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Anger is a form of heartbreak.

Hayes (2018), 60.

Our anger was a fury sparked by
profound injustices. Wrongs that
deserved ire. And with that rage
we ripped a hole in the status
quo.

Heumann (2020), 162.

Every woman has a well-stocked
arsenal of anger potentially useful
against those oppressions,
personal and institutional, which
brought that anger into being.
Focused with precision it can be a
powerful source of energy serving
progress and change.. . . Anger
expressed and translated into
action in the service of our vision
and our future is a liberating and
strengthening act of clarification.

Lorde (1984), 127.
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To be a Negro in this country and
to be relatively conscious, is to be
in a rage almost all the time. So
that the first problem is how to
control that rage so that it won’t
destroy you. Part of the rage is
this: it isn’t only what is
happening to you, but it’s what
happening all around you all the
time, in the face of the most
extraordinary and criminal
indifference, the indifference and
ignorance of most white people in
this country.

Balwin et al. (1961), 206.

1 Introduction

Though controversial, I take it as a given that anger is often morally appropriate;
sometimes the failure to feel anger, even intense anger, in the face of injustice
indicates a moral failure. If the injustice in question is merely an unjust act,
or isolated scenario, then the anger will no longer be proper once the situation
has been rectified or the unjust actor has sought forgiveness and made resti-
tution. But things will be more complex when we focus on systemic injustices
that cannot be corrected so easily.1 Given the nature of systemic injustices, the
action that anger may motivate us to take may not be able to right the wrong
our anger is responding to.

A puzzle thus arises, particular within the normative framework of virtue ethics.
For suppose that there is a virtue of appropriate anger directed at systemic injus-
tice. Virtue is supposed to contribute to our well-being, or flourishing,2 rather
than detract from it.3 Chronically sustained anger in the face of systemic injus-
tice, even if appropriate, looks to be bad for us insofar as it doesn’t contribute to
and plausibly detracts from our well-being. This might lead us to wonder how
we are to be properly angry in the face of systemic injustice without that anger
undermining our well-being and getting in the way of flourishing. Or, to quote

1Of course, rectification of even isolated injustices will often not be simply, and I do not
intend to downplay their moral significance. Rather, the point is that the long-term conse-
quences of justified anger will be more fraught when that anger is directed at unjust systems.

2In this paper, I use ‘well-being’ and ‘flourishing’ interchangeably.
3Snow (2008) differentiates a conceptual claim about the relationship of virtue and well-

being from an empirical claim regarding virtue’s contribution to our flourishing. I’m primarily
interested in the conceptual claim, though I think the empirical claim could be used to call
the conceptual claim into question. In this way, the lived experiences of those in the kinds
of situation this paper focuses on can be understood as calling into question the conceptual
relationship between virtue and well-being, which I think is the more central concern for the
virtue tradition
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Macalester Bell, “how [can] one could defend a virtue of appropriate anger in
the grossly non-ideal conditions that characterize life under oppression”?4 This
paper argues that under non-ideal circumstances, the demands of virtue can
require anger of us even if that anger detracts from our well-being. Drawing on
the work of Lisa Tessman, it argues that anger at systemic injustice, even if we
are not among those against whom the injustice is directed, can be a burdened
virtue.5

2 An Example and Non-Ideal Constraints

It will be helpful, as we progress, to have in mind an example of the kind of
systemic injustice that raises this issue. In addition to my academic work, I run
a disability advocacy company. This comes out of our own experience trying to
get our son proper services at his public school over the past seven years. We’ve
come to realize that not only his school, but many schools across the country,
simply fail to follow state and federal law, not to mention best educational prac-
tices, with respect to their disabled students. So now I work with families to
make sure that schools are doing what they’re required to and holding them
accountable when they fail, as they all too reliably do. As someone who knows
how hard the special education system is to navigate and how easy it is for
school districts to get away with providing less than they should and are legally
required to, I’m angry not just at particular acts of injustice committing by
individual schools but at the whole system.6 There’s a wide range of a public
system that treats vulnerable people unjustly and routinely gets away with it.
I think my anger is (at least often) a proper response to such injustice.

