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			To the perpetrators,

			for they were once the victims

		

	
		
			
				And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?

				—William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				A Revenge Revolution

			
			This book is about why we want to hurt the people who hurt us. Understanding this is a matter of life and death. Perhaps your life or the life of someone you love.

			Revenge is the author of tragedy and the destroyer of peace and happiness. It’s the root motivation behind most forms of human aggression and violence, including intimate partner violence, youth violence and bullying, street and gang violence, mass shootings, riots, police brutality, arson, violent extremism, terrorism, genocide, and war.[1] Revenge destroys individuals, families, romantic relationships, fortunes, communities, nations, and empires. Yet we want revenge when we’ve been physically or emotionally harmed. This is of increasing concern in an age of powerful social networking platforms that make it easy and light speed fast to offend and enrage millions of people simultaneously, creating millions of people wanting revenge for the same thing at the same time.

			But consider how odd this all is. We could want anything when somebody hurts or offends us. We could want cotton candy or potato chips, for example, or a nice massage or a relaxing nap. We could want a hug, a walk in a park, or to be surrounded by a litter of puppies. We could want a new pair of shoes, a tropical vacation, or a trove of diamonds. But what humans want most of all when we’ve been hurt is for the people who hurt us to feel pain—and for those people to understand that their pain is because of what they’ve done to us.[2]

			Yet there’s no material gain in this. You can’t put another person’s pain in your stomach, in your bank account, or on your feet. In economic terms, a single potato chip is more valuable, and a hug or a walk in a park more enjoyable. And who wouldn’t rather spend time in the company of puppies? Revenge also comes with enormous risks and costs. Our retaliation against others often leads to equal or greater retaliation against us. And after exacting revenge, we’re often left feeling worse but wanting more with continued thinking about the perpetrator and the harm and unwanted feelings of anger, anxiety, guilt, shame, and distress.[3] So why, after we’ve been hurt, among the many wonderful things in this wide world of ours, would we want something as worthless, unpleasant, and costly as the suffering of another human being?

			Surprisingly, given what’s at stake, scientists until recently have devoted little attention to revenge, leaving it to poets, playwrights, and prophets to explain the demon inside us.[4] The desire for revenge has been observed in virtually all traditional and contemporary societies around the world.[5] It’s experienced by human and nonhuman primates, and children as young as toddlers.[6] Evolutionary psychologists believe the desire for revenge might have evolved as early as the Pleistocene epoch (the Ice Age) more than eleven thousand years ago.[7] Some researchers contend that revenge is so firmly hardwired into our brains that we’d have better luck trying to change the world itself than stopping people from wanting it.[8]

			But what if the desire for revenge is both part of our genetic endowment and a neuroplastic brain-biological process, meaning that it’s the product of changes taking place inside our brains in response to internal and external events and, therefore, subject to human volition and mastery? What if we could put this brain-biological process under a microscope, as we do with other conditions that produce human suffering, learn how and why it works, and develop strategies to help us control or even stop wanting revenge when other people hurt us?

			To be clear, I’m not talking about self-defense. That’s the necessary, lifesaving instinct we all possess to protect ourselves and others, even with lethal force, when faced with an imminent threat of serious bodily injury or death. We need this instinct to survive. I’m also not talking about sociopaths or psychopaths who have abnormal brain structures, lack empathy, and represent less than 4 percent of the human population.[9] Most murderers are not psychopaths or sociopaths; they’re otherwise normal people who, because of a grievance of some sort, make a fateful decision to kill.[10] That’s the group I’m talking about in this book: the rest of us who, at times, feel we’ve been mistreated and want revenge for wrongs of the past—minutes, weeks, months, or even years in the past when the threat of imminent harm no longer exists.[11] Ruminating on the hurts and traumas lurking in our memories is what activates the revenge desires that transform victims into perpetrators.[12] The benefits of scientifically understanding and controlling this process would be incalculable. Reduce the desire for revenge in yourself and others and you’ll reduce the level of suffering and violence in your personal life and the world around you.

			A Revenge Revolution

			This book tells the exciting, untold story behind recent scientific discoveries leading us toward a revenge revolution. And the key is in the wanting. Law enforcement, public health, and behavioral studies from around the world confirm that people who hurt or kill other people are almost always acting in accord with a personal grievance—a real or imagined perception of having been wronged, betrayed, shamed, humiliated, or victimized in the past.[13] Recent neuroscience studies of what’s happening inside the brains of people with grievances have led to a chilling discovery: activation of the reward and craving neurocircuitry of addiction.[14]

			It turns out that your brain on revenge looks like your brain on drugs. Grievances cue the brain to crave revenge in much the same way that stress and anxiety, or seeing drug paraphernalia or places of drug use, cue the brains of addicts to crave narcotics. Addiction scientists describe this cue-dependent learning as part of the brain’s self-regulating opponent-process system of maintaining balance between pleasure (well-being) and pain (stress), mediated in part by release of the neurotransmitter dopamine.[15]

