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CHAPTER TWO

REVENGE

Is A PROBLEM
Counting the Costs

Marvin John Heemeyer was a ﬁfty—two-year—om mec‘hanic who
lived in Granby, Colorado. His friends des§r1bed him as .e-asy-
going, happy-go-lucky, compassionate. He ¥1ked snowmobiling.
The owner of the bar that he frequented with a group of other
snowmobilers called him “pleasant” and “jovial.” But H‘ee.mfzyer
had suffered some setbacks that had left him feeling VlCtlle'ed
and bitter. He was still smarting from a dispute with town officials
over a ré=zoning ordinance that permitted a concrete plant to be
built next to his muffler repair shop. He had spent vast sums of
time, money, and energy to fight the rezoning decision (.WhICh
he believed would have an adverse impact on his own business),

but his efforts had failed. He had also incurred $2,500 in fines '

that the town had forced him to pay late in 2003 for his own city

- code violations.

Heemeyer made no secret of his bitterness, but he success-
fully concealed an elaborate plan for revenge that took eighteen
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months of hard work to execute. He compiled an extensive list of
targets: the concrete plant that he blamed for his failing business,
a utility company, a warehouse, a hardware store, a bank, a
home owned by the city’s former mayor, and a municipal build-
ing that also contained a library. All of the targets were linked
in some way to people against whom he held grudges, including
the members of the town council that had unanimously voted in
favor of the re-zoning, and even people associated with the local
newspaper that had published editorials in favor of the council’s
decisions.

Heemeyer, an expert welder, set about converting a fifty-
three-ton, thirtyfootlong bulldozer with a 410-horsepower diesel
engine into an assault vehicle. He built a bulletproof coat of
armor for the dozer that consisted of two layers of thick steel with
a layer of concrete between them. He installed seven cameras that
relayed images to three television monitors inside the cab. He also
mounted three rifles to the bulldozer. The bulldozer became a
killdozer.

On Friday, June 4, 2004, Heemeyer got into his killdozer, used
a homemade crane to lower the armored hull over himself, and
made his way out into the streets of Granby. For nearly two hours,
Heemeyer cut a swath of destruction through the little town. He
slowly crashed through thirteen different buildings, starting with
the concrete plant next to his shop. He also destroyed sidewalks,
trees, lampposts, and some city-owned vehicles. All the while,

police and other authorities tried to stop him, firing hundreds of
rounds of ammunition at the armored vehicle with no apparent
effect.

After the killdozer stopped working and the rampage came

to an end, Marvin Heemeyer took his own life with a semiauto-
matic pistol. It took hours for the authorities to figure out a way
to remove the armor from the vehicle so that his body could be

retrieved. Amazingly, no one but Heemeyer himself was seriously
injured.!

“Revenge,” if I can be technical for a moment, is any attempt

to harm someone or some group of people “in response to feel-

ing that oneself has been harmed by that other person or group,

whereby the act of harming that person or group is not designed
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to repair the harm, to stop it from occurring or conFirlluin.g 1”r;
the immediate confrontation, Or to produce materia gain.
Marvin Heemeyer’s campaign of vengeance fits this d'eﬁl’lltIOI:I t(;)
a tee: he wanted to harm people who ha('i harmed him, period.
Heemeyer’s actions suggest that the desire for vengea?fe cant
be a powerful motivator of human Qestructlveness. Sn , m‘os1
of us recoil from the idea that the desire for. revenge 1s }211 tyly(nc?
human response—our typical rf.:sponse—‘—to 1nJ,ust1ce. T'ag St?
the disease model of revenge Into which we've b?en 1;1 oc r11-
nated, we prefer to think of revenge as the prerogative ol peoplc

i insane, but not us. .
Wholflret\fr‘c’)ﬂ g;tional surveys, researchers asked represen.tatlvef
samples of American men and women to “rank—order a 1}‘51,: (r)l-
eighteen personal qualities (for exar’flple, “courageous, o -
est,” “cheerful,” and “self-controlled”) to indicate how“fmug
they valued each of them. In both surveys, people ranifed bor%n;
ing” as their fourth most higl'ﬂ.y val,l,led peisonal qgglltzf (3 iil e
out only by “honest,” “ambitious, and‘ responsible ): hy orte
recently, researchers asked 1,030 American adults tol‘l};’l 1cta le
how they behaved when “you feel that someone has deliberate );
done something wrong to you.” Of these respondents, 42 percen
indicated that they try to “overlogk” the offense, and 45 per-
cent indicated that they “try to fqrglve” the offen(}er. In contrast,
only 8 percent of Americans indicated that they “try tohget even—
in some way.” Other studies show that people from other coun
tries, such as France and Congo, also see themselves as forgiving

vengeful.® .

rath;;z:nsurviy results really don’t come as any surprlse%
of course. People around the wo‘rld }earn the disease mode}ll(?
revenge from their parents, their kindergarten teachers, their
religions, and the other keeper§ .of the norms of decent soafty;
People also learn that as good citizens, they too should try 'Lo t ;)rt
give people who hurt them. ?hls woul(.i lead you to thin ) a
maybe revenge is N0 big deal in the social Problems that p’?lggz
us as a species, but when you look the facts.m the eye (as we °
in this chapter), you can sc¢ that the deswe. for revengf is ori
reason (among others) why normal, well—adjusteq people try to
hurt each other, why murderers murder, why nations go to war,
and even why terrorists terrorize.
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ScrRATCH FORGIVENESS AND SEE
VENGEANCE BLEED

If you catch people when they’re motivated to look at themselves
realistically, they’ll often admit just how difficult forgiveness can
be and just how easily the desire for revenge can surface. In
1999, Time magazine asked 1,049 American adults to think about
a variety of transgressions, and to indicate whether they would
forgive someone who had committed those transgressions against
them. As Figure 2.1 shows, most people say that they’'d be will-
ing to forgive low-stakes transgressions such as being lied about
or having their money stolen, but it’s only the saintliest—or the
most self-deluded—who believe they could forgive their daugh-
ter’s rapist or their son’s murderer.® Most people’s forgiving self-
images evaporate under the searing heat of extreme violence and
trauma.

So when we ask people to be specific about how they think
they’d feel if they were seriously traumatized, they readily admit
that forgiveness would be extremely difficult. In fact, most people
do admit that they experience the desire for revenge from time

FiGURE 2.4. PERCENTAGE OF AMERICAN ApULTS WHO WOULD FORGIVE AND
WouLp NoT FORGIVE A VARIETY OF HYPOTHETICAL TRANSGRESSIONS.

Told lies about you

Stole money from you

Slapped or punched you in the face
Held you up with a gun

Murdered someone in your community
Raped you*

Raped a member of your family

Murdered your child

0 10 20 80 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
8 Would Forgive (%) Would Not Forgive (%) Not Sure (%)J

Note: *Asked only of women.
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to time. Researchers asked a sample of American adults to recall
a time in the past month when they begame angry at someone.
They were then asked to choose from a list of possible responses
to the situation, selecting all that applied t(? them—for exz‘lm—
ple, trying to think about the situation in a different way, havnllkg
a drink or a pill, talking to the person they were angry at, t; (i
ing to someone else about the situation, and so on. When aste :
whether they “thought about h(;w7 to get revenge, 6 percent O
le answered affirmatively.

the ;?)I(n I[))ercent is pretty low, but you I}ave Fo remember V&Eat
we’re talking here about six percent within a single .month. at
percentage of people feel the desire for revenge in the C(()iurse
of a single year? When researchers a§ked 513‘ Dutch students
whether they could recall a specific instance 1n th.e past year
when someone did something hurtful to them for which they felt
a desire to get even, 64 percent said “yes.”™

Tue DEsiRE FOR REVENGE Is ONE
THING; ACTING ON It Is ANOTHER

So maybe most of us really can relate to 1\:Iarvin Heemeyelj’s
desire for revenge after all. But still, we don’t all become Marvin
Heemeyer. Only about one-third of people report that Ehey act
on their desires for revenge in any way.? Still, when youTe hurt
profoundly, the temptation to seek revenge can b§c0m6_ ver(}if
strong indeed. Barbara Cardozo and Colleagués interviewe
Kosovar Albanians who had been displaced during the ethnic
cleansing that took place in Kosovo between 1998 and 199%.
By the end of the violence, many of these people had I'CCCI\(I;
some truly horrible treatment. Four out of five ha'd been 1:
placed from their homes. Two-thirds had been deprived of foo
or water. Three out of five reported having been close to death at
some point. One-half reported having suffered torture or abuS(;
of one kind or another. One-quarter experienced the murder O
a friend or a loved one.™ N

Given this level of traumatic exposure, it’s not surprising that
about half of the men and two out of every five women report(?d
that they experienced very strong feelings of revenge—that 18,
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they reported experiencing the desire for revenge “all the time”
or “a lot of the time”—toward the Serbs. Of those who reported
such frequent feelings of revenge, 44 percent of the men and
33 percent of the women indicated that they would have acted on
those feelings if they had had the chance. Only 17 percent of the
men and 26 percent of the women indicated that they definitely
would not have acted act on those feelings. One year later, when
the researchers repeated the survey, people’s feelings of revenge
and their desires to act on those feelings had not declined
substantially.!!

