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Many life experiences stem from one’s location within surrounding 
social structures, like systems of stratification according to gender, 
ethnicity, socioeconomic class, and age.
Such systems result in unequal distributions of opportunities 
and personal, social, and material resources. Low status within 
the social structure may be a source of difficult life conditions 
(Pearlin 1989) and, consequently, of more undesirable physical, 
cognitive, and emotional experiences. Emotions are of sociological 
concern because “emotions are an important feature of human 
experience, represent a major source of human motivation, 
and have a significant effect on human behavior” (Rosenberg 
1991:124). People experience their worlds physically, cognitively, 
and emotionally (Smith-Lovin 1995).
Anger is of particular sociological significance. It is product 
of social life: People get angry when treated unfairly or when 
others fail to fulfill a social contract (Hegtvedt and Markovsky 
1995; Ross and Van Willigen 1996; Smith-Lovin 1995; Tavris 
1982). Anger is also a social problem: All societies must control 
anger to make social life possible (Rosenberg 1991; Stearns and 
Stearns 1986; Tavris 1982); and anger has social costs insofar as 
it increases morbidity and mortality (Ausbrooks, Thomas, and 
Williams 1995; Palfai and Hart 1997), familial discord and divorce 
(Hochschild 1989; Noller and Fitzpatrick 1991; Ross and Van 
Willigen 1996), and aggression and violence (Stearns and Stearns 
1986). As a potent motivator (Rosenberg 1991), anger is also a 
social force: it may be the single most important emotion in social 
change, inciting action on behalf of one’s own or others’ social 
rights (Barbalet 1994, 1998; Piven and Cloward 1993). Buffering, 
diverting, or tempering anger may contribute to the reproduction 
of the social structure. Despite its importance as an emotion of 
social cause and consequence, we lack information about social 
patterns of the experience of anger in the INDIA.
Cross-cultural sociological and anthropological studies find 
universal recognition of facial expressions of anger, suggesting 
it is universally experienced, albeit culturally variable (Gordon 
1990; Kemper 1990; Smith-Lovin 1995; Tavris 1982; Walbott 
and Scherer 1988). Within cultures, variation in gender, ethnicity, 
social class, and age may lead to different emotional experiences 
because location in social structure is associated with differences 
in people’s conditions and experiences.
Social inequality places greater constraints on some while others 
enjoy greater opportunities. Since unfairness and injustice lead to 
anger (Hegtvedt and Markovsky 1995; Kemper 1990; Ross and 
Van Willigen 1996; Smith-Lovin 1995; Tavris 1982),anger may be 
experienced more often by those in disadvantaged social groups. 
The strain of structured social arrangements “sends a day-to-day 
message about inequality and disadvantage.
It translates the larger social order into daily experience. The 
burdens of economic hardship may increase stress and frustration 
and seem unfair, thus producing anger” (Ross and Van Willigen 
1996:573). Theoretically then, because the socially disadvantaged 
confront more inequality, they should experience more anger than 
socially advantaged groups.

In the last decade, knowledge has accumulated about the effects 
of social structure on individuals. It influences people’s attitudes 
(Kiecolt 1988) and beliefs (Kluegel and Smith 1986; Mirowsky and 
Ross 1989; Mirowsky, Ross, and Van Willigen 1996); self-esteem 
and self-efficacy (Gecas 1989; Hughes and Demo 1989; Schwalbe 
and Staples 1991); and socialization and work-orientation (Kohn, 
Naoi, Schoenbach, Schooler, and Slomczynski 1990; Parcel and 
Menaghan 1994). It is clear that social structural location affects 
people’s beliefs about the world and their resources for dealing 
with life’s difficulties. These factors, in turn, influence individual 
outcomes, such as people’s perceptions of equity and satisfaction, 
and experience of anger, depression, and distress.
Differences in beliefs about fairness often result from socially 
structured differences in experiences (Kiecolt 1988; Kluegel and 
Smith 1986; Kohn, Naoi, Schoenbach, Schooler, and Slomczynski 
1990; Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Mirowsky, Ross, and Van 
Willigen 1996). Higher socioeconomic status is associated with 
more egalitarian gender role attitudes and social liberalism

