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Introduction: The Fourth Behaviour


 


Spite runs deep. We find it in our oldest stories. It is there in the myths of Ancient Greece. Medea kills her children, just to spite her unfaithful husband, Jason. Achilles refuses to help his Greek comrades fight because one of them has stolen his slave. Folklore tells of spite. A magical being offers to grant a man one wish. Naturally, there is a catch. Whatever he gets, his hated neighbour will get double. The man wishes to be blind in one eye.1 Such stories, although buried in time, still speak of an instantly recognisable behaviour.


Today, we know that spite can be petty. A driver lingers in a parking space, just to make you wait. A neighbour puts up a fence, solely to block your view. We may also realise how damaging spite can be. A spouse seeks custody of a child, just to get back at their ex. A voter supports a candidate they hope will cause chaos. But are we prepared to recognise that spite may have a positive side?


What exactly is spite? According to the American psychologist David Marcus, a spiteful act is one where you harm another person and harm yourself in the process.2 This is a ‘strong’ definition of spite. In weaker definitions, spite is harming another while only risking harm to yourself. It can also be harming another while not personally benefiting from this.3 Yet, as Marcus points out, a strong definition of spite, in which harming another entails a personal cost, helps differentiate it from other hostile or sadistic behaviours.


Indeed, a helpful way to understand spite is to look at what it isn’t. When we consider the costs and benefits of our actions, there are four basic ways we can interact with another person.4 Two behaviours involve direct perks for us. We can act in a way that benefits both ourselves and the other (co-operation) or in a way that benefits ourselves but not the other (selfishness). A third behaviour involves a cost to us, but a benefit to the other. This is altruism. Researchers have dedicated lifetimes to the study of co-operation, selfishness and altruism. But there is also a fourth behaviour, spite. Here we behave in a way that harms both ourselves and the other. This behaviour has been left in the shadows. This is not a safe place for it to be. We need to shine a light on spite.


Spite is challenging to explain. It seems to present an evolutionary puzzle. Why would natural selection not have weeded out a behaviour in which everybody loses? Spite should never have survived. If your spite benefits you in the long term, then its continued existence becomes comprehensible. But what about spiteful acts that don’t give you long-term benefits? How can we explain those? Do such acts even exist?


Spite also poses a problem for economists. What kind of person acts against their self-interest? For the longest time, economists didn’t think there was a problem to explain. The famous eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith claimed people were ‘not very frequently under the influence’ of spite and that even if it did occur we would be ‘restrained by prudential considerations’.5 Much later, in the 1970s, the American economist Gordon Tullock claimed that the average human was about ninety-five percent selfish.6 In the ‘greed is good’ era of the 1980s, many may have felt this estimate to be on the low side.


Economists viewed humans as a creature called homo economicus. This was a being that acted rationally to maximise its self-interest. Self-interest was typically, though not always, understood in financial terms.7 Yet, as I will discuss in chapter 1, back in 1977 a groundbreaking study found people were often quite happy to turn down free money. Adam Smith had been over-optimistic. Something very real and very powerful lurked in Tullock’s residual percentage.


Spite involves harm, but what constitutes harm? Who gets to decide whether an act is harmful and thereby has the power to define an act as spiteful? To take an extreme example, does a suicide bomber, who thinks that they will be rewarded in the next life and their families compensated in this life, harm themselves or not? Evolutionary biologists possess an objective measure of harm. This is a loss of fitness (reproductive success). We will look at spiteful acts involving a loss of personal fitness, so-called ‘evolutionary spite’, in chapter 4. In contrast, economists and psychologists tend to focus on harm in the form of immediate personal costs. This ‘psychological spite’ can turn out to have unforeseen long-term personal benefits. Such spite ages well, maturing into selfishness.


Once we are happy with what spite is, two questions remain. First, what is driving someone to act spitefully in the moment? That is, how does spite work? This is called spite’s proximate explanation. Second, what is the deeper reason we are spiteful? Why does spite exist? What is its evolutionary function? This is the ultimate explanation of spite. To take an example from another area – why do babies cry? The proximate explanation may be cold or hunger, but the ultimate explanation is to get care from their parents.8 What are the equivalent answers for spite?


