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Abstract

People think about revenge, pursue revenge, and read stories about revenge, but the experience of revenge in everyday life has been little studied. In Study 1, participants wrote about situations in which they were angered and able to obtain revenge, and also situations in which they were angered and unable to obtain revenge. Results indicate that revenge in the real world is often soured by other concerns, such as fear and relatedness, and that men and women experience transgression and revenge in different ways. In Study 2, we removed the constraints of everyday life on revenge-taking by having participants view scenes from Hollywood movies that elicited a desire for revenge, and then rate their satisfaction with a series of alternative endings. Results indicate that the components of fully achieved revenge include: making the perpetrator suffer in ways that psychologically fit the initial transgression, restoring the “face” or social standing of the victim, and making the perpetrator know that the avenger is taking revenge for the perpetrator’s wrongdoing. Both studies indicate that the desire for revenge is in part a moral motivation for justice.

What exactly makes revenge sweet? How anger is satisfied in real life and at the movies

Revenge is sweet and not fattening.

       --Alfred Hitchcock


There is something deeply attractive, and deeply satisfying, about well-executed revenge. For thousands of years plays (Medea, Hamlet), epic poems (the Iliad), novels (The Count of Monte Cristo) and, more recently, movies (An Eye for an Eye, Unforgiven, Death Wish I, II, III, IV, and V) have opened with a murder or other offense, and then chronicled the long struggle of the protagonist to obtain vengeance.  Given the durability of revenge as entertainment, it follows that people enjoy consuming such stories; they enjoy seeing the person who has been wronged settle the score. But there is a difference between emotions experienced directly and those experienced vicariously, in works of fiction, as one “tastes” or “savors” experiences that would produce pain and horror in real life (Shweder & Haidt, 2000). When Hitchcock said that revenge is “sweet and not fattening,” was he referring only to its effects on audiences?


In this paper we present two studies on anger and vengeance, one involving real-life transgressions, the other involving reactions to transgressions in films. In both studies our goal is to investigate the emotional dynamics of revenge. What exactly makes it “sweet?” What factors reduce vengeful anger? And if revenge ends up often being less complete or more compromised in real life, why is that?

The Emotional Experience of Revenge

As far back as Aristotle, the taking of revenge has been seen as motivated by anger.  Aristotle saw revenge as an integral part of anger and he saw the expectation of revenge as a pleasure:

Anger may be defined as an impulse, accompanied by pain, to a conspicuous revenge for a conspicuous slight directed without justification towards what concerns oneself or toward what concerns one’s friends... It must always be attended by a certain pleasure – that which arises from the expectation of revenge. (Rhetoric, Book 2, chapter 2).

Aristotle suggests that when we have been angered by a personal affront, we are motivated to take revenge on the offending party, and that we experience pleasure in the anticipation of fulfilling our desire for revenge.


Recent empirical evidence has supported Aristole’s claim that the “expectation of revenge” is pleasurable.  People predict that taking revenge against a person who wronged them (i.e., a free-rider who benefited from participants’ cooperation, while participants suffered a loss due to the free-rider's defection) will make them feel better about the incident (Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008).  Furthermore, the anticipation of punishing a defector from an economic game is associated with the neural signature of pleasure (de Quervain et al., 2004). When participants knew they could effectively punish norm violators, there was greater activation in the anterior dorsal striatum (an area sensitive to reward) than when they could not effectively punish, or when they had no desire to inflict punishment.  Furthermore, the greater the activation in this area, the more personal resources people spent on punishment, which is suggestive that people expect to receive satisfaction from punishing norm violators.

This expectation of pleasure, however, might often be an error. Carlsmith, Wilson, and Gilbert (2008) found that despite participants’ expectations, those who acted on their desire for revenge reported more negative affect than those who did not have the opportunity to take revenge. Furthermore, people who took revenge spent more time ruminating about the free-rider, and this rumination led them to have a worse affective experience than their non-avenging counterparts (which is consistent with rumination increasing anger and aggression; Bushman, 2002).   Although people expect revenge to make them feel better, in these cases it made them feel worse than if they had not pursued revenge.


It appears that the positive expectations surrounding revenge are not necessarily realized in its actual pursuit. However, prior studies have generally involved one participant interacting with one stranger, who is nearly always either a confederate or a non-existent fabrication  (e.g., Carlsmith et al., 2008; Gollwitzer & Denzler, 2009). Thus past studies have implicitly conceptualized revenge as occurring exclusively between victim and perpetrator, with no audience. In order to gain experimental control, these studies have not given victims the chance to gossip, activate mechanisms of social support, or humiliate the perpetrator in front of his or her own peers (thereby repairing the respect that bystanders have for the victim). Aristotle’s hypothesis about the pleasures of revenge might therefore still be true, at least when anger is allowed to play out in a richer social context. We examined such cases of anger in Study 1, and we included the possibility of humiliation of the wrongdoer in Study 2.
Functions of Revenge


What exactly does the person who wants revenge want? What kinds of outcomes would sweeten revenge? Drawing on philosophy, anthropology, current events, and history, Frijda (1994) pointed to a number of possible aims or goals of revenge: (a) Restoring the balance of suffering, for it is galling to lose in relative comparison to one’s enemy; (b) Equalization of power, for when a perpetrator can willfully harm a victim without retribution it is a statement that the perpetrator is strong and the victim is weak; (c) Restoration of self-esteem, or group-esteem, for the sense of identity and value is often compromised by maltreatment; (d) Escape from pain, for the anger and humiliation of victimization can hurt for years beyond the initial offense, until it is released by destructive action. Frijda’s taxonomy can be re-arranged to yield three underlying ideas about what makes revenge sweet: retribution (just deserts), saving face, and catharsis.


Retribution. Inflicting pain directly on a person who previously insulted the participant does reduce the participant's desire to inflict further pain, as though a pent-up desire for retribution has been satisfied (Doob & Wood, 1972).  Doob and Wood (1976) found evidence that seeing one’s tormenter suffer--even though one is not the cause of the suffering--reduces the tendency to administer additional pain, as though the scales of suffering were now closer to balance.


Frijda (1994) argued that we generally want to see the right amount of revenge, rather than the maximum amount.  If what drives the desire for revenge is to balance the scales, then the pain inflicted on the transgressor should match, or at least be proportional to, the pain inflicted on the victim.  Empirical evidence has supported this claim: people desire offenders to be punished in proportion to the severity of their offense and the moral outrage it evokes (see Carlsmith & Darley, 2008).  And, with regard to revenge in particular, people view revenge more positively if the consequences of the revenge action match those of the initial offense (Tripp, Bies, & Aquino, 2002).


Saving Face. Frijda (1994) raised the concern that a victim loses face simply by virtue of being transgressed against. Loss of face is a public matter, and face must be restored in a public manner. There are at least two ways to restore face: 1) the transgressor might apologize (see Goffman, 1971, on remedial exchanges) or 2) the person transgressed against might take revenge, thus demonstrating to others that he or she is not the kind of person against whom one may transgress with impunity (see Frank, 1988, on the strategic irrationality of vengeance). This idea suggests that for revenge to be satisfying the suffering of the transgressor must be at the hand of the original victim and it must be public -- the transgressor must at least know that his or her current suffering is at the hand of his or her former victim, and possibly in the sense that this knowledge is shared by a wider community (Aristotle did call for conspicuous revenge).


This claim has received some indirect empirical support.  Gollwitzer and Denzler (2009) arranged for participants to be on the receiving end of an unjust distribution. Some participants then had the opportunity to take revenge by assigning the perpetrator to complete a long and unpleasant task; others were told that the assignment would be made randomly. Gollwitzer and Denzler did not collect self-reports of emotion or satisfaction, but they did demonstrate that aggression-related words became less accessible only in one condition: for participants who had chosen to take revenge and who then received a message from the perpetrator acknowledging that he deserved the punishment for his prior action. Merely causing the perpetrator to suffer, or knowing that fate made him suffer, had no effect on the accessibility of goal-relate constructs if the perpetrator was not aware of the participant’s role in inflicting the suffering. 


