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Introduction 
 
 

One who undertakes to punish rationally does not do so for the sake of the 
wrongdoing, which is now in the past – but for the sake of the future, that the 

wrongdoing shall not be repeated  (Plato, Protagoras, 324) 
 

Close relationships are the source of our most intense emotions, from the joys of love 

and attachment to the agonies of betrayal and loss. Relationship partners have the 

capacity to make one another deeply happy, and deeply miserable. Indeed, and despite 

our best intentions, we will inevitably hurt the ones we love and will, in turn, be hurt 

by them. Sometimes we overlook such hurts or explain them away as unintentional 

and unimportant in the overall context of our relationship. At other times we may feel 

that the bottom has dropped out of our world – how could someone who loves me 

have treated me like this? Some hurtful behaviors may be judged unforgivable and 

lead to relationship meltdown. Others may be judged forgivable, if not immediately, 

then over the longer term. Either way, a wounded partner may experience great pain, 

and although drugs like alcohol may dull the suffering in the short-term, ultimately 

this is not a pain that responds to analgesics. So how do suffering partners go about 

making themselves feel better?  

 We will argue in this chapter that one important strategy people use to relieve 

their own distress is to punish, or inflict pain, on the person who most ‘deserves’ it – 

the partner who caused the distress in the first place. This retaliatory response to pain 

is, to an extent, hard-wired (witness an infant hitting out in rage when he has been 

constrained or thwarted in some way) and serves a variety of potentially adaptive 

functions (though it may have destructive and tragic consequences). We will also 

argue that although the urge to punish or wreak vengeance is a natural human 

response to pain, such punitive urges and behaviors are not necessarily incompatible 
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with the successful resolution of relationship conflict, or ultimately, forgiveness of 

partner betrayal.     

We will begin with a discussion of the features and functions of punishment, 

revenge, and forgiveness from an evolutionary, social-psychological perspective. We 

will then present data from studies of lay theories of punishment in close relationships 

and discuss the findings of an empirical study of punishment in marriage. Laytheories 

of forgiveness and the role of punishment in the process of forgiving partner 

transgressions will also be considered. Finally, we will argue the case for more 

explicitly considering the role of punishment as an important step along the road to 

repairing damaged relationships, and call for more theoretically integrative research 

on this important topic.  

 

Punishment and revenge: Features and functions 

 

The terms ‘punishment’ and ‘revenge’ tend to be used synonymously, but the 

constructs can be theoretically distinguished. According to the Macquarie Dictionary 

(1992), to punish means “to subject to a penalty or to pain, loss, confinement, death 

etc., for some offence, transgression, or fault” with punishment being “that which is 

inflicted as a penalty” (p.1428). Revenge, on the other hand, is defined as “retaliation 

for injuries or wrongs; vindictiveness; to exact expiation on behalf of a person for a 

wrong, especially in a resentful or vindictive spirit” (p.1502). Punishment, then, 

implies a cool, rational and legitimate, if not moral, right to inflict harm on another. 

Revenge, on the other hand, implies spite and the uncontrolled expression of emotions 

such as resentment and hate. Of course, the boundaries are fuzzy and may depend on 

the perspectives of the people involved. In particular, punishment may seem morally 
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justified to the punisher, but feel like unwarranted vindictiveness to the target (Kim & 

Smith, 1993; Zaibert, 2006).  

There is no doubt that the urge for revenge is powerful and ubiquitous. As 

Frijda (2007) notes, the Biblical Law of Talion (“for an eye, no more than an eye; for 

a tooth, no more than a tooth”, Exodus 21.23-25) actually represented an important 

advance in lawfulness “because it served to hem in blind vengeance” (p. 260). Left 

unchecked, the urge for vengeance can lead to the kinds of excesses that have 

occurred throughout history including sadistic tortures, mass slayings and even 

genocide (Baumeister, 1997). Despite its propensity to run amok, however, 

evolutionary theorists argue that the desire for revenge has served an adaptive 

function over human evolutionary history (e.g., Pinker, 1997). Specifically, it 

discourages behavior that potentially interferes with survival and reproductive goals. 

