you with an excuse. Excuses constitute explanations of why, in a given case, some failure to fulfill a norm does not constitute a true or full violation of the norm. I didn’t read my student’s paper because my computer died; my comment about your weight was a stupid joke—I am no less attracted to you than I ever was; I fail to acknowledge my colleague’s point because, being momentarily distracted, I did not notice that he had spoken; I drove recklessly because I was rushing an injured person to the emergency room. The person offering the excuse presents special circumstances under which his or her nonfulfillment of norms of some relationship, nonetheless, fails to constitute a defection from valuing.[115] My excuse attempts to dispel your anger, by convincing you that you don’t have, and never did have, any reason to be angry with me. (Though it was reasonable that you believed you did: I am providing you with the information necessary for you to recognize that what appeared to be a norm violation was merely a failure to fulfill the norm.) When I make an excuse, I deny any failure to hold up my end of the valuational project. Notice that apology is different from excuse. When I apologize, I am granting that you had and have a reason to be angry with me: I violated a norm constitutive of our relationship and thereby disvalued it.




Assuming, that I have no excuse, my disrespectful or thoughtless or cruel action truly does constitute a disvaluation of our relationship. In response, your valuation of our relationship rightly devolves into a concern for—that is, anger about—my action. You should care that I did that. My defection from our co-valuing rationally transforms yours into anger. What comes next? How can I give you reason to stop caring that I did that?




In the next section, I explain how the shared nature of the valuational vulnerability characteristic of anger helps us resolve the eternality-practicality dilemma.



[112] cf. Bratman (1992).



[113] For a discussion of how to extend an account of anger that takes close personal relationships as paradigmatic to cases of stranger anger, see Scanlon (2013). Like Scanlon (90), I take there to be a basic moral relationship in which we stand with all human beings.



[114] Note that the examples in this paragraph should be taken as nothing more than illustrative suggestions as to how one might pair norms with relationships. A discussion of that topic would take us far afield.



[115] Note that it does not follow from the fact that one needs to cite additional features of the situation to explain why nonfulfillment fails to constitute norm violation that one is under a similar explanatory burden with respect to cases in which nonfulfillment does constitute norm violation. There is an asymmetry here: norm-nonfulfillment constitutes norm violation, unless excused.




      

    

  
    
      

Rational Resolution of Anger




We can put the dilemma as follows: If your reason for ceasing to be angry is going to escape eternality, it must be such as to be able to be addressed by whatever subsequent action or event would constitute a response to it. And this means that you must be angry about something practicable, which is to say, something that allows for there to be conditions under which your anger is “satisfied.” Your anger must have terms for resolution so that those terms can be met. Otherwise, it is eternal.




But this dilemma is not exhaustive. Notice, first, that there is some space between, on the one hand, addressing your reason for being angry and, on the other hand, addressing your reason by satisfying it. Desires are capable of satisfaction, in that they anticipate what would address them. Likewise, we can say that an assertion or a command has satisfaction conditions, in that it tells you what the world would have to be like in order for it to be, respectively, true or obeyed. Something is amenable to satisfaction when the shape of the proper or fitting response is written into that to which it responds. But proper responses cannot always be, in this way, anticipated.




Consider questions—genuine questions. When I ask you something, and I truly want to know the answer, your rational response doesn’t “satisfy” my question. It seems appropriate to speak of satisfaction in the case of those less-than-genuine questions in which the asker is out to discover something other than the answer, for example, whether the respondent knows the answer. In what are not my proudest moments as a teacher, I ask my students a question expecting a specific answer, for which I proceed to fish until I find the person who will say what I was looking to hear. Why, the students seem to be wondering, am I performing this elaborate act of ventriloquism, having them say my thoughts? (Indeed.) Those are not real questions. Real questions do not “test” a person. Instead, they hand over to the answerer the job of providing the content of the answer. They cannot be satisfied precisely because the asker takes himself or herself to be in some way defective—the asker doesn’t know what he or she wants the interlocutor to say, which is precisely why he or she is asking a question.




Anger is, like a genuine question, amenable to a fitting response without being satisfiable. Let me argue for this point by way of what I take to be one fitting response to anger: apology.[116] If I say, “Ok, I’m sorry, now are you satisfied?!” it’s likely that you won’t be. If I am saying what I think you want to hear, it won’t be what you want to hear. You don’t want to be satisfied. The “sorry” of apology is no bloodless and abstract concession of rectitude—it is not: “You win. You’re right and I’m wrong.” Like sadness and anger, being sorry is a way of caring about an evil. When I express contrition, I am telling you not only that you are right to feel the way you do but that, in a certain sense, I feel it too. Just as my action made its mark on you, devolving your love into anger, so too it made its mark on me: My disvaluation of our relationship is something that matters to me. In order to become angry with me, you must have cared about our relationship; in order to feel sorry, I must likewise have cared. If I am sincere, then my expression of contrition springs from the same place as your anger: value. This is why my contrition puts me in a position to reach out my hand in a suggestion of renewed co-valuation.




Just as the transition from co-valuation “down” to anger involves a move from “we” to “I,” so too the transition “up” from anger involves moving from “I” to “we.” And that is not a move you can anticipate in the loneliness of your anger. Remember that the angry person can’t straightforwardly value the relationship and therefore doesn’t feel motivated to return to it. What he or she cares about is the wrong done. Like the questioner, he or she is waiting for a response he or she cannot anticipate; like the questioner, he or she is needy and dependent. Unlike the questioner, his or her dependence is one he or she finds intolerable. Consider two characteristic, but irrational, manifestations of anger: avoidance and cruelty. When you are angry at me, you are inclined to gravitate to either cold denial or burning hatred. The first is your modus operandi when you pretend that you don’t care about what I did; that your anger doesn’t exist; that, perhaps, you never even valued our relationship in the first place. “Hot” anger is described by Aristotle: When you try to hurt me, to spite me, to avenge yourself on me, to “teach me a lesson,” you arrogate to yourself the resources to solve our problem on your own. Either way, you claim an independence and self-sufficiency that you do not have.