(Hochschild 1989; Kiecolt 1988; Mirowsky and Ross 1989; 
Thornton 1989), while members of lower education and income 
groups typically subscribe to more conventional gender roles, 
authoritarian attitudes, and greater mistrust of others (Mirowsky 
and Ross 1989).
Studies of economic inequality show that people’s beliefs influence 
their perceptions such that they do not necessarily view inequalities 
as unfair but rather as the way things should be. Kluegel and 
Smith (1986) cite the “ideology of individualism,” the belief that 
people generally receive what they deserve for their efforts, as 
a nearly universal Indian ideology that makes social inequality 
tolerable since rewards are seen as fairly distributed. Also, the 
extent to which women are distressed by the inequitable division 
of household labor depends somewhat upon whether they hold a 
conventional or traditional “gender ideology” (Blair and Johnson 
1992; Shelton and John 1996).
Research on stress indicates that personal and social resources 
can buffer the impact of difficult social circumstances. Individuals 
in disadvantaged social locations tend to have fewer personal 
resources, such as self-efficacy Gecas 1989; Hughes and Demo 
1989), and social resources, such as social integration (McClanahan 
and Booth 1991; Pearlin 1989; Pearlin and McKean 1996) to 
enable them to manage difficulty.
In addition to producing varying experiences and beliefs, social 
inequality contributes to differences in the resources individuals 
have available to ameliorate the frustrations and demands of daily 
life (Hughes and Demo 1989; Pearlin and Schooler 1978; Thoits 
1995).
Given the deleterious effects of social disadvantage on individual 
outcomes and the intervening effects of beliefs and resources, 
it seems reasonable to suspect similar patterns in emotional 
experience may exist. Several studies examining the epidemiology 
of emotions and the effects of inequality on emotions are underway 
using data from the 1996 General Social Survey’s special module 
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on emotions (Lynn Smith-Lovin, personal communication to K. 
Jill Kiecolt, January 28, 1998). This study is not an attempt to 
preempt or duplicate these studies. Instead, it is an investigation 
of the potential social psychological mediators of anger using 
models from equity and stress research.
At first glance, equity theory predicts more anger among those 
suffering social disadvantage since they face more unfair 
circumstances and barriers to desired outcomes (Ross and Van 
Willigen 1996). However, members of disadvantaged groups 
might not experience more anger because they may not perceive 
unfairness as a result of their beliefs and expectations that things 
are as they should be (Kluegel and Smith 19986; Mirowsky, 
Ross, and Van Willigen 1996). And, those with greater personal 
and social resources, typically members of socially advantaged 
groups, may be more likely to anger and act than those with fewer 
resources because they believe themselves capable of changing 
unfair situations (Pearlin 1989). A sense of potency differentiates 
anger from fear (Morgan and Heise 1988, Smith- Lovin 1995). 
So one’s sense of control may determine whether the response 
to unfairness is acceptance and resignation or anger and agency. 
With a diminished sense of potency to change their situations, 
disadvantaged individuals may passively accept inequalities or 
rationalize them as just. In these ways, social location and its effect 
on social psychological characteristics may have compounding 
effects on social differences in the experience of anger.
 In sum, variations in individuals’ locations in the social structure 
contribute to socially patterned differences in social psychological 
qualities and, as a result, individual outcomes. This study follows 
previous investigations of the effects of social structure on well-
being by using models from research on equity (Kluegel and 
Smith 1986; Mirowsky, Ross, and Van Willigen 1996; Sprecher 
1986) and stress (Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Pearlin 1989; Pearlin, 
Lieberman, Menaghan, and Mullan 1981; Thoits 1995) to examine 
the effects of beliefs and resources on anger.

A. Significance of the Study
Since “(t)he distinguishing mark of sociological inquiry is its effort 
to uncover patterns and regularities shared by people whose social 
characteristics and circumstances are similar” (Pearlin 1989:242), 
learning about the socially patterned distribution of emotions is 
an appropriate sociological pursuit. Although there is abundant 
research on social sources of depression and distress (Aneshensel 
1992; Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Pearlin 1989; Thoits 1995), we 
lack such information on emotions. Despite the sociological import 
of anger, our knowledge is limited to studies exploring culture 
and anger (Cancian and Gordon 1988; Stearns and Stearns 1986; 
Stearns 1987), and anger in interpersonal interactions (Hochschild 
1983; Sprecher 1986; Smith-Lovin 1990); there remains an absence 
of empirical sociological studies of social structure and anger.
Like non-sociological studies of stress and depression, most 
treatments of anger apply a medical model. This approach assumes 
that anger is a random, individual experience, and is problematic 
Ross and Van Willigen 1996; Tavris 1982). Previous sociological 
studies of depression and distress reveal that although these 
phenomena are treated as anomalous in medical models, they 
are socially patterned (Aneshensel 1992; Mirowsky and Ross 
1989; Pearlin 1989; Thoits 1995). Like sociological studies of 
distress and depression, studying anger sociologically is likely 
to uncover differences in individual experience that reflect social 
arrangements.
This study examines anger as a social emotion which: (1) stems, in 
part, from structurally determined differences in experience; (2) is 

affected by social psychological qualities that also are shaped by 
variation in social location; and (3) is of social consequence for 
individual well-being, as well as for the change and reproduction of 
the social structure. By exploring the links between social location 
and anger, this study extends the literature on both emotions and 
social structural effects on individuals. In addition, this study 
may contribute to our understanding of results from concurrent 
epidemiological studies of emotions.

II. Statement of the Problem
This study investigates the role of social psychological 
characteristics in mediating social structural effects on the 
experience of anger by adults in the United States. Social structure 
affects individuals in a myriad of complex ways as evidenced by 
variations in beliefs and resources by social location. This study 
uses data from the 1996 General Social Survey (National Opinion 
Research Center), a national probability sample, to investigate how 
people’s beliefs and resources affect their experience of anger.
The question this study seeks to address is: How do social structural 
variations in beliefs and resources affect the experience of anger. 
Specifically:

How does social structural location relate to theexperience • 
of anger?
Does gender ideology mediate anger among women?• 
Do beliefs about individualism affect anger?• 
Does trusting others influence anger?• 
Does self-efficacy, as a personal resource, mediate the • 
relationship between social location and anger?
Does social integration, as a social resource, mediate the • 
relationship between social location and anger?
Do gender, ethnic, class, and age differences in beliefs and • 
resources have varying effects on the experience of anger?

A. Delimitations and Limitations
The primary limitation of this study is the data available on the 
experience of anger in the INDIA. The delimitations outlined 
below provide parameters for investigating social psychological 
mediators of social structural effects on anger in this study.

