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Meekness and ‘Moral’ Anger * — Glen Pettigrove

(Penultimate draft. The definitive version appears in Ethics 122.2 (January 2012):
341-370. © by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved.)

ABSTRACT: If asked to generate a list of virtues, most people would not include
meekness. So it is surprising that Hume not only deems it a virtue, but one
whose “tendency to the good of society no one can doubt of.” After
explaining what Hume and his contemporaries meant by ‘meekness’, the paper

proceeds to argue that meekness is a virtue we, too, should endorse.

You are in the supermarket and you overhear two familiar voices talking in the
next aisle. They belong to your neighbours, with whom you have always maintained
a cordial relationship. So, putting a bottle of sesame oil into your shopping cart, you
begin to move in their direction with the intention of saying hello. Just as you reach
the end of the aisle, you realize they are talking about you. At the very same moment
you hear one of them say that you are “such a meek person.” How are you likely to
respond?

Your neighbour’s remark might prompt any number of emotional responses,
but pride will probably not be among them. To refer to someone as meek in common
parlance is rare, but when it does occur, it is seldom a term of praise. Meekness is not
widely discussed in contemporary moral philosophy either, but on those infrequent
occasions when it is, it is generally assumed to be a vice.> At least in this case,
common usage and philosophical usage line up fairly closely. To call someone meek

is to suggest that he or she is timid. One may also be suggesting that the person is



often ill-used and lacks the self-respect to stand up for himself or herself. The only
context in which one might still expect to find ‘meekness’ used to pick out a desirable
attribute is a religious one. “Blessed are the meek,” says Jesus in the King James
version of Matthew’s gospel.> But even among Christians meekness has fallen on
hard times. Had one consulted the most popular English translations of the Bible at
the turn of the last century, one would have found ‘meek’ or ‘meekness’ occurring
between 31 and 36 times, depending on whether one included the books of the
Apocrypha.® In more recent translations, most of these occurrences have been
replaced. For example, in the Christian Standard Bible (1999), ‘meek’ only appears
once and ‘meekness’ not at all. In the most widely sold Catholic Bible, The New
Jerusalem Bible (1985), neither word appears.

Given that the term ‘meekness’ has, at best, fallen out of use and, at worst,
come to designate a personal shortcoming in religious, philosophical, and common
parlance, if it makes it into her list of virtues and vices at all, the twenty-first century
reader is sure to put meekness in the vice column. So she may be surprised to
discover that David Hume takes meekness to be a virtue.* It is not even a borderline
virtue about which we might expect an agent to feel some uncertainty or ambivalence.
In “Of the Standard of Taste” Hume lists meekness alongside equity, justice,
temperance, and charity as terms that “must always be taken in a good sense.”® And
in the Treatise he claims that meekness is a virtue whose “tendency to the good of
society no one can doubt of.”®

In spite of the term’s decline, | shall argue that the character trait Hume and
his contemporaries refer to as ‘meekness’ is an important attribute whose sense is not
fully captured by any other contemporary English word. Section 1 will explain what

meekness is (or was) and offer a preliminary argument for thinking it a virtue. In



section 2 the account of meekness will be enriched by distinguishing meekness from
three less desirable traits with which it has often been associated. Doing so will fend
off several worries that one might reasonably have about the normative status of a
trait like meekness. Section 3 will examine the scope of meekness by looking, in
particular, at the relationship between meekness and what is often called ‘righteous’

or ‘moral” anger.

1. Meekness

What, then, is meekness? A preliminary sense of its nature is suggested by the
qualities with which Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Butler, Hume, and their contemporaries
typically contrasted it. These include anger, resentment, wrath, rage, revenge, cruelty,
and a persecuting spirit.” Meekness is the virtue whose purview is the governance of
anger and related emotions. The meek person is slow to anger and is not prone to
resent others, to desire their suffering, or to take pleasure in their distress. To say that
the meek person is not quickly or easily provoked is not necessarily to say that he is
never provoked. Certainly the meek are much slower to anger than persons with “a

warm and angry Temper,”8

and they are less easily provoked than the common run of
humanity. But how often (if ever), how quickly, and under what circumstances one
may be provoked and still count as meek was, as we might expect, a matter of some
dispute among 18" century moralists. We shall return to these questions in part 3;
however, we need not determine precisely where the outlying boundary is in order to
recognize more central instances of the virtue.

On those rare occasions when the meek become angry, they do not remain

angry for long. And in the brief period during which they are feeling angry they

refrain from showing it in their actions, refusing to treat others in ways that express



their hostile emotions. John Calvin, whose influence on the moral and conceptual
landscape of Hume’s and Hutcheson’s Scotland is hard to exaggerate, suggests that a
definitive characteristic of the meek is that they *“are prepared to endure anything

rather than do the like actions to wicked men.”®

Of course, in many cases the two
options Calvin identifies — endure or respond in kind — do not exhaust the range of
possibilities. There often are ways of resisting wrongdoers or avoiding undeserved
hardship that do not involve feeling anger toward or inflicting injury upon another.
However, if confronted by circumstances in which the only options are enduring evil
or attempting to “overcome evil with evil,” the meek will choose the former.*®

The absence or restraint of anger, while a necessary constituent of being meek,
Is not yet sufficient. Restraining one’s anger simply out of the belief that to do
otherwise will lead to punishment is not meekness, says Shaftesbury, but servility.™
Similarly, if the absence of anger reflects one’s indifference to the well-being of
oneself or others, or if it indicates that one has given up in despair, then one is not
manifesting meekness but some quite different trait.*> To see what else meekness
involves, it is useful to consider the partially synonymous terms with which it is
frequently associated: moderation, fortitude, patience, toleration, calmness of temper,
gentleness, clemency, forgiveness, charity, compassion, graciousness, generosity, and
kindliness.™®* The attributes at the beginning of this list share an important quality
with meekness, viz., self-control.** Those near the end share another essential
quality, viz., benevolence.® Both benevolence and self-control are necessary
constituents of meekness.