			Being harmed or treated unfairly, or experiencing anger, disgust, guilt, or shame, is painful and activates the brain’s neural “pain network”—specifically, a brain structure called the anterior insula.[16] Getting revenge, or even just fantasizing about it, is rewarding, releasing dopamine and activating the brain’s pleasure and reward circuitry, which primarily comprises the nucleus accumbens, the dorsal striatum, and the ventral tegmental area.[17] This produces feelings of pleasure that temporarily cover up the pain, restoring balance.[18] For a while. Like drugs and alcohol, the effects wear off quickly and almost always lead to more pain and suffering. But the reward circuitry of the brain is all about gratification now, not consequences later.[19] That’s up to the brain’s prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for cognitive control, self-regulation, and executive function.[20] With addiction, prefrontal control processes are hijacked, and reward circuitry runs amok.[21] When revenge cravings become compulsive and can’t be controlled despite the negative consequences, they take on the features of addiction.[22]

			Although scientists haven’t thought of revenge as an addictive process until recently,[23] poets, playwrights, and prophets have been trying to tell us this for thousands of years. Writing in 700 BCE, Homer warns of the dangers of compulsive revenge seeking in the Odyssey, telling the tale of King Odysseus, who, upon returning home from the Trojan War, finds his wife, Penelope, in the company of more than a hundred suitors and slaughters them all in an orgy of retaliation, unleashing a cycle of revenge that can be stopped only with the intervention of the gods.[24] In the fifth century BCE, the ancient Greek playwrights Sophocles, Aeschylus, and Euripides achieved immortal fame through tragic plays like Antigone, Oedipus Rex, Agamemnon, and Medea, exhorting audiences about the dangers of compulsive revenge seeking. The book of Genesis, oldest of the Hebrew Bible and believed to have been written by the prophet Moses, cautions humanity about the dangers of compulsive revenge seeking in its archetypal stories of Cain’s vengeance killing of his brother, Abel, and God’s vengeance-fueled mass slaughter of humanity during the Flood.

			We’ve all experienced the desire to punish people who violate social norms or mistreat us. Most of us control these urges, perhaps briefly fantasizing about the deliciously terrible things we’d like to do before shutting down our hedonic desires and moving on with our lives, leaving the pain of the past where it belongs, in the past.[25] But not everyone is so successful, not all grievances are the same or experienced in the same way, and we’re not always able to control our revenge cravings. Human history is filled with horrifying examples of compulsive revenge seeking, from cruel acts of interpersonal violence to revenge-driven tribal, communal, and nation-sized conflicts, rebellions, revolts, insurrections, civil wars, and world wars leaving millions dead.

			Revenge addicts come in many forms, not all or even most of them violent. Revenge addicts may be wounded kids compulsively firing off mean texts and equally wounded kids firing back. They may be obsessed sports fans thirsting for retaliation against opposing teams, obsessed moviegoers cheering on the superhero to vanquish the villain, and obsessed gamers slaughtering enemies in first-person shooter games. Revenge addicts may be offended lovers demeaning and assaulting each other, politicians taunting and disparaging each other, pissed-off neighbors dumping grass clippings on each other’s lawns, road ragers cutting off inconsiderate drivers, customers berating inattentive waiters, and angry employees sabotaging workplaces. Revenge addicts can be anyone: grandmas, grandpas, friends, frenemies, cops, robbers, prosecutors, judges, wardens, guards, prisoners, soldiers, voters, clergy, the faithful, the faithless, nurses, doctors, patients, accountants, brokers, cafeteria ladies, artists, musicians, liberals, conservatives, fascists, communists, racists, extremists, minorities, majorities…the list goes on. The point is that, under the right circumstances, almost anyone can experience powerful revenge cravings. When the cravings are so strong that they can’t be controlled despite the negative consequences of indulging them, they can transform perfectly normal, peaceful people into perpetrators of unexpected and unimaginable acts of psychological and physical violence. The common denominator of those who commit acts of violence isn’t that they’re deranged or evil. It’s their perception, real or imagined, that they’ve been wronged or victimized. All of them are in pain, and all of them want the one thing that their brains tell them will make the pain go away—the suffering of those who hurt them (or their proxies). It’s a matter of brain biology.

			This book takes a deep dive into the startling new neuroscience of revenge that’s helping make sense of the seemingly senseless acts of cruelty and violence that humans inflict upon each other. Because revenge is ancient, universal, and bound up in so many human behaviors, relationships, values, and institutions, we’ll also make excursions into human history, law, psychology, philosophy, politics, and religion. Along the way, we’ll talk to leading researchers making breakthroughs in revenge neuroscience; a convicted murderer who has committed his life to helping others overcome revenge addiction from his jail cell; a former white supremacist who has devoted his life to helping violent extremists overcome their revenge addictions and return to lives of peace; a media mogul who acknowledges the entertainment industry’s reliance on revenge cravings to sell tickets; a world-respected psychiatrist who believes, like me, that Donald Trump’s long history of uncontrolled vengeful behavior suggests he’s suffering from revenge addiction; the father of a murdered child who did the unthinkable and forgave the killers; and an inspirational leader of former gang members who risk their lives to stop retaliatory violence in city neighborhoods. We’ll also hear from some of the most terrifying people of modern times—mass killers and tyrants who, in their manifestos, histories, interviews, and speeches, describe their descent into revenge addiction, leaving us with clear and dire warnings that we ignore at our peril.

