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To the memory of Bernard Williams (1929–2003)




I agree to share a home with Pallas Athena . . .

For the city I make my prayer,

prophesying with a gentle-temper,

that the sun’s radiant beam may cause

blessings that make life flourish

to spring up in plenty from the earth.

— Aeschylus, Eumenides 916–261

The gentle-tempered person is not vengeful, but inclined to sympathetic understanding.

— Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1126a1–3

We must look the world in the face with calm and clear eyes even though the eyes of the world are bloodshot today.

—Mohandas Gandhi, August 8, 1942, reported in Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India, ch. 1, p. 38
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1

Introduction

Furies into Eumenides


At the end of Aeschylus’ Oresteia, two transformations take place in the archaic world of the characters, transformations that the fifth century BCE Athenian audience would recognize as fundamentally structuring their own world. One transformation is famous, the other often neglected. In the famous transformation, Athena introduces legal institutions to replace and terminate the seemingly endless cycle of blood vengeance. Setting up a court with established procedures of reasoned argument and the weighing of evidence, an independent third-party judge, and a jury selected from the citizen body of Athens, she announces that blood guilt will now be settled by law, rather than by the Furies, ancient goddesses of revenge. But—and this is part and parcel of her famous transformation of the Athenian community—the Furies are not simply dismissed. Instead, Athena persuades them to join the city, giving them a place of honor beneath the earth, in recognition of their importance for those same legal institutions and the future health of the city.

Typically this move of Athena’s is understood to be a recognition that the legal system must incorporate the dark vindictive passions and honor them. Thus the great Hellenist Hugh Lloyd-Jones concludes, “Far from wishing to abolish the prerogatives of the Erinyes, Athena is anxious to conserve them.”1 The suggestion is that the retributive passions themselves remain unaltered; they simply have a new house built around them. They agree to accept the constraints of law, but they retain an unchanged nature, dark and vindictive.

That reading, however, ignores the second transformation, a transformation in the nature and demeanor of the Furies themselves. At the outset of the trilogy’s third drama, the Furies are repulsive and horrifying. Apollo’s Priestess, catching a glimpse of them, runs in such haste that, an elderly woman, she falls and “runs” on all fours (Eumenides 34–38). They are not women but Gorgons, she exclaims. No, not even Gorgons, since these have no wings.2 They are black, disgusting; their eyes drip a hideous liquid, and they snore a fearsome blast. Their attire is totally unfitting for civilized gatherings (51–56). Shortly afterwards, Apollo depicts them as vomiting up clots of blood that they have ingested from their prey (183–84). They exist, he says, only for the sake of evil (72). They belong in some barbarian tyranny where it is customary to kill people arbitrarily, to mutilate and torture them (185–90).3

Nor, when they awaken, do the Furies give the lie to these grim descriptions. As Clytemnestra’s ghost calls them, they do not speak, but simply moan and whine: the text mentions mugmos and oigmos, noises characteristic of dogs. Their only words, as they awaken, are “get him get him get him get him” (labe labe etc.), as close to a doggy hunting cry as the genre allows. As Clytemnestra says: “In your dream you pursue your prey, and you bark like a hunting dog hot on the trail of blood” (131–32). If the Furies are later given articulate speech, as the genre demands, we are never to forget this initial characterization.

What Aeschylus has done here is to depict unbridled anger.4 It is obsessive, destructive, existing only to inflict pain and ill. In its zeal for blood it is subhuman, doglike. The Greeks were far enough removed from fancy domesticated dog breeds and close enough to raw scenes of canine killing to associate the dog, consistently, with hideous disregard for the victim’s pain. Even the idea of vomiting up the blood of victims is a quite literal depiction of doggy behavior.5 The smell on the Furies’ breath is the smell of half-digested blood, the same smell from which one might turn in revulsion today after witnessing unbridled canine behavior.6 Apollo’s idea is that this rabid breed belongs somewhere else, in some society that does not try to moderate cruelty or limit the arbitrary infliction of torture—surely not in a society that claims to be civilized.

Unchanged, these Furies could not be part and parcel of a working legal system in a society committed to the rule of law.7 You don’t put wild dogs in a cage and come out with justice. But the Furies do not make the transition to democracy unchanged. Until quite late in the drama, they are still their doggy selves, threatening to disgorge their venom (812), blighting the land and producing infertility (812). Then, however, Athena—who has already set up her legal institutions without them—persuades them to alter themselves so as to join her enterprise.8 “Lull to repose the bitter force of your black wave of anger,” she tells them (832–33).9 But of course that means a very profound transformation, indeed a virtual change of identity, so bound up are they with anger’s obsessive force. She offers them incentives to join the city: a place of honor beneath the earth, reverence from the citizens. But the condition of this honor is that they abandon their focus on retribution and adopt a new range of sentiments. In particular, they must adopt benevolent sentiments toward the entire city and refrain from stirring up any trouble within it—especially not civil war, but also not premature death or any intoxicating angry passion (850–63).10 Indeed, they are required to invoke blessings upon the land (903 ff.). The deal is that if they do good and have and express kindly sentiments, they will receive good treatment and be honored. Perhaps most fundamentally transformative of all, they must listen to the voice of persuasion (885, 970). All of this, needless to say, is not just external containment: it is a profound inner reorientation, going to the very roots of their personality.

They accept her offer and express themselves “with a gentle-temper” (preumenōs, 922).11 They prohibit all untimely killing (956). Each, they declare, should give love (charmata) to each, in a “mindset of common love” (koinophilei dianoiai, 984–85). Once again: these sentiments are utterly foreign to their previous doggy identity. Not surprisingly, they seem to be transformed physically in related ways. They apparently assume an erect posture for the procession that concludes the drama, and they receive crimson robes from a group of female escorts (1028–29)—the crimson robes that resident aliens wear in the city festival of the Panathenaia. They have become women, rather than beasts, and “resident aliens” in the city. Their very name is changed: they are now The Kindly Ones (Eumenides), not The Furies.12

This second transformation is just as significant as the first, indeed crucial to the success of the first. Aeschylus suggests that political justice does not just put a cage around anger, it fundamentally transforms it, from something hardly human, obsessive, bloodthirsty, to something human, accepting of reasons, calm, deliberate, and measured. Moreover, justice focuses not on a past that can never be altered but on the creation of future welfare and prosperity. The sense of accountability that inhabits just institutions is, in fact, not a retributive sentiment at all, it is measured judgment in defense of current and future life. The Furies are still needed, because this is an imperfect world and there will always be crimes to deal with. But they are not wanted or needed in their original shape and form. Indeed, they are not their old selves at all: they have become instruments of justice and welfare. The city is liberated from the scourge of vindictive anger, which produces civil strife and premature death. In the place of anger, the city gets political justice.

There is still room for awe: for would-be criminals and fomenters of civil strife are on notice that bad deeds will not go unpunished. Thus, the faces of the Eumenides are still described by Athena as fearful (990). But legal accountability is not mayhem; indeed, being precisely targeted, measured, and proportional, it is mayhem’s opposite. Moreover, accountability for past acts is focused on the future: on deterrence rather than payback.

Aeschylus is not a philosophical theorist of punishment, and he leaves a lot of questions for later exploration. For example, is there a type of retributivism that can meet his constraints? Punishment must forgo the lex talionis, but is there a type of retributivism that is compatible with rejecting that idea? Or must society, as Socrates and Plato believed, and much of popular Greek thought with them, embrace an altogether different theory of punishment, one based upon deterrence and general utility?13 There are hints of the latter approach, but no clear statement.