These survey results start to undermine the idea that the
desire for revenge is something exceptional or out of the ordinary.
Fortunately, feeling vengeful is not an everyday thing for most
of us: when we organize societies in a way that protects people’s
rights and welfare, human beings tend to be good natured, law-
abiding, and, yes, forgiving. It’s easy to have family values when
your family’s interests are being protected. But if you push these
generally good-natured human beings—threaten their way of life,
wrench away from them what they prize most highly, or harm their
loved ones—the desire for revenge comes to the fore. If you get
harmed in just the right way, and society doesn’t provide you with
any means of redress, it’s not primarily your sanity that’s going to
prevent you from seeking your own Heemeyerian revenge but,
rather, your lack of skill with a welding torch.

CouNTiNG THE CoOsTsS OF REVENGE

Revenge gets blamed for a lot of bad things—just read the news-
papers: arson, gossip, school bullying, urinating in the coffee
maker in the break room at work, taking a long time to leave a
parking space after someone has honked at you, road rage, World
War I, World War II, workplace shootings, the bombing of a Tel
Aviv pizza parlor, stealing stuff from work, giving away national
secrets, the Hatfield-McCoy feud, the Alexander Hamilton-Aaron
Burr duel, sportsrelated violence, voting against a colleague’s
promotion, vandalism, having an affair, shooting an unfaithful
husband or wife, gang warfare, intentionally infecting someone
with HIV, shoplifting, procrastinating, assassinations, and invad-
ing foreign nations. Is revenge getting blamed for more than
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its fair share of human mischief and misery? I don’t think so.
In the remainder of this chapter, we’ll explore just how much
of the human destructiveness we see around us and read about
in the newspapers has the desire for revenge at its core.

REVENGE AND GARDEN-VARIETY
AGGRESSION

Scientists define human aggression as behavior that’s motivated by
the desire to harm another human being (masochists excluded).
Social psychologists prefer to study aggression by examining peo-
ple’s behavior in well-controlled laboratory settings. It would be
unethical for scientists to cause, or even permit, a research sub-
ject to seriously harm another person, so laboratory scientists
usually study relatively mild forms of aggression. For example, a
social psychologist who wanted to study your aggressive behavior
might examine whether you’ll deliver an unpleasant blast of loud
noise to someone who has just humiliated or insulted you.

Although such forms of aggression might seem to bear lit-
tle resemblance to the types of aggression that we typically care
about in the real world—assaults and murders, for instance—the
same factors that make people aggressive in such laboratory situ-
ations also tend to make people aggressive out in the real world.
Therefore, these laboratory measures of aggression turn out to
be good models for studying why people harm each other inten-
tionally in real life."?

Over the years, social psychologists have learned that it’s not
so easy to get people to voluntarily harm another human being
whom they’ve never met. Unlike our chimpanzee relatives,
who will attack a stranger for no apparent reason at all, human
beings are inclined to treat strangers with respect, tolerance,
and a spirit of cooperation, unless given a reason not to. In fact,
when social psychologists want people to behave aggressively so
that they can study aggression, they often have to provoke their
research participants by insulting them, humiliating them, shock-
ing them, providing them with unflattering feedback about
their personalities, taking away money they’ve just earned, or
otherwise making them feel betrayed, neglected, or hard done by.
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Thus most aggression in the laboratory is “provoked” aggression,
or aggression after one has been harmed oneself. .

Could it be that a lot of this aggression taking place in social
psychologists’ laboratories over the years has been, in fact,
revenge-motivated? Maybe, but just because somebody behaves
more aggressively after provocation doesn’t demonstrate that
he or she is trying to get revenge. People could become more
aggressive after being provoked just because they want to make
themselves feel better by blowing off a bit of steam. To deter-
mine whether aggression in response to harm is motivated by
the desire for revenge or by simple frustration, we need to see
whether the amount of aggression that people direct toward
their provokers exceeds the aggression they direct toward inn'o—
cent bystanders—third parties who didn’t provoke them in
any way.

Some people simply tend to be nastier than others, even
when they’re not provoked. Let’s say we rank one hundred
unprovoked people according to how much aggression (an
unpleasant blast of loud noise, in this case) they direct toward
someone who hasn’t provoked them. We’ll rank the person who
gives the mildest noise blasts at the bottom of the class, and the
person who gives the loudest noise blasts at the top. So we say
that the least aggressive person is at the first percentile (one per-
cent of people were as aggressive or less aggressive than ~thIS
person) and the most aggressive person is at the ninety-ninth
percentile (99 percent of people were as aggressive or less aggres-
sive than this person).

To get a sense of how provocation affects aggression, let’s
compare the aggressive behavior of someone who has been pro-
voked to the percentiles for our group of unprovoked p'eople.
As the left side of Figure 2.2 shows, the average person in our
group of one hundred unprovoked people is, by definition,
at the fiftieth percentile. He or she directs an “average” level
of aggression toward the target. As the center bar of the figure
shows, when someone has been provoked, his or her level of
aggressiveness toward a person who wasn’t the provoker—.an
innocent bystander—will climb only to the fiftyfourth percentile
for the unprovoked people. That means that the subject’s leyel
of aggression is just barely above the average level of aggression
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FIGURE 2.2. PERCENTILE SCORES FOR AMOUNT OF AGGRESSION DIiRECTED
TowaRD ANOTHER PERSON As A FUNCTION OF PROVOCATION AND TARGET TYPE.

100
E 90 H
=
et
S35 804
A& 70
L oo
= ©
=
g 60 -
L 54
50 50 ]

Unprovoked Aggression  Provoked Aggression Provoked Aggression
Toward Bystander Toward Provoker

Provocation and Target Type

Fhat’s seen for the average unprovoked person. In other words,
if you’re provoked, you aren’t going to suddenly go berserk and
start trying to harm innocent bystanders.

Instead, you’re going to try to go after your provoker. The
right side of the figure shows that the average person who is pro-
voked by someone will behave more aggressively (that is, toward
his or her provoker) than will 88 percent of the unprovoked peo-
ple who are given the opportunity to behave aggressively toward
a target who didn’t provoke them.? This is a huge increase in
a'ggressive behavior. In fact, the effect of provocation on aggres-
sion toward the provoker is one of the most powerful effects in
the entire field of social psychology."

The bottom line of these findings is this: there’s no better way
to ensure that someone is going to harm you than to harm him
or her first. Provocation rarely creates berserkers who are driven
mad by an indiscriminate desire to harm others—that’s the dis-
ease model of revenge talking. (Keep in mind that even Marvin
Heemeyer was focused on hurting a relatively small group of peo-
ple by whom he felt he had been personally injured.) Instead,
provocation that is perceived as painful and unjust creates aveng-
ers who have specific targets in their sights.
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DiaL “R” FOR MURDER

Anthropologists tell us that people have been killing each other
for tens of thousands of years, if not longer.”” There are good rea-
sons to believe that avenging such killings by killing the offender
is a cross-cultural universal—at least in societies with the most
elementary forms of social organization, which lack institutional
mechanisms for controlling homicide.'® Bullies, despotic leaders,
and sorcerers, in addition to people who killed someone inten-
tionally or unintentionally, have also been common targets for
lethal revenge in societies around the world throughout history.

Despite the cross-cultural prevalence of revenge-motivated
homicides, more complex societies have a great stake in control-
ling them. When revenge runs rampant in society, governments
have a hard time maintaining social stability. This undermines
their credibility in the eyes of their citizens—who wants to sup-
port a government that can’t keep the streets safe? For this
reason, the kings of Western and Northern Europe began trying
to stamp out revenge-motivated homicides more than a millen-
nium ago. After the Norman Conquest of England in 1066, it was
William the Conqueror who formally outlawed blood revenge
as a response to homicide, but the powerful kings who sought
to unite England under a feudal system had begun to enact
laws to curtail the free expression of blood revenge as early as
602 A.D.I7 These laws, coupled with societal changes that gave
people more freedom from the sacred obligation to defend the
honor of their families and communities, were probably respon-
sible in part for the extraordinary declines in European homi-
cide rates during the past six or seven hundred years. During the
Middle Ages, homicide rates in Europe ranged from twenty to
forty people killed per one hundred thousand each year; by the
middle of the twentieth century, these rates had fallen to less
than one person per one hundred thousand per year."®

But the fact that homicide is twenty times rarer than it was
seven hundred years ago doesn’t mean that revenge as a motive
for homicide is a thing of the past. In fact, the desire for revenge
is still an important reason why people kill each other.

According to the FBI, 16,692 people were murdered (that is,
willfully killed by another person) in the United States during
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2005. Approximately 40 percent of those murders occurred dur-
ing “arguments” or during the commission of other felonies (for
example, robbery, crimes involving narcotics, and sex offenses).
About 5 percent were attributed to juvenile gang Kkillings, and a
few hundred more were spread out over circumstance catego-
ries such as “romantic triangle,” “child killed by babysitter,” and
“brawl due to the influence of alcohol or narcotics.” For about
one-half of the murders, circumstances were either unknown
or designated only by the frustrating category “other—not
specified.”®

Not FinNpDiNG REVENGE AS A MOTIVE FOR
MURDER BY NoT LookiNG FOR IT

How many of these murders were motivated by revenge? FBI sta-
tistics can’t help us there. “Gangland killing” doesn’t tell us why
someone was willfully killed any more than “Child killed by baby-
sitter” does. Why did the gangster want to Kkill his victim? Why did
the babysitter want the child dead? We need to ask questions
about motive if we want to estimate the role of revenge in murder.

Martin Daly and Margo Wilson, biologists who have pioneered
the Darwinian study of homicide, make the point that prosecutors
don’t really care about the specifics of killers’ motives. Prosecu-
tors only need to know whether the crime was committed in cold
blood or in the heat of the moment.? If it’s the former, they can
go to trial seeking a conviction for first-degree murder. If it’s the
latter, the worst crime they can prosecute is second-degree mur-
der. For this reason, crime investigators focus on establishing
premeditation rather than the specifics of motive. As a result, the
categories that they use can provide insight into the premedita-
tion question generally, but they don’t help address the motive
question specifically.

