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“Splendid . . . cogently and persuasively argued, it makes out the case for forgiveness and reconciliation on sound philosophical and secular grounds. I am very
impressed.”
Archbishop Desmond Tutu
Forgiveness and Revenge is a timely and powerful exploration of our attitudes to
serious wrongdoings and a careful examination of the values that underlie our
thinking about revenge and forgiveness.
From adulterous spouses to terrorist factions, we are surrounded by wrongdoing—yet we rarely agree which response is appropriate.The problem of how to
respond realistically and sensitively to the wrongs of the past remains a perplexing
one.Trudy Govier aims to clear up some of our thinking on this subject by examining the moral and practical impact of revenge and forgiveness, both personal and
political.
Govier argues that revenge is objectionable for practical and moral reasons. She
explores the relationship between revenge and retribution, and the distinction
between vindictiveness and a desire for vindication. Crucially, Govier poses the
question: Are some crimes unforgivable? She argues that forgiving does not
require condoning, excusing or forgetting, using the political forgiveness of
Nelson Mandela as an example. She also defends the idea that the notions of
revenge and forgiveness can be applied to groups of people, not just individuals,
and looks at the repercussions of this on the politics of peace and reconciliation.
Illustrated throughout with examples ranging from the Balkan wars and the
purge of Nazi collaborators in France after World War II to fictional cases such as
Fay Weldon’s She-Devil, Forgiveness and Revenge offers much-needed clarity and
reason where emotions often prevail. It is essential reading for anyone interested
in the ethics of attitudes to wrongdoing.
Trudy Govier is former Associate Professor of Philosophy at Trent University,
Ontario. She is the author of eight books, including A Practical Study of Argument.
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Preface

Archbishop Tutu preaches forgiveness in politics, offering his own country’s
astoundingly non-violent transition from apartheid to democracy as an example.
People appear on talk shows and in chronicles of therapy to announce that they
have forgiven those who wronged them and the mental health benefits of forgiveness are a prominent theme in “pop psych.” At the same time, newspapers print
tales of people pursuing lurid forms of revenge against ex-spouses and former
lovers.We read frequently about truth commissions, war crimes trials, and victims’
efforts to obtain compensation and restitution. Victims and survivors of the
Holocaust take the Swiss government to court to retrieve lost assets. Jewish leaders
complain that the Pope’s apology for anti-Semitism did not go far enough. Kosovar
Albanians returning to their country after the 1999 NATO intervention on their
behalf seek violent revenge against Serbs, as discouraged peacekeepers discover the
difficulty of reconciliation or even co-existence. The problem of how to respond
realistically and sensitively to wrongs of the past remains a perplexing one.
My interest in forgiveness in politics was stimulated by a trip to South Africa in
March 1997. I was deeply moved by this “rainbow nation,” in which victims, perpetrators, and the nature of forgiveness were daily topics in the popular media.
Could something as deeply personal as forgiveness have a plausible application to
the domain of politics? I had developed an earlier interest in inter-personal forgiveness when writing about the subjects of trust and distrust. Could
reconciliation be interpreted as the restoration of trust after a break in a relationship? Was forgiveness an essential aspect of such reconciliation? My interest in
revenge arose in part from those reflections but also from reading newspaper
accounts of Northern Ireland and the Middle East, and seeing the popular movie,
The She-Devil, derived from a novel by Fay Weldon.
In the present book, I seek to examine some of the fundamental attitudes and
values that underlie our responses to wrongdoing. My perspective is a secular
one, grounded on an ethic of respect for persons; reasons for this approach are
offered in two appendices. My focus is on revenge and forgiveness and, as a corollary of the latter, on the notion of the unforgivable. Revenge and forgiveness do
not, of course, exhaust the possibilities in terms of attitudinal responses to
wrongdoing.They mark ends of a spectrum. An agent who does not seek revenge
cannot, in virtue of that fact alone, be said to forgive.Victims of wrongdoing may

viii Preface
respond with a variety of attitudes, including the quest for various forms of legal
justice and redress. Arguments against revenge do not amount to arguments in
favor of forgiveness, and arguments for forgiveness do not amount to arguments
for the relinquishing of legal responses. In this book, I argue that seeking revenge
is objectionable for both practical and moral reasons; that the desire for revenge is
not deeply “natural” in the sense of being an elemental, culturally independent
feature of human nature; and that even if revenge were to be natural in that way,
such naturalness would not constitute a moral argument in its favor. In the course
of this discussion, I explore the relationship between revenge and retribution, as
understood in several accounts of the retributive theory of punishment. I distinguish between vindictiveness and a desire, on the part of victims, for vindication,
arguing that the latter quest, understood as a search for justification and the
restoration of self-respect is entirely justified, while the former is potentially dangerous and open to serious moral criticism. The case of Auschwitz survivor
Samuel Pisar serves as a powerful illustration of this crucial distinction. To
reassert one’s own moral status it is not necessary to injure and assault the moral
status of others.
I conceive of forgiveness as a process of overcoming attitudes of resentment
and anger that may persist when one has been injured by wrongdoing. Forgiving
should be distinguished from condoning, excusing, and forgetting; some common
sayings such as “to understand all is to forgive all” and “forgive and forget” are
misleading if they encourage us to ignore those distinctions. Reflections are also
assisted, I argue, by distinctions between bilateral, unilateral, and mutual forgiveness. In contexts of bilateral forgiveness, the wrongdoer acknowledges his
wrongdoing and apologizes or in some other way indicates remorse, so that the
person who forgives does so in a context where the wrongdoer has indicated that
he renounces what he did. In contexts of unilateral forgiveness, this is not the
case; the victim undertakes to forgive in the absence of any such acknowledgement.Wrongdoers may be absent or dead or, though present, unrepentant. From
a moral point of view, unilateral forgiveness is clearly more controversial than
bilateral forgiveness. Interestingly, however, the political forgiveness of Nelson
Mandela must be understood, in the first instance, as unilateral, and is discussed
here in that frame of reference. Mandela was not responding to apologies or other
forms of acknowledgement from the Afrikaner National Party. As with some
other cases of unilateral forgiveness, his may be understood as constituting a unilateral initiative towards bilateral forgiveness.
Reflections on both bilateral and unilateral forgiveness presuppose a framework
of perpetrator/victim, and the stark contrast between the two is too simplistic to
characterize many real situations in which both parties have done wrong and suffered wrong. Indeed, the very terms “victim/perpetrator” seem inadequate for
these latter cases; yet our language provides no ready substitute. The mixture of
doing and suffering wrong which is a feature of parties in so many real relationships lends considerable interest to the subject of mutual forgiveness, which
involves forgiveness and acknowledgement by both parties. This topic is barely
mentioned in philosophical works on forgiveness.
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It has been my experience that many who speak without hesitation of groups
hating each other, resenting each other, or seeking revenge against each other
tend to become sceptical when they are told that groups might be characterized
by more positive attitudes such as compassion, understanding, trust, or forgiveness. Despite the general admiration for Mandela and Tutu as visionary
spokesmen and models of forgiveness in politics, many observers readily express
scepticism on hearing that forgiveness might assist processes of national reconciliation and sustain peace in the wake of a violent conflict. Can groups forgive? Does
it even make sense to think of groups having, and managing attitudes? To offer a
plausible interpretation of the idea that one group could forgive another—which
would seem an obvious requirement of a conception of forgiveness as significant
for the politics of peace and reconciliation—we must be able to claim three
things. Attitudes and dispositions can be attributed to groups; groups can suffer
harm; groups can be responsible agents of wrongdoing. I seek to defend these
presuppositions. In Chapter 2, I describe in some detail a number of political contexts in which revenge has been sought, seeking to show that observations
couched in terms of group attitudes and actions make sense in application; in
effect, the moral conclusions of Chapter 1 remain relevant when we shift to the
group level. In Chapter 5, I face more directly the issue of attributions of attitudes, dispositions, and actions to groups as distinct from individuals and argue
that such attributions can be defended from a logical point of view.