Anger at injustice is often rooted in love. In an excellent paper, Barrett Em-
erick argues that three theoretical accounts of love, if not considered carefully
but instead as slogans, can “encourage inaction by suggesting that individuals’
responsibility is adequately discharged simply by being differently oriented to
oppressed others or by letting things unfold naturally.”7 If we’re angry, even
appropriately, but not moved by that anger to address the injustice then we’re
not loving in the way that we should.

One reason why this point is worth making is that to view love as a

4Bell (2009), 165. Since the ending of oppression is a moral good, the kind of situation
I’m thinking of here is relevantly different from what Rebecca Stangle calls “a situation of
‘moral risk’: a situation in which an agent is capable of achieving some important non-moral
good for others, but only by embarking on a course of action that poses a genuine risk to her
character–and so poses a genuine risk to her leading an active life of virtue” (Stangl (2015),
215).

5Tessman (2005).
6For discussions of how the US’s special education system is problematic in its structure

and its reliance on parents for enforcement, see Timpe (2018) and Timpe (forthcoming).
7Emerick (forthcoming), 2 in manuscript.
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force that brings about goodness in the world–to believe not only in
fate but in fate that spirals progressively upwards towards justice–is
that it encourages inaction or quietism. If love really does win, if
it is the destiny of love to vanquish hate, then I don’t have to work
to bring that about. This concern becomes more pronounced when
coupled with the sentimental account of love developed in the pre-
vious section: if love really is all that others need, if it is the most
powerful tool or weapon at our disposal, and if love is an emotion or
an attitude internal to me, then by simply having love in my heart or
being lovingly oriented towards the world, I have done what moral-
ity requires of me and am in that way a conduit for that force to do
its work, a place for fate to unfold. In short, understanding love as
fate helps to justify my inaction.

Such inaction is totally understandable: there is so much injustice
in the world that having to take on the task of working to make
it better is terribly overwhelming. It is therefore very tempting to
adopt a worldview that relieves you of that responsibility. More-
over, it’s not just tempting but often positively needed. Research in
social psychology supports the claim that we need to believe in the
just world hypothesis: that the world is basically just, that social
arrangements are fundamentally stable and dependable, and that I
as an individual actor am essentially good, even if I sometimes do
bad things. To fail to take up this perspective is to open oneself to
the threat of being crushed not just by the weight of how much work
there is to be done, and not only to my own near constant moral
failure, by the utter horror that pervades the world and of which
people are capable.8

We need to address injustice, not only but especially towards those we love and
have an obligation to care for: “This is a special obligation that I bear to those
that I love in particular, rather than an impersonal obligation that I bear to
others in general, because it is within loving relationships that I can satisfy the
obligation.”9

Anger at systemic injustice then is not only morally permissible, but sometimes
morally required. Anger is a fitting emotional response to injustice because of
both its expressive and motivational roles in moving us to work against the in-
justice. But since the injustice is systemic, the actions that our anger motivates
us to do might not actually fix the problem. Systems are hard to overthrow.
And so the situation we find ourselves in, both with regard to the injustice and
the anger, may be chronic.

8Emerick (forthcoming), 12 in manuscript.
9Emerick (2016), 4.
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Thinking about unjust social systems in this way puts us in the realm of non-
ideal theory, at least in some senses of that phrase. According to Charles Mills,
“what distinguishes ideal theory is the reliance on idealization to the exclusion,
or at least marginalization, of the actual.”10 Laura Valentini differentiates three
distinct meanings given to the ‘ideal’ vs. ‘non-ideal’ contrast:

1. full compliance vs. partial compliance: can we assume that all the mem-
bers of the relevant political or social community will be motivated by
justice and working toward justice?

2. utopian vs. realistic: does some sort of feasibility requirement need to
constrain our theorizing or not?

3. end-state vs. transitional: are our theories aimed at identifying an ideal
of societal perfection, or should they instead focus on accomplishing incre-
mental improvements to our present societal structures and procedures?11

In each of these three contrasts, there’s a sense in which the first option is a
kind of ‘idealization’ that may not be able to properly guide our theorizing or
actions in real-world scenarios. Each of the three contrasts is best understood
as delineating a range or spectrum of approaches, being more or less idealistic
along a continuum. Fully idealized views are “altogether independent of factual
constraints.”12 Particular theories can be more or less idealized than others,
even if neither is a perfect idealization. Among realistic views, we can differen-
tiate between the degree to which relevant considerations should be restricted
by real-world constraints.