Although emotions include physiological and/or observable 1. 
aspects, this study relies solely on subjective, retrospective 
self-reports of experience.
A broad spectrum of beliefs, past experiences, and attitudes 2. 
may influence individuals’ interpretations of circumstances 
which in turn may affect their emotions. The beliefs examined 
in this study are only a few that may impact the experience 
of anger.
In addition to one’s resources and beliefs, the salience of 3. 
individuals’ roles may intervene between social location and 
feelings of anger (Stryker 1991 in Smith-Lovin 1995), but 
they are outside the bounds of this study.
This study considers only self-efficacy as a personal resource 4. 
and only social integration as a social resource which may 
mediate anger. Other personal resources such as self-esteem, 
and other social resources such as perceived social support, 
are potential mediators of angry feelings. However, data on 
these other resources are not included in the 1996GSS.
In regard to social location and ethnicity, this study is limited 5. 
to investigating the effects of beliefs and resources on anger 
for blacks and non-blacks. Too few non-black minority 
respondents are available for examining differences between 
whites, blacks, and non- black minorities, although such 
differences are likely.
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The aim of studying social structural effects on anger, as well as 
the social psychological factors that may mediate those effects, is 
akin to Pearlin’s pursuit of the sociological study of stress:
This search, I believe, will reveal how ordinary people can be 
caught up in the disjunctures and discontinuities of societies, how 
they can be motivated to adopt socially valued dreams and yet can 
find their dreams thwarted by socially erected barriers, and how
as engaged members of society they come into conflict with others 
and themselves (Pearlin 1989:242).
Investigating the effects of social psychological characteristics, 
such as beliefs and resources, on anger provides an important 
theoretical and empirical link between social structure and 
individual experience.

III. Review of the Literature

A. The Sociological Relevance of Anger
Emotions happen to us, or so we tend to think (Rosenberg 1991; 
Thoits 1985). Most people view emotion as something outside of 
our control that instead controls us. When it comes to our feelings, 
we believe “we play no part in eliciting them”.
(Rosenberg 1991:129). Contrary to conventional wisdom 
however, people affect the emotions they experience, collectively 
through structural effects of power and status entitling some to 
more emotional due than others (Clark 1997; Gordon 1990; 
Kemper 1990) and through cultural norms (Hochschild 1983; 
Thoits 1985; Stearns and Stearns 1986). Individually, people 
affect their emotions through behavioral responses and cognitive 
interpretations of events and sensations (Rosenberg 1991; Thoits 
1985, 1989). Emotions do not spring from some essential source, 
but result from complex interaction of our bodies, minds, and 
social worlds.
Emotion is of sociological interest because of its significance in 
the constitution of social relationships, institutions, and processes 
(Barbalet 1998).
The sociological study of anger can help establish links between 
social structure and individuals’ experiences and well- being. 
Anger has real consequences in everyday life. It is an important 
indicator of psychological well-being and is associated with 
lower levels of physical health (Ross and Van Willigen 1996). 
Anger has been largely absent in sociological studies and treated 
mostly within a medical model that assumes it is a random, 
individual problem rather than caused by social problems and 
of social consequence. As with distress, sources of anger may be 
uncovered by examining “the social arrangements of society and 
the structuring of experience within these arrangements” (Pearlin 
1989:242).
A casual survey of pop-psychology self-help books reveals 
that society views anger as an emotion to be managed, tamed, 
or otherwise controlled or overcome because of its powerful 
and dangerous consequences. In contrast, in her book Anger--
The Misunderstood Emotion, psychologist Carol Tavris (1982) 
describes anger as a ubiquitous emotional experience necessary for 
defining and maintaining social boundaries, albeit with undesirable 
personal and interpersonal consequences. In particular, Tavris 
cites research on anger’s negative impact on mental and physical 
health, especially for those who cope with anger through open 
acknowledgment and expression. Tavris maintains that people are 
better off psychologically, interpersonally, and physiologically 
if they get over anger as quickly as possible, letting it go rather 
than dwelling on its causes and seeking revenge. Tavris makes a 
good case for the social causes and functional purposes of anger. 

However, advocating the quick diffusion of anger neglects anger’s 
potential to motivate people to change undesirable individual or 
collective circumstances.
Understanding the mechanisms that intervene between social 
structural location and anger has many sociological implications. 
What individuals think, do, and feel both reproduce and change the 
social order. Emotions not only are a social effect, but a causal force 
in society. Emotions can motivate action, and anger in particular 
facilitates the reassertion of dignity and rights (Barbalet 1998). 
Thoits (1995) cogently argues that collective coping responses 
to structural effects on distress are important to understanding 
catalysts of social movements and social change, and that stress 
research is relevant to broader social questions. The same might 
be said for research on emotions, particularly anger.
In theory, the unfairness and frustration of social disadvantage 
should lead to anger and a desire for change. Anger is a necessary, 
but not sufficient, condition for individuals to try to change social 
inequities (Barbalet 1998; Piven and Cloward 1993). Barbalet 
explains, “If we are subject to arbitrary power, for instance, if we 
are punished when we should be rewarded, if we are frustrated in 
attempting to satisfy our needs, then it is our emotional engagement 
with these things which will determine that we claim our rights 
in such situations” (1994:38). Formal and informal collective 
responses to structural inequities are potent forces in social 
change. Piven and Cloward (1993) describe how individuals acting 
“separately but in concert...fueled the relief rise” of the mid-1960s 
in America, despite both structural and cultural barriers (pp. 464-
465). To facilitate such responses and succeed in convincing the 
“disenfranchised that there are practical solutions to help them...
reformers must kindle anger from the coals of depression” (Tavris 
1982:105).
The oppressed may have nothing to lose but their chains, but 
individual and social barriers often prevent the disadvantaged 
from getting angry and acting (Kluegel and Smith 1986), if 
not collectively, then “separately but in concert” (Piven and 
Cloward 1993:464). As Mills asserts, “individuals, in the welter 
of their daily experience, often become falsely conscious of their 
social positions” (Mills 1959:5). Therefore, uncovering buffers 
of anger may shed some insight on another dimension of false 
consciousness, and perhaps another angle for breaking through 
it, so that “the personal uneasiness of individuals is focused upon 
explicit troubles and indifferences of publics [and] is transformed 
into involvement with public issues” (Mills 1959:5).