In an attempt to make my work accessible to a broad range of readers, I have
tried to write in an accessible manner, keeping technical details and intricacies of
philosophical debates within bounds. Believing that the prolonged abstractness of
many philosophical works has cost them readers, I have sought to describe, document, and explore a large number of examples. In cases where I have invented
examples for purely expository purposes, I have sought to make them as realistic
as possible. The sole exception to this policy is the example of The She-Devil. This
illustration, which I find provocative and irresistible, has inspired varying
responses from readers.To those who object to some of its lurid details I can only
offer the reassurance that my arguments do not depend on them.
I was in the final stages of editing this book when terrorists attacked the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11 2001. These appalling attacks
provided a new and gross example of wrongs to which people would have to
respond. I thought as well as I could about these attacks, the vulnerability they
showed, and the enormous challenges of responding to them. Understandably,
there were early calls for revenge and retaliation, and the eradication of the evil
people who had perpetrated these atrocities.Those speeches led me to rethink my
own account of revenge. But hard as I thought, I could not overcome my fundamental conviction, expressed here in Chapters 1 and 2, that violent retaliation
was open to fundamental practical and moral objections.The practical objection is
that acts of revenge would be far more likely to provoke more hatred and violence
than to deter it. That objection seemed entirely applicable to a world in which
rampant anti-Americanism has often been based on what many interpret as a willingness on the part of the United States to tolerate deaths of poor people in
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Islamic countries. The moral objection to revenge is that to respond “proportionately” or “in kind” to a wrong will, in the end, entail committing a wrong of equal
magnitude. After initial calls for revenge and retaliation, concerns about civilian
deaths in a campaign against Afghanistan, and the potential for such a campaign to
inspire further waves of anti-American hatred were soon expressed by many
others. After undertaking a variety of non-military initiatives against terrorism
and expressing their concern about the survival and wellbeing of the Afghani
people, the United States and Britain began bombing Afghanistan on October 7
2001.
Despite frequent comments to the effect that the events of September 11 2001
changed the world, I decided in the end not to attempt to rewrite this book in the
wake of these attacks.The story of responses to these attacks was clearly far from
its end, I did not wish to exploit tragedy, and I felt I had no better claim than
other worried people to understand what was going on. International terrorism is
an enormous and difficult problem, and the fall-out from September 11 is likely
to alter social life and international relations quite fundamentally. And yet the
problems of national reconciliation that provided the original context for my
work have not disappeared and retain some urgency. I hope that the concepts and
theories explored here can be used by others to reflect on the tragedies of
September 11 and responses to them, and I will be content if this is so, even if the
conclusions reached differ from my own ideas.
While researching and writing this book, I have benefited enormously from
conversations and correspondence with Wilhelm Verwoerd, who kindly shared
with me his experience with the South African Truth Commission and reflections
on his country’s situation. Thanks are also due to Judith Baker, Anton Colijn,
David Crocker, Peter Fitzgerald-Moore, Sarah Goard-Baker, Risa Kawchuk, Janet
Keeping, Larry May, George Melnyk, Jeffrie Murphy, Carol Prager, Janet Sisson,
Desmond Tutu, Margaret Walker, Robert Ware, and two anonymous reviewers for
Routledge. Comments from audiences at Calgary’s Apeiron Society for Practical
Philosophy, Brock University, Rhodes University (Grahamstown, South Africa),
the University of Cape Town, and the University of Utah helped to shape my
views. So too did presentations and discussions at the Dilemmas of Reconciliation
Conference held under the auspices of the Calgary Institute for the Humanities in
June 1999. In addition, I have been assisted by the Final Report of the South
African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), the 1996 Canadian
Government Report on Aboriginal Peoples, and the writings of Timothy Garton
Ash, Roy Baumeister, Ian Buruma, Margaret Falls, Jean Hampton, Margaret
Holmgren, Michael Ignatieff, John Kekes, Jeffrie Murphy, Robert Solomon,
Desmond Tutu, Vamik Volkan, and Elie Wiesel. Those with whom I disagree have
helped me as much as those with whom I agree. For any misunderstandings that
remain here, I apologize in advance.
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Revenge and retribution

If everyone took an eye for an eye, the whole world would be blind.
Gandhi

In January 2000 a Pakistani man gave himself up to police, introducing himself by
saying, “I am Javed Iqbal, killer of one hundred boys.” He had lured the boys to his
apartment in Lahore, given them food and entertained them, taken snapshots,
and then suffocated them, dissolving the bodies in large vats of acid which he
poured into an alleyway sewer. Iqbal was proud that he had committed these
killings after having made a pledge to himself that he would take the lives of one
hundred children as an act of “revenge against the police.” He had two young servants who had beaten him badly. When he took a complaint to the police, they
ignored him and instead accused him of sodomy, something he had been charged
with before.
He decided that the killing of children would be his means of retribution. “In
this way I would take revenge from the world I hated,” he said of his sixmonth homicidal binge. “My mother cried for me. I wanted 100 mothers to
cry for their children.”
He succeeded. Early in December, as news of the crimes became public,
parents lined up by the thousands to rummage through huge piles of rumpled
clothes and old shoes that had been found in Mr. Iqbal’s apartment. Some
found items that belonged to their missing sons. Others merely saw their
children’s photos spread across wobbly wooden tables at the police station.
Or they read the morbid details in Mr. Iqbal’s diaries.1
In March 2000 Iqbal was sentenced to death by Judge Allah Baksh Ranja, who
ordered that he should be strangled in front of his victims’ parents and his body
cut into 100 pieces and dissolved in acid.This was taking to extremes the retributive idea that the punishment should fit the crime, because the state would be
involved in the same level of barbarity as the criminal himself. Pakistani human
rights advocates complained that the sentence was barbaric and intended to
support its appeal.2
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What is revenge?
When others hurt us, we suffer. Usually humiliation accompanies and aggravates
that suffering, and in response, we feel rage. Seeking revenge is one way to
reassert ourselves, to attempt to get relief from the hurt and humiliation of being
wronged. If one person or group has wronged another, it is common for the
victim, the injured party, to feel rage and resentment, leading to a desire to “get
one’s own back,” or “get even.” When we seek revenge, we seek satisfaction by
attempting to harm the other (or associated persons) as a retaliatory measure. We expect
to feel better if we can somehow express our negative feelings in actions intended
to “get back” at those who have harmed us.
Acting from revenge is not the same as acting in self-defense. The person who
acts in self-defense is seeking to protect himself or herself from harm, whereas
acting from revenge, a person acts after he or she has been harmed, in an attempt
to harm the wrongdoer in retaliation. Nor is revenge a necessary corollary of
victory. When we are victorious over our enemies, we may be tempted to seek
revenge, but we need not do so. In South Africa, the African National Congress
achieved victory in its struggle against the apartheid government and its supporters. It chose not to use its victorious position to seek revenge. Renouncing
revenge, Archbishop Desmond Tutu said, “Revenge is atavistic, the law of the
jungle.”3
We may feel a desire for revenge without ever acting on it, suppressing that
desire because we tell ourselves that acting on it would be nasty or imprudent.
If we act on our desire for revenge, we try to bring harm to the person who
wronged us. We set out on a course of action intended to express and relieve
our rage and frustration and “even the score.” Consider a case less lurid than that
of the serial murderer of children. Suppose that a man, Michael, does some
harm to a co-worker, Ann. Ann may try to get her own back and settle accounts
by doing something that will hurt Michael at least as much as Michael hurt her.
Ann is then out for revenge, seeking revenge against Michael. If this is the case,
Ann’s feelings and attitudes to the wrong Michael inflicted on her are vindictive.
Ann seeks revenge and if she gets it, Michael will come to suffer too, as a result
of something she does to “get even” or “get back” at him. For Ann to get revenge
on Michael it will not suffice that he come to harm; what is required is that she
must be the one who causes that harm, for it is in her own agency that she
expects to find satisfaction. If, for example, Michael breaks his leg skiing, loses
out on an important company training opportunity, and thereby fails to get an
expected promotion, Ann may feel happy about that turn of events and gloat
about Michael’s bad luck. But that will not amount to avenging herself or
getting even, because it was not she who caused Michael to break his leg.
Michael was hurt and it adversely affected his interests, but Ann played no role
in bringing this about.