Indeed, and despite well-meaning advice to ‘turn the other cheek’, if there were no 

retaliation or threat of retaliation following real or threatened damage to humans and 

their kin, they would be utterly exploitable (and dead). Righteous anger and its 

associated urge to take reparative action, then, is a potentially adaptive response to 

situations in which we are not getting what we want, or in which we are getting what 

we do not want (Roseman, Spindel, & Jose, 1990). Further, codified systems of legal 

sanctions and punishments for undesirable behaviors are held to serve the same kind 

of deterrence function (Frijda, 2007; Solomon, 1994).    

Interestingly, there is limited information on the extent to which other animals 

punish or take revenge on one another. Brosnan (2006) notes that, like human infants, 

chimpanzees respond with temper tantrums if they do not get what they want. She 

further theorizes that primates have evolved the capacity to respond negatively to 

perceived unfairness or inequity; a judgment that presumably requires a rather 



 5

sophisticated sense of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Hauser (2000), too, has observed that 

Rhesus monkeys are more likely to be attacked by other group members if they fail to 

announce their food discoveries than if they announce them by calling, and vampire 

bats frequently fail to regurgitate blood for free-loading bats who have withheld blood 

from others in the past. As Hauser notes, from a functional perspective, these 

behaviors look like punishment, but to confirm this we would need to know that such 

behaviors deter further offending; that free-loaders know they are breaking the rules; 

and that the goal of punishers is to correct or deter free-loading. Currently, we cannot 

confirm any of these propositions.  

We do know, however, that revenge serves a variety of functions for human 

beings, and that humans wreak revenge for a variety of reasons (and not simply 

behavioural deterrence). For example, in a study of 152 University students 

Yoshimura (2007) found that people who perceived they had less power than those 

who had hurt them engaged in more extreme acts of revenge as a way of achieving 

dominance. Taking revenge means causing events to happen, as opposed to being a 

passive victim of other people’s hurtful behaviors (Frijda, 2007). Further, taking 

control feels good; thus, taking revenge can help to boost self-esteem (Baumeister, 

1997). In fact, the desire for revenge can be so strong and its rewards so sweet that 

people will even take it at considerable cost to themselves. In an intriguing example 

of this counterintuitive notion, participants who had been exposed to betrayal 

scenarios underwent PET scans of their brains’ reward pathways as they plotted their 

revenge (De Quervain et al., 2004). As might be expected, participants showed the 

strongest activation levels (indicating pleasure) when they levied the maximum fine to 

offenders at no cost to themselves. However, their reward pathways also showed 

considerable activation even when they had to pay for their revenge.  
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In summary, revenge can be rationalised as a bad behaviour deterrence 

mechanism. However, the urge to get even with someone who has wronged us is also 

a powerful emotional desire that, once satisfied, may elicit feelings of pleasure, 

control, and a sense that justice has been done. Further, revenge lets the world know 

that we will not tolerate mistreatment. An interesting issue that arises, then, concerns 

the role of forgiveness in dealing with individuals who do us harm. Under what 

circumstances do people forego the pleasures of revenge and choose forgiveness 

and/or reconciliation instead? And do people ever take revenge for, and forgive, the 

same offence, or are the two constructs mutually exclusive? 

 

Forgiveness: Features and functions 

  

Until recently, the study of forgiveness was the almost exclusive preserve of 

philosophers and theologians. Whole treatises have been devoted to teasing out the 

differences between excusing, condoning, exonerating and forgiving; arguing whether 

some offences are just too wicked to forgive; and debating the rights and wrongs of 

punishment and revenge in the process of seeking justice and/or reconciliation (e.g., 

Murphy & Hampton, 1988). Within psychology, research on forgiveness was initially 

driven by clinical concerns (e.g., see Freedman, Enright, & Knutson, 2005), with 

programs devised to promote forgiveness as a crucial aspect of resolving interpersonal 

conflict. Recently, social psychologists have become interested in the concept of 

forgiveness, not in a prescriptive sense, but in a spirit of scientific curiosity about the 

ways in which people resolve (or not) their interpersonal conflicts. For example, 

researchers have examined individual differences in the propensity to forgive, and 
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have explored the correlates and outcomes of forgiveness in a variety of contexts, 

including marriage (e.g., Fincham, Hall, & Beach, 2005).  