It’s the second and third of these types of idealization that Valentini differen-
tiates that are most relevant here. As Valentini further describes the second
contrast, “the debate on ideal and non-ideal theory focuses on the question of
whether feasibility considerations should constrain normative political theoriz-
ing and, if so, what sorts of feasibility constraints should matter.”13 Clearly
systemically unjust institutions are not utopian. But under non-ideal circum-
stances, we can’t ensure that virtues, particularly those required to push back
against unjust systems, will always contribute to the agent’s well-being.14 The
response that “we should be angry, but not let it negatively affect us” strikes
me as utopian in a problematic way. And as I address in the next section, a
key role for anger to play is in motivating transitional work to get our social
systems to be more just than they are at present. While ideal theory might have
its place, especially as a needed element to help establish the goal that we’re
working toward, in working to achieve that goal we’re “inevitably constrained
by the empirical reality that already defines the practices.”15 If we want our

10Mills (2005), 166.
11Valentini (2012), 654.
12Valentini (2012), 657.
13Valentini (2012), 654.
14Cf. Tessman (2005), 107.
15Kittay (2009), 125.
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end-state systems to be just, we have to pay attention on how to move social
systems closer to that goal.16 Advocacy is ‘the point of entry’ for the work to
bring about, or at least try to, the transition toward justice.17 And that point
of entry will often involve and be motivated by anger.

3 Moral Anger, Love, and Unjust Social Sys-
tems

There are certainly moral dangers involved with the emotion of anger, and these
have been well explored by scholars within the virtue ethics tradition.18 Even
when anger is directed at unjust social systems, it can become excessive in a
number of ways: too strong, directed at the wrong agent, too slow to forgive,
etc. . . .19 While I affirm that there are the ways that anger can go wrong morally,
and that we need to take steps to avoid our anger from becoming vicious even
when directed at unjust social systems, in what follows I want to set aside all
the problematic cases and restrict our focus to what Myisha Cherry refers to as
‘moral anger’,20 instances of anger that are the result of the exercise of a virtue.21

One can see that anger might be a morally appropriate response to injustice by
drawing on Robert C. Roberts’ account of emotions as ‘concern-based constru-
als’:

To say that emotions are concern-based construals is to say that
they are states in which the subject grasps, with a kind of per-

16I’m not sure if we’ll ever get there. See Norlock (2018).
17As Kittay describes it, “the point of entry for a care ethic [and my paper] is an actuality–

one party is in need of care and another is in the position to meet that need” (Kittay (2009),
125). The kinds of advocacy I’m interested in here are those that begin from our ‘point of entry’
and make progress in bringing about the transition to what our unjust social systems should
be like. I deliberately set aside the shallowness of forms of advocacy in which “well-meaning,
usually privileged folks who are concerned about social justice . . . stay pretty superficial, both
in act and analysis” (Emerick (forthcoming), 3 in manuscript).

18See, among others, DeYoung (2020) and DeYoung (2021); Roberts (2003) and Roberts
(2007); Kristhansson (2018); Cogley (2014); and Nicolas (2017). Others have denied that
anger has a positive moral role to play. This is true of Stoics and parts of the Buddhist
tradition (see Flanagan (2018)). See also Nussbaum’s claim that “anger is always problematic”
(Nussbaum (2006), 5. She thinks this, however, in part because she holds that “anger includes,
conceptually, not only the idea of a serious wrong done to someone or something of significance,
but also the idea that it would be a good thing if the wrongdoer suffered some bad consequences
somehow” (ibid). I reject this understanding of the nature of anger. I think that Nussbaum’s
claim that anger is overly status-focus is also misguided.

19DeYoung (2021), working from an explicitly Christian virtue framework, is particularly
good on this issue.

20Cherry (2019), 160. I’m thus stipulating that what I refer to as moral anger avoids the
two ways that anger can go wrong according to Tessman, in terms of being mistargeted or
excessive in degree; see Tessman (2005), 120.