Another liberation goes unexplored, but invites our imaginations: it is the liberation of the private realm. In the old world of the Furies, the family and love, familial and friendly, were burdened by the continual need to avenge something for someone. The need for retaliation was unending, and it shadowed all relationships, including those fundamentally benign, such as Orestes’ relationship with Elektra. Revenge made it impossible for anyone to love anyone. (The hideous musical world of Richard Strauss’s opera Elektra is perhaps the most indelible realization of this Aeschylean/Sophoclean insight. There’s not one note, one phrase, that is not bent and twisted by the distorting weight of revenge.)14 But now law takes over the task of dealing with crime, leaving the family free to be a place of philia, of reciprocal good will. It’s not that there are no more occasions on which people are likely to feel anger: but if they are serious, they are turned over to law, and if they are not serious, why should they long trouble reciprocal concern? (As we shall see, that dichotomy is too simple, since the intense love and trust of intimate relationships may still give legitimate occasions for painful emotions such as grief and fear, whether or not law has stepped in.) As Aristotle will later say, the gentle-tempered person (his name for the virtue in the area of anger) is not vengeful, but, instead, inclined to sympathetic understanding.15 Law gives a double benefit: it keeps us safe without, and it permits us to care for one another, unburdened by retributive anger, within.

Notice, in particular, that law permits us to care about wrongs done to friends and family members, without spending our lives consumed with angry emotion and projects of retribution. Most of the anger in the pre-law world that Aeschylus depicts had little to do with the actual living people: it tracked past wrongs done to long-ago ancestors, or, occasionally, one’s parents or relatives. Thus the Agamemnon opens with the past, in the form of the Chorus’s anguished depiction of the long-ago slaughter of Iphigeneia—which Clytemnestra will shortly avenge. And as soon as Aegisthus enters, late in the play, rather than speaking at all about himself or what he cares about, he launches into the gruesome saga of his father Thyestes, who was duped into eating the flesh of his own children by Agamemnon’s father Atreus. People don’t get to exist as themselves: they are in thrall to a past that burdens them. Anger about wrongs done to oneself is transformed by law too, as we shall see, but perhaps the largest change law effects is to give people a way of caring about others that does not involve exhausting vicarious retributive projects.16

This book is not about ancient Greek ethics, but it takes its inspiration from the Aeschylean picture I have just sketched—from the idea that political justice offers a thoroughgoing transformation of the moral sentiments in both the personal and the public realms. But I shall go further than Aeschylus, arguing that anger is always normatively problematic, whether in the personal or in the public realm.17 At the heart of my argument is an analysis of anger, which I present in chapter 2. Concurring with a long philosophical tradition that includes Aristotle, the Greek and Roman Stoics, and Bishop Butler, I argue that anger includes, conceptually, not only the idea of a serious wrong done to someone or something of significance, but also the idea that it would be a good thing if the wrongdoer suffered some bad consequences somehow. Each of these thoughts must be qualified in complex ways, but that’s the essence of the analysis. I then argue that anger, so understood, is always normatively problematic in one or the other of two possible ways.

One way, which I call the road of payback, makes the mistake of thinking that the suffering of the wrongdoer somehow restores, or contributes to restoring, the important thing that was damaged. That road is normatively problematic because the beliefs involved are false and incoherent, ubiquitous though they are. They derive from deep-rooted but misleading ideas of cosmic balance, and from people’s attempt to recover control in situations of helplessness. But the wrongdoer’s suffering does not bring back the person or valued item that was damaged. At most it may deter future offending and incapacitate the offender: but this is not all that the person taking the road of payback believes and seeks.

There is one case, however, in which the beliefs involved in anger make a lot of sense, indeed all too much sense. That is the case that I shall call the road of status. If the victim sees the injury as about relative status and only about that—seeing it as a “down-ranking” of the victim’s self, as Aristotle put it—then indeed it does turn out to be the case that payback of some sort can be really efficacious. Lowering the status of the wrongdoer by pain or humiliation does indeed put me relatively up. But then there is a different problem: it is normatively problematic to focus exclusively on relative status, and that type of obsessive narrowness, though common enough, is something we ought to discourage in both self and others.

That’s the core of my main argument in a nutshell, but of course all these ideas must be unpacked and defended. Anger may still have some limited usefulness as a signal to self and/or others that wrongdoing has taken place, as a source of motivations to address it, and as a deterrent to others, discouraging their aggression. Its core ideas, however, are profoundly flawed: either incoherent in the first case, or normatively ugly in the second.

I then arrive at a crucial concept that I call the Transition. Most average people get angry. But often, noting the normative irrationality of anger, particularly in its payback mode, a reasonable person shifts off the terrain of anger toward more productive forward-looking thoughts, asking what can actually be done to increase either personal or social welfare. I explore the course of reflection that leads to this future-directed thinking, which I prefer. (I interpret the transition undergone by the Furies to be this type of Transition, but that is not essential to my argument.) The Transition is a path that can be followed by an individual, but it may also be, as in Aeschylus, an evolutionary path for a society.

I also recognize a borderline case of genuinely rational and normatively appropriate anger that I call Transition-Anger, whose entire content is: “How outrageous. Something should be done about that.” This forward-looking emotion, however, is less common, in that pure form, than one might suppose: most real-life cases of Transition-Anger are infected with the payback wish.

In the core chapter and subsequent chapters, armed with this analysis, I then tackle three commonplaces about anger that bulk large in the philosophical literature, as well as in everyday life:


1.Anger is necessary (when one is wronged) to the protection of dignity and self-respect.

2.Anger at wrongdoing is essential to taking the wrongdoer seriously (rather than treating him or her like a child or a person of diminished responsibility).

3.Anger is an essential part of combatting injustice.


I grant that anger is sometimes instrumentally useful in the three ways I have mentioned. But this limited usefulness does not remove its normative inappropriateness. Nor is it as useful, even in these roles, as it is sometimes taken to be.

Four subsequent chapters (4, 5, 6, and 7) develop this core argument further in four distinct domains of life. A good inquiry into these matters should distinguish several different realms of human interaction, asking carefully what human relations are proper to each, and what virtues are proper to each of these relations. The realm of deep personal affection (whether familial or friendly) is distinct from the political realm; it has distinct virtues and norms, where anger and judgment are concerned. My argument will be structured around this division of realms.

First, in chapter 4, I investigate the role of anger in intimate personal relationships, where it is often thought that anger, though sometimes excessive or misguided, is a valuable assertion of self-respect, and that it should be cultivated, particularly by people (and women are the example so often given) who are inclined to have a deficient sense of their own worth. I argue against this line of thinking, suggesting that the values distinctive of personal intimacy not only do not require anger but are deeply threatened by it. Of course serious damages and breaches of trust do occur, and they are often occasions for short-term anger and long-term grief. But grief for a loss is preferable, I shall argue, to an ongoing determination to pin the loss on someone else—both instrumentally, being better for the self, and intrinsically, being more appropriate to the nature of loving human relations. Though short-term anger is understandable and human, it is rarely helpful, and it certainly should not dictate the course of the future.

I next investigate (in chapter 5) what I shall call a “Middle Realm,” the realm of the multitude of daily transactions we have with people and social groups who are not our close friends and are also not our political institutions or their official agents. A great deal of resentment is generated in the Middle Realm, from slights to reputation to that unpardonable sin—mentioned already by Aristotle—in which someone forgets your name. In this realm, I make a different argument from the one I advance for the intimate realm, where I recommend strong emotional upset, albeit grief and not anger. Here, I argue that the Roman Stoics, whose culture was unusually disfigured by resentments in the Middle Realm, are entirely correct: the right attitude is to get to a point where one understands how petty all these slights are, and one not only doesn’t get angry but also does not grieve. The damage simply is not serious enough. Seneca never quite got there, but he records his self-struggle in a way that offers good guidance. (Thus I shall be following Adam Smith in holding that the Stoics give sound advice except when they tell us not to care deeply for our loved ones, family, and friends.)

But that cannot be the entire story, for of course, although a great deal of daily anger does deal with trivia such as insults and incompetence, sometimes damages in the Middle Realm are extremely serious: stranger-rape, murder by strangers, and so forth. These cases are not like the petty irritations and insults with which Stoic texts and daily life are typically filled. Here is where the insights of Aeschylus become so important. In such a case, the thing to do is to turn matters over to the law, which should deal with them without anger and in a forward-looking spirit. Although serious matters in the personal realm may also be turned over to law, they leave, and appropriately so, a residue of deep emotion (grief, fear, compassion) that are integral to a relationship of love and trust. In the Middle Realm, by contrast, there is no point to any ongoing relationship with the malefactor, and law can assume the full burden of dealing with the wrong.