Catharsis. The psychodynamic tradition, with its emphasis on the hydraulic nature of anger, suggests that without revenge anger builds up, but with revenge it is released (Freud, 1922/1961). Inflicting pain directly on one's tormenter does seem to reduce the desire to inflict further pain (Doob & Wood, 1972; Konečni, 1975), yet there is not good evidence that revenge brings peace of mind (Averill, 1982; Carlsmith et al., 2008).  And when catharsis consists of "letting off steam" by vigorous physical activity such as hitting a punching bag (Bushman, 2002; Bushman, Baumeister, & Stack, 1999), or by shocking someone other than one's tormenter (Doob & Wood, 1972), catharsis tends to produce more aggression, rather than less (Geen & Quanty, 1977).


Based on these findings, we expect that people will find revenge most satisfying when it incorporates both just deserts (the transgressor’s punishment mimics his initial transgression) and restoration of face for the victim (the transgressor, and perhaps others, are aware that the transgressor is being punished for his actions).  We do not expect that catharsis, in the absence of actual revenge, will be satisfying either to victims or to audiences. However, although acting on a desire for revenge may satisfy calls for just deserts and communicate to the transgressor that his acts were wrong, it may be difficult to accomplish these goals in everyday life.  Research on revenge in the workplace has demonstrated that people frequently opt for other responses to injustices (such as forgiveness) and that organizational structures can provide roadblocks to avenging a wrongful act (e.g., Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001).  Therefore, it is important to investigate revenge-taking activities in real-life contexts.  

The Present Research

We began with an open-ended exploration of the dynamics of anger and revenge in Study 1. We then manipulated potential endings to fictional transgression situations in Study 2 to determine exactly what makes revenge sweet. This combination of autobiographical narrative with laboratory simulation is what Baumeister, Stillwell and Wotman (1990, p. 995) called “the ideal empirical strategy.”


We predicted that participants would report difficulty obtaining “sweet revenge” in their everyday lives (Study 1), and that they would want to see sweet revenge realized in fictional depictions of transgressions (Study 2). We further predicted in Study 2 that endings that punished the perpetrator, in ways that were similar to the perpetrator’s initial offense, and which restored the face of the victim, would be more satisfying than endings that lacked any of these three features.


 We also expected to find gender differences. Crick, Casas, and Mosher (1997), for example, found that when angry, boys are more likely to use physical aggression, while girls are more likely to use relational or emotional aggression. The writings of Gilligan (1982) and Tannen (1990) also suggest that women are more oriented towards personal relationships, and that they should be more sensitive than men to harm from relationship threats. Frodi (1978) and others have found that women experience more conflict over the expression of anger than do men. There is also evidence that male non-human primates have faster conflict-reconciliation cycles than do female non-human primates (de Waal, 1996). All of these findings suggest that angry episodes may be more interpersonally complex, more long-lasting, and less easily closed off by direct revenge for women than for men. In addition, given that rumination has been found to be key to the experience of negative affect after taking revenge (Carlsmith et al., 2008), it may also follow that rumination can partially explain differences between men and women with regard to anger and revenge.  Nolen-Hoeksema (1990) has found that women ruminate longer than men do about distressing events. 

We also expected to find gender differences in talking to others about transgressions, and in seeking social support. There is some evidence that the popular stereotype that women gossip more than men contains at least a kernel of truth (Levin, & Arluke, 1985). And Sabini and Silver (1982) argued that such talking to others (gossip) reinforces people’s confidence that they have been transgressed and, therefore, might be expected to sustain rather than quench anger. Averill (1982) found that telling third parties about the perpetrator’s misbehavior was associated with longer durations of anger, holding intensity of the anger constant. We were interested in how talking to others would matter in the context of revenge or its absence.

Study 1

In Study 1 we asked people to tell us about angry incidents from their own lives. We were interested in two questions about these incidents. First, how would incidents that end with revenge differ from those in which there is no revenge? Second, would the dynamics of these emotional events differ for men and women, and if so, how?

Method

Participants

A sign placed on the central walkway of the University of Pennsylvania drew students into a “walk-in” testing session, in which participants were paid five dollars an hour for completing psychology questionnaires, primarily about decision making. Forty-six students (18 women, 28 men) participated. Only students with a valid university ID were admitted, so the sample consists mostly of undergraduates, with some graduate students.

Materials and Procedures

Participants were given a two-page questionnaire and a “blue book” of blank paper, in which to write their answers. The first page of the questionnaire began with these instructions:

We are studying the emotion of anger, and we would like you to tell us about two incidents in your life, from the last year or two, where you became very angry. First, think of a situation where someone said or did something that made you very angry, and then you were able to say or do something in response, to “get back” at the person. Think about this situation for a minute, and try to remember how you felt at the time. Then answer these questions on a separate sheet of paper.


Participants were then asked: 1) Approximately when did this incident take place? 2) Briefly describe the situation, and explain why it made you angry. 3) Describe what you did or said to respond to this person. 4) How did you feel after you responded, or “got back” at the person? 5) Did your response feel satisfying? 6) Do you feel that your response was morally justified? 7) Did your anger get stronger or weaker after you responded? 8) Are you still angry? 9) How did that person react to your response? 10) Did the person apologize? If so, when? 11) At any time after the incident began, did you “obsess” about it? That is, did you think about it over and over again? If yes, what were you thinking, and when? 12a) Did you tell the story to other people? 12b) If yes, did telling the story make you feel more angry, or less angry? 13) If you could go back to the time when you were angry, and do things differently, what would you do? 14) Looking back now, how would you assign fault or blame for the incident? That is, who was “wrong”? [a five point scale offered choices ranging from “entirely the other’s fault” to “entirely my fault”]. 15) Was this one of the strongest anger experiences of your life? Please pick a letter on this scale to describe the incident [a five point scale ran from “I was not really angry” to “I was extremely angry, as angry as I’ve ever been in my life”].


The second page of the questionnaire then continued with these instructions:

Now think of a situation where someone said or did something that made you very angry, but you were unable to say or do anything in response. That is, you were not able to “get back” at the person in any way. Think about this situation for a minute, and try to remember how you felt at the time. Then answer these questions.

Thirteen questions then followed, generally identical to the questions on the first page but with modifications to accommodate the absence of retaliation. Question 3 became: “what stopped you from responding to this person?”; 5 became “are you comfortable with the fact that you did not respond?”; 4 and 6 were skipped; 7 became "since then, has your anger gotten stronger or weaker";  and 13 (if you could do it over again...) was asked earlier in the sequence, allowing us to then ask 9: “how do you think that person would have reacted if you had done this?”. The final question asked the participant to specify his or her sex. 

Results


Participants generally gave yes-or-no answers to most questions, with some elaborations. Questions 8, 10, 11, 12a, and 13 were easily converted into a simple yes/no form. Questions 4, 5, 6, 7, and 12b allowed for bidirectional responses, so they were converted into 3 point scales on which 0 indicated a response in the negative or downward direction (e.g., “my response was unsatisfying”, or “my anger got weaker”), 1 indicated a response in the positive or upward direction (e.g., “my response was satisfying”, or “my anger got stronger”), and .5 indicated no change, or a neutral response. These quantifications were easy to do; two coders worked together to achieve consensus on a first pass, and  a third coder (blind to the research questions) attained high reliability (Cronbach's alphas greater than .90) on all variables. In the following analyses, these binary and trinary variables are compared by Wilcoxon signed-rank tests for within-participant comparisons, and by Mann-Whitney U test for comparisons across participants. Variables on 5-point scales (questions 14 and 15) are compared by traditional t-tests. Two coders coded the open-ended descriptions of anger provoking situations into five different categories (betrayals, rights violations, relationship threats, third-party offenses, and physical confrontations) and they coded the social relationship between the victim and perpetrator into six different categories (family member, friend, roommate, significant other, stranger or employer/teacher/authority). 