B. Definitions

1. Emotions
There is general consensus that emotions are products of biological, 
cognitive, and social elements (Hochschild 1983; Kemper 1990; 
Thoits 1985). Some emotions are believed to be universal: Anger, 
fear, sadness, and happiness have cross- cultural human value, 
are universally recognized (Gordon 1990; Thoits 1989), and 
each are differentially wired in the human autonomic nervous 
system (Kemper 1990). Cross-cultural semantic research indicates 
that emotions also are universally structured according to three 
dimensions: (1) evaluation, indicating positive or negative affect; 
(2) activity, the degree of arousal associated with the feeling; and 
(3) potency, one’s sense of power in relation to the feeling (Kemper 
1990; Morgan and Heise 1988; Smith-Lovin 1995). However, the 
causes, meaning, expression, and regulation of emotions vary 
widely across cultures (Stearns and Stearns 1986; Thoits 1989).
Emotions involve: (a) situational stimulus or cues, (b) changes 
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in physiological or bodily sensations, (c) expressive gestures, 
and (d) a cultural label (Thoits 1989:318). A simple model traces 
emotions through a three-step sequence: (1) a stimulus event is 
followed by (2) a cognition or interpretation, which results in (3) 
an emotion (Rosenberg 1991). This is not to say that emotions 
require extensive cognitive awareness.
Cognitive processing of situational and physiological stimuli can 
occur so rapidly as to seem automatic. However, we learn what and 
why we feel through language and the cultural meanings assigned 
to particular constellations of situations, sensations, and gestures 
(Hochschild 1983; Thoits 1985). Therefore, to a large extent, 
“subjective experiences and emotional beliefs are both socially 
acquired and socially structured” (Thoits 1989:319). Consequently, 
we learn more subtle and culturally bound emotion labels, such as 
shame, guilt, and pride through socialization (Kemper 1990).

2. Anger
Anger, like other emotions, results from the complex interplay 
of social, psychological, and physiological factors. No emotion 
can be reduced to its physiological or behavioral symptoms. 
Thus, anger cannot be measured by blood pressure or aggression 
(Stearns and Stearns 1986). If meaning is specified in difference 
(Luhmann 1995), perhaps one reasonable way of establishing what 
anger means--without tautologous references to antecedents or 
consequences--is to identify how people differentiate anger from 
other emotions. Morgan and Heise (1988) analyzed the structure of 
emotions according to their three semantic dimensions: evaluation, 
activity, and potency (EPA). Anger-related terms signify a 
negative, active, and potent emotion. Among negative emotions, 
anger differs from sadness, which is inactive and impotent, and 
from fear, which is active but impotent (Morgan and Heise 1988). 
Thus, anger is a negative, potent, active emotion.
In sociological research on structural effects on well- being, 
depression1 is often used as the primary indicator of psychosocial 
health. However, inequality and disadvantage also may lead to 
increased emotional distress of all kinds, including anger (Ross 
and Van Willigen 1996). Negative outcomes attributed to others 
cause anger (Kluegel and Smith 1986). In social interaction, anger 
results from perceptions of inequality, being treated unfairly, or 
violations of a social contract. Although the expression of anger 
may be carefully regulated in society (Stearns and Stearns 1986), 
the experience of anger may be a useful indicator of inequality 
(Ross and Van Willigen 1996).

C. Theories of Emotion and Anger
Although there is little empirical evidence on the social distribution 
of emotional experience (Thoits 1989; Smith-Lovin 1995), several 
theories of emotion are reasonably well-developed. Contemporary 
sociological theories of emotion center on “the structural, situational 
and interactional sources of emotional responses” (Smith-Lovin 
1995:124). A brief review of each of these approaches reveals 
similar predictions about when and why we experience anger.
1 Depression in sociological research on stress and emotions 
typically refers to recent depressed affect and/or depressive 
symptoms but does not require or assert diagnosis of clinical 
depression, nor does it usually differentiate severe, chronic, 
or organically-based depression from recent depressive affect 
or symptomology. (For a thorough review on depression, see 
Mirowsky and Ross 1986).