I turn next to the Political Realm. In this realm, the primary virtue is impartial justice, a benevolent virtue that looks to the common good. It is first and foremost a virtue of institutions, but it is also, importantly, if derivatively, a virtue of the people who inhabit and support these institutions. But what sentiments animate and support justice? Here, once again, it is often held that anger is important, as a sentiment vindicating the equal dignity of the oppressed and expressing respect for the human being as an end. I divide my treatment of the Political Realm into two parts: everyday justice (chapter 6) and revolutionary justice (chapter 7).

In the case of everyday justice I shall argue that the pursuit of justice is ill-served by a narrow focus on punishment of any type, but especially ill-served by criminal law retributivism, even of a sophisticated sort. Above all, society should take an ex ante perspective, analyzing the whole problem of crime and searching for the best strategies to address it going forward. Such strategies may certainly include punishment of offenders, but as just one part of a much larger project that would also include nutrition, education, health care, housing, employment, and much more. Although I shall not be able to carry out, here, the wide inquiry into social welfare that is really demanded, I offer at least an idea of what it would look like, and I then look more narrowly at criminal punishment as one tiny sliver of that enterprise.

But what about revolutionary justice? Here it is often believed that anger can be both noble and essential, helping the oppressed to assert themselves and pursue justice. I argue, however, following the theoretical writings of Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., that anger is not only not necessary for the pursuit of justice, but also a large impediment to the generosity and empathy that help to construct a future of justice. Anger may still have limited utility in the three instrumental ways I have identified (as signal, as motivation, and as deterrent), but it is crucial that the leader of a revolutionary movement, and many of the followers, be strange sorts of people, part Stoic and part creatures of love. Nonetheless there have been such leaders and followers, as the thought and life of Nelson Mandela demonstrate. And maybe they are not so strange after all, since human life does contain surprising stretches of joy and generosity, qualities that go well with the project of building something better than what exists already.

This clean division of realms is too simple, of course, because the realms intersect and influence one another in many ways. The family is a realm of love, but it is also a political institution shaped by law, and it contains many wrongs (such as rape, assault, and child abuse) that the law must take extremely seriously. Slights in the workplace (for example) are Middle Realm wrongs, but they may also be instances of racial or gender discrimination, of harassment, or of tortious negligence, thus bringing them within the ambit of the law, and of the sort of carefully limited Transition-Anger (the Eumenides in their new basement abode) that is proper to political wrongs. Moreover, our relationships with colleagues, unlike relationships with strangers on airplanes and on the road, are ongoing relationships that have at least some weight and significance: so they lie between the full intimacy of love and friendship and the forgettable encounter with a rude seatmate. Furthermore, as I have already emphasized, serious crimes against the person, such as assault, rape, and homicide by non-intimates, are serious wrongs and also legal offenses in the Middle Realm. The proper attitudes toward these wrongs, in their different aspects, will take a lot of sorting out.

Equally important, the Political Realm is not simply a realm of impartial justice. If a nation is to survive and motivate people to care about the common good, the public realm will need some of the generosity and the non-inquisitorial spirit that I think of as proper to the personal realm, where keeping score of all one’s wrongs may be carried too far and poison the common endeavor. That, really, is the core of Aeschylus’ insight: that instead of exporting to the city the vindictiveness and bloodthirstiness of the family at its worst, the city should draw on the bonds of trust and the emotions of loving generosity that characterize the family at its best.

Although my central topic is anger and its proper management in the three realms, my project also has a subtheme, which involves a critical examination of one prominent candidate to replace anger as the central attitude in the area of wrongdoing. This substitute attitude is forgiveness, and its candidacy is vigorously championed in modern discussions. The concept of forgiveness is strikingly absent from the Eumenides, as, indeed, (I would say) from all of ancient Greek ethics,18 but it is so central to modern discussions of anger that one cannot approach the topic without grappling with it extensively. I therefore propose to do so here, addressing the familiar contention that forgiveness is a central political and personal virtue. At the end of the day we will be close, in at least some crucial respects, to where Aeschylus left us—but after clearing away a great deal that intervening centuries have bequeathed. Thus we will be able to see more clearly what the insights of the Eumenides might offer to a modern world. Let me now introduce that subsidiary theme.

We live in what is often described as a “culture of apology and forgiveness.”19 A cursory Amazon book search turns up scores of titles. Most are works of popular psychology and self-help. Frequently they couple the idea of forgiveness with that of a “journey” or a “road.” Taking this journey, usually guided by a therapist, the wronged person moves from some terrible place of pain to a lovely place of transfiguring happiness. My favorite such title is Breaking Night: A Memoir of Forgiveness, Survival, and My Journey from Homeless to Harvard.20 Imagine that. From the horrors of homelessness, and the anger one can imagine that life evoking in a young person, this same young person, embarking on the journey of forgiveness, arrives, at last, at the most coveted of all earthly destinations.

Forgiveness is “a very ‘in’ topic,”21 with many defenders in both politics and philosophy. Leading political figures extol its potential benefits, and even leaders who never spoke about forgiveness at all are lauded for their alleged focus on forgiveness, an unsurprising but unfortunate aspect of the many memorials of Nelson Mandela—who, as we shall see, did not use that concept, and framed his efforts in different terms.22 A growing philosophical literature, meanwhile, addresses the place of forgiveness among the virtues and its potential benefits in both personal and political relations.23 One finds dissenters, but typically in the direction of greater interpersonal harshness, as the dissident philosophers reassert the benefits of retribution and “getting even.”24 Jeffrie Murphy’s fine dissident study, for example, repeatedly asserts the S. J. Perelman bon mot: “To err is human, to forgive, supine.”25 Nobody seems to be interested in criticizing forgiveness from the other side, so to speak—arguing, as I shall here, that, in its classic transactional form at any rate, forgiveness exhibits a mentality that is all too inquisitorial and disciplinary. This, however, is to get ahead of our story: first we must understand the “journey” on which forgiveness invites us to embark.

The “road” of forgiveness begins, standardly, in terrible anger over a wrong one has suffered at the hands of another. Through a typically dyadic procedure involving confrontation, confession, apology, and “working through,” the wronged person emerges triumphant, unburdened from angry emotion, her claims fully acknowledged, ready to bestow the grace of her non-anger. That is what I shall call “transactional forgiveness,” and it is both enormously influential historically and very common today. It is plausible to think of it as the canonical form of forgiveness in today’s world.26

As chapter 3 will demonstrate, these procedural aspects of forgiveness have their origin in, and are organized by, a Judeo-Christian worldview, especially as structured by organized religion, in which the primary moral relationship is that between an omniscient score-keeping God and erring mortals. God keeps a record of all our errors, a kind of eternal list, the liber scriptus that greets the dead at the last judgment.27 Then if there is enough weeping, imploring, and apologizing—typically involving considerable self-abasement—God may decide to waive the penalty for some or all transgressions and to restore the penitent person to heavenly blessings. The abasement is the precondition of the elevation.28 The relationship between one human and another is then, in a second stage, modeled on the primary relationship, so as to incorporate its motifs of list-keeping, confession, abasement, and indelible memory.

This constellation of sentiments and actions is, as such, absent in ancient Greco-Roman ethics, although that tradition does contain some valuable attitudes in the general neighborhood of forgiveness—gentleness of temper, generosity, sympathetic understanding,29 pardon, and, importantly, mercy in punishing—into which translators and commentators sometimes inject the forgiveness journey. All these notions, however, I shall argue, are in crucial ways distinct from the modern notion of forgiveness, and available to one who rejects the guidance of that notion.30

There is something remarkably unpleasant in the confessional idea of groveling and abasement—even, I would say, when one imagines any God whom one could revere, but certainly when one thinks about one’s friends, family, and fellow citizens. Indeed it is very hard (as chapter 3 will show) to reconcile the emphasis on these attitudes with the idea of unconditional love that inhabits the same tradition. And there is also something remarkably narcissistic in the idea of a drama that revolves around oneself, the wrong one has suffered, and the gift of atonement one is offered. (The astonishing narcissism of the liber scriptus, where the record of the entire universe prominently contains one’s own name, is replicated in the interpersonal realm.) In short, forgiveness of the transactional sort, far from being an antidote to anger, looks like a continuation of anger’s payback wish by another name.