Fortunately, some social scientists have looked more seriously at
revenge as a cause of murders in contemporary society, and at first
blush, the proportion of murders attributable to revenge seems
to hover around 9 percent. An analysis of all homicides in Ireland
from 1992 to 1996 put the rate of revenge-motivated homicides at
9 percent”’ Between 1989 and 1996, approximately 9 percent of
Australian murders committed by people age twenty-five or older
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were precipitated by revenge.® About 8 percent of all murders in
Hong Kong between 1972 and 1992 with a known motive were
revenge-motivated.® But upon closer inspection, this 9 percent
estimate turns out to be too low by half, at least for murder in the
United States.

BETTER ESTIiMATES

When many people think of revenge—including, I suspect, offi-
cials and researchers who assign motives to murders—they prob-
ably have in mind a careful plan that unfolds over days, weeks,
months, or even years. This type of revenge is “served cold” and
executed with a steady hand. But recall that revenge is much
broader than that: it encompasses all aggressive acts that are “not
designed to repair the harm, to stop it from occurring or con-
tinuing in the immediate confrontation, or to produce material
gain.”” Thus revenge probably motivates a lot of murders beyond
those that arise from cold-blooded plans that are designed
expressly to settle a score. When we broaden our definition of
revenge to include all cases of retaliation (including hot-blooded
murders that occur during or as the ultimate conclusion to an
argument or trivial quarrel), revenge-motivated murder starts to
look even more common.

Using a classification system specifically designed to iden-
tify the substantive issues that motivate murder, Wilson and Daly
reviewed all of the homicides that took place in Detroit, Michigan,
in 1972. Among these 512 criminal homicides, Wilson and Daly
discovered that 95 (19 percent) of them could be classified as
acts of “retaliation for previous verbal or physical abuse.” Of the
212 homicides defined as taking place in the context of “social
conflict” among nonrelatives, 95 (45 percent) of them were acts
of retaliation. These cases no doubt included many instances of
cold-blooded revenge—the sorts that other taxonomists of mur-
der have captured in the past under the category “revenge”™—but
also all hot-blooded acts of lethal retaliatory violence.

In a more recent effort, criminologists Charis Kubrin
and Ronald Weitzer tried to estimate the number of retalia-
tory homicides that occurred in St. Louis, Missouri, between
1985 and 1995. Of the 1,731 homicides for which Kubrin and
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Weitzer could identify a motive, approximately 20 percent were
“retaliatory,” meaning that they involved “at least two time points:
an initial disputatious interaction, in which an affront to one
party remained unanswered or unresolved, which prompted a
subsequent encounter during which the offended party exacted
deadly retribution for the earlier offense.”®

We should take the Detroit and St. Louis figures seriously
because these two studies are the only thorough studies on cities
in the United States in which researchers operationally defined
retaliation and worked hard to look for it. With these results
as a guide, we can estimate that about 20 percent of homicides
nationally are revenge-motivated.” Were we to extrapolate to the
United States overall, we might conclude that more than 3,300
of the 16,692 murders that occurred in the United States during
2005 were motivated by the desire for vengeance. To put this
figure in perspective, revenge-motivated killing probably took
more lives in 2005 than did the terrorist attacks on September 11,
2001. (Incidentally, the place on earth where revenge is the most
frequent motive for murder probably isn’t even in the United
States: in Medellin, Colombia, 45 percent of the murders with
known motives that were committed between 1990 and 2002
were motivated by revenge.®)

The following three narratives, which Kubrin and Weitzer
reconstructed from the St. Louis case reports, illustrate how
revenge-related murders often unfold:

The suspect liked to bully the neighborhood youths and order
them around. On the day in question, the victim had apparently
had enough. When the suspect told the victim to go to the store
for him, the victim refused. The suspect then called the victim a
“punk.” The victim punched the suspect once in the mouth and
the suspect hit the ground. The victim told the suspect to get his
nine [gun], calling the suspect a punk because the suspect needed
a weapon to be tough. Friends of the suspect later told police

that the suspect was “in shock” that the victim would hit him;

the suspect said that he thought the victim was afraid of him. The
suspect said he would “take care of business” and his friends knew
he would shoot the victim, because the suspect was no fighter and
would only settle things with a gun. As the victim was sitting in a car
with friends, the suspect shot into the car, then fled the area.
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The suspect drove at a high speed, hitting an officer who was
writing a parking ticket. The victim was thrown into the air and
landed on the hood of the suspect’s car. The car carried the officer
approximately fifty feet down the street and he rolled off the car.
Suspect then walked to the victim, searched him, and kicked him
repeatedly in the face. The suspect said, “He’ll think twice before
he gives me another ticket,” and “That’ll teach him to embarrass
me in front of my grandchildren,” and “You don’t know how much
hate I got in me.” The suspect had gotten a parking ticket that day,
but there was no evidence that this officer had written it. It appears
that the suspect was so angry over the ticket, he simply went look-
ing for a police officer. He told police he wasn’t sorry and would do
it again.

The suspect accused the victim of blocking his entrance to a
doorway, called the victim a name, and ordered the victim out of
his way. The victim and suspect then got into a fistfight. Victim and
suspect exchanged threats before leaving. Later, the suspect drove
up in a car and said something to the victim, who responded, “Go
ahead and shoot me,” which the suspect did.?®

As these narratives show, revenge-motivated murders are
often precipitated by seemingly trivial offenses—name-calling,
parking tickets, and insults to one’s manly honor. By revealing
the banality of the slights and minor altercations that often pre-
cipitate revenge-motivated murder, these cases also illustrate just
how overwhelming the desire for revenge can become.

REVENGE AS A MOTIVE FOR SCHOOL-
Basep KiLLiNGs

Revenge is a big contributor to one type of murder in particu-
lar: the type that takes place in schools. During the past decade,
we’'ve witnessed a spate of Kkillings in middle schools, high
schools, and universities all over the United States—schools in
towns with names like Paducah, Kentucky, Littleton, Colorado,
and Blacksburg, Virginia, where Seung-Hui Cho killed thirty-two
people at Virginia Tech before taking his own life.

There’s no single cause for school killings like these. True,
school killers are more likely than their peers to be depressed,
suicidal, and marginalized. They also tend to have experience
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with firearms and access to them. In addition, they often attend
schools that are tolerant of violence and bullying. But none of
these risk factors goes very far in explaining why adolescents take
guns or knives to their schools with the intention of killing their
peers or teachers. Most school killers are not depressed or sui-
cidal, and most people who are depressed and suicidal are not
violent toward others, even if they know how to get hold of a gun.
To understand why kids go to school to kill, we have to take the
desire for revenge into account.

When Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold went on their killing spree
at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, killing more
than a dozen people and injuring dozens more, a witness claimed
that they shouted, “this is revenge.”® But revenge for what? Most
likely, bullying. Severe bullying is surprisingly common for many
students. Forty-one percent of middle school and high school kids
in the United States report that they were bullied at least once dur-
ing their current school term. About 11 percent of boys report that
they are bullied once per week or more. Of the boys who report
being bullied, nearly 18 percent of them are “hit, slapped, or
pushed” once per week or more.® (I focus on boys because males
do 93 percent of the school killings.*)

People who kill other people in schools tend to be the victims
of bullying, not the perpetrators. The best study of school-based
killings in the United States found that nearly 20 percent of
students who killed other students in their schools had a prior
history of being bullied, as compared with only 9 percent of their
victims.* That’s 20 percent of all school-based killings, includ-
ing killings that take place during other criminal activity (which
make up about 40 percent of the circumstances in which some-
one was killed at school and for which bullying was presumably
not an issue). Ignore these crime-motivated killings and the pro-
portion for which bullying was an issue climbs to one-third.

But the role of revenge in school-based shootings is prob-
ably even greater than these figures let on. To get a better feel
for the role that revenge plays in promoting school killings, we
should look just at “targeted school violence” (that is, crimes
in which the perpetrator attacks the victim with lethal means,
having chosen the school as the setting for the violence). In the
most comprehensive study on this topic, researchers affiliated
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with the United States Secret Service (an organization with lots
of experience in assessing threats of violence) analyzed every
incident of targeted school violence in the United States between
1974 and June 2000.** Of the forty-one attackers responsible
for these thirty-seven incidents, twenty-nine (71 percent) had a
history of being “persecuted, bullied, threatened, attacked, or
injured by others prior to the incident” (p. 21). What’s more,
revenge was judged to be a motive for twenty-five, or 61 percent,
of the forty-one perpetrators. Bullying, followed by a desire for
revenge, may therefore be a key dynamic behind many targeted
school killings.

Even so, we need to bear in mind that bullying is very com-
mon and that the desire for revenge is a common response.
Remember that 41 percent of American high school students
have been bullied at least once during their current school term.
Also, one study of schoolchildren aged nine to fourteen found
that 43 percent of boys who had been bullied felt a desire for
vengeance in response. So even though the desire to seek
revenge against bullies might be an ingredient in many school
killings, it’s not sufficient. It takes more than being bullied, along
with a desire for revenge, to make students kill their teachers and
classmates. Being bullied is common, and feeling vengeful in
response is common. It’s killing your classmates that’s abnormal.
Those students that react to bullying with vengeful action, and
not just vengeful feelings, tend to have other risk factors such
as school problems; psychological or behavioral problems; gang
involvement; troubled home lives; or histories of preoccupation
with guns, violence, or violent media. But without the desire for
revenge, it’s hard to imagine that these troubled, gang-involved,
gun-obsessed teens would respond to bullying with lethal vio-
lence. Ignore the desire for revenge and you miss a big part of
the puzzle. In many cases, the biggest part.