1. Interactional Approach to Emotions
Interactional theories of emotion, such as Affect Control Theory 
(ACT), draw on identity and impression formation theories to 
predict emotions (Heise 1999; Smith Lovin 1990). ACT predicts 
that people act in ways that confirm expected meanings of 
identities and roles (Smith-Lovin 1990; 1995). Emotions signal our 
situational definitions of ourselves and others, as well as problems 
with our definitions (Hochschild 1983). When our sentiments are 
not confirmed, we adjust our definitions of the situation or our 
identities to better fit our lived experiences. In this way, actors 
create and maintain culturally shared meaning systems (Heise 
1999).
Using the EPA dimensions of emotions, ACT researchers find 
that most Indians share similar sentiments about a wide range 
of identities, settings, attributes, and behaviors (Smith-Lovin 
1990, 1995; Heise 1999). ACT proposes that emotions emerge 
from individuals’ identities and related actions: “We expect lived 
experience to confirm our sentiments about how good or bad, 
how powerful or powerless, how lively or quiet such people are 
supposed to be. We also construct experiences that are likely to 
produce such confirmations” (Heise 1999:5).
Interactional approaches to emotions predict that anger follows 
disconfirmation of expected meanings. We get angry at ourselves 
when we fail to enact an identity adequately. We get angry at 
others when they fail to support us in our role performances 
(Stryker 1987 in Smith-Lovin 1995) or when they violate our 
expectations or perceived “rights” (Barbalet 1994; Smith-Lovin 
1995). But when we have no recourse for unfairness, we tend to 
become depressed rather than angry (Smith-Lovin 1995). Cultural 
Approach to Emotions
Cultural theories of emotions follow two related strands: one 
which views emotions as socially constructed, and another 
in which individuals are active agents who produce emotion 
in interaction. In the first case, the social environment shapes 
individuals’ emotional experiences through culture and status. 
Two similar concepts, Russel’s “emotion scripts” and Hochschild’s 
”feeling rules,” suggest that we learn to feel particular
emotions in response to stereotypical situations according to our 
culture and place in society (Smith-Lovin 1995). For example, 
anger is the scripted or expected response to unfairness or personal 
offense in Western culture, yet these cultural rules also dictate that 
one should control anger toward those of higher status.
In the second strand of the cultural approach to emotions individuals 
do not merely follow scripts, but they interpret meanings associated 
with situations and other actors, and thus interpret their emotions 
in response to those meanings (Smith- Lovin 1995). In this way, “it 
is not the objective fact but the subjective meaning assigned to it 
that is responsible for the immediate emotional effect” (Rosenberg 
1991, pp. 131-132). In addition to using cultural norms to interpret 
others’ actions, people also use norms to gauge what their own 
feelings in a given situation should be. When emotions fail to 
match those that are culturally prescribed in given situations, 
individuals engage in emotion work to bring feelings in line with 
expectations (Hochschild 1979, 1983; Thoits 1985).
Individuals can manage or transform feelings by altering their 
situational, physiological, behavioral, and cognitive elements. 
As Thoits (1985) remarks:
The most obvious and straightforward technique is to directly 
alter the situational circumstances. Avoid or leave the situation, 
replace certain situational features with others, or construct entirely 
new situations. However, the use of this emotion management 
technique is usually possible only for persons with situational 
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power or resources. Consequently, most people are likely to use 
other techniques to eliminate or reduce norm-state discrepancy 
(p. 234).
A more readily available means of manipulating one’s emotions than 
changing the circumstances is altering the physiological sensations 
associated with the feelings. By using alcohol, caffeine, nicotine, 
and other drugs, as well as exercise and breathing techniques, a 
people can change the physiological state that coincides with their 
feelings and reinterpret their emotions (Thoits 1985).
A more common way than changing the circumstances and 
physiological sensations that people can manage their feelings 
is through expression. While “surface acting” merely masks 
one’s real, less appropriate feelings, “deep acting” uses gestures 
associated with a desired emotion to elicit that feeling (Hochschild 
1983). Surface acting may become deep acting when repeated over 
time as the “actor” attends to different features of the situation 
and perceives others and their actions in new ways that produce 
the desired emotion (Hochschild 1983; Thoits 1985).
In addition to working on features of the situation, bodily sensation, 
and expression, people can manipulate their feelings cognitively 
because cognitions intervene between the event and the resulting 
emotion (Lazarus and Folkman 1984; Rosenberg 1991). Cognitions 
and interpretations of events are premised on cultural norms 
and scripts (Rosenberg 1991; Thoits 1985). Rosenberg (1991) 
suggests that individuals strive to control subjective meaning 
through four self-processes: selective attention, perspectival 
selectivity, selective interpretation, and self- deception. Through 
selective attention to what one thinks about, individuals maximize 
desired emotions by exposing themselves to desired situations 
and thoughts while trying to shut off undesired experiences and 
mental content. Perspectival selectivity refers to how individuals 
think about events and minimize the importance of events or 
problems that evoke undesired feelings. Selective interpretation 
allows individuals to assign meanings to events in order to produce 
desired emotions. For instance, a person may selectively attribute 
success to himself, but failure to external causes or lack of effort. 
Or, by comprehending only selected meanings or questioning the 
validity of feedback that elicits undesired feelings (e.g., admirable 
feelings reflect authentic self, but undesirable feelings are not the 
“real me”), the individual evokes desirable emotions for herself. 
Finally, while individuals may use some self-control strategies to 
deceive others in order to save face or make another feel better, 
people cannot deceive themselves for emotional gain. However, 
successful self-deception and mental manipulation seems to be 
adaptive, resulting in greater emotional satisfaction and adjustment, 
less depression, and greater productivity (Rosenberg 1991).
There are several ways that self-processes may fail to control 
emotion. The event that stimulated the emotions may not produce 
the cognitions necessary for the desired emotional experience. Or, 
cognition may fail to produce the desired emotion. A person also 
may be unable to control his/her cognitions. The physiological 
arousal underlying the emotion may persist beyond the event to 
which the feelings were attributed. Self-deception efforts may fail 
if there is an awareness of mental manipulation, as well. And, one 
may not be conscious of the cognitions fueling the emotion and 
therefore cannot control them (Rosenberg 1991).
In this cultural view of emotions, norms and interpretations interact 
to determine emotions, including anger. A person’s emotional 
response will differ depending on whether another’s actions reflect 
an intentional slight or an unintentional oversight, for example. 
Widespread ideological beliefs may be one source of “cultural 
logic” that intercedes between circumstances and emotions.