From a functional perspective, forgiveness has been conceptualized as both a 

desirable and adaptive conflict resolution strategy, and as a foolish and non-adaptive 

strategy, depending on the context and the orientation of the investigator. According 

to Nietzsche (1887, cited by Lubbert, 1999), for example, to forgive is to open oneself 

to the likelihood of exploitation and demonstrates a lack of fitness in the ruthless 

battle for survival. Others, however, have argued that forgiveness and revenge are two 

sides of the same coin, and that the evolution of one inevitably has required the 

evolution of the other (e.g., Solomon, 1994). The proposed mechanisms underpinning 

the evolution of forgiveness derive from the principles of kin selection (i.e., self-

sacrifice for those who share our genes) and reciprocal altruism (i.e., co-operation for 

mutual benefit; Trivers, 1971). Simply put, it frequently makes sense for 

interdependent, social animals to suppress or moderate the urge for revenge for the 

sake of a greater benefit, such as maintaining important relationships. 

In his account of the survival value of forgiveness, Luebbert (1999) described 

the reconciliatory behaviors that frequently follow disputes among great apes (e.g., 

see de Waal, 1991); primates make peace, as well as war. Similarly, Luebbert argues 

that over evolutionary history, humans who forgave one another were more 

reproductively successful than humans who did not, because of the security and 

resource benefits provided by close, caring others (see Gonzaga & Haselton, this 

volume). This adaptive function of forgiveness was explicitly identified by Chinese 

participants who claimed the primary function of forgiveness was to maintain social 

harmony (Fu, Watkins, & Hui, 2004). Similarly, in a study conducted by Younger, 
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Piferi, Jobe, and Lawler (2004), the most frequently mentioned reason for forgiveness 

amongst their student sample was that the relationship was too important to give up.  

Clearly, in the context of human survival, relationships are crucial, and the 

successful maintenance of relationships requires forgiveness. As discussed previously, 

however, the evolution of forgiveness also requires the evolution of punishment since 

unlimited forgiveness leaves us open to unlimited exploitation. An interesting 

question, then, concerns how close relationship partners negotiate these competing 

imperatives in response to relationship transgressions. Do they indulge their 

emotional desires for punishment and revenge, or do they forgive without retaliation? 

Do they typically punish, and forgive only when a partner is perceived to have paid an 

appropriate penalty? And how do relationship partners calibrate the scales of justice in 

the context of hurt feelings, desires for revenge, and perhaps even compassion for the 

offending partner? In the next section of this chapter we will discuss these questions 

in light of some data from studies of people’s theories about, and experiences of, 

punishment and forgiveness in close relationships.  

 

Revenge, punishment, and forgiveness in close relationships 

 

Of the research that has been conducted thus far on revenge and punishment, 

very little has taken an explicitly close relationship perspective. Researchers have, 

however, noted that the prototypical reaction to being hurt by one’s partner is to reject 

or hurt the partner in turn (e.g., Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003). There is 

also evidence to suggest that marital happiness (or unhappiness) has an important role 

to play in the extent to which partners deliberately hurt one another. For example, the 

tendency for unhappy relationship partners to reciprocate negative emotions and 
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behaviors in escalating spirals has been well-documented (e.g., Gottman, 1994). 

Similarly, the literature on accommodation in marriage has demonstrated that, 

compared with unhappy spouses, happy spouses make active efforts to inhibit their 

impulses to react destructively to perceived partner provocations, and to respond 

constructively instead (e.g., see Rusbult, Bissonnette, Arriaga, & Cox, 1998).  