DoEks THE DESIRE FOR REVENGE
Cause WaRr?
Violent intergroup conflict is a fact of life in most traditional

societies. The large majority of societies that anthropologists have
examined show some evidence of war in their histories.® There
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have been exceptions,® but these exceptions largely prove the
rule: under enough ecological pressure (for example, the threat
of starvation) or social pressure (such as other groups of people
who want to steal from you or kill you), most societies have been
willing (albeit reluctantly) to go to war to settle things.

One widely accepted theory of the origins of war posits that
societies” motives for war become more complex as the societies
themselves become more complex.?” In the simplest foraging
societies, which organize in bands (small kin-based groups of
sovereign households), people don’t own any possessions worth
fighting over, so when these band-level societies go to war, it's
usually for defensive purposes such as retaliating for a homicide
against a member of the band or defending the band against
retaliatory raids. In societies that organize in tribes, people also
go to war to steal resources from other groups, as well as for the
retaliatory purposes that motivate war in band-level societies.

In even more complex societies with more centralized forms
of government—chiefdoms, for instance—people go to war for
prestige or social status, as well as for resources and retaliation.
And when societies are organized at the level of states, the theory
goes, people also go to war to gain control over their neighbors,
as well as to gain prestige, to garner resources, and to retaliate.
So in this cultural-evolutionary model of war, new motivations for
going to war get stacked onto the old ones as societies become
more complex. As a result, revenge becomes less prominent with
increasing societal complexity. But even in very complex societies,
the role of the desire for revenge in motivating war doesn’t go
away. It just recedes into the background.

Does the desire for revenge cause war in our present age of
mega-states? Scholars of modern war don’t give it much atten-
tion.*® But perhaps they should.

The sociologist Thomas Scheff gives a gripping account of the
small but indispensable role that the desire for revenge played
in spawning two world wars. Prior to World War I, the French
were bitter about the outcome of the Franco-Prussian War, dur-
ing which France lost the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine. This
bitterness led to a postwar public sentiment known as revanche,
a preoccupation with regaining the lost provinces and wreaking
vengeance against Germany. Revanchism, Scheff argues, enticed
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France into joining with Russia to defend the Serbians against
the Central Powers following the crisis created by the assassina-
tion of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. This Franco-Russian alliance
emboldened the Russians to move forward with their war prep-
arations. The tinderbox eventually ignited, and most of Europe
was drawn into the conflagration.

World War I ended with a defeat for the Central Powers.
Through the treaty of Versailles, Germany was forced to accept
full responsibility for the war. Germany was disarmed, stripped of
much of her territory and her colonies, excluded from member-
ship in the League of Nations, and blockaded for ten months.
Germany’s humiliated rage over the suffering and shame it was
forced to endure after Versailles led to a German desire for vindi-
cation and retaliation on the world stage. This public sentiment
helped pave the way for a strong nationalist leader like Adolf
Hitler to rise to power and, eventually, plunge Germany into a
second world war.*

Revenge’s ability to motivate war isn’t just a European prob-
lem. One sociologist recently examined every major American war
from the Spanish-American War in 1898 to the war in Afghanistan
following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.*” In the run-
up to each of these wars, he discovered, American presidents had
swayed public opinion toward support for war by creating the pub-
lic perception that the nation had been victimized by unprovoked
sneak attacks, and that swift retaliatory action with overwhelmingly
destructive force was the only rational and self-interested course
the country could take.

When you stop to consider it, the “revenge script” has indeed
been weirdly ubiquitous. Could there have been a Spanish-
American War without the sinking of the Maine? Could there
have been a World War I without the sinking of the Lusitania
and the supply ships the United States was using to send weapons
to Great Britain, France, and Russia? Would the United States
have had the will to enter World War II without Pearl Harbor?
Would the United States have allowed itself to become mired in
Vietnam without the Gulf of Tonkin attack? Probably not: public
opposition to war entry in most of these cases was overwhelming.
But by emphasizing the need for retaliation, our leaders suc-
ceed in obtaining broad public support for wars that are virtually
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guaranteed to be long, expensive, and bloody. The language of
retaliation helps give the governed the stomach to bear those
costs.

REVENGE AND TERRORISM

Revenge isn’t “the reason” for war among modern nation-states,
but it still seems to be an indispensable way to create public
support for war. Likewise, terrorism isn’t mainly about getting
revenge. At a strategic level, terrorism seems to be largely about
trying to break the will of an oppressor or a foreign occupier.”!
However, you can clearly hear the revenge motif if you listen
carefully to what the major actors in international terrorism tell
us about why they do what they do.”” One need look no further
than bin Laden’s “Letter to America,” which he published in
November 2002:

Some American writers have published articles under the title
“On what basis are we fighting?” These articles have generated

a number of responses, some of which adhered to the truth and
were based on Islamic Law, and others which have not. Here we
wanted to outline the truth—as an explanation and warning—
hoping for Allah’s reward, seeking success and support from
Him. While seeking Allah’s help, we form our reply based on two
questions directed at the Americans: (Q1) Why are we fighting
and opposing you? (Q2) What are we calling you to, and what do
we want from you? As for the first question: Why are we fighting
and opposing you? The answer is very simple: (1) Because you
attacked us and continue to attack us. . . . The blood pouring out
of Palestine must be equally revenged. You must know that the
Palestinians do not cry alone; their women are not widowed alone;
their sons are not orphaned alone.*”

One social scientist recently reported the results of her inter-
views with 653 people who had been traumatized in some fashion
by the war in Chechnya. She discovered a disturbing trend: people
who had suffered the highest levels of trauma no longer adhered
to the cultural rules that govern the expression of revenge in tra-
ditional Chechnyan society. Most important, these war victims
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no longer believed, in accordance with Chechnyan custom, that
revenge could only be exacted upon the perpetrator of a crime;
instead, they came to believe that any member of the ethnic group
whose members were responsible for an act of aggression against
one’s own family member could be attacked in revenge.** Most
likely, this broadened conception of revenge made them ripe for
recruitment into terrorist organizations.

Never has Al Qaeda or any other modern terrorist group cited
“revenge” as their raison d’étre. Their primary goals are always polit-
ical. However, terrorists are made, not born. Would-be terrorists
find terrorism appealing in part because of the perception that get-
ting involved would give them an outlet for their desires to harm
the nations, factions, or ethnic groups that have harmed them, their
families, and their communities. It follows that if we could find ways
to reduce the desire for revenge, the stock of would-be terrorists
would shrink as well.*s

THE DESiRE FOR REVENGE Is
A CONDUIT FOR PaAiN

Most people want to see themselves as tolerant and forgiving,
but the desire for revenge easily comes to the surface when
they feel that they’ve been victimized, ostracized, criticized, or
antagonized. Marvin John Heemeyer died on June 4, 2004, but
a little part of him lives on because the desire for revenge when
mistreated is a sentiment we all share. You can see that part of
Marvin Heemeyer in the social psychology laboratory, in crime
statistics, and on the front page of every major newspaper. You
can hear the voice of Marvin Heemeyer in the back of your mind
when our leaders begin trying to drum up political support for
their decisions to go to war. The desire for revenge probably
motivates a dozen other forms of human destructiveness too, but
we just don’t know it yet because scientists haven’t yet bothered
to find out.*

The fact that the desire for revenge is an important cause of
human violence and destructiveness shouldn’t blind us to another
important fact about revenge: it’s also a solution. Of course revenge
creates pain and misery, and that’s why we need to understand
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it better. The irony is that the better you understand how revenge
works, the better you can appreciate all of the important problgms
that revenge has actually managed to solve for the human species.
Evolutionary thinking gives us the vantage point from which we
can appreciate exactly what those problems are and how revenge
might have arisen as a tool for solving them.

CHAPTER THREE

REVENGE Is A

SOLUTION
Three Evolutionary Hypotheses

On July 1, 2002, Bashkirian Airlines Flight 2937 took off from
Russia for Barcelona. There were seventy-one people aboard,
including fifty-two children. Swiss air traffic controllers working
for a company called Skyguide were in charge of air traffic control
as the aircraft passed through German airspace. A single control-
ler named Peter Nielsen was left in charge while the only other
controller on duty that night was taking a break. Suddenly, and
with less than a minute to spare, Nielsen realized that the Russian
airliner was coming perilously close to a DHL cargo jet. In a
colossal error of judgment, Nielsen ordered the Russian plane
to descend, even though the on-board collision-avoidance system
was instructing the pilots to climb. Following Nielsen’s instruc-
tions, the pilots of the airliner flew headlong into the cargo plane.
All seventy-one people aboard the Russian plane were killed. The
wreckage from the crash was scattered for twenty miles.

At the moment of the crash, Vitaly Kaloyev, a Russian from
the town of Vladikavkaz in the north Caucasus, had been waiting
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for the Bashkirian flight to arrive at the Barcelona Airport. His
wife and two children were coming to join him for a vacation.
Kaloyev, an architect who was working in Spain at the time,
received the news of the crash and immediately left the airport
for the crash site. When he got there, he convinced the police
officers in charge of the site to let him search for his family’s
remains. “I spent 10 days searching for the remains of my dear
wife and children. My life stopped on that tragic date, July 1,
2002,” he later wrote for a Russian Website commemorating
the crash and its victims. “I am left to live with only memories.
The only consolation I have is my daily visit to their grave in the
cemetery at Vladikavkaz.”