Once we have an ultimate explanation of spite, we can begin to consider the pressing question of how spite shapes the modern world. A love of sugar and fat helped our ancestors, pushing them to eat high-energy foods. Yet in the Western world today, where cheap sugary and fatty foods are ubiquitous, what was once adaptive now causes diabetes and heart disease. What happens when our evolved spiteful side runs into a world it was never meant to deal with? What are the effects of spite in a world with levels of economic inequality, perceived injustice and social-media-enabled communication that would be utterly alien to our ancestors?


This problem is pressing because spite seems more than dangerous. From some angles it even looks like human kryptonite. Spite is, by definition, the exact opposite of co-operation. This is worrying because co-operation is our species’ superpower. Our success as a species has come from our remarkable ability to work together. Although even slime moulds co-operate,9 we turn it up to eleven. This allows us to live in large groups with non-relatives,10 something that our less co-operative primate cousins cannot do.11 This keeps us safe from a Planet of the Apes-style takeover for the time being, yet there are many other things to worry about short of primate overlords. If spite damages co-operation, it could not only hamper human progress; it could also reduce our ability to solve the complex global problems that we face.12 The world is getting better,13 but progress is not guaranteed.


Spite can also be terrifying. Is there anything more frightening than an adversary unfettered by the bonds of self-interest? Selfishness can be a problem. But at least we can reason with a selfish person’s self-interest. What do you say to a spiteful person who values your suffering more than their own well-being? They are like a Terminator. They can’t be bargained with, can’t be reasoned with, and absolutely will not stop, ever, until you are, if not dead, then at least inconvenienced. Unfortunately, such creatures are not limited to science fiction.


Late in the Second World War, Germany’s fight against Russia was intensifying. Hitler had to balance using trains to transport Jews to their death in the East against using these trains to carry vital weapons, fuel and supplies to his army fighting the Russians.14 Hitler chose Holocaust. He was prepared to risk the destruction of Germany to eliminate the Jewish people. The horror of spite has no bounds.


Spite poses clear and horrific dangers. We need to understand it in order to control it. To do this, we are forced to look closely at spite. And when we do, something else emerges. What we find forces us to reconsider whether we may have misunderstood spite. The American philosopher John Rawls argued that moral virtues are character traits that we should rationally want other people to have.15 Spite, he claimed, is not something we should want others to have and therefore it is a vice which is ‘to everyone’s detriment’. But is it? When we look closer at spite, something different emerges.


It turns out that spite can be a force for good. It can help us excel. It can help us create. And it does not necessarily threaten co-operation. In fact, paradoxically, it may create it. Spite does not inevitably create injustice. It may be one of our most powerful tools for preventing it. For as long as there is injustice and inequitable inequality, we may need spite.


The book of Ezekiel tells of a vision the biblical prophet experienced when he was thirty years old. A great storm came from the north. Inside was a fire. From the fire came a four-sided creature. Each side had a different face: one human, one lion, one ox and another an eagle. Human nature, like the creature of Ezekiel’s vision, is chimerical. We too show the world four faces: selfishness, altruism, co-operation and spite. We are multifaceted, being neither angels nor demons. To understand ourselves, we need to understand all our parts, not merely one side. We are an adaptable ape with a unique repertoire of behaviours. Which of these we deploy, to reap their benefits, depends on the circumstances we face. Spitefulness isn’t a dark stain on our soul, it is part of it. Like the creature of Ezekiel’s vision, our sides are interconnected. It is not simply that we have dark and light sides. Our dark side may create the light. We need to be prepared to look for the origins of virtue in vice.










1


Ultimatums


 


The West German autumn of 1977 was one of ultimatums. A new generation of Germans, born after the horrors of the Second World War, had reached adulthood. These were the Nachgeborenen, the ‘later-born’. Though raised in the shadows of their parents’ sins, they were not culpable for the crimes of the Third Reich. Still, they felt tainted by them. When they saw remnants of Nazism in their state, they were appalled. For some, resistance had to go beyond words. How, they asked, could you reason with the people who created Auschwitz? Such sentiments gave birth to the Baader–Meinhof group, a radical left-wing organisation that aimed to overthrow capitalism, imperialism and fascism. In the end, it merely produced what always comes from stirring Marxism with machine guns in the cauldron of youth: blood.