21It may also be that systemic injustice interferes with our ability to know when our anger
aligns with the virtue of moral anger or when it is vicious; that is, systemic injustice can
interfere epistemically with our ability to know what the demands of virtue are.
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ceptual immediacy, a significance of his or her situation. Emotions
are interpretative. . . . They are affected by what the subject cares
about, what is important to him or her; and many emotions tend
to move their subjects to action in a way that is suggested by the
concern that is basic to the emotion, along with the particular way
of construing the situation that the emotion involves.22

Suppose that we grasp, in the way Roberts describes, the presence of a pat-
tern of action or treatment by a social system and interpret it, accurately, as
indicative of injustice. Moral anger, like other emotions, can serve as a ‘moral
messenger’ that things are not as they should be.23 Our concern with the re-
cipient of that injustice helps move, or motivate, us toward action. This way
of thinking about the connection between appropriate anger and injustice also
resonates with Cherry‘s view that “love . . . is not only compatible with [moral]
anger, but finds valuable expression in such anger. . . . Anger can be used in
the serve of agape [love]; for in desiring resistance to injustice through agape,
anger can help achieve this goal.”24 Love, on her view, “desires the common
good, resistance to injustice, and restoration of the beloved community”25 that
has been harmed. Failure to be angry as an outgrowth of love is an instance
of what Lisa Tessman calls a “‘meta-vice’: a dispositional indifference to the
(preventable and unjust) suffering of certain others,”26 namely the beloved.

Moral anger thus is an important source of motivation to work toward moral im-
provement, and misguided fear of anger gone wrong can prevent us from taking
actions that can lead to justice. Along these lines, Black activist Rachel Rick-
etts writes that “I channel my righteous rage into action.”27 Anger motivates
not only for individual moral progress, but for political as well (if the two can,
in fact, be separated).28 Moral anger is often needed as a necessary contribu-
tor to communal or social goods in non-ideal circumstances. Numerous feminist
scholars have notice how moral anger can contribute to political improvement.29

Having the proper disposition toward moral anger, and being motivated by it

22Roberts (2007), 11. For a different account of the emotions which still has an irreducible
cognitive element, see Solomon (2007).

23MacLachlan (2010), 342. Similarly, Gilligan (1990) refers to anger as a ‘bellwether’ of
injustice.

24Cherry (2019), 157 and 163 and 13. Rachel Ricketts similarly writes that she has “a rage
that includes love and compassion. For ourselves and others” (Ricketts (2021), 148). See also
Kauppinen (2018). It should be noted that Cherry has a narrower understanding of anger
than I do given her particularly requirement of the aim of anger (see 70). I don’t think this
difference is important in the present context.

25Cherry (2019), 158.
26Tessman (2005), 77.
27Ricketts (2021), xviii. Similarly, Audre Lorde writes that “anger expressed and translated

into action in the service of our vision and our future is a liberating and strengthening act of
clarification” (Lorde (1984), 127).

28See MacLachlan (2010). Cherry notes how anger at injustice can motivate not only
toward the good of those who are unjustly treated and the community in general, but can
also motivate one to act for the good of the unjust person themself; see Cherry (2019), 166.

29Cherry (2019), Lorde (1984), Spelman (1996), Bell (2009), and Frye (1983).
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to engage in building more just social systems, can thus be understood as a
virtue. However, for the virtue tradition, the virtues, as kinds of excellences,
are supposed to be intrinsically good for the individuals that have them, and
not just good for their communities. And while this aspect of the virtues is
often stressed when theorizing about the nature of the virtues, thinking about
the virtues in non-ideal contexts highlights that we can’t always take this for
granted. Roberts notes this tension when he writes that

while I think an easy case can be made that the community’s well-
being is improved by virtuous members of that community (and
individual vice detracting from the community’s flourishing), I want
to focus on the well-being of the individuals themselves.30

In struggling for justice, we care for the well-being of those whose lives we’re
seeking to make better. But presumably we also care for our own well-being too,
for we too are part of the moral community. The kinds of unjust social systems
that I have in mind (such as the special education systems that one routinely
finds around the country31), and the need for long-term sustained moral anger
as a fitting response, seem to threaten the well-being of the person who is
in a state of long term or chronic anger at them.32 In the course of writing
about the need for her to engage in advocacy for the value of her daughter
Sesha along with other cognitively impaired individuals, Eva Kittay notes the
that there are “specific challenges facing someone in my position.”33 Among
these challenges is the need to “overcome the anger and revulsion that one feels
when encountering the view that one’s disabled child–or child with a particular
disability–is less worthy of dignity, of life, of concern or justice than others.”34