In July 2003 Kaloyev flew back to Switzerland to attend a
memorial service on the oneyear anniversary of the disaster.
The next day, he attended a meeting with officials in which he
expected to be debriefed on the final moments of the flight.
Kaloyev asked over and over to be told who was responsible
for the crash. “The air traffic controller is a villain and in the
Caucasus we talk to villains in our own way,” he reportedly said
before ending the meeting.

In February 2004, Kaloyev flew back to Zurich again in search
of an official apology from the director of Skyguide. Kaloyev’s
hopes for an apology were in vain.

On the 24th, Kaloyev went to the town of Kloten in the
Zurich suburbs where Peter Nielsen lived. Kaloyev found Nielsen
at home and the two men talked privately. Still seeking an apol-
ogy, Kaloyev showed Nielsen some pictures of his children and
asked Nielsen, “What would you feel if you saw your children in
coffins?” Whatever Nielsen’s response was, it wasn’t enough for
Kaloyev. Kaloyev snapped: “I only remember that I had a very
disturbing feeling, as if the bodies of my children were turning
over in their graves,” he said later at trial. Kaloyev doesn’t remem-
ber what happened next (though a Swiss radio station reported
that someone overheard him saying, “You killed my family—and
I am going to kill you”). Kaloyev proceeded to kill Nielsen with
repeated knife stabs to the chest, abdomen, and throat.

Kaloyev was apprehended the next day. On October 27,
2005, Kaloyev was found guilty of premeditated murder and was
sentenced to eight years in prison.'
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Was Kaloyev’s desire for revenge something unique to his
own psyche—something borne of mental illness, terrible par-
enting, bad karma, or backwards Caucasus cultural practices?
Something unique to Kaloyev that would allow us to rest easy in
the belief that we could never do something like that? Or was his
revenge borne of the same propensity for revenge that all human
beings carry around?

In this chapter, we’ll begin to explore the possibility that the
same desire for revenge that motivated Vitaly Kaloyev resides in
all of us, courtesy of natural selection. The scientific evidence
I discussed in the previous chapter shows that the desire for
revenge is in fact quite common, and that it’s a very important
motivator of much of the pain and violence that human beings
experience (and inflict). But in this chapter and the next, I’ll
argue that a readiness to seek revenge when wronged is a general
characteristic of human nature—a trait possessed by every neuro-
logically normal human being.

WuAT WE ARE AND How
WE Gor TuAaT WAY

How did we get the universal traits that characterize us as a spe-
cies? Why do we have two arms, two legs, two eyes, and two sexes,
instead of one or three? For that matter, why arms and legs at all?
Why not tentacles or wings instead? The only scientific account of
human nature that can provide a satisfying explanation for how
the human species got to be in its current form is an evolutionary
account. As one evolutionary biologist famously put it, “Nothing
in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.”?

In this chapter, I'm going to challenge you to engage in what
the evolutionary biologists Martin Daly and Margo Wilson have
called “selection thinking.” We’ll try to envision the functions
that revenge might have served in the ancestral environment to
which human beings are adapted.® The “ancestral environment
to which human beings are adapted” is clearly not our modern
world, with its rapid communication, highly differentiated divi-
sion of labor, small families, and well-developed cultural institu-
tions. Instead, it’s a world that existed a hundred thousand or
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more years ago. It’s a world with few cultural institutions and very
little social organization beyond the extended kinship network.
It’s a slow world without private property, police, courts, jails, or
formal codes of law. It’s a world in which your wits, your relatives,
and maybe a few good friends were your best (and perhaps only)
sources of help when you got into serious trouble. When we
engage in selection thinking, we try to envision the functions that
revenge might have served in an environment like thal, rather
than in an environment like our own (even though revenge may
still at times serve similar functions for us today).

Those “functions” of revenge that we as selection thinkers
want to understand are its social effects that influenced our
ancestors’ abilities to survive, reproduce, and see their offspring
to reproductive maturity. In other words, the ultimate causes for
humanity’s vengeful predisposition today, according to selection
thinking, are the ways in which it helped our ancestors to have
a lot of grandkids. But selection thinking needs to be consistent
with empirical evidence if it’s going to survive the scientific gant-
let. As we proceed through this chapter and those that follow,
we’re going to consider that evidence in detail.

To do selection thinking, we need to start with three concepts:
variation, inheritance, and selection.*

Variation provides the raw materials upon which natural selec-
tion operates. If you think about the people you know, you'll
no doubt be struck by the variation in physical traits, behav-
ioral dispositions, and personality. Much of this variation is cre-
ated by differences in the individuals’ genetic constitutions. These
genetic constitutions are heritable, meaning they are passed from
one individual to his or her offspring through reproduction.

This genetic variation between individuals is the stuff that
natural selection selects. Put simply, natural selection is a process
by which the genes that give rise to traits that make organisms
better at creating copies of themselves (through reproduction)
are precisely the genes that are more likely to show up in the
organisms’ next generation of offspring. As a result, the traits
that provided a reproductive advantage to one’s forebears (and
the genes that give rise to those traits) become more prevalent in
successive generations.
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If, for example, normal genetic variation causes an individual
animal from a given species to develop strong, sharp claws that
enable it to feed itself and its offspring better than individuals
that lack the genes for those strong, sharp claws, the bearer of
the “strong, sharp claws” genes is likely to have more offspring
(that is, to make more genetic copies of itself) than will the indi-
viduals with the more typical claw genes. In the next generation,
therefore, the species will have a slightly larger proportion of
individuals with strong, sharp claws than it did in the previous
generation, and those individuals with strong, sharp claws will go
on to outreproduce the individuals with the more typical claws.
And so it goes: compete, replicate, repeat. As this selection pro-
cess unfolds over many generations of reproduction, a trait that
confers a selective advantage can become species-typical.

Does natural selection operate upon psychological or behav-
joral traits in the same way that it operates upon physical traits?
Well, why wouldn’t it> We now know, for example, of a gene that’s
partially responsible for the evolution of the capacity for speech,
and experts believe that this gene was specifically selected for its
role in creating this uniquely human adaptation.® We also know
that many behavioral and psychological traits—even rather com-
plex ones such as dimensions of personality and intelligence—
that differ among contemporary humans are caused to varying
degrees by genetic differences among individuals.® So given that
some genes that are responsible for universal adaptations such as
speech are more or less species-typical, and given that variation
in other genes is responsible for psychological traits on which
people currently vary, it seems close to inconceivable that the
genes that lead to personality and behavioral traits (including
the propensity for revenge) might somehow have been impervi-
ous to natural selection during human evolution.

WHAT Is AN ADAPTATION?

“Adaptation” is one of the most basic and important concepts
in evolutionary biology. It is also one of the most frequently mis-
understood concepts in evolutionary biology. The evolutionary
psychologist David Buss defined an adaptation as “an inherited
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and reliably developing characteristic that came into existence
through natural selection because it helped to solve a problem
of reproduction during the period of its evolution.” The writer
Robert Wright defined adaptations as “mechanisms that are here
because they have in the past contributed to your ancestors’ fit-
ness. And all are species-typical.™

Humans, like all species, possess lots of interesting adapta-
tions. Language is an adaptation for communication when living
groups get very large and, consequently, there is a lot more that
needs to be communicated.” Pregnancy sickness is an adaptation
for avoiding teratogens (toxins that affect fetal development)
during gestation."” Concealed ovulation is an adaptation for
managing the reproductive trade-offs that occur when individu-
als receive reproductive advantages both from procuring lots of
mating opportunities and from providing paternal care for their
offspring."

But let me be clear: not everything that exists in human
nature is an adaptation.’? The evolutionary biologist George
Williams noted that “adaptation is a special and onerous con-
cept that should be used only when it is really necessary.”"? Every
human being on the planet has a belly button, but the belly but-
ton itself is not an adaptation. Instead, the belly-button is the
by-product of an adaptation—it’s the interface that connects
the umbilical cord to the fetus. Our search for the adaptive value
of the belly-button will certainly be fruitless, because it didn’t
arise because of its adaptive value. It’s an inevitable but purpose-
less consequence of a true adaptation——intrauterine fetal devel-
opment.14 In recent years, social scientists have claimed that art
and music may be similar cross-cultural universals that arose even
though they serve no known adaptive purpose.’

Other adaptation-irrelevant traits might become species-typical
through a process known as genetic drift (or neutral selection).
In genetic drift, a trait produced by 2 genetic variant can spread
and become species-typical through sheer luck rather than
because of any fitness benefits that the trait confers. So we have
to keep something in mind: hypothesizing that the ubiquity of
the desire for revenge is due to its CO-OCCUTTence with a bona fide
adaptation (a la the belly button—umbilical cord relationship), or
hypothesizing that it is due to genetic drift, are reasonable things
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to do. However, we aren’t going to give these non-adaptationist
hypotheses very much attention henceforth because the scientific
evidence that we’ll get into in the next few chapters will vindicate
the adaptationist point of view resoundingly.

How CouLp THE DESIRE FOR REVENGE
PossiBLY BE AN ADAPTATION WHEN
It’s So MALADAPTIVE?