Anger feels like being trapped in a room with the last person in the world you want to talk to. Even when I am not around, you find yourself making angry speeches at me in your head.[117] My apology testifies to fact that there is a real response—a real feeling—out there that stands as a correlate to yours. You couldn’t ask for it or anticipate it, even if you fantasized a hundred times about how abjectly I would grovel before you. What you discover you needed from me when I eventually do apologize is precisely what must go missing from every fantasy: that I be no imaginary interlocutor but a real person with real feelings that answer to your real feelings.




We will escape the bind of the eternality-practicality dilemma if we distinguish between, on the one hand, your (angry) understanding of my wrongdoing and my (contrite) understanding of my wrongdoing when those are taken severally and, on the other hand, our (eventual) shared understanding of my wrongdoing. The shared feeling we can come to about my wrongdoing is that it doesn’t matter; we don’t care about it; we are past it. Once we have returned to co-valuation, we no longer care about an evil (what I did) but rather a good (our relationship). And my contrition helps explain this return to valuing: It was when you recognized that each of us, considered severally, cared about what I did that you began to see that it could be possible for the two us, considered jointly, to come to cease caring about it. For the fact that we both (severally) care about what I did means that co-valuation is a real prospect for us. When you cease caring about it, you do so not by eliminating some mode of ethical apprehension—condoning injustice—but rather by evolving your caring into valuing. My contrition is a correlate to your anger, but when we combine those feelings into one common activity of valuing, we both shift our focus in a positive direction. The transformation of anger and contrition into reconciliation reveals the depth of the difference between what each of us can do on our own, value-wise, and what we can do when we value together.




Each horn of the eternality-practicality dilemma captures a truth about anger: If we think of the subject of anger as the lone and lonely “I,” his or her anger will strike us as eternal; if we think of the subject as the “we” of our relationship, anger will strike us as an eminently resolvable practical problem. Those who press the eternality argument sound overly pessimistic because they insist that there is nowhere to go from anger, whereas problem-solvers err in the direction of optimism, framing anger in terms of a desire for repair whose advent presupposes the successful resolution of the anger. Both sides fail to depict the central movement of anger resolution, which is the transition from I to we.



[116] I discuss apology not because I suppose it to be the only rational response to anger but because I take it to be a kind of test case: If one couldn’t rationally address anger by apologizing, it would be reasonable to conclude that no other responses would serve either.



[117] Thanks to Ben Jeffery for this observation.




      

    

  
    
      

Conclusion




What I did will always be wrong; it will always constitute a violation of the norms of our relationship and therefore a disvaluation of that relationship. But that may not always matter. We may stop caring that I disvalued our relationship. Both your concern for what I did (anger) and my concern for what I did (contrition) can be replaced by our joint concern for our relationship (co-valuation). If this happens, we can be said to have solved the problem between us—the problem I created by doing what I did. Why, then, is the problem-solving approach to anger mistaken? It is a mistake to think that the angry person, considered on his or her own, has, let alone is in a position to solve, the problem in question. The idea that my action represents a problem to which the solution is your return to valuing does not emerge until we add my thoughts and feelings to the story. The problem is our problem, not your problem; the solution is our return to valuing, not yours alone.




The problem-solving view misses this bilaterality because it treats the angry person as too autonomous, self-possessed, and too aloof from the damage the other has inflicted on him or her. When I apologize and you forgive me, we solve a problem, repairing our damaged relationship. But anger, considered by itself, is not an attempt to repair a damaged relationship. In order to be motivated to repair it, one would need to value it, and valuing our relationship is something we do together. But this shared activity is exactly what my action has impeded.




Anger is not a desire to fix something but a way of grasping the fact that it is broken: The canonical expression of anger is, “How could you have done that?!” When you are angry at me, you care about that wrong thing I did, not as a way of bringing some good about but rather because you are someone whom my evildoing touches. Anger is uniquely poised to apprehend the disvaluational significance—the wrongness—of some action, but this apprehension itself comes at an apprehensional cost. When I anger you, I inflict a valuational injury on you by withdrawing support from our shared project. And this is just what it means to be vulnerable to someone: His or her actions can damage your very faculty of ethical apprehension. When we are in relationships, our values—which is to say, our selves—are on the line. The brokenness of our relationship is something you cannot apprehend without yourself becoming broken.




I have said that ignoring me and punishing me are characteristically irrational ways of managing anger, because, like the problem-solving view, they underestimate your dependence on me. If, instead of hiding or lashing out, you opt to show me how you feel, that might provoke me to (show you that I) feel correspondingly. We can then take steps to, once again, feel together. Confrontation is a rational response to anger, because it is a cry for the help that the angry person really does need. When I have wronged you, I am the one who can free you from what is, in the solitary throes of your anger, bound to look to you like a reason to be angry with me forever.
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Chapter 9: The Berserker Rage




John Protevi




Killing behavior among contemporary foot soldiers is not something that just happens and, when it occurs, is often quite a bit less successful than the sheer technical capacity of the arms would permit.[118] Killing behavior for many soldiers needs the right combination of numerous interacting factors, among them, physical distance (as it intersects the range, accuracy, and power of the weaponry), cultural difference (which can be betrayal of shared norms in a civil war), teamwork (and group bonding), hierarchy (and its attendant coercive powers), and emotional control (of fear and anger). Militaries have had thousands of years of experience in training, organizing, and equipping soldiers to enable widespread killing behavior, however. The ingenuity involved there betrays a tension between organism and mechanism in the military treatment of soldiers: They are human beings subject to emotional waves flowing in the small and large groups to which they belong while also being—or at least trained with an eye to becoming—replaceable units in a great machine.




