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Expert Commentary B

THE COMMUNICATION OF ANGER:
BEYOND THE FACE

Matthew J. Hertenstein,” Alissa Butts and Sarah Hile
DePauw University, Greencastle, IN, USA

Anger has garnered the theoretical and empirical attention of researchers for several
decades (Berkowitz, 1990; Dollard, Miller, Doob, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939; Sternberg,
Campos, & Emde, 1983). Researchers have focused on a variety of facets of anger such as its
biological underpinnings (e.g. Adams, Gordon, Baird, Ambady, & Kleck, 2003) its cognitive
appraisals (e.g., Lazarus, 1991), and its expression (e.g., Ekman, 1993); we have learned
much about how anger operates in individuals’ lives. Nevertheless, there are significant gaps
in our knowledge about anger, especially as it relates to its expression. Researchers have
viewed the expression of emotion in general, and anger specifically, as being synonymous
with facial expression. In this brief article, we review evidence, some of it from our lab,
indicating that anger is communicated by a number of other means in addition to facial
displays.

From an evolutionary perspective, emotions — including anger — are adaptations to solve
problems of social and physical survival and to achieve our goals (Barrett & Campos, 1987;
Keltner & Gross, 1999). Anger, specifically, is thought to regulate and organize physiological
and psychological processes related to eliminating obstructions to one’s goals (Barrett &
Campos, 1987; Lazarus, 1991; Lemerise & Dodge, 2000). Displays of anger can be used to
change or disrupt the relation of oneself to the environment to overcome obstacles. For
example, in response to having something stolen one may display anger toward the
transgressor thereby communicating to him/her one’s action tendency and potential future
actions. Thus, emotional signals of anger regulate interpersonal behavior and help solve
problems related to social life.

Functional accounts of emotion often stress the equifinality principle of emotional
displays (Barrett & Campos, 1987; Frijda, 1986; Keltner & Gross, 1999). This principle refers
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