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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  INTRODUCTION: MAD AS A HATTER


  Sometimes it takes only one mad hatter to change the course of history. Undoubtedly societies are sometimes riven by invaders or lain low by droughts, famines, and plagues beyond their control. But occasionally there are times when the fate of societies teeters at the crossroads between victory and ruin, glory and shame. Into these breaches a crucial individual can step, guiding society down the road to grandeur or decay. Societies hope for an individual with a firm but steady hand to steer their people through the occasional rapids. Sometimes instead they get madness: individuals with severe cognitive or mental problems or limitations.


  Under more mundane circumstances, these souls might be pitied and cared for in therapy or institutions, but when thrust into these critical times they become the agents of disaster. What if, during 1860, the United States had elected not Abraham Lincoln, who himself suffered from major depressive disorder,1 but rather the ineffectual Franklin Pierce, who some scholars claim was debilitated by depression and anxiety after witnessing his eleven-year-old son being crushed to death by a train? If Jesus of Nazareth or Muhammad ibn Abdullah were born in modern society, would they be treated as religious visionaries or instead forced to take antipsychotic medications? The right or wrong person at a particular period in history can have considerable influence on the course of events. And their mental well-being, of course, can guide their path.


  In modern Western society, mental illness—any mental illness—is commonly (and unfortunately) viewed as a liability. In 1972 Senator Thomas Eagleton was replaced as a Democratic vice presidential nominee after his considerable mental health problems were publicly revealed.2 Granted, this may or may not have been a reasonable move. After all, a central premise of this book is that the mental status of a leader can have a major effect on the society he or she leads. Having the power of nuclear weapons at the fingertips of a suicidal or psychotic individual may not be entirely wise (just look at North Korea). Nonetheless, stigma and perceptions about mental illness tend to wax and wane and change over time. Consider, however, that one study of U.S. presidents published by psychiatrists in 2006 concluded that almost half of U.S. presidents have experienced mental health problems, with issues such as depression, anxiety, and substance abuse being most common.3 The authors further concluded that these problems were present during term in office for about a quarter of presidents, most often impairing their performance. That might explain some things.


  Then again, madness does not always impair a political leader. Alexander III of Macedon, better known to history as Alexander the Great, took a second-rate power on the fringes of the Hellenic world and built one of the mightiest empires of all time.4 Undoubtedly Alexander changed the course of Western civilization, and his influence may have been greater still had he not died unexpectedly at the age of thirty-two, perhaps the result of either poisoning or illness exacerbated by his chronic heavy drinking. Undeniably, Alexander was a man of considerable tactical talents. Yet it is worth considering the degree to which the peculiarities of his mental condition might have propelled him to become both the man of the hour as well as drawn him irreversibly toward his untimely death.


  Alexander is a remarkable case example of how extreme psychological traits can lead to both great accomplishments and a great fall. Despite great intelligence and charisma, Alexander is unlikely to have been the sort of individual one would be confident about inviting over for a calm family holiday celebration. With his overweening and perhaps delusional narcissism, impulsive rages, and compulsive consumption of alcohol, he appears to have been a difficult man to get along with or to understand under the best of circumstances. After all, Alexander murdered his general and friend Cleitus at one gathering, as I discuss in detail later. It’s only because of Alexander and his father Philip II that we hear much about Macedonia at all. Until the fourth century BCE, Macedonia was something of a backwater second-rate power in the Hellenic world. Its inhabitants spoke Greek and considered themselves part of the Greek world, although the main Greek city-states (Athens, Thebes, and such) were less enthused about the association.


  Things changed during the mid-fourth century BCE. Alexander’s father, Philip II of Macedonia, was the driving force of this change and the brains behind Alexander’s future military operation. Philip modernized the Macedonian army and diligently organized Macedonia’s political world. With Philip poised to unleash his professional army on Persia, Macedonia was on the cusp of world (or at least Western world) domination.


  Then Philip was assassinated during his daughter’s wedding. The reasons for this remain historically murky but it threw Macedonia into crisis. Without Philip, things quickly went pear-shaped. The Greek city-states, which naturally had been less than thrilled about being ruled by the upstart Macedonians, immediately rebelled. The Macedonian Empire, such as it was, required a firm hand to hold it together. Without Philip, that hand was lost.


  Thus, there was a moment of crisis. A moment wherein a society could either rise to greatness or spiral into ignominy. In this case, the Macedonians had Alexander, whom they promptly declared king and who immediately smashed all resistance to Macedonian rule in Greece (with the exception of the Spartans, who the Macedonians apparently figured weren’t worth the trouble).


  It’s interesting to consider the origins of Alexander’s personality, both brilliant and troubled. We generally think of the personality as arising from an interaction of genetic predispositions shaped by developmental environment, the familiar nature/nurture interactions. Sometimes we overestimate the impact of nurture (genetic influences are quite powerful, it turns out), and we might also allow that humans have some degree of choice or free will in their actions. But it’s worth taking a look at Alexander’s upbringing.


  Whether genetic or environmental, there’s little doubt Alexander was the product of ambitious parents. Philip’s designs on ruling the Aegean world are already clear. His mother, Olympias, was no slouch, either.


  Most of history has been firmly patriarchal, limiting women, with rare exceptions, to secondary roles in governance. But it would be wrong to assume that women were necessarily passive supplicants; many worked furiously, even ruthlessly, to maneuver male allies, sons in particular, to positions of power. Olympias was intelligent and ambitious and dedicated to seeing Alexander’s rise. She was also mysterious to the point that Plutarch claimed she sometimes slept with snakes, although this is likely an embellishment.5 She was certainly willing to kill on Alexander’s behalf, but I’ll get to that in a bit.


  Alexander lived in what we’d now call a broken home (it didn’t help that Olympias was only one of Philip’s wives.) Philip and Olympias were often in conflict. Alexander’s relationship with his father appears to have been complex. However, Alexander certainly earned his father’s confidence and played an important role in his father’s military campaigns. One advantage Alexander had in his subsequent career was that his father had already done much to lay the groundwork for considerable success. Perhaps for this reason, Alexander seems to have felt the shadow of his father on him. This may be one factor that drove Alexander through his unbelievable conquests, which continued beyond all rational reason. Freud might have explained Alexander’s entire rage through Persia as history’s most consequential Oedipal complex.


  Family conflict did come to a head toward the end of Philip’s life. Philip married yet again, a woman named Cleopatra (not the famous one from Egypt), which potentially jeopardized Alexander’s claim to the throne. Things got so heated that Olympias and Alexander actually went into exile following a quarrel during which Philip nearly murdered Alexander. Alexander and Philip soon reconciled, but rumors persisted that Olympias had a hand in Philip’s assassination (though these are probably untrue).


  Rocky familial relationships such as these were not uncommon among despotic monarchies. Males and sometimes females (the more famous Cleopatra of Egypt killed several siblings in her bid to remain pharaoh) competed bloodily for power. Individuals raised in such environments may have basked in luxury, but they also lived with constant fear and uncertainty that could be countered only by one’s own ruthlessness. It’s difficult to imagine such a thing now with our own twenty-first-century ideal of loving, extended families, but many early monarchical families must have been terrifying, vicious environments in which to be raised—hardly incubators for empathy or emotional stability.


  Histories of Alexander’s youth tend to focus on the positive: being tutored by Aristotle, enjoying the affection of Philip, or his physical and intellectual prowess. But it’s not difficult to imagine that his early life must have been shrouded in a kind of stress and potential threat we’d now recognize as traumatizing. The combination of genetic inheritance of ruthless personality traits from both mother and father, the strained and competitive relationship with his father, and threats to his own legitimacy and life combined to create an overwhelming and burning ambition that cast its gaze far beyond merely uniting Greece under Macedonian rule.


  So, with Greece secure, Alexander turned on the mighty Persian Empire to the East. At that time the Persian Empire was the regional superpower. The notion that the backward Macedonians would ride out of the north and conquer not only Athens but the entire Persian Empire and beyond was simply absurd. Historical analogies are often fraught with imperfections, but it would be something akin to imagining Canada suddenly going on the attack and conquering not only the United States but the entire western hemisphere.


  Yet that is exactly what Alexander and his Macedonians did.


[image: Mosaic, circa 100 BCE, Alexander at the Battle of Issus. Source: The Guardian.]


  Mosaic, circa 100 BCE, Alexander at the Battle of Issus. Source: The Guardian.


  The Persians were surprised by the ferocity of the Macedonian invasion. The Persian king, Darius III, initially seemed to think Alexander’s campaign a minor crisis, much to his error. Despite the Persians fielding massive armies funded by mountains of gold, Alexander cut through the Persians like a knife through butter. Again and again their king Darius III raised mighty armies, only to see them fall. Contemporary sources frame Darius in a bad light: a coward who flees from battle, but it’s possible this might be unfair, history being told by the victors and such. Darius ultimately left behind his family including his wife, mother, and daughters while fleeing the Battle of Issus.6 Alexander reportedly treated them cordially, eventually marrying one of the daughters (what a gentleman).


  The downfall of Darius III can be contrasted with the rise of Alexander. The Persians obviously were having their own crisis moment wherein the decisions of a ruler could turn a society’s fortunes. Instead of getting an Alexander, they got Darius III. Darius comes down through history as fairly even-handed and well-intentioned, as Middle Eastern despots go. In fact, that was half the problem: Darius seems to have been a rather average fellow. He wasn’t mad. He even had some moxie, at one point forcing an assassin to drink poison meant for him.7 During a time of stability and peace, he may have made for a perfectly effective bureaucrat. This was not that time, however. Darius ultimately was murdered by one of his own associates. Alexander—the precedent of folks murdering kings not lost on him—had Darius’s killer executed and assumed the throne of Persia. He had Darius buried in the royal tombs in honor.


  Alexander certainly was driven. Some have speculated that Alexander’s drive, coupled with his rages and drinking, might have indicated bipolar disorder, but I don’t find this likely. Individuals with bipolar disorder typically are impaired to such a degree that building an empire such as Alexander did would not be possible. Rather, I suspect Alexander had what we would now call narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) coupled with alcohol dependence. Individuals with NPD have a grandiose sense of their own self-importance. Such individuals are usually driven by fantasies of fabulous success or power and experience a sense of entitlement and need for admiration. They typically come across as arrogant and lacking empathy toward the concerns of others.


  The origins of this, again, are both genetic and environmental. Both of his parents were supremely ambitious and neither come down through history as the most modest of individuals. As noted earlier, Alexander’s upbringing was a mix of privilege and horror. It’s little wonder if he emerged less than entirely stable.


  Many of Alexander’s actions speak to his narcissism. Upon assuming the throne of Persia, he adopted some of the local customs including proskynesis, or demonstrative subservience through laying prostrate before the king, or engaging in ritual kissing. He ultimately didn’t insist on it for his Greek companions, who naturally scoffed at the practice. This prudence in backing off such worshipful gestures, at least among his Greek companions, was probably a bit of pragmatism rather than true empathy on Alexander’s part (and such pragmatism also argues against bipolar disorder). Along his travels, he founded numerous cities in his own name (approximately seventy), including the magnificent city of Alexandria in Egypt. At least one city he named after his horse.


  One of the incidents that most illuminates the darker side of Alexander’s image was the murder of his friend Cleitus (or Clitus) in what amounted to an intoxicated pique of rage over exchanged insults. Apparently Cleitus, amid a drunken argument, publicly suggested that Alexander’s victories were due to his father’s careful planning. Cleitus’s words were, to say the least, impolitic. Friends who were present during the altercation attempted to separate the quarreling men to no avail. Not one to take insults lightly, Alexander, after some scuffling, killed Cleitus with a spear.


  Alexander’s narcissism influenced not only his relations with peers and supplicants but also fueled his lust for war. Alexander’s primary motivation for war seems to have been naked glory. By and large, he made war simply for the sake of doing so—and because he was very good at it. Granted, he took the same risks his soldiers did, but he pushed them on past Persia and into India with relatively little regard for the best interests of his troops. Only upon facing near mutiny did he relent and return to Persia.