Meekness, then, can be characterized as follows:

Agent M manifests the virtue of meekness when he or she characteristically

responds in a calm and kindly fashion to aggravating treatment.



‘Aggravating treatment’ is meant to cover a wide range of actions or attitudes that
commonly provoke an emotional response in the anger family.*® Many of the
occasions on which meekness might be manifested are mundane moments in domestic
life — a disagreement with one’s spouse or the disobedience of one’s child.!” They
include commonplace transgressions, such as a peer’s disrespect, a rival’s slander, or
a neighbour’s deception. However, the range includes quite dramatic instances of
wrongdoing, as well. In Hume’s History the occasions where he is lauding someone
for meekness are often cases where they have been (or are about to be) subjected to
harsh, life-threatening, and decidedly unjust treatment. One such case is that of
Thomas Bilney, a priest who was condemned to be burned at the stake for preaching
Protestant doctrines. “When brought to the stake” his “patience, fortitude . . .
devotion . . . [and] meekness” gained him the sympathy and admiration both of the
crowd and of a number of Catholic clergy who were present.'® Another case, which
Hume discusses at length, is that of King Charles I, whose meekness was displayed in
his “equitability of temper” both with respect to his change in fortune after he had
been placed under house arrest and also toward his political enemies in the lead up to
his execution.™® It was manifested in the charge he gave to Bishop Juxon “to
inculcate on his son the forgiveness of his murderers,” which Charles reiterated as he
stood before the executioner’s block.?> And it was exemplified in the
autobiographical Eikon Basilike, which was published after his death.?* Although
Thomas Bilney and Charles | recognized that the treatment to which they were being
subjected was reprehensible, they did not consider anger the appropriate response.
We might quibble over details of the character trait described above or about
which persons or occasions provide the most exemplary instances of it. However,

suitably qualified, the disposition Hume and his contemporaries called meekness is



something many of us would appreciate and admire in our associates and that we
might well try to nurture in ourselves and our children. According to almost any
relevant criterion, meekness will number among the virtues. Certainly, given Hume’s
criteria, it is no wonder he deemed meekness a virtue.

Hume’s most common way of describing a virtue is as a “mental quality in
ourselves or others [that] gives us a satisfaction, by the survey or reflection.”%
Sometimes he varies the formula slightly, substituting “principles in the mind and

temper” or “character” for “mental quality”*

or replacing the giving of satisfaction
with the evoking of “pleasure”, “approbation”, or “esteem”.** But it is clear that he
takes these different ways of putting the criterion to be synonymous. A quality may
give satisfaction to the surveyor by being immediately agreeable, either to the agent
herself or to those with whom she interacts. Or it may give satisfaction on account of
its tendency to be useful, either to society or to the agent herself?: “If we examine the
panegyrics that are commonly made of great men, we shall find, that most of the
qualities, which are attributed to them, may be divided into two kinds, viz. such as
make them perform their part in society; and such as render them serviceable to
themselves, and enable them to promote their own interest.”?® For the most part, the
lists generated by utility and agreeableness overlap. However, there are some
qualities which are “agreeable” even though they do not have any clear benefit to
society and, perhaps, some which have social utility even though they are not
immediately agreeable. And these qualities, too, Hume insists are virtues. Putting
these conditions together we get the following disjunctive criterion:

A virtue is a quality of mind or temper that tends to be useful or agreeable to

oneself or to others.



Rosalind Hursthouse has criticized this Humean criterion on the grounds that there
may be conflicts among the disjuncts.?’ For example, a quality that is useful to me
may be disagreeable to others, or vice versa. However, in the case of meekness this
possibility need not bother us, since meekness is a quality that is useful and agreeable
to oneself and others.?

Let us begin with social utility. A monarch who does not become angry or
vengeful, who continues to act in a dignified manner and to manifest an overarching
concern for the well-being of the kingdom he has served even when he is imprisoned
and about to be executed clearly displays a quality of temper that is conducive to the
benefit of society. To bring the example a bit more up-to-date and to generalize it to
political leaders whose circumstances are less grim than those Charles | was facing,
the person who does not grow angry when she is being maligned in the press will
have less cause for distraction and, on that ground alone, will be better positioned to
focus on promoting common goods. The person who remains calm even when
members of his household have been inconsiderate or have failed to fulfill their
household duties, who continues to treat them with kindness even when they have
been selfish or rude, has one of the principal qualities of an exemplary spouse or
parent. The friend who is slow to take offence, who continues to show us good will
even when we have been inconsiderate or disagreeable, possesses a quality without
which deep and lasting friendships — one of life’s great goods — would be impossible.
Nearly every social role requires one to continue to interact in a productive, non-
antagonistic way with other people who have transgressed against accepted norms.
There can be little doubt, then, that meekness is a quality that is useful not only to
individual others but to society more generally. This alone would be sufficient for it

to qualify as a Humean virtue.



Those of a less Humean persuasion might grant that the disposition to respond
in a calm and kindly fashion to aggravating treatment is likely to produce good
consequences for others, but nevertheless worry that it is likely to produce too many
good consequences for others and not enough for the meek agent herself. Before
granting that it is a virtue, then, they might require some indication that meekness is
of benefit to the agent as well as to society. However, even if we broaden the scope
of relevant consequences to include those enjoyed or suffered by the person
possessing the trait, meekness will be a virtue. It is not hard to see how a disposition
to remain calm, a persistent good-will toward others, and even “a readiness to forego
our right for the sake of peace” (on suitable occasions)® would tend to benefit the
individual who possessed it. In the introduction to his translation of Marcus Aurelius’
Meditations, Hutcheson suggests that it is meekness that enables us to respond
productively to instruction and criticism and to engage in fruitful intellectual debate.*
It helps us coordinate our actions successfully with others and to continue doing so
even after we have encountered their moral faults. Since many of those with whom
we must do business are anything but paragons of virtue, it will be to our own benefit
if we have the capacity to interact with them in a calm and kindly way in spite of their
shortcomings. Finally, as Hume’s examples so consistently highlight, meekness
enables us to meet adversity with dignity. Meekness is a trait, then, with the potential
to benefit both its possessor and those with whom she has to do.