Some thinkers in a loosely Judeo-Christian tradition improve on the core ideas of transactional forgiveness by departing significantly from them, and I shall find both Bishop Butler and Adam Smith valuable sources. (Even though Butler uses the term “forgiveness,” what he says has less to do with the score-keeping mentality I deplore than with sheer generosity and humanity. And Smith, interestingly, avoids the term “forgiveness” altogether, substituting the useful Ciceronian term “humanity.”) I shall also argue in chapter 3 that both Jewish and Christian texts and traditions contain alternatives to transactional forgiveness, in which generosity, love, and even humor replace the grim drama of penance and exacted contrition. Two alternatives are salient. The first is unconditional forgiveness, the waiving of angry feelings by the wronged person’s own free choice, without exacting a prior penance. The second, which I like even better, is unconditional love and generosity. I examine the biblical credentials of each and examine them as moral alternatives.

On the whole, I shall be arguing that Nietzsche’s instincts are sound when he sees in prominent aspects of Judeo-Christian morality, including its idea of transactional forgiveness, a displaced vindictiveness and a concealed resentment that are pretty ungenerous and actually not so helpful in human relations. He goes wrong, however, by not seeing the multiplicity and complexity in these same traditions. Both Judaism and Christianity contain all three of the attitudes I consider.

We should remain alert, then, to the fact that not everything that is called by the name “forgiveness” has the features of transactional forgiveness. Once the term is in general use as a virtue, writers steeped in the Judeo-Christian tradition have a way of attaching it to whatever they favor in that general area of life.31 Sometimes it would not even be correct to find unconditional forgiveness there: what is called “forgiveness” is best understood as some type of unconditional generosity. Thus not everyone who praised Nelson Mandela for “forgiveness” really meant to associate him with transactional forgiveness, and perhaps not even with unconditional forgiveness (which presupposes angry feelings that are being waived). They might have used the term to describe the type of generosity that, as I shall argue, he actually instantiated. But it is also clear that many do endorse attitudes of transactional forgiveness as the appropriate ones for the South African reconciliation process, as did Desmond Tutu in the last chapter of his book No Future Without Forgiveness, with its detailed discussion of contrition, apology, humility, and absolution—although Tutu carefully and accurately refrains from imputing these notions to Mandela or indeed to the procedures of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.32

As I proceed through the steps in my argument, then, I first investigate the claims of anger in each realm, and then ask whether transactional forgiveness, as classically defined, is the replacement we need. I argue that the Judeo-Christian “virtue” of transactional forgiveness is not a virtue in any of the three realms. In the personal realm, the whole machinery of confession, apology, and forgiveness is retentive, unloving, and quite often vindictive in its own way. The offer of forgiveness, though seemingly so attractive and gracious, all too often displays what Bernard Williams, in a different context, called “one thought too many,” that is, a list-keeping, inquisitorial mentality that a generous and loving person should eschew. Bishop Butler warned of the narcissism of resentment, and I shall argue that the “journey” of forgiveness all too often gives aid and comfort to that narcissism. The personal realm at its best is characterized by a generosity that gets ahead of forgiveness and prevents its procedural thoughts from taking shape. In a very real sense, love does mean never having to say you’re sorry. The fact that this was said in a lightweight popular novel (albeit one written by a fine classical scholar) does not make it false.33 Apologies can sometimes be useful, but as evidence of what a future relationship might hold, and whether such a relationship might be fruitful.

The Middle Realm, similarly, contains a significant role for apology as evidence that, going forward, the offending worker or boss can be trusted; it is a useful device that smooths the way for respectful interactions after a breach. But the desire to extract apologies from others as a kind of payback or “down-ranking” haunts this realm as well, and we should beware of it.

Although at times apology will play a valuable role in political reconciliation, political apologies turn out to be distinct from transactional forgiveness in important ways.34 Often they are signals of trustworthiness going forward, and expressions of a set of shared values on which trust may be based. Moreover, since humiliation always threatens to undermine reconciliation, it is sometimes important to avoid the whole issue of apology, as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission wisely did. The focus should be on establishing accountability for wrongdoing, as a crucial ingredient of building public trust, on expressing shared values, and then on moving beyond the whole drama of anger and forgiveness to forge attitudes that actually support trust and reconciliation.

What values promise such support? Generosity, justice, and truth.
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Anger

Weakness, Payback, Down-Ranking


We feel calm toward those who humble themselves before us and do not talk back. For they seem to acknowledge that they are our inferiors. … That our anger ceases toward those who humble themselves before us is shown even by dogs, who do not bite people when they sit down.

—Aristotle, Rhetoric 1380a21–25



I.Anger: The Missing Link

Anger has a twofold reputation. On the one hand, anger is taken to be a valuable part of the moral life, essential to human relations both ethical and political. Typical, and highly influential, is Peter Strawson’s famous argument that the “reactive attitudes and feelings,” of which “resentment” is a central case, play a major role in our dealings with one another and are integrally bound up with the very idea of human freedom and responsibility.1 Other philosophers have insisted on anger’s close connection to the assertion of self-respect and to protest against injustice.2

On the other hand, the idea that anger is a central threat to decent human interactions runs through the Western philosophical tradition—including the political thought of Aeschylus’ time,3 Socrates and Plato,4 the Greek and Roman Stoics, the eighteenth-century philosophers Joseph Butler and Adam Smith, and numerous more recent contributors. As Butler notes, “No other principle, or passion, hath for its end the misery of our fellow creatures”5—and he is therefore troubled that God has apparently implanted anger in our human nature. The same idea of anger’s destructiveness is prominent in non-Western traditions (Buddhism and some varieties of Hinduism especially).6 Today the idea of anger as disease has generated a large contemporary therapeutic literature, in which it is the apparently inexorable grip of anger that prompts intervention (or advice for self-help). It is because anger is felt as such a problem in the moral life that the project of forgiveness takes on such central importance, and forgiveness is typically defined in terms of a moderation of angry attitudes.

Both of these contentions might be correct: anger might be a valuable yet dangerous tool in the moral life, prone to excess and error but still a source of irreplaceable contributions. (So Butler thought.) On the other hand, it is also possible that one of these contentions is far better grounded than the other. So I shall argue here. But it is highly unlikely that we will make progress unraveling these issues unless we first have a clearer understanding of what anger is.

Recent philosophers, on the whole, spend little time analyzing the emotion. Typical, and highly influential, are Strawson’s reference to a class of “reactive attitudes and feelings” including guilt, resentment, and indignation, all of which track the relation of another’s will to us;7 and R. Jay Wallace’s highly abstract, albeit valuable, characterization of a class of “reactive emotions” in their relation to evaluation.8 Even in contexts where it might seem to matter greatly what attitude is in question, philosophers all too often follow Strawson’s lead.9 Meanwhile, cognitive psychologists have provided rich materials for a detailed analysis of anger’s elements,10 but since providing definitions is not their project they typically do not arrange those materials into a philosophical account.

Agreeing with most traditional philosophical definitions of anger, I shall argue that the idea of payback or retribution—in some form, however subtle—is a conceptual part of anger. I then argue the payback idea is normatively problematic, and anger, therefore, with it. There are two possibilities. Either anger focuses on some significant injury, such as a murder or a rape, or it focuses only on the significance of the wrongful act for the victim’s relative status—as what Aristotle calls a “down-ranking.” In the first case, the idea of payback makes no sense (since inflicting pain on the offender does not remove or constructively address the victim’s injury). In the second, it makes all too much sense—payback may successfully effect a reversal of positions—but only because the values involved are distorted: relative status should not be so important. In the process of defending these contentions, I recognize a borderline species of anger that is free from these defects, and I describe, and recommend, a transition from anger to constructive thinking about future good.