  To Macedonia’s great fortune, Alexander combined his narcissism with incredible tactical talent and leadership. He was the right guy at the right time to meet a crisis moment for the Macedonians. After his unexpected death at thirty-two, likely due to infection exacerbated by his alcoholism and multiple war injuries, the Macedonian Empire fractured into multiple pieces (the Egyptian bit would end with the famous Cleopatra, who was ethnically Greek, not Egyptian). With no Alexander, there was no Macedonian/Persian Empire. It had been held together by the force of his will alone.


  One interesting question to ponder is what Alexander might have achieved had he survived past thirty-two. Could he have held his own empire together? Alexander was an awesome vanquisher but could he have been a good ruler?


  Alexander doesn’t come across as a talented politician in the vein of Thomas Jefferson or Franklin Delano Roosevelt.8 However, he had the sense to appoint gifted bureaucrats, and the force of his personality was enormous. Had he been able to settle down and rest on his accomplishments, it’s possible he might have held his empire together, aside from some rebellions on the fringes. But nothing in his history suggests that Alexander was capable of peaceful rule. He was a man of war, impulsive and dedicated to action. Even his legend was that of a conqueror, and the awe that comes with victory can die fast without new achievements. A gambler, Alexander probably couldn’t have stopped rolling the dice. And, as Sophocles claimed, only the dice of Zeus always fall luckily.


  Much has been written about the circumstances that bring both societies and individuals to the point of great success or great failure, and despite numerous books that try to boil it down to one or two things, it’s more complex than that. Sometimes a stable government such as the early Roman Empire or the United States or United Kingdom can survive the government of a succession of madmen and -women. In essence, the un-sung work of the average bureaucrat keeps the society functioning so long as crisis is not imminent. At other times, the presence of a single person on the scene can make or break things. For a steady course, a society is best off with a George Washington, Mahatma Gandhi, or a Nelson Mandela, reasonably well-adjusted fellows who guided their societies through crisis moments with rational thought and compassion.


  On the other hand, society can roll the dice on someone who has perhaps a few more mental health peccadilloes. It’s gambling on a grand order. Sometimes you get Alexander the Great. Sometimes you get someone like Caligula, the Roman Emperor who launched an infamous reign of terror before being assassinated.


  History Isn’t All in the Past


  Looking back at a figure such as Alexander, we can see the power that a single personality can wield over the world around him. But the distant historical past was a wild time before the rule of law, before we believed in the intrinsic value of human life, when might made right. But human societies have evolved, developed codified laws, accepted that kings and queens are not above them, and developed bureaucratic checks and balances to prevent power from being centralized on any one mad personality. What can Alexander tell us about today? Have we entered a post-madness world?


  Some might argue that we live in a more reasonable time now, where the rule of law is sacrosanct and governments have moved toward pragmatic democracies fueled by reasoned debate and enshrined human rights. To be certain, the early part of the twentieth century is well known for its madmen and -women, particularly the Hitlers, Stalins, Mussolinis, and Maos who so brutally shaped our recent history. But wasn’t even the Cold War something of a more rational animal, wherein both sides managed to step back from the brink? And hasn’t the world since emerged into a kind of Pax Americana and a new hopeful future?


  Whether we can divide history so neatly into present and past is unclear. In fairness, evidence does suggest that things have gotten better. We tend to think that we’re always living in the worst historical period ever, with violence proliferating and society disintegrating. But a wealth of evidence suggests that, quite to the contrary, we are living during the most peaceful epoch in human history.9 Men are less likely to be murdered, women less likely to be raped, soldiers and civilians alike least likely to die in war than at any period prior. Contrary to the common myth that humans once existed in a utopian, egalitarian, primitive past, violence in premodern societies appears to have been ubiquitous.10 Is it possible that human societies are evolving toward a state of relatively peaceful, rational democracy?11 Alexander undoubtedly wouldn’t know what to make of the comparative powerlessness of the U.S. presidency and might wonder why the president didn’t simply unleash the army on his detractors or impale them with javelins (undoubtedly there have been some U.S. presidents who would have seen his point).


  Thus, by many metrics, whether violence, poverty, or education,12 the world has come a long way since the U.S. experiment with democracy in the eighteenth century, with democratic reforms having swept across much of the world. But these advances aren’t guaranteed, and recent reports suggest that human rights and democratic institutions may be eroding in much of the world.13 These reforms are founded on their own fragile psychology, particular the belief that we have entered a social contract with government, exchanging taxes and some freedoms for the belief that government will act benevolently on our behalf.


  Generally, the welfare of the average person around the world has improved over past decades. World hunger is dropping, poverty is dropping, access to health care is rising, as are living conditions and life expectancy.14 At the same time, much of the world seems to have increased in distress. For example, in the United States at the time of this writing, suicide rates have increased in almost all age categories.15 Contrary to the belief that adolescents are particularly prone to suicide, middle-aged adults appear to be experiencing some of the most significant rises in suicide. Why this is happening and its effects on society and history I’ll discuss in chapter 10. But the impact of madness on the course of history didn’t end with the twentieth century.


  Even if the twentieth century has brought an unprecedented rise in good fortune and human rights to much of the world, it is important to realize that, even in modern times, much of the world labors under madness. This madness can develop in two main forms. First, the psychological perception of a social contract can erode then shatter when citizens or minority groups no longer believe a government is acting on their behalf. The result can be violence, riots, terrorism, or even civil war. We’ll look at this form of madness in chapter 7.


  However, in some parts of the world, the perception of a social contract never developed. Law still depends on the whims of the despot, and our perceptions of human rights have not yet fully taken hold. In such parts of the world we still see military strongmen (and occasionally women) whom even Alexander might have found extreme. A nontrivial portion of the world’s population still struggles under egomaniacal dictators, paranoid religious faith leaders, or bloodthirsty military juntas. Consider the case of poor Uganda, which, from 1971 to 1978, was ruled by one of the most bizarre characters in modern history.


  Madness in Uganda


  Idi Amin rose through the British colonial army in Africa and then the military of Uganda once that country became independent of the United Kingdom. In 1971, Amin led a coup d’état against the president of Uganda, Milton Obote. The reasons for the coup aren’t entirely clear but have been suggested to be related to the possibility Obote was considering having Amin arrested, to the Ugandan military’s perceived loss of privilege under a socialist system run by party bureaucrats rather than the army.16


  Amin set himself up with dictatorial powers, which provided sweeping authority over the military. He instituted a program of torture and execution of political opponents, including supporters of Obote and minority ethnic groups. All told, his regime is believed to have killed between one hundred and three hundred thousand Ugandans.17 His use of violence and military suppression against his own citizens has led modern historians to regard Amin’s Uganda as a terrorist regime.18


[image: Amin, left, in 1966 with Israeli Prime Minister Levy Eshkol. Source: National Photo Collection of Israel.]


  Amin, left, in 1966 with Israeli Prime Minister Levy Eshkol. Source: National Photo Collection of Israel.


  As with Alexander, it can be illustrative to look at Amin’s early life. His background appears to have been modest, raised in a country colonized by the United Kingdom and divided ethnically and religiously. Like Alexander, he had a mercurial relationship with his father who, at one point, rejected him as potentially illegitimate. (Whether father-son—or mother-daughter—conflicts are a common thread among megalomaniacal despots is a topic I return to in chapter 3.) Uganda, like Hellenistic Macedonia, emerged from its colonial period without the traditions of rule of law and humanitarian social contracts. Violence was power and ever threatening. For a man with ambition and lacking empathy, this was an environment in which to make a mark.


  Amin adopted a grandiose style that crossed over to buffoonery. He loudly insulted world leaders and bestowed himself with titles, honors, and a doctorate degree. He expelled British Asians from Uganda in 1972, a move that damaged Uganda’s economy.19 He seems to have had a taste for exotic titles including “lord of all the beasts of the earth and fishes of the seas” and “conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in general and Uganda in particular.” He also appears to have offered to become king of Scotland and lead the Celtic peoples in rebellion against the United Kingdom. Some reputed that he cannibalized some of the victims of his regime, although this claim appears to be largely apocryphal.


  One of the most memorable moments of his reign was the July 1976 raid by the Israelis on the airport in the Ugandan city Entebbe.20 An Air France jet had been hijacked by terrorists seeking the release of Palestinian and other militants from jails in exchange for the release of the hostages on the plane. Amin sided with the hijackers, perhaps hoping to lord it over Israel and put himself in the role of heroic negotiator. The hijackers threatened to kill the Israeli citizens on board the plane unless their demands were met.


  The Israelis were having none of it and launched a daring raid, transporting commandos thousands of miles to Entebbe. Their commandos managed to kill the terrorists and free the majority of the hostages (several died during the raid), and they also killed Ugandan soldiers who tried to prevent their escape. A number of Ugandan jet planes also were destroyed to prevent interference with the Israeli escape.21


  The Entebbe raid was a humiliation for Amin. He retaliated against innocents. Unfortunately, this included one hostage, Dora Bloch, who had been taken to a hospital for some medical issues. She reportedly was dragged from her bed and shot by Ugandan soldiers, possibly along with some Ugandan medical professionals who attempted to intervene on her behalf. He also retaliated against Kenyans living in Uganda (Kenya had supported Israel) and Entebbe airport workers, one of whom was killed by having nails driven through his skull.22


  This episode highlights not only Amin’s cruelty but also the fragility of his ego, typical of narcissists. What made him position himself as negotiator between the hijackers and Israelis, apparently oblivious to Israel’s considerable reluctance to dialogue? Likely he saw himself as the “man of the hour” and the hijacking as an opportunity to boost his international esteem and to emerge a hero. Thinking himself smarter than either the hijackers or Israelis, he positioned himself to control the crisis. The Entebbe raid smashed that illusion and cast him as a fool. His megalomaniacal personality could not adjust to the failure and he could only lash out with senseless violence at the helpless innocents he could control. In his rage, Amin undoubtedly had to release his frustrations on someone, however unfair or cruel. Alexander killed Cleitus over a foolish argument. Amin killed dozens to salve his wounded self-perception. Fragile egos do not deal well with humiliating failure.


  Like Alexander, Amin was motivated not just to rule a great country, but to make that rule entirely about himself. Alexander was clearly the more talented of the two, but are there hints in Amin’s downfall about what might have come of Alexander had he survived early adulthood?


  Amin eventually overreached by attempting to invade neighboring Tanzania. The Tanzanian army proved stronger, initiating an invasion of Uganda that saw the overthrow of Amin, who died in exile in 2003. During a historical period rife with bizarre, cruel dictators, Amin nonetheless stands out. Living in a free, humane democracy, it is difficult to imagine what life for the average Ugandan must have been like in Amin’s shadow.


   History’s Rapid Turns


  During the last decade or two, much has been written about macro-level processes, or large, environmental forces that have influenced the rise and fall of cultures. Excellent books such as Why the West Rules—For Now by Ian Morris23 and Guns, Germs and Steel by Jared Diamond24 are two examples. In differing ways each author argues that the rise and fall of cultures have had much more to do with physical geography than with culture or biological differences between human populations or the actions of specific individuals.25 To be clear, neither Morris nor Diamond rule out the importance of individuals or even culture as they highlight the importance of location. Arguments in favor of the influence of physical geography on history are persuasive, and I believe Morris and Diamond are correct to point to these elements. But at certain crisis points, individuals may matter more than geography. For instance, particular geographical advantages may have led to the general dominance of “the West” in recent years, yet there’s nothing definitive to say that the revolution of 1776 need inevitably have led to the birth of the United States, that Britain definitively would have survived the summer and fall of 1940, that western Europe would have prevailed in the Cold War, or, for that matter, that China would be a potential beneficiary of the financial crisis of 2008. Although geography certainly plays a role in these events, so do the influence of culture and individual decision makers. England owes its victory in 1940 as much to Churchill and the fortitude of the British people as to the English Channel.