Likewise, meekness is immediately agreeable to others. Some of the most
dearly loved and widely admired figures in history have been distinguished by their
meekness: Socrates, Buddha, Jesus, Abraham Lincoln, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin
Luther King, Jr., Nelson Mandela, and the Dalai Lama are each esteemed for

manifesting this trait of character. With some of the persons whose meekness he



discusses — most notably in the case of Charles | — Hume draws our attention to the
wider social benefits that result from their possession of this quality. However, in
other cases such as those of Thomas Bilney or Mary Queen of Scots, he describes
people who, because of their meekness, strike us as agreeable quite independently of
any thought regarding the social consequences of their meekness. The person who
continues to manifest benevolent concern for others, including those who are
attempting to execute him, can evoke the admiration even of those who disagree with
him in other fundamental respects.** Henry James’ protagonist, Christopher
Newman, who is persistently and unshakably affable even when he is being treated
with manifest contempt by the family of his beloved, has the makings of an ideal
romantic partner.** Dickens paints us an endearing portrait of meekness of an even
more down-to-earth variety in the character of Pip’s brother-in-law, Joe Gargery, in
Great Expectations.

Finally, meekness can be agreeable to the agent herself. Insofar as anger,
resentment, and the like are unpleasant feelings, a tendency to remain calm and not
experience such emotions will be agreeable by comparison. The person who is not
easily provoked will avoid feeling displeasure in a number of circumstances in which
others would commonly be upset.

Hence, we might say that meekness is not only a virtue, on Hume’s account,
but an exemplary one, insofar as it is useful and agreeable to others as well as to the
agent herself. Further, meekness, unlike the artificial virtue of justice, is a natural
virtue. That means, “that the good, which results from the former, arises from every
single act, and is the object of some natural passion: Whereas a single act of justice,
consider’d in itself, may often be contrary to the public good; and ‘tis only the

concurrence of mankind, in a general scheme or system of action, which is
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advantageous.”** So one might even claim that, since it is more consistent in
generating good outcomes than is justice (as Hume understands it), we should be even
more enthusiastic in our support of meekness than we are of justice.

My objective here is not to defend Hume’s account of virtue, or any other
account of what makes a character trait a virtue, for that matter. Rather, it is to
suggest that we ought to deem meekness a virtue. And for this purpose,
demonstrating that meekness satisfies all of Hume’s conditions is useful, since
together they encompass many of the current accounts of virtue. So, for example,
Hursthouse suggests that various forms of eudaimonism can be characterized as
endorsing “the view that the virtues are (by and large) useful and agreeable, to their
possessor and to others.”* In other words, for them a virtue can be defined by the
conjunction of Hume’s disjuncts. As we have just observed, meekness satisfies this
condition. And if it satisfies this rather demanding condition, then meekness will also
satisfy Julia Driver’s more modest criterion, according to which a virtue is defined as
“a character trait which, generally speaking, produces good consequences for
others.”® Philippa Foot, in Virtues and Vices, suggests that a virtue is a disposition
that is a) beneficial to an agent himself or to those with whom he has to do, and b)

corrective of “some temptation ... or deficiency of motivation.”*®

We have already
observed that meekness satisfies the first of Foot’s conditions, and it is not hard to see
that it also satisfies the second, insofar as our anger and ill will commonly stand in
need of correction.®’ If, as Linda Zagzebski argues, we identify virtues by identifying

the constituent traits of “paradigmatically good persons,”®

then the exemplars named
above will recommend meekness as a virtue. Indeed, following the lead of Michael
Slote, one might go so far as to suggest that our admiration for the calm and kindly

way in which these exemplars responded to aggravating treatment shows that
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meekness’ status as a virtue “is intuitively obvious and in need of no further moral
grounding.”*® Meekness, in short, shares the defining characteristics of attributes

that, upon reflection, we endorse as virtues.

2. Guilt by Association

Given the argument of the preceding section, one might wonder how ‘meek’
came to be a term of derision. This is not the place to canvass all of the contributing
factors, but it may be useful to draw attention to three, which will help to clarify the
nature of meekness and to distinguish it from other qualities with which it is
sometimes confused. First, a number of 17" and18™ century authors who praised
meekness associated it with humility.* If being humble involves not having an
inflated sense of one’s own importance,*! then it is quite reasonable to expect
meekness to be connected to humility. Someone who has an exaggerated opinion of
herself is more likely to find herself in conditions where people around her do not
accord her the respect or deference she believes she is due. She will “see” causes of
provocation that would not confront a humbler person in the same circumstances.
So the link between meekness and humility (in this sense) is both plausible and
unproblematic. However, whether or not a person is thought to be humble in this
sense will depend on what such a person is thought to merit. And the latter notion
was profoundly influenced during the 16" through 18" centuries by the doctrine of
total depravity. “All are by birth vicious and depraved,” argued John Calvin in the
Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559).* Consequently, if we reflect honestly on
our merits, Calvin suggests, we will “blush for shame, ... feel dissatisfied with
ourselves, and become truly humble.”** Under Calvin’s influence, then, humility

became equated for many with thinking ill of oneself and feeling badly as a result.
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Calvin’s conception of human nature came under fire from other Christian
theologians from the moment of its publication. Nevertheless, it gained a significant
following, especially in Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Scotland. However, even
in these locations it began to lose considerable ground from the mid-18" century
onward. As conceptions of human nature shifted in a more positive direction,
humility in Calvin’s sense came to seem more vice than virtue. The advocate of
meekness who wished to break with Calvin had two options. He could cede to Calvin
the meaning of the term “humility’ and attempt to sever the link between humility and
the virtue of meekness. (This was Hume’s strategy.) Or he could retain the link
between humility and meekness but challenge Calvin’s construal of the former. (This
was Bentham’s strategy: “To be humble therefore is not to deny our selves to be what
we are, but to conceive rightly of our selves.”)* Nothing about meekness required
that it be tied to humility in Calvin’s sense. Nevertheless, in pulpit and popular
consciousness alike, the two were often linked, which proved detrimental both to the
understanding of the virtue of humility and to the understanding of the virtue of
meekness.