II.Anger: Cognitions, Feelings, Eudaimonism

Like all the major emotions, anger has a cognitive/intentional content, including appraisals or evaluations of several distinct types.11 Often, it involves not simply value-laden appraisals, but also beliefs.

Furthermore, the appraisals and beliefs involved in anger are what I call “eudaimonistic”: they are made from the point of view of the agent, and register the agent’s own view of what matters for life, rather than some detached or impersonal table of values. Even when anger involves issues of principle, of justice, or even global justice, this is because the angry person has managed to incorporate such concerns into her conception of what matters in life. Such incorporation into the “circle of concern”12 need not precede the event that triggers the emotion: a vivid tale of woe (such as Adam Smith’s example of the news of an earthquake in China) can arouse compassion for people we never met and about whom we have no antecedent concern.13 However, unless a firmer structure of concern either exists already or is established, the emotion will be a will-o’-the-wisp: a distraction closer to home makes us forget entirely about the distant people.

The eudaimonism of the emotions is a key idea, too, in the modern psychological literature. Thus Richard Lazarus, in his magisterial Emotion and Adaptation, one of the most influential works of experimental psychology in the late twentieth century, speaks of the major emotions as focused on “core relational themes,” themes of importance for the person’s “ego-identity.”14 Like Smith’s account and mine, Lazarus’s treatment emphasizes that causes and principles can be objects of emotions—but only when and if a person has ascribed personal importance to them.

Anger is typically accompanied by a wide range of bodily changes and subjective feeling-states. Bodily changes of some type are always present when people are angry, and, after all, the thoughts involved in anger are themselves bodily changes.15 Subjective feelings of some type are typically present as well, but they are likely to be highly varied (both within a person at different times and across people), and they may be entirely absent if anger is not conscious. Just as the fear of death can lurk beneath the threshold of consciousness and yet influence conduct, so too with anger, in at least some cases. It is a familiar experience to become aware that one has been angry at someone for some time, and that this hidden anger has influenced one’s behavior.

The bodily changes and subjective feelings often associated with anger, though important in their way, have too little constancy for them to be included in the definition of anger, as necessary conditions of that emotion.16 For some people, anger feels like boiling in the neighborhood of the heart (as Aristotle says). For others, it may feel like a throbbing in the temples or a pain at the back of the neck. And in some cases it simply is not felt, like a lurking fear of death. One job of therapy is to discover hidden anger. Although at times the therapeutic process (badly managed) manufactures anger where it was not present before, there are surely many cases of genuine discovery.

III.Elements of Anger

What is anger’s distinctive content? A good starting point is Aristotle’s definition. Although it will turn out to be too narrow to cover all cases of anger, it helps us dissect its elements.17

Anger, Aristotle holds, is “a desire accompanied by pain for an imagined retribution on account of an imagined slighting inflicted by people who have no legitimate reason to slight oneself or one’s own” (Rhetoric 1378a31–33). Anger, then, involves

1.Slighting or down-ranking (oligōria)

2.Of the self or people close to the self

3.Wrongfully or inappropriately done (mē prosēkontōn)

4.Accompanied by pain

5.Involving a desire for retribution

By twice repeating “imagined” (phainomenēs), Aristotle emphasizes that what is relevant to the emotion is the way the situation is seen from the angry person’s viewpoint, not the way it really is, which might, of course, be different.

Anger is an unusually complex emotion, since it involves both pain and pleasure: Aristotle shortly says that the prospect of retribution is pleasant. He does not clarify the causal relationships involved, but we can easily see that the pain is supposed to be produced by the injury, and the desire for retribution somehow responds to the injury. Moreover, anger also involves a double reference—to a person or people and to an act. Using non-Aristotelian terminology to make this issue explicit: the target of anger is typically a person, the one who is seen as having inflicted damage—and as having done so wrongfully or illegitimately. “I am angry at so-and-so.” And the focus of anger is an act imputed to the target, which is taken to be a wrongful damage.18

Injuries may be the focus in grief as well. But whereas grief focuses on the loss or damage itself, and lacks a target (unless it is the lost person, as in “I am grieving for so-and-so”), anger starts with the act that inflicted the damage, seeing it as intentionally inflicted by the target—and then, as a result, one becomes angry, and one’s anger is aimed at the target. Anger, then, requires causal thinking, and some grasp of right and wrong.19 The damage may be inflicted on the person who, as a result, feels anger, or it may be inflicted on some other person or thing within that person’s circle of concern.

The least puzzling parts of Aristotle’s definition, from the vantage point of contemporary intuitions, are its emphasis on pain and its emphasis on wrongful damage. How exactly does the wrongful act of another cause pain to the self? Well, presumably, the person sees (or believes) that something about which she cares deeply has been damaged. The item damaged must, indeed, be seen as significant and not trivial, or pain will not be a consequence. This pain is, up to a point, not dissimilar to the pain felt in grief. It tracks the perceived size of the damage. Nonetheless, the pain of anger typically makes internal reference, as well, to the (believed) wrongful act of another person: the pain of seeing one’s child murdered just feels different from that of losing a child to accidental death. (Aristotle often emphasizes that pleasure and pain themselves have an intentional content: the pain, then, is pain at the injury that has [as the person believes] been inflicted. It’s that specific sort of pain.)

As for wrongful injury: even though we experience frustration when someone inadvertently damages us, we only become angry when we believe (rightly or wrongly) that the damage was inflicted by a person or persons, and in a manner that was illegitimate or wrongful. Lazarus gives the example of a store clerk who ignores a customer because he is busy talking on the phone. The customer will feel wrongly slighted, but if she learns that the reason for the phone call was a medical emergency involving the clerk’s child, she will no longer be angry, because she will see that it was legitimate to give the phone call priority.20 We aren’t always so reasonable, of course, but what matters is how we see the situation: we are angry only if we see the damage as illegitimate. (This need not be a notion of moral wrong: just some type of wrongfulness.)

Notoriously, however, people sometimes get angry when they are frustrated by inanimate objects, which presumably cannot act wrongfully. This sort of behavior was reported already by the Stoic philosopher Chrysippus, who spoke of people biting their keys and kicking their door when it doesn’t open right away, and hurling a stone against which one has stubbed one’s toe, all the while “saying the most inappropriate things.”21 In 1988, the Journal of the American Medical Association published an article on “vending machine rage”: fifteen injuries, three of them fatal, as a result of angry men22 kicking or rocking machines that had taken their money without dispensing the drink. (The fatal injuries were caused by machines falling over on the men and crushing them.)23 Do such familiar reactions show that anger does not require the idea of wrongful damage? I see no reason to think this. We tend to think that we have a right to expect “respect” and cooperation from the inanimate objects that serve our ends, and in the moment we react as if they were bad people, since they clearly are not doing “their job” for us. We quickly realize that this doesn’t make sense—most of the time.

Butler suggests that there can be a species of anger, “sudden anger,” when something thwarts or opposes us, and that this type does not require the thought of a wrong.24 I doubt, however, that Butler has actually identified a distinct species of anger. Suddenness by itself will not do that: for once judgments of value become deeply internalized, we will become angry very quickly at a wrongful attack on what we love. When someone pulls a gun on your child, you don’t stop to think. Nor is it obvious that angry people are aware that a “thwarting” is not a real wrong: consider those vending machines. At most, we should concede to Butler that there may be a type of anger that is inchoate, prior to full-fledged causal thinking and thus prior to a real judgment of wrong. Infants, for example, fly into a rage when their needs are not met. And yet our increasing knowledge of the cognitive sophistication of young infants makes it plausible to ascribe a vague inchoate judgment of the form, “I ought to have this, and my parent is withholding it.”25 On the whole then, with some borderline cases in early infancy, Aristotle’s insistence on wrong holds up.26

More problematic, at least initially, is Aristotle’s restriction to “oneself or one’s own”: for surely we may have anger when a cause or principle one cares about has been wrongfully assailed, or when a stranger is the victim of an unjust aggression. Yes indeed, but that (claims the Aristotelian) is because in that case it has become part of one’s circle of concern. In other words, “oneself or one’s own” is just a way of alluding to the eudaimonistic structure that anger shares with other emotions. This response seems correct: just as we grieve not about every death in the world, but only the death of those who are dear to us, so we get angry not at any and every instance of wrongdoing in the world, but only those that touch on core values of the self. As with other emotions, a vivid episode may jump-start the response by moving a distant object into the circle of concern. If, instead of Adam Smith’s tale of an earthquake in China (which jump-starts compassion), we hear a vivid tale of a genocide in a distant country, then we may be aroused to anger on behalf of the slaughtered people, even if they were not antecedently of concern to us. But Smith’s point holds: so long as the emotion lasts, so long those people have to be of concern to us. If the concern ceases (because, for example, we become diverted by pressing concerns closer to ourselves), so does the emotion.