  A society is perhaps best off with a little caution in its crisis moments, playing it safe with a steady hand like George Washington. Imagine if the United States had gotten Alexander instead of Washington. Would Alexander have been content with thirteen measly colonies (not to mention a nonhereditary and temporary presidency rather than a kingship)? Those steady hands such as Washington, Gandhi, or Mandela are effective at righting the ship, uniting the people, reaching for a tangible and realistic goal, and easing a culture out of its crisis moment and into moderate stability.


  Or a culture can roll big. It might get a Lincoln, whose depression may have been oddly inspirational. Or even an Alexander, whose megalomania led the culture into historical greatness far beyond its obvious value. But, as in gambling, when cultures roll big, they more often seem to get snake eyes. In 1776 the United States could have passed up Washington and rolled big. Perhaps the country would have gotten Alexander and gone on to conquer Canada and Mexico in a few short years, likely renaming itself the United Kingdom of Alexander along the way. But more likely it would have gotten a Nixon or a Caligula, and the entire enterprise of rebellion could have gone down in flames and ignominy. One need only look at a sister rebellion in France in 1789, which brought France first Robespierre and the “Terror” and then Napoleon, dictatorship, and defeat. That’s rolling big. Madness can be touched with a hint of brilliance, but it is always fragile and the culture that embraces it takes a great risk.


  This book is about those crisis moments and the cultures that rolled big. Not surprisingly, most of the moments I discuss track the declines, defeats, and disgraces of the cultures in question. The characters I examine all left indelible marks on the societies they touched, sometimes good, more often bad.


   What Does It Mean for Us?


  Although historical anecdotes and psychological profiles can be fun, this book is not about that alone. As I write this, my own country and many others seem to stand at a precipice of crises small and large. Who do we want to lead us? A strong but mad authoritarian or the steady but bland bureaucrat? How does the madness of the masses influence our choices? Does, for instance, the U.S. primary system put too much influence into the hands of the most extreme—indeed, outright crazy—voters? Are there ways to restore sanity to our political processes or are we lost in a chaos of unbridled emotion and hatred for the foreseeable future?


  Perhaps our culture of humanism, the belief that each person has intrinsic value, will prevent the worst excesses of madness in contemporary times. It’s easy to lose this perspective in a partisan world in which those with different beliefs are not just wrong, but bad, evil, and impure. What would life look like if we gave up these values and counted on the firm hand of the strongman or -woman to protect us? We need only look to history.


  Much of our bloody history can be blamed on men. History has been patriarchal, with women typically forced into secondary roles. This sometimes leads to the perception that madness runs in the male line and that a matriarchal world would avoid the violence, madness, and “toxic masculinity”26 of the patriarchal one. Evidence generally belies such a claim and one need only to scratch the surface to find plentiful examples of madness among women and men both. Consider the case of the Blood Countess.


  The Blood Countess, Elizabeth Bathory (Erzsébet Báthory in her native Hungarian), was a Hungarian noblewoman during the late sixteenth century with an awful temper and an insatiable lust for sadistic sex. As the story goes, Elizabeth’s interest in sadism turned to murder in response to her own concerns about aging. One day, while upbraiding a young servant girl, she raked the poor thing with her fingernails and got blood on her own skin. Rubbing the blood away, she found the
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  skin underneath to be soft, supple, and younger looking. This led her to conclude that human blood is, in effect, a natural moisturizer. She was quite right, of course; granted, many other moisturizers are available for the young women of modern times.


  Bathory was able to torture, mutilate, and kill girls for years because she herself was a noblewoman and her victims were members of the peasant class.27 The lower classes in medieval and early Renaissance society often had less access to the rule of law, and the concept of humanism was not yet widespread. As such, authorities were slow to respond to multiple homicides Bathory perpetrated.


  Details of her crimes were supplied by witnesses as well as several accomplices who were questioned under torture, their testimony obviously tainted by those circumstances. Even if some of her crimes were embellished, it seems clear that she was one of history’s most prolific serial killers.28 She seems to have been creative in her torture, sticking pins into her victims’ lips, cutting them with scissors or other blades, forcing them to eat their own flesh, or cannibalizing them herself. She is said to have had some girls dragged through snow and splashed with water in frigid weather until they froze solid. Others she coated with honey and exposed to insects.29 In addition to a whole host of physical and often sexual horrors unleashed on her female employees, she also used their blood to keep herself youthful. Exactly how she did so remains a matter of some controversy, and claims that she bathed in blood are likely a later embellishment of her story.30 Some accounts suggest she might have constructed an apparatus to slowly bleed women placed within it. Images that portray her as bathing in a tub of blood are likely inaccurate, given the amount of blood required and inability to keep it from coagulating. However, she may have washed herself in the blood of her victims using a cloth or, perhaps, drank it. Although estimates are sketchy, she is thought to have killed six hundred young girls before finally being caught and imprisoned in her own manor.


  How did Elizabeth become a sadistic killer of legend? Alexander and Idi Amin displayed some similarities, exhibiting what we’d today call narcissistic personality disorder. That’s not to say that they were identical in psychological profile: Amin may have been crueler but less strategic than Alexander. Then again, the world around Amin’s Uganda may have been more prepared to push back against a tinpot dictator than Alexander’s Macedonia. Elizabeth appears somewhat different from the two men, however. Today she’d likely be diagnosed with a variant of antisocial personality disorder known as sadistic personality disorder.31 This condition is more or less what it sounds like: individuals who take intrinsic pleasure in causing harm to or suffering in others. In Elizabeth’s case, this involved sexual sadism.


  So what happened with Elizabeth to bring out this sexual sadism in her? Details about Elizabeth’s early life are murky to say the least. As with many noble families, inbreeding was common, and this may have exacerbated negative traits. Elizabeth’s parents came from two branches of the same Bathory family. Accounts suggest her relationship with her parents, and her mother in particular, was strained at best, and her family certainly married her off at an early age. Given the ubiquity of corporal punishment of both adults and children, Elizabeth would have witnessed harsh treatment of peasants on her family’s estate. Thus we see a similar pattern of biological risk coupled with a harsh environment that lacks opportunity for the development of empathy. I look at this pattern in more depth in chapter 3.


  The world for most people in the late 1500s was a cruel one. Most societies had not yet adopted the belief that human life necessarily had intrinsic value. Cruel punishments for even minor transgressions remained the norm. Coupled with a predisposition toward aggression, Elizabeth had few opportunities for developing empathy, particularly toward those of lesser status. To be sure, Elizabeth’s actions were extreme even for her time, but they can be understood in the context of a historical period that did not place high value on kindness and compassion.


  Elizabeth also shared with Alexander and Amin an estrangement from parents. Alexander, at the very least, had his mother Olympias and perhaps that bond staved off the worst excesses seen in Amin or Bathory. But there’s something to be said for the importance of the parental bond in blunting the worst excesses of those who might be predisposed to violence. Elizabeth provides a clear example of the horrors that can result when a biological predisposition toward violence is combined with a harsh and chaotic environment in which close attachment bonds are not fostered.


  Bathory was certainly mad (indeed, her exploits are credited as having influenced vampire mythology along with those of another mad Hungarian, Vlad Tepes), but her madness had little influence beyond the hundreds of unfortunate victims of her vanity and sexual sadism. So it tends to go for women who have been largely excluded from the corridors of power, with some notable exceptions, until modern times.


  In the chapters that follow I introduce a host of lunatics, sadists, poor unfortunates, visionaries, psychotics, and the demented. These people ruled governments, shaped cultures, guided religions, and held the destiny of countless others in their hands. With a subtle twist of fate, they might have joined the legions of the mad in asylums, madhouses, or even burned at the stake. Instead they were given power and influence. Sometimes the societies and cultures that embraced them benefited from rolling the dice. More often, they suffered. Some of them are in power today or have already begun a trajectory to bring them to power in our immediate future. As such, they may influence our own lives in profound ways.


  I hope you enjoy the stories of these people’s lives, and perhaps learn from them as well. As they say, if we don’t learn from history, we are doomed to repeat it. And that would be just plain mad.



  

  CHAPTER TWO


  MADNESS, MENTAL ILLNESS, AND INSANITY


  On April 7, 1978, the partially decomposed remains of a twelve-year-old girl, Kimberly Leach, were found discarded at a state park in Florida. Two months earlier, Kimberly had been abducted from her middle school, lured away by an adult man with enough charm to temporarily ease her natural inclinations to distrust strangers. Forensic evidence suggested she had been sexually assaulted and beaten. Evidence from her remains as well as eyewitness accounts would tie the death of Kimberly to notorious serial murderer Ted Bundy who, through the mid-1970s, killed dozens of young, pretty women.1


  Bundy is one of the most famous serial murderers because he combined sexual sadism with considerable intelligence and great charm. He also was a handsome man, making him a photogenic subject for the press. In everyday interactions with those around him, he came across as personable and trustworthy.2 He used these skills to set women at ease, sometimes posing as a security guard or an injured person in need of assistance.3


  Bundy raped and tortured his victims, often returning to locations where he dumped them to have sex with their bodies, dress them up, or apply makeup and relive his fantasies. The exact number of victims of his predatory urges isn’t clear, although he is suspected of killing more than thirty women in multiple states across the Northwest. His spree ended in a final panicky run for Florida, concluding with the death of Kimberly Leach.


  Few would disagree that Bundy was a madman. But what does that mean? Did he have some form of mental illness or personality disorder? Colloquially, people might conclude Bundy must be insane, but legally he was found to be well aware of what he had done.4 Was Bundy born this way, shaped through early experiences, or both? Obviously, if we’re to discuss madness, we need to be as clear as we can in delineating what madness means in relation to associated terms such as mental illness and insanity. And with that issue, an obvious madman such as Bundy can help us. First, though, let’s look at how madness has been viewed throughout history.


   Madness in Early History


  Three terms are often used interchangeably among the general public: madness, mental illness, and insanity. Obviously, there is both overlap and differences among them. It wasn’t always this way: through much of history, madness and mental illness were considered synonymous. Even during the early twentieth century, the chronically mentally ill were looked upon as “degenerates” and “scum,” the equivalent of criminals and scoundrels.5 These unfortunates were exposed to all manner of torture and sham treatments. In some cases, these unfortunates desperately resisted their fates, in others, the mentally ill were trustingly led into damaging therapies by their psychiatrists and neurologists.


  Throughout much of history, mental illness was treated with remarkable cruelty. To many early societies, mental illness was synonymous with demonic possession or communication with gods or spirits. Presumably those mentally ill who could still communicate effectively might be considered prophets or religious leaders. But those who became more confused and incomprehensible might be thought of as tortured by devils or evil spirits.


  One possible outcome for the mentally ill in early cultures was a process called trepanning or trephination. This involved primitive surgery to remove pieces of the skull, undoubtedly under the influence of limited or no anesthesia. Such procedures were used for head injuries, epilepsy, as well as for mental illness.6 The working theory at the time was that the procedure provided some incentive for evil spirits to leave the body.7 Amazingly, some people actually survived trephining, as evidenced by regrown bone around the cut-away skull. Whether this procedure worked in the modern sense to relieve mental illness is doubtful. However, it may have had similar effects as the more modern lobotomy, which tended to result in more compliant, less aggressive mentally ill individuals and may have been considered a relative success. Likewise, one presumes that individuals learned to be more circumspect about sharing their delusions with others after a hole was pounded through their skulls.
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  Equating mental illness with sorcery and evil spirts changed largely due to the efforts of the Greek physical Hippocrates, whose basic beliefs still influence the modern medical approach to mental illness.8 Put simply, Hippocrates viewed mental illness as largely equivalent to physical illness, generally involving an imbalance of four fluids: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile.9 This general view of mental illness as a result of a chemical imbalance should be familiar in concept to modern viewers. Hippocrates brought experimentation to medicine and mental illness and sought effective treatments. He also looked critically at overused harsh physical “cures” such as bleeding and purging.10 This humane approach to mental illness survived through to the mid-200s ACE, eventually brought low by first Roman, then Christian, superstitious leanings.