A second factor adversely affecting the fate of “‘meekness’ was the tendency to
link it to a fatalistic notion of submission. This linkage can be seen most vividly in a
sermon on meekness by Richard Bundy — canon at Westminster, vicar of St. Bride’s
Fleet Street, and chaplain-in-ordinary to King George Il — published in 1740. “The
Word is indeed generally understood as opposed to Anger only; and by a meek Man
we usually mean, one who is of so cool and so dispassionate a Disposition, as to be
able to bear Injuries without those Transports of Resentment and Revenge, which a
warm and angry Temper generally discovers on such Occasions.”*® However, Bundy

argues for a more expansive account of meekness, according to which it would be
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“opposed not to Anger only, but also to Pride and Discontent.”*’ Thus, he proposes,
“by Meekness . . . | understand such an humble, inoffensive, and easy Temper of
Mind as is open and ready to receive Instruction, willing to forgive Injuries, and
patient and submissive to all the Dispensations of God’s Providence.”*® Bundy
clearly takes himself to be departing from the standard meaning of the term
‘meekness’; however, if one reads other sermons from the period one finds a number
of people who, like him, emphasize the link between meekness and an attitude of
willing submission to providence.*

Again, within a certain theological framework, the link between meekness and
submission is perfectly sensible. When the individual whose actions are the potential
source of aggravation is a morally perfect, all knowing, and loving God, then the
meek person will not be provoked to anger but will submit to the divine will because
he believes that his own understanding of the situation is inferior to God’s
understanding of it and that God is “working all things together for good.”*® But, two
changes occurred between Bundy’s day and ours that made the link with submission a
liability for the virtue of meekness. The more obvious change is the decline in belief
in a personal God who takes care of his creatures. Perhaps the more important
change, however, is in attitudes toward submission. For centuries, Paul’s remarks in
the opening verses of Romans 13 concerning the relationship between the first century
Christian community and the Roman magistrate had been used (contrary to the spirit
of the passage) by those in power to support not only the divine rights of kings but the
divine rights of the Haves over the Have-nots.

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no

authority except from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted
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by God. Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed

and those who resist will incur judgment.®*

The class and station into which one was born, it was suggested, determined the place
God intended one to occupy in society. To want more (or less) was to fail to
appreciate what God had given. The virtuous would submit to the will of God, which
was identical to submitting to those financially and politically more powerful than
oneself. When this concept of submission was combined with Calvin’s notion of
humility, what emerged was something like the following figure, put forward as an
exemplar for the lower classes: “The man who accepts his lowly position as what is
due him.”? If that was the stance which was thought to stand behind meekness, then
it is no wonder that meekness came to appear of dubious worth, particularly in the
changing economic and political environments of 17", 18", and 19" century Europe
and its colonies.

A third factor contributing to the shift in attitudes toward meekness between
Hume’s day and our own was the role meekness came to play in anti-feminist
discourse. One can see this factor in a particularly striking way in a late work by
bestselling author Richard Allestree. Allestree is best remembered as the author of
The Whole Duty of Man, which Hume read as a boy and mentions in correspondence
with Hutcheson. The discussion of meekness in the The Whole Duty of Man is
consistent with the account offered above: “Meekness . . . is a calmness and quietness
of Spirit, contrary to the Rages and Impatiences of Anger.”> The argument he
presents on behalf of meekness in The Whole Duty, appealing as it does to the
usefulness and agreeableness of the trait both for the one who possesses it and for
those with whom he interacts, could easily have been endorsed by the young Hume.

The same cannot be said for Allestree’s later book, The Ladies Calling. There he
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devotes an entire chapter to meekness (as compared to the two sentences in which
meekness is mentioned in passing in The Gentleman’s Calling). Meekness, he argues,
IS

a necessary feminine Vertue; this even nature seems to teach, which abhors

monstrosities and disproportions, and therefore having allotted to Women a

more smooth and soft composition of body, infers thereby her intention, that

the mind should correspond with it.... [N]ature ... never meant a serene and

clear forehead should be the frontispiece to a cloudy and tempestuous heart.**
Allestree did not invent the link between meekness and an especially odious
conception of women’s roles in society. But he certainly did much to popularize it.
Over time the link became so strong that John Stuart Mill would point to the
encouragement of the quality of meekness in women as one of the chief means by
which men had selfishly held them in subjection for centuries.> This linkage to the
subordination of women, together with the ties to humility and submission,
contributed significantly to the shift in the meaning of ‘meekness’ and of attitudes
thereto between Hume’s day and ours.

In light of the association between meekness and this trio of vices
masquerading as virtues, it is unsurprising that meekness should acquire a bad name.
However, as should be clear from the preceding discussion, these associations are not
necessary. Having an unduly low opinion of oneself may prevent a person from
becoming angry when wronged. But the absence of anger in such circumstances is
not a clear indication that one has an unduly low opinion of oneself any more than the
presence of anger is a clear indication that one has an accurate opinion of oneself.
Neither must the meek submit to injustice, as is clear from the examples of Lincoln,

Gandhi, and King, each of whom displayed the virtue of meekness at the same time
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that they resisted (and encouraged others to resist) both individual wrongdoers and an
unjust social order. And the fact that misogynists often spoke out in praise of
meekness and used it to keep women in a servile state — which more than anything
else contributed to giving meekness a bad name — gives us no more reason to reject
meekness than to reject courage or justice, whose praises they also sang and used to
keep the poor and powerless in a servile state.®