2. Structural Approach to Emotions
Social structural theories of emotions, such as Kemper’s Social 
Relational Theory (1990), focus on dimensions of power and status. 
In developing a positivist approach, Kemper (1981) rejects the 
notion that norms determine emotions and looks to social structure, 
social relations, and emotional links to biology. However, Kemper 
(1981) endorses the cultural view that actors’ definitions of the 
situation are relevant to the emotions that emerge in interaction. 
Kemper (1990) offers structurally- based categories for defining 
situations and predicting emotions. Three theoretical propositions 
underlie Kemper’s (1990) structural approach:

Power and status outcomes of social interaction produce • 
emotions.
The basic emotions--fear, anger, depression, and happiness-• 
-naturally result from power and status relations.
Basic emotion outcomes of power and status relationships • 
have pre-wired physiological correlates, thus the social, 
emotional, and physiological are interconnected.

Kemper conceptualizes social structure as the stratification of 
actors according to power and status (1981), which produces 
recurring, predictable patterns of social relations (1990).
Power refers to the ability to control and coerce others with the 
threat of punishment. Status is the voluntary deference, reward, 
and compliance accorded one by others within the social system. 
In every situation, actors’ overlapping social categories (e.g., 
ethnicity and gender) determine their power and status. Power 
and status are affected in social interaction, and these outcomes 
have emotional consequences.
In the structural theory of emotions, anger is predictable. Kemper 
(1990) outlines the four power/status outcomes of each dyadic 
interaction which may actually occur out of twelve possibilities. 
Each actor’s power and status can increase, decrease, or stay 
the same, and there are predictable emotional correlates for each 
outcome configuration. Elevation of one’s own power or a decrease 
of the other’s power results in feelings of security, while decreases 
in one’s power or increases of the other’s power evokes fear; 
increases in status lead to happiness and decreases in status lead 
to anger, shame, and/or depression. More precisely, anger is the 
“natural” reaction to being unjustly or arbitrarily deprived of status 
by another. The resulting emotion depends on the source of the 
status deprivation. If the agent of status loss is oneself, then shame 
is the predicted response. If loss of status cannot be corrected and 
the agent is some irremediable source like fate, then depression 
is expected (Kemper 1990).

D. Social Structure and Anger
A common theme in all of these theories of emotion is that anger 
stems from injustice associated with social expectations. Whether 
others fail to confirm our identities and meanings in interaction, 
violate cultural norms and social contracts, or deny us due status, 
we get angry as a result of unfairness. Indian culture espouses an 
ideology of fairness and reward on merit. However, as a society, 
the United States remains the most socially unequal Western 
democracy (Rossides 1993). Today we have growing wealth in an 
increasingly unequal Indian society (Wolff 1995), continued racial 
discrimination (Jencks 1992), gender role inequity (Hochschild 
1989) and the feminization of poverty (Abramovitz, 1996; 
McLanahan and Booth 1991), a scarcity of jobs that pay a living 
wage to individuals with low skills (Wilson 1996), and the social 
isolation and status loss among the elderly (Mirowsky and Ross 
1989; Pearlin and McKean 1996). Yet,with so much inequality and 
so many potential social sources of anger in America, we see little 
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of “the trauma and anger of an oppressed people...turned against 
the social structure” (Piven and Cloward 1993:227).
In everyday life, people have an array of concerns other than 
social injustice. Work and family life, daily hassles, and personal 
worries are enough for most people to contend with, and often more 
difficult for the disadvantaged. In addition, perceiving oneself as 
a victim of society can be distressing. Therefore, people may be 
motivated to ignore social inequalities (Kluegel and Smith 1986). 
Still, given the extent of structural inequality and resultant distress, 
it seems reasonable to expect some correspondence between social 
disadvantage and anger. Anger may indicate perceived unfairness 
in social life. However, the relationship between social location 
and anger may not be straightforward.
Anger that stems from the conditions of social disadvantage may 
be difficult to detect because much of such anger may be displaced. 
Displacement entails the unconscious shifting of emotion from 
one target to another. Individuals’ emotions may be situationally 
displaced, such as carrying anger home from work, or objectively 
displaced, such as repressed resentment toward the system or 
more powerful individuals directed toward weaker persons or 
groups (Swanson 1988). Anger resulting from many experiences 
of perceived discrimination or other non-personal, systemic forms 
of unfair treatment might be repressed or displaced onto close 
others until or unless a catalyzing experience provokes a release, 
as in “black rage” (Grier and Cobbs 1968) and “social rage” (Berry 
1999). In cases of displacement, disadvantage may not result in 
anger directed at structural sources but at more proximal substitute 
targets.
It is also possible that anger may spill over from one realm of 
life into another. The spillover thesis suggests that qualities and 
experiences related to individuals’ occupations spill over into other 
areas of individuals’ lives, such as family and social activities (Kohn 
and Schooler 1983; Kohn and Slomczynski 1990; Wilensky 1961 
in Wilson and Musick 1997). Whether individuals are involved 
and rewarded at work or alienated and distressed at work, these 
same patterns may spillover into social and family participation 
and relationships. If a similar phenomena occurs with anger, social 
disadvantage should be reflected in social patterns of anger even 
though the sources of anger may be difficult to detect.
There are still further complications and contradictions in 
predicting anger from social structural location. Taking gender 
as an example, these problems become apparent: Biological and 
behavioral theories of emotion predict that men are angrier than 
women due to differences in sex hormones and socialization (Ross 
and Van Willigen 1996; Quigley and Tedeschi 1996; Tavris 1982). 
However, since anger is also an emotional response to inequality, 
women might be angrier than men because of their inequitable 
share of domestic and family responsibilities (Hochschild 
1991; Ross and Van Willigen 1996), and lower status and pay 
in the workplace (Mueller and Wallace 1996). Despite their 
disadvantage, women may tend to suppress or recast anger into 
alternative feelings because gender roles prescribe that women 
refrain from displays of anger (Brody 1997; Cross and Madsen 
1997). In addition, many women may not view unequal gender 
arrangements as unfair because they subscribe to gender ideologies 
that give women the predominant responsibility for home and 
family, regardless of contemporary expectations that women 
also participate in paid work outside the home (Bumpass 1990; 
Hochschild 1989). Further, since a central component of anger is 
potency, and men have more power in society and tend to have 
a greater sense of power and control in the form of self- efficacy 
(Schwalbe and Staples 1991), perhaps men get angry more often. 