			Most important, we’ll focus in this book on how understanding revenge as an addictive process can help individuals and communities control the desire to hurt the people who hurt us and protect ourselves and those we love from harm. We’ll learn that there’s a courtroom inside every human mind where we try, convict, sentence, and punish the people who wrong us and where, at the conclusion of these trials, we choose whether to carry out the punishments in flesh and blood, in the here and now. We’ll learn how our addictive brain biology turns these trials into kangaroo courts, but also how we can regain control by adapting and expanding strategies that have been successful in preventing and treating other addictive behaviors. And because forgiveness is the opposite of revenge and plays an important role in recovery from all addictions, we’ll look at the remarkable neuroscience of forgiveness and the powerful role it plays in recovering from trauma, reducing pain, stopping dangerous revenge cravings, and restoring peace and happiness in our personal lives and even among nations.

			Before we get to all that, however, I have a confession to make. I’m a recovering revenge addict. Let me tell you my story of how I went from being a normal teenager with no history of violence to coming within seconds of committing a revenge-fueled mass shooting—then on to becoming a revenge-dealing lawyer on the verge of suicide before becoming a revenge and violence researcher at the Yale School of Medicine on a quest to prove the existence of, and find a cure for, the deadliest addiction no one has ever heard of.

			Confessions of a Revenge Addict

			I grew up on a small farm in central Pennsylvania, but my folks weren’t real farmers. We had a few Black Angus cattle and some pigs and chickens, but my father was an insurance agent and my mother a homemaker, so we didn’t make our living from the land. This became a source of contempt from the neighboring farm kids whose fathers were real farmers. My dad rolled out of bed around 9:00 a.m. and into his office in town by 10:00 wearing shiny shoes and a suit. Their dads were up by 4:00 a.m. and in their milking parlors by 5:00 wearing filthy boots and overalls covered in manure.

			I did everything I could to win them over. I enrolled in vo-ag classes, joined Future Farmers of America, listened to country music, and wore the same style of western jeans, trucker boots, and “IH” International Harvester hats they did. They weren’t buying. There were many farm kids and only one of me. They started bullying me, at first verbally and then physically. This continued through junior and senior high schools. The hunting grounds were the bus, the locker room, and the hallways between classes. There were no anti-bullying programs in the early 1980s, at least not in my school. When you were outmuscled and outnumbered, you learned to leap over tripping feet and duck beneath swinging fists.

			Late one night, when I was about seventeen, my parents, brother, and I awoke to the sound of a gunshot. We jumped out of bed and raced to the windows. I recognized the pickup truck speeding away. It belonged to one of the kids who had been harassing me. We checked around the house, didn’t see any damage, and went back to sleep.

			Before school each morning, my job was to go out to the barn and feed the cows, the hogs, and our hunting dog, an adorable little beagle named Paula. While making my rounds that morning, I found Paula in her pen, lying in a pool of blood with a bullet hole in her head.

			Yeah, lots of emotions there. Lots of pain and rage. Why would they kill an innocent dog? Because we weren’t real farmers? Because I was thriving despite their abuse? I’d never done a thing to them. We reported it to the state police. Again, this was rural Pennsylvania in the early 1980s. The police did nothing. And my father, who made a living in part by selling insurance to farmers, and who expected me to take care of my business, did nothing. How was I supposed to take care of my business? Well, I had a grievance. Evolution fills in the rest.

			About two weeks later, I was home alone late at night and heard a vehicle come to a stop in front of our house again. Moments later, there was a flash and an explosion. I ran to the window. They blew up our mailbox. The same pickup truck roared out of the cloud of smoke. The blast not only launched our mangled mailbox into the cornfield, but it detonated what was left of my self-control. I wanted revenge. Bad. Living in the country and being hunters, we had plenty of guns. I grabbed a loaded revolver from my father’s nightstand, jumped in my mother’s car, and tore off into the night, shouting and cussing at the top of my lungs with tears of rage streaming down my face.

			I eventually cornered them against a barn on one of their farms. There were three or four of them. They climbed out of the truck and squinted back into my headlights, trying to see who had just barreled down the long gravel drive kicking up rocks and dust. It had taken some time for me to catch up to them. I had never confronted them before. Since it was my mother’s car, they might have thought it was her. What was clear is that they were confused. And unarmed. And they didn’t know I had a gun.

			It would be so easy and feel so good…

			I grabbed the gun from the passenger seat and started to open the door.

			And then I had a sort of sudden insight. I somehow glimpsed into my future and saw that if I killed them, I’d be killing a part of myself—maybe all of it. I remembered that I was a good person raised by good people, and I didn’t really want to become a murderer. I just wanted the pain to stop. I had something to live for—maybe the dignity and self-respect I thought they’d taken from me. In that moment, I realized that the cost of getting the revenge I craved was more than I was willing to pay. And that was just enough to cause me to shut the door, put the gun back down on the passenger seat, and drive home. Terrified. I’d come within seconds of committing a mass shooting.