Nevertheless, to prevent the virtue of meekness from being confused with any
of the above vices, it will be useful to amend the characterization of meekness offered
in the previous section. The easiest modification would be to add the condition that
M’s calm and kindly response must be consistent with an accurate sense of his or her
self-worth. This would, in effect, make humility in Bentham’s sense a necessary
condition for meekness. However, while adding such a condition might make M’s
actions optimally virtuous, | am not sure that it makes M’s actions optimally meek.
And it would exclude a number of agents and actions that I think manifest the virtue
of meekness even though they do not have an accurate sense of their worth. Consider
the following three individuals. A is a gainfully employed Adlerian with a very
positive sense of his or her self-worth.>” B is a Buddhist who thinks that the self as
traditionally conceived is an illusion and that A’s notions of self-worth are
correspondingly misguided. C is an old-school Calvinist who thinks that the self is
depraved, that any goodness the self has is supplied by and should be attributed to
God, and that the only things for which the self can take credit are its shortcomings.
At least one of A, B, or C has an inaccurate sense of his or her self worth.
Nevertheless, A, B, and C are each capable of manifesting the virtue of meekness.

Furthermore, an observer need not know whether M is an Adlerian, a Buddhist, or a



17

Calvinist in order to recognize that he possesses the virtue of meekness. This
indicates that the proposed amendment does not do the required work.

A more promising amendment begins by observing that the problem with the
calm response of self-doubting, self-loathing, objectionably submissive persons is
that, at some level, they accept the way they are being treated as appropriate even
when it is not. Often a wrong act carries with it an implicit message to the effect that
it is acceptable/appropriate/unobjectionable to treat the other person in this way.
What distinguishes the virtuously meek person from the self-loathing submissive
person is that the former rejects this implicit message while the latter accepts it. The
meek person recognizes the transgressive nature of the wrongful act and believes that
she should not have been treated in this fashion, whereas the self-loathing submissive

person does not.

3. Meekness and ‘Moral” Anger

Let us return to the conversation you overheard in the supermarket. As should
be clear from sections 1 and 2, if your neighbour is using ‘meek’ in the same way that
Hume and his contemporaries did, then you should feel flattered. Given the wide
scope of what might count as aggravating treatment, everyone can agree that it would
be good to be the sort of person who was not easily provoked by many of the
conditions that commonly light our fuse. There may be some disagreement about
how benevolent we should be toward those we find aggravating, but even here most
people will endorse manifesting at least some degree of benevolence toward at least
some of those we find aggravating. Once meekness has been extricated from some of
its historic entanglements, the core notion should strike most readers as relatively

uncontroversial — or at least as uncontroversial as things get in contemporary
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discussions of ethics. The real issue will not be whether meekness is a virtue, but
rather when it should be manifested. Most of the controversy will surround what is
often called ‘righteous’ or ‘moral’ anger. It will concern whether the virtuous will
manifest meekness even when confronted by significant moral transgressions or
whether they will respond with ‘moral” anger instead.

In book IV of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle famously claims, “There is
praise for someone who gets angry at the right things and with the right people, as
well as in the right way, at the right time, and for the right length of time” and “people
who do not get angry at things that they ought to get angry at are thought to be
foolish.”®® Those who endorse a position like Aristotle’s®® might well argue that
meekness has a more restricted scope than is suggested by a number of the examples
discussed in section 1. The virtue of meekness, on such a view, will involve
responding in a calm and kindly fashion to aggravating treatment when that treatment
is morally trivial, but in cases that we judge to involve wrongdoing, what is called for
is ‘moral’ anger. The aim of the present section is to resist this reduction in scope
and to argue, instead, for the value of manifesting meekness in response to what we
judge to be moral failings as well.

First, what do we mean by ‘moral’ anger? Although there is some potential
for accounts to vary as a result of being informed by different theories of the emotions
or by taking different kinds of cases to be paradigmatic, there is a surprising amount
of convergence among contemporary defenders of ‘moral’ anger regarding what they
take to be constitutive of that emotion.®® It involves judging that its object a) has
wrongfully harmed someone or something of value or b) has failed to care about

someone or something in the appropriate way.®! It involves some level of felt
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hostility or antipathy toward its object. And it involves the desire to lash out at its
object or to see that object hurt.®

Those who defend ‘moral’ anger as the right or virtuous response to
wrongdoing commonly claim that anger is good for one or more of the following
reasons. 1) The epistemic claim: Anger has epistemic value. It can “enable us to
perceive the world differently than we would from its portrayal in conventional
descriptions,” Alison Jaggar argues. It “may provide the first indications that
something is wrong with the way alleged facts have been constructed, with accepted
understandings of how things are.”®® 2) The evaluative claim: If we care about X — if
we take X to have value — then we will become angry when we judge that X is
unjustly harmed, threatened, or disvalued by another morally responsible agent.®*
Under ordinary circumstances, it is claimed, if we do not feel anger when X appears
to have been harmed, then one can infer that we do not believe either a) X is really
important, or b) X has been or is about to be unjustly harmed, or c) the cause of the
harm is a morally responsible agent. Given this fact about our cognitive and
emotional constitution, if valuing X is good, then anger in the relevant circumstances
is good. 3) The communicative claim: Anger communicates important moral
messages.®® As just noted, it indicates who or what we think is important. It can also
communicate to transgressors that we think they are capable of acting in a more
appropriate fashion. Finally, 4) the motivational claim: Anger can motivate us to act
in ways that defend what we care about from harm and that lead to change.®®

It is not my intention to argue that there are no cases in which a virtuous
person might respond with anger to vice or wrongdoing. Further, with the exception
of 2, I do not wish to deny any of the above claims: Anger can be informative, it can

communicate important messages, and it can motivate action in defense of valuable
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things (persons, ideals). What | do wish to deny, in what follows, is that these claims
give us a reason to limit virtuous meekness to cases with morally trivial sources of
aggravation. To do so, I shall argue that the meek can also recognize wrongdoing,
care about those who are wronged, communicate their opposition to such actions, and
act to defend things of value. Thus, even if anger is one way of doing these things,
there are other ways of doing them that are available to the meek. However, even if
the anger advocate grants this point, she still might think there is a presumption in
favour of doing these things the angry way. So the final stage of the argument will be
to highlight some of the comparative advantages of doing them without anger.