 
Table 1 shows the means of responses to the avenged and unavenged episodes. Rows 15 and 14 show that participants picked avenged and unavenged situations that elicited equally strong anger (closest to the descriptor “very angry”) and equally strong blame of the other (closest to the descriptor “mostly the other’s fault, a little bit my fault”). The general kinds of situations that participants described on the two pages were also similar. In both the avenged and unavenged episodes, the most common category of event, as coded from the participants' open-ended descriptions, was a violation of their rights (39% on avenged, 45% on unavenged), followed by relationship threats (being ignored, shunned, or abandoned by friends or valued others; 24% on avenged, 10% on unavenged), and betrayals (a trusted person acting or talking against the participant, usually in secret; 14% on avenged, 10% on unavenged), followed by third party affronts (moral anger about a violation that does not directly affect the self, (8% on avenged; 12% on unavenged episodes). For none of these codes was the difference between conditions significant by Wilcoxon signed rank test (all Z < 1.0, all p >.3). The situations recounted for the avenged and unavenged episodes are therefore fairly well matched in terms of intensity of anger, degree of self blame, and kind of event.

Differences Between Avenged and Uunavenged Anger

We expected that taking revenge would not abate the experience of anger that our participants' victimization evoked. Indeed, there were no differences between the two conditions that were significant at p < .05, and there were only two differences at p < .10. First, those who were able to say or do something to "get back at" the perpetrator were more likely to receive an apology than were those who could say or do nothing (row 10;  z = 1.70, p = .09).  And second, telling others about avenged episodes had a more salutary effect on anger than did telling others about unavenged episodes (row 12b, z = 1.90, p = .06). But with these exceptions, the emotional portraits of the two conditions were quite similar. Participants often had mixed feelings about their responses and non-responses (rows 4 and 5). Most said that if they could go back in time and do things differently, they would do so (row 13). Most participants told someone about the event (row 12a), and about half the participants in each condition said that they "obsessed" about the event afterwards (row 11), and that they were still angry now (row 8). In other words, we found very little evidence for the sweetness of revenge in these everyday episodes. Even the largest difference between the two conditions (row 12b) does not show that telling others about avenged episodes was particularly satisfying. Rather, it is simply not as angering as telling others about an unavenged slight. 

Sex Differences

Men and women reported approximately equal levels of anger in both episodes, and equal levels of self-blame. But several of the variables indicate that women and men responded to transgressions in different ways. The top half of Table 2 shows the rows from Table 1 for which there was a sex difference for either story (at the level of p < .10). The largest difference was that women almost always told others about the event (row 12a), while men’s rates were lower, around 66% (avenged, z = 2.83, p < .01; unavenged, z = 2.00, p < .05). In the avenged episodes, telling others had little net effect on anger levels, for both men and women (row 12b), but in the unavenged episodes talking to others made women more angry than it did for men (z = 2.41, p < .05). Furthermore women reported higher levels of “obsessing” afterwards in the unavenged episodes (row 11, z = 1.68, p < .10). And women reported being less "comfortable" about their own non-response in the unavenged episodes (row 5; z = 2.06, p < .05). All of these results point in the same direction: women suffered more from these episodes, whether avenged or unavenged, and they had a harder time finding closure. 


These sex differences may be due in part to the fact that women and men described different sorts of situations, involving different sorts of social relationships (bottom half of Table 2). The largest difference was that women were more likely to describe interactions with intimates, which included friends, family, and significant others (for avenged: z = 1.75, p < .10; for unavenged, z = 3.33, p < .001; roommates were not considered intimates unless it was also stated that the person was a friend). Men, conversely, were more likely to describe interactions involving strangers (n.s. on avenged; z = 2.33, p < .05 on unavenged). This difference is consistent with the very small differences in the kinds of situations described: In both kinds of episode, women described slightly more instances of betrayal and relationship threat (n.s.), while men described slightly more instances of rights violations (n.s.), which often included physical threats and attacks by unknown males.


However a closer inspection of the results indicates that these differences are not the cause of women’s generally lower levels of satisfaction. When the analysis is limited to only those interactions involving intimates, the magnitude of the sex differences shown in Table 2 does not decrease. Of the 10 sex contrasts shown in the top five rows of Table 2, six become larger while only four become smaller. For example, on question 5 ("did your anger get stronger or weaker?") the sex difference increased in the avenged episodes to 64% of women vs. 31% of men, and in the unavenged episodes to 36% of women vs. 0% of men. The reduced sample size reduces statistical power greatly, but the lack of even a trend towards reduced sex differences argues that the sex differences are not an artifact of differing relationship-types.

Satisfying vs. Unsatisfying Revenge

To provide some insight into what makes revenge sweet we examined the avenged episodes more closely. We divided the participants based on their answers to question 5, “Did your response feel satisfying?” Sixteen participants said no, while 27 said yes. Statistical comparisons of the two groups show several significant differences (even with the reduced power of the divided sample): Satisfying revenge scenarios were less likely to involve relationship threats (4% vs. 44%, z = 3.22, p < .01); and more likely to involve rights violations (52% vs. 25%, z = 1.71, p = .09). Satisfying cases were more likely to involve telling another person (89% vs. 63%, z = 2.03, p < .05), and the telling was less likely to increase anger (25% vs 67%, z = 2.10, p < .05).


Reading the entire corpus of stories, including the reasons given for not responding in the unavenged episodes, tells a clear story that bolsters the statistical comparisons. There were three factors that seemed to make it harder to obtain satisfying revenge:


1) Self-interest: The most widely cited reason for not responding in the unavenged episodes was some form of self interest. Many participants described the painful process of swallowing their anger at abusive drunken athletes, who could hurt them physically for retaliating, or at coaches, professors, bosses and driving-test administrators who could hurt them by blocking their goals. A vivid case was offered by a male who had intervened to protect two elderly men from harassment by several teenagers. The teens punched him, and he fought back. The teens fled as a policeman arrived on the scene, but the policeman grabbed the narrator and pushed him into a wall. When the elderly men protested that the narrator had been helping them, the policeman let go, but did not apologize. The narrator wanted to punch the policeman, but had to restrain his rage. In many of these narrations, feelings of injustice are compounded by a sense of powerlessness.


2) Loss and hurt: Betrayals and abandonments by friends and lovers seem to cause a pain that is not much eased by retaliation. One male, for example, when his girlfriend broke up with him, responded by telling her that he never wanted to speak to her again. This hardly seems like a sweet form of revenge, and he himself felt that his response was unsatisfying. In many of these narrations the only form of retaliation described is passive-aggressive sulking, or otherwise trying to communicate to the perpetrator how much the narrator has been hurt. The occasional apology that results from this strategy may lessen the pain, but it does not seem to produce a sense of satisfaction or triumph.


3) Unknown or inaccessible perpetrators: Several participants described being victimized by muggers and burglars, and then left to ruminate without any possibility of retaliation. One described anger at a meter maid, long since departed, for an unfair parking ticket. One described third-party anger at the director Kevin Costner for what she thought was an inaccurate portrayal of Native Americans in the movie Dances with Wolves.


In contrast, the revenge scenarios described by participants as “satisfying” showed a different set of common themes: 


1) The perpetrator is not an intimate. In the most satisfying cases the perpetrator was more likely to be a stranger who could be safely “told off” in a snide or curt way. When the perpetrator was not a stranger he or she was likely to be a boss or roommate with whom there were no ties of affection, rather than a family member or friend.