			It felt cowardly, not going through with it. As if I didn’t have the guts. As if I didn’t take care of my business and failed the code imprinted in the DNA of humanity to make others pay when they hurt you. I got over it after a while. And for some reason I can’t quite explain, those guys whom I let live that night stopped bothering me. Maybe it was a wake-up call for them too.

			Any addict can tell you there’s a big difference between controlling your cravings once and mastering them over a long period of time. That night, I controlled my craving for revenge, but I was nowhere near mastering it. Quite the opposite, the craving was only starting to grow. There are lots of reasons to feel offended and mistreated in this world, and lots of people whose suffering can help make you feel better. I had acquired a taste for revenge. The way I saw it, I just needed to figure out a way to get it without overpaying.

			That’s when I came upon the idea of going into the professional revenge business. Instead of becoming a mass murderer, I decided to become a lawyer. See, lawyers get revenge without paying for it. In fact, they get paid, a lot, for selling revenge to the masses. And I’m talking about the high-quality, pharmaceutical-grade, government-approved, manufactured-inside-a-courtroom type of revenge, better known by the brand name “Justice,” with no strings attached and no criminal record. Legalized revenge. Lawyers are the only people in our society licensed to prescribe, manufacture, and sell revenge. It seemed like a deal too good to pass up.

			While attending law school at the University of Pennsylvania, I did an internship in the Philadelphia district attorney’s office and got my first taste of punishing people for hire by prosecuting and locking away violent and nonviolent criminals. This felt very good. After graduating from law school, I served as a law clerk to a federal judge, and we spent time sentencing felons to tough federal prison terms. This also felt very good. For a while. I sometimes experienced brief moments of sorrow and remorse watching defendants being led away in handcuffs, but I brushed it off. I gave serious consideration to becoming a full-time prosecutor, but their salaries are low. I had lots of student loans and needed to make money fast. So, I joined a large Philadelphia law firm as a civil litigator and started dealing justice to my clients by the leather briefcase full. I was making bank and snorting all the revenge I wanted for free, or so I thought.

			Within a decade, my revenge addiction had nearly destroyed me and my family. By the time I bottomed out, I’d become a maniacal bully like the guys who killed my dog. I threatened retribution against just about anyone for the slightest offense—including my wife and kids. No grievance was too small to merit a retaliatory swipe. Each hit of revenge (“justice”) made me feel as if I were on top of the world, followed by an inevitable crash and the need for more. A hammer can’t drive a nail without experiencing the impact of the blow, and I was feeling as much pain as I was delivering.

			I began to hate what I did for a living and who I’d become. But revenge was my easy fix, the edge that took the edge off until I was hurting again. I descended into a professional and psychological crisis. By this point, I’d quit several law firms, converting a lucrative income into virtually no income at all. I fell into depression and found myself sitting alone in a spare bedroom contemplating suicide. That’s when I began to wonder whether I was addicted—when I started craving revenge against myself. Fortunately, the cost of exacting that revenge was also more than I was willing to pay.

			They say the first step in recovery is admitting you have a problem. I knew I had a huge problem. My thirst for revenge nearly killed me twice. But unlike alcohol, narcotics, and gambling, there are no rehabs or 12-step programs for revenge addicts. I didn’t even know for sure whether I was hooked. I just knew that it felt like an uncontrollable obsession, and that a lot of people around me seemed to be obsessed too. This included many of the clients who hired me, opposing lawyers getting high from trading blows with me, and other perfectly normal, average people throughout society doing terrible things like abusing and shooting each other to fulfill some need to hurt the people who hurt them.

			I realized that if I was going to be saved, I’d have to do it myself. I’m a spiritual person, so I started there, like many people who struggle with addiction. I studied the revenge and forgiveness teachings of the world’s major religions and found them to be in conflict, with nearly as many religions, and sects within religions, encouraging revenge as discouraging it. My first book, Suing for Peace, published in 2005, recounts this spiritual-legal journey.[26] It also contains my early hypothesizing about revenge addiction and my “12-step program” for recovery called The Nonjustice System (NJS)—a virtual courtroom role play where you safely release and overcome your revenge cravings by putting the people who harm you on trial while playing all the roles yourself: victim, prosecutor, defendant, judge, jury, warden, and even judge of your own life. I’ll discuss The Nonjustice System in more detail in chapters 10 and 11.

			This was a start, and it helped me get control of my addiction. In my second book, The Trial of Fallen Angels, a novel, published in 2012, I explored what revenge addiction looks like under the most extreme circumstances I could imagine: a young lawyer in the afterlife prosecuting and defending the souls of murderers at the Final Judgment.[27]

			I knew while writing these books that if I was going to uncover the truth about why we want to hurt the people who hurt us and how to stop it, I would need to take a scientific approach focused on brain biology—because the brain is where memories of victimization and trauma reside and desires and motivations form. So that’s what I set out to do next. It took me twenty years of hard work and incredible luck, and the resources and genius of more than sixty neuroscientists and research psychologists at universities around the world, to arrive at the scientific discovery of revenge addiction. This book tells the improbable story of that discovery and the promise it holds for reducing human suffering and violence and securing peace and prosperity.