The exemplars discussed in the opening section provide us with good reasons
for thinking the connection between ‘moral’ anger and the judgment that someone or
something we value has been unjustly harmed is not as tight as the epistemic and
evaluative claims suppose. The absence of ‘moral’ anger in the Dalai Lama, for
instance, gives one no reason to believe that he does not care about the Tibetan people
or that he does not believe that they have been unjustly harmed by the Chinese
government.®” Hostile affects and the desire to lash out, which are partly constitutive
of “moral’ anger, need not accompany the judgment that A has wrongfully harmed or
failed adequately to care about B. Regarding the communicative claim, although
anger can communicate, there are plenty of other ways to convey the same message.
We are not, for example, in doubt about whether Gandhi thought British officials
were capable of acting in a more appropriate fashion. His opposition was
communicated clearly and unambiguously. Finally, most of the exemplars mentioned
in section 1 of the paper are remembered not only for their meekness but also for
having resisted wrongdoing on a grand scale. Of course, it wasn’t merely their

meekness that enabled Lincoln, Gandhi, King, and Mandela to prevail: abolishing
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slavery and restoring the Union, restoring Indian sovereignty, extending civil rights to
African Americans, and ending apartheid were not one-person, one-virtue jobs. But
that is not the claim being advanced. Rather, the point is simply that the character
trait of meekness does not prevent its possessor from actively resisting wrongdoers
and defending what is of value.

So, at least in relation to the good qualities (or functions) that anger advocates
commonly highlight in support of feeling ‘moral’ anger in response to wrongdoing, it
is clear that the meek can also possess those qualities (or perform those functions)
without anger even when confronted by significant wrongdoing. Thus, there is not a
decisive case for restricting the scope of the virtue of meekness to morally trivial
causes of aggravation. Nevertheless, one might still insist that there is a presumptive
case in favour of ‘moral” anger over meekness, on the grounds that ‘moral” anger does
a better job of performing the abovementioned functions or manifesting the
abovementioned qualities.

Let us start with the epistemic claim. If *‘moral’ anger were epistemically
advantaged and a meek response to others’ moral failings were epistemically
disadvantaged, then this would speak in favour of ‘moral” anger and against meekness
in such cases — at least for those who take the virtues to involve moral insight or
moral knowledge.®® Do we have reason to think that the ‘morally’ angry are
epistemically advantaged vis-a-vis the meek? On the contrary, | shall argue that the
‘morally’” angry are epistemically disadvantaged and that meekness corrects for a
number of the epistemic errors to which the ‘morally’ angry are prone.

It has long been observed that anger can adversely affect judgment.®
Philosophers have frequently attributed these effects to the excessive intensity of the

anger commonly experienced immediately after a person has suffered an unjustified
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harm. To correct for these effects, they have often appealed either to the judgment of
the victim at a later time — after the heat of passion has had an opportunity to pass — or
to the vantage of a bystander, each of which is thought to offer a more reliable
perspective.”® The response of one’s later self or of the bystander has, for many,
provided the benchmark for ‘moral’ anger. However, recent psychological research
on anger suggests that even in cases of later-selves and bystanders, ‘moral’ anger
often adversely affects judgment.

Over the past twenty years there has been an increase in interest among
experimental psychologists in the effects of anger on judgment. Experiments
typically elicit anger in one of the following ways: subjects are asked 1) to recall an
occasion on which they felt anger, 2) to read a fictional scenario and imaginatively
identify with the main character, who has been subjected to undeserved suffering, 3)
to read a newspaper article that describes a wrong that one agent has perpetrated
against another, or 4) to view a video clip in which one person is wronged by another.
Occasionally anger will be provoked by 5) the experimenter behaving badly toward
the subject, for example, by acting in a rude or insulting fashion toward the
experimental subject.”* (Note that the anger provoked by method 5 is the ‘moral’
anger of a victim, that elicited by method 1 is a victim’s ‘moral’ anger at a later time,
and the anger generated by methods 2, 3, and 4 are instances of a bystander’s ‘moral’
anger. All five methods have produced comparable results.) Subjects are then asked
to engage in reasoning about a wide range of issues, and the results suggest that even
a very modest degree of anger, such as can be generated in a lab setting, has a marked
influence on our reasoning even when we are reasoning about cases that are

completely unrelated to what provoked our anger.
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Anger influences people’s assessment of risk. In a series of studies, Lerner
and Keltner found that, when angry, people assess risks to be lower than they do in a
neutral emotional state. This tendency applies both to assessments of risk within a
general population and to assessments of the likelihood that they, individually, will
suffer harm. So, for example, when asked to estimate the number of deaths in the
United States caused each year by floods, tornadoes, fires, strokes, heart attacks,
cancer, street crime, and the like, angry subjects produced lower numbers than sad or
neutral subjects.”> When asked to compare their chances of getting divorced within a
few years of marriage or of contracting a sexually transmitted disease to those of their
peers, angry subjects estimated their chances to be much lower than did neutral
subjects. And when asked to assess the likelihood of obtaining a job with a good
salary, having their work recognized with an award, owning their own home, or
having a gifted child, they estimated their own chances of success to be higher than
their peers.”