There is no question about the depth of feelings that may motivate seriously 

vengeful behaviors in unhappy relationships. Gabriel and Monaco (1994), for 

example, cite a case study in which an abandoned husband broke into his ex-wife’s 

apartment through a window, and shredded all of her clothing. “This, he said, had 

made him feel ‘much improved’. He also reported homicidal wishes and fantasies, 

and “talked in some detail of his fervent wish and intention to do more than simply 

kill her. He wanted her to suffer the way in which he had suffered, i.e., feeling alone, 

frightened, and humiliated” (p.173). Frijda (2007), too, cites research from Wolfgang 

(1958) showing that the average number of knife stabbings and bullets fired in marital 

homicides is significantly higher than in murders in general (see Finkel, this volume). 

Family law courts are also prime contexts for some of the most overt and destructive 

forms of revenge, with divorced parents using their children to punish one another, 

including accusations of sexual or physical assault of the children.  

Of course, revenge is not always so severe or dramatic. However, there is no 

doubt that close relationship partners do engage in acts of punishment and revenge in 

response to perceived partner transgressions. In one study exploring married couples’ 

experiences of anger, hate and jealousy, for example, spouses described enacting a 

variety of behaviors that inflicted pain on their offending partners, including verbal 

and physical abuse, physical or emotional withdrawal, and even abandonment (Fitness 

& Fletcher, 1993; see Zadro, Arriaga, & Williams, this volume.)  
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In another study of marital transgressions and forgiveness, newly-wed and 

long-term married men and women were asked to describe in detail events in their 

marriages that they had either forgiven their partners for, or that they believed their 

partners had forgiven them for (Fitness, 2001). Amongst the findings of this study, 

some interesting features in relation to punishment emerged. Most strikingly, marital 

happiness was, as might have been expected, positively associated with the reported 

ease of forgiving, or having been forgiven for, various kinds of offences and 

betrayals. However, marital happiness was not associated with the extent to which the 

victim had reportedly punished or been punished by his or her partner. In fact, the vast 

majority of respondents claimed they had punished their partners for forgiven 

offences, or been punished for forgiven offences. The bulk of reported punishments 

involved ongoing reminders of the offence – teasing, ‘joking’ and being asked to 

‘remember what you did’. In a supplementary study exploring unforgiven marital 

offences with divorced individuals, reported punishments were more severe and were 

frequently described as acts of revenge. They involved behaviors such as physical 

abuse, abandonment, infidelity, denunciation of the partner to family and friends, 

turning children against the partner and destruction of possessions.  

The interesting point about these findings was that, although the types of 

punishments differed according to the seriousness (or perceived unforgivability) of 

the offence, both happy, unhappy, and divorced individuals agreed that more or less 

severe punishment occurred, with more or less positive or negative consequences for 

the relationship. Further, both punishment and revenge were reportedly motivated by 

the same goals: to enable the victim to communicate the depth of his or her pain; to 

regain some power in the relationship - to feel “one-up” relative to the partner; and 

importantly for participants in ongoing relationships, to discourage re-offending. In 
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particular, respondents noted that leaving an offence unpunished not only means 

letting the offender ‘off the hook’, they fail to get the message about how badly they 

have behaved and may interpret lack of punishment as license to offend again. These 

data clearly suggest that punishment is not at all antithetical to forgiveness, and that 

even happy partners do not necessarily inhibit punitive responses to partner 

provocations. Rather, whether the final outcome of a relationship conflict is 

forgiveness or not, punishment is likely to have occurred along the way.  

An empirical demonstration of the potency of punishment in the context of 

perceived relationship betrayal was recently obtained from a study conducted in our 

laboratory (Peterson & Fitness, in preparation). Advertised as a “food choices” study, 

the experiment involved 64 men and women (32 couples) whose ages ranged from 17 

- 55 years with a mean of 24.7 years. Partners had been involved in their relationships 

for an average of 3.7 years (range .7 months - 24.5 yrs). Couples were randomly 

allocated to an experimental or control group. Then, each participant completed a 

questionnaire measuring, amongst other variables, his or her relationship satisfaction. 