			Back in 2004, at about the time I was writing Suing for Peace, neuroscientists were beginning to explore what happens inside our brains when we’ve been wronged and want to punish others. Their research provided the first empirical support for my revenge addiction hypothesis. The field has grown enormously in the two decades since, and I became part of it by joining the Yale School of Medicine as a researcher and lecturer in psychiatry and the founder and co-director of the Yale Collaborative for Motive Control Studies. This is the first book to bring it all together in one place. We now know that grievance-triggered revenge cravings are the root motivation of violence, that compulsive revenge seeking can become dangerously addictive, and that we can develop effective ways of preventing and treating it.

			This is truly revolutionary, breakthrough stuff that changes everything we thought we knew about why people become violent and how to stop it. It holds the promise of unlocking powerful new public health approaches for preventing and treating violence in all forms, from minor shoves between children on playgrounds and vicious fights between romantic partners to mass shootings, acts of terrorism, and even war. I’m living testament, along with many others throughout history, that there are potent ways to control the thirst for revenge. Some might even have been encoded into our genes to do just that, creating an opposing, lifesaving, brain-biological process we can activate anytime if we know it’s there and learn how to use it.

			But first, like all addicts, we’ve got to admit that we have a problem. This problem just happens to be inside our own brains rather than in a bottle or a syringe. You’ll see what I mean next.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Deadliest Addiction

			
			On July 10, 1973, Olga Hepnarová, at the age of twenty-two, rented a Praga RN freight truck and drove it at a speed of nearly forty miles per hour into a crowd of mostly elderly people gathered on a Prague sidewalk waiting for a tram. She had carefully planned her journey to inflict maximum carnage, circling the tram stop for the crowd to build and launching her murderous run from the top of a slope to gain velocity. She left eight dead and twelve seriously injured. She did all this because she wanted revenge.

			We know Olga’s motive because she went to great lengths to explain it to the world. In the days leading up to the killings, she wrote a letter describing what she intended to do and why. She mailed copies to the editors of two Prague newspapers just prior to setting out to become a mass murderer.

			“Please accept this letter as a statement,” Olga wrote. “It was written in defense against possible disparagement and ridicule of my act; also I do not want you to doubt about my sanity….

			“Today I will steal a [truck] and drive full speed into a crowd of people. It will happen somewhere in Prague 7. I intend to kill people. I know I will be judged and punished. And this is my confession….

			“For thirteen years I have been growing up in the clutches of a so-called good family. I am beaten and abused—a toy for adults and a victim of schoolchildren (and forever an outsider among my peers)…publicly smeared, slandered, mocked, humiliated.

			“I am a destroyed woman,” Olga continued. “A woman destroyed by people. So I have a choice: kill myself or kill others. I choose—TO REVENGE MY PERSECUTORS. This is my verdict: I, Olga Hepnarová, the victim of your bestiality, sentence you to the death penalty by running over and declare that in my lifetime x people are not enough. Actions not words.”[1]

			Olga waited for the police to arrive after her rampage. She confessed to the crimes and the planning and explained that she acted in retaliation against society for the way she had been treated.

			Olga Hepnarová regarded herself as bisexual, and this seems to have been a source of some of the rejection and humiliation she experienced. She had a history of treatment for depression and had attempted suicide as a young teenager. However, during her trial in the Municipal Court of Prague, against the advice of her legal counsel, she insisted upon her sanity. She accepted full responsibility for her actions and expressed no regrets. Multiple psychiatrists and psychologists examined her and confirmed that she was, in fact, of sound mind. In a statement to investigators, she explained her rationale:

			“If the society destroys individuals, individuals can destroy the society…. I wanted to take my revenge on society, including my family, because they are my enemy…. Knowing that I managed to do it, I felt a kind of release and satisfaction.”

			When given an opportunity to speak to the court, Olga explained that she understood justice as an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. In conformance with this logic, she asked the court that the death penalty be imposed upon her for her crime. The court obliged, finding her guilty of the eight murders and sentencing her to execution by hanging.

			Olga’s mother filed an appeal. The verdict and sentence were upheld by the Supreme Court of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic. Pleas for mercy from Olga’s mother were rejected by Prime Minister Lubomír Štrougal.

			On March 12, 1975, Olga Hepnarová was hanged in Pankrác Prison. This earned her the distinction of being the last woman executed in communist Czechoslovakia. Her tragic life and death, and that of those she brutally maimed and murdered, remained largely unknown outside eastern Europe until more than forty years later, when a film about her, I, Olga Hepnarová, was released. This film was based in part upon the 2001 book Oprátka za osm mrtvých (Noose for eight dead) by Roman Cílek.