Suppose that Ann tries to harm Michael by telling his wife he is having an
affair; unbeknownst to Ann, he really is having an affair. But he has for some time
been looking for a way to tell his wife about it and end his marriage. In this case,
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Ann was the agent; she has tried to harm Michael in a quest for revenge, but she
does not succeed in doing so because contrary to her intent, her gossip accomplishes something that Michael actually wanted and found helpful. She has not
achieved revenge in this case either, for no harm was done. To satisfy our desire
for revenge, we must be agents in bringing harm to others who have harmed us,
and we must act with the intent to cause this harm in order to “get even” or
restore a balance.

In defense of revenge
In a recent article, Jeffrie Murphy defends the moral appropriacy of revenge, and
the related emotions of vindictiveness and hatred. Murphy’s case for revenge is in
part grounded on his claim that people naturally approve of the quest for, and
achievement of revenge. He cites responses to western movies as part of his
argument.
I recently resaw [with some equally civilized and equally liberal friends] the
movie Silverado. In this classy Western, we are presented with four honest
and decent men [and their friends and families] being subjected to unspeakable injuries by thugs of unspeakable evil. When, in the closing moments of
the movie, these men take—and, indeed, gleefully take—their violent
revenge on those who have wronged them, all who watched cheered
them on and found this outcome not only aesthetically pleasing but morally
satisfying.
Murphy concludes, “I think that most typical, decent, mentally healthy people
have a kind of commonsense approval of some righteous hatred and revenge,”4
assuming that these audience responses indicate moral approval. He goes on to
argue from this apparent approval that there is something morally satisfying and
right about heroes getting revenge on villains. In this essay, Murphy maintains
that “common morality” deems the quest for revenge to be legitimate, and
thereby establishes a prima facie moral case for revenge. Because this is so, he
says, the onus of proof is on those who object to state their case and show their
reasons. Anyone who in principle opposes hatred, vindictiveness, and the desire
for revenge, must show that something is fundamentally wrong with these
desires. Murphy argues that victims’ hatred and the desire for revenge should be
respected and acknowledged—not de-legitimized—and they should be related
in some important way to penal institutions and the administration of criminal
justice. He points out that revenge is not to be identified with vigilante action or
vendettas; it need not be sought by illegal means; and it need not be wildly and
grossly excessive. Extreme cases, while of great dramatic interest and thus
prominent in literature, can mislead us into thinking that revenge is by its nature
obsessive and excessive—but to base our understanding on this kind of literature would be a mistake. Murphy claims that this basic approval of revenge is
related to what he takes to be the correct justification of punishment: the
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retributive theory that punishment is justified because it gives to wrongdoers
the suffering or hard treatment that they deserve.5
Murphy is not the only author to have taken up the moral cause of revenge. In
Wild Justice, Susan Jacoby argues at length that Western cultures have gone too far
in seeking to de-legitimize the desire for revenge, which she sees as deeply
natural to human beings. She argues that in advising us to “love your enemies,
bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you,” the Christian Sermon
on the Mount sets forth an ideal which may be morally beautiful but is humanly
unrealistic. Contrary to these Christain tenets, Jacoby maintains that the “vindictive impulse” should be accepted as natural and legitimate—and then it should be
suitably restrained and contained within legal systems that provide for fair trial
and justly administered punishment of convicted offenders.6
Robert Solomon takes a similar position, seeking to defend not only the
human desire for vengeance but other “negative” emotions such as resentment and
anger. Solomon argues that certain negative and “nasty” passions underlie our
sense of justice and in this way play a fundamentally important role in morality
and social institutions. We live in an unjust world: terrible things happen.
According to Solomon, it is our anger, resentment, and desire for vengeance
against the injustices that provide us with the insight that this world is unjust and
something should be done about it.
Justice begins not with Socratic insights but with the promptings of some
basic emotions, among them envy, jealousy, and resentment, a sense of being
personally cheated or neglected, and the desire to get even.7
As Solomon understands it, the desire for vengeance is the desire to pay back the
offender, thereby (somehow) putting the world back in balance. We need legal institutions to prevent rage, hatred, and vindictiveness from getting out of hand—but
these and other negative passions are fundamental in establishing our sense of
justice and supporting those very institutions. Rhetorically, Solomon asks:
Can one have a sense of justice without the capacity and willingness to be
personally outraged? Can one fight evil without being motivated by hatred?
Can one care without being protective? Can we, then, really understand distributive justice, without any appreciation of envy, jealousy, and resentment?
Indeed, would there be any call for redistribution of goods [beyond basic,
vital needs] if no one envied the rich, or felt cheated by life and resentful?
On this account, resentment has its place and “vengeance may be primitive, but it
is still the conceptual core of justice.”8 Solomon believes that we have an almost
instinctive sense that we should not be violated, and when we are violated, we naturally feel anger, rage, a conviction that this was wrong or unjust, and a desire to
get even. From this personal resentment, we generalize, perceiving similar wrongs
to others and gaining a sense of how things should be and the beginnings of a sense
of justice.When bad things happen, our anger and resentment lead us to a sense of
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injustice and the desire to act to make things right, to get a kind of balance by
bringing harm to the one who harmed us. So defined, justice requires retribution.
Solomon defends the desire for revenge on moral grounds, arguing that the quest
for revenge is never, as such, illegitimate. “Getting even is just an effective way of
being angry, and getting angry typically includes a lively desire for revenge.”9
Furthermore, revenge is not necessarily violent and it does not necessarily lead to
interminable cycles of violence, not even involve illegal means and pre-empting
the role of the courts. Literary tales about revenge tend to be violent and lurid,
but in real life, revenge does not always work this way. One might achieve
revenge, Solomon suggests, by casting a negative vote at a meeting.10
But more questionable elements appear in Solomon’s account.
If resentment has a desire, it is in its extreme form the total annihilation, prefaced by the utter humiliation, of its target—though the vindictive imagination of
resentment is such that even that might not be good enough.11
For some, alarm bells will be ringing at this point.

A moral case for revenge?
Let us say that a victim sets out to get revenge against an offender, who brought
serious harm to him. Suppose that the victim succeeds in this campaign.The other
harmed him; now he has succeeded in retaliating and hurting back; he has harmed
the other. He did something; he acted out his rage, personally making himself the
agent of justice and achieving a kind of justice by “getting even.”
It might seem that there are some worthy effects. First, the villain has been
harmed, punished in a sense. He did not simply get away with wrongdoing: the
wicked one was made to suffer and “pay” for his wrongdoing. So apparently Justice
has been done. Second, the victim has transcended passivity and suffering to
assert some power; he has taken action and has “stood up for himself,” indicating
that he is aware that what was done to him was wrong, and he deserved better.
Thus, the victim has acted out his anger and demonstrated his own conviction of
self-respect. He has acted to restore his honor and pride, communicating to others
his ability to stand up for himself. Third, it appears that the victim has restored a
kind of equality of agency and stature between himself and the villain. We might
think of a victim who stands up and hurts the wrongdoer in retaliation as asserting in this way that he, the injured one, does count, that he is not one to be
ill-treated. Contrary to what the offender implied, he is a proud and morally considerable being, and he has shown this by the fact that he has been able to impose
pain on the offender. Fourth, the victim will have a certain feeling of satisfaction at
having settled accounts and “got even,” “got his revenge.”
Are not these good effects—justice due to the suffering of the villain, improved
self-respect, restored moral equality, and satisfaction for the victim? Is it not then
quite appropriate if we feel a sense of moral satisfaction when revenge is
accomplished?
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One might add to the above an argument from deterrence. If people seek
revenge and undertake to ensure that wrongdoers pay for their misdeeds, one
might suppose that their doing so will serve as a deterrent to wrongdoing.
Suppose, for example, rape victims were to rather frequently track down and castrate their rapists; if this were known, perhaps rapes would decrease in frequency
because rapists would be fearful of the likely vindictiveness and retaliatory power
of their victims.12 Along such lines, one might seek to defend revenge by appealing to its prospective deterrent consequences, arguing that if prospective
criminals came to regard prospective victims as vigilantes with the power and
intent to get back at them, they would be deterred from committing crimes in
the first place.The same sort of argument might be used to justify taking revenge
against terrorist acts; the idea would be that prospective terrorists, having seen
the terrible pain that victim groups had been able to inflict, would hold back from
future acts of terrorism.

