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To see others suffer does one good, to make 
others suffer even more: this is a hard saying but 
an ancient, mighty human, all-too-human principle. 
. . . Without cruelty there is no festival.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, (1887/1913)

From politicians to preschoolers, humans tend to act 
aggressively. Yet it seems that people do not simply 
aggress haphazardly but that they might even enjoy it: 
Terrorists crow about their latest attacks, schoolyard 
bullies revel in their daily routines of torture, and pugi-
lists boast of the pleasure they will experience in their 
upcoming bout. Quotidian observations like these are 
hard to reconcile with conventional approaches to 
aggression that focus on aversive, negative affective 
states such as frustration and pain (Berkowitz, 1989). 
New findings, alongside classic ones, have begun to 
establish support for the possibility that positive affect 
may also play an important role in causing aggressive 
behavior.

What Is Positive Affect?

Affect, put simply, is feeling. More formally, affect is a 
valenced subjective experience, meaning that it can be 
pleasant or aversive or both simultaneously (Watson & 
Tellegen, 1985). Positive affect is a subjectively pleasant 

feeling, and negative affect is a subjectively unpleasant 
feeling. Another feature of an affective state, which is 
orthogonal to valence, is the extent to which it is asso-
ciated with arousal (Posner, Russell, & Peterson, 2005). 
Positive affect can thus exist in various states of arousal 
(e.g., high arousal: joy; low arousal: relaxation). Yet 
why would aggression be pleasant?

Why Would Aggression Feel Good?

Aggression’s basis in positive affect may have evolved 
into its current state from ancestral forms. Humans have 
a long evolutionary history as a predatory organism, 
and motivational brain circuitry that tied predation and, 
later, hunting with positive affect would be selected 
for in the larger population. This aggressive pleasure 
might then be exapted beyond hunting behaviors to 
aggression against conspecifics as such acts promoted 
not only survival but yielded reproductive benefits as 
well (Griskevicius et  al., 2009). Yet first it must be 
established if aggression is actually linked to positive 
affect.
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Abstract
Aggressive behavior hurts us all and is studied across psychology’s subdisciplines. Classical theories discuss the causes 
of aggression in the context of negative affect (e.g., frustration, pain). However, more recent research implicates 
positive affect as an important correlate and cause of aggression. Such aggressive pleasure likely evolved from ancient 
predatory tendencies that later yielded reproductive benefits, holds across reactive and proactive forms of aggression, 
and is used strategically as an item in many people’s emotion-regulation toolkit. Findings from psychological and 
neural sciences have converged to detail aggression’s hedonically pleasant qualities and the motivational and biological 
mechanisms through which they occur. This new approach generates novel hypotheses and might lead to effective 
interventions that mollify mankind’s aggressive tendencies.
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Early Theories

The proposal that aggression is associated with positive 
affect is hardly new. Freudian notions of catharsis have 
long asserted that negative affect builds until aggressive 
acts release it, resulting in pleasant relief (see Bushman, 
2002). Excitation Transfer Theory posited that states of 
excitement and arousal magnified aggression (Zillmann, 
Katcher, & Milavsky, 1972). Clinicians even formalized a 
(now-removed) diagnosis for individuals who derived 
pleasure from sexual aggression (Krueger, 2010). Evi-
dence has arisen since these early advancements to fur-
ther suggest that positive affect and aggression are 
yoked.

Aggression is not a monolithic construct and exists 
in reactive (i.e., in response to threat/provocation) and 
proactive (i.e., not in response to threat/provocation) 
forms (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Reactive aggres-
sion is the more common of the two and has the largest 
corpus of evidence that it is linked to positive affect.

Evidence for the Link Between 
Reactive Aggression and Positive 
Affect

Self-report evidence

Individuals’ self-reflections provide additional evidence 
for the association between aggression and positive 
affect. Reading aggressive narratives (e.g., the retalia-
tory killing of Osama Bin-Laden) leads to writing styles 
indicative of both negative and positive affect (Eadeh, 
Peak, & Lambert, 2017). Previous work arguing that 
aggressive retaliation is purely aversive (Carlsmith, 
Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008) failed to treat negative and 
positive affect reports as orthogonal, thus obscuring the 
mixed experience of aggression. Aggressive acts such 
as sticking pins in a voodoo doll are associated with 
higher scores on positive affect measures (Chester & 
DeWall, 2017a; Chester, DeWall, & Enjaian, 2017). Prin-
cipal components analyses of various affect measures 
collected while participants aggressed in the laboratory 
revealed that a pleasure factor (e.g., “I felt delighted/
pleasant/rewarded”) explained most of the variance in 
affect (Chester, 2017). Scores on this pleasure factor 
were associated with greater aggression, whereas scores 
on low-arousal, positive affect items (e.g., “I felt calm/
relaxed/at-peace”) were unassociated with aggression. 
Thus, aggression is linked to the subjective experience 
of positively valenced affect and moderate to high lev-
els of arousal, also referred to as positive arousal 
(Knutson, Taylor, Kaufman, Peterson, & Glover, 2005). 
Across all of these findings, the aggression was retalia-
tory in nature (i.e., in response to a perceived provoca-
tion). In line with the folk concept of “sweet revenge,” 

it appears that the hedonic experience of aggressive 
pleasure is magnified by prior provocations.