Anger alters people’s judgments regarding what is happening around them.
When angry, people are more likely to see what they take to be hostile stimuli than
they are to notice features of their environment they do not take to be hostile.”* They
are less likely to see the ways in which the meaning of an event, action, or utterance
might be ambiguous and thus reasonably subject to more than one interpretation.”
They are more likely to interpret unpleasant events as being due to the actions or
intentions of responsible agents (as opposed to causes that are not agent-related).
They are more likely to believe objectionable actions stem from lasting dispositional
traits than from temporary or accidental qualities.”” They are “slower to associate
positive traits than negative traits with members of an outgroup.””® And they are less

likely to trust others.”
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When angry, people tend to see themselves as exceptional, more capable and
insightful, and less biased than others.®® Contrary to this self-perception, however,
Bodenhausen, Sheppard, and Kramer found that, when confronted by mixed evidence,
angry subjects were more likely (than sad or neutral subjects) to judge an accused
party to be guilty if his name was Juan Garcia than if it was John Garner.®* Angry
subjects are also more inclined (than sad or neutral subjects) to judge an argument
persuasive if it purports to come from an “expert source”.®? In other words, angry
subjects appear to give more weight to stereotypes than do sad or neutral subjects.

Anger also influences judgments regarding which moral projects are worth
undertaking. DeSteno et al. found that angry subjects responded more favourably
(than sad or neutral subjects) to a proposed tax increase that was justified on the
grounds that it would help the state catch and punish more criminals. They responded
less favourably (both as compared to sad or neutral subjects and as compared to their
own responses to punitive projects) to a tax increase that was justified on the grounds
that it would help pay for more emergency vehicles to serve the general public,
medical clinics for special-needs infants, and heating subsidies for senior citizens who
were at risk of freezing to death in the winter because they could not afford to heat
their homes.®® Similarly, Small and Lerner found that angry individuals were
significantly less supportive of welfare measures than people in a sad or neutral
emotional condition.®* And Gault and Sabini found that, when angry, people were
more supportive of punitive measures for persons they judged responsible for
inflicting undeserved harm than of welfare-enhancing measures for persons who had
suffered undeserved harm.®

What these studies show is that “‘moral’ anger can have an adverse effect on an

agent’s judgement across a wide range of morally relevant domains. Not only is the
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person who is angry about something at work more likely to come home and kick the
cat but, these studies suggest, he or she is more likely to believe the cat deserves it.
So even if “‘moral’ anger has the epistemic merits that advocates have claimed on its
behalf, these are accompanied by enough epistemic liabilities to temper whatever
enthusiasm we might have felt for it. Nevertheless, the defender of ‘moral’ anger
might still attempt to salvage the epistemic case for anger. So far, she might observe,
the judgment-skewing effects of anger have concerned cases where anger about one
thing (transgression X) alters a person’s judgment about something else (situation Y).
Admittedly this is an unfortunate side-effect of ‘moral’ anger. But, the anger
advocate might insist, with respect to transgression X itself, ‘moral’ anger is
epistemically advantaged.

However, even with respect to judgments regarding transgression X, we have
reason to doubt the epistemic credentials of ‘moral’ anger. First, anger is a defensive
response system that works on “the smoke detector principle.” When responding to
potential threats, it is naturally set to generate many more false alarms than true
ones.®® Second, anger works with a sort of feedback loop in which “the more anger
one feels, the more one perceives others as responsible for a negative event; and the
more one perceives others as responsible for a negative event, the more anger one
feels.”® As a result, at time t3 the angry person (A) is likely to be more confident in
her belief that the other person (B) is blameworthy than she was earlier, at t;, even
though she has obtained no new evidence in the interval regarding B’s actions,
character, or motives. Third, persons who have become angry are generally less
responsive to counter-evidence, becoming less likely to revise their plans or
reconsider their judgments even when presented with data that under other

circumstances they would find compelling.®® When these effects are combined with
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those noted above, the epistemic case would seem to speak against rather than for
‘moral’ anger.

Read against the backdrop of the psychological research on anger and
judgment, what might have seemed an epistemic liability of meekness can now be
seen as a strength. In a sermon published in 1747, John Wesley highlights the
epistemic value of meekness. Like Joseph Butler and a number of other 18" century
preachers, Wesley interprets Jesus’ beatification of the meek in Matthew 5:5 in the
light of instructions given in the following verses regarding loving one’s enemies and
not being angry.®® Consequently, using ‘love’ to refer to the character trait possessed
by the meek and merciful, he writes:

Love ‘believeth all things.” It is always willing to think the best; to put the

most favourable construction on everything. It is ever ready to believe

whatever may tend to the advantage of anyone’s character .... Itis glad to
excuse whatever is amiss; to condemn the offender as little as possible; and to
make all the allowance for human weakness which can be done without
betraying the truth .... And when it can no longer believe, then love ‘hopeth
all things.” Is any evil related of any man? Love hopes that the relation is not
true, that the thing related was never done. Is it certain it was? — “‘But perhaps
it was not done with such circumstances as are related; so that, allowing the
fact, there is room to hope it was not so ill as it is represented.” Was the action
apparently undeniably evil? Love hopes the intention was not so. Is it clear
the design was evil too? — “Yet might it not spring from the settled temper of
the heart, but from some vehement temptation, which hurried the man beyond

himself.”%
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Just as the meek are slow to anger, they are slow to condemn. They judge, whenever
possible, “in Favour of the Offender.”* The point is not that they turn a blind eye
toward wrongdoing. They are as capable and as prepared as anyone else to judge that
an act has caused an undeserved harm and is, in that sense, a wrong act. But in the
absence of overwhelming evidence, they are unwilling to draw unfavourable
conclusions about the agent’s motives. This characteristic “freedom from mistrust,
and disposition to believe well of our neighbour,” Butler suggests, extends so far that
the meek would “rather be deceived, than be suspicious.”®

One might worry that such a disposition is at odds with epistemic virtue. But,
in light of the preceding discussion of ‘moral’ anger, there is good reason to think the
disposition Wesley and Butler describe will make the meek more, rather than less,
accurate judges of blameworthiness. The person who is disposed to interpret the
other’s actions as charitably as he can (in the light of the evidence) and is slow to
think ill of the other is less likely to fall prey to the inflated view of self and deflated
view of other that so often accompanies anger. And the person who is not easily
provoked will be less susceptible to anger’s other judgment-skewing effects.*

