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If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the 
oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you say that you are 
neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality. Desmond Tutu 
 
 
Anger is a negative emotion, which increases aggression and violence, right? This 

may be partially true, but this view also hides some of the really powerful and positive 

effects that anger can have. In this article I will explain how a specific type of anger 

can actually increase kindness and social action and I will show you evidence for this 

claim.  

 

Usually when you feel angry it is because someone has harmed you in some way. In 

this situation, the only possible response is communication (e.g., forgiveness, 

punishment) with your perpetrator, alternatively you can choose to take no action.  

But what about when you witness someone harm someone else? In this situation, 

you can communicate with the perpetrator as before, but you can also choose to 

support the victim (e.g., compensation, help), or again you can choose to take no 

action. While many people think that anger mostly, if not solely, increases 

punishment, a study by Sebastian Lotz and his colleagues (2011) showed that, on 

the contrary, when people witnessed an injustice against someone else, they were 

more likely to compensate the victim than to punish the perpetrator. 

 

The idea that anger is associated with kindness is not a new one in academia and 

many academic studies have shown that anger can increase our willingness to help 

others (our kindness). For example, a study by Martijn van Zomeren and his 

colleagues (2004) showed that anger at an authority for their unfair treatment of 

another group positively predicted people’s willingness to participate in collective 

action to support that group (e.g., participate in a demonstration, sign a petition). 

Another study by Cheryl Wakslak and her colleagues (2007) showed that anger was 

positively associated with intentions to support community programs (e.g., donating 



money, volunteering) and support for the redistribution of resources. Other academic 

research has also shown that feelings of anger following exposure to victims’ stories 

of poverty positively predict intentions to donate money and to join volunteer groups 

(Montada & Schneider, 1989).  

 

Anger is also strongly related to wanting to uphold justice. For example, Aarti Iyer 

and her colleagues (2007) found that British people’s anger at the American 

government for the occupation of Iraq predicted people’s willingness to take political 

action (e.g., confronting those responsible for Iraq by signing a petition). In a study by 

Jorg Lindenmeier and colleagues (2012), anger following unethical corporate 

conduct positively predicted boycotting intentions.  

 

These are only a small number of studies that show empirically how anger has the 

potential to relate positively with kindness, social action, and the desire to uphold 

justice. Many more studies show similar results. The main message is that anger can 

be a very powerful tool for increasing positive social action. Organisations such as 

Avaaz (the online activist network) seem to have tapped into these insights already, 

but many more should get in line if their goal is to motivate action. Indeed, this line of 

research suggests that anger can motivate people to help Desmond Tutu’s mouse. 
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