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Anger is a highly social emotion. Most people know what it is like to play the part of the

angry actor or be a bystander to, or recipient of, somebody else’s wrath. (p. 329)

Anger is not one thing but apparently many things, a fact that is leading psychologists to
think broadly about its role as an emotion with concomitant behaviors. Anger—the state, the
emotion, a feeling, an act directed toward an idea, a person, or thing that has triggered a real
or perceived grievance—is physical as well as psychological. Getting “red in the face” in
anger is more than an expression; it is a relatively accurate experiential description.
Physiological markers, including heart rate, perspiration, blood pressure, and levels of
adrenalin and noradrenalin, mark anger’s presence. Anger occurs when people are frustrated
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(e.g., goals are blocked), autonomy is threatened, individuals are insulted, or people feel
some injustice or slight is being perpetrated.

Anger is also personal—we all know it when we feel it. And, as already
acknowledged, anger is social; we recognize it in others, just as we use it (sometimes
strategically, sometimes with little or no self-regulation) to communicate a signal or a
message to others. Anger can rouse us to take action, to react, and, according to theorist
James Averill (1982), it can also promote constructive social engagement with others (e.g.,
reporting problems, expressing outrage, taking umbrage, highlighting injustice, perhaps even
righting wrongs).

I will also point out that anger is culturally familiar—maybe all too familiar—to those
of us who live and vote in the United States. For the past decade or so, our political beliefs
and opinions have been increasingly bound up with, shaped by, or buffeted around through
widespread expressions of anger. As a result, our anger is often polarized: We live in a red
state or a blue state, we are conservative or liberal, we remain in a traditional political party
or we join a nascent one.

Our anger is also channeled and directed: There are quite a few public personalities
(politicians, pundits), groups, and social movements that make us (depending who we are,
where we live, whom we associate with, and what we think about) pretty angry. Oh, yes, and
the recession’s economic malaise has not helped our emotional lives where being angry is
concerned. Anger, then, is all too familiar to many of us.

Anger: Organized and Diversified

So the table for exploring anger, as it were, is well set. The editors of this large, lengthy, and
(for the most part) lively book, International Handbook of Anger: Constituent and
Concomitant Biological, Psychological, and Social Processes—Michael Potegal (University
of Minnesota), Gerhard Stemmler (Philipps-Universität, Germany), and Charles Spielberger
(University of South Florida)—have done an excellent job of drawing together respected
scholar–researchers in different areas of psychology and related disciplines (e.g., sociology,
political science) to present contemporary perspectives on this dynamic and influential
emotion. The International Handbook of Anger has eight sections covering the biology of
anger; cross-cultural issues; appraisal and information processing perspectives; life-span and
gender matters; time course of anger (state, trait, persistence); clinical issues; and conflicts in
quotidian settings (e.g., family, work, community).



Anger: Cross-Referenced and Connected

Unlike many handbooks, this one has a carefully planned and standardized internal design.
There are 32 chapters, each of which has an abstract to orient the reader. There is thoughtful
cross-referencing so that a given chapter may highlight issues relevant to and found in other
chapters in the book. References are helpfully placed at the end of chapters rather than in a
massive reference section at the back of the book.

Another fine feature of the Handbook is that each chapter’s title page contains
detailed contact information for the first author. Instead of turning to the front matter where
such information (usually in an abbreviated form) is often found, readers immediately know
the first author’s department, institutional affiliation, and nation of residence. In addition, the
first author’s current e-mail address is provided, allowing interested readers to initiate
contact for further information or to request current publications.

Unfortunately, I do have one minor criticism about the book’s format: Although there
is a detailed subject index, a corresponding author index is not provided, which means
searching for a particular researcher’s work requires a slow-going search of end-of-chapter
references.

Space constraints prevent me from offering a comprehensive review of the Handbook.
I will, however, highlight a few chapter contributions that offer some novel as well as
promising directions for exploring and understanding anger. My choices include anger in
history, psycholinguistic approaches to anger, and anger as a way to negotiate.

A Historical Context for Anger

Some readers might think that anger is a relatively modern phenomenon, as if people in the
prosaic past were more focused on survival. Not so. In Chapter 2 of the Handbook, Potegal
and Novaco dispel this myth by reminding us about the stories, religious beliefs and
practices, and, yes, myths in cultures around the world that rely on anger.