  Indeed, the massive interruption of the Hippocratic approach to medicine represents a considerable historical what if. What if Hippocratic medicine had been allowed to progress uninterrupted through to the present day?11 Would modern medicine be even more advanced than how we experience it currently?


  In the middle ages, physicians (such as they were, most surgery in those days was done by barbers)12 were aware that mental illness was generally caused by physical disease. Attribution of mental illness to demonic possession, contrary to popular movies, was uncommon, although it did sometimes happen.13 The publication Malleus Maleficarum,14 or “Hammer of Witches,” by two monks in 1487 likely did not help the matter, as it tended to identify symptoms of mental illness (not to mention being a woman) with evil and possession.15 Some of the mentally ill underwent torture and were burned at the stake, but one supposes the thinking of the day assumed a few eggs must be broken to make an omelet. Malleus Maleficarum, it should be noted, is still available for purchase through many online retailers today.16 Eventually, treatment moved into the age of confinement, wherein the mentally ill were warehoused in dank, disease-ridden asylums for which life expectancy was often rather short.17 Out of sight, out of mind.


   Mental Illness in Recent History


  Only in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did treatment of the mentally ill take a truly humane turn since the days of Hippocrates. Reformers such as Philippe Pinel, William Tuke, Benjamin Rush, and Dorothea Dix argued that the mentally ill should be treated as human beings, given humane treatments, and shielded from torturous interventions that did more harm than good.18 Such gentle treatments may have worked to some degree in restoring at least a fair proportion of the mentally ill to relative functioning. Not much money to be made in that, though, so early modern psychiatry gradually fell back to crowded hospitals and vicious, painful interventions that didn’t help.19


  Mental patients, many only newly ill or with conditions they may have recovered from with time, experienced permanent brain damage due to the psychiatric interventions of modern medicine during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The brains of some were starved through insulin-induced comas or burned via electroshock. Toward the end of this period, many physicians simply carved away at their patients’ brains with ice pick–like tools inserted into the eye socket, past the eyeball, then hammered into the brain. Egas Moniz, the pioneer of these surgical lobotomies of the frontal lobes of the brain, won a Nobel Prize in medicine for this brutal innovation in 1949.


  Such horrid procedures proliferated during the twentieth century. The medical profession often seemed unconcerned with whether interventions benefited patients but rather whether the treatments rendered patients more docile, childlike, and easier to manage.20 In a societal atmosphere of indifference or repugnance toward the mentally ill, few people seemed interested in speaking out for these unfortunates. Thousands of people were left incontinent, childlike, unable to make plans or form coherent memories, devoid of passion, stripped of intelligence—in a way, severed from their souls—all in order to make them less of an inconvenience for the rest of society. To say that the mentally ill have labored under enormous stigma doesn’t even begin to touch the surface of the issue.


  What is fascinating is the role of professional organizations such as the American Psychiatric Association and American Medical Association in promoting such barbaric practices. Such organizations often have been highly resistant to evidence suggesting that the mentally ill were being harmed.21 As one lesson from this, we must understand that such professional guilds are not objective purveyors of scientific facts but exist to represent and market their professions. My own organization, the American Psychological Association (APA), is little different. Recently, the APA released clinical guidelines for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) highlighting the value of the trendy cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) over other treatments.22 Ironically, at about the same time, several meta-analyses were published indicating that CBT actually offered few benefits over other treatments and may have had worse dropout rates in treating PTSD. Did this lead the APA to reconsider its clinical guidelines highlighting CBT?23 Nope. Given that an internal investigation of the APA once found the organization to be complicit in changing its ethical guidelines to allow psychologists to be involved in the harsh interrogations of detainees in government detention sites,24 a cynical perspective toward the APA and other professional guilds appears warranted.


   What Is Madness After All?


  Certainly, it is not the point of this book to increase the stigma many people feel toward the mentally ill. But what exactly is mental illness, and how does it relate to madness? Currently, in the United States, mental illness is defined by the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM). This book lists everything from simple phobias of dogs and airplanes, through caffeine addiction, all the way through chronic mental illnesses such as schizophrenia.


  At this point it is worth mentioning that mental illness is not a static concept the way that many medical illnesses are. Influenza is not defined differently whether one comes from the United States or Libya or China. By contrast, our concepts of mental illness are, at least in part, culturally defined. Diagnosis of mental illness has also been historically unreliable, with clinicians’ judgments prone to subjectivity, mistakes, and over-pathologizing. Perhaps the most famous illustration of this was the experiment by psychology professor David Rosenhan. Rosenhan and several students, all free of mental illness, each went to psychiatric hospitals claiming to hear some vague voices no one else could hear but without other symptoms. All were admitted and prescribed neuroleptic medications (which they did not take). They were retained in the hospitals despite no longer complaining about their symptoms nor acting oddly once admitted. Only the actual patients in the wards correctly identified them as imposters.25 This experiment highlights the prejudices of many psychiatric staff when interpreting behaviors as benign or pathological and accepting signs of improvement slowly. Although this study was published in 1973, arguably little has changed in the care of the mentally ill since this time.26


  It has become common in recent decades to equate mental illnesses directly with medical illnesses (as did Hippocrates twenty-five hundred years ago) in a well-meaning attempt to reduce the stigma of mental illness. These messages may be popular because they appear to absolve the sufferers of mental illnesses from blame for their condition, though even many medical illnesses such as lung cancer or type II diabetes are often the product of choices we make. Barring mutations, the same microorganisms that caused syphilis or smallpox or cholera four centuries ago are the same critters that cause them today. Similarly, a cardiac arrest or a glioblastoma today is the same as it was ten—or ten thousand—years ago. Although nothing is universal, most medical illnesses have a factual basis in reality that is not influenced by history or culture or opinion. Either you have a brain tumor or you don’t—and you still have a brain tumor whether you are in the United States, or in Japan, or on the moon (in which case, granted, a brain tumor may not be your most pressing worry).


  Regarding the social construction of mental illness, consider the issue of homosexuality, which remained a diagnosable mental illness in the DSM in one form or another until 1987. Although homosexual individuals do sometimes experience psychological distress, we now are aware that this has much more to do with societal prejudice and lack of acceptance (including being labeled mentally ill) than with simply being homosexual.27


  More recently the World Health Organization’s (WHO) decision to include “gaming disorder” in its International Classification of Diseases (ICD) targeting video game players has provoked controversy. Critics contend that the research literature does not support that games are uniquely addictive, and if behavioral overuse is a concern, why not have a catchall category for all the behaviors people sometimes overdo: food, sex, exercise, religion, work—there are even research papers on dance addiction!28 The WHO largely responded to an ongoing moral panic regarding video games by creating a dubious diagnosis that actual data don’t support. These concerns, for instance, led the media and technology divisions of the American Psychological Association and Psychological Society of Ireland to jointly author a public policy statement condemning the WHO diagnosis.29 Other scholars have noted that the WHO acknowledged that political pressure “primarily from Asian Countries” was one factor in the decision to create the gaming disorder diagnosis.30


  This isn’t to say mental illness is entirely a social construction, but rather that its boundaries are often defined as much by societal beliefs and prejudices (particularly among old people), money, politics, and ideology as it is by good science. And over time, there’s arguably a certain “mission creep” with the concept of mental illness in manuals such as the DSM, so that it’s become easier and easier to be defined as “mentally ill” in recent decades. For instance, experiencing intense depression for more than two weeks—even after the death of a cherished loved one—is technically diagnosable in the latest edition of the DSM.31


  So, to be clear, mental illness is a broad term and by no means are most mentally ill individuals “mad” in the way that term is used in this book. But efforts to reduce stigma can also miss the mark. For instance, I often hear advocates for the mentally ill claim that the mentally ill are no more likely—or even are less likely—than the average person to engage in violent behavior. Although such statements are obviously well meaning, they conflict with the wealth of psychological data that find mental illnesses such as schizophrenia, depression, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder increase the risk of violent behavior.32 In my own work with youth, I find that the strongest risk factors for violent and aggressive behavior have nothing to do with societal bogeymen like violent video games, but rather relate to a combination of depression and antisocial personality traits.33 To be fair, some scholars such as Robert Whitaker in his book Mad in America suggest that for psychosis, violence risk may be increased by the brain incapacitation brought on by neuroleptic medications rather than by the psychosis itself. Either way, suggesting there is no increased risk at all is mistaken, however well intentioned.


   Back to Mr. Bundy


  So did Ted Bundy have a mental illness? In the sense that Bundy might have had a psychosis that rendered him unable to understand the wrongness of his compulsive actions, which robbed him of responsibility and free will, the answer is clearly no. Bundy was a cruel sexual sadist who lacked empathy for his victims and enjoyed violent rapes and murders and even sex with their corpses.34 He was rational and his crimes premeditated. This can be seen even in the failed kidnapping of Carol DaRonch, the crime that effectively ended the most productive element of his crime spree. Dressed as a security guard, Bundy approached DaRonch in a shopping mall parking lot, claiming her car had been broken into and offering to take her to the police station for safety and to file a complaint. When she noticed he was not driving on the correct road to the station, a struggle ensued. Bundy attempted to handcuff DaRonch. Fortunately for DaRonch, Bundy accidently put both handcuff cuffs on the same wrist and she was able to flee the car. Later the same day, a high school student was kidnapped not far away. A handcuff key matching the cuffs on DaRonch’s wrist was found at that scene. The student, Debra Jean Kent, was never found.


  Bundy was purposeful and rational but lacked empathy or a sense of guilt for his actions. This condition, also accompanied by hedonistic or thrill-seeking behavior and difficulty learning from punishment, is typically diagnosed as antisocial personality disorder. The terms psychopathy and sociopathy are identical in terms of behavior, and henceforth I use the term “psychopathy” for ease.35


  To say Bundy was a psychopath is undoubtedly true but still somewhat unsatisfying. First, not all psychopaths engage in such horrible sprees of violence. In fact, many psychopaths do not commit substantial crimes at all but find fairly productive roles in society in which lack of conscience is actually an asset (politics, business, or the law, for instance. One might also cast a suspicious eye at psychology professors). Further, psychopathy as an explanation is something of a tautology or circular logic. So we might ask, “Why did Bundy commit so many horrible murders?” To which the answer is, of course, he was a psychopath. But one might then reasonably ask, “How do you know Bundy was a psychopath?” To which the answer would be: well, he committed all those horrible murders. Obviously, we need to look a bit deeper.


  One thing we know is that psychopathy and antisocial behavior have significant biological and genetic roots. This understanding often has been met with significant resistance. Perhaps the most notable is the 1986 Seville Statement on Violence, signed by twenty leading scholars of the time and endorsed by groups such as UNESCO and the American Psychological Association.36 This position eschewed the belief that genetics or evolution contributed to human propensities toward violence.37 This statement is now widely understood to be rubbish.38 Genetics appear to account for about 50 percent of the variance in aggression, violence, and antisocial behavior.39 To some extent, people like Bundy are indeed born bad.


  But that doesn’t leave out the potential for some environmental influences. Indeed, genes and environment interact with each other in complex and nuanced ways.40 For instance, harsh childhood environment appears to exacerbate the inclinations of some who are predisposed toward psychopathy. Therefore, many individuals can experience remarkable abuse yet live full and productive prosocial lives, whereas others appear to live out a cyclical pattern of family violence. Genetic predisposition and environmental stress combine to produce antisocial outcomes.