Militaries are concerned with how their troops deal with the simple fear, aggressive anger, and panicked freezing that are widely—though not universally—produced in combat. There is a high level of context dependency, but even then, we see considerable population variation as to which of the typical behaviors wins out. Keeping that in mind, a cautious generalization is that there is often an initial fear-mediated impulse to flight often succeeded by an anger-mediated impulse to fight, especially when flight is impossible. However, that trapped recourse to angry fighting often also needs a situation in which victory seems possible; in overwhelmingly hopeless situations, there is sometimes an initial, shocked, lock-in to freezing or, if a situation suddenly deteriorates, a fall-into-freezing. There can also be the option of a conscious decision to surrender (both freezing and surrender are a sort of “flight” from fighting, one involuntary and the other voluntary). Of course, as we have noted, there is population variation, and it might not be simple mythology that some troops will fight to the death even in perceived hopeless situations, but freezing or surrender in perceived hopeless situations does seem to be a nonnegligible phenomenon.




From the military training perspective, the ideal in combat is to have the first flashes of simple fear replaced by calm determination, or, if that is not possible, to have low-level fear change into controlled anger; the imperative is to avoid the two extremes of freezing and the berserker rage. Hyperbolic fear qua panicked freezing can kick in when a situation is perceived as hopeless and no-win, flipping mid-range anger-mediated aggression into a paralyzed surrender. But the opposite hyperbolic reaction, the berserker rage, is no more desirable for military efficiency, as it is a highly intense reactive aggression behavior pattern eluding conscious control. Hence, the emotion term “rage” in “berserker rage” is tricky, as the extreme cases are blind or blackout behavior with no recall of a subjective experience. Therefore, in this chapter “berserker rage” should not necessarily be taken to imply an emotional experience, even though many violent episodes do have a feel to them that can be recalled.[119]




In this chapter, I’ll first provide an overview of the relation of anger and combat, follow that with a discussion of the evolution of anger control, provide a sketch of the neuropsychology of the berserker rage, and finish with some comments on historical occurrences of it in military situations.



[118] My thanks for comments that have greatly aided the chapter go to Randall Collins, Steve Greening, Bryce Huebner, Joseph LeDoux, and the volume editors Myisha Cherry and Owen Flanagan.



[119] I draw my descriptions of soldiers in combat in the previous two paragraphs, and throughout the chapter, from, among others, Keegan (1976), Shay (1994), and Grossman (1996, 2000, 2004), and numerous soldier’s memoirs such as Kyle, McEwen, and DeFelice (2012).




      

    

  
    
      

Anger and Combat




Control of fear in the face of threats is a prime directive in warfare (Keegan 1976 is the modern historiographic classic here) but so is the controlled injection of anger in surmounting a surprising inhibition on killing if the soldier is not capable of cold-blooded action. Each concrete war situation is a crystallization of the multiple factors that affect killing behavior on both sides of a dynamic confrontation: distance, weaponry, teamwork, and hierarchy, as they intersect fear and anger, as these are shaped by hatred and dehumanization, and, important, the cohesion or dissolution of the opposing forces (Grossman 1996; Collins 2008; Protevi 2008; Smith and Panaitiu 2016).[120] The navigation of “confrontational fear and tension” explored in Collins (2008) explains the common military wisdom that many more casualties and deaths are inflicted on a fleeing enemy than occur when groups are still organized: turning and running breaks the confrontational tension of the sides, transforming the fear previously felt in the standoff by the now-pursuing forces into the “forward panic” that allows massive killing behavior. There’s an inverse reaction as well, often prompting freezing for the routed, especially in isolated victims, who often offer little resistance when confronted with groups of aggressors. The right relation to fear and anger depends on the dimensions of the concrete situation, such as the distance and weaponry involved. Basically put, the more distance from the enemy, the more technical the means of fighting, the more teamwork you can rely on, the more hierarchy and command can coerce your actions, the more training can mechanize your actions, the more self-induced breathing and attentional techniques can calm you down, the less fear you experience, and you are able to either operate calmly, or, if you do experience some anger, it is controlled enough to allow efficient even if not completely anger-free, cold-blooded action.




In warfare, anger and aggression have various dimensions and intensities; they are always intersecting with fear. A threefold distinction among types of aggression is common: reactive, proactive, and instrumental. Although we have to beware any simple linear models, in general, anger-mediated aggression depends on the surmounting of the first flash of fear and the avoidance of the final surrender of full-fledged freezing. There is reactive aggression, a quick if not automatic attack on a close-range, inescapable, threat that nonetheless offers the chance of being overcome by attack; the chance of winning is crucial here in avoiding freezing (Siegel and Victoroff 2009; Blair 2012). There is also proactive aggression, a consciously controlled attack in order to eliminate a future threat (Siegel and Victoroff 2009; Wrangham 2014), and finally there is instrumental aggression, a consciously controlled attack on those that do not pose present or future threat in order to gain various rewards (Nelson and Trainor 2007: 536).




I propose the following links of these types of aggression to variations in anger. First, there is appropriate anger, which is associated with adaptive reactive aggression that is calibrated accurately to the threat; contrast this with hyperbolic anger, which is associated with maladaptive reactive aggression that comes from those with a low threshold of threat detection and poorly calibrated threat estimation, problems often acquired by previous trauma.[121] Second, instrumental aggression tends to be accomplished in cold blood; this can be associated with psychopaths (Nelson and Trainor 2007; Blair 2010, 2012; Hirstein and Sifferd 2014) but can also be produced by people who have undertaken various training procedures to control fear and anger and produce an emotional dominance over their victim (Collins 2008 discusses techniques employed by professional hit men). Finally, proactive aggression, absent completely successful self-calming techniques, is intermediate in intensity between hot reaction and cold instrumentality. Proactive aggression often needs some angry arousal as one is attacking to eliminate a future threat to those in whom you are emotionally invested; thus, the link of the image of the one to be protected and the image of the threat kicks up your anger. In this way, proactive aggression is less intense than reactive aggression but is not cold-blooded instrumental aggression either.