On the evening of 5 September 1977, members of Baader–Meinhof wheeled a blue pram into the middle of a quiet road in Cologne. A large Mercedes came round the corner. In the back seat was Hanns-Martin Schleyer. He had been an officer in the SS during the war. Now he was one of West Germany’s most powerful industrialists. Seeing the pram, Schleyer’s driver braked sharply. Their police escort slammed into the back of them. Baader–Meinhof pounced.


One member, armed with a Heckler and Koch semi-automatic rifle, climbed onto the bonnet of the police car. He emptied it into the men and machine at his feet. When the shooting was over, three policemen and Schleyer’s driver were dead. But Schleyer was alive. The Baader–Meinhof group took him and issued an ultimatum to the West German government. Several first-generation members of Baader–Meinhof were currently languishing in prison, serving life sentences. Release them, the group demanded, or we will execute Schleyer. As the government stalled for time, the situation worsened.


On 13 October 1977, five weeks after Schleyer’s kidnapping, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine hijacked Lufthansa Flight 181. The Front had close ties with Baader–Meinhof. They had crawled through the sands of Jordan together in Palestinian training camps. Eventually, the hijackers forced the pilots to land in Mogadishu, Somalia. Then came the hijackers’ ultimatum. Meet our demands, including the release of our Baader–Meinhof comrades, otherwise the more than eighty passengers, the crew and Schleyer will die.


On 18 October, events unfolded at pace. The West German government had despatched their elite GSG 9 commando unit to Somalia. They had formed this unit in the wake of the murder of Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Summer Olympics. At two o’clock in the morning, Somali soldiers lit a fire on the tarmac in front of the plane. As the hijackers entered the cockpit to see what was happening, GSG 9 commandos stormed the plane. In seven minutes they had neutralised the hijackers and rescued all the hostages, alive.


At seven o’clock that same morning, back in Germany, the prison guards of Stammheim Prison began their rounds. News had filtered back to the imprisoned Baader–Meinhof members that their comrades’ ultimatums had been unsuccessful. The first member of Baader–Meinhof the guards checked on was Jan-Carl Raspe. They found him sitting in his cell with a bullet wound to the head. He would die hours later. Suspecting something co-ordinated, the guards ran to the nearby cell of Andreas Baader.


Baader was a founding member of the group that bore his name. In his younger days he was not a man who read Marx. He was not a man who read Mao. It is unclear if he was a man who read at all.1 He preferred driving fast cars and sleeping around. His political analysis of the state was that it was a ‘shat-in shithouse’. During his imprisonment, the famous French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre visited him. ‘Jerk’ was Sartre’s verdict. Baader had never dealt well with authority. As a child, his mother had taken him boating on a lake and warned him to take care. Baader jumped in the lake.2 As an adolescent, he feigned lung cancer to get sympathy. As an adult, he bombed and he burnt and he murdered.


In prison, the Baader–Meinhof members had adopted code names from Moby Dick. Baader was Ahab. As the guards entered Baader’s cell that October morning, they saw Ahab on his back, dead, his head resting in a sea of blood. Later examination found he’d died of a gunshot to the back of the neck.


The guards now ran to the cell of Baader’s imprisoned lover, Gudrun Ensslin. She was a pastor’s daughter, but this lady’s cheek was not for turning. For her, violence was the only answer to violence. Through the darkness, Ensslin appeared to be standing, staring out the window. When the guards looked closer, they saw her feet were a foot off the ground. She had died by hanging. A fourth member of the group, Irmgard Möller, was found in her bed. She had multiple stab wounds to the chest, but would survive.


When news of these deaths reached the Baader–Meinhof members holding Schleyer, they shot him in the head. Police found his body the next day, stuffed into the boot of a green Audi. So ended the German autumn of 1977.


Multiple theories have been put forward for how the imprisoned Baader–Meinhof members died.3 The official explanation is that their wounds were self-inflicted as part of a suicide pact. It has also been suggested that they committed suicide in a way that would make it look like the state had murdered them. The aim of this would have been to make the government appear tyrannical and inspire its overthrow.


If true, then Baader’s code name of Ahab was appropriate. In Herman Melville’s novel, Captain Ahab was so consumed with destroying the eponymous white whale that he was prepared to obliterate himself, his ship and his crew in the process. If the imprisoned Baader–Meinhof members did commit suicide to harm the West German government, there is a word for such behaviour. It is the same word we can use to describe Ahab’s actions. That word is spite.