2) The perpetrator suffers, eventually. Most of the satisfying revenge scenarios involved some form of immediate retaliation, generally verbal. But a few described efforts to retaliate behind the scenes. A male who felt insulted by a professor wrote a scathing letter about him, which he thinks was instrumental in preventing the professor from obtaining tenure.


3) The narrator stands up for morality. Almost all of the anger narratives imply or directly state that the perpetrator did something wrong, however in most cases the violation concerned how friends, lovers and roommates ought to treat each other. But a few of the satisfying narratives involved more public affronts to morality, offering the narrator the opportunity to rise to the challenge. A female who was working in a coffee shop challenged some drunk men who were threatening the workers and clientele. When one of them threw a table, she “punched him until he cried,” and they left. She described a feeling of “victory” afterwards. Another woman worked in an office where the boss was constantly critical of a slow but dedicated co-worker. The boss fired the co-worker in a humiliating way over the phone, and then joked to the remaining workers that the fired worker was so slow that he wouldn’t even notice if he did not receive his last paycheck. The narrator was outraged; she publicly declared that the fired worker would know about it, since she was going to send him a copy of his last time card. In front of everyone, she photocopied the time card. When asked how she felt after her response, she said “pumped up,” “my heart was racing a mile a minute,” “tensed and ready to pounce,” and “proud of my actions.” 

Discussion


Participants told us two stories from their own lives about times when they “became very angry.” In general, people did not seem better off or less angry in the stories in which they were able to “get back” at the perpetrator. This is consistent with Carlsmith et al.’s (2008) claim that the expectation that vengeance will be satisfying is often an error of affective forecasting. We also found that venting one’s anger by telling others usually made things worse in cases where one was not able to get revenge, although it had slightly more positive results in the avenged stories. This finding supports Tavris’s (1982, p. 135) claim that “if you want to stay angry, if you want to use your anger, keep talking,” although it suggests that Tavris is correct primarily for cases of unavenged anger.


The present data demonstrate the rarity of clear-cut cases of sweet revenge. In most cases some fact about the situation or the nature of the relationship constrained the response, or made the response less than ideally satisfying. The notion that real-life revenge brings closure, and closure brings an end to anger is appealing, but it is not supported by our data. Whether more satisfying revenge would bring closure is an open question.


There were, however, several gender differences. Both sexes gave us stories that they had rated as being equally serious (closest to the descriptor "I was very angry"). But the dynamics of anger in the hours and days after the event seemed to play out differently. Women experienced less satisfaction (particularly in the unavenged episodes); they were more likley to "obsess" about the incident afterwards (particularly in the unavenged episodes); they were more likley to tell others about the episode, and talking to others about unavenged episodes generally increased their anger, whereas for men such talking had more mixed effects.  If, as Sabini and Silver (1981) have argued, people are careful to pick their confidants so as to maximize the chance that their interpretation of events will be supported, then this tendency to tell others is also a tendency to gain social support for one’s anger. Taken together, the tendency to ruminate about anger-provoking incidents and to gain social support for one’s interpretation of those incidents add up to nursing one’s anger. The data suggest a mechanism by which women may hold on to anger longer than do men. 


The stories our participants told us for the most part were not embodiments of sweet revenge. Participants told us that they could not get the revenge they sought because they did not know, or could not find, the perpetrator, or because they would have incurred too great a cost by taking revenge, or because the transgression involved an abandonment, and the pain of the abandonment was more intense than the pleasure of revenge. Revenge in real life, like most action, seems to require a compromise among the various conflicting things one wants. One wants revenge against an abusive coach, but one wants to stay on the team. It may be that for most people truly sweet revenge can only be found in the domain of fantasy. And that is where we next pursued it.

Study 2

Our aim in Study 2 was to take experimental control of our participants’ revenge fantasies. We presented all participants with the same three video clips, each portraying a galling transgression against an innocent victim, taken from a Hollywood movie. We showed the transgression, but did not show any part of the response or resolution. We then presented participants with a written list of potential resolutions, which we manipulated to instantiate the various features of potentially sweet revenge.


We hypothesized that the most gratifying revenge would involve 1) suffering by the transgressor, inflicted by the avenger 2) in a manner consistent with the offender’s initial transgression, and 3) in a manner that involves a restoration of face, that is, the transgressor, and perhaps others, should know that the victim carried out the revenge. We expected that these components would comprise a completely felicitous act of revenge. 


We also included several individual difference measures, to look beyond gender for personality and demographic factors that affect the sweetness of revenge.

Personality Variables

Baumeister, Smart and Boden (1996) suggested that high self-esteem, and in particular high and unstable self esteem, is a risk factor for engaging in violence. We wondered whether having high but unstable self-esteem would predict satisfaction taken from revenge. Given the predictions of sex differences in the literature, and our findings of sex differences in Study 1, we expected that desires for violent revenge would correlate with masculinity as well as with actual gender; thus we included a measure of masculinity-femininity. Stuckless and Goranson (992) created a 20 item scale measuring attitudes towards revenge (e.g., “honor requires that you get back at someone who has hurt you;” “Revenge is morally wrong”—reverse scored). We expected that pro-revenge attitudes would correlate with a liking for the more severe endings, and a dislike of the Catharsis and Forgiveness endings in which no revenge is obtained. 

Demographic Variables

 Men are more inclined toward aggressive behavior than women, particularly when it physically  harms another person (e.g., Eagly & Steffen, 1986). Therefore, we might expect women to be less attracted to revenge than are men, especially violent revenge. Conservatives endorse harsh criminal penalties, such as the death penalty, more so than liberals do (Newport, 2007; Tyler & Weber, 1982), which may correspond to conservatives being more inclined to extract revenge. Religious Christians are enjoined to “turn the other cheek” when offended, and thus might be expected to find revenge more problematic. And finally, Nisbett and Cohen (1996) argued that the Southern United States is characterized by a “Culture of Honor,” that is, by norms that direct men to reply to insult or transgression as an offense against their honor, one requiring a violent response. If this is so, then we should expect Southerners (including women, who are raised with the same expectation about male honor) to be particularly gratified by justified revenge, including violent revenge.

Method

Participants

There were 49 participants--20 men, 28 women, and one who provided no information about sex. All were undergraduates at the University of Virginia who participated in exchange for experimental credit towards a class requirement. Ages ranged from 17 to 21 with a mean of 18.7 years.

Materials

The stimuli were three short video clips from two Hollywood movies (First Wives Club, An Eye for an Eye) and one television mini-series (Roots). The 4.5 minute scene from First Wives Club (hereafter called “Wives”) begins with Annie, the protagonist (played by Dianne Keaton), meeting her estranged husband, Aaron, at an elegant restaurant. They look lovingly into each others’ eyes, then dance together. In the next scene they are up in Aaron’s hotel room, having just made love. Annie is ecstatic, believing that they are getting back together, when Aaron abruptly tells her he wants a divorce, and that he just made love to her one last time as a sort of “good-bye.” Annie is devastated, and demands to know if there is “another woman.” Aaron says no, but just then the other woman walks in: it is their marriage counselor, a younger woman, who begins clumsily counseling Annie that “this is a good thing,” since it means Annie is now free.


The 5 minute scene from An Eye for an Eye (hereafter called “Eye”) opens with the protagonist, Mary
 (played by Sally Fields) stuck in traffic, talking on a cell phone with her adolescent daughter. The doorbell at home rings and Mary hears her daughter answer the door, followed by screaming and sounds of violence. We did not show the rest of the scene, where the daughter is raped and killed while her mother listens, however the outcome of the scene is clear from the section we did show. We next showed the courtroom scene where the murderer is brought in for trial. The murderer is freed on a technicality while Mary and her husband watch in horror. As he walks out of the courtroom a free man, the murderer says “s-s-s-sorry” to Mary, imitating her dead daughter’s stutter with a supercilious sneer.