			The Courtroom of the Mind

			There are many things that might interest us about the shocking case of Olga Hepnarová: the alleged child abuse at the hands of her father and possibly her mother’s complicity or failure to protect her; the bullying by her classmates and possibly her teachers’ complicity or failure to stop them; the venomous bigotry and persecution surrounding nontraditional sexualities; the role of depression and the trauma of a prior suicide attempt; her acute sensitivity to injustices normally borne by others without resorting to mass murder; the fact that she chose to kill people whom she did not know and who had done nothing to her; her apparent narcissism and desire for notoriety; her insistence upon her sanity and desire for people to understand her; and the failure of mental health professionals, law enforcement agencies, and even the death penalty to prevent or deter the crime—if anything, the prospect of her own execution seemed to motivate her to kill.

			But there are two items not on this list, often overlooked, that provide a deeper understanding of not only Olga Hepnarová but revenge itself. The first is Olga’s thought process. Prior to the crime, Olga placed the people who wronged her, and society itself, on trial inside a courtroom of her mind. During this trial, she played all the roles. As prosecutor, she identified the crimes she believed had been committed and the perpetrators. As victim, she provided eyewitness testimony. As the defendants (her family and society), she denied and confessed culpability. As judge and jury, she weighed the evidence, reached a verdict, and handed down a sentence. As warden, she carried it out.

			Consider the momentousness of this process. An entire criminal proceeding was conducted by the perpetrator of the crime against the future victims before the crime had even been committed. This proceeding was identical in all material respects to the criminal proceeding to which Olga knew she herself would be subjected afterward. Whether her future victims had committed the crimes of which Olga felt aggrieved, and whether those crimes were serious enough to the rest of us to warrant the death penalty, were irrelevant. In the courtroom of Olga Hepnarová’s mind, she alone had authority to make these determinations. All that mattered is that Olga saw herself as a victim of unfair and malicious treatment. Having reached this conclusion, she naturally and quite rationally sought justice using the judicial process humans have used for thousands of years. The desire for revenge not only motivated Olga Hepnarová to murder human beings with a rented truck; it motivated other human beings to murder Olga Hepnarová with a hangman’s noose.

			The significance of this process cannot be overstated. It reveals a hidden, archetypal framework for understanding human revenge, rage, and violence. In this book, we’re going to discover that most of us—good, normal people, not just the Olga Hepnarovás of the world—are routinely putting the people who offend and mistreat us on trial inside the busy courtrooms of our minds. We’re also going to learn that humans experience a never-ending supply of real and imagined grievances, great and small, nearly infinite in number, that drive us to want revenge against others virtually every day of our lives. We’re almost constantly thinking about our grievances and ways of avenging them, fantasizing about revenge, trying to suppress our desire for it, and sometimes indulging it. We also spend a great deal of time recovering from the negative effects of getting revenge, and from the negative feelings and harm directed back against us by those who see our acts of revenge as unjust and now seek revenge against us.

			It’s this always-burning, always-cycling desire for revenge that motivates our rage and violence against others and that motivates their rage and violence against us. Sigmund Freud, father of psychoanalysis, put it this way in his Reflections on War and Death: “In our unconscious we daily and hourly do away with all those who stand in our way, all those who have insulted or harmed us.”[2]

			Although the trials of our enemies take place entirely inside our minds, they have real life-and-death consequences. At their conclusion, we will choose, as did Olga, whether to carry out our sentences in the real world. This makes the trials of our enemies the most important trials of our lives. For the outcomes of these trials will determine for us, for the people who harm us, for our families and theirs, and often for people whom we have never met whether tragedy strikes or is avoided, and peace and happiness are lost or found. If we hope to secure personal and communal peace, harmony, and prosperity—and reduce rage, violence, and aggression in all forms—we must learn how to win the trials taking place inside our minds. Because despite the significant progress made by humanity in reducing violence over millennia,[3] we’re still losing these trials at a horrific rate and cost in terms of lives, peace, prosperity, and security.

			A Brain Disease Model of Revenge Addiction

			How, you might ask, could we possibly lose trials taking place inside our own heads? We’re the judge and jury, right?

			Yes, but we’re operating under the influence.

			We can begin to understand this by considering the second overlooked aspect of Olga Hepnarová’s case. Notice her description of how she felt after committing the murders: “Knowing that I managed to do it, I felt a kind of release and satisfaction.”

			Callous remarks like these from confessed killers are typically regarded as evidence of depravity, psychopathology, sadism, or pure evil. And it is indeed true that psychopaths lack empathy and remorse, and sadists take pleasure in other people’s pain. However, in this book, we’re going to confront startling new scientific evidence that biology rigs the trials inside our minds against all of us, not just the psychopaths and sadists of the world. For most people most of the time—good, normal people—retaliation in any form, violent or otherwise, in our imaginations or in real life, feels good. Sometimes irresistibly good. So good that we’re sometimes willing to destroy our own lives, and the lives of others, to get it.