  Did Bundy experience the kind of harsh upbringing we might expect to interact negatively with a predisposition to violence? What we know about Bundy’s childhood is, unfortunately, based mainly on his own interviews following his arrest. He was less than reliable, often contradicting himself. Some of these accounts note that he was initially raised to believe his unwed mother was in fact his sister (exactly when he found out the truth is unclear). Some accounts suggest his maternal grandfather may have been abusive, and his upbringing appears to have been chaotic at the very least.41 However, none of this is terribly striking in the sense that literally hundreds of millions of people worldwide grow up with chaotic, potentially abusive families without becoming sadistic sex murderers. Even the bizarre bit about his mother pretending to be his sister is something he shares with musician Eric Clapton.42 So perhaps being raised to believe one’s mother is one’s sister leads either to becoming a serial murderer or to the blues.


  What about pornography? Prior to his execution, Bundy suggested that his fascination with pornography may have led to his interest in sexualized violence. Bundy had a habit of blaming anyone and anything for his actions other than himself, so why people might think he was speaking God’s truth when discussing porn is anyone’s guess. Nonetheless, his claims were catnip for anti-porn crusaders, quite common in the 1980s. The federal government, under the Meese Commission, had proclaimed pornography a leading cause of sexual violence, although scholars quickly pounced on methodological flaws and conflicts of interest among commission members in that analysis.43
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  Since then, evidence linking porn to rape or dating violence has been unconvincing. Colleague Rick Hartley and I conducted a review of research in 2009 and found the evidence to be underwhelming.44 Research since then hasn’t changed much. Some studies even find porn viewing to be associated with more positive attitudes toward women.45 And increased pornography viewing over the past few decades has been associated with considerable cross-national declines in rape and domestic violence rates, including in the United States. So we can reject Bundy’s claims of pornography leading to sexual violence.


  Bundy’s end came in Florida. Arrested and put on trial for the kidnapping of Carol DaRonch, he managed to escape twice. The first time, he acted as his own lawyer and was given unsupervised time in the courthouse library where he managed to jump out a window. Rearrested a few days later, Bundy escaped a second time by sawing his way into the prison ceiling crawl space, coming down into the chief jailer’s apartment, and walking out with his clothes.


  Bundy made his way to Tallahassee, Florida, where he assaulted five young women during a single night on the Florida State University campus. By this point, he had become more of a spree murderer than serial murderer, his identity known and behavior increasingly out of control. A month later, he killed his final victim, Kimberly Leach. He was arrested in a stolen car soon after.


  Convicted in Florida, Bundy was sentenced to die in the electric chair. Fascinatingly, he managed to marry and conceive a daughter while on death row (presumably, he bribed a prison guard to allow a conjugal visit).46 Bundy was executed in 1989.


   Madness and Insanity


  Mental illness, thus, involves a broad range of behaviors typically marked by maladjusted behaviors (i.e., persistence in behaviors despite their obvious negative cost) or distress (sadness, fear, or anger). Not all nor even the majority of mental illness is what I mean by madness. By madness, I refer specifically to behavior that persists despite its destructive nature either to oneself or to others. The notion of madness that I advance is similar to that of insanity, although in most Western cultures, insanity has taken on legal ramifications. To be insane in a legal sense involves a mental state that is so impaired that the individual can’t understand reality and thus is not responsible for his or her actions. Not everyone with a mental illness is insane in the legal sense; in fact, the vast majority are not. So Andrea Yates, a Texas mother who drowned her five children in 2001 because she believed Satan had influenced them, fits within this definition of insanity. Obviously, Alexander the Great would not. He might have been out of control and even delusional at times, but he was not divorced from reality in the same sense as Andrea Yates. But he persisted both in his heavy drinking and ceaseless wars despite the massive damage that resulted to himself, his close colleagues, and the countless innocents ground under the wheels of his war machine. That’s madness.


  So we can think of madness as being a very small subset of mental illness, with insanity being even smaller still. Everyone who is mad is experiencing a mental condition of some sort, whether a traditional mental illness or personality disorder. But not everyone with a mental condition is mad. Many mental illnesses involve relatively minor problems (though some, such as suicidal depression or schizophrenia, are quite serious, of course). A teen girl who still feels sad six months after breaking up with a boyfriend could potentially qualify for an adjustment disorder, a mild mental illness, but no one (aside perhaps from a few crotchety old-timers) would claim she is mad.


  There is one other group of disorders that bears mentioning as I introduce terms being used in this book. These are the personality disorders, which are lifelong patterns of deviant or maladaptive behavior that result from the individual’s core personality rather than an illness per se. I mentioned already that Alexander the Great likely experienced narcissistic personality disorder. Narcissism essentially was who he was, not an illness that afflicted him. In this sense, personality disorders are different from traditional mental illnesses such as depression or schizophrenia. They may be just as disruptive but result from different processes. A mental illness might be cured or at least put into remission with the proper treatment. Personality disorders generally cannot be, as they reflect the individual’s core identity. One disorder, borderline personality disorder, which is marked by severe instability, rapid mood swings, manipulative and aggressive behavior, and irrationality and impulsivity, gets the most attention of late. Yet there are several other personality disorders that similarly may be of great concern. Indeed, personality disorders are common among the individuals I discuss in this book.


   When Societies Go Mad


  That individuals have considerable opportunity to change the course of history is a central theme of this book. But, of course, the behavior of individuals does not occur in a vacuum but is inevitably a part of a societal structure that, intentionally or not, gives them the opportunity to exert power.


  Societies are not independent entities that exist with wills or desires self-governing the individuals that make up those societies. Rather, they reflect a kind of summed view of the powerful within those cultures and collective agreements on motivations, interpretations, culture, and belief. As those centers of power change, beliefs and motivations of societies can change, sometimes toward the rational, sometimes away from it.


  At times, a society can shift toward madness by, in essence, giving greater power and authority to members of that society who are, themselves, mad. For decades, considerable argument has persisted in social science regarding the degree to which individuals are merely malleable cogs in society’s wheel or actively shape the societies in which they live. Obviously, we shape our societies and are, in turn, shaped by them, but how interchangeable are we as individuals? Or, to bring it home with an example from one of the twentieth century’s most notoriously mad societies, to what degree did individual Germans become complicit and accepting of the mad Nazi regime of the 1930s and 1940s?


  During the mid-twentieth century, social science research seemed to suggest that most individuals are indeed little more than cogs in the machine. Of these, the most notable were the Milgram study and the Stanford Prison Experiment.


  In the Milgram study, psychologist Stanley Milgram induced adult participants to deliver potentially dangerous electric shocks to another person as part of what was ostensibly a learning task. As the “learner” made mistakes, the participant would deliver increasing levels of shock as punishment. Higher levels of shock were labeled with warnings about the potential for severe shock, and the “learner” (actually someone who was in on the experiment—no one, in fact, was actually shocked) continually asked to be released, began complaining of his heart, and eventually went completely silent as if unconscious or dying. Although some participants refused to deliver the higher electric shocks, many went all the way through the highest shocks, particularly when assured that any consequences would be borne by the researcher, the authority. This experiment appeared to suggest that a great many ordinary citizens would willfully follow an authority figure (in this case the researcher) to the point of potentially causing great harm to another person.47


  In the Stanford Prison Experiment, psychologist Phil Zimbardo randomly assigned students to be prisoners or guards in an experimental setting. Despite both groups knowing that they were randomly assigned, the guard participants began acting authoritarian and even brutally toward their fellow prisoner students. The experiment was called off after only one week. Once again, this study suggested that ordinary folks could become monsters under the right circumstances. Zimbardo went on to write a not-too-subtly titled book The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil.48


  Apparently mad societies can indeed turn ordinary folks evil. Not so fast—both of these studies have come under more recent scrutiny for, at very least, exaggerating their findings and perhaps for not being valid at all. Of the two, the Stanford Prison Experiment is most damaged. A follow-up study from 2006 conducted with the British Broadcasting Corporation was unable to replicate Zimbardo’s findings and suggested that, to the degree tyranny develops, a sense of powerlessness often underlies it rather than authoritarian compliance. The leadership of individuals was also an important part of the development of tyranny.49 More damning are accusations that the Stanford Prison Experiment isn’t valid at all and that Zimbardo cajoled the prison guards into doing what he wanted them to do. They behaved the way they did not because it reflected the reality of authoritarianism in the real world, but rather to please the researcher in an artificial setting. In other words, everybody was acting, and Zimbardo molded (consciously or unconsciously) the experiment to be more a reflection of what he wanted to see than anything that happens in the real world.50 On balance, I believe the evidence against the validity of the Stanford Prison Experiment is significant enough that it should not be used as a primary source to inform our discussions of human nature.


  The Milgram study also has faced criticism, although it is not as damaged (yet!) as the Stanford Prison Experiment. For one thing, new evidence suggests participants in the Milgram study did not believe they were causing harm to anyone. Presumably being brought to a psychological laboratory then asked to engage in behavior that looks like it could cause someone a heart attack might make most participants suspicious that a game was afoot. That seems to have been the case based on interviews with participants in that study.51 A 2012 exposé by psychologist Gina Perry suggested that Milgram may have fudged his numbers a bit to make them appear more dramatic and more applicable to events like the Nazi Holocaust.52


  At any rate, it is now less clear that specific individuals shift in and out of tyrannical roles depending on the societies they find themselves in. It is, perhaps, more likely that most people tend to keep their heads down, protecting themselves and their own families. This may make them reluctant to defend complete strangers in the face of frightening authority (although there are cases of exactly that worldwide in authoritarian regimes), which may make the general populace of a brutal society appear complicit. This is not to give human nature a complete pass: we might like to hope that people would be more heroic in resisting despots, but the idea that the average person is a budding Nazi given the right conditions is probably wrong.


  What can happen, though, is that circumstances can allow openings for the mad to assume power, thereby promoting the influence of other mad individuals. As I discuss in chapter 10, this can happen even in republics or democracies. Madness can accumulate via numerous small but poor political decisions culminating in a regime of madness, which happened with the transferal of power from the Weimar Republic to the Nazi regime in early twentieth-century Germany. The failure of the rational allows power to slip to the mad. At that point, the situation is less that most people join in the madness, but rather that society’s mad find themselves newly empowered at all levels.


  This can explain the rise of individuals such as Irma Grese, who was nicknamed the “Beautiful Beast” or “Hyena of Auschwitz.” Grese had an austere upbringing and may have been bullied as a child. Her home life was a difficult one, involving conflict with her father and the suicide of her mother when Grese was thirteen. Grese appeared to be on the trajectory toward an unsatisfying and unaccomplished life until being “rescued” by the Nazi movement and achieving infamy as a female concentration camp guard during World War II.53


  Most of what we know about Grese comes from her trial records after the war. She was stationed variously at the Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, and Ravensbrück camps. Witnesses describe her gleefully beating camp inmates and kicking them until bloody with her heavy boots. She shot some victims, sent dogs after others, and selected women to go to the gas chamber. By her own admission, she carried a whip to use on prisoners. Though not part of Grese’s trial, later accounts by witnesses accused Grese of sexualizing some of the tortures against inmates, including tying together the legs of an inmate in labor and masturbating while watching surgery performed on the prisoners. Some accounts also suggest Grese made lampshades out of the skin of some victims. However, like the sexual accusations, these accounts are not as clearly sourced as Grese’s more general violence and brutality presented at trial.54 Grese was executed for her crimes in December 1945.


  Nazi Germany did not make Grese a monster. As with most of our examples of madness, Grese was a product of both an unfortunate genetic inheritance coupled with a harsh early environment. Had the Weimar Republic persevered, Grese might have been relegated to petty crimes or eventually the prison system. Instead, Nazi Germany gave her a position of authority in which her viciousness could take full bloom. Grese thrived in a mad society because she, too, was mad. She was not merely a student in some professor’s prison experiment.


   Diagnosing across History


  The challenge in assessing the impact of madness on history is an obvious one: it’s difficult for clinicians to make a reliable diagnosis for a person for whom they’ve conducted a thorough analysis of in the present, let alone across millennia of time. The task is made more difficult when original sources are writing years or decades after a subject is deceased or with personal agendas rather than an accurate historical record in mind. Further, behaviors that may appear odd to us may be normative in other cultures. With that in mind, diagnosing historical “others” through our own lens can be a fraught and delicate process. For instance, declaring oneself descended from the gods might seem an obvious symptom of narcissism, but this may be common for the royalty of some cultures. Can we decide that such normative behavior is diagnostically useless for those people, or is it the case that the narcissists simply managed to seize power of some cultures?