 The 4.5 minute scene from Roots begins with two slave catchers asking a plantation owner if he has seen a runaway slave (Kunta Kinte, played by John Amos). Kunta is in fact on the plantation, trying to convince his girlfriend, Maggie, to join him in his flight northward. Maggie refuses, and the two argue loudly. The slave catchers overhear the argument, and approach Maggie’s hut. Maggie and Kunta see them, and Kunta flees. The slave catchers chase Kunta on horseback, and capture him in a net. To prevent him from running away again, they tie him to a tree and chop off half of his right foot. 


These clips were selected from among ten that we pilot tested from a variety of movies for their ability to provoke anger in viewers. We wanted to study a range of violations, including non-violent humiliation (Wives), non-lethal violence (Roots), and lethal violence (Eye). We note in passing that it was very easy to find clips in which a man does terrible things to a woman, but it was difficult to find clips in which a woman does something terrible to a man.
 Villains in modern Hollywood movies seem largely limited to aliens, reptiles, and white males.


After viewing each clip, participants filled out a questionnaire about the clip and about what they would like to see happen. The questionnaire began by asking participants to rate on a 10 point scale “How angry do you feel at [the perpetrator]?”; and “How much sympathy do you feel for [the victim]?” Next, participants were asked: “If you could make up any ending for this story, what would the most satisfying ending be, and why? That is, what should [the victim] do, or what would you like to see happen to the people involved?” Next, the questionnaire presented seven possible endings that we wrote to vary systematically potentially relevant features of revenge. Participants were asked to rate “how satisfying” each ending would be. In the “prototype-first” condition the first ending was what we thought would be a highly satisfying prototype of revenge, in which the victim gets revenge on the perpetrator in a way that matches the severity and nature of the perpetrator’s initial offense. The three prototypes were:

 
Wives: A week later, Annie drops a bucket of cow manure from the roof of Aaron’s office onto his head. Aaron was about to get out of his BMW convertible, in front of his business associates. Just before the bucket hits, he looks up, and sees Annie on the roof, laughing. Aaron is uninjured, except for his pride.


Eye: Mary hires some local thugs to find Frank, bring him to a deserted warehouse, and tie him down. She then comes in with a large metal pipe. She tells the thugs to leave. She looks Frank straight in the eye and says “this is for my daughter.” She then smashes the pipe into Frank’s genitals. Frank screams in pain. Mary then says “and this is for me.” She smashes the pipe into Frank’s face, repeatedly, until his skull collapses and he dies.


Roots: One night, after drinking with Trumble at a local saloon, Jim lays down in a field to sleep. A slave on that property recognizes him, and runs to tell Kunta. Kunta grabs an axe, goes to the spot where Jim is sleeping, and stands over him. He pokes Jim’s leg with the butt of the axe, until Jim wakes up. Jim is confused, but when he recognizes Kunta, he becomes terrified. Before Jim can react, Kunta swings the axe down on Jim’s right foot, cutting off half of it.


After participants rated how satisfying the prototype would be, six other endings were presented. The Anonymous ending was identical to the prototype, except that the perpetrator does not see the victim getting back at him, and so does not know why he is suffering. In the Accident ending the same harm comes to the perpetrator in the form of a freak accident, in which the victim was not involved (a gardener knocks over the bucket of manure in Wives; Frank is hit by a truck in Eye; and Jim loses his foot to a bear-trap in Roots). The Violence ending increased the amount of violence from the prototype (e.g., to murder for Roots, and to massive facial disfigurement from the manure bucket in Wives), except that for Eye, which already involved murder in the prototype, the violence was reduced to smashed testicles and permanent sexual crippling. The Humiliation ending manipulated degree of public exposure. For Eye and Roots this involved the use of public humiliation instead of violent retribution (forcibly tattooing the word “murderer” on the head of the perpetrator in Eye; and publicly exposing the slave-catcher having sex with a sheep in Roots). For Wives, which already involved a public humiliation, the manipulation removed the audience, and allowed Aaron to slink away with manure on his head, unseen.


Two additional endings portrayed the victim coping with the injustice without obtaining revenge. In the Catharsis ending the victim vents his or her rage (by shooting bullets at a target labeled “Aaron” in Wives; by undergoing “primal scream” therapy in Eye; and by chopping wood while visualizing the slave-catcher’s foot in Roots). In the Forgiveness ending the victim joins a support group, or becomes more active in church, and learns to forgive the transgression that was committed.


 The endings for Roots presented a slight problem in that Kunta, as a slave, was likely to be punished for any revenge he took. Since such punishment would make his revenge less satisfying to an audience we specifically asked participants to “please disregard any future consequences that would result, i.e., assume Kunta would not get caught or punished for anything he does.”


After all seven endings were presented and rated, participants were asked if they had seen the movie before.

Design and Procedure 


Groups of three or four participants were run together. After filling out informed consent forms, participants were handed a packet of questionnaires and then shown the first video clip. After the clip was over participants were instructed to turn over the cover page and answer a page of questions (described above) about that clip. When all participants were ready to continue, the second clip was shown, followed by the second page of questions, and then the third clip and third page of questions. Approximately half (23) of the participants saw the clips in the order: Wives, Eye, Roots; the rest (26) saw the clips in the reversed order. Crossed with the film-order manipulation, approximately half (25) of the participants were in the “prototype-first” condition, in which the prototype was the first of the seven endings given, followed by the Forgiveness, Violence, Anonymous, Catharsis, Humiliation, and Accident conditions. The rest of the participants (24) rated the endings in the reversed order, with the prototype last.


After rating the third video clip participants filled out four pages of personality and demographics questionnaires, beginning with Bem Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1974), the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), and the Rosenberg Stability of Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1982). Next, we asked them to fill out the Vengeance Scale (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992). Finally, we asked participants to provide us with demographic information: gender, political views (1 = very conservative, 9 = very liberal), religion, strength of religious beliefs (4-point scale of none, weak, moderate, or strong), places in which they had lived, and a self-rating of social class (5-point scale of lower class, lower-middle, middle-middle, upper-middle, or upper-class).

Results

Preliminary Analyses


To test for order and gender effects a repeated measures MANOVA was performed on ratings of anger, sympathy, satisfaction with prototypic revenge and satisfaction with accidental revenge (since these were the first and last endings), across the three film clips. Film (which of 3 films) was a within-participants measure, while film-order, ending-order, and sex were between-participants variables. There was a significant overall effect of film, F (8,152) = 6.51, p < .001. However there were no significant main effects or interactions involving film-order, ending-order, or sex. Independent samples t-tests on all 27 numerical ratings (nine ratings for each of three films) found that there was only one effect of ending-order significant at p < .05 (and none significant at p < .01); there were no effects of film-order significant at p < .05; and there were three significant effects of sex. Film-order and ending-order were therefore dropped from all subsequent analyses, while sex was retained as a variable of interest.


Forty-four percent of the participants had seen the movie First Wives Club before; 38% had seen An Eye for an Eye, and 18% had seen Roots. Comparisons between those who had seen the films before and those who had not found no differences (all p > .05, for the 27 quantitative ratings). 

Basic Means 


Table 3 shows the responses to the nine quantitative questions asked about each of the three film clips. All three films elicited strong anger and sympathy (all means above 8 out of 10). A repeated measures MANOVA on film as a within-participants variable found significant differences between the films in the degree of anger elicited, F(2, 94) = 14.02, p < .001, and sympathy elicited, F(2, 94) = 12.03, p < .001, but the satisfaction ratings of the three prototypes did not differ, F(2, 94) = .84, n.s.. Post-hoc tests using the Sheffe procedure revealed that the anger and sympathy ratings on Wives were lower than those on the other two films, which did not differ from each other.