How could revenge possibly be an adaptation (in the evolutionar
sense) when it’s so destructive and seemingly pointless—when i}tl
seems o maladaptive—in the world in which we live? What could
possibly be the evolutionary advantage of killing Vietnamese
women and children because of casualties your platoon suf-
fered the day before? What gain comes from killing the man
who ?{illed your son for spreading rumors about his daughter’s
chastlty? Who benefits when a man whose family was kille§ in an
airplane crash murders the air traffic controller whom he blames
for the': crash? If revenge is an adaptation, we have to explain the
evol~ut10nary gains that our ancestors might have acquired by pos-
sessing a willingness to take revenge, even if revenge doesn’t};grve
Fhose functions in the modern world (or, for that matter, even if
it does). To think about revenge as an evolutionary ada’ptation
we won’t concern ourselves so much with whether it’s “adaptive’,’
today—what will concern us is whether it was adaptive before
humans. existed in their contemporary form.
It might seem, then, that evolutionary scientists who deal with
human behavior have a tough row to hoe, and they do. Because
they want to explain not only how things work but also why th.
work the way they do and how they came to work the way they do theey
oft(?n have to seek out sources of data that more convengiona}ll
social scientists do not.'® In this, their endeavor is a bit like astron-
orpers’ efforts to understand how the universe began by studyin
things thgt they can observe today. Evolutionary researchers e};cag—
vate ancient burial sites and scrutinize dried-out skeletons. They
E(legzhsp?aﬁc genes and figure out what they do. They watch
e a;zllor of. infants. They study the behavior of college fresh-
in the social psychology laboratory. They watch nonhuman
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primates in the wild and in captivity. They interview people from
hunter-gatherer societies who haven’t yet had much contact with
modern civilization.!” None of the bits of data they gather from
any single one of these sources proves definitively that a given
behavior is an adaptation, but all of the data put together should
tell a consistent story one way or the other. First and foremost, if
a behavioral or psychological trait really is an adaptation, the data
should give us a consistent story about the adaptive problem (or
problems) that the trait helps to solve.

W HAT ADAPTIVE PROBLEMS DoEs
REVENGE SOLVE?

Some emotional states serve obvious functions that give evolu-
tionary theorists confidence that those emotions are part of the
solution to an adaptive problem. For example, fear prompts us
to escape potential threats in the environment. It also makes
us more cautious and avoidant of risk in general.’® But some
fears are easier to develop than others. For instance, primates
Jearn to fear snakes the first time they see an individual look-
ing fearful in a toy snake’s presence; the same sort of automatic
Jearning doesn’t occur when primates see an individual looking
fearful in the presence of toy rabbits or flowers. In the labora-
tory, humans can be conditioned to fear snakes even when they
aren’t consciously aware that they’ve even seen @ snake (this is
also an effect that doesn’t occur when researchers try to “teach”
people to fear innocuous objects such as mushrooms and flow-
ers). Moreover, fears of snakes are extremely difficult to unlearn.
All of this evidence, when put together with an understanding
of the general psychological and behavioral effects of fear and
the survival threat that snakes and reptiles played during human
evolution, suggests that fear of snakes is a bona fide psychological
adaptation.’

Some social scientists have tried to discover the functionality
of revenge by studying the justifications that people provide for
their own vengeful behavior. On this basis, some have proposed
that people seek revenge because they want to balance a moral

: Jedger that has become lopsided, or because they’re interested in
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teaching a transgressor a moral lesson, or because revenge feels
good and raises the avenger’s self-esteem.”” All of these state-
ments could well be true, and from certain perspectives it might
lt?e correct to view them as “causes” of revenge, but such explana-
tions can’t help us understand why we have a capacity for revenge
:;l (z;)here that cagac}z'lty came from in the first place. The social scientigts
enerate ’ i

Selecgon thinkintg ‘ese hypotheses about revenge weren’t using

To C(?nceptualize revenge as an adaptation, we have to know
what social problems it helped our ancestors to adapt fo. There
are three very good possibilities. First, the propensity for r.even e
may have been selected because it helped to deter individufls
who aggressed against ancestral humans from harming them
a second time. Second, revenge may have deterred would-be
aggressors from committing acts of aggression against our ances-
tors in .the. first place. Third, revenge may have been useful
for pl'mlshlng (and reforming) members of the social groups
Eo 'whlc.h our ancestors belonged when those members failed Eo
F())lt((:ih in:’ a?d 1inakehappropriate contributions to the common

od. Let’s look at the i

;gience et s Jook a1 se three possibilities and some of the evi-

Tue FirsT ADAPTIVE FUNCTION: REVENGE
DETERS AGGRESSORS FROM AGGRESSING A
SEcoND TiME

The first possible adaptive function of revenge is its abili
to deter an aggressor from harming you a second time. Whetr}ll
somebody harms you, you’re obviously motivated to prevent it
from happening again, so one thing you can do is simply sta
out of t'he‘ aggressor’s way in the future. In highly mobile rnod}i
ern societies such as ours, often we can simply end relationships
in Yvhlch we’ve been betrayed and form new relationships E)n
Fhfelr place. But in the close societies in which our earliest Eom—
inléi ancestorsclived, moving away wasn’t always a good option.
tLlateed, qstraasm from the group was often a severe punishment
carried the risk of death. Therefore, our ancestors often

had to find more direct w e with
A ays to co
li sin thei dst. P ith the dCSpOtS and bul-
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One way to cope with someone who wants to take advantage
of you is to make it less profitable for that person to do so. If a
bully determines that, by taking advantage of you, he can gain
access to resources (for example, food, shelter, a good tool, a
ood mate, or a bump up the social ladder) that will improve his
own well-being by x, but he knows that he’ll incur a transaction
cost (for example, in the form of wounds, or in the loss of status
if he actually loses the fight) that equals, say, 50 percent of x, then
taking advantage of you will produce, on average, a net benefit of
only .5x. Would the bully try to steal your mate for a benefit of x?
Perhaps. For .5bx? Perhaps not. Revenge turns x into .5x.

Revenge of this nature, which evolutionary biologists define
as the “retaliatory infliction of a fitness reduction,” is actually
quite prevalent in animal societies. For example, if a rhesus
macaque finds a source of a highly valued food, but fails to issue
one of the “food calls” that are used to alert others to the big
discovery, the animal is likely to be attacked when others realize
what he’s done. In a scenario like this, you can almost see the
evolutionary logic at work: if you don’t want to share your food
with us, then we’re going to make it less fitness-enhancing for you
to try and be sneaky about it. Theoretical biologists have gone
on to show that the social impulses that motivate individuals to
harm others who take advantage of them can become “evolution-
arily stable.” In other words, the math works out right for revenge
to evolve precisely because of its ability to teach our aggressors
that crime doesn’t pay.?!

When we look at modern-day data on revenge and its effects,
we can see that revenge seems (o perform a similar deterrent
function in human relations. A social psychologist examined this
deterrent function over twenty-five years ago in a simple experi-
ment.2 Male undergraduate students were asked to write an
essay, which was then evaluated by another person (who was actu-
ally working for the researcher). All participants received insult-
ing evaluations of their essays, regardless of their actual quality.

The participants were brought back to the psychologist’s lab
twenty-four hours later and given the opportunity to give ten
shocks of varying intensities to the very person who wrote the
insulting reviews of their essays the day before. (In reality, no
shocks were delivered, but participants were led to believe that
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they would be.) Recall from the previous chapter that this is the
very sort of setup that typically leads people to behave vengefully:
1r}5ult me and I'll more readily shock you in the lab. The inten:
sity of the supposed shocks was controlled by a panel of seven
buttons.

One-half of the participants were also led to believe that
a.fter they administered shocks to their evaluator from the pre-
vious day, they would then switch roles with their evaluator and
receive the shocks themselves. The other half of the participants
wer.en’t told anything about receiving shocks later. People who
believed that they could harm their insulting evaluators with-
out the threat of retaliation gave stronger shocks to the evalua-
tors than did. people who thought that the evaluators would have
an opportunity to retaliate. Thus the fear of retaliation deterred
aggression. In another study, people refrained from harming
the interests of their opponent in an economic bargaining game
when they knew that the opponent had a strong ability to retaliate—
especially when the opponent had shown an aversion to starting
tr01'1bl'e in the first place.® What these two studies show is that
beh'evmg that the target of your aggression will have the oppor-
tunity to retaliate against you severely reduces how much harm
you’'re willing to do to him or her in the first place.

Tue SEcoOND ADAPTIVE FUNCTIiON: REVENGE
WARNS WourLp-BE HARMDOERS TO Back OFF

A second candidate for an adaptive function of revenge—and
perhaps even a more important one—is its ability to deter people
who mean to harm us from doing so in the first place. Ancestral
humans were group-living creatures that lived, worked, and ate
in the presence of others. Thus the outcomes of their aggres-
sive encounters with other individuals quickly became public
knowledge.

Many social primates, including humans, are savvy politi-
Fal actors who observe each others’ behavior and then use that
1nf9rmation to make calculated, strategic decisions about how
to interact with each other. Any information I might gain about
your inner disposition—how fearful you are, how easy-going
you are, how generous you are, how vengeful you are—could be
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useful as I try to negotiate my own social world. Any insights I can
gather about what you are made of could turn out to be useful as
I try to determine whether I ought to befriend you, cooperate
with you, take advantage of you, kowtow to you, or simply stay out
of your way. For this reason, I’'m very interested in what you do
after someone else tries to take advantage of you. If you let some-
body harm you without seeking your revenge, then I'll know that
you're an easy mark and I might consider trying to take advan-
tage of you myself.