  That said, records both recent and ancient often do contain powerful hints and clues. With a bit of caution and humility I believe we can make some educated conclusions about how things transpired for history’s madmen and -women. Let’s try with one of history’s most notorious madmen, Rome’s third emperor, Caligula.


  For those who have heard of him, most get a picture of a clear madman, one who had incestuous relationships with his sisters and named his horse a high-ranking court official. One might assume Caligula was psychotic, experiencing hallucinations and delusions—or at least seriously disconnected from reality. But the real story of Caligula is more complicated than that.


  To be sure, his classical biographers such as contemporaries Philo and Seneca, as well as later Romans writing several generations after his death, Suetonius and Dio, all tell wild tales of his behavior and paint him in a most unfavorable light. But historians of that day could be something akin to court gossips,55 so some of their claims must be considered carefully, even if that does not change the larger picture of Caligula as an unhinged emperor.
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  Born Gaius Caesar (he was nicknamed Caligula, or “little boots,” because he dressed in military uniform while accompanying his father, a general, on campaign), Caligula was raised in the cruel and murderous world of the early Roman Empire. His father, the popular general Germanicus, died while Caligula was young, and it was rumored he may have been poisoned. Caligula and his family came under the control of the second emperor Tiberius, a mediocre leader known for paranoia and bitterness who had been a better general than emperor. Caligula’s mother, the acid-tongued Agrippina, and two older brothers would die while in Tiberius’s custody, as he viewed them enemies of the state. Caligula proved exceptionally resilient, however, and ultimately was taken into the care of the elderly Tiberius.56 Upon his death, Tiberius named Caligula and Tiberius’s own grandson Gemellus as co-heirs.


  Aided by Macro, the prefect of the Praetorian Guard,57 Caligula nudged the somewhat simple-minded and harmless Gemellus out of the way and assumed the seat of the empire. Initially things went well and citizens at all levels of the empire were content with Caligula’s rule, particularly coming after the tense reign of Tiberius.


  This is not to say that all was necessarily well with Caligula, of course. Despite being an heir to the empire, Caligula was raised in an environment of heightened threat coupled with extreme opulence. His father died young, possibly poisoned, and his mother and older brothers all confined by Tiberius where they would all die. His own life hung in the balance, and if he learned remarkable survival skills for enduring the reign of Tiberius, it’s not hard to see that those early years would have left significant scars. Further, there’s little evidence to suggest Caligula received much tutelage in running an empire and less in restraining his own extravagant impulses. Nonetheless, Caligula, guided by Macro, seemed to get off to a relatively good start.


  So what changed? The ancient sources provide some tantalizing clues. During the first year of his reign, Caligula contracted a serious illness from which many did not expect him to survive. The Jewish ambassador and scholar Philo says of this illness, “in the eighth month a severe disease attacked Gaius who had changed the manner of his living which was a little while before, while Tiberius was alive, very simple and on that account more wholesome than one of great sumptuousness and luxury; for he began to indulge in abundance of strong wine and eating of rich dishes, and in the abundant license of insatiable desires and great insolence, and in the unseasonable use of hot baths, and emetics, and then again in winebibbing and drunkenness, and returning gluttony, and in lust after boys and women, and in everything else which tends to destroy both soul and body, and all the bonds which unite and strengthen the two; for the rewards of temperance are health and strength, and the wages of intemperance are weakness and disease which bring a man near to death.”58 Philo isn’t only discussing a moral issue, a change in behavior, but a protracted illness that threatened Caligula’s life. It was bad enough that, according to Suetonius, some men vowed to fight in gladiatorial combats or commit suicide if only Caligula would recover (these fellows would come to regret their hastily made vows).


  To be clear, some modern biographers see Caligula’s behavior as entirely rational,59 and undoubtedly the ancient sources were at least somewhat slanderous. But I’m not so sure this illness can be waved away as unimportant given that Caligula’s behavior seems to have changed so radically following it.60 Naturally, we can’t be sure of the specific nature of the illness, but one that caused inflammation of the brain (encephalitis) or the meninges covering the brain (meningitis) also could have caused enough permanent damage to influence Caligula’s behavior. Damage to the frontal lobes of the brain in particular can cause difficulties with impulse control, anger, violence, and despondency.61 With the caveat that it is impossible to definitively diagnose an illness twenty-one hundred years in the past, the most likely explanation for Caligula’s sudden turn is that an illness in the brain caused a permanent deficit in his ability to restrain his violent and paranoid instincts. Note one need not assume Caligula was an angel prior to his illness, merely that his illness and injuries removed from him all constraint.


  The hapless Gemellus was among the first to die, with some sources suggesting he was so innocent as to need to be aided in committing suicide.62 Caligula’s mentor Macro, along with Macro’s wife (with whom Caligula had once had an affair), were forced to commit suicide, possibly because Macro had made plans for succession during Caligula’s illness. Being practical does not always win favor with the mad. Beginning to see conspiracies everywhere, Caligula began a period of arrests, tortures, and executions among Rome’s elite class. Interestingly, Caligula kept his uncle Claudius alive because he found him to be an entertaining, stuttering fool. Claudius, it turned out, would become a reasonably successful emperor following Caligula’s death.


  The ancient sources agree that Caligula’s violence turned not only paranoid but capricious. The historian Dio credits Caligula with throwing spectators at the gladiatorial games to die at the claws and fangs of wild animals when the supply of condemned criminals ran out.63 Naturally, those poor fools who had offered to sacrifice their own lives should Caligula survive his illness were called upon to make good their promises. Dio claims Caligula bemoaned of the Roman people. “Would that you had but a single neck,” and Suetonius has him repeat the famous line, “Let them hate, so long as they fear.” Some of the murders he committed may have been designed to seize the assets of the wealthy victims. In addition to being a tyrant, Caligula spent profligately, burning through Rome’s finances and unable to control his own excesses.


  Thus, perhaps already scarred by a childhood marked by loss and constant threat, a brain illness pushed Caligula further into impulsivity, paranoia, and cruelty. But there is little evidence to suggest Caligula was psychotic or had an illness such a schizophrenia. In some cases, Caligula’s behavior appears to have been intended to humiliate his foes and were not actions he himself took seriously. Two incidents stand out.


  Suetonius and Dio both claim that Caligula lavished attention on his favorite horse, Incitatus, having him as a guest for dinner and proclaiming that he would make Incitatus a consul.64 Sometimes this is interpreted as evidence of mental illness, as if Caligula seriously believed a horse might make a reasonable consul or simply was so mentally ill as to make almost random decisions. More likely, Caligula was having a great laugh, as if to say his horse would make a better consul than most of the senators and other elite of Rome.65 In other words, Caligula was poking his finger at the powerful in Rome to humiliate them. Granted, this in and of itself may not have been the wisest of decisions, but it’s a bit different from having faith that one’s steed might make a good politician.66


  The other incident is Caligula’s celebrated “war with the ocean.” Caligula drew up several legions to secure the German frontier and invade Britain (still in the hands of Celtic tribes at the time). The details aren’t clear but somehow it was botched and the invasion was aborted. In a pique of anger, Caligula appears to have humiliated his legions by ordering them to gather seashells as war booty for having defeated the ocean itself. Again, this is sometimes interpreted as a sign of lunacy on Caligula’s part, helped along in particular by the historian Dio, who portrays Caligula as something of a cackling nutcase while doing so. Dio was probably embellishing. The account by Suetonius portrays Caligula as frustrated without much to show in way of military victory and inclined to take some measure of vengeance on his troops. Again, perhaps not the wisest course of action, particularly for an empire largely dependent on the support of the army, but not exactly psychosis, either.


  Caligula does seem to have tried to make a case for his own divinity. This was hardly unheard of in ancient times, but he might have been pushing things for the Romans, who weren’t used to viewing their emperors as living gods, preferring to deify them after death. His behavior almost certainly threatened a rebellion in Judea when he sought to reconsecrate the Temple in Jerusalem for himself.67


  Eventually, Caligula’s antics caused consternation for too many people, including members of his own Praetorian Guard. The motives for his assassination are undoubtedly many. Certainly, his viciousness and the fear he instilled in the people of Rome played a central role. But the Romans may have feared he would move the capitol of the empire to Alexandria, which would have deprived Rome of its influence. Caligula taunted his chief murderer, Cassius Chaerea, with sexually humiliating derisions. In 41 ACE, Chaerea and his co-conspirators murdered Caligula along with Caligula’s wife and infant daughter. An attempt to restore the Roman Republic was quashed and Caligula’s stuttering uncle Claudius was elevated to imperial authority. Chaerea was executed for his role in the assassination of the emperor (the authorities, as usual, having little patience for such things).


  The origins of Caligula’s tyranny and downfall are many and complex. It would be too facile simply to say that all would have been right for Rome had Caligula only not caught that one fever. Undoubtedly genetics coupled with a chaotic and threatening, if privileged, early life shaped Caligula’s motivations. The social circumstances of Rome’s early empire made the accumulation of such power possible. But the injuries to his brain likely suffered during that crucial illness may have eliminated what restraint he otherwise might have possessed. The paths to madness are themselves, complex, confused, and maddening.



  

  CHAPTER THREE


  DEVIANCE OF THE PERSONALITY


  The story of the mad emperor Caligula highlights the discrepancy between sensationalized madness and the realities of history. People delight in stories of Caligula that suggest he had sex with his sisters or truly believed himself to be fighting the god Neptune or actually thought his horse might make a reasonable consul. These salacious stories embellish a more sinister truth: although Caligula was deviant and cruel and may have struggled to restrain his impulses, he was not thoroughly cut off from reality. We tend to be attracted most to stories of lunacy, perhaps because it’s unconsciously comforting to think of madness as a condition separate from humanity rather than a variant of normal human horribleness.


  To be sure, there are some individuals whose deluded and psychotic illnesses made them incompetent to rule, and I discuss a few of those folks in this book. In some cases, rulers with psychological or intellectual impairments were propped up by supporters or lackeys or became the source of chaotic dynastic struggles to the chagrin of their realms. In these cases, the issue was not cruelty and destruction but impaired fitness to rule, which created power vacuums that inevitably led to infighting, national weakness, and chaos. Systematic and institutional cruelty takes a certain degree of basic competence and coherence to organize. Most of the madness I discuss in this book results less from traditional mental illnesses such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, but rather from deviations of the personality itself.


  From chapter 2, recall that mental diagnoses are codified by the American Psychiatric Association (not without some significant controversy) in its DSM. The DSM classifies a certain set of disorders, personality disorders, apart from the others.1 Personality disorders, as the name suggests, reflect essential deviance of core personality traits that influence a person’s perception of the world, his or her interaction with others, and his or her behavior. Although there are seldom clear margins when it comes to mental health, the general difference can be conceived as the distinction between an illness that changes one’s normal behavior and a deviant pathology of the core identity itself. So, for instance, an individual suffering the illnesses of depression or schizophrenia experiences a change from their normal behavior due to the illness.2 By contrast, a disorder of the personality represents a pathology in the individual’s core identity. In effect—and with no intent to be pejorative—the individual’s entire psyche is deviant, not merely pathological due to a disease process.