Wild fantasy: revenge of the she-devil
Fay Weldon wrote a feminist fantasy about revenge called The Life and Loves of a
She-Devil. This novel became the basis for a film called, simply, The She-Devil.13 In
this story, Ruth, a deserted wife, goes to elaborate lengths to get revenge against
Bob, her philandering husband. Bob has deserted her and her children for Mary
Fisher, a blond, rich and beautiful writer of romantic fiction. Bob is a goodlooking shallow chap who counts his wife, two children and suburban home as
“assets” in his life. Early in the story, Ruth seems to be a dumpy and unattractive
household drudge, subservient to her inattentive and selfish husband. Bob moves
in with Mary, leaving Ruth with the children.
But Ruth is no passive victim of male betrayal. She sets out on a campaign for
revenge. Bob told her their home was one of his assets: she determines to wreck
it and does so by blowing it up (household chemicals in a microwave oven). She
dumps the two children on him and his mistress, telling him they cannot stay at
home with her, because there is no home any more. Their presence disturbs the
love nest. Such burdens and the attendant exposure to the gritty mundane details
of domestic life eventually spoil the mood and ruin the romantic novel Mary is
writing. Ruth finds out that Mary’s mother is in a home for the aged. She gets a
job there, and manipulates a situation in which Mary’s mother seems incontinent
and is deemed ineligible to stay in the home. As a result, Mary’s mother goes to
live with her, further disturbing the “love nest.”
This achieved, Ruth leaves her post at the home for the aged and moves to the
city where, with a former nursing home colleague, she establishes a highly successful employment agency. The clients are women who have been grossly
unappreciated, typically because they are regarded as unattractive. By helping
them find good positions, Ruth has ensured that she has allies in various powerful
institutions—including Bob’s office. With help from such allies, she finds
evidence of Bob’s dishonesty, plants further evidence against him and then
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arranges for the ensuing court case to come before a tough judge. In the end, Bob
is in jail. Ruth is looking attractive, has her children, many friends and allies, and
is running a successful employment agency.
This plot seems to nicely illustrate aspects of the moral case that might be
stated in favor of revenge. The victim acts to assert herself and transcends her
victimhood. Through skillful planning she has got her revenge and has triumphed
over the “villain.” Sympathies of the movie audience are likely to be with her: for
women, such a plot will be far more satisfying than westerns. The husband, we
will instinctively judge to be a “cad” who “got what was coming to him.” As the
story line develops, our sympathies are naturally with Ruth, who is a stand-in for
so many deserted wives, left with the children and a house to care for by husbands who have no loyalty to their families. The film elicits a simple moral
response: Ruth is in the right, Bob is in the wrong. He is getting what he
deserves, getting his comeuppance, and she has taken admirable and clever initiatives to arrange all this. The film seems to confirm the views of Murphy, Jacoby,
and Solomon: revenge quite “naturally” seems right.
But there are significant omissions in the story line.14 Ruth’s actions—several
of which are illegal—do not have the dire side effects they would be likely to have
in real life. When she burns down her house, there is no damage to neighboring
houses; nor is there any police inquiry as to the cause of the fire.When she leaves
the children with Bob and Mary, there is apparently no damage to them. There is
no suggestion that they feel abandoned by her, no illness or disruption of schooling as a result of the fact that they are being ineptly cared for by this substitute
mother with little interest in them.When Ruth manipulates the circumstances of
Mary’s mother, no harm comes to the elderly woman. Her campaign does not
seem destructively obsessive; in fact, she is fulfilled and satisfied by her various
activities. Bob and Mary do not discover that Ruth is the author of their misfortune, and do not undertake a campaign of counter-revenge. Nor are third parties
harmed by the extensive and violent campaign. Amazing luck!
Even for the villain-victims of Ruth’s campaign, her revenge has a morally
unusual character. Ruth is taking out revenge mainly on Bob, and on his lover,
Mary Fisher.Yet despite all she does to harm these two, as the story is portrayed
in the film, they are eventually morally improved by the process. As the film ends, Bob is
shown learning to bake cookies in jail, and humbly serving the products of his
labor to his children, whom he is delighted to see when they come to visit. In
addition to developing an improved relationship with her mother, from whom she
had been estranged, Mary has been so matured by the events that she has written
a serious book and is getting excellent reviews for it.
This film makes revenge look good.The audience is encouraged to feel the satisfactions of the innocent victim who “got even.” One deceptive aspect of the tall
tale is that Ruth’s successful quest for revenge is linked to other important
themes—injustice to women, the vulnerability of housewives, the unappreciated
work done by so many women, and the special and unjust difficulties unattractive
women face in life.The linking of revenge with this theme of injustice to women
and latent female power may make Ruth’s quest for revenge seem justified. But
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such reasoning would, in effect, infer virtue from association, and would be
fallacious.
In the end, Ruth is satisfied. Onlookers will tend to feel satisfied too—until
we think further about the implausible details of the tale.

Doubts about righteous revenge
Most people do not regard vengefulness or vindictiveness as attractive or sympathetic
attitudes or attributes. Both Solomon and Murphy acknowledge that such feelings
do not generally enjoy a favorable reputation. A person who seeks revenge may be
called “vindictive” or “vengeful,” and these adjectives are seldom used sympathetically. People who angrily insist that those who have wronged them should suffer
intensely do not generally appear to observers as being especially noble or meritorious—though one may be reluctant to criticize them for their hatred when
they have been grievously wronged and are suffering as a result. One reason for
doubts about the merits of revenge is that people often become obsessed with
thoughts of revenge and may bring great harm to themselves and others in their
quest for it. Another is that campaigns for revenge often escalate.
Solomon claims that the desire for vengeance may be satisfied with a single,
discrete act of a bland and non-violent nature, and he argues accordingly that acts
of revenge are not, by definition, violent.15 Similarly, Murphy offers the apparently innocuous example of a nasty remark: a person can “get even” with someone
who has insulted him by making a nasty remark in return. Citing personal experience, Murphy claims that getting even in this way can be quite satisfying, is not
obviously immoral, and does not generate anything like a cycle of violence.16
Clearly, such claims are correct. Acts of revenge can be small and apparently
trivial; they need not involve violence or law-breaking; and they do not in every
case launch cycles of violent hostility.
Nevertheless, vengeance and revenge are strongly associated with vendettas,
feuds, and escalating cycles of violence—as any reader of daily newspapers can
discover. Although urging the legitimacy of some desires for revenge, Susan
Jacoby acknowledges that such desires have to be carefully contained. She cites a
case in Exu, Brazil in which military police had to take over a town in which nine
people had been killed after the resumption of a thirty-year vendetta.17 In their
understandable passion and rage about being hurt, revenge-seekers may make
mistakes about the identity and motives of those branded as villains, direct their
vindictiveness at innocent third parties, fail to understand injuries against themselves in context, and bring considerable harm to themselves and others.We may
take out revenge against the wrong people, mistaking identities or aiming at
whole groups only loosely affiliated with the original offense. We may direct our
passionate efforts against individuals who have harmed us not at all, or only inadvertently. We may fail to understand that we ourselves have engaged in acts that
inspire hatred or have been agents of harm as severe as what we ourselves have
come to suffer.
The exaggerated, unreliable, and anarchic tendencies of personal revenge as a
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strategy of retribution are a major reason why human societies develop legal
systems and seek to establish the rule of law.18
Though they do not always do so, acts taken in revenge frequently lead to
further retaliation, resulting in spiralling wrongdoing. In fact, this can even be said
for the apparently innocuous examples offered by Solomon and Murphy. One
negative vote taken in revenge may lead to further voting for personal and nonsubstantive reasons; one nasty remark in response to another may very well lead
to further nasty remarks from both parties and the intensification of a conflict.
Those who have wronged us and against whom we get our revenge are unlikely to
concur in our perception of wrongs and retaliations.19 We think they wronged us,
but they are unlikely to think of themselves as wrongdoers who deserve to be
made to suffer at our hands.Thus, if we bring harm to them in revenge, they will
think that we wronged them and feel in response a desire for revenge themselves.