Since the alternate endings we provided were not exactly parallel to each other across films, it is not meaningful to compare the raw ratings across films. What matters is the degree to which each ending is more or less satisfying than its prototype, as discussed below.

Main Analyses: Manipulations of Endings


To determine the effects of the six ending manipulations we subtracted the rating that each participant made of the prototype from the ratings the participant made of each ending. The resulting difference scores show how the ending affected satisfaction, relative to the prototype. The lower half of Table 3 shows that 16 of the 18 difference scores are negative, meaning that the alternate endings were generally less satisfying than the corresponding prototype. For each difference score, a one-sample t-test (2-tailed) compares the mean to zero. Table 3 shows that the Catharsis and Forgiveness endings were the most consistently unsatisfying. Participants found it much less satisfying for the perpetrator to escape without retribution, even if the victim had achieved peace and acceptance. Participants want the perpetrator to pay. 


Responses to the Violence manipulation, however, suggest that people have reservations about violent revenge. In Wives, adding violence (a disfigured face) to humiliation decreased the satisfaction of the ending. In Roots, murdering the slave catcher, rather than simply cutting off his foot, also decreased satisfaction. In Eye the prototype included murder (since the offense had been murder), so the manipulation here was to decrease violence (Mary smashes Frank’s genitals and cripples him sexually). This was one of only two endings that participants found more satisfying than its prototype (not significantly), perhaps because of the strong injunction against murder. Thus, even though a function of revenge may be punishment or deterrence, people do not follow a “the more the better” principle in judging the satisfaction provided by violent revenge. They do not even necessarily follow an “eye-for-an-eye” principle when that principle calls for a vigilante murder.


Responses to the Anonymous revenge ending suggest that it is important for the perpetrator to know why he is suffering. The anonymous revenge was less satisfying in Wives and in Eye, although the effect was small and non-significant for Roots.


The Accidental revenge ending gives different results for the three stories. When a gardener accidentally knocks a bucket of manure onto Aaron’s head in Wives, the ending is less satisfying than the prototype, but by the same amount as was the Anonymous ending. This suggests that, as long as Aaron does not know who did it, it does not matter whether Annie did it. For Eye, however, Frank getting hit by a truck was (non-significantly) more satisfying than the prototype, while Mary’s anonymous murder of Frank was less satisfying. This might be, again, because of the strong prohibition on murder: if Frank gets killed by a truck, Mary’s hands are clean. In Roots, when Jim loses his foot to a bear trap it was not less satisfying than when Kunta cut it off himself. This ending might be satisfying either because it guarantees that Kunta will face no further retribution, or because it leaves Kunta’s hands clean.


The Humiliation manipulation suggests that humiliation and public exposure are an important part of revenge. In Wives, where the prototype involved public humiliation of Aaron, removing the presence of his business associates reduced the satisfaction of the ending. Moreover, in the two stories that involved violent initial transgressions and private violent revenge, the use of humiliation instead of violence was not significantly less satisfying than the prototype, despite the fact that the perpetrator gets off in these two endings without physical injury.

Participants’ Ideal Endings


After viewing each clip and before rating any of the endings we provided, participants were asked to write out “what would the most satisfying ending be, and why?” They typically wrote one or two sentences. These ideal endings were coded as follows: First, each ending was coded as containing Restitution if it contained anything good happening to the victim, regardless of the source or type of good. Second, each ending was coded as containing Revenge if it contained anything bad happening to the perpetrator, regardless of the source or type of harm. Within the revenge code, the type of harm desired was further categorized. If it involved any sort of violence or physical suffering, the Violence code was applied. If it involved any sort of emotional suffering or relationship-loss, the Emotional code was applied. If the form of the harm roughly matched the form of the initial transgression, the Reciprocity code was applied. All codes were binary (1 if applicable, 0 if not), and were not mutually exclusive. All ideal endings were coded by the first author, and then again by a second rater who was blind to the hypotheses of the study. The two raters agreed on 94% of all codes, and all Cohen’s Kappas were .90 or above, except for the Reciprocity code, which was .75. Differences were worked out by consensus between the two raters. 


Table 4 shows the percentage of participants whose responses fell within each code, for each of the three films. In Wives, where the offense was emotional/relational, the desired endings involved primarily restitution in Annie’s emotional/relational life, e.g., that “Annie would move on and find someone better for herself and be happy again.” Revenge scenarios were also common, and they too tended to be emotional/relational, e.g., “I would like the therapist to leave Aaron so he would feel the pain Annie is experiencing. I’d also like Annie to find someone else who wouldn’t hurt her, but Aaron would be hurt by seeing her with someone else.”


Eye produced a different pattern of results. Because the offense was murder, only 8% of participants spoke of any sort of restitution. Instead, 98% of participants spoke of revenge, most commonly of imprisonment for life. But a large minority of participants overcame the general prohibition on violence to advocate violent revenge, typically murder. Sometimes they even wrestled with the prohibition on murder in their responses, looking for ways around it, e.g., “Honestly, I’d like to see her kill him and get away with it (perhaps through self defense, like, say, if he tried to attack her next). He deserves to die.” 


The most common ideal ending in Roots was a restitutive ending in which Kunta somehow escapes to freedom in the North. Fewer participants wanted to see revenge in this case than in the other films, perhaps because the villain was slavery in general, not just the specific slave catchers who enforced its cruelty by cutting off Kunta’s foot. However when revenge was proposed, it was almost always violent revenge, generally direct reciprocity, e.g., “I would like to see Kunta escape, and see him catch the two people and cut their feet so they can’t run (that is, assuming he doesn’t feel guilt doing it.)”

Sex Differences


Men’s and women’s responses were compared on both the 27 numerical ratings (Table 3) and on the ideal endings they provided (Table 4). Contrary to our prediction, few sex differences were found. The basic means shown in Table 3 hide significant sex differences only in Wives, and then only on three variables: women were significantly more angry (8.79 vs. 7.35, t(46) = 2.58, p < .05), and they reported that the forgiveness and anonymous endings reduced satisfaction more than they did for men (Forgiveness: -2.43 vs. 0.05, t(46) = 2.41, p < .05; Anonymous: -2.11 vs. -0.75, t(46) = 2.13, p < .05.). The content codings of ideal endings shown in Table 4 hide no significant sex differences. Contrary to our prediction, women did not make up emotional/relational revenge endings more often than men (18% vs. 12% across all three films, n.s.), nor did they make up fewer violent endings (20% vs. 28%, n.s.). Women and men did not differ on any of the personality measures (self-esteem, stability of self-esteem, Bem masculinity, or the Vengeance scale), with the exception of a marginal difference on Bem femininity (women higher, t(46) = 2.00, p = .051). 

Correlations with Personality Variables


We now move beyond sex to examine, more generally, which kinds of people liked which kinds of endings. Table 5 shows the Pearson correlations of a variety of demographic and personality variables with the degree of liking for various endings, averaged across all three films. The first six columns show results for the difference scores on each of the six ending manipulations
, taken from Table 3. Positive correlations mean that a person with a given trait liked the ending more than did other people (i.e., the ending did not reduce satisfaction as much for them), while negative correlations indicate that people with that trait disliked the ending more strongly, relative to the prototype. Similarly on the ideal endings: positive correlations mean that people with the relevant trait were more likely to spontaneously mention the feature in question.


Table 5 shows that, contrary to our expectation, politics, religious strength, and sex did not predict which kinds of endings participants found satisfying. However consistent with claims by Nisbett and Cohen (1996), participants from Southern states
 found violent endings more satisfying, r(37) = .33, p < .05, and catharsis-without-revenge less satisfying, r(37) = -.33, p < .05, than did participants from Northern states.