By a remarkable coincidence, the foundations for the study of spite were also laid in the German autumn of 1977.4 This even happened in the very same city where Baader–Meinhof abducted Schleyer. The design of this research would echo the events of that autumn, focusing on how people responded to ultimatums. The world would be introduced to the Ultimatum Game. It would change our understanding of what kind of creature we are. Four decades on, the results of this game still offer insights into the chimeric messiness of human nature.


*


Spite permeates our everyday experience. Put yourself in the situations below. How many apply to you?


 



	1.
	If I was getting ready to pull out of a space in a busy car park and saw someone else waiting impatiently to pull in, I’d take my time, just to make them wait.





	2.
	I’d vote for a politician I disliked, just to keep someone else out of office, even if I thought that politician would hurt me and/or my country.





	3.
	If a parent told me not to go out looking messy, I’d make myself look worse, even if it embarrassed me in front of my friends.





	4.
	I’d be prepared to feel cold in my house if it meant others in the house were made to feel uncomfortably cold too.





	5.
	I’d volunteer to stay late at work if it meant my colleagues had to stay late too.





	6.
	If someone was driving close behind me, I’d tap my brakes just to give them a fright, even though it puts me in danger.





	7.
	If I was angry at my partner, I’d burn the dinner, even though it would mean I’d go hungry too.





	8.
	I’d put up something ugly in my garden if I thought it would annoy my neighbours.





	9.
	I’d like to see one of my colleagues fail, even if it means I get a smaller bonus this year.





	10.
	I’d take my time at the checkout, just to delay someone behind me.




 


In 2014, David Marcus at Washington State University asked these types of questions to the public. This was the first time anyone had attempted to use a questionnaire to quantify how spiteful we are. For each item, they found five to ten percent of people agreed with the statement.5


Of course, questionnaires only assess how people say they would act. People might behave in a very different way when confronted with such situations. This is a long-standing concern in psychological research. Back in the 1930s, a researcher at Stanford University, Richard LaPiere, observed that people would often talk in a racist way, but not act this way when they met someone of a different race. Maybe you can think of an elderly relative who comes out with racist sentiments at home that make you wince, yet who is affable when interacting with people of other races. LaPiere thought this might be the rule, rather than the exception. He was able to test this when he spent two years travelling around America with a young Chinese couple.


At the time, Chinese people in America faced widespread prejudice. When LaPiere and the couple arrived at a hotel or a restaurant, he would fiddle with the luggage while the couple went in ahead of him. LaPiere watched how the proprietors behaved. During ten thousand miles of driving across America, they were not refused service in any of the 184 restaurants they visited. Only one of the sixty-six hotels they visited turned them away. In this sole refusal, the owner proclaimed, ‘I don’t take Japs.’ Six months later, LaPiere sent questionnaires to all these establishments asking if they would accept/serve Chinese guests. Over ninety percent said they would not.6 What people say they will do can be very different from what they actually do, which, in this case, we should be thankful for.


Despite this, a study of spiteful behaviour found similar results to that of Marcus’s questionnaire study. This study took advantage of how auctions work. Imagine you see someone leading an auction on eBay for a flat-screen TV with a bid of $50. You suspect the other bidder is prepared to pay at least $200. So, even though you have no interest in the TV, you pop in a bid of $100 just to force them to bid more to get it. Sure enough, the other person responds with a bid of $110. You muse for a bit. Can you make them pay more? You decide to bid $150. The other person does nothing. Your heart starts to pump harder. Sweat beads. Uh-oh, you think, I might win this. Then a bid of $160 pops up from the other person. You sink back in your seat, breathe again and decide to push your luck no further. You’ve acted spitefully and gotten away with it. Why the hell, you wonder, did I ever get involved in that? Why did I waste my time, and nearly a lot of money, just so some person I don’t know and will never meet hasn’t gained some tenuous advantage over me? And, in case you are wondering, no, this isn’t an example from my own life. How dare you. I was bidding on a vase.