A cycle of wrong and retaliation, revenge and counter-revenge, begins. Serbs in
Kosovo sought revenge against Muslims for oppression in past centuries; they
abused Muslims, who were then defended by NATO, which bombed Serbs and
made it possible for exiled Muslims to return; these Kosovar Muslims then sought
revenge against Serbs, some of whom were still resolved to seek revenge against
them. The conflict between Israelis and Palestinians depicts the same cycle of
attack and counter-attack, with escalating and apparently interminable violence.20
In a society with strong traditions of the blood feud, seeking revenge is regarded
as obligatory, it is a matter of honor for people to take out revenge on their
enemies, and cycles of revenge are hard to stop.
Ruth, Fay Weldon’s avenging heroine, was portrayed in the film The She-Devil
as cool and collected and not harmfully obsessed—although she committed all
her energy and resources to her campaign of revenge. Real life is not the movies,
and in real life, people often become irrational and entirely disproportionate in
campaigns for revenge. We are likely to lose our control and harm ourselves or
innocent others.We may be so enraged that we misunderstand situations, seeking
revenge against innocent parties or unnecessarily endangering ourselves. We may
be too furious and hateful to get things straight and may be disproportionate in
the penalties we seek to impose on others.
How satisfying is revenge to the person who achieves it? Does it soothe the
wounds of insult and bring a sense of satisfaction and contentment? Some may
remember that wonderful joy of revenge, the feeling that we did get even, we did
succeed in humbling the persons who hurt and humiliated us. Indeed this feeling
can be a joy delicious and sweet—but it is often short-lived and achieved at a high
cost. One successful in achieving revenge can enjoy the satisfaction of seeing his
cause victorious, and the personal pleasure of knowing that it was he himself who
brought about the vindication. These feelings may be “truly enjoyable” according
to one author.21 In the movie, Ruth the she-devil was satisfied with the results of
her schemes of vengeance.Yet such satisfaction is lacking in many cases; instead,
there is a kind of flatness and revenge does not bring the anticipated joy.
Discussing revenge, Jean Hampton argues that hatred, in the form of either
malice or spite, is a poor strategy for showing up one’s own self-worth.22 In
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seeking revenge, she says, one tries to “get even” by diminishing someone else,
and thereby elevating oneself by “winning” over someone one hates. Hampton
finds a self-defeating dynamic in the whole process, a dynamic rather like that of
the Hegelian Master and Slave. In Hegel, the Master needs recognition from the
Slave, but he cannot meaningfully get that recognition because he has diminished
the Slave who, lacking autonomy, is in no position to grant authentic recognition.
If the Master asks the Slave whether the Master’s creations are worthy, the Slave
has no choice but to say that they are—but then, for precisely this reason, the
Slave’s recognition carries no weight. Just because he is a Master, the Master is
deprived of any real recognition from another.
By diminishing or degrading an opponent, we can at best achieve higher status
over another whom we have reduced to a lower status than ourselves. We may
seem to have “lowered” the other. But how great is this accomplishment? How can
the conquest of this now-lowered other be worth so much of our energy? Victory
over a diminished opponent will seem empty, because he will be lowered to the
point where he no longer seems worth conquering. And that consideration,
Hampton argues, applies to the satisfactions of revenge. Hampton sees this theme
emerging even in the movies.
[A]s he looks upon the wretched and pathetic figure of the wrongdoer, the
avenger invariably [sic] finds that he is getting no pleasure from his victory.
He has shown that the wrongdoer is nothing, so that now he is lord of
nothing.
Hampton contends, then, that when we suppose that revenge will satisfy us, we
make a fundamental mistake: we have forgotten Hegel’s dialectic of the Master
and the Slave.To just the extent that we succeed in diminishing or conquering the
other, we will be unable to elevate ourselves by comparing ourselves to him or
her.23 Hampton argues that this frustrating dialectic is inevitable in the pursuit of
the revenge, rendering its satisfactions unreal, and that we would not be forgoing
anything of value to us were we to relinquish the supposed pleasures to be
yielded by our quests for revenge. To do so would not be saintly, she says, merely
“sensible.”24
Another argument against revenge is that it is harmful to the one who pursues
it. To scheme for, to hope to achieve, revenge is to work out a plot in which we
will be the avenging conquerors—to see ourselves as those who will bring harm
to others. Campaigns for revenge can easily become obsessive. Rather than proceeding with her own life and projects, and enjoying relationships and projects for
their own sake, the vindictive person concentrates energies on past grievances,
rage, hatred of an offender, and destructive plots.The tall story of Ruth’s revenge
really is a tall story, a wild fiction and an unrepresentative one, because her extensive and highly focused campaign does bring her satisfaction and yet does not, in
the final analysis, result in lasting harm to her.25
But issues of obsessiveness, violence, escalation, and satisfaction are all empirical in nature; the most central issue is the moral question about revenge.Would a
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quest for revenge be morally right under just the right circumstances? Suppose it
were non-obsessive, non-violent, kept proportional and within bounds, applied to
those who really were the wrongdoers and not inflicted on innocent third parties,
and satisfying in the end. In such a case, could revenge be right? In other words, is
there anything wrong with the desire for revenge or the quest for revenge as such,
considered apart from its consequences?

Moral arguments about revenge
Successful revenge might be argued to be a good thing because there is justice in
the suffering of the wrongdoer and the victim has restored self-respect, restored a
kind of equality of status, and gained satisfaction. But this case, apparently supportive of revenge, is plausible only superficially. From a moral perspective it can
be rebutted.
Hampton’s argument against the satisfactions of revenge may be criticized as
too a priori; it is, perhaps, open to question on empirical grounds. A further consideration about such satisfactions is not empirically vulnerable, and this is that
any satisfaction an avenging party might feel would be morally objectionable
because it would amount to satisfaction at having brought about the suffering of
another human being. A campaign for revenge amounts to a deliberate effort to
damage and diminish another person. Behind even the most apparently successful
case of revenge is the desire to deliberately bring harm to another human being,
with a view to delighting in, or rejoicing about, that harm.Whatever the offender
did to the victim, at its base this desire is spiteful and malicious. The victim has
responded by scheming to bring harm to another and has put his or her moral and
psychological energies into scheming to achieve that harm. He or she has done
this instead of rallying to recover a sense of self-esteem or working to reassert
moral principles and instead of attempting to gain understanding and a perspective on the broader conflict situation and the motivation and capacities of the
wrongdoers.
Consider the suffering of the wrongdoers. One who brings this about may
think that it constitutes a positive achievement. But why? We might begin by
saying that imposing suffering on an offender does not have a point if the only
reason for it is the spiteful or malicious hatred of the victim who has managed to
“get revenge.” However, one wishing to defend revenge might reply that after all
this is the point, to pay for one wrong with another. One person’s suffering makes
another feel better; a moral balance has been achieved because those who
wrongly caused pain have rightly been made to suffer it. But the problem is that
even granting the wrongness of the original offense, what must happen in any case
of revenge is that the offender is made to suffer in order that another may take
satisfaction in that result. In other words, the suffering of the offender is used to
soothe the feelings of the victim. A fundamental moral objection here is that using
the suffering of a person or persons to satisfy oneself is morally objectionable,
because it amounts to the treatment of the wrongdoers as means only, failing to
respect their human worth and dignity. This response to wrongdoing repeats it.
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Secondly, consider the power of the victim. In acting out her desires for revenge,
the victim shows that she has power and can assert herself, and these manifestations would seem to be morally positive. But it is the essence of the case that the
injured person will have achieved them by carrying out plans to intentionally
harm someone else. Seeking and achieving revenge against an offender is not the
only way to show one’s power. A victim can transcend passivity and show her
awareness of her own moral status in other ways. For example, a rape victim need
not organize a feminist vigilante squad to beat up rapists or in some other way
seek revenge against her rapist. Instead, she might help raise funds for a women’s
shelter, try to get her case before the courts, or campaign for better lighting in
unsafe areas.
Revenge is often rationalized as a means of restoring a kind of moral equity,
but there is a fundamental problem here. If moral equity, or “balance,” is achieved,
it is achieved at the wrong moral level. In plotting and carrying out a campaign
for revenge, the victim puts herself on the same level as the offender, because she
responds to the fact that she has suffered one wrong by committing another.26 In
her pursuit of revenge, she has become willing to deliberately harm another human being for
her own satisfaction, implying that that other human being is fit to be an instrument for her
own satisfaction. If Party A commits the grievous wrong of murdering civilians in
Country B, and Country B seeks revenge against Party A by murdering civilians
who are (in some sense) its supporters, then both A and B will have committed
serious wrongs. Wrongs have been multiplied by B’s response, not cancelled out.