The bottom half of Table 5 shows that neither self esteem nor its stability had any predictive value for the revenge variables, but femininity and masculinity did. Participants high on femininity were more likely to write ideal endings involving restitution, but when women and men were examined separately, the correlation was found to hold only for men (r = .43), not for women (r = .05). Participants high on masculinity were more likely to find the Catharsis and Forgiveness endings unsatisfying (for Catharsis, the Pearson correlation for women was -.32; for men it was -.40. For Forgiveness, women = -.47, men = -.26). The Vengeance Scale (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992) emerged as the single best predictor of revenge variables; participants high on the Vengeance scale found the Catharsis and Forgiveness endings less satisfying, and they were more likely to write ideal endings involving violence.

Discussion


 The results of Study 2 further refine the picture of sweet revenge. In general, for the American college sample studied, participants wanted to see revenge. The Catharsis and Forgiveness endings were substantially less satisfying than were the prototypes of good revenge that we wrote. Participants did not just want closure in the mind of the victim; they wanted the perpetrator to suffer.


Participants gave us a clearer picture of how to create sweet revenge: a) make the perpetrator suffer in the same way the victim had suffered (the prototypes were generally the most satisfying endings; increasing violence made endings less satisfying); b) make the perpetrator know that he is suffering for what he did to the victim (the anonymous endings were less satisfying in Wives and Eye); c) make restitution to the victim (in Wives and Roots, participants wrote about restitution more often than they wrote about revenge. In Eye, restitution was not possible.)


This pattern of results suggests that while vengeance may deter future transgressions, equity or fairness, rather than deterrence, drives the desire for revenge. It also suggests that the restoration of the victim’s face -- at least in the eyes of the transgressor but also in the eyes of bystanders-- is an important component of sweet revenge. In further support of the public face account, the substitution of public humiliation of the transgressor for violence against the transgressor in Eye and Roots did not significantly lower the satisfaction of the ending. However the removal of humiliation in Wives lowered satisfaction substantially.


Study 2 also found evidence that there are individual differences on the question of what makes revenge sweet. First, there was clear support for the idea that vengefulness is a disposition that can be measured by the Vengeance Scale (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992). The Catharsis and Forgiveness endings were particularly unsatisfying to those high on the Vengeance scale -- they really want to see revenge, not closure and acceptance. Moreover, those high on the scale supplied more violent ideal endings than those low on the vengeance scale. As Nisbett and Cohen suggest, Southerners may have different attitudes about revenge. They take a dim view of catharsis, though they take a less dim view of forgiveness. It should be noted, however, that the Vengeance scale was uncorrelated with Southernness (r = .00). As Nisbett and Cohen (1992) make clear, the Southern culture of honor does not endorse violence in general, but it does have fewer qualms about using violence in defense of one’s self, family, or honor.


Those high in Bem masculinity are also left relatively cold by closure without revenge; they are unsatisfied by catharsis and forgiveness. Bem femininity, on the other hand predicted the importance attached to restitution; male participants high in femininity were more attuned to restitution in their ideal endings than were those low in femininity.


Sex, religion, and politics were unpredictive of differences in satisfaction between the prototypes and the substitutions we made in the other conditions. But if sex differences were common in Study 1, why were they absent in study 2? This pattern of findings is reminiscent of the larger debate over sex differences in moral judgment. Studies using hypothetical scenarios, such as Kohlberg’s (1969) Heinz dilemma, find few sex differences (Walker, 1984). Yet studies about how people actually live their lives, such as rates of criminality, or discussions of real personal dilemmas, routinely find large sex differences (Gilligan & Wiggins, 1987). The resolution seems to be that men and women, as members of the same culture, hold the same ideals about right and wrong, and about transgression and vengeance. Real lives, however, are not guided purely by ideals. In real life, men and women are affected by slightly different social needs and social pressures, which lead them to experience transgression in slightly different ways; they may also have different motives and pleasures with regard to confrontation and violence.

General Discussion

Revenge can indeed be sweet. Small majorities of participants in the avenged stories of Study 1 said that their responses felt good and satisfying. And participants in Study 2 were less happy with scenarios that provided closure without revenge than those that provided revenge. In fact, revenge did not seem to be a way of providing closure at all; participants in Study 1 were no less angry in cases where they had gotten revenge than in cases where they had not. The only hint that revenge closed off anger was that participants claimed that telling another person about the incident made them more angry if they had not taken revenge, but it did not have this effect if they had taken revenge. Though revenge can be sweet, Study 1 suggests that in real life it is often quite fattening -- it has a variety of costs. Thus perfect revenge is more likely to be found in fantasy than in real life. Real life revenge is likely to be a compromise between vengeful desires and other concerns. 

Revenge as a Moral Motive


At first glance, revenge seems to be an amoral or even immoral motive, a dark, uncivilized part of the human soul. But our data support Frijda (1994) in saying that this is not generally so. First, people overwhelmingly saw their revenge as morally justified. Of course, we are in no position to know whether they are being reasonable or are engaging in rationalization, but at least they know that revenge is the sort of thing that needs to be morally justified. Second, our data suggest that people prefer revenge that fits the crime. They seem to prefer revenge that is not more violent than the original offense, and they sometimes prefer revenge to be less violent. People want to see evil deeds punished to the right degree. These findings suggest that the motive for revenge is closely related to the motive for justice.

Revenge and Face


Our data also suggest that the desire to maintain face is an important component of the desire for revenge. Being victimized is, among other things, humiliating. The most adequate revenge undoes the humiliation by making the transgressor the victim of the victim. The social status quo from before the transgression is at least partially restored. As Poe’s vengeful narrator says in The Cask of Amontillado: “A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser. It is equally unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him who has done the wrong.”  And, we would add, all the better if the retributive act is witnessed by those who were aware of the original transgression.

Revenge and Murder


It has been said that one can only write great plays about murder and love because all else can be undone. So the desire to avenge a murder dominates our popular portrayals of revenge. But the most fitting revenge for murder is another murder, and that is a conflicted matter in our culture. A favored ending, therefore, is for the villain, pursued by a vengeful hero (ideally a son), to suffer a fatal accident in the last scene, while the hero looks on. Such an ending may not be as viscerally satisfying as the hero directly killing the villain, but it gives the hero a causal role in the villain’s death while not actually staining the hero’s hands with blood.


In real life, of course, few of us are called upon to avenge murders. Real life is about getting revenge on the guy who kept you up all night by not turning off his car alarm. Focusing on these mundane revenges brings out more clearly the motive to see justice done, rather than the desire to see blood spilled.

Revenge and Aesthetic Emotions


So why, finally, do people pay money to see, hear, or read about revenge in fictional portrayals? What is the pleasure they are savoring? An ancient Hindu treatise on emotion, the Natyashastra (Masson & Patwardhan, 1970), offers a clear explanation. According to the author of the Natyashastra, when actors on stage act out an emotional scene, the audience feels not the actual emotions, but a corresponding aesthetic meta-emotion called rasa, which means literally to “taste” or “savor” (See Shweder & Haidt, 2000). The sadness we feel when watching a tragedy is not the same sadness we feel when a loved one dies in real life; it is the rasa of sadness. Drama becomes a moving, uplifting, transcendent experience to the extent that it puts its audience into a state of rasa, where people can feel, savor, or contemplate things beyond their ordinary experience.  Good drama lets us contemplate, for an hour or two, the Platonic forms or archetypes of human experience, such as love and loss, goodness and evil, betrayal and loyalty, or transgression and vengeance. According to the Natyashastra, we seek out drama and fiction because only there can we contemplate or savor such archetypes as perfect virtue, timeless love, or, perhaps, perfectly sweet revenge.
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Table 1

Study 1, Mean Ratings of Episodes that Involved Revenge and Incidents that Did Not

	
	Avenged
	Un-Avenged
	p

	4)How did you feel after you responded? (0=bad, 1=good)
	.58
	n.a.
	

	5)Did your response feel satisfying? (0=unsatisfying, 1=satisfying)
	.60
	.43a
	.