Participants in the experimental group were then asked to recall and write about an 

instance in which their partner had betrayed them or broken their trust. Participants in 

the control group wrote about something that happened yesterday. All participants 

were then given, via the guise of a 'Taste Experiment', an opportunity to take an 

aggressive, punitive action against the partner via the administration of hot chilli 

sauce (a technique pioneered by McGregor et al., 1998).  

Participants in the experimental group, who had been primed by recalling a 

partner-related betrayal, punished their partners by allocating significantly more hot 

sauce to them than did participants in the control group. Indeed, several participants in 

the experimental group expressed delight at the unexpected and legitimate opportunity 
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to inflict some pain upon their partners and ‘get away with it’. We also found that 

women punished more severely than men, and that the severity of punishment was 

inversely related to participants’ reported levels of relationship satisfaction.  

In a second phase of this study, semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 25 couples about the role of punishment in their relationships. Every participant 

claimed to have punished his or her partner in some way. One woman claimed that 

she and her girlfriends frequently discussed the kinds of punishments they would 

inflict on their offending partners, including revisiting old indiscretions; using “guilt 

trips”; making partners apologize in writing; taking them out for dinner, or doing 

unpleasant tasks. Two main forms of punishment were identified: to avoid the partner 

and withdraw benefits from them, and to engage with, and actively hurt them. 

Overall, and in line with the findings previously discussed, punishment was 

considered to form an integral part of the process of forgiveness and was argued to 

serve a number of functions. Specifically, participants reported that punishment sends 

a signal that something is wrong and a relationship rule has been broken; it helps to 

‘educate’ an offending partner about the hurt partner and his or her needs, and it 

rebalances the relationship and moves the wounded partner back into a position of 

power and control. Notably, several participants also described the function of 

punishment as a ‘test’ for the relationship. If a punished partner responds with 

empathy and remorse, and does not retaliate in turn, then this is a reliable sign of 

commitment to the relationship. However, the onus was also considered to be on the 

punisher to limit the level and length of punishment, or it would itself become abuse 

and grounds for punishment.  

The underlying theme to the various forms of punishment described by the 

participants in this study, then, involved emotional signalling and providing an 
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opportunity for partner engagement through the sharing of emotion. The importance 

of such emotion signalling and emotional responsiveness for relationship closeness 

and satisfaction has previously been identified by emotion scholars (Feeney, 1995; see 

also Clark, Fitness, & Brissette, 2001) and is a core component of secure attachment 

(see Shaver & Mikulincer, this volume). In this respect, punishment in a close 

relationship can serve as a goal-driven, communicative signal that presents an 

opportunity for a caring partner to respond with an acknowledgement of the pain he or 

she has caused, and a willingness to compensate by way of suffering some pain 

themselves.  

Whether or not this willingness to ‘pay the price’ for hurting a loved one 

invariably leads to forgiveness, however, is a moot point. Presumably there are times 

when a wounded partner believes justice has been done and forgiveness is warranted. 

However, and as noted earlier in the chapter, not all offences are considered 

forgivable; and from an evolutionary perspective, it may make sense under some 

circumstances (when the costs outweigh the benefits) to deem some kinds of 

relationship offences unforgivable and to terminate relationships that are damaging to 

one’s physical or psychological welfare. No doubt these kinds of cost-benefit 

calculations depend on a variety of factors including life stage (e.g., whether or not 

there are young children to be cared for), commitment to the relationship (e.g., see 

Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro & Hannon, 2002), and the availability and quality of 

alternative partners (see also Agnew, Arriaga, & Wilson, this volume; Miller, this 

volume).  

Again, however, an interesting question concerns the extent to which 

laypeople explicitly think about and weigh up such issues when deciding whether or 

not forgiveness is warranted, and how much punishment, if any, an offending partner 
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deserves. In fact, findings from the study of marital forgiveness described earlier 

(Fitness, 2001) demonstrate that laypeople hold quite elaborate schemas about the 

rights and wrongs of punishment and forgiveness in close relationships. For example, 

it was not so much the kind of offence committed by newly-wed and long-term 

married participants that predicted forgiveness - betrayals, injustices, infidelities, all 

had been forgiven. What mattered with respect to difficulty of forgiveness were 

factors such as how often the offence had occurred; whether or not the offence had 

involved humiliation or generated feelings of hate for the offender; lack of offender 

remorse; and overall marital unhappiness.  