There is no way to argue that what B did is morally acceptable while what A did
was terribly wrong. In fact, one could only “get even” for one wrong by committing another of equally serious magnitude.27 One might insist on a moral
distinction between A and B at this point on the grounds that when the scenario
started, B was an entirely innocent group while A was not so. One might argue
that the innocence of B gives B the right to respond in this way. But the reply is
implausible for it assumes innocent parties are entitled to commit wrongs. The
fundamental fact is that the act that is “done back” and is supposed to “restore a
balance” and “make things right” or “bring justice” is still, in the end, wrong. B was
wronged, wronged grievously; B deserves every sympathy because the killing of
civilians is a terrible wrong. But B’s status as victim does not give it the right to
commit, itself, a terrible wrong. If the acts undertaken are immoral, as they must
be if the original act to be avenged was wrong, then the avenging party will have
descended to the level of the wrongdoer.
Underlying the moral case for revenge is the assumption that it can sometimes be
right for a person to be the agent of deliberately bringing harm to another person, for the
sake of enjoying having brought that harm. It is this assumption that must be questioned—and when we reject it, we are led to the conclusion that the quest for
revenge is fundamentally immoral. Morality is based on obligations to respect
other persons and to seek, so far as it is reasonably possible, to further human
welfare and limit human suffering.There are profound moral reasons to honor the
worth of persons, and to act with due consideration for their moral autonomy
and their wellbeing. To deliberately seek to bring suffering and harm to another
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person, to cultivate and indulge one’s desire for that end, planning one’s actions
accordingly, violates this fundamental tenet of morality. From a moral point of
view, the desire to bring harm to another so that one may contemplate with satisfaction that harm and one’s role in bringing it about is an evil desire. When we
seek revenge, we do so in order to take pleasure in the fact that the offender has
been made to suffer and it is we who have brought this about, as a response to the fact
that this person once wronged us. What is wrong with revenge is that to act as
agents of revenge, we have to indulge and cultivate something evil in ourselves, the wish to
deliberately bring suffering to another human being and contemplate that suffering for our own satisfaction and enjoyment.
Setting out to achieve revenge is frequently dangerous, bringing harm to
oneself and innocent bystanders and leading to ongoing feuds or vendettas. It is
often unproductive from a psychological point of view: the expected satisfaction
simply is not felt. Still more seriously, the quest for revenge morally diminishes
the victim, who though initially innocent has committed himself or herself to
maliciousness and hate in the campaign against the other. But none of this is quite
the core of the matter. The fundamental objection to revenge is that it is founded
on the cultivation in ourselves of a desire which is morally evil.28 Hatred that goes
so far as to include joy at the evil meted out to another person is a morally
unworthy emotion; we should not feel positive joy in the fact that we have caused
the suffering of another person.29

Counter-arguments considered
“The desire for revenge is natural and therefore legitimate”
It might be argued that the desire for revenge is deeply natural to human beings
and for that reason should not be deemed evil. This argument is implicit in the
accounts of Jacoby, Murphy, and Solomon.
Physical pain is at root a natural phenomenon. If one is kicked, beaten,
wounded, or tortured, this will hurt and there will be literal wounds, which take
time to heal. A desire to protect oneself from physical pain is arguably natural
too; so also, perhaps, is the instinct to strike back on the occasion of injury. An
impulse to strike back in self-defense might plausibly be regarded as natural,
being understood as an instinctual gesture to protect ourselves from harm. But
instincts are very different from the desire for revenge, which is a highly complex
emotion, involving as it does notions of agency, wrong, responsibility, and rightful
suffering.The desire for revenge is more tied to our concepts of right, wrong, and
justice than are the anger and pain we feel when we are wrongfully hurt. For
these reasons alone, the claim that the desire for revenge is simply natural is rather
implausible; it is too conceptually complex. Although there are cultures in which
practices of seeking revenge are strongly entrenched, as in those featuring dueling
or blood feuding, there are others in which wrongdoing is understood as a violation of a basic community harmony that needs to be restored. While the former
make it plausible to think that vindictiveness is natural, the latter do no such
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thing. In them, the tendency to seek revenge against a member of one’s own community will appear as dangerous.30
But suppose, for the sake of argument, that the desire for revenge is natural.
Grant for the moment that we naturally want to strike back to hurt those who
have injured us, and we naturally seek the kind of satisfaction we naturally suppose
that we will get when we succeed in doing so. We want to strike back; we think
we can properly respond to wrongs committed and satisfy ourselves by doing so.
On this hypothesis, the desire for revenge is a genuine aspect of human nature,
one that cannot be eliminated. It would follow from such an account that we
should acknowledge the presence of such desires within ourselves and seek to
understand them and accommodate them in our picture of the moral life. But
such an account would not imply that those desires were morally legitimate.31
Nor would it imply that we should cultivate them, plan our daily actions or political lives around them, or give them a pivotal role in our social and legal
institutions.
We can re-examine the argument from naturalness at the level of group behavior. Consider, in this context, the claim that a group that seeks revenge
against those who injure its members will tend to triumph over contentious
neighbors. One might allege, on such grounds, that the desire for revenge has
survival value in the long run because eventually revenge-seeking groups will
have done enough harm to their neighbors to have established more territory
and resources for themselves than non-revenge-seeking groups.32 Accordingly,
revenge-seeking groups will be favored in an evolutionary sense, and the tendency to seek revenge will come to have a genetic basis. On such grounds, it
could be argued that seeking revenge is advantageous and comes, by a kind of
evolutionary selection, to be natural within human groups. It is easy to construct the scenario.33 But even if we were to grant these premises and allow
some evolutionary naturalness to revenge, such evolutionary naturalness would
not entail moral legitimacy.
In The Rage Within, an exploration of anger in modern life, Willard Gaylin
argues that arousal to flight or fight was useful during most of human history but
has become counter-productive in modern societies. Gaylin maintains that human
beings instinctively respond when we are hurt or insulted. We are aroused; we
feel rage and anger, and that response, on his account, is a deeply natural element
of a survival system inherited from primitive ancestors. But it does not serve us
well in the modern world, where it leads to health problems such as high blood
pressure and depression. Our biological heritage leaves us the challenge of managing and re-directing our anger.Thus an anger that is biologically natural and was
useful in our evolutionary past has become counter-productive in the contemporary world, in which there are few productive outlets for it.34 A similar point
could be made for vengefulness. Our world is very different from the distant primordial world in which (according to the naturalness hypothesis) revenge-seeking
groups might be thought to have gained their hypothetical survival advantage. In
the contemporary world, acts of revenge might culminate in the use of nuclear
weapons, threatening all human life on the planet.
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“The desire for revenge is good because it is the foundation of our
sense of justice”
Robert Solomon claims that feelings of vindictiveness and vengeance are basic to
our sense of justice: it is our anger and resentment that provides insight into
what is wrong with the world and gives us our understanding of injustice, and
from that, our understanding of justice. In making these arguments, Solomon
seems to ignore the fact that seeking justice is profoundly different from seeking
vindictively to injure those who have been in charge until now. If one sets out to
“fix the world,” there are many approaches more promising and less dangerous
than seeking revenge against “the establishment.” Resentment is seldom the basis
for a fair and balanced attitude towards the world; cultivating anger, malevolence, resentment, and a sense of grievance are unpromising grounds for a more
just social order.The riskiness, obsessiveness, negativity, and inhumane character
of many campaigns for revenge make them unlikely foundations for rectifying
injustice.
Solomon’s exposition relies heavily on rhetorical questions. For instance, he
asks, “Where would our reasoning about punishment begin if not with our emotional sense of the need for retaliation and retribution?”35 and appends no
argument to support his implied conclusion. In this context, the rhetorical question avoids the real question because it invites us to assume that reasoning about
punishment must begin with the emotional need for retaliation and retribution.