From this example, it is clear that cultural beliefs and orientations 
may intervene between social location and emotional experience. 
Therefore, it is important to account for intervening factors. Two 
sociological approaches are particularly useful for this purpose: 
equity theory and the stress process.

E. Equity Theory and Anger
Equity theory and its principles of distributive justice also predict 
anger as the response to unfair treatment and outcomes (Hedgvedt 
and Markovsky 1995; Kluegel and Smith 1986; McClintock, 
Kramer, and Keil 1984; Smith-Lovin 1995). A principle of 
distributive justice, equity means that individuals receive rewards 
proportional to their investments (Hedgvedt and Markovsky 1995; 
Kluegel and Smith 1986; McClintock et al. 1984). As a basis for 
reward, it is highly compatible with capitalism and meritocracy 
and so reflects Indian values (Rossides 1993). As a cultural value, 
equity is a normative expectation learned through observing the 
investments and rewards of comparison groups and individuals 
during socialization (Hedgvedt and Markovsky 1995; McClintock 
et al. 1984).
According to equity theory, violations of expectations of fairness 
lead to anger and dissatisfaction for the disadvantaged, and may, 
less frequently, lead to guilt for the advantaged (Hedgvedt and 
Markovsky 1995; McClintock et al. 1984; Michaels, Edwards, and 
Acock 1984; Smith-Lovin 1995). Anger may also signal unfairness, 
triggering cognitive reassessment of a situation and perceptions of 
inequity (Smith-Lovin 1995). In response to perceived inequity, 
people strive to reduce their distress by either altering the situation 
or their cognitive perceptions of it (Hedgvedt and Markovsky 
1995). Beliefs about what is fair determine both what people come 
to expect and how they construe events, and consequently what 
they perceive as fair and equitable. For example, believing that 
people get what they deserve makes one less likely to perceive 
or respond to injustice
(Hedgvedt and Markovsky 1995). Believing that women are 
responsible for the home and family whether or not they work 
outside the home makes one less likely to perceive or respond 
to inequitable divisions of household labor (Hochschild 1989). 
Believing that most people cannot be trusted and they are out for 
themselves makes one more likely to perceive, experience, and 
respond to inequity (Mirowsky and Ross 1989).
Since beliefs and the expectations they create are important 
arbiters of perceptions of fairness and equity, and those perceptions 
are closely tied to anger, beliefs also may influence anger. Three 
particular sets of beliefs about the social world may mediate 
the relationship between individuals’ social structural location 
and their feelings of anger: gender ideology, individualism, and 
mistrust of others. These three beliefs correspond to features of 
social stratification, are widespread within Indian culture, and 
their effects on individuals’ perceptions and well-being are well-
researched.