	6)Was your response morally justified? (0=no, 1=yes)
	.88
	n.a.
	

	7)Did your anger get stronger or weaker? (0=weaker, 1=stronger)
	.40
	.30
	

	8)Are you still angry?  (1=yes)
	.49
	.49
	

	10)Did the person apologize (1=yes)
	.37
	.21
	.09

	11)Did you obsess afterwards? (1=yes)
	.59
	.55
	

	12a)Did you tell anyone about this? (1=yes)
	.78
	.79
	

	12b)Did telling make you more or less angry? (0=less, 1=more)
	.42
	.70
	.06

	13)If you could do things differently, would you? (1=yes)
	.64
	.72
	

	14)Who was wrong? (1=all the other, 5=all me)
	1.93
	1.71
	

	15)How strong was this anger experience?

     (1=mild, 5=as angry as I’ve ever been)
	3.83
	3.86
	


Note. Comparisons between the two columns are done by Wilcoxon signed rank test.

a For question 5, the matched question on p.2 asked: “How comfortable are you about not responding? It was scored on the same 0 to 1 scale.

Table 2

Study 1, Sex Differences in Ratings for Avenged and Unavenged Episodes

	
	Avenged
	
	Unavenged

	
	Wom
	Men
	
	Wom
	Men

	5)Did your response feel satisfying? (1=yes)
	.50
	.68
	
	.23
	.56*

	7)Did your anger get stronger or weaker? (1=stronger)  
	.56
	.30+
	
	.44
	.19

	11)Did you obsess afterwards (1=yes)
	.67
	.54
	
	.71
	.44+

	12a)Did you tell anyone about this? (1=yes)
	1.00
	.64**
	
	.94
	.68*

	12b)Did telling make you more angry? (1=yes)
	.41
	.40
	
	.92
	.50*

	
	
	
	
	
	

	2a)  Kind of situation described:
	
	
	
	
	

	           Betrayal
	.17
	.14
	
	.18
	.08

	           Relationship threat
	.28
	.18
	
	.18
	.08

	           Rights violation
	.33
	.50
	
	.53
	.65

	           Third party
	.17
	.04
	
	.08
	.19

	2b) Social relation to perpetrator:
	
	
	
	
	

	            Intimate (Family, friend, or lover)
	.80
	.52+
	
	.71
	.19**

	            Stranger
	.06
	.21
	
	.12
	.48*

	            Bureau. Authority (boss, cop, teacher):
	.17
	.11
	
	.18
	.27


Note. Lines from Table 1 are shown in the top half of this table only if they contained a sex difference. Male vs female scores compared by Mann-Whitney U test, +p<.10, * p<.05, **p<.01

Table 3

Study 2, Mean Ratings for Each Movie, and Changes in Ratings as a Function of Deviation From the Prototypes

	
	First Wives club
	Eye for an Eye
	Roots
	Avg

	How angry (10=extremely)
	8.16
	9.53
	9.22
	8.97

	How much sympathy (10=extreme)
	8.24
	9.47
	9.41
	9.04

	Prototype revenge

(10=extremely satisfying)
	5.82
	5.42
	6.12 
	5.79

	Endings change satisfaction by:
	
	
	
	

	   Catharsis
	-1.80**
	-1.73**
	-2.09**
	-1.87**

	   Forgiveness
	-1.39*
	-1.46**
	-1.31*
	-1.39**

	   Violence manipulation
	-2.18**
	0.21a
	-1.27 **
	-1.22a**

	   Anonymous revenge
	-1.49**
	-1.52**
	-.29
	-1.10**

	   Accidental revenge
	-1.55**
	.19
	-.02
	-.46 

	   Humiliation manipulation
	-1.98b**
	-.77 
	-.37
	.28b


Note. One-sample t-tests on endings show that the ending produces a difference score that differs from 0 by *p < .05, or **p <.01.

a On Eye, the violence manipulation was less violent than the prototype; on the other films, more violent. The Eye rating was therefore multiplied by -1 before being included in the average.

b On Wives, the humiliation manipulation was less humiliating than the prototype; on the other films it involved the substitution of humiliation for violent retribution. The Wives rating was therefore multiplied by -1 before being included in the average.

Table 4

Study 2, Percent of Ideal Endings Embodying Each Code

	
	First Wives Club
	Eye for an Eye
	Roots

	Was there any restitution?
	78
	8
	82

	Was there any revenge?
	59
	98
	41

	       was it violent/physical?
	6
	43
	20

	       was it emotional/relational?
	41
	0
	4

	       was it reciprocal?
	31
	41
	12


Table 5

Pearson Correlations of Demographic and Personality Variables with Liking for 6 Ending Manipulations, and with Participants’ Ideal Endings

	
	Ending manipulations
	
	Ideal Endings

	
	Cath-arsis
	For-give
	Vio-lent
	Anon
	Humil-iation
	Acci-dent
	
	Vio-lence
	Emotion
	Restitution

	Demographic variables
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Sex (0=female, 1=male)
	-.06
	.20
	.13
	-.13
	-.04
	.01
	
	.05
	-.16
	-.07

	   Politics (9=Liberal)
	-.03
	.13
	.08
	.14
	.10
	.02
	
	-.08
	.17
	.03

	   Religious Strength
	.02
	.20
	.08
	-.24
	-.28
	.04
	
	-.04
	-.16
	-.21

	   Southern origin
	-.33*
	-.10
	.33*
	-.27
	-.03
	-.09
	
	.12
	.01
	.00

	Personality variables 

	   Self Esteem
	-.24
	-.05
	-.24
	-.21
	-.08
	-.27
	
	-.02
	.19
	.13

	   Stability of Self Esteem
	-.19
	-.09
	-.20
	.03
	-.03
	.00
	
	-.11
	.11
	.01

	   Bem Femininity
	.06
	.09
	-.04
	.01
	-.04
	.00
	
	-.26
	.11
	.35*

	   Bem Masculinity
	-.33*
	-.41**
	-.01
	-.10
	-.14
	-.10
	
	.13
	.03
	-.27

	   The Vengeance Scale
	-.42**
	-.49**
	.00
	.12
	-.05
	-.19
	
	.46**
	.04
	.02


Note. Positive correlations mean that people with a given trait liked the ending more than other people, for the ending manipulations, or were more likely to make up an ideal ending with the given feature, for the ideal endings, * p < .05, ** p < .01.

 Footnotes
� We did not have sufficient funding to get Hollywood to re-shoot multiple endings of each film for us.





� Peter French, (2001 p 70) has examined a broad range of vengeance stories, including classical tragedies and Hollywood westerns, and suggests a similar set of criteria for satisfactory revenge.





� We made up names for characters whose names were not revealed in the film clips: Mary and Frank in Eye, and Jim as the slave catcher who cuts off Kunta’s foot. We later discovered that the protagonist’s and villain’s names in Eye are in fact Karen and Robert.


� Fatal Attraction had no good outrage-provoking clip.





� We took the average, for each participant, of the difference scores across all three films. However the Violence and Humiliation manipulations did not move in the same direction across all three stories, since Eye began with murder and was made less violent, while Wives began with humiliation, and was made less humiliating. We therefore multiplied the Violence difference score on Eye by -1 before averaging it with the other two films, and we multiplied the Humiliation difference score on Wives by -1 before averaging it with the other two films.





� Participants were asked to list, on the last page, which states they had lived in, and for which years of their lives. These lists were converted to a 1-5 scale of “Southernness”, in which 1 = Full northerner (all of life in Northern states, Pennsylvania or above); 2 = Near northerner (most but not all of life in north); 3 = Washington DC area (including Maryland and Northern Virginia); 4 = Near Southerner (Virginia other than Northern Virginia; or else most but not all of life in South); 5 = Full Southerner (all of life in Southern states other than Virginia).