What we can recognize in such situations is that “the traits the enable resistance
[to ableism and other forms of disability-based injustice] and the traits that
enable human flourishing [including that of the person from whom the anger
and advocacy is required by the demands of virtue] often fail to coincide.”35

Given the systemic injustice, failing to be pained and angered by the situation
would involve a failing of virtue. But “the demand to cultivate a virtue that is
intrinsically painful produces quite a burden.”36 The anger that accompanies
such advocacy brings with it (among other things) stress, insomnia, heightened
blood pressure, increased risk of illness, the demands for increased emotional

30Roberts (2015), 36.
31I find the phrase ‘special education’ to be problematic, though there is reason for using it

given its role in US law; see Timpe (2018), 259 note 2. According to the most recent report
by the US Department of Education, only 21 of the 50 states’ educational services actually
meet the requirements and purposes of IDEA part B.

32Kittay argues that an ethics of care needs to focus on the needs of both the cared-for and
those of the carers. I think this is right, even on a virtue ethics approach not just an ethics
of care. See, for instance, Kittay (2009), 129 and Kittay (2019), chapters 7 and 8. [Maybe
mention how I see the two related from the AMC session on her book.]

33Kittay (2010), 398f.
34Kittay (2010), 398f.
35Tessman (2005), 114.
36Tessman (2005), 95.
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labor, etc. . . . In addition, in order for the agent to ensure that their anger
doesn’t become inordinate and thus vicious, the agent must take additional
steps to engage in moral self-evaluation and constraint. Realistically, all of this
can have a significant negative impact on an agent’s well-being even if they are
not the primary recipient of the systemic injustice.

4 Moral Damage from Moral Anger

The risk or detriment to the flourishing individual’s flourishing in these cases
is an instance of moral residue. Virtue might require anger (both in terms of
the emotion and as a proper motivation for pushing back against unjust and
ableist structures), but this demand isn’t a “morally clean result” insofar as be-
ing virtuous in such a situation can be damaging to the individual. While this
result may not arise in idealized situations, we shouldn’t expect the demands
of morality in non-ideal contests to always align. And in such contexts, virtue
might require that we open ourselves up to moral damage, forming and acting
out of the virtue even if it will interfere with our own flourishing.

Tessman is primarily concerned with two kinds of cases in which oppression
can undermine flourishing.37 In the first kind of case, “the self under oppresses
can be morally damaged, preventing from developing or exercising some of the
virtues. . . . Moral damage occurs when there is a certain sort of a self that one
ought to be, but the unconducive conditions of oppression bar one from culti-
vating this self.”38 The kind of situation I’ve been exploring in this paper in
which advocacy is needed given the ableist systems of public education isn’t an
instance of Tessman’s first kind of case. Unlike this sort of case, it’s not that
the agent isn’t able to form or exercise the relevant virtue. In fact, it’s precisely
because they have the virtue that the moral damage arises.

In the second kind of case, individuals under oppression are able to develop
and exercise the virtues, but don’t emerge unscathed; the virtue or virtues that
they need to resist the oppression come with a cost. Here Tessman introduces
the concept of “burdened virtues, virtues that have the unusual feature of being
disjointed from their bearer’s own flourishing.”39 While most forms of virtue
ethics seem to assume that the virtues will always contribute to an individ-
ual’s flourishing, Tessman’s view is that not all virtues will in all contexts. A

37Tessman connects these circumstances to constitutive and systemic luck, which many
of those eudaimonistic traditions who think that virtue is necessary but not sufficient for
flourishing admit. Systemic oppression interferes not only with the flourishing of those subject
to it and those who commit it, both of which Tessman’s treatment addresses, but also to a
third group: those for whom virtue requires that they struggle against the oppression, even if
it?s not directly oriented against them.