These variables are congruent with evolutionary considerations. For example, 

a repeated offence presumably activates the so-called ‘cheater-mechanism’ (Cosmides 

& Tooby, 1992), an evolved psychological mechanism theorized to be on the alert for 

interpersonal and social threat. Clearly, it makes sense within the context of close 

relationships to forgive once on the basis that everyone makes a mistake, but repeated 

offending signals than a partner cannot be trusted and is putting your welfare at risk. 

Similarly, feelings of humiliation and hate signal that one has been shamed and 

treated with contempt by a relationship partner; again, the implied power imbalance 

threatens one’s welfare: This person, on whom I depend, does not believe I am worthy 

of care or respect. Lack of offender remorse, too, suggests a lack of empathy and 

caring and is an ominous signal that an offence may be repeated, while marital 

unhappiness is a clear signal that the relationship is not meeting one’s needs. 

Other data confirm the critical role of perceived relationship viability in the 

decision to forgive relationship offences. For example, in a follow-up study to the one 

reported in Fitness (2001), we asked 250 laypeople to read hypothetical vignettes 

describing relationship offences and to rate each partner’s imagined thoughts, 
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emotions and behaviours, including the likelihood of revenge and forgiveness, on 5 

pt. Likert scales. Half the sample was told the couple depicted was happily married, 

and half was told the couple was unhappily married. Offences involved breaking a 

promise to the partner, spending savings at the casino, making a major purchase 

without consultation, criticizing the partner in public, fighting with the partner in 

public, embarrassing the partner in front of work colleagues, and discovering one’s 

partner has told intimate secrets to others.  

Although the offences had been pre-rated in a pilot study for equivalent 

‘seriousness’, in the current study the same offences were rated as significantly more 

serious in the unhappy than in the happy marriage condition. Accordingly, we 

controlled for offence seriousness in all further data analyses. However, even after 

controlling for offence seriousness, people still rated offenders as significantly less 

guilty and remorseful in the unhappy than in the happy marital condition, and they 

rated victims as being significantly less likely to forgive the same offence in the 

unhappy than in the happy marital condition. Interestingly, however, and in line with 

our arguments about the centrality of punishment to the forgiveness process, victims 

in both the happy and the unhappy marital conditions were believed to be equally as 

likely to want to get even with offenders, and there was no significant association 

between perceived likelihood of getting even and likelihood of forgiveness.  

 

Forgiving and forgetting in close relationships: An impossible ideal?   

 

Just as laypeople have well-developed theories about the role of punishment in close 

relationships, so too can they speak, often eloquently, about the nature and process of 

forgiveness in close relationships. For example, and as a blissfully happy, newly-wed 
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student noted in a seminar presentation, he had quickly learned that when his wife 

yelled at him, he should humbly apologize for whatever he’d apparently done or not 

done, regardless of the issue; she would then forgive him and peace would be 

restored. Although his extraordinarily accommodative view was, perhaps, a function 

of the intensity of his passion, respondents in a number of the studies we have 

conducted on the whys and wherefores of relationship forgiveness have raised a 

number of issues in relation to the possibilities (and wisdom) of forgiving and 

forgetting.   

For example, and in line with previously reported findings (Fu et al., 2004; 

Younger et al., 2004), individuals have noted that a relationship partner may make a 

cognitive decision to forgive for a number of important reasons, e.g., to maintain a 

cherished relationship, or for the sake of children and other family members – to 

promote social harmony. However, as one respondent explained, “your heart is not 

always so ready to forgive”, especially when a reminder of the offence triggers fresh 

pain, anger, and hurt (even years after the offence). Many respondents reported 

experiencing difficulties in reconciling their thoughts and their feelings, and found 

themselves “fighting” strong urges to punish an officially forgiven partner. This has 

interesting implications for the strong cognitivist position that emotion is always an 

outcome of cognition – clearly, powerful emotions can hijack cognition when the 

stakes are high (Planalp & Fitness, 1999).  