Trait evidence

Personality traits that have the experience of positive 
arousal at their core are linked to aggression. Indeed, 
sensation-seeking, positive urgency, and behavioral 
approach are all positively associated with aggressive-
ness (Chester, DeWall, Derefinko et  al., 2016; Miller, 
Zeichner, & Wilson, 2012). The tendency to find aggres-
sion pleasant may itself be a personality trait. Sadism, 
which exists at clinical and subclinical levels, is char-
acterized by the tendency to enjoy harming other peo-
ple and animals (Buckels, Jones, & Paulhus, 2013). Such 
sadistic tendencies are reliably linked to both greater 
aggression and greater reports of positive affect during 
the aggressive act (Chester et al., 2017).

Genetic evidence

Approximately half of the variance in aggression is due 
to genetic factors (Moffitt, 2005). Genotypes that regu-
late levels of reward-modulating neurotransmitters such 
as dopamine and serotonin are associated with aggres-
sive behavior (Chester, DeWall, Derefinko et al., 2016; 
Chester et al., 2015).

Nonhuman animal evidence

Mice exhibit a so-called conditioned preference for 
experimental settings in which they aggressed against 
a conspecific (Martínez, Guillén-Salazar, Salvador, & 
Simón, 1995). This suggests that aggression is intrinsi-
cally reinforcing. Further, mice exert effort in order to 
aggress against a submissive conspecific, as they would 
with conventional reinforcers (e.g., food; Legrand, 
2013). Chemically blunting activity in the mouse brain’s 
reward circuit subsequently reduced aggressive behav-
ior (Couppis & Kennedy, 2008). These murine models 
of aggression are limited for many reasons, one of the 
most critical being that mice are not predators and thus 
their aggressive behaviors do not share the same evo-
lutionary basis as humans. Despite these limitations, 
the innate reinforcement that aggression provides sug-
gests a strong underlying neural basis.

Neuroimaging evidence

Electrical brain recording studies showed that anger and 
aggressive responses to insult were associated with a 
neural signature of approach motivations, which are often 
indicative of positive affect (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 
2009). Functional MRI techniques have demonstrated that 
retaliatory aggression is associated with greater activation 
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in the brain’s reward circuitry (e.g., ventral striatum: 
Chester & DeWall, 2016, 2017b; Fig. 1). Aggressiveness 
is further associated with a regulatory disequilibrium 
between the striatum and the lateral prefrontal cortex, 
which is tipped in favor of this reward substrate (Chester 
& DeWall, 2016, 2017b). Such a neural reward bias can 
even be used to differentiate antisocial criminals from 
their noncriminal counterparts (Geurts et al., 2016). Thus, 
the brain’s reward circuit appears to strongly promote 
aggressive behavior.

Taken together, there is a considerable and growing 
body of empirical evidence that positive affect plays a 
magnifying role in reactive aggressive behavior.

Proactive and Appetitive Aggression

Proactive forms of aggression are less common and thus 
less well-researched. However, there is plentiful evi-
dence that individuals seek out aggressive activities 
(e.g., hunting, violent video games) for the sake of 
enjoyment and not due to some prior provocation 
(Bushman & Whitaker, 2010). Such acts have been 
labeled “appetitive aggression” and implicated in vio-
lence perpetrated by combatants in African and South 
American military conflicts (Hecker, Hermenau, Maedl, 
Elbert, & Schauer, 2012; Weierstall & Elbert, 2011). 
Revenge may not be the only form of aggression that 
is sweet, and this sweetness may be a useful tool for 
individuals who seek to maintain positive affect.

Harnessing Aggression’s Positive 
Affect to Regulate Emotions

People have complex motives behind their behavior, 
but the desire to feel good and not feel bad are among 

the most prominent (Tamir, 2016). Having established 
that aggression can be a font of positive affect, it may 
be that aggressive behavior is motivated by such 
attempts to combat pain with pleasure. Supporting this 
prediction, individuals who act aggressively tend to be 
those who expect that aggression will improve their 
affective state (Bushman, Baumeister, & Phillips, 2001; 
Bushman, Baumeister, & Stack, 1999; Chester & DeWall, 
2017a; Chester, Merwin, & DeWall, 2015). Aggressive 
acts do appear to repair individuals’ damaged mood, 
and this effect is largely driven by increases in positive 
affect (Chester & DeWall, 2017a). As such, aggression 
appears to be an effective means of emotion-regulation, 
albeit temporarily. Indeed, aggressive acts tend to back-
fire, resulting in greater negative affect in the longer 
term (Chester et al., 2017).

This ability of the expectation that aggression will 
improve one’s emotions to drive aggressive acts fits 
with the conceptualization of anticipatory affect as a 
potent force in human behavior (DeWall, Baumeister, 
Chester, & Bushman, 2016). Aggression is likely driven 
by a dynamic interaction between the negative affect 
that an individual currently feels and the positive affect 
that he or she expects to feel during the aggressive act.

Conclusions

Aggression can be an adaptive response to an environ-
ment rife with threats. Yet  all too frequently it is an 
impulsive shove in response to an insult, a later-regretted 
haymaker after one too many cocktails, or a sought-after 
brawl due to a long-simmering conflict. With the advent 
of modern society’s laws and prohibitions against vio-
lence, not to mention assault rifles, the persistence of 
aggression in the face of these extreme consequences 
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Fig. 1. Data from Chester and DeWall (2017b) depicting a positive association between greater aggression 
and ventral striatum (VS) activity, r(58) = 34, p = 007.



Positive Affect and Aggression 369

is a contemporary paradox. A possible reason for the 
persistence of aggression is its associated positive 
affect. Much future research is needed to support and 
extend the role of positive affect in aggression. Doing 
so is an important next step in understanding how feel-
ing good can lead to acting bad.
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