More problematic still is Aristotle’s reference to a “slighting” or “down-ranking.” We immediately associate this with the values of an honor culture, where people are always ranking themselves against one another, and where the central case of wrongdoing is indeed a down-ranking. Surely, we are inclined to say, many damages involve cherished projects without being seen as diminutions of status. Subsequent Greco-Roman philosophy modifies Aristotle’s condition, as I have already done. Seneca defines anger in terms of a “wrongful harm,” rather than a “slighting.”27 The canonical Stoic definition speaks of a belief that one has been wronged.28

Has Aristotle simply made a mistake? I shall argue that he has, but not as large a mistake as one might think: he has captured a style of thinking that is very common in anger, though not omnipresent.

First, the mistake. Defenders of Aristotle try to defend his definition by referring, once again, to eudaimonism. Thus Lazarus, attempting to give a general definition, and not one pertaining only to honor cultures, applauds Aristotle’s definition, because it captures this very general idea of an injury to the self’s cherished projects.

Lazarus’s defense, however, is clumsy. Not every eudaimonistic injury (meaning injury to something seen by the agent as important) involves a personal down-ranking. Injuries to causes or principles are typically eudaimonistic without involving the thought of a low ranking of the self. Even when anger’s focus is an injury to a beloved person, the angry person usually does not think that the damager is trying to belittle her. She has a sense of eudaimonistic injury (the injury looms large from the viewpoint of her values and concerns), without a sense of personal diminution. So Aristotle’s account is too narrow.

The idea of down-ranking proves more explanatorily fertile, however, than we might at first suppose. There is something comical in the self-congratulatory idea that honor cultures are in another time or at least another place (such as, putatively, the Middle East), given the obsessive attention paid by Americans to competitive ranking in terms of status, money, and other qualities. Even the idea that “honor killings” are an artifact of specific (Middle Eastern? Muslim?) cultures needs rethinking. The rate of intimate partner violence is slightly higher in Italy than in Jordan,29 and we may safely say that a sense of manly honor and competitive injury is involved in many killings of women in many countries.30 Empirical psychologist Carol Tavris’s wide-ranging study of anger in America finds ubiquitous reference to “insults,” “slights,” “condescension,” “being treated as if I were of no account.”31 People remain intensely concerned about their standing, now as then, and they find endless occasions for anger in acts that seem to threaten it.

From now on I shall call this sort of perceived down-ranking a status-injury. The very idea of a status-injury already includes the idea of wrongfulness, for, as Aristotle notes, diminution of status is usually voluntary: if someone acted accidentally, I won’t perceive that as diminishing my status. (Remember the store clerk who had an urgent phone call.) We should, however, broaden the scope of Aristotle’s account to include the many cases in which people behave in a denigrating or insulting way without being consciously aware that this is what they are doing. When the target of such behavior (status-related denigration in the workplace, for example) reacts with status anger, he need not think that his boss consciously intended the insult. But he probably does need to think something else: that the remark is part of a pattern of belief and conduct, a policy regarding the status of employees, that the boss has adopted and for which he is accountable.

Anger is not always, but very often, about status-injury. And status-injury has a narcissistic flavor: rather than focusing on the wrongfulness of the act as such, a focus that might lead to concern for wrongful acts of the same type more generally, the status-angry person focuses obsessively on herself and her standing vis-à-vis others.

In connection with such injuries, both Aristotle and Lazarus emphasize the relevance of personal insecurity or vulnerability: we are prone to anger to the extent that we feel insecure or lacking control with respect to the aspect of our goals that has been assailed—and to the extent that we expect or desire control. Anger aims at restoring lost control and often achieves at least an illusion of it.32 To the extent that a culture encourages people to feel vulnerable to affront and down-ranking in a wide variety of situations, it encourages the roots of status-focused anger.

IV.Anger and Payback

What is anger’s aim? The philosophical tradition concurs in holding that there is a double movement in the emotion; this double movement, from pain inflicted to striking back, is so prominent that ancient taxonomies classify anger as an emotion that looks forward to a future good, rather than as one that responds to a present bad—although, once they say more, they acknowledge that it has both aspects. Aristotle emphasizes that the forward movement characteristic of anger is pleasant, and that anger is in that sense constructive and linked to hope. The imagined payback is seen as somehow assuaging the pain or making good the damage.33

But how exactly does this work? How does pain lead to the sort of lashing out, or striking back, that we associate with anger in at least many cases? And why would someone who has been gravely wounded look forward with hope to doing something unwelcome to the offender? If we had a non-cognitive account of anger, there would be nothing further to say: that is just the way hardwired mechanisms work. But ours is not that type of account, so we must try to understand this puzzle. For it is a puzzle. Doing something to the offender does not bring dead people back to life, heal a broken limb, or undo a sexual violation. So why do people somehow believe that it does? Or what, exactly, do they believe that makes even a little sense of their retaliatory project?

First, however, we had better make sure that the philosophical tradition is correct in holding that a wish for payback is a conceptual part of anger. It is pretty impressive that so many first-rate thinkers, from Aristotle and the Stoics to Butler and Smith to recent empirical psychologists such as Lazarus and James Averill should agree on this. They have thought long and hard about the concept, and it would be surprising if they had made an obvious error. Still, let us think again. Anger is not the only emotion that contains a double movement. Many emotions contain a backward-looking appraisal while also having associated action tendencies oriented toward a future goal.

Compassion, for example, looks at the bad fate that has befallen someone else; but it also has an associated future-directed action tendency. When I feel compassion for a person who is suffering, I often imagine helping that person, and in many cases I do it. Daniel Batson’s research shows that this tendency toward helping behavior is quite powerful, if the helpful action is ready at hand and not very costly. But the connection between compassion and helping is typically understood as contingent and causal, rather than conceptual. Philosophical definitions of compassion (from Aristotle and the Stoics through Smith and Rousseau to Schopenhauer) do not suggest that the helping tendency is part and parcel of the emotion, something without which one could not be said to experience compassion.34 I think this is probably correct: the connection is indeed causal and external rather than conceptual and internal. We can feel compassion for people even when there is nothing to be done for them: people who have been drowned in a flood, to take just one example, or distant people whom we can imagine no way of helping.

With anger, however, the future-oriented aim is standardly thought to be part of the emotion, something without which there is pain of some sort, but not anger. (Butler, we recall, holds that anger’s internal goal is the misery of our fellow humans.) We must figure out, first, whether this is correct—whether there really is a conceptual connection in this case, and not simply a causal connection as in others. Second, we must figure out how, more precisely, the pain is connected to the strike-back response.

Let’s be clear, first, about what the claim is. The claim is not that anger conceptually involves a wish for violent revenge; nor is it that anger involves the wish to inflict suffering oneself upon the offender. For I may not want to get involved in revenge myself: I may want someone else, or the law, or life itself, to do it for me. I just want the doer to suffer. And the suffering can be quite subtle. One might wish for a physical injury; one might wish for psychological unhappiness; one might wish for unpopularity. One might simply wish for the perpetrator’s future (your unfaithful ex’s new marriage, for example) to turn out really badly. And one can even imagine as a type of punishment the sheer continued existence of the person as the bad and benighted person he or she is: that is how Dante imagines hell. All that I am investigating here (and ultimately accepting, with one significant qualification) is that anger involves, conceptually, a wish for things to go badly, somehow, for the offender, in a way that is envisaged, somehow, however vaguely, as a payback for the offense. They get what they deserve.