Such comments also raise an interesting question about the kinds of emotions 

that might motivate forgiveness and/or reconciliation. As previously discussed, 

evolutionary accounts suggest that we evolved the capacity to forgive in conjunction 

with the capacity to punish. There is no mystery about the emotions that motivate 

punishment and revenge - anger and rage are evolved psychological mechanisms that 
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respond quickly to frustration and perceived injustice, and both are associated with 

impulses to lash out and address – or redress – a perceived wrong. Hate, too, is a 

potentially powerful motivator of behaviors directed at destroying another or at least, 

diminishing another’s well-being (Fitness & Fletcher, 1993; see also Rempel & 

Burris, 2005, for an analysis of hate-related motives). Which emotions, however, 

motivate forgiveness?  

 Theorists have argued that the prime emotional motivators of forgiveness are 

empathy and compassion (McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997). In other 

words, it is the painful awareness of a loved one’s remorseful suffering that motivates 

forgiveness. However, the data from our studies suggest that the issue is not so 

simple. Most people can bring to mind occasions when they passionately wanted to 

‘kill’ (main, torture) their relationship partners, but no individuals in our studies 

reported passionate, empathic desires to forgive their partners.  

 In part this may be because pain and distress are vivid and memorable 

experiences, associated with powerful, self-protective urges (as noted by Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001, there are sound evolutionary reasons why 

bad is inevitably ‘stronger’ than good). Nonetheless, for our respondents at least, 

forgiveness appeared to be a considered, cognitive process rather than an emotional 

one. Indeed, respondents noted that one must strive to “let go” anger and hurt, or at 

least, allow the intensity of these emotions to diminish, before one can even think 

about forgiveness. (Interestingly, a minority of respondents argued against this, 

claiming there is no moral victory in forgiving an offence over which one is not 

currently suffering. For them, forgiveness meant feeling the hurt and anger, but giving 

up the urge and the “right” to punish because of love, or specifically Christian values). 

It should also be noted that there is a potential problem with thinking too hard about 
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whether or not to forgive. In a recent paper by McCullough, Bono and Root (2007), 

longitudinal data clearly demonstrated that ruminating about offences re-ignites anger 

and actually makes forgiveness more difficult (see also Acitelli, this volume).  

  Another potential problem with forgiveness identified by our respondents 

concerned the possibilities of exploitation and abuse of power. As noted previously, 

evolutionary theorists have speculated that humans are highly sensitive to the 

possibility of being exploited by cheaters who, for example, promise reciprocation of 

benefits that never eventuate (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby, 1992; Shackelford & Buss, 

1996). Similarly, a number of respondents claimed that although forgiving once, or 

maybe twice, was both feasible and desirable, only a fool would continue to forgive in 

the face of continuing betrayal. Zechmeister, Garcia, Romero and Vas (2004) also 

note that the ideal of unconditional forgiveness may be just that – an impossible ideal. 

Notably, participants in their studies required offenders to make amends, particularly 

following a verbal apology (which ironically, admits accountability). Indeed, they 

noted that apologies on their own can make a delicate situation worse – offenders 

need to make amends, and ‘pay’ for their crimes if they are to win forgiveness.  

 

Implications and future research 

 

In his recently published work on ‘the best and worst of human nature’, 

primatologist De Waal (2005) recounts a story of a dinner party at which a man 

commented that he “kept track on his computer every day of what he had done for his 

wife and what she had done for him” (p. 199). De Waal notes that the general 

consensus around the dinner table that this was not a good idea, and comments that at 

the time, the man was talking about his third wife, but was now married to his fifth.  
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De Waal’s dinner companions clearly understood that the behavior of this 

relational accountant would lead to trouble because it violated the norms of so-called 

communal relationships (e.g., see Clark et al., 2001). Unlike business, or exchange 

relationships, partners in communal relationships do not keep close track of benefits 

given and received; rather, they are committed to one another’s welfare and are 

willing to endure a certain amount of inequity and sacrifice for the sake of the greater 

good – the relationship. On this basis it makes sense to suppose that, to the extent that 

relationship partners are committed to one another’s welfare, they also do not keep 

close track of the slights, hurts and misunderstandings that inevitably arise in the 

course of everyday interactions. And in fact, relationship partners (or at least, happy 

ones) frequently do choose to overlook relatively minor offences for the sake of the 

greater good - maintaining the relationship.  