			The American Society of Addiction Medicine (ASAM) defines addiction as “a treatable, chronic medical disease involving complex interactions among brain circuits, genetics, the environment, and an individual’s experiences. People with addiction use substances or engage in behaviors that become compulsive and often continue despite harmful consequences.”[4] Researchers have identified the primary feature of behavioral addictions such as gambling, gaming, and compulsive eating as “the failure to resist an impulse, drive, or temptation to perform an act that is harmful to the person or to others.”[5] This perfectly describes Olga Hepnarová. She failed to resist an impulse, drive, or compulsion to attack those who harmed her—or, in this case, their proxies as she imagined them.[6] The consequences of her actions were indisputably harmful: She caused the deaths of others and herself.

			In the next two chapters, we’ll see in detail how addiction researchers and neuroscientists have recently revealed that our brains on revenge look and behave like our brains on drugs. With substance addiction, pain, stress, and environmental cues such as seeing a place where drugs are taken activate craving in the brain’s reward circuitry in anticipation of pleasure and relief of pain through intoxication.[7] With revenge, pain, stress, and environmental cues in the form of perceived grievances and victimization activate craving in the brain’s reward circuitry in anticipation of pleasure and relief of pain through retaliation.[8]

			These astonishing insights build on discoveries made nearly three decades ago in the field of substance addiction. In 1997, the addiction scientist Alan Leshner, then director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse, wrote a groundbreaking article in the journal Science titled “Addiction Is a Brain Disease, and It Matters.”[9] Dr. Leshner argued that advances in neuroscience had demonstrated that substance addiction is a disease with biological, social, and environmental causes that produces pathological changes in the brain’s reward and self-control circuitry. He acknowledged that substance use begins as a voluntary behavior, but he explained that in many individuals it moves from there into a state of craving and involuntary seeking and using despite the negative health and social consequences. He decried stigmatizing people suffering from obviously severe physical and psychological symptoms of illness as weak and immoral and punishing them for it. He advocated for replacing ideology with neurobiology and urged that addiction be treated like other chronic, relapsing diseases such as type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, and asthma.

			A few years later, the addiction scientists Thomas McLellan, David Lewis, Charles O’Brien, and Herbert Kleber evaluated Dr. Leshner’s argument. After reviewing hundreds of medical journal articles and randomized control trials, these scientists wrote an article demonstrating that addiction does, in fact, resemble other chronic diseases in terms of diagnostic differentiation, genetic heritability, role of personal choice and environmental/social factors, pathophysiology, treatment outcomes, and relapse experiences. Like Dr. Leshner, they concluded that addiction “should be insured, treated, and evaluated like other chronic illnesses.”[10]

			In the years since these two highly influential articles, the brain disease model of addiction has become the dominant model in addiction science and is recognized by the American Medical Association (AMA) and the American Society of Addiction Medicine.[11] Substance and behavioral addiction research has expanded, evidence-based addiction treatments and therapies have multiplied, legislation requiring the same medical insurance coverage for addiction as other illnesses has been enacted, public health addiction prevention strategies have increased, the stigmatization of drug users has decreased, and most informed people and policy makers now realize that moralization and punishment are not effective strategies for reducing substance addiction.[12]

			This has not come without controversy. Some scholars question the brain disease model of addiction. Among other things, they contend that people sometimes recover from addiction spontaneously or “age out” without treatment; genetic heritability is not proof of disease; brain scans do not reveal structural addiction abnormalities; a brain disease focus ignores social, environmental, and developmental factors; and addicts exercise free will and choice in their lives.[13] However, these criticisms have been convincingly rebutted by leading scientists who maintain that the brain disease model of addiction continues to be accurate. It embraces rather than denies the role of biopsychosocial and environmental factors, acknowledges the importance of the behavioral sciences and self-recovery in treatment, reveals that addiction is a medical disorder with medical and nonmedical ways of being addressed, and ensures the availability of evidence-based approaches that reduce stigma and save lives.[14]

			I am persuaded by Dr. Leshner, the AMA, the ASAM, and the many proponents of the brain disease model of addiction. Over the course of this book, I hope to convince you that compulsive revenge seeking is also an addiction and a brain disease, and that it matters. (Or at least that it’s an addiction and a “mental disorder”—defined by the American Psychiatric Association as a “clinically significant disturbance in an individual’s cognition, emotion regulation, or behavior that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, biological, or developmental processes underlying mental functioning.”[15])

			To support my case, I’m going to rely on neuroscientific, behavioral, psychiatric, psychological, sociological, and historical evidence showing that revenge is the deadliest addiction of all, and our society is worse off for it. Hard-core drug users inject narcotics into their own bodies to relieve their cravings. Hard-core revenge users inject bullets into the bodies of others to relieve their cravings. Drugs and syringes, bullets and guns, these deadly pairs satisfy the same brain-biological desire for relief of pain and hedonic reward. Tally the casualties of all the wars, murders, and physical and psychological assaults throughout human history—that approximates the number of dead and wounded from compulsive revenge seeking.[16] The multicide researcher Matthew White estimates that a staggering 455 million people have been killed in the top one hundred most deadly atrocities and wars in human history.[17] We’ll see in chapter 8 that most of these killings have at their root a real or imagined grievance and a compulsive desire for revenge.