This is not the whole story, however, as Barash and Lipton distinguish reactive aggression or retaliation (attacks directed back at the aggressor) from redirected aggression, which sometimes targets the kin of the aggressor (2011: 39). Redirected aggression provides a costly, honest signal of continued potency that increases the chances of nonvictimization in the future. The proximate explanation of redirected aggression is relief from stress hormones from adrenals. Barash and Lipton hypothesize that prolonged stress, especially social subordination stress, burns out the pituitary–adrenal axis and produces lower testosterone and serotonin and higher cortisol. There is thus a hypothesized reduction in bad hormonal effects for those able to engage in redirected aggression when retaliation is not possible.




With this in mind, we can recognize a few basic dimensions to military anger, always keeping in mind two things: first, that anger is orthogonal to simple fear and to paralyzing freezing and, second, that both fear and anger are orthogonal to calm self-possession. Anger can be linked to quick reactive retaliation or self-motivated returned aggression; to quick or planned redirected aggression aiming to harm the kin or comrades of the enemy; to proactive or preventive aggression, either retaliatory or redirected, designed to protect self and others; and to vengeance or third-party-mediated retaliatory or redirected aggression. Experiences of anger in each of these dimensions also vary in intensity, from white-hot flashes to the sort of simmering “baseline resentment” among U.S. soldiers in Iraq for wrongs supposedly done ranging from 9/11 to Saddam Hussein’s treatment of civilians and the latest atrocity (Sherman 2005: 90; cited in Flanagan 2016). This fluctuating background anger is amplified by the death or wounding of comrades; here there is a narrow temporal/spatial/attachment focus on wrongs done to the “band of brothers.” There can also be resentment at the betrayal of a moral code by superiors (Shay 1994, 2003, 2014). Of course, there is also the hot flash of anger at being trapped and in mortal danger yet with a chance of overcoming the foe. While Panksepp (1998) invokes rage as a pan-mammalian “basic emotion” resulting from triggering of subcortical neural circuits homologous between humans and other mammals, such that rage is triggered in us when we are put into the situation of a trapped prey animal, we have to nuance this picture. Human anger is dependent on situational analysis: For many soldiers, being trapped cuts off fear-mediated flight and thus pushes one toward rageful fighting, but often only when the situation is analyzed as winnable, even if dire, as otherwise panicked freezing might kick in or conscious surrender be chosen.




As it turns out, however, whatever the anger and aggression combination, killing in modern combat is less widespread than it might seem to those outside the military, for whom the logic of “kill or be killed” would predict high rates of deadly interaction. As the military historian John Keegan explains (Keegan 1976: 68–71), one of the most important turning points in recent military training came from taking seriously the general outlines of the findings of S.L.A. Marshall’s survey of American infantry troops after World War II. Marshall claimed to find only a 15–20 percent firing rate among American infantry troops, excluding machine-gunners (Grossman 1996: 3–4, citing Marshall 2000). Now a firing rate doesn’t indicate willingness to kill, as Grossman explains. The usual “fight or flight” dichotomy is falsely drawn from inter-species conflicts; intra-species conflicts are also marked by display and submission, which, along with flight, are much more likely to occur before fight to the death.[122] Given these factors, Grossman concludes that much of the World War II firing rate was display rather than fight (Grossman 1996: 5–6).




Many have complained that Marshall’s methodology makes exact replication of his findings impossible; but Keegan (1976), Grossman (1996, 2000), and Collins (2008) all accept the broad outlines of his findings. (Chambers 2003 provides pro and con references; see also Smith and Panaitiu 2016.) Marshall chalked up the reluctance of soldiers to engage in their American upbringing, but we will place it in evolutionary context; this is not to say, however, that some factors in modern cultural upbringing are irrelevant in discussing inhibition and the “moral injury” aftermath of overcoming it (Trivigno 2013; Crowley 2014; Shay 2014). Marshall’s solution was friendship, as the fear of being seen a coward by one’s comrades would help overcome inhibitions and produce firing. Hence, Marshall advocated encouraging friendships in small group structures in infantry units (Keegan 1976: 71). By contrast, Keegan shows that the French military historian Ardant du Picq, who also demonstrated reluctance to engage on the part of many troops, advocated for coercion (e.g., military police) to ensure firing (Keegan 1976: 70). Grossman (1996) then details changes in post–World War II American military training that, by taking into account fear and bypassing it via operant conditioning, resulted in reflexive firing at greatly increased rates; we will discuss these changes later in the chapter.




The berserker rage is a classical means for enabling close-range killing behavior; it is a (close-to-)automated state that unleashes extreme violence on almost anything in its path (note the reference to “autopilot” and “felt something switch” in Vaughan 2015, an interview with Robert Bales, a berserker). It can have reactive, proactive, and redirected dimensions, insofar as it deals with immediate threats but can then go out in search of threats to eliminate, or passive and helpless victims on whom to vent (Bales’s victims were unarmed civilians). It has accompanied military action for all of recorded history, starting with its most memorable invocation in Homer’s description of Achilles in the Iliad (Shay 1994; Cairns 2003). While some disinhibiting anger is needed in many close-range encounters for those who have not mastered the techniques for cold-blooded engagement, unleashing the berserker rage is associated with many problems in the contemporary military. Its hyperactive threat processing fits poorly in counterinsurgency operations, both urban and rural, as it can lead to civilian atrocities (as in the case of Bales) and it is closely associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (van der Kolk and Greenberg 1987).