So let’s investigate this, considering a range of different cases. And let us start from a basic scenario: Offender O has raped Angela’s close friend Rebecca on the campus where both Angela and Rebecca are students. Angela has true beliefs about what has occurred, about how seriously damaging it is, and about the wrongful intentions involved: O, she knows, is mentally competent, understood the wrongfulness of his act, etc. (I choose rape rather than murder, in order to leave Angela with a wider range of possible actions and wishes than would typically be the case with murder. And I choose a friend in order to give Angela more latitude about how to position herself toward the offense and the offender.) Most rapes take place in the context of intimate relationships. But because for me this domain has special complexity, involving issues of trust and grief that relations with strangers do not, let me imagine the case as a (conceptually simpler) stranger-rape, or at any rate not rape in the context of an ongoing intimate relationship involving trust and deep emotion.

Case 1. Angela feels pain at Rebecca’s rape. She feels that her circle of concern, what she deeply cares about, has been severely damaged, and she believes, correctly, that the damage was wrongful. She now take steps to mitigate the damage: she spends time with Rebecca, she makes efforts to support her in therapy, in general she devotes a great deal of energy to mending Rebecca’s life—and thus to mending the breach in her own circle of concern. So far, Angela’s emotion appears to be grief/compassion, and I think the standard definitions are correct when they suggest that it is not anger, even though the occasion for the grief is a wrongful act. We should notice that in this case the primary focus of Angela’s emotion is the loss and pain caused to Rebecca, rather than the criminal act itself, and to that extent her emotion seems to have Rebecca, not the rapist, as its target.

Case 2. Angela feels pain at Rebecca’s rape, etc. She does all the things that she did in Case 1, thus expressing her compassion. But she also focuses on the wrongfulness of the act, and her pain includes a special pain directed at the wrongful act—to some extent distinct from her pain at Rebecca’s suffering. This additional pain leads her to want to do something about that wrongfulness. So Angela forms a group to support rape victims, and she gives money to such groups. She also campaigns for better public safety measures to prevent rape and for better treatment of the problem of sexual violence on her campus. (Again, I abstract from the special complexities of rape in the context of intimate relationships involving trust and love.) Should we call Angela’s emotion anger because it focuses not only on Rebecca’s pain but also on the wrongfulness of the act, and has an outward movement aimed at something like a righting of the wrong? It is an interesting case, but I think that we typically would not call Angela’s emotion anger. I am inclined to see it as a type of morally inflected compassion—not very different, really, from a compassion for one hungry acquaintance that leads me to campaign for better welfare support for all. As in Case 1, the emotion does not have the offender as its target; its target is Rebecca, and other women in Rebecca’s position. The offender comes into it only because stopping similar harms is Angela’s goal for the future. Angela is thus thinking of general utility (and in Case 2 the Utilitarian idea of anger’s limits appears for the first time).

Case 3. Angela feels pain, etc., as in Cases 1 and 2. As in Case 2, she focuses on the wrongfulness of O’s act, and she may campaign for general measures to prevent that sort of damage in future. But she also focuses, this time, on O. She seeks to mend the damage by making the offender suffer. Because her circle of concern is damaged, she wants something to happen to O (whether through legal or extralegal means). Here we finally seem to have arrived at anger, as the philosophical tradition understands it: a retaliatory and hopeful outward movement that seeks the pain of the offender because of and as a way of assuaging or compensating for one’s own pain.

The question now is, Why? Why would an intelligent person think that inflicting pain on the offender assuages or cancels her own pain? There seems to be some type of magical thinking going on. In reality, harsh punishment of the offender rarely repairs a damage. Adding O’s pain to Rebecca’s does not do anything to ameliorate Rebecca’s situation, so far as one can see. In a TV interview after his father’s murder, Michael Jordan was asked whether, if they ever caught the murderer, Jordan would want him executed. Jordan sadly replied, “Why? That wouldn’t bring him back.”35 This eminently sensible reply is rare, however, and perhaps only someone whose credentials in the area of masculinity are as impeccable as Jordan’s would dare to think and say it.36

Ideas of payback have deep roots in the imaginations of most of us. Ultimately they probably derive from metaphysical ideas of cosmic balance that are hard to shake off, and that may be part of our evolutionary endowment.37 Indeed the first preserved fragment of Western philosophy, the famous words of the Greek thinker Anaximander, dating from the sixth century BCE, is based on just such a powerful analogy between the institution of punishment and the alternations of the seasons: they are said to “pay penalty and reparation” to one another for their sequential encroachments, as the hot and dry drive out the cold and wet (not so successfully, however, in Chicago). We think this way naturally, for whatever reason. Many cherished literary works contain such ideas of “comeuppance,” which give us intense aesthetic pleasure.38 Whether the pleasure we take in such narratives derives from antecedent cosmic-balance thinking or whether narratives of this sort (the entirety of the detective-story genre, for example) nourish and augment our tendency to think in such ways, we cannot say. Probably both. But we do think in such ways, and we do take pleasure in narratives in which the doer suffers, purportedly balancing the horrible act that occurred. Aesthetics, however, like our evolutionary prehistory, can be misleading. Our satisfaction does not mean that such ways of thinking make sense. They really do not. Raping O does not undo the rape of Jennifer. Killing a killer does not bring the dead to life.39

This brings us to an alternative to this type of magical thinking which at first seems rational: a focus on the idea of personal slighting or diminution.

Case 4. Angela is pained, etc. She believes that O’s bad act is not only a wrongful act that seriously damaged someone dear to her, but also an insult or denigration of her. She thinks something like, “This guy thinks that he can insult my friend’s dignity with impunity, and, insofar as he thinks this, he thinks that he can push me around—that I’ll just sit by while my friend is insulted. So he diminishes me and insults my self-respect.” Here the connection between pain and retaliation is made through the Aristotelian idea that the eudaimonistic ego-damage O has inflicted is a kind of humiliation or down-ranking. No matter how implausible it is to read O’s act as a down-ranking of Angela (given that O doesn’t know Angela, or even Rebecca), Angela sees O’s harm to her friend as an ego-wound that lessens Angela’s status. She therefore thinks that lowering O through pain and even humiliation will right the balance.40

Many cultures, past and present, think this way all the time. In most major sports we find an emphasis on retaliation for injury, and players are thought wimpy and unmanly to the extent that they do not strike back so far as the rules permit (and a little beyond that). Even though it is obvious that injuring one player does not take away the injury to another, it is a different story if one focuses not on injury but on ranking and humiliation: the retaliatory hit is plausibly seen as taking away the humiliation of the first hit. Slighting in the sense of diminution reaches a broad class of cases, even if not all cases where anger is involved. It is very easy for people to shift mentally from a eudaimonistic concern (this is part of my circle of concern, what I care about) to a narcissistic status-focused concern (this is all about me and my pride or rank). In such cases, a retaliatory strike-back is thought symbolically to restore the balance of status, manliness, or whatever.

Jean Hampton, whose analysis is very close to mine, puts it this way: if people are secure, they won’t see an injury as a diminishment; but people are rarely this secure. They secretly fear that the offense has revealed a real lowness or lack of value in themselves, and that putting the offender down will prove that the offender has made a mistake.41 I feel her account does not cover all the cases: more straightforwardly, people may simply care a great deal about public standing, and they can see quite clearly that to be pushed around has indeed diminished that. Even in her subset of the cases, the fear she describes is much more plausible if the value people care about is relative status, which is easily damaged, than if it is some inner worth or value, which is not.