  Personality disorders are often extreme variants of normal human personality traits that overwhelm the rest of the personality and are rigidly applied to the disadvantage of the individual or others in their social environment. Not all personality disorders are prone to the sort of destructiveness we call “madness.” Many are distressful to the individual, such as excessive shyness (avoidant personality disorder), desire to please others and unwillingness to make decisions (dependent personality disorder), or adherence to interests or beliefs that most people find unusual (schizotypal personality disorder). Some, by contrast, may be irritating to others but are unlikely to cause wholesale destructiveness, such as those who exhibit flirtatious self-centeredness (histrionic personality disorder), focus on order and control (obsessive-compulsive personality disorder),3 or desire to be left alone (schizoid personality disorder). In most cases, treatment for such disorders tends to focus on helping individuals adjust maximally to their motivations and obligations rather than “curing” the disorder.4


  This leaves a few personality disorders that are most relevant to our concept of madness. To be clear, not all individuals—nor even most—with these disorders would necessarily fit this book’s conceptualization of madness. Indeed, most find reasonable avenues to fit into society. Rather, these personality disorders are best considered “risk factors” for the types of destructiveness we would consider mad.


  Among these are antisocial personality disorder, or “psychopathy,” which we mentioned in chapter 2. Marked by a lack of conscience coupled with thrill seeking and difficulty learning from punishment, its connection to destructive madness is straightforward. Again, this does not mean that every psychopath is “mad.” Indeed, many find perfectly suitable professions in business, law, and politics.5 But this condition is a nontrivial risk factor for madness. Psychopathy is seen more often in males than females but a relatively similar condition, borderline personality disorder, is seen more often in women.


  Borderline personality disorder is more representative of pure chaos than is antisocial personality disorder, and symptoms include impulsiveness, extreme mood swings,6 anger control problems, and issues such as self-mutilation and impulsive violence. Borderline personality disorder is marked by increased risk for domestic violence,7 which, as a disorder more common among women, may explain why, unlike most violent crimes, women are about on par with men as perpetrators of domestic violence.8 As with most personality disorders, borderline personality disorder both runs genetically through families and can be exacerbated by early childhood environments, particularly those marked by harshness and chaos.9 Placed in a position of authority, someone with borderline personality disorder might appear to be normal enough day-to-day but would make decisions based on impulse, anger, capriciousness, and emotion—not a recipe for success.


  Two other disorders bear mentioning. One is narcissistic personality disorder, which is marked by a grandiose sense of one’s own self-importance.10 Not surprisingly, narcissism is widespread among those who seek power and fame, including those in politics. The other is paranoid personality disorder, which, as the name subtly alludes, is marked by extreme suspiciousness of the motives of others. Individuals in this latter group may be particularly prone to drifting into extreme radical groups or those that promote racism or other forms of hate. Paranoids, not surprisingly, tend to blame others for their lives’ misfortunes.


  If the thought of a leader with one personality disorder weren’t nerve-wracking enough, personality disorders can combine dangerously. For instance, some scholars have pointed to a “dark triad” of psychopathy, narcissism, and what they call Machiavellian personality traits. The latter involves cynical strategic decision making with little regard for ethics or morality. This dark triad is particular predictive of negative behaviors toward others.11 Mixtures of psychopathy with paranoid personality traits can, likewise, produce vicious and cruel tyranny in world leaders.


   The Curious Case of Herr Hitler


  It is, of course, inevitable that a book on political madness would consider the singular case of Adolph Hitler, who led Germany to war in World War II. There are already copious books written about Hitler. Indeed, one cannot throw a rock in a library without hitting a biography of Hitler or a history of World War II. Hitler combined an enthusiastic devotion to destruction and violence as a prime instrument of nationalist survival with a bizarre paranoia about Jewish conspiracies. The capricious hand of fate also put him in charge of one of the mid-twentieth century’s most powerful military nations. Even if we ignore military casualties, Hitler was directly responsible for the deaths of more than six million Jewish civilians as well as millions of other Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Gypsies, and other “subhuman” (Untermensch) groups. Few in history can match this bloody tally, other than perhaps his contemporary and rival Joseph Stalin, who receives attention in chapter 6, or China’s Chairman Mao. How does a person develop such that they set out to purposely create suffering in the world on an industrialized scale?


  Presumably, most readers have at least a basic knowledge of who Hitler was: led Germany into World War II, funny mustache, responsible for the deaths of millions, leader of the National Socialist German Workers’ (Nazi) Party. How a strange man of relatively ordinary origins managed to turn an extreme, violent, and bizarre group like the Nazis into the governing class for a major world power is a fascinating story. But first, let’s look toward Hitler’s personality and what we can say about it.


  Hitler had a kind of mad genius. This is evidenced in the systematic, sadistic murder of millions, his strategic manipulations in achieving power over the German state and subsequent diplomacy (if the brute threats used by Hitler can be called such) with England and France leading to the 1938 Munich Agreement, which handed considerable parts of Czechoslovakia to Germany without a fight. Given these achievements, both amazing and horrifying, Hitler appears to fit the dark triad scheme of personality. He believed himself to be uniquely bestowed with the ability to restore German power,12 showed little remorse for the devastation he unleashed, and displayed remarkable cunning. Other elements of his personality add to the complex mixture; for instance, his paranoia about the Jews. It is not clear where and when this developed, and little evidence has emerged regarding negative experiences Hitler may have had with Jewish individuals that might explain such passionate hatred.13 Of course, anti-Semitism was common throughout history, and “internal traitors” emerged as one way of rationalizing German’s defeat in World War I.


  Throughout his adult life, Hitler also displayed difficulty connecting with others and tended to remain a loner. He was capable of some intimate relationships, such as evidenced by his longtime mistress, Eva Braun, whom he married before his suicide at the end of World War II in April 1945.14 Even this relationship was fraught, however, with Braun twice attempting suicide during their early relationship. Hitler’s half-niece Geli Raubal did commit suicide in 1931. Hitler had been domineering and possessive of her and may have been in love with her. Kept as a virtual prisoner in Hitler’s apartment, she committed suicide with his gun. Even during his service in World War I, which was otherwise considered meritorious, Hitler remained aloof from the other soldiers, which may have prevented his promotion up the ranks. This difficulty with social connections has no clear place in the taxonomy of the DSM. His mechanical facility with charisma and persuasion contraindicate most disorders of social impairment such as the autism spectrum or schizoid personality disorder. Nonetheless, this oddity regarding social involvement seems an important clue to Hitler’s psyche.


  So too was Hitler’s fascination with death and destruction, which he saw as instrumental to human evolution and national power. Before World War I, Hitler lived a bohemian and directionless lifestyle, eking out a living as a painter, a practice he continued into his army days. The war gave Hitler purpose, and he took to it in ways most young men did not, his fervor for the war continuing past the point when most other soldiers became disillusioned. Thus, Germany’s unexpected defeat in World War I shook him particularly hard.


  Hints of mental illness are speculative. There is little evidence that Hitler had symptoms of a major mental illness such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder and efforts to explain his behavior as largely delusional can be dismissed. Others have speculated that Hitler may have suffered from neurosyphilis, a sexually transmitted infection that can target the nervous system, but evidence for this is thin. Hitler undoubtedly had periods of depression and anxiety, but these are hardly unusual for a person in his position. Hitler did suffer from a number of medical symptoms, particularly stomach distress and tremors, which could indicate some chronic illness, but the origin of his symptoms, whether medical or stress related, remains unknown. Hitler was prescribed considerable amounts of amphetamines, which may have increased the erratic nature of his decisions during World War II, although they do not explain his behavior and motivations.15
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  Thus, the best explanations of his behavior relate to a disorder of the personality, symptoms of which can be seen in his early life before his rise to power.16 Though producing some limitations for Hitler, particularly related to social interactions, his personality traits also provided him with the drive, obsessiveness, and demagoguery that would allow him to master a unique moment in Germany history.


  In Hitler’s case we can see how a single individual can alter the course of history. Of course, Hitler’s rise was dependent upon the desperate circumstances of Germany following World War I. For a decade, Hitler’s Nazis were regarded as little more than a violent and despicable fringe group. But Germany’s experiment with democracy following World War I, the Weimar Republic, failed to meet the needs of Germany’s citizens. Burdened with heavy debts and reparations following defeat in World War I, humiliated by its unexpected loss of the war, and buffered by social confusion in transitioning from empire to republic, the Weimar Republic never managed to control Germany’s well-being for more than a few years. Communists as well as right-wing nationalists gradually saw their fortunes rise as the common people hankered for a stronger hand to rule the country. In 1929, the Great Depression set in and people began to turn to the Nazis in greater numbers.


  Hitler didn’t create authoritarianism in post–World War I Germany. In fact, Germany’s leaders, including President von Hindenburg, were already moving in the direction of autocracy, albeit without Hitler’s anti-Semitic hostility. Here, Germany’s leaders grossly miscalculated, underestimating Hitler and thinking he could be controlled even when named to the post of chancellor. In this, of course, they were tragically wrong. But the transformation of Germany from a republic to Nazi dictatorship involved an unlucky concordance of economic depression, lack of social cohesion, gross misjudgments by political leaders, and the unique set of skills of Hitler himself.


  If a personality disorder explains Hitler’s unique set of attributes, understanding the origin of this personality disorder may prove frustrating. Personality disorders are well known to result from genetic inheritance.17 Hitler’s father was a hard man, which could suggest similar traits in Hitler. But as for environmental factors, relatively little information is known. Hitler did not get along with his father and may have been abused by him, though he remained very close to his mother. Her death from cancer in 1907 was a devastating blow to Hitler. Ultimately, however, we arguably have more insights into the development of the mind of Caligula than we do Hitler.


  It is tempting, in noting Hitler’s conflicted relationship with his father, to see a pattern of fatherly absence in the cases of madness we have covered thus far. Perhaps, combined with the genetic risks toward personality deviance, conflicted relationships with father figures provide an environmental trigger for propelling minor deviances into terroristic and sadistic outcomes. Yet it should be noted that literally hundreds of millions of people experience the absence of or conflict with father figures yet lead normal, healthy lives. Further, development of such a theory can lead us to selectively interpret evidence in support of it. For instance, Caligula’s father was the admirable Germanicus, who, despite dying relatively early in Caligula’s life and often being away at war, appears to have treated his son well. We might speculate that, after Germanicus’s death, the more ominous figure of Emperor Tiberius fulfills the role of errant father figure in our theory, but we must resist the temptation to give a theory of effects such flexibility. Thus, likely the best we can say is that Hitler’s state of mind certainly originated from an unfortunate combination of genetic risk and environmental triggers, but the exact mechanism remains unknown.


  Hitler’s subsequent rise to power, manipulation of the Western powers, and involvement with World War II is the stuff of history. Regarding the prewar years, Hitler successfully reoccupied the Rhineland (forbidden by the Versailles Treaty, which ended World War I), incorporated Austria into the German homeland, and annexed areas of Czechoslovakia with large German-speaking populations with the acquiescence of England and France. By 1938, Hitler had greatly expanded the German state, secured alliances with Italy and Japan, and asserted considerable influence over other countries in Eastern Europe such as Bulgaria and Hungary,18 all without resorting to war. It is less the case that Hitler pulled off a flawless string of diplomatic maneuvers than that the mistakes of his opponents in England and France (and the Soviet Union) were greater than his own.19


  Probably few moments in history are the source of more counterfactuals, or alternative possible histories, than World War II. Germany, in many respects, seemed close to winning early in the war.20 What might have happened if, after 1938, Hitler had exercised patience, forgoing war with the West and martialing Germany and Eastern European resources for an inevitable confrontation with the Soviet Union? Had he the inclination (which he clearly did not), Hitler might have forgiven Poland for being created from former German territories and nudged and bullied that country into the Anti-Comintern Pact. War with the Soviet Union was probably inevitable (Stalin almost certainly would have invaded, even had Hitler not invaded the Soviet Union in 1941).21 An alliance of Eastern countries, potentially enlisting Ukrainians enraged by their treatment in the Soviet Union,22 could have prevailed. With the Soviet Union out of the war, he might then have turned on France and England if he so desired.23 The quality of German arms arguably increased as the war progressed, even as production became harder to manage under allied bombing. Germany’s armies might have been far better equipped than its enemies if start of war could have been delayed to 1941, 1942, or even 1944.24 Germany’s early war successes owed more to innovative tactics than to first-rate equipment. Had Germany combined those innovative tactics with innovative war machinery, the results are frightening to consider.