[120] While it is adduced in an argument about the historicity of PTSD, Crowley (2014) lays out the way the Athenian phalanx concretized the killing-enabling multiplicity to overcome fear and inhibition (close physical proximity and camaraderie in battle, ability to directly confront and strike back at the enemy, short tours of service, cultural ties in the recruitment patterns, and an overall war-glorifying culture). Crowley juxtaposes the Athenian multiplicity to that in 20th- and 21st-century American warfare, where infantry troops need to scatter in combat due to the firepower of their enemies, and are unable to always directly strike back but must call for reinforcement, are subject to long tours of duty, and were raised in a post-Christian culture valuing—however hypocritically, I feel compelled to add—peacefulness. Crowley argues for the recent creation of PTSD; his counterpart, Tritle (2014), adduces evidence for Greek PTSD. I believe Crowley creates a plausible case that the specific environmental differences between contemporary and ancient warfare create a greater propensity for PTSD in a wider slice of the infantry population today than in the ancient world, but I also think we should not gainsay Tritle’s evidence that some (perhaps lesser) percentage of Greek hoplites emerged from war with PTSD.



[121] See Flanagan (2016) for a criticism of this basically Aristotelian position on the appropriateness of some forms and intensities of anger; although he does not advocate a universal condemnation of all forms of anger, he does propose a smaller range of appropriate forms that is the contemporary American norm.



[122] While it is true that in some territorial species, such as lions, a newly victorious alpha male will kill the offspring of its defeated adversary, we do find a widespread inhibition on killing by animals of the same generation in one-on-one combat; chimpanzee killing always involves ambushes in which at least two but often seven or eight chimpanzees attack a single, isolated victim.




      

    

  
    
      

The Evolution of Anger Control and Its Tie to War




Why do militaries need to enable killing behavior—as opposed to just channeling it—and yet still also need to be on the lookout for episodes of berserker rage? Why do they need elaborate training, organization, and equipment to produce the appropriate anger-aggression relation in the bulk of their forces? One promising train of thought is the “human self-domestication” (HSD) hypothesis, which concerns the evolution of reactive aggression control (Hare 2017). As we have seen, reactive aggression occurs with blocked flight after threat detection, and berserker rage is out-of-control reactive aggression. But HSD cannot be perfect; it can increase the cortical means of behavior control and raise danger detection thresholds for defensive behavior activation in a large portion of the population, but the genetic disposition to develop defensive motivational circuits remains for many, so for them the circuits themselves are present and able to be activated, and there will be also ontogenetically induced variation in control and thresholds. All that means that given the right circumstances, instances of blind rage behavior are still possible in many members of the population.




According to the HSD hypothesis “later human evolution was dominated by selection for intragroup sociality over aggression,” and because of this, “the reduced emotional reactivity that results from self-domestication and increased self-control created a unique form of human tolerance allowing the expression of the more flexible social skills only observed in modern humans” (Hare 2017). The HSD hypothesis is an advance on the “emotional reactivity hypothesis,” which states that “human levels of cooperative communication were a result of an increase in social tolerance generated by a decrease in emotional reactivity … an increase in tolerance in humans allowed inherited cognitive skills to be expressed in new social situations. Selection could then act directly on revealed variance in these newly expressed cognitive abilities” (Hare 2017; with reference to Hare and Tomasello 2005a, 2005b). The HSD predicts neurological changes in humans (“interaction between subcortical and cortical pathways”; as well as increased serotonin, which is known to inhibit impulsivity and reactive aggression [Nelson and Trainor 2007]) producing self-control via reduced reactivity and increased inhibition, which “creates the human-specific adaptation for more flexible tolerance and unique forms of human social cognition” (Hare 2017).




For Hare (2017), the HSD “also led to enhanced cooperation in intergroup conflicts.” We have to nuance this claim, however, by delving into the various “economies of violence” that inform debates on the origin of war (Protevi 2015). Here the basic question is whether war is a universal human experience or whether it occurs only in certain social circumstances. The key distinction, in my mind, is that proposed by Kelly (2000, 2005) between vengeance as personal and war as anonymous. If you define war as anonymous intergroup violence, the case can be made that it arises only in segmented societies, leaving unsegmented forager societies as those without war and thus defeating the universal war thesis.[123]




To see what’s going on here, note that a prime selection pressure for self-domestication in early humans is capital punishment (CP) in unsegmented foragers (Wrangham 2014; the success or failure of CP in reducing murder in state societies is not directly deducible from its use in early forager societies). There is an interesting dialectic here: The acephalic social structure of forager bands is produced by the CP killing of murderers qua would-be dominators, while that same structure produces the need for CP, as, without an alpha to impose conflict resolution, individual conflict can result in murder and hence the need for CP (Boehm 2012a). Forager CP is a paradigm case of “warm” proactive aggression (Wrangham 2014), but the targeted killers are those hotheads exhibiting poor control of reactive aggression or those cold-blooded bullies whose instrumental aggression is used to dominate others. CP thus selects for the ability to carry out the controlled anger/proactive aggression complex that enables war: It is language-mediated, group-oriented, and premeditated, though sometimes achieved by taking advantage of spontaneous opportunity.[124]




Having said all that, I don’t think CP is a form of war, even if it helps prepare for it; it is personal and intragroup as opposed to anonymous and intergroup. To see the stakes here, note that war and the in-group/out-group distinction has been linked to the evolution of altruism since this passage in Darwin’s (1871) The Descent of Man.