All of a sudden, the retaliatory tendency makes sense and is no longer merely magical. To someone who thinks this way, in terms of diminution and status-ranking, it is not only plausible to think that retaliation atones for or annuls the damage, it is actually true. If Angela retaliates successfully (whether through law or in some other way, but always focusing on status-injury), the retaliation really does effect a reversal that annuls the injury, seen as an injury of down-ranking. Angela is victorious, and the previously powerful offender is suffering in prison. Insofar as the salient feature of O’s act is its low ranking of Angela, the turnabout effected by the retaliation really does put him down and her (relatively) up.

Notice that things make sense only if the focus is purely on relative status, rather than on some intrinsic attribute (health, safety, bodily integrity, friendship, love, wealth, good academic work, some other achievement) that has been jeopardized by the wrongful act, and that might incidentally confer status. Retaliation does not confer, or restore, those things. It’s only if she thinks purely in terms of relative status that she can plausibly hope to effect a reversal through a strike-back that inflicts pain of some type on the offender. (Thus people in academic life who love to diss scholars who have criticized them, and who believe that this does them some good, have to be focusing only on reputation and status, since it’s obvious that injuring someone else’s reputation does not make your own work better than it was before, or correct whatever flaws the other person has found in it.)

It’s clear that Angela need not think that the injury she has suffered is a down-ranking. That is why Aristotle’s definition is too narrow. Indeed, in this case it seems odd for her to do so, given that O is a stranger who does not know her connection with Rebecca. But this way of seeing injury is very common, and very common even in cases where people are eager to deny that this is really what is going on.42 That is why Aristotle’s definition is helpful.

At this point I must introduce a distinction that will be important in later chapters. There is a special status that good political institutions rightly care about: equal human dignity. Rape can be seen, plausibly, as a dignitary injury, not just an injury to bodily integrity. It is right for legal institutions to take this into account in dealing with rapists and rape victims. However, notice that equal dignity belongs to all, inherently and inalienably, and is not a relative or competitive matter. Whatever happens to the rapist, we should not wish his equal human dignity to be violated any more than we approve his violation of the victim’s dignity. And it is most important to see that pushing his dignity down does not push the victim’s up. Dignity is not a zero-sum game; in that way it is utterly different from relative status.43

Suppose Angela does not think this way, but stops at Case 3. Then, insofar as her emotion is anger and not simply some combination of grief and compassion, she does initially wish some sort of bad result for the offender, and she does initially think (magically) that this will set things right, somehow counterbalancing or even annulling the offense. It is human to think this way. However, if she is really focusing on Rebecca and not on her own status-injury, she is likely to think this way only briefly. Magical fantasies of replacement can be very powerful, but in most sane people they prove short-lived. Instead, she is likely to take a mental turn toward a different set of future-directed attitudes. Insofar as she really wants to help Rebecca and women in Rebecca’s position, she will focus on the responses characteristic of Cases 1 and 2: helping Rebecca get on with her life, but also setting up help groups, trying to publicize the problem of campus rape, and urging the authorities to deal with it better.

One of these future-directed projects may well involve the punishment of O. But notice that, insofar as Angela is thinking sanely and rationally about what will make the world a better place for rape victims, she will view the punishment of O very differently from the way she viewed it in Case 4. There she saw punishment as “payback” or retribution—or perhaps, more specifically, as a down-ranking or humiliation of O, which effected a reversal of positions between her and O: women (and Angela above all) on top, bad men (and O in particular) on the bottom. Now, however, she is likely to view the punishment of O in the light of the future good that could actually be achieved by punishment. This can take several forms: specific deterrence, incapacitation, general deterrence (including deterrence through public expression of important values), and, possibly, instead or in addition, the reform of O. But her pursuit of future good might also take the form of creating a better society with better educational institutions and less poverty, thus deterring crime ex ante. All this remains to be discussed in chapter 6.

V.The Three Roads: The Transition

In short, an Angela who is really angry, seeking to strike back, soon arrives, I claim, at a fork in the road. Three alternatives lie before her. Either she goes down what may be called the road of status, seeing the event as all about her and her rank, or she takes the road of payback and imagines that the offender’s suffering would actually make things better, a thought that doesn’t make sense. Or, if she is rational, after exploring and rejecting these two roads, she will notice that a third road is open to her, which is the best of all: she can focus on doing whatever would make sense, in the situation, and be really helpful going forward. This may well include the punishment of O, but in a spirit that is ameliorative and/or deterrent rather than retaliatory.44

What is really wrong with the road of status? Many societies do encourage people to think of all injuries as essentially about them and their own relative ranking. Life involves perpetual status-anxiety, and more or less everything that happens either raises one’s rank or lowers it. Aristotle’s society, as he depicts it, was to a large extent like this, and he was very critical of this tendency, on the grounds that obsessive focus on honor impedes the pursuit of intrinsic goods. The error involved in the first road is not silly or easily dismissed. Still, the tendency to see everything that happens as about oneself and one’s own rank seems very narcissistic, and ill suited to a society in which reciprocity and justice are important values. It loses the sense that actions have intrinsic moral worth: that rape is bad because of the suffering it inflicts, and not because of the way it humiliates the friends of the victim. (Remember that we are talking about a pure status-injury, not one in which status is an incidental concomitant of some more substantial attribute.) If wrongful injuries were primarily down-rankings, they could be rectified by the humiliation of the offender, and many people, certainly, believe something like this. But isn’t this thought a red herring, diverting us from the reality of the victim’s pain and trauma, which needs to be constructively addressed? All sorts of bad acts—murder, assault, theft—need to be addressed as the specific acts they are, and their victims (or the victims’ families) need constructive attention; none of this will be likely to happen if one thinks of the offense as all about relative status rather than injury and pain.

An apparent exception proves instructive. Discrimination on grounds of race or gender is often imagined as an injury that really does consist in down-ranking, so there is a tendency to think it can be rectified by bringing the injurer low. But this idea is a false lure. What is wanted, as we’ve already said, is equal respect for human dignity. What is wrong with discrimination is its denial of equality, as well as its many harms to well-being and opportunity. Reversing positions through down-ranking does not create equality. It just substitutes one inequality for another. As we shall see, Dr. King wisely eschewed this way of framing the racial issue.

So the road of status, which makes “payback” intelligible and after a fashion rational, is morally flawed. It converts all injuries into problems of relative position, thus making the world revolve around the desire of vulnerable selves for domination and control. Because this wish is at the heart of infantile narcissism, I think of this as a narcissistic error, but we can also ignore that label and just call it the status error. If Angela takes the first road, then, her anger makes sense, but she commits a (ubiquitous) moral error.

If Angela chooses the second road, by contrast, the road of payback, she does not embrace narrow and defective values; she values things that are really valuable. But she engages in magical thinking, which is normatively objectionable in a different way, since we all want to make sense to ourselves and to be rational. The idea that payback makes sense, counterbalancing the injury, is ubiquitous and very likely evolutionary. Still, what else may make people cling to it? One factor is surely an unwillingness to grieve or to accept helplessness. Most of us are helpless with respect to many things, including the life and safety of those we love. It feels a lot better if we can form a payback project and get busy executing it (suing the bad doctor, depriving one’s ex of child custody) than to accept loss and the real condition of helplessness in which life has left us.

Payback, thus, often has a psychic function. If people are culturally sold on the idea that payback is good, they will feel real satisfaction when they get it. Often this satisfaction is called “closure.”45 But of course the fact that a cultural teaching constructs patterns of sentiment that become real should not make us embrace a deception—especially when life will soon disabuse us of our error. Malpractice litigation does not resurrect the dead, nor does a punitive divorce settlement restore love. Indeed, in both cases the payback project likely jeopardizes future happiness rather than advancing it. And even if people feel overwhelming delight when they have retaliated against the aggressor, that pleasure gives us no reason to endorse or make law around such sadistic and malicious preferences.46 People can learn to feel pleased by many bad things (racial discrimination, domestic violence, child abuse) and by many silly fantasies (the thought that their cat channels the spirit of a beloved ancestor). These pleasures should be neither here nor there when we perform a normative evaluation.

So, if Angela cares about rationality, she will soon see little point in payback, and she will shift, very likely, to the third road, focusing on creating future welfare.
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