Don’t kid yourself by thinking that the ancestral human
beings I'm describing were too stupid to engage in such sophis-
ticated political thinking. We modern humans can do it, of
course, and our modern-day primate relatives, most notably the
chimpanzees, are endowed with cognitive abilities that enable
them to engage in such score-keeping and perhaps even to
make inferences about other individuals’ inferences.?* So it’s rea-
sonable to assume that our hominid forebears were outfitted
with similar cognitive abilities.

Social psychologists have shown in the laboratory that a victim
will retaliate more strongly against his or her provoker when an
audience has witnessed the provocation—especially if the audi-
ence lets the victim know that he or she looks weak because of
the abuse he or she suffered or if the victim knows that the
audience is aware that he or she has suffered particularly unjust
treatment. In fact, when people find out that bystanders think
less of them because of the harm they've endured, they’ll actually
go out of their way—even at substantial cost to themselves—to
retaliate against their provokers.” Moreover, when two men have
an argument on the street, the mere presence of a third person
doubles the likelihood that the encounter will escalate from the
exchange of words to the exchange of blows.?

The effect of third parties on revenge can also help to
explain a couple of puzzles about cultural differences in violence.
First off, why do white men in the modern American South
have higher levels of gun violence than do white men in the
Northeast? Social psychologists Richard Nisbett and Dov Cohen
say it's because the Europeans who originally settled in the old
South were sedentary herders rather than farmers.?” (Stay with
me; this story gets pretty good.)
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Sgdentary herders are highly vulnerable to theft and
exp101.tation. The lands they occupy are usually not very good for
more intensive agriculture. Grazing land is often in short supply,
which creates a chronically high level of social tension. Moreover.
herders gamble their entire livelihood on a commodity that i;
both very expensive and highly portable (cattle, sheep, and goats
after all, have hooves). Therefore, as a herder you have to be or;
guard to make sure no one steals your herd while you sleep. By
comparison, it’s awfully hard to steal someone’s barley crop over-
night, and it’s the land rather than the harvest that holds long-
term value for the farmer anyway.

For this reason, according to Nisbett and Cohen, it makes
good sense for herders to cultivate honor—reputations as the
type of people whom you can’t slight without facing certain, vio-
lent retaliation. Indeed, in his book Cohesive Force, the anthro-
pologist Jacob Black-Michaud documented extensively the
self-protective functions that honor (backed up by feuding and
vengeance) served among the traditional herding societies of
the Mediterranean and Middle East.® Honor is of such value
to people from a herding culture that they’ll kill or be killed to
defend it: once your honor is lost, it’s just a matter of time before
your neighbors begin to take advantage of you.

S(?, where did the Europeans who originally settled the
American South come from? You guessed it: they came from
Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, where livestock herding was the
traditional agricultural activity. Once in the United States, they
went on after several decades to farm tobacco, rice, indigo, and
co’tton,29 but even then they were reluctant to give up the ilerd-
ef s honor mentality. Old mental habits, enshrined in a thousand
different cultural edifices and passed from father (and mother)
to son, die hard. The need for honor—backed up by a prone-
ness for revenge—might have been particularly acute in the fron-
‘tler.South of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where
%nstltutions for law enforcement were often meager or nonex-
istent. People had to take care of their own affairs. In contrast
the lquropeans who settled the American Northeast came prei
domlna_lntly from places such as England, Germany, and Holland
there intensive farming was the traditional way of life—a way o%
life that didn’t require people to be so obsessed with honor.*
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Studies show that Nisbett and Cohen are on to something.
They had Northern and Southern undergraduate men at the
University of Michigan participate in several experiments in which
they were bumped and then cursed at by someone who was sur-
reptitiously working for the experimenter. In this situation, the
Southern males became angrier, more hostile, and more prepared
for aggressive action than did their Northern counterparts. They
also had higher increases in cortisol (a stress hormone) and tes-
tosterone (a hormone that’s associated with dominance and
aggression) than did the Northern males.

In addition, when the Southern males were unwittingly put

into a “chicken game” (they were asked to head down the hall for
an appointment, but as soon as they set out, they encountered a
six-foot-three, 250-pound young man who was coming down the
hall from the opposite direction), those who had previously been
jostled and cursed at waited longer before giving way to the big
guy. This didn’t happen with the Northern males. The jostled
and insulted Southern males also gave firmer handshakes, and
they were rated by evaluators as seeming more “dominant” than
were the Northern males who had been jostled and insulted.
Finally, when the Southern males were bumped and insulted in
front of a witness, they believed that the witness thought less of
their manliness, courage, and toughness. The Northerners didn’t
think the witness thought any less of them in this situation. In
other words, being insulted and sworn at seemed like a violation
of manly honor to those young Southern gentlemen, but no
similar thoughts seemed to cross the minds of the Northern men.
These results reinforce the assertion that white Southern men
are more prone to retaliatory aggression than are Northerners—
precisely because of their preoccupation with manly honor.”

The deterrent value of revenge also helps make sense of the
high rates of retaliatory violence in the disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods of America’s inner cities. In his marvelous book Code
of the Street, the sociologist Elijah Anderson contrasts two codes
for regulating social interaction in contemporary urban com-
munities.®2 The first is a code of decency that's characterized
by relaxed, friendly, tolerant social interaction: this is a code
for well-maintained, wellit, multiethnic neighborhoods where
there are job opportunities and safe public spaces. The second
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is a “code of the street” that’s characterized by a preoccupation
with acquiring and protecting one’s honor (or “respect,” or
“props”) and projecting an image of self-confidence, nerve ’skill
aod an ability to look out for oneself. In the burned-out i,nner:
city neighborhoods in which poverty and crime are high, police
protection is unreliable, and opportunities for an honest living
are scarce, young black men learn from an early age to regulate
their behavior according to the code of the street. These sorts of
neighborhoods are magnets for retaliatory homicide.*

Anderson argues that inner-city black men’s reliance on the
code of the street results in large measure from their lack of
trust that the criminal justice system will be there to defend their
interests for them. Developing “respect,” therefore, becomes
such a preoccupation in these neighborhoods because it works
as an insurance policy against victimization—just as it did (and
maybe still does) among Mediterranean herders, the Scots-Irish
settle'rs of the Old South, and their descendants. As Anderson
oescrlbes, the readiness and willingness to retaliate for real or
imagined slights is a key part of the code of the street—primarily
oecause of how it helps people to obtain respect and to defend
it: “For young people this means being prepared to meet chal-
lenges with counteractions. When they are hit or otherwise vio-
lated, .they may hit back. Or they may even ‘pay back’ later on by
avenging transgressions. An important part of the code is not to
allow others to chump you, to let them know that you are ‘about
serious business’ and not to be trifled with. The message that you
are not a pushover must be sent loudly and clearly.”** '

A substantial body of research evidence supports the idea that
adherence to the street code predisposes young people to lives
of retaliatory violence. For example, a nationally representative
three-year longitudinal study of more than nine hundred adoles:
cent males found that boys who endorsed street-code beliefs (for
example, that it’s okay to get into a fight to uphold your honor
or to retaliate against someone who’s called you a name) went
on one year later to engage in more violence, including greater
par.t1c1pation in gang fights and attacks in which their goal was to
seriously injure or kill someone.?

Qne African-American man nicknamed “Stub,” who sells
heroin on the streets of St. Louis, explained to some researchers
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the logic of deterrence that was behind his decision to kill a man
who once shot him and then robbed him:

See, you have to realize if I didn’t get back at him, you a,nd h%m "
could say [Stub]’s a punk. Everybody can gf) take [Stu_b s] shit. Sdo1 1
he [gets] hurt, everybody knew who hurt him. . - So if you handle
your business you ain’t got to even worry about.lt cause they gonna
say that time [so-and-so] robbed [Stub]., and shit he came up mis-
ing. So that gonna give them the fear right t}}ere not to fuck wit
you. ... That's very important if you gonna live t}.lat lifestyle. You
need to let it be known you not gonna take no shit, you know what
I'm saying? Fuck no, you would be out of business . ... OT de:.ad you
know what I'm saying, cause you would have .pt’zople, little kids, .
coming up trying to rob you [thinking] he ain't gonna do nothing,
he’s a punk. . .. People just know . .. don’t fuck with me [because

of my] reputation.®

Tue THIRD ADAPTIVE FuncTioN: REVENGE
CoercEs FREE RiDERS TO COOPERATE

A third function of revenge that was probably adaptive for ances-
tral humans is its value in coercing people to Co’operate who
would otherwise take advantage of othF:r people s hard'wolrlk
without pitching in themselves. Cooperation 18 w1'desprea.d int 3
animal kingdom. Predatory animals cooperate in tracking an
bringing down prey; chimpanzees fo‘rm al.hances to steal povlver‘
away from more powerful, but socially isolated, alpha males;
male dolphins cooperate to isolate femgles so they can matlf
with them; pairs of fish from several species coo?erate in cl.lec(i
ing out predator fish to determine. whethﬁer. they’re hungry; ang7
wasps, ants, and bees divide labor 1n exquls.m?ly e'laborate wz?ys.
But cooperation among humans has a distinctive feature: we
readily cooperate with nonrelatives apd even perfect stragge(ris
without promise of special consideration In the fut}lre. In. eed,
human societies are built upon this sort of cooperation. Wlthou(;
cooperation, agriculture, conservation of natural resources, an 1
warfare (not to mention writing, the Internet, apfl'lntfernatlona
trade) would have been impossible.”® Thus civilization as we
know it would have been impossible.
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The evolution of large-scale human cooperation has puzzled
scientists for quite some time. Jean-Jacques Rousseau understood
the nub of the problem: suppose twenty of us pledge that we're
going to make sacrifices so that we can achieve some grand goal
that none of us could accomplish alone. We’re all going to sac-
rifice a bit of our individual time and energy (in the evolution-
ary sense, our “fitness”) in the short run to create something that
will yield gains for all of us in the long run. Perhaps this group
endeavor is large-game hunting. If we're all willing to take time
out of our schedules to hunt deer, we’ll be much more success-
ful in the endeavor of deer hunting than we would have been
otherwise, and therefore there will be more meat for us and our
families than if we’d all stayed close to home and fended for
ourselves.