When two tribes of primeval man, living in the same country, came into competition, if (other things being equal) the one tribe included a great number of courageous, sympathetic and faithful members, who were always ready to warn each other of danger, to aid and defend each other, this tribe would succeed better and conquer the other. (Darwin [1871] 2004: 113)







Samuel Bowles and Hubert Gintis, in A Cooperative Species (2011), posit widespread pre-state war as a necessary selection pressure for prosocial behavior, calculations, and emotions. Some definitions are needed here. Altruism is helping behavior with a fitness cost. This includes prosocial and third-party punishment as they carry risks: You could start a feud; you eliminate a potential ally. There are some ways of explaining helping behavior that appears to be altruistic but has hidden benefits that balance out (or outweigh) the fitness costs: (i) kin selection: costly helping behavior that helps genes in kin to survive (“I would sacrifice myself for two brothers or for eight cousins”); (ii) reciprocal altruism: aid given back to donor by recipient with time delay (“I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine”); (iii) mutualism: working together so that immediate benefits (at the end of the successfully completed task) accrue to all parties compensating for any costs; (iv) indirect altruism: aid given to an altruist donor by a third party due to reputation gained by altruistic acts; (v) sexual selection (qua female mate preference instead of male arms race): altruist behavior as “costly signaling,” hence as predictor of genetic quality.




However, for Bowles and Gintis 2011, all the aforementioned mechanisms are not enough for the evolution of prosocial behaviors, calculations, and emotions. For them, war is also necessary to group selection for prosociality. Although Fry (2013a: 9–10 and 15–20) has a number of criticisms of Bowles and Gintis (2011), it should be said that he—correctly—does not accuse them of upholding the “human nature = killer ape” line. Indeed, Bowles and Gintis insist that early bands had extensive trade, marriage, and generally peaceful nonconflict relations with other groups (e.g., big seasonal meetings of many bands) as well as allowing for climate disasters to be a major predictor of warfare (thus not some “aggression” thesis).




What complicates things for Bowles and Gintis is the bitter controversy in anthropology about the alleged universality of warfare in human evolution and history (Fry 2013b covers the basics from an anti-universalist perspective). There are three elements to consider here: the biological, the archaeological, and the ethnographic. Regarding the biological element, an important first step is to distinguish human war from chimpanzee male coalition and aggressive hierarchy, to which it is assimilated in the “humans as killer apes” hypothesis (see Ferguson 2014 for an argument that chimpanzee intergroup violence is due to human impact rather than being an adaptation). Since, as we know, bonobos and chimpanzees have different social structures and behavioral repertoires, researchers have triangulated humans, chimpanzees, and bonobos (for an interesting attempt to show that the last common ancestor here was more bonobo-like than chimp-like, see Gonzalez-Cabrera, forthcoming).




Regarding the archaeological element, proponents of universal war often point to findings of crushed skulls and the like in the archaeological record (Keeley 1997). Critics reply that some of the claims of war-damaged skulls are more plausibly accounted for by animal attacks (Fry 2007: 43). The anti-universalists will also seek to demonstrate that the universalists have cherry-picked their evidence (see Ferguson 2013a, 2013b); for Ferguson, there just aren’t that many (or any) pre-state multi-body graves with violent marks on the skeletons. You need multi-body sites because no one denies individual killing, either murder or CP group response.




Finally, we must couple the archaeological record with the current ethnographic record. But to do that we must distinguish smaller and less internally differentiated forager bands from more internally complex hunter-gatherer tribes with chiefs. Chagnon (1988), focusing on the Yanomami tribes of Brazil and Venezuela, proposed war as an evolved adaptation. One of the most controversial papers of the past fifty years, it has multiple critics (Albert 1989; Ferguson 2001; Fry 2007) and defenders. The anti-universalists make two claims with regard to the penchant of the universalists to cite Chagnon: (1) They criticize the use of the horticultural Yanamamo as indicative of pre-state forager societies, and (2) they deny that Yanamamo warriors really did have reproductive fitness advantages (Fry 2007: 135–139).




While the critics of the universal war thesis admit that forager groups have individual-level murder and revenge killing and even group executions of murderous individuals (CP qua “social selection” per Boehm 2012a, 2012b), they deny that they have the “logic of social substitutability” which enables warfare as anonymous group-level conflict in which any member of the opposing group is fair game (Kelly 2000; Fry 2007). The critics of universal war also remind us of the need to look at current tribal warfare in the context of Western contact and subsequent territorial constriction and/or rivalry over trading rights (Ferguson 1995).



[123] See Fry (2013b) for a full treatment of the issue; see also Sterelny (2014).



[124] This would tend to be one on one. Note that Kelly (2000) distinguishes single CP from ambush by multiple people. This is on the way to social substitutability and war, as it requires group vengeance duty. Once we couple group duty on the side of the victimized avengers to group liability on the side of the offenders, we have set up feud, a form of war as anonymous intergroup violence.




      

    

  
    
      

Neuropsychology of the Berserker Rage




Keeping in mind the long-standing localist versus globalist debate in neuroscience, and its current revival in the notion of constructivism (a more or less globalist position), there are several axes in contemporary philosophy of the emotions and neuroscience to consider in examining the berserker rage. First, among those looking for specific circuits, it is associated with a supercharging of threat circuitry, going beyond simple fear:






Threats lead to fear as well as anger. Indeed, the basic threat circuitry … (amygdala-hypothalamus-PAG) is involved in fear as well as anger. The avoidance behavior associated with fear relates to a lesser activation of this circuitry than that resulting in the reactive aggression associated with anger. (Blair 2012, note 1; see also Koutsikou et al. 2014 on freezing)