This does not mean, however, that happy spouses do not experience a sense of 

injustice and an urge for revenge in response to partner transgressions. Indeed, some 

very happily married respondents in the studies reported in this chapter noted the 

secret pleasures to be gained by ‘paying back’ offending partners in ways that escape 

notice, but that fulfil the need to see justice restored. For example, one female 

respondent claimed that when she was feeling resentful towards her partner for some 

perceived slight or incident of neglect, she would make herself a cup of coffee 

without offering her partner a cup. He was not aware that he was being punished, but 

she felt better, knowing that she had obtained a benefit that he had missed out on.  

Currently we know little about how this works. However, there clearly are 

many individuals who have figured out how to balance the need to punish and deter 

exploitation and future harm with the need to forgive, and maintain a close, rewarding 

relationship (see also Murray, this volume). However, the spiralling marital separation 
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and divorce rates suggest that many other individuals are not particularly skilled at 

this. These are fascinating areas for further research. For example, how do 

relationship partners calibrate the scales of justice in response to marital offences and 

decide how much punishment – as opposed to revenge - is ‘enough’? And how does 

marital happiness or unhappiness skew these calculations?  

These are important questions, for one of the most serious problems with 

punishment and revenge concerns the different forms of accounting used by victims 

and offenders when calculating appropriate punishments (Kim & Smith, 1993). In 

particular, offenders tend to minimize the harm they have caused, whereas victims 

tend to maximize their own suffering; thus, victims perceive a great deal more pain 

and suffering is “owing” than the offender believes is fair and reasonable, and this 

perceptual mismatch leads to escalating cycles of revenge and counter-revenge. Given 

how little is known about the ways in which spouses go about making these kinds of 

complex cognitive and emotional calculations over time, this is clearly a fertile 

research area. 

Another interesting research area concerns individual differences that might 

facilitate people’s abilities to negotiate the potential minefield of punishing and 

forgiving. For example, in an exploration of emotional intelligence and forgiveness, 

Fitness and Mathews (1998) found positive associations between emotion clarity, or 

the (self-reported) ability to understand emotions and how they work, and both 

relationship happiness and forgiveness in marriage. These findings suggest that the 

ability to understand the causes, features, and outcomes of emotions facilitates the 

constructive resolution of even the most hurtful marital transgressions, and contributes 

significantly to perceptions of marital satisfaction (Fitness, 2006). Attachment style, 

too, is likely to be an important factor in successfully negotiating punishment and 
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forgiveness. As attachment theorists have pointed out (see Schmitt, this volume, and 

Shaver & Mikulincer, this volume), individuals who trust that close relationship 

partners will be there for them over the long term have a secure base from which they 

can better regulate their negative emotions and constructively resolve relationship 

problems.  

 

Concluding comments 

 

There is a famous French proverb that claims “to understand all, is to forgive all”. 

Like many proverbs, it is nonsense. The reality is that, regardless of how well they 

understand the causes and circumstances associated with other-caused hurt and pain, 

forgiveness is only one of a variety of options for injured relationship partners. 

Further, if forgiveness comes at all, it may be qualified and preceded by a degree of 

punishment that, while it hurts the offender, may actually help the victim both to feel 

better and ironically, more willing to forgive. Clearly, there is a great deal more to 

discover about the difficulties faced by relationship partners in negotiating these 

kinds of interpersonal challenges. It is our hope that over the coming years we will 

achieve a much deeper understanding of these two most powerful and primal human 

motivations: to hurt those who have hurt us, and to maintain our relationships with 

the ones we love.   
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