Unflattering personal anecdotes aside, in 2012 the economists Erik Kimbrough and J. Philipp Reiss studied how frequent spiteful bidding was in auctions. They set up an auction so that the price the winning bidder would pay was the bid made by the second-highest bidder. Their set-up then gave the second-highest bidder the option to spitefully push up the amount the winning bidder would pay, but without risking winning the auction themselves.


The researchers found that a third of people made the most spiteful bid they could most of the time.7 This is a remarkable amount of spite. However, another third of people spent most of their time making bids that were not at all spiteful. The majority of people were either not spiteful at all, or maxed-out on spite. Not only does spite appear to be concentrated in certain people, it tends to be an all-or-nothing phenomenon. This is why I believe you if you say that the spiteful scenarios I outlined above are entirely foreign to you. Of course, it also makes me suspect you are a bit of a do-gooder. In chapter 2 we will come to the evolutionary reasons for why I’m tempted to slander your decency in this way.


In this auction study, people didn’t really incur any personal costs to inflict harm on the other person. At most, they wasted their time and energy to work out how to increase their bid. Either way, spite was cheap. What would happen if people had to pay a small amount to make a spiteful bid? If it cost people cold, hard cash to be spiteful, would spite vanish?


To answer this, we can turn to another game in which you can win real money. Here, if you choose to act spitefully it comes at a financial cost. This is the Ultimatum Game, created in Cologne during the German autumn of 1977. This simple game has been remarkably influential. In academia, if one other person takes an interest in your work, you are delighted. Over five thousand other works have cited the original Ultimatum Game study. It is still used today to research spite. Whether it be in a laboratory in America or a clearing in Borneo, someone somewhere is probably playing it right now.


*


Amidst the violence of the German autumn of 1977, thirty-three-year-old Werner Güth arrived to take up a new professorial position at Cologne University. Game theorists were keen for him to study how people behaved and gave him 1,000 Deutschmarks to do this. The game Güth devised had its roots in his childhood.8 When he and his brother had to share a piece of cake, one would cut it, and the other would choose which piece to take. In theory, this encouraged the brother doing the cutting to act fairly. In practice, arguments still ensued. Inspired by this, Güth created the Ultimatum Game. Arguments would ensue from this too.


Here’s how the game works. You’re going to be playing a game with another person who is in the room next door. This other person, you are told, has been given an amount of money, say $10. They have been asked to share some of this with you. If you choose to accept what they offer, you keep that money. The other player will keep the rest. However, you also have the choice of rejecting their offer. If you do, then both you and the other player get nothing. You only play the game once. The offer the other player makes is hence an ultimatum: take it, or get nothing at all.


Let’s say you were playing the game, received your offer and found that the other player was proposing to give you $2 out of the $10. This means they would keep $8 for themselves. Would you take it? This is real money, remember, not Monopoly money. What’s going through your head? Conceivably it’s something like: ‘Well, they didn’t have to offer me anything at all, so it’s pretty kind of them to offer me $2. I’ll take it.’ Or maybe it’s: ‘This is unfair, but $2 is better than nothing, so I’ll take it.’ Alternatively, it could be: ‘This is unfair. I’m going to reject it, to teach them a lesson.’ Or perhaps you’re thinking: ‘Ah, so you think you’re worth more than me, do you? Well, you can lose your $8 buddy, it only costs me $2.’


What did the experts think people would do? Economists and mathematicians expected people would accept any offer, as long as it was more than nothing. Economists viewed the player as a homo economicus, who would act to maximise its pay-off. This creature, driven by material self-interest, should take free money when offered it, not reject it. After all, something is better than nothing.


But this is not what Güth and his colleagues found. People frequently acted in ways that did not maximise their material self-interest. They often turned down low offers of free money. Today it is established that around half of people reject offers of $2 or less out of a $10 pot.9 By doing so, people (and maybe you too) show they prefer no one getting anything to themselves getting a little and another getting a lot.


When Güth first reported his findings, economists tended to have one of two reactions. The first was to ask ‘Are those students in Cologne stupid?’ The second was to wonder if Güth had done the study wrongly.10 Surely people wouldn’t turn down free money if they understood what was going on? Some players who made low offers, only to have them spitefully rejected, were also puzzled. One, upset that the other player rejected his low offer, bemoaned, ‘I did not earn any money because all the other players are stupid! How can you reject a positive amount of money and prefer to get zero? They just did not understand the game!’11 Despite this, researchers around the world have found similar results to Güth’s.