Beyond ordinary anger, however, the behavioral manifestations of the berserker rage are close to those described as intermittent explosive disorder, though that is linked with “impulsive” aggression as opposed to the reactive/ proactive aggression we think of as characteristic of the berserker rage (Coccaro 2012). From a cognitive psychology perspective, the berserker rage seems like a candidate for an “affect program,” a modularized, automatic, behavior pattern (Griffiths 1997; recall the notion of autopilot the recent American berserker Robert Bales mentioned [Vaughan 2015]). From this perspective, extreme cases of rage produce a modular agent or affect program that attenuates, if not eliminates, conscious control. Affect programs are emotional responses that are “complex, coordinated, and automated … unfold[ing] in this coordinated fashion without the need for conscious direction” (Griffiths 1997: 77). They are more than reflexes, but they are triggered well before any cortical processing can take place (though later cortical appraisals can dampen or accelerate the affect program). Griffiths makes the case that affect programs should be seen in light of Fodor’s notion of modularity, which calls for a module to be “mandatory … opaque [we are aware of outputs but not the processes producing them] … and informationally encapsulated [the information in a module cannot access that in other modules]” (93; my comments in brackets).




From his “basic emotion” perspective, Panksepp (1998) cites studies of direct electrical stimulation of the brain and neurochemical manipulation as identifying homologous subcortical rage circuits in humans and other mammalian species (190). Panksepp proposes as adaptive reasons for rage agents their utility in predator–prey relations, further sharpening the difference between rage and predator aggression. While a hunting attack is an instance of proactive or instrumental aggression, rage reactions are a prey phenomenon, a vigorous reaction when pinned down by a predator. Initially a reflex, Panksepp claims, it developed into a full-fledged neural phenomenon with its own circuits (190). The evolutionary inheritance of rage is confirmed, for Panksepp, by the well-attested fact that infants can become enraged by having their arms pinned to their sides (189).




However, LeDoux challenges Panksepp’s basic emotions terminology, as well as his locating basic emotions in subcortical, unconscious processes. LeDoux (2015) sketches a moderate constructivist notion in which threat-triggered nonconscious defense motivational states are part of a “recipe” of nonconscious elements (along with sensory processing, brain arousal, body feedback, and memory) that are assembled by a working memory bricoleur into conscious emotional feelings (LeDoux 2015: 228).[125] LeDoux’s complaint against Panksepp is about using emotion terms such as “fear” (or for us, “anger”) to discuss unconscious threat detection and defensive reaction circuits. For LeDoux, danger detection and reactive behavior only contribute to, rather than constitute, fully assembled conscious awareness, which alone deserves the term “emotions.”




It’s possible to articulate Griffiths, Panksepp, and LeDoux however, if we say that a berserker rage is a highly intense reactive aggression behavior provoked by threat detection to the extent that conscious, subjective control is severely attenuated, resulting in an automatically running affect program with the limit case being the inhibition of episodic memory, thus earning the name “blackout” rages. (LeDoux 2015: 124 allows for use of affect program terminology; on “redout” rages, see Swihart, Yuille, and Porter 1999; clinical work with blackout rage is recapped in Potter-Efron 2007.)




The neural circuitry of the rage reaction is recapitulated by LeDoux (2015: 93ff.). Sensory processing follows a fast “low” road and a slower “high” road. In the fast or low road, the lateral amygdala feeds the central amygdala and the basal amygdala. From the central amygdala, we get defensive behavior (initial freezing), physiological support in the autonomic nervous system, hormonal output via the pituitary, and brain arousal neuromodulators (norepinephrine, dopamine, serotonin, and others [LeDoux 2015: 90; see also Nelson and Trainor 2007]). The slow or high road allows regulation of these first responses by the prefrontal cortex and hippocampus. Note the first reaction is freezing (see also Blair 2012), so that to activate learned responses, you have to inhibit freezing (LeDoux 2015: 101). LeDoux’s full action model builds on the early reactions, adding connections from basal amygdala to the nucleus accumbens of the ventral striatum in the prefrontal cortex (102–103). At this point, past freezing, and when flight is unavailable, rage is the last resort. The defensive circuit seems to be amygdala/hypothalamus/periaqueductal gray (LeDoux 2015: 89; see also Siegel and Victoroff 2009; Blair 2012). Along with supporting physiology, the defensive rage reaction is an “innately programmed reaction pattern” (LeDoux 2015: 89).




Interestingly, the hippocampus, which is an important part of risk assessment, creates environmental maps, especially spatial relations (LeDoux 2015: 106). Might it be the case that overstimulation here accounts for the very narrow focus or tunnel vision reported by some berserkers? LeDoux’s final suggestion relevant to us is that the BNST (“bed nucleus of the stria terminalis”) “sits at the crossroads between defensive circuits involving the amygdala and accumbens and risk-assessment circuitry involving the septohippocampal circuitry and prefrontal cortex. It thus may coordinate the two systems, balancing which dominates behavioral control, depending on the degree of uncertainty” (2015: 107). The berserker rage might then be caused by a BNST-mediated lock-in of the defense circuits, outlasting or overpowering controlled threat response and moving on to supercharged hot reactive or redirected aggression-seeking behavior (as opposed to the warm proactive or “cold” instrumental forms of aggression).



[125] LeDoux’s constructivism is moderate in comparison to Lisa Feldman Barrett (2017), insofar as he does allow some reference to specific neural circuits for contributors to emotion types such as fear (LeDoux 2015: 93–112). For instance, LeDoux will describe in some detail the subcortical defense reactive circuits that are added to other inputs in his “recipe” for fear. Barrett (2017), however, insists on a strong neural globalism, which, with her insistence on holism, emergence, and degeneracy, results in a strong nominalism, such that no “fingerprint” of necessary circuits can be identified for either emotion instances or even emotion categories (2017: 35–41; see also Pessoa 2017 for a similar distributed network approach to emotions). Although by recognizing population variation at the behavioral level throughout this chapter I hope to escape any emotional essentialism, the resemblance—admittedly at some higher level of abstraction than a strict nominalism would accept—of descriptions of berserker rage behavior across time and culture leads me to accept it as a category bound together by at least a family resemblance to its behavioral instances, whatever the end result of specialist debate among neuroscientists about moderate versus strong constructivism.