			Although criminologists have long identified revenge as a primary motive for violence, they haven’t identified the brain-biological basis for it, how or why it’s activated, why it’s so strongly desired and difficult to resist, or how to control it. They’ve also proposed other possible motivations for violence, such as predation, dominance, ideology, hate, and sadism.[18] The science of revenge, however, suggests that these are more accurately understood as categories of grievance that activate revenge desires and the hedonic reward one receives from getting revenge. In other words, except for self-defense and rare cases of brain abnormality, the science of revenge suggests that there is one universal motive for most acts of human violence: the desire for revenge to relieve pain and experience pleasure in response to a real or imagined grievance.

			As in the case of Olga Hepnarová, it doesn’t matter whether other people agree that a particular grievance exists or that its magnitude warrants the punishment exacted. If a grievance is perceived, then it has the capacity to activate a desire to retaliate. Researchers have shown that perpetrators of violence believe they’re victims, and they believe their actions are a legitimate means of righting wrongs and obtaining justice.[19] We’ll learn in chapter 6 that even Hitler, Stalin, and Mao—the deadliest tyrants in modern human history—believed they were victims of serious wrongs, betrayals, and oppressions and that the tortures and murders they ordered were justly motivated. This is also true of serial killers. After kidnapping, raping, and murdering thirty-three boys, John Wayne Gacy explained his horrific acts this way: “I was cheated out of my childhood,” and “I see myself more as a victim than a perpetrator.”[20]

			Revenge Addiction with Benefits

			Building a brain disease model of revenge addiction on the existing brain disease model of substance addiction creates a powerful leveraging effect. We can repurpose many already existing addiction prevention and treatment approaches to create and deploy public health prevention and treatment approaches to combat violence and intentionally inflicted human suffering. The enormous investments made over the past three decades in substance and behavioral addiction research are poised to yield unanticipated violence reduction dividends.

			As with the failed war on drugs, the war on violence will not be won through blunt-force approaches like increased law enforcement and punishment.[21] Humanity has maintained a losing streak with this strategy lasting thousands of years. Every person who uses violence knows they risk arrest, incarceration, injury, and death, yet they do it anyway. Why? As we’ll see in the coming chapters, because their brains have been hijacked by powerful, uncontrolled revenge cravings. For people with revenge addiction, guns and other weapons are objects of abuse. This means that the public safety necessity of restricting access to semiautomatic firearms capable of killing many people fast should be as obvious as the public safety necessity of restricting access to drugs like fentanyl capable of killing many people fast. Addicts will abuse them, causing enormous harm to others and themselves. However, even removing all guns from the planet wouldn’t stop the carnage because it wouldn’t address the desire to kill. Since the beginning of recorded human history, revenge addicts have always found ways to hurt and kill: with rocks, sticks, bare hands, or, as in the case of Olga Hepnarová, a freight truck. This book focuses on the desire to hurt and kill.

			I want to be clear, however. This is about creating a public health approach to preventing violence and saving lives. It’s not about creating excuses or legal defenses for people who commit violent crimes. Murder under the influence of alcohol, drugs, or revenge is still murder. Addicts remain legally responsible for acting on their compulsive urges. Dangerous people who threaten the lives of others because they’re unable to control their revenge cravings must be separated from society so they can do no further harm. Yet we can and must do more scientifically and medically to prevent violence from happening in the first place, and much more to treat and rehabilitate individuals whose violent behaviors are driven by compulsive revenge cravings. The brain disease model of revenge addiction is the platform upon which to achieve these long sought but elusive violence prevention and treatment goals and produce genuine, attainable, measurable benefits in harm reduction and improvements in public health and safety.

			A Grievance over Grievances

			I hope I have you at least interested in considering compulsive revenge seeking as an addiction and a brain disease. But before concluding this chapter and moving on to the fascinating neuroscience of revenge, I want to address a question you might be asking: Why should we go after revenge cravings instead of the grievances and injustices that trigger them?

			Here’s why. Grievances are subjective, in the eye of the beholder, and unlimited in number.[22] There are as many grievances in the world at any one time as there are human beings on the planet times the number of thoughts and feelings of offense, unfairness, victimization, mistreatment, and injustice they can experience or imagine from moment to moment. There’s no universal judge of whether a grievance is real or not, or whether it’s important or not. As I’ve explained, if a grievance is real and important to you, and if it’s triggering revenge cravings inside your brain, then it’s real enough for you to lash out, or even kill…even if every other person on the planet says it doesn’t exist or wouldn’t bother them.

			Working to reduce the causes of grievance, victimization, and mistreatment is a worthy goal. We can and should strive in every way possible to make the world a better, safer, fairer place, and to reduce the social, environmental, developmental, and economic inequities, injustices, and personal behaviors that lead to grievances and victimization. But solving an infinite number of infinitely generating grievances is, in effect, infinitely impossible. As a public health matter, we stand a far better chance of controlling human revenge seeking and violence by focusing on the one common brain-biological reaction to all grievances, regardless of their origin or form. That’s where we should be investing our limited public health resources if we want to reduce violence and human suffering. It
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