A couple of years later, and six thousand kilometres west, another research group independently came up with the idea for an Ultimatum Game. This group included Daniel Kahneman, who would go on to win the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences. They found the same pattern of results as Güth. What struck them was how the rejection of low offers clashed with economic theory. ‘It’s the resentment, the willingness to punish at cost, that is the whole thing’, Kahneman remarked. ‘The thing that’s truly bewildering’, he added, was that the idea of homo economicus could ‘stand for hundreds of years, unchallenged, until someone says “look at the emperor, no clothes.” The counterexample was trivial.’12


To be fair to the economists, they were spot on about the pattern of behaviour that players would demonstrate during the Ultimatum Game. They were just wrong about the species in which they would see it. Whatever the reality of the Baader–Meinhof prison deaths was, we can at least conceive of a spiteful suicide-based explanation. Yet such an explanation would be baffling to our closest genetic relatives, chimpanzees. Admittedly, chimps generally lack interest in 1970s West German politics and their grasp on the English language can most charitably be described as tenuous. However, a more fundamental barrier to their understanding of the potentially spiteful nature of the Baader–Meinhof suicides is that chimps do not act spitefully.


A chimp will harm another chimp that has hurt it,13 but it will not pay to harm a chimp who has divided up spoils unequally.14 Chimps will accept any non-zero offer. Our other close relative, the bonobo, does the same.15 In contrast, we humans are likely, both literally and metaphorically, to fling the banana back.16


Admittedly, economists’ predictions of how people would behave in the Ultimatum Game did approximate the behaviour of a specific group of Westerners. Members of this group are more likely than the average person to accept low offers in the Ultimatum Game.17 Yet these are strange people. They seem to struggle with the very concept of fairness itself. Researchers asked members of this tribe what a fair financial contribution to an economic game was. More than a third either refused to answer the question or gave a complex, uninterpretable answer. These people were also half as likely as regular people to say they were concerned with fairness when making their decisions. The researchers who studied this odd group of people concluded that ‘the meaning of “fairness” in this context was somewhat alien for this group.’18 This group are also less likely to contribute to charity. The strange ideas they are exposed to in their long, expensive initiations may explain this.19 I’m sure you’ve worked out who I’m talking about by now. Yes, economists.20


What can we take from all this, beyond 1970s economists being good with chimps but bad with people? Before we accept the results of the Ultimatum Game, we need to ponder whether the results are what they appear to be. They seem to show large numbers of people will act spitefully. But perhaps people only turn down low offers because the amount of money they forgo is trivial to them. Someone might turn down an offer of ten percent of a $10 pot. After all, what can you buy with a dollar? But would they turn down ten percent of a $100 pot? Ten bucks is dinner.


To answer this, the American economist Elizabeth Hoffman and her colleagues blew $5,000 running the Ultimatum Game. In each game, students would divide $100 of real money.21 There was a lot of pizza on the line. As usual, each student played the game only once. Imagine you are being made an offer. Would you accept $10? What about $30?


Hoffman and colleagues found some students would still act spitefully even if it involved turning down double-digit offers of free money. Of those offered $10 out of the $100, seventy-five percent turned it down. Even when students were offered $30, nearly half still turned it down. One student who made an offer of $30 scribbled on the offer paper that the other person shouldn’t be a martyr as it would be the easiest money they had ever made. This did not have the intended effect. The other player rejected it, and passed back their own note. ‘Greed is driving this country to hell’, it said, ‘become a part of it and pay.’22


You might argue that $30 is still not a lot of money. Lucky you. In which case, we can look at what happened when the Ultimatum Game was played with students in Indonesia.23 Here the pot to be split was equivalent to three times what the average student spent in a month. Think about how much you spend a month. Would you turn down free cash that amounted to even ten percent of that? Some Indonesian players did. Around one in ten turned down offers of ten to twenty percent of the pot, thereby giving up significant amounts of free money.