But deer hunting is not a risk-free enterprise. It takes time,
its outcome is uncertain, and there’s a real possibility that you'll
run into a dangerous animal in the woods. Given the potential
costs of deer hunting, large-=scale cooperative endeavors such as
group hunts are vulnerable to cheaters or “free riders.” What's
to stop someone in the hunting party from loafing so as to avoid
injury or inconvenience? Meat is often shared among the group
rather than owned by any specific hunter, so hypothetically a free
rider could benefit from the hunt without making any personal
sacrifice.

Or, what’s to stop one of our hunters from breaking faith
with his comrades if the opportunity to kill a hare presents itself?
Rabbit hunting is relatively easy and safe, and it carries a higher
probability of personal payoff to the hunter. So wouldn’t every-
body go after the rabbit if given the opportunity?* As Rousseau
rightly perceived, it's hard to see why someone would remain
faithful to a social contract that required him or her to give up
short-term personal gain in service of the common good. It’s eas-
ier to be a free rider on the bus and let everyone else pay to keep
it maintained. So how does large-scale cooperation emerge at all?
Not surprisingly, philosophers and social scientists call this prob-
lem the “free-rider problem.”

When we think of the freerider problem not as a problem
about individual organisms but rather as a problem about gene
frequencies within a population of replicating organisms, it gets
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even knottier. Let’s say that there are genes that favor group
cooperation and genes that favor free riding. The individuals with
the genes that favor group cooperation are the people who will
be inclined to do the work of cooperating, and this reduces their
fitness slightly relative to the fitness of individuals with the free-
rider genes who gain the benefits of group cooperation without
the costs associated with all the extra work. As a result of the fit-
ness advantage that freeriding genes seem to enjoy generation
after generation, it’s hard to see how the proportion of coopera-
tive genes in the gene pool could do anything but decline with
each successive generation, just as it’s hard to see how the free-
rider genes could do anything except increase. Thus the free-rider
problem makes large-scale cooperation look like an evolutionary
nonstarter.

One possible solution to the mystery of large-scale coopera-
tion in light of the freerider problem is punishment, more Spe-
cifically, a form of punishment that goes by the name “altruistic
punishment” or “moralistic enforcement.”® Altruistic punish-
ments might include humiliating the free rider, physically injur-
ing him, fining him, socially ostracizing him, or taking away
some other resource that steeply reduces his fitness. We call this
sort of punishment “altruistic” because it comes with a cost to
the punisher—if you decide to punish a free rider, you do so at
some metabolic cost to yourself. Sull, research with modern-day
humans has shown that people willingly incur considerable costs
to themselves in order to punish free riders,* and that they do so
in order to prevent free riders from parasitically benefiting from
the cooperative effort of other group members.* Altruistic pun-
ishment occurs even when the punisher gets no personal benefit
from punishing the noncooperator and even when the punisher
doesn’t have the opportunity to engage in any more interactions
with the uncooperative partner: people punish free riders, it
seems, just because they feel like it. And actually, the psychologi-
cal mechanism that promotes altruistic punishment is even more
specific than that: people freely and gladly punish free riders
because free riders make people angry, and because harming
them in kind makes people feel good.*

Research on modern human behavior shows that regu-
larly punishing free riders can indeed establish and maintain
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la'rge-scale group cooperation. In one study, the individuals
within four-person groups were each given an endowment of
twenty monetary units (for simplicity’s sake, I'll call them dollars)
by t‘he investigators. Then the groups played repeated rounds of
an investment game in which the four individuals could contrib-
ute whatever amount they desired from their personal accounts
into a joint account that was shared by all four members. When
you put a dollar into the common account, that dollar is sub-
tracted from your personal account, and $1.60 (or 40 cents
per group member) is placed in the joint account. At the end
of each round, the earnings in the joint account are distributed
favenly among the four group members. In the short run, mak-
ing contributions to the joint account is a bad deal for you as
an individual group member (you lose 60 cents for every dollar you
contribute), but if all four of your group’s members make a one-
dollar contribution on each round, you'll all get 4 X .40 = $1.60
per round, for a 60-cent gain per round.

This is the classic dilemma of cooperation, monetized: if
you’re cooperative but no one else is, you get screwed. If every-
body cooperates, everybody benefits. If everyone except you
cooperates, you get to be a free rider, benefiting from everyone
else’s cooperative spirit without taking on any personal risk.

To test whether retaliation deterred free riders and encour-
aged better group outcomes, the researchers gave half of the
fqur—person groups the ability to punish group members who
didn’t make solid financial contributions to the joint account on
each round. If you wanted to punish a member of your group
whqm you viewed as a free rider, you could make a “punishment”
decision that would cost that person three dollars, but to enact
your decision to punish the free rider, you had to pay a dollar
frorr} your personal account (hence the “altruism” in “altruistic
Puplshment”). For the other half of the four-person groups, pun-
ishing other group members simply wasn’t an option.

' The effect of the ability to punish free riders on contribu-
tions to the joint account was staggering. Individuals within
groups that could punish free riders readily deposited huge pro-
portions of their individual endowments into the joint account
and the sizes of their contributions increased with each nev:z
round. By the end, about 40 percent of players in the groups that
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could punish were contributing all of their personal endowments

. in the
into the joint account during each round. By contrast, In t

groups that couldn’t punish free riders, contributions declined

. . 44
with every successive round. . ..
In another study, researchers had participants play a similar

i nt game, but the researchers gave the particl-
tgfrftsofhl: Vfizt:(;zm %o choose what kind qf group they wang:dt
to join—a group that could punish free riders or a grogp (; 2f
couldn’t. If people didn’t like their ochomes in one kin
ch to the other kind of group w}}gnever
they wanted. Initially, only about one-third of the partf1c1par.1:15_
chose to belong to a punishing group but because the free ri
ers hobbled the effectiveness of these non‘punlshmg groups slo
eople in the nonpunishing groups eventually
realized that joining the punishing groups was worth theftroublleé
In fact, after thirty rounds of play, about. 93 perc<?nt o ge(zgat
had moved into a group that could pgmsh free riders. By that
time, cooperative behavior in the pumshment—f‘ree groulps a’t
collapsed completely: large-scale group cooperation simply can

ili i iders.
i thout the ability to punish free i
e teacher. In this study, she taught par-

better individual outcomes in the 1(?ng
run if they belonged to a group that c_ogld r.e‘ward coo}f)erau}:)rt
and punish cheating—even though their 1n.tu1t10n told t em }: a
they’d do better by free riding or by belonging to a nonpums‘lﬁxrllg
group. The fact is that when enough cooperators who a}rle \%nt Sg;
to retaliate against free riders get t(?gether in a group, t §h nent
disadvantage associated with bearing the costs of punis mte ;
is spread out among so many potential punishers that its ac u(zll
effects on fitness are quite trivial. By the' e.nd of th1rFyhr(()iu? s
of play, the high contributors who were willing to I;lun;ls etr?t(;
tors were getting 98 percent of the payoffs that ~t1'1e igh ;on
utors who were unwilling to punish were recelving. \/\‘ht1 r;llore
rounds of play, the differences in their payoffs would likely Ii\:i
disappeared completely. This is because near_ly eve?};?ne }(leve o
ally comes to play by the rules nearly all the time within tfte pu
ishing groups, so no one has to pumsh anyone else very often. N
The conclusion looks clear: wphout the ability to plgr
ish, large-scale group cooperation 18 probably an evolutionary

group, they could swit

dramatically, most p

Experience is a hard
ticipants that they’d have
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nonstarter. With the ability to retaliate against free riders, however,
it begins to look like an evolutionary no-brainer.

REVENGE: THE PROBLEM
THAT Is A SOLUTION

To the outside observer, revenge looks pointlessly destructive.
And when we count the costs of revenge from a nonselection-
ist vantage point, it is. As we saw in the previous chapter, the
desire for revenge motivates aggression, murder, and perhaps
even international conflict. Marvin Heemeyer built his killdozer
and then used it to destroy a lot of property and upset a lot of
people, but he accomplished very little else. In the end, his ram-
page on Granby, Colorado, seemed like nothing so much as a
very destructive temper tantrum. Vitaly Kaloyev got his revenge
against the air traffic controller Peter Nielsen, but the only thing
he really managed to do was to make more widows and orphans.

But when we use selection thinking, we can appreciate the
evolutionary logic that might lie behind the human propensity
for revenge. Selection thinking leads one to suspect that humans’
propensity for revenge exists because of how it protected our
ancestors from aggressors and because of how it protected their
efforts to benefit from large-scale cooperative behavior. With
these potential adaptive functions in mind, it gets easier to accept
the idea that revenge is a builtin feature of human nature,
despite its awful effects in the world today. We might rightly view
revenge as a modern-day problem, but from an evolutionary
point of view, it’s also an age-old solution.

In this chapter we've explored some of the functions that
revenge might have served in our evolutionary past, but so far
we've only come part way in this endeavor to understand why
revenge evolved and what it’s really all about. We need to take a
closer look at how revenge is actually practiced in real human lives
and real human societies—and some nonhuman ones as well.