Without yet considering the communicative and motivational claims, | think

the epistemic advantages of meekness over even modest, later-self or bystander anger
at moral wrongdoing already generate a strong presumptive case in favour of a meek
rather than an angry response to wrongdoing. So | shall devote considerably less time
to discussing communication and the motivation to resist wrongdoers. However, in
each of these areas as well, there are a number of things that speak in favour of
meekness. Often the presence of anger interferes with the reception of its moral
message by triggering a defensive response that prevents the person at whom it is

directed from attending to the substantive moral claim that stands behind the anger.
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So one of the first things couples therapists teach their clients is how to communicate
their objections to an act or a pattern of behaviour in their partner without expressing
anger, because it increases the likelihood that their message will be heard and
understood. This suggests that the communicative function that anger’s advocates
have associated with it can not only be performed without ‘moral’ anger but can often
be performed more effectively in its absence. The point is not that meekness by itself
will perform the function of communicating one’s moral objection. Rather, it is that
being slow to anger will enable the meek agent to use some other tool — typically
language — to communicate his or her moral objection more effectively. Of course,
this is not to deny that getting the desired uptake on the part of those to whom one is
trying to communicate may sometimes be difficult for the person who manifests the
virtue of meekness. But in this respect meekness is in no worse a position than anger,
whose moral message also frequently fails to get the desired uptake, as Marilyn Frye
and others have aptly observed.*

Finally, let us consider the role of anger in motivating agents to resist
wrongdoing and act in ways that lead to an improved social condition. The clearest
and most straightforward case supporting anger’s motivational benefits pertains to
contexts of physical aggression. From an evolutionary perspective it is not hard to
imagine the potential adaptive advantages of the sudden adreneline rush and
corresponding suspension of risk aversion that are associated with anger in these sorts
of context. However, even if anger was a useful tool for our prehistoric ancestors in
contexts of (potential) physical aggression, it does not follow that it is our best tool for
handling such cases. On the contrary, it is commonly noted by those with training in
the martial arts that being slow to anger can improve one’s ability to resist an

aggressor. Consequently, in A Book of Five Rings — which is unlikely to be confused
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with the milgeutoast manual — Miyamoto Musashi advises “In strategy your spiritual
bearing must not be any different from normal. Both in fighting and in everyday life
you should be determined though calm.”®® Given that it is not instinctive, learning
how to resist wrongdoers in a way that is calm, kindly,®’ and effective may require
training. But insofar as acting virtuously is commonly something we must learn and
in which we must be trained, this does not, of itself, speak against meekness.

What about when we move away from isolated instances of individual
aggression and toward conditions of systematic oppression? Macalester Bell has
argued that in these cases the value of moral anger becomes especially salient,

because anger can help motivate the oppressed to resist their oppressor.*®

And surely
she is right that anger has often motivated those who have been subjected to
systematic injustice to attempt to correct these injustices. Does this give us a reason
to prefer ‘“moral’ anger to meekness in these situations?

It is by no means obvious that the answer is Yes. The motivational history of
anger at oppression is much more chequered than it is sometimes represented as
being. Often when anger cannot be directed at its proper object — for example,
because the object is too powerful or too distant — it gets vented on some other
object.”® The handiest substitutes are typically found at home. It is, then, not
surprising that the highest rates of child abuse and domestic violence occur within
populations that are the victims of systematic injustice.*® A similar story can be told
about anger’s role in the violence that members of oppressed groups inflict on each
other — outside the home but still within the neighbourhood, so to speak.*®™ What
these patterns illustrate is that the motivating force of anger in response to oppression,

like other kinds of anger, often leads to something decidedly different than the

rectification of injustice.
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In short, anger — even the anger of bystanders and later-selves — is an
unreliable mechanism. It may, at times, alert us to the presence of a moral problem in
our vicinity, but given that it is prone to generating false alarms and, further, that
while under its influence agents are less inclined to revise their beliefs, the
information it conveys will need to be subjected to critical scrutiny and confirmed by
means of some other belief-generating mechanism before it will be reasonable for us
to trust it. Anger may, at times, communicate morally significant content to others
but, likewise, it may interfere with such communication because the form in which it
is delivered draws their attention away from the substance of the message. Anger
may, at times, motivate people to resist injustice and oppression, but it may also
motivate them to perpetrate injustices and oppress others. While a person’s social
position or relational history may make their anger warranted, that does not
necessarily make it wise.

Rather than presenting a presumptive case against meekness, a close look at
anger highlights the need for a virtue to correct it. Shaftesbury, Butler, Hutcheson,
Hume and their contemporaries called that virtue meekness. | have offered a number
of reasons for thinking that it is a virtue we, too, should endorse. Nothing in what |
have said precludes the possibility that there is another virtue that also pertains to
anger. For all I have said, there may be a virtue like the one Bell calls “appropriate
anger” that works in tandem with meekness or that provides a virtuous alternative to
meekness (if one is a pluralist of a certain stripe). Neither have I specified how slow
to anger the meek will be. Hume, for all his enthusiasm for meekness, certainly did
not think that being meek precluded one from ever getting angry: “We are not,” he

says, “to imagine, that all the angry passions are vicious.”'%* But whether he is right
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and, if so, which of them are not vicious, and under what circumstances, are questions

for another occasion.

Conclusion

“Blessed are the meek.” In their discussions of meekness, Hume and his
contemporaries draw our attention to a much neglected but remarkably important
virtue. Admittedly, it is out of step with a segment of popular culture (ancient and
contemporary) which is built around an enthusiasm for vengeance. But if, as Foot has
suggested, the virtues stand at precisely those locations where untutored human nature
is commonly inclined to get it wrong, this fact should not surprise us.'®® Rather, it

suggests we have all the more reason to revive the virtue of meekness.
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