  The problem with counterfactuals, though, is that they by nature must assume circumstances that simply aren’t true. Hitler was always intent on war and, by 1938, pushed desperately toward it, whatever the readiness of the German military. War itself revealed his weaknesses—his impetuousness, difficulty of character, obsessive control and focus on details—and these weaknesses contributed to his overall demise and that of the country he’d seduced and bullied into following him. These negative attributes became more pronounced as the stresses of war accumulated, undoubtedly exacerbated by his amphetamine use. An alternative ending to World War II is impossible because the very characteristics that made World War II possible in 1939 also led to its inevitable end in 1945. In April 1945, with Russian troops surrounding Berlin, a distraught Hitler, in weakened physical and mental health, shot himself. His new wife, Eva Braun, likewise killed herself.


   The Roots of Evil


  By defining the madness of Hitler as a facet of a personality disorder, the “dark triad” mixed with paranoia and a dash of social isolation, we arguably are medicalizing the concept of evil itself. Although this does help us to understand it, it runs the risk of converting evil itself into a banal circumstance of mental instability. This nonetheless brings us to two related, disturbing conclusions: First, that this evil is inextricably linked to our own genetic code, at least in some small way. And second, particularly if we regard Hitler’s youth and abusive father as a fairly unimpressive etiological circumstance (given the commonality of child abuse, which, in most cases, does not result in incapacitating cruelty in the victim), that such evil can spring forth from the human genome both spontaneously and unpredictably.


  Hitler didn’t create the evil of the Holocaust himself, and like other mass slaughters, Hitler found himself at a confluence of social and political events. Germany found itself humiliated by its surrender in World War I, under economic and social strain, and devoid of strong leadership. A history of dehumanization and racism created the precedent for Nazism’s virulent anti-Semitism and other racist views.25 These circumstances provided an opening for a man like Hitler. Had the proverbial time traveler, as many a slightly intoxicated college student enjoys speculating on, traveled back to 1889 and killed baby Hitler, would World War II and the Holocaust still have happened?26 I’d argue probably not, or at least not in the form in which it did. I don’t mean to imply all would have been roses and ponies for Europe. A different sort of World War II might well have happened but likely in a different form. Hitler was not the only ingredient in that toxic mix, but he was a unique and required one.


  Returning to the issue of evil, however, the question arises: if we accept that, to some degree at least, horribleness is a wired-in, perhaps even an evolutionarily adaptive element of the human genome, to what degree is a man like Hitler responsible for his actions? Are we all reducible to the biochemical actions of our brains? And if we were able to know and understand all those interactions and the environmental circumstances in which they would occur, could we fully predict our actions in the future? Or do we retain some element of control, agency of free will, and thus responsibility for our behaviors?


  This question has puzzled philosophers for, quite literally, thousands of years. Most folks agree that, of course, biology and our environment play some role in determining our actions, but debate whether free will is compatible with this.27 The criminal justice systems of the United States, United Kingdom, and many other countries are founded on the basic idea that we maintain some responsibility for our actions, aside from some limited circumstances of mental incapacitation. But is there evidence to support the concept of free will? Is human evil a real thing or merely the uncontrolled product of deviant brain dysfunction?


  Providing research to support the concept of free will using scientific methods that are, by design, deterministic is fraught to say the least. Nonetheless there is interesting evidence that, for the most part, has mainly stoked further debate. Let’s look at a few studies from both psychology and neuroscience and then see how they apply to the case of one of North America’s most notorious female serial killers.


  Until recently, considerable psychological research appeared to indicate that most human behaviors happened automatically. That is to say, our behaviors were being shaped unconsciously by events and stimuli around us, even when we thought we were making conscious choices. In a classic experiment, psychologists exposed some research participants to words that stereotypically evoke elderliness (gray, wrinkled, retired, knit), whereas others were exposed to neutral words. When the participants left the experiment, a research assistant timed how long it took them to walk down the hall. Those who read the “elderly” words were timed taking longer to walk down the hall, as if simply being exposed to concepts related to elderly people made them behave in a more elderly fashion (i.e., walking slowly).28 Called social priming, hundreds of other studies seemed to confirm this basic result in various contexts. If humans are such easily manipulatable machines, this suggested some interesting possibilities. (Want your kids to eat more carrots? Leave some pictures of bunnies lying around.) Social priming also opened up the possibility for governments to use subtle cues to control human behavior, which could be either a really good or a really bad thing, depending on one’s point of view.


  Only it actually doesn’t work. A follow-up study used infrared lasers rather than human research assistants to time the walkers as they left the lab. When timed this way, no differences were found. In fact, it was the research assistants who unwittingly hit the stopwatch earlier, causing false positive results.29 Indeed, we’ve entered a period in psychological science called the replication crisis in which perhaps half to two-thirds of research results that we thought were absolutely true are now proving false under more rigorous testing conditions.30 This collapse of previously held beliefs in psychological science has predictably triggered all manner of infighting, with some scholars claiming these replication failures are due to “methodological terrorists.”31 So much for psychology as the realm of disinterested scholars.


  So it appears that humans are not merely dumb machines easily manipulated without their knowledge by every little stimulus in their environment. But this isn’t necessarily evidence for free will. Finding evidence for free will using scientific principles that are inherently deterministic is an understandably difficult process. Nonetheless, belief in free will requires some form of empirical proof, else it be considered an unfalsifiable idea. The psychologist Joseph Rychlak is most famous for tackling this issue. Over a long career, Rychlak demonstrated that learning does not occur mechanically, but rather in line with individuals’ goals, aspirations, and affective assessments, suggesting that the will is required for efficient learning.32


  Likewise, evidence from neuroscience has been complex. Investigations attempt to assess which comes first: neurophysiological evidence for the intention to move, for instance, or the neurophysiological response involved in movement itself. So, if movement always precedes intent, free will is an illusion and our perception of intention merely a byproduct of automatic movements. The opposite indicates that intention does indeed cause later movements. Boiling down a lot of neuroscience to just a few observations, it turns out that variants happen. This makes sense. If someone tosses a ball at your head, you automatically duck without wasting precious milliseconds deciding “Hmm . . . I wonder if getting out of the way of the hard, round object is to my advantage?” Nonetheless, you may still have a sense of wanting to dodge the ball, even if the behavior was automatic. But it turns out that we also can form the intention to move, with movement coming later.33 Not exactly slam dunks for free will but tantalizing clues at least. Scientific theories of free will posit that such actions are evolutionarily determined, giving creatures both greater power for problem solving and less predictability, which increases survivability. Free will can be thought of as a continuum, waxing and waning depending upon the circumstances.34


  Thus, we can say that reasonably scientific foundations, both empirical and theoretical, indicate that free will is plausible. I might add the observation of Renouvier’s wager, which suggests that it is best to believe in free will.35 Here’s why. If free will exists and you believe in it, you are correct! If free will does not exist, you’re wrong, but it’s not your fault since you were determined to believe in free will. If you don’t believe in free will and are correct about that, so what? You were always determined not to believe in free will. However, if you don’t believe in free will and are wrong, well that’s entirely on you, as that was your choice. So, best to believe in free will since you get credit for being right and no blame for being wrong!


  Our beliefs in the free will of others are circumstance dependent. We acknowledge, for instance, that individuals with severe mental incapacitation may lose some degree of their free will such that they should not be held accountable for their crimes. But we often apply this in lopsided ways, such that our stereotypes and prejudices about certain groups may cause us to evaluate their free will differently. For instance, we have stereotypes about women as inherently moral, nurturing, cooperative, and caring. As such, when women engage in evil behaviors, we may consider this de facto proof that they are mentally incapacitated, for no woman would willingly choose to engage in violently evil behavior (a patronizing perspective that, ironically, removes free will from women’s decisions, reducing them to biological determinism). Indeed, laws in the United Kingdom presume that women who kill their infants may suffer from “lactational insanity,” often reducing penalties for maternal infanticide.36


  The Diabolical Christmas Present


  In 1993 police in Toronto were presented with a most unexpected development. Through her lawyer, a young woman by the name of Karla Homolka sought a plea deal wherein she would provide evidence that her estranged husband had murdered three girls. In exchange for her testimony and pleading guilty to manslaughter, Homolka sought immunity from further charges. Her husband, Paul Bernardo, was suspected not only of battering Karla herself, but in a series of vicious rapes in which a sample of his DNA was found. Homolka now could connect him to several sadistic murders as well.


  What followed was a textbook case illustrating the difficulty our society has had in applying a template for evil to women.37 To be sure, folktales are filled with evil stepmothers and wicked witches, and actual witch burnings targeted women through the seventeenth century. But in the modern era, women are likely to receive shorter sentences than men for committing the same crimes.38 This reversal of the harshness with which women were treated in earlier times arguably reflects residual benevolent sexism from the Victorian era, wherein women were thought both of greater virtue (prostitutes presumably being the exception) and in need of male protection. Are women capable of evil in the same sense that men are? Or, if women commit destructive acts, does this inherently provide evidence for severe mental illness as the only explanation for why some women may diverge from our stereotypes of women as nurturing and caring?


  With the ink dry on her plea bargain, Homolka told investigators a fascinating and disturbing tale. Under coercion and fearing abuse from her husband, Homolka assisted him in the murder of three young girls. The first was her own sister, Tammy, age fifteen. Homolka had allowed Bernardo to intoxicate and sexually assault Tammy once before (unconscious at the time, Tammy apparently did not remember it), and she offered Tammy as a “Christmas present” to her husband. Only this time, things went horribly wrong. Tammy had a bad reaction to the animal sedatives Homolka had slipped her and choked on her own vomit while being assaulted. Homolka and Bernardo managed to disguise the incident as an accidental overdose on alcohol, believed by both investigators and Homolka’s family at the time.


  According to Homolka, this gave Bernardo a further edge over her, and she was coerced into assisting him rape and murder two other teen girls. The first was fourteen-year-old Leslie Mahaffy, who was kidnapped near her home, tortured, raped, and murdered. Her body was dismembered—possibly the day Homolka and Bernardo entertained her parents in their home—encased in cement, and dumped. Despite their efforts, her body was later found.


  The next victim was fifteen-year-old Kristen French. As with Mahaffy, French was tortured, raped, and murdered. Her body was shorn of hair and dumped nude but intact in a ditch.


  Key to Homolka’s version of events was her role as victim. Assaulted and coerced by Bernardo, Homolka participated in Bernardo’s crimes out of fear. This did not excuse her involvement but did mitigate it in the eyes of the Canadian authorities. They felt comfortable exchanging her testimony for slightly more than a decade of incarceration for her role in three murders. After all, it was widely believed at the time that women were incapable of sadistic predatory sexual abuse. Women were not mad in the way that men often are. Indeed, such beliefs are not entirely out of order. The vast majority of sexual crimes is committed by men, as are 85 percent or so of violent crimes more generally (mostly by men against other men). But our brains tend to deal in generalities rather than subtleties. Most very quickly becomes all in our minds, and exceptions become difficult to accept.


  Unbeknownst to investigators when making the plea deal with Homolka, the couple had filmed their torture sessions with their victims. Far from documenting Homolka’s role as coerced victim, the tapes suggested Homolka was a willing and engaged partner in the tortures and rapes of the three young girls. They failed to document any evidence of victimization, but rather reportedly showed an assertive, excited women, often egging her husband on during their assaults on the three victims. The murders themselves were not included on the tapes, so which partner actually killed the girls remains unknown (both Homolka and Bernardo blame the other). Canadian authorities maintained that Homolka’s vivaciousness and assertiveness on the videos themselves were the scripted performance of an unwilling and frightened accomplice. Psychological evaluators were themselves left puzzled in trying to explain her behavior. They based their evaluations largely on her testimony, without knowing the contents of the videos.39 Those conducted before her husband’s trial largely explained her behavior as due to trauma from spousal