Anger has always been a part of human affairs; indeed, before humans could write,
they attributed an angry attitude to the quixotic and often frightening natural world around
them. Without divine intervention, say, the proverbial wrath of the gods, how else could
some cultures explain earthquakes, famines, fires, floods, and other natural disasters?

Anger, too, is very much a part of representational art (think biblical imagery from the
Middle Ages and Renaissance, for example), as well as literary (e.g., The Illiad, The
Odyssey) and dramatic works (e.g., Hamlet). And consider this: Are happy tales or those
highlighting conflict or angst more likely to draw and sustain our attention? I think the
answer is clear.



Potegal and Novaco are not historians, of course, but they do a great service of
portraying how anger has been conceived (e.g., supernatural and superhuman) and how it
has evolved across time (e.g., controlled, uncontrolled, righteous). After all, our cultural
artifacts (e.g., songs, stories, art) reveal how we interact with and think about one another, an
obvious fact that is frequently forgotten. This brief history of anger should be the first
chapter read in this Handbook, as it broadens the reader’s perspective on the emotion’s
ubiquity for the chapters that follow.

Fighting Words? A Cultural–Psycholinguistic Analysis of
Anger

If anger is well represented in world history, how does it fare in daily life or, more to the
point, in everyday cognition? As Kövecses argues in Chapter 10, one need not look far:
Anger is very clearly embodied in the vernacular. Cross-culturally speaking, the
embodiment of anger is found in many languages.

In this linguistic foray into anger as metaphor, Kövecses convincingly demonstrates
that a variety of unrelated languages and cultures nonetheless all relate to the idea that an
angry person is a pressurized container. Thus, anger is embodied—literally contained within
the person—and, as a result, the person will often act aggressively, even violently, to release
it. Where things get very interesting is when the variations and extensions of the metaphor
are considered (e.g., “She blew her stack,” “I was just blowing off steam”).

These examples will seem quite familiar to those of us who speak American English,
but Kövecses also introduces unusual but consistent expressions from around the world (e.g.,
Tunisian Arabic: “He lifted blood up to my head”). Finally, Kövecses has an intriguing
explanation accounting for why humanity’s shared physiology does not always lead to the
shared understanding of angerlike experiences.

Anger as Enlightened Policy?

Given that psychologists (e.g., Geen & Quanty, 1977; Warren & Kurlychek, 1981) have
known for quite some time that there is no evidence for the efficacy of catharsis—the idea
that expressing aggression is a form of beneficial release—can anger ever be constructive?
Does anger serve any functional ends in the give-and-take of social life?

A promising area for exploration is how anger affects feelings, thoughts, and actions
in arenas of conflict and negotiation. Van Kleef (Chapter 31) reviews the intrapersonal and
interpersonal impact of anger when people are engaged in trying to obtain whatever
outcomes they desire from others.



When we are seeking concessions from another, Van Kleef’s review reveals that we
(intrapersonally) experience hostile feelings, develop biased perceptions and thoughts about
our adversary, and begin to act competitively. These specific reactions should come as no
surprise because each of us is apt to have experienced them in various arenas of our lives
(e.g., athletic, academic, vocational). Interpersonal anger, too, can elicit quid-pro-quo
hostility and competitive responses, but on occasion—and here is where some promise
lies—our strategic interests can lead us to (sometimes) cooperate with the target-cause of our
emotion.

Van Kleef’s model offers ways to begin to understand anger as person directed (“he
makes me furious”) or policy directed (“the offer is ridiculous”). Quick reflection on the
state of international relations, not to mention garden-variety business deals, suggests
possible applications for this and related research.

Anger Ahead

If this Handbook is any bellwether, then anger has a promising future in psychological
research; to borrow liberally from Kövecses’s aforementioned psycholinguistic work, it may
well be described as “full steam ahead.” Simply put, there is a surprising amount of varied
and fascinating research being conducted on this familiar emotion.

The editors and authors of the International Handbook of Anger have brought us all
one step closer to understanding the sources and functions of our own anger, as well as that
expressed by those we encounter or hear about. Researchers, teachers, and students of
emotion should certainly read this book. If this Handbook spurs a flurry of new theories,
investigations, and findings regarding anger, then it will have achieved its goal of increasing
scientific consensus on this familiar emotion.
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