      

    

  
    
      

The Berserker Rage in History




In our account, we’ve painted the berserker rage as unrestrained superheated reactive and/or redirected aggression. That’s why, although it works in close-range open-field combat, it fits badly in highly organized warfare situations, which rely on relatively cool-headed proactive aggression. What’s interesting is that it seems some warrior cultures actively cultivate the potential for entering the berserker rage, as it fits the isolated, hand-to-hand combat style they used.




The Vikings are the paradigmatic berserkers, so we can speculate that through a coevolutionary process with success in warfare as a selection pressure, they and other warrior cultures experimented with war dances and songs to hit on critical points in setting up brain frequency patterns that triggered evolutionarily embedded rage circuits. (In this section I recapitulate arguments from Protevi 2010.) One researcher cites possible mushroom ingestion as a contributing factor (Fabing 1956; see also Kamienski 2016),[126] but I think the (speculative, to be sure, but not implausible) role of dance and song in deliberately triggering the berserker state should not be neglected. William McNeill notes that “war dances” produced a “heightened excitement” that contributed to the “reckless attacks” of the “Viking berserkers” (McNeill 1995: 102; see also Speidel 2002: 276). Panksepp gives us a clue as to why dance and song might have been the elements of experimentation: “[Certain brain] areas presumably code the affective content of certain irritations, including vocalizations, and may give specific sounds direct access to RAGE circuitry” (Panksepp 1998: 197). Along with the angry tone of the war cry (and here elements of auto-affection must be taken into account—you can participate in an escalating affective episode by your own efforts, as we all know, just as you can calm yourself down with some deep breaths), the exertions of the dance help sensitize the system, that is, lower the threshold for the triggering of the rage episode: “Increased activity in baroreceptors of the carotid arteries monitors levels of blood pressure and can facilitate the sensitivity of RAGE circuitry” (Panksepp 1998: 198).




A common trigger of the redirected type of the berserker rage is the death of a comrade (Shay 1994; Kirkland 1995; see also Fields 2015 for other triggers).[127] We can speculate that such rage is triggered by the presence of pain in separation from, and mourning for, the comrade, coupled with the memory of pleasure tagged to the person of the comrade. The wrenching shift between the pleasant memories and the painful present triggers rage. Another trigger, at which we have already hinted, is direct and immediate threat to life, the panicked self-defense reaction that display and submission seeks to avoid. There are, of course, other rage triggers in other walks of life (Potter-Efron 2007; Fields 2015).



[126] The problem I see with Kamienski is that he doesn’t explain how the berserker rage can be triggered in non-mushroom-using (though certainly drug-using) cultures, although he goes on to discuss them immediately after his treatment of the Vikings.



[127] The Robert Bales case was multifactorial, but we can note that one of the soldiers he was charged with protecting had lost a leg hours before he committed the massacre. The Bales massacre occurred in Afghanistan in March 2012. Bales was a staff sergeant charged with providing base security for combat troops, and he killed sixteen civilians in two villages near base in two trips at 3 a.m., dressed in Afghan clothes over his military uniform. Three other factors besides the injury to one of his soldiers are mentioned: (i) alcohol and steroid use; (ii) mefloquine, a malaria drug with possible psych effects (Miller 2013); and (iii) domestic and financial trouble, as three days previously his house was put up for sale in an “underwater mortgage” in which the property was listed for less than what they had paid for it in 2005 and less than what they owed the bank (Sherwell 2012).




      

    

  
    
      

The Berserker Rage and Human Nature




There is no denying that the social meaning of blind rages differs across cultures—how they are interpreted by others and by self after waking up—as do their triggers and thresholds. But I think it is important to maintain a minimal notion of human nature and hold that the rage pattern is the same in some important sense across cultures, notwithstanding variation in genetic inheritances, environmental input, and developmental plasticity. Even with all that variation, there is remarkable similarity in what a full rage looks like, though how much it takes to get there and what the intermediate anger episodes look like (“emotion scripts” according to Parkinson, Fischer, and Manstead 2005) can differ widely. Even James Averill, a leading social constructivist when it comes to emotion, relates “running amok” in Southeast Asian societies to Viking berserker rages. Averill writes: “Aggressive frenzies are, of course, found in many different cultures (e.g., the berserk reaction attributed to old Norse warriors), but amok is probably the most studied of these syndromes” (Averill 1982: 59; italics in original). It is the very commonality of the generic term “aggressive frenzies” that we are after in our notion of “rage pattern.”




But we have to resist any idea that the berserker rage provides some insight into the “aggressive root of human nature” or some such bellicose formulation. A trapped-prey or vengeful redirected rage-fight potential is certainly part of our heritage, but we have to remember that it’s “trapping,” that is, cutting off flight, that is the key. Given the raw material of human biosocial organisms, militaries can find ways to train, organize, and equip soldiers that in effect “appropriately trap” them, overcome their fear, suppress their flight response, and unleash their fight responses, thereby allowing the overcoming of the inhibition on killing. Now such unleashing of anger can overshoot the mark and end up locked into a berserker rage. But that doesn’t mean we are natural fighters any more than freezing means we are natural cowards; what it means is that we are plastic, gifted with various deep reaction patterns and the ability to learn to manipulate the triggers of, and our responses to, those patterns in ways that enable us to adapt to the constructed biosocial-techno environments in which we are placed.
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