This exposition encourages us not to ask whether such an emotional need provides a morally legitimate basis for reasoning about punishment. Similarly,
Solomon asks, “And what would our emotion be if it were not already informed
and cultivated by a keen sense of its object and its target, as well as the mores and
morals of the community in which the offense in question is deserving of revenge?”36
Again, the question posed assumes that an offense deserves revenge—that enlightened
community morality correctly supports the quest for revenge as a morally righteous response to wrongdoing. But a rhetorical question is not an argument.
Solomon does not show that retributive emotions are rightly those of a community, that wrongs should be met by actions of revenge, or that the latter claim
follows from the former.
“Revenge is morally acceptable because it lies at the core of
retributive justice, which really is justice”
There is a conviction in many circles, often a very powerful one, that when
wrongdoers are punished, justice is done. Justice, capital-J-Justice, is served. If
revenge is linked to punishment through concepts of retribution, and punishment, retributively construed, is essential for Justice, then revenge would seem to
have a moral justification after all.
The idea of retribution is that someone who has done wrong should suffer
some penalty as a result of what he has done because that suffering is the appropriate
consequence to him of the wrongdoing for which he is responsible.The retributive
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theory of punishment is a theory of legal punishment, and legal punishment is the
deliberate infliction, under the auspices of the law and after due process, of harm
and suffering—ranging from the imposition of fines to loss of liberty, hard labor,
or even death. In undergoing some form of hard treatment, the wrongdoer is said
to be paying a debt to society, annulling a wrong, redressing or restoring a balance, or
re-establishing some kind of reciprocity.The distinctive feature of retributivist theories is that it is not such consequences as deterrence that justify punishment.
Rather, it is the wrongdoing of the offender, making him deserving of punishment, that
morally legitimates and requires his suffering.
Some decades back, retributive theories of punishment stood in considerable
disrepute with moral thinkers. Retributive theories were identified with harsh
sentiments of vengeance and vindictiveness and the primitive claims of “an eye for
an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (lex talionis). During the 1970s and 1980s, strong criticisms of alternative theories of punishment made retributivism seem a more
attractive option. There was a shift in thinking, and the idea that punishments
could be imposed to bring about results such as the deterrence of further crimes, or the
moral improvement of the offender came to be seen as potentially exploitative and
manipulative. In the shift back to retributivism, one powerful argument was that
if punishment were to be justified on the grounds of its consequences or likely
consequences in deterring crime, then its justification could legitimize using an
offender—or even an innocent accused person—as a means to achieve desired
consequences. Such practices would be exploitative and fundamentally unjust. As
for rehabilitation, if punishment is to be justified as reforming or rehabilitating
the offender, it is potentially manipulative, and potentially indefinite in duration
since some people may not be appropriately reformed.37 Such criticisms led theorists to a renewed interest in retributive theories. Given its claim to treat
offenders undergoing punishment as responsible moral agents who undergo hard
treatments because they deserve to pay a penalty commensurate with their wrongdoing, retributivism gained moral credibility.
Positive retributivism may be distinguished from negative retributivism.
Positive retributivism is the claim that anyone who is guilty ought to be punished,
whereas negative retributivism is the claim that anyone who is not guilty ought
not to be punished. Few would dispute negative retributivism, which amounts to
an insistence that only the guilty should be punished. Positive retributivism is
more controversial. What are the grounds for this apparently instinctive and
deeply rooted claim that a wrongdoer should suffer something as a result of his
wrongdoing? Writing about retributivism, J.L. Mackie claims that the concept of
a morally wrong action has three elements: “its being harmful, its being forbidden, and its calling for a hostile response.”38 When we think of actions as being
wrong, Mackie says, we are, in so doing, thinking of them as not-to-be-done. And
that, he believes, means that when wrongful actions are done “a hostile response
from somewhere is needed. The situation is somehow generally unsatisfactory if
the wrong action gets by without any proportional response.” On Mackie’s view
at this point, the proper response to wrongdoing is that the wrongdoer should
suffer as a consequence of what he did. He should suffer because he deserves to
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suffer—and he deserves to suffer because he has been responsible for wrongdoing. The appropriate social and institutional response to human wrongdoing is
punishment, in which a penalty properly proportionate to the offense should be
imposed.39
Though he defends retributivism, Mackie admits to finding a deep moral
paradox within it. Here is the problem as he sees it. First there is the fundamental
moral belief that to deliberately and avoidably impose suffering on another human being
is wrong. But second, there is the further fundamental moral belief that because
wrongdoing should be met by the proportionate infliction of suffering, to impose such suffering is obligatory. The problem is that what is first defined as wrong is later claimed
to be obligatory.This, for Mackie, is the paradox of retributivism.
Mackie seeks to resolve the paradox by appealing to natural selection. He claims
that creatures who spontaneously retaliate against offenses will have a survival
advantage over those who do not. For this reason, he alleges, emotions and tendencies associated with such retaliation will have survival value and will become
part of our genetic inheritance. Mackie claims, then, that human beings naturally
have spontaneous retributive tendencies and he then claims that the naturalness of
these retributive tendencies can resolve the paradox of retribution. But the move
is unhelpful in the end, for the familiar reason that moral legitimacy cannot be
inferred from naturalness.40 The paradox Mackie has so clearly described is one of
ethics and logic—and a hypothetical genetic explanation will not make that
paradox disappear.
A different account of retributivism, put forward at one time by Jeffrie
Murphy, appeals to norms of reciprocity.41 The fundamental idea underlying this
theory is that people who live together in a society have implicitly agreed not to
commit actions forbidden by law, in return for having the benefits of safety and
security. A person who disobeys the law and commits a crime nevertheless still
benefits from the existence of a legal order. For example, a bank robber who
steals money is only able to possess that money if other people do not take it from
him. The robber breaks the law, and yet benefits from it; thus he is a moral freerider, benefiting from a system without doing his share to make it work. The
imbalance of benefits and costs makes the situation unfair or unreciprocal, on this
account. Retributive punishment is claimed to restore the balance of costs and
benefits, and such restoration can be justified in the name of fairness.
But there are problems with this account, despite its intuitive appeal. The
general supposition underlying it is something like the social contract model of
society, according to which the benefits and costs of laws and social
arrangements are, at some initial and fundamental level, shared equally. That
model is insensitive to the realities of socio-economic life, because those in
lower socio-economic strata tend to receive fewer benefits than others while
paying great costs. Furthermore, the cost/benefit framework is not plausible for
all crimes. Compliance with the law is not always a cost: sometimes we want to
do just what the law requires. Many people do not wish to commit rape,
sexual abuse, kidnapping, blackmail, murder, or even bank robbery—and for
them, there is no cost in not doing so. And for wrongs such as sexual assault or
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wife-beating, the idea that such actions benefit the offender is implausible on
close analysis.42
Further developments of retributivism have been put forward by Margaret
Falls, who emphasizes the fact that legally imposed punishment expresses a moral
message to an offender, who is rightly held accountable for what he has done.43
Society must communicate to offenders and others that criminal acts cannot be
tolerated. Holding a wrongdoer accountable requires imposing suffering on him
or her, and that imposition is a way of communicating that the act in question was
wrong. What justifies retributively imposed suffering, according to Falls, is that it
is essential to the communication of this message.
Justified punishment, for a retributivist, is not the blind balancing of suffering, nor the heartless revenge of adding suffering to suffering, nor even the
removal of unfair benefits. It is an unequivocal insistence upon moral
accountability, on appeal to the best that is within us, our ability to act as
moral agents.44
With this conception of retributivism, we seem to be moving away from rage and
revenge45 to a view of persons as moral agents who can understand why some
kinds of acts are wrong. For Falls, retributive punishment is justified because it
communicates to wrongdoers the understanding that what they did was wrong.
Punishment must always be compatible with the offender’s coming to reflect, to understand, and accept the communication that what he did was wrong and must not be repeated.
On this account, punishments in the form of execution and torture could never
be justified, because they could never appeal to the reason and understanding of
the offender. Punishment must allow for the possibility of remorse, repentance,
and moral reform.