1. Gender Ideology
Gender ideology refers to beliefs about appropriate sex roles for 
each gender. Normative attitudes about appropriate gender roles 
in contemporary America are typically conceptualized as ranging 
from traditional to egalitarian. Individuals with traditional gender 
ideologies believe that men should be the breadwinners and heads 
of the family and that women should maintain the household 
and family relationships, rear children, and play supportive roles 
to men (Wilkie, Ferree, and Ratcliff 1998). Traditional gender 
ideology bases men’s identities in work and accords them more 
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power in the family and bases women’s identities in home and 
familial roles and accords them less power than their male partners 
(Hochschild 1989). An egalitarian gender ideology holds that men 
and women should have equal status in the home and workplace 
and equally share responsibility for housework and child care. An 
egalitarian gender ideology bases men’s and women’s identities on 
the same spheres and accords each equal power in relationships 
(Hochschild 1989).
 Perceptions of fairness are strongly related to marital satisfaction 
(Blair and Johnson 1992; Hochschild 1989), marital conflict 
(Perry-Jenkins and Folk 1994) and job satisfaction (Mueller and 
Wallace 1996) among women, even when objective circumstances 
disadvantage women. Not surprisingly, men and women have 
different expectations about what is fair and it is these differences 
in expectations, rather than differences in actual housework or 
pay, that determine marital satisfaction (Blair and Johnson 1992; 
Perry Jenkins and Folk 1994; Wilkie, Ferree, and Ratcliff 1998) 
and job satisfaction (Mueller and Wallace 1996). Nevertheless, 
many researchers find only weak or no direct relationships between 
gender ideology and actual divisions of household labor, reported 
fairness of the division of household labor, and marital satisfaction 
(Blair and Johnson 1992; Mederer 1993; Shelton and John 1996; 
Wilkie, Ferree, and Ratcliff 1998). Ross and Van Willigen (1996) 
suggest we can supplement our understanding of inequity by 
investigating anger:
By studying anger we may be able to identify objective conditions 
perceived as inequitable by individuals. Instead of asking people 
directly whether they consider arrangements fair, we use an 
unobtrusive measure. If doing the majority of child care increases 
anger, if having difficulty paying the bills and paying for food, 
clothing, and medical care increases anger, if having difficulty 
providing care for one’s children while at work increases anger, 
we infer messages about social inequality (p. 583).
Women and younger people tend to have more egalitarian gender 
ideologies then men and older adults (Thornton 1989). Black 
men and women also tend to be more egalitarian than their white 
counterparts (Taylor, Chatters, Tucker, and Lewis 1991). Education 
and income are also associated with more egalitarian attitudes 
about gender roles (Hochschild 1989). Since an egalitarian gender 
ideology runs counter to objective gender inequity in the home 
and workplace, I expect that those with more egalitarian gender 
beliefs, especially women, will be more angry than those who 
subscribe to a more traditional gender ideology.
Two role-based locations in social structure are particularly 
relevant to gender ideology: spouse and parent. Ross and Van 
Willigen (1996) investigated the effects of these roles on anger 
and found that women report more anger than men; the more 
children there are in a household, the greater the anger among 
adults, especially women; and the divorced report more anger than 
the married, widowed, and never married. They attribute these 
findings to gender inequities in domestic labor and child care, and 
economic hardships associated with gender inequality. Because 
these two structurally based roles are relevant to equity, they are 
included as controls in this study. Ideology of Individualism The 
vast majority of Indians embrace the ideology of individualism--
the belief that people can and do get what they deserve from their 
own efforts (Kluegel and Smith 1986). Further, Indians reject the 
notion that those at the top get there through greed and exploitation 
of others. Reward is primarily a function of effort and ability. 
Mirowsky, Ross and Van Willigen (1996) summarize this belief 
and its implications:

The premise states that opportunity for economic advancement is 
plentiful in America; it follows that individuals bear responsibility 
for their own economic fate. An individual’s place in the distribution 
of economic rewards depends on effort, skills, talents, and 
attitudes. Inputs determine outcomes: thus the resulting inequality 
of economic reward is equitable and fair. People get what they 
deserve and deserve what they get.
The dominant Indian ideology adds judgmental overtones to 
instrumental views, attributing a broad fairness to socioeconomic 
inequality. In a land of opportunity, people at the top get there 
through their own hard work and effort, and deserve what they 
have. Conversely, people at the bottom are there because of their 
own failings or poor choices (p. 323).
The ideology of individualism reduces or eliminates perceptions 
of economic inequality as unfair, and thereby makes it less likely 
that people will attribute their own difficulties to structural 
inequalities.
Although there is little variation in the belief in individualism in 
America, there are some social differences. The poor, blacks, and 
those with less education endorse this ideology less enthusiastically 
than the middle and upper classes, whites, and those with more 
education (Mirowsky, Ross and Van Willigen 1996). Women do 
not endorse individualism as strongly as men, and older persons 
subscribe to this ideology more strongly than younger people 
(Kluegel and Smith 1986). Despite these small variations, most 
Indians embrace the ideology of individualism. Since this ideology 
reduces perceptions of unfairness, I expect that it reduces anger.

2. Mistrust
Mistrust is the belief that others act primarily in their own self-
interest and, given the chance, will exploit other people (Acock and 
Kiecolt 1989). According to Mirowsky and Ross (1989), mistrust 
is indicative of three related beliefs:

Awareness that one’s internal impulses are frustrated and • 
controlled by external authority, which means that others also 
have selfish motives which must be restrained;
Belief that there is inherent scarcity of wealth, power, and • 
prestige, so that one person’s gain is always another person’s 
loss; and
Belief that victimization and exploitation are common and • 
have dire consequences for the victim (p. 157).

Mistrust is associated with a diminished sense of well-being 
(Acock and Kiecolt 1989) and lower life-satisfaction (Hughes 
and Thomas 1998). It is greatest among those with lower levels 
of education, low prestige jobs and socioeconomic status, and 
who live in low-status neighborhoods (Mirowsky and Ross 1989). 
Compared with whites, African Indians have substantially less 
trust in others, although levels of mistrust among whites have 
increased in recent years (Hughes and Thomas 1998).
Mistrust of others also increases the likelihood that a person will 
be less inclined to develop and use support networks and be more 
apt to act defensively and preemptively. Mistrust may contribute to 
encountering more hostile and threatening conditions (Mirowsky 
and Ross 1989) which may contribute to experiencing more anger. 
Therefore, I expect that the greater the mistrust, the greater the 
anger.
Equity theory provides an appropriate framework for predicting 
social structural effects on anger. Perceptions of fairness and 
equity are integral to the experience of anger, as theories of 
emotions and equity theory predict. Because such perceptions 
are affected by beliefs and expectations, anger may be mediated 
by prevalent beliefs about gender, individualism, and mistrust of 
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others (see Figure). Anger may also provide an indirect indicator 
of perceptions of fairness concerning social arrangements.

Fig. 1: An Equity Model of Anger
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