38Tessman (2005), 4.
39Tessman (2005), 4; see also 124. For Tessman, “the conditions of oppression disrupt the

usual pattern of an Aristotelian virtue and lead some to be traits to be burdens on their bearer
must be disturbing if one is committed to some form of eudaimonism” (107).
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virtue can be burdened in at least two ways. In the first, the virtue in question
might be “a trait whose exercise is commendable but inherently painful.”40 The
second way involves a situation in which resistance to some kind of injustice or
other form of oppression causes the burden. Especially in non-idealized contexts
such as oppression, we shouldn’t expect all virtues to always contribute to well-
being. Burdened virtues are ‘mixed’ in that “the character traits recommended
[or needed] for resistant often disable resisters themselves from flourishing”41

and are thus a burden to the well-being of those who have them. The moral
damage caused by burdened virtues, that is their ‘cost’, may affect the agent
“so deeply that their bearer may be said to lead a wretched life.”42

The kind of case I have in mind, in which the need for disability advocacy results
in sustained moral anger, is an instance of this kind of burdened virtue. Tess-
man’s discussion of this kind of burdened virtue in chapter 4 centers around
an agent being sensitive to the suffering of others. If they are appropriately
sensitive to the full range of the suffering, they will be anguished and their
own flourishing can be impaired. If, in order to protect their own well-being,
they are indifferent to that suffering, then they’re not virtuous. “Every point
[between these two options] sacrifices either the other-regarding virtues or the
self-regarding virtues or both.”43 The kind of situation I have in mind, like
Tessman’s discussion of indifference and anguish, involves navigating between
a lack of an other-regarding virtue (sensitivity to others’ suffering, in her case,
and moral anger at the injustice others suffer in mine) and the moral damage
to the self caused by being virtuous. But the oppression they’re resisting isn’t
their own; agents engaged in moral anger and the require resistance to systemic
injustice aren’t necessarily responding to slights made against them; as we’ve
seen earlier, their anger can be an outgrowth of their love for those who are
being mistreated.

The claim here isn’t merely that the virtues are not sufficient for flourishing;
that’s already presupposed by a traditional eudemonistic approaches. Rather,
the claim is that having the virtue of moral agent might be good for the agent
in one sense insofar as it’s a characterological excellence, having that virtue in
conditions of systemic injustice might be bad for the agent in other ways that
override or outweigh the excellence of the virtue itself. Tessman admits that
“as necessary as anger may be, anger also can function as a virtue on its bearer,
especially when the level of anger that is called for is great.”44 This holds true,
I argue, not only for the emotion of anger but also the virtue of moral anger.
One’s moral character may not be in jeopardy, insofar as such advocates may
have the proper virtue of moral anger; rather, it’s their flourishing that’s in
jeopardy. And while the threat to the agent’s flourishing is ultimately caused

40Tessman (2005), 108.
41Tessman (2005), 8.
42Tessman (2005), 95.
43Tessman (2005), 87.
44Tessman (2005), 30.
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by the unjust social systems that their anger is rightly oriented against, without
the virtue they would be insulated from at least negative effects of those social
systems and thus, in this way, are made worse-off by the virtue in a particular
circumstance.

5 Conclusion

Even if virtue requires chronic and systemic anger in the light of unjust social
systems, as I have argued in section 3, the moral damage that results can inter-
fere with the agent’s flourishing. As Hursthouse writes, “what follows from this
[kind of case] is not the impossibility of virtue but the possibility of some situa-
tions from which even a virtuous agent cannot emerge with her life unmarred.”45

Moral anger can be a burden to its bearer because it is disconnected from the
agent’s own flourishing. I’m not claiming that moral damage is guaranteed by
moral anger in response to unjust social systems. But it is possible, and perhaps
even likely. Accepting the risk of moral damage is one way of taking respon-
sibility for the flourishing of others in one’s community, for loving others and
being willing to work toward their good even at substantial, and perhaps eudai-
monistic, cost to one’s self. The burdened nature of some virtues is yet another
social cost that unjust social systems impose on communities. We might be
called to “[prioritize] a virtue that is unlinked from its bearer’s well-being.”46

But the cost to our well-being doesn’t mean that we can prioritize our selves
over advocacy. If we ignore the demands of moral anger, “then we all [may] face
tragic dilemmas as a regular condition of our lives: unless we are completely
indifferent (in which case we clearly lack virtue), we must always be asking our-
selves whose suffering to tend to and whose to turn away from, which injustices
to try to remedy and which to ignore.”47 This is a worthwhile question, but one
that I haven’t set out to address in this paper. Perhaps the answer to it will be
something along the following general lines: direct your work, and the resulting
suffering, where you have the best shot at bringing about individual or, even
better, structural change. But recognize, in doing so, that such situations virtue
may not contribute to your flourishing.

45Hursthouse (1999), 74.
46Tessman (2005), 128.
47Tessman (2005), 89.
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