Given its emphasis on moral education, Falls’ theory could not provide a justification for revenge based on retributivism. But in any event, retributivism as a
theory of institutionalized, legal punishment cannot plausibly justify revenge,
understood as the vindictively motivated “punishment” of an offender by his
victim. Such revenge is something quite distinct from the punishment of a criminal offender under the law. Legal punishment requires due process and legal
authority, aspects strikingly absent when we embark on a private quest for
revenge. Legal punishment carries no implication that the point of the offender’s suffering is to satisfy the victim, and the victim is not the agent of legally authorized
punishment.
Retributivism is by no means a single doctrine. Furthermore, retributivism
is a theory of legally imposed punishments, and such punishments are clearly
different from acts of revenge. Nevertheless, arguments linking revenge and
retribution are many and may seem superficially plausible. Such arguments
move in two directions. First one may seek to derive some version of
retributivism from the naturalness and claimed legitimacy of revenge, as in
Argument A.
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Argument A
1 Revenge is natural.
So:
2 Revenge is legitimate.
3 Retributive punishment is a proper legal expression of revenge.
Therefore:
4 Retributivism is the correct theory of legal punishment.
Alternatively, one may seek to ground the legitimacy of revenge on the correctness of retributivism, as in Argument B.
Argument B
1 Alternatives to the retributive theory of punishment are incorrect.
So:
2 Retributivism is the correct theory of punishment.
3 The emotion of revenge is the core of retributivism.
Therefore:
4 The emotion of revenge is based on morally correct insights.
To arguments like A, we may respond by rejecting both the first premise and the
inference to the second. As has been argued, it is not plausible that the desire for
revenge is natural, and even if it were, the moral legitimacy of that desire would
not follow. To arguments like B, we may respond by denying the third premise,
because there are interpretations of retributivism which do not incorporate theories about vindictiveness and the quest for revenge. Revenge cannot inherit moral
credibility from retributivism; nor can it lend credibility to that doctrine—
though retributivism may be credible for other reasons.46

Vindictiveness distinguished from vindication:
the story of Samuel Pisar
As Falls’ interpretation of retributivism indicates, the punishment of an offender
may be understood as carrying a moral message connected with validating or vindicating the victim of wrongdoing. When one person wrongs another, he implies
that her interests and needs may simply be disregarded and communicates the
deeply insulting message that she merits no moral consideration. At one point,
Jean Hampton suggests that punishment imposes a kind of defeat on the offender,
denying his false claim to superiority over the victim and thereby vindicating the
victim’s relative worth.47 Punishment strikes a blow for morality by the legal
imposition of a penalty on one who deserves it because he has offended and by asserting or
vindicating the victim’s value.
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What is vindication, and how is it related to vindictiveness and revenge? In
Wild Justice, Susan Jacoby says:
Vindication suggests the process of clearing oneself of a false charge or of
overcoming injury and humiliation by proving oneself to the world . . . Some
men and women aim at vindication by attempting to build themselves up,
others by tearing down their enemies.48
To vindicate someone is to clear that person of suspicion, a charge of wrongdoing, or dishonor, or to successfully defend him or her. It is to uphold, or
justify.49 A victim of wrongdoing will be vindicated if it is shown that she did
nothing to deserve her ill-treatment or dishonor, if it is asserted or reasserted
that she is a worthy human being who merited better, and that in the conflict
between her and the wrongdoing, she was right. To vindicate oneself is to show
that one was right all along, that one did not deserve the bad treatment one
received.
A person who is vindictive bears a grudge, is spiteful, or seeks revenge, whereas
one who is vindicative is one who tends to vindicate someone (himself or another).
The words “vindictive” and “vindicative” have a common Latin root (vindicare) and
a superficial similarity. But there has come to be a crucial difference in meaning
between these terms. Because of the perpetrator’s implied message that it is really
quite all right for his victim to be mistreated and abused, vindication in the sense
of justification is likely to be especially important to most victims of wrongdoing.
After wrongdoing, things must somehow be put right, and a central dimension of
that putting-right is the vindication of the victim, the showing that the victim did
not deserve to be treated in this way, that this person had human dignity and was
worthy of respect. One way of seeking to vindicate oneself is seeking to diminish
or put down one’s opponent. Another is to seek to build oneself up and assert or
reassert one’s own self-respect.50 If the former path is chosen, vindication will be
avenging or vindictive, including efforts to achieve revenge or some form of retribution, on the assumption that “He is down because I have put him down; I am up
compared to him; so I am up.” There are fundamental ethical problems with this
approach, as we have seen. It reduces to doing something wrong in order to
inflict suffering on another for one’s own satisfaction. And, again as has been
argued, the associated pragmatic problems are more than incidental here. Side
effects are likely to be negative and long-lasting, campaigns easily become obsessive and harmful, and the person seeking vindication may feel little satisfaction in
the end. Better and more promising for victims than vindictive actions that would
put the other down, are vindicating actions that bring the victim up, through selfdevelopment and worthwhile accomplishments.
A moving story of such self-development and vindication in the sense of justification is that of Samuel Pisar, who was one of the youngest survivors of
Auschwitz. A Belorussian Jew, Samuel Pisar entered Auschwitz at the age of 12, to
emerge at 16. He went on to be adopted by relatives in Australia, excel at university, and win a scholarship to Princeton, where he obtained a doctorate in
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international law. Pisar spent much of his professional career arguing for economic contacts between East and West during the Cold War. He sought through
his whole adult life to vindicate himself in the sense of proving that he had
deserved to survive the camps. The message of Auschwitz and Nazi Germany had
been that the lives of Jews and other prisoners, including himself, were worth
nothing. Determined to disprove this degrading message, Pisar sought to prove
himself by professional attainments in international law, using law as a tool for
peace and the prevention of future concentration camps. His writings suggest that
he seldom acknowledged or deeply explored his feelings about the camp.Yet he
seems to have interpreted his whole adult experience in the context of this brutal
background. The unimaginable harshness of the camp set the background for his
efforts and achievements, his evaluations of character, and his understanding of
people and events.
There was a sense in which Samuel Pisar never left the past.Yet he did not seek
revenge against Germans and never lumped them into one solid “enemy” group
against which he cultivated hatred. His entire adult life was an ongoing attempt to
vindicate himself, to prove that he was a worthy human being, fit to be alive, and
capable of making an important contribution to the world.51 Samuel Pisar said
that a normal healthy creative existence would be his revenge and his victory over
the past. His victory against Hitler, his vengeance, would be the undoing of Hitler’s
destructive work. Citing this life and work as an example, Susan Jacoby claims
that it poignantly illustrates the sentiment that “the best revenge is a life welllived.”
Perhaps it is because this saying expresses a beautiful moral sentiment that it
has become a cliché.Yet in this context the word “revenge” must be understood
metaphorically, not literally. A striking fact about Samuel Pisar is precisely that he
was not vindictive and did not seek revenge. Rather, his was a life of vindication.
This life brought him honor and demonstrated his moral worth and intellectual
capacities.This was a vindicative life, not a vindictive one. Pisar did not plot to bring
harm to former Nazis or to Germans in general. He did not cultivate hatred,
resentment, and a sense of grievance, or render himself an agent of other people’s
punishment and suffering, seeking to put down those who had been against him.
Rather, he sought to vindicate himself and assert his own self-respect and sense of
worth by educating himself and working, through his chosen field of international
law, for world peace and against the suppression of individuals.52 A life well-lived
is not literally a life of revenge, and cannot in any literal sense be the best
revenge. Samuel Pisar’s life was his own self-justification or upholding of his own
honor against the brutal challenge of Nazi wrongdoing. He sought to prove
himself a worthy and capable human being, with pride and self-respect, one who
deserved to live. And he succeeded.
Commenting on Pisar, Jacoby says that it was not so much his urge to high
achievement that was unusual, but rather his having the emotional intelligence to
express and then transcend his injuries by work of individual merit and social
importance instead of expressing them in a vindictive rage.53 Although Jacoby initially drew a firm line between vindication and revenge, she strangely abandons
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the distinction when she comments that Pisar’s life shows a “constructive use of
vindictiveness.” Given the terrible circumstances of his adolescence, Samuel Pisar
might easily have become vindictive. But he did not. Instead, he chose to uplift
himself. This moving example suggests that if vindication is what is wanted,
working to elevate the self is a more worthy path than seeking revenge against
others.
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