Before concluding that this tells us something important about people, let’s consider another objection. Perhaps spiteful behaviour in the Ultimatum Game is limited to people from what have been called ‘WEIRD’ (Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic) societies.24 A remarkable series of studies, led by the anthropologist Joseph Henrich, has found that people in different societies act very differently when playing the Ultimatum Game. This work began in 1995 when Henrich travelled to Peru to run the Ultimatum Game with the Machiguenga.25 These are indigenous people who live in the Amazon basin, not too far from Machu Picchu. It quickly became apparent to Henrich that the Machiguenga played the game very differently to anyone who had played it before.


There were hardly any rejections of low offers. Only one out of the ten Machiguenga people offered a split of twenty percent or less of the pot turned it down.26 ‘It just seemed ridiculous to the Machiguenga that you would reject an offer of free money’, recalled Henrich. ‘They just didn’t understand why anyone would sacrifice money to punish someone who had the good luck of getting to play the other role in the game.’27 They would have made fine economists.


Henrich went on to run the Ultimatum Game in fourteen other small societies, including in Kenya, Ecuador, Paraguay and Mongolia, publishing his results in 2001. He reported extreme variations in how people responded to low offers across these societies.28 When the Aché, a nomadic South American people, played it, no one rejected offers of $2 or below. Yet eighty percent of the Hadza people of Tanzania, who live in the Central Rift Valley, rejected offers of $2 or below. Although the extent of spitefulness may vary between cultures, for reasons we will come to later, it is not uniquely Western.


The results of the Ultimatum Game seem pretty irresistible; spiteful behaviour is common. Indeed, spite seems itching to get out of us. And when our inhibitions are lowered, spite practically pours out. One way to see this is to examine how drunk people play the game. This was at least one of the reasons why, in 2014, researchers in Pittsburgh could be found hanging around outside bars until 3 a.m.29 They learnt two things from this. The first was that the question ‘do you want to come to my mobile laboratory to play the Ultimatum Game?’ isn’t as creepy as it sounds. Two hundred and sixty-eight people agreed. Of these, seventy-seven were three sheets to the wind. They had a breath alcohol content of 0.08 or more, making them legally intoxicated. The second thing the researchers learnt was that drunk people rejected more low offers in the Ultimatum Game than sober people. Taking the brake off our brains releases the spite within.


Another group of researchers investigated a similar question. However, they opted for an approach that gave them less chance of being vomited on.30 This started from the observation that self-control is like a muscle.31 If we use it intensely for a while, it weakens. The researchers asked two groups of people to play the Ultimatum Game. First, though, they fatigued one of the groups’ muscles of self-control. The group that just rocked up and played the game rejected forty-four percent of unfair offers. However, the group with worn-down self-control rejected sixty-four percent of offers. Sapping self-control makes us more spiteful. Spite is automatic and effortless.


Admittedly, such findings come from an artificial laboratory game. What about spite in the real world? When we look around, do we see anything other than minor acts of personal spite? How far can spite go? Do we see spite in the business world, where maximising shareholder value is required? Does spite manifest on the political scene? When push comes to shove, are people really prepared to be spiteful, or does self-interest win out? Let us go in search of spite. We will start looking where evolution suggests conflict should be most evident: matters of sex and reproduction.32


*


In 2013, Alan Markovitz bought a beautiful lakeside house next door to his ex-wife. Markovitz’s backstory is best summarised as colourful. Author of Topless Prophet: The True Story of America’s Most Successful Gentleman’s Club Entrepreneur,33 he had survived two shootings, one by a stripper, another by a cop. Markovitz believed his ex-wife was living with a man she had been having an affair with during their marriage. As a result, he spent $7,000 on a twelve-foot-high bronze statue that he placed on his rear porch. He shelled out another $300 on a spotlight, to make sure it was visible at all times. The statue, which he placed facing his ex-wife’s house, was of a hand with a single raised finger. You can guess which one.34


Millennia ago, the Greek philosopher Aristotle defined spite (epêreasmos) as hindering the wishes of others, not so that one may obtain something for oneself, but so that the other may not obtain something.35 Had he not been a philosopher, Aristotle would have been an insightful divorce lawyer. His definition of spite accords with what we see in many acrimonious separations and divorces.36


Dying relationships frequently emit spite. Spouses may destroy their assets to keep them out of their partners’ hands, even though it makes them worse off too. Even the perception that a partner could be acting out of spite can be damaging. Some abused women are afraid to speak out for fear their partners will portray them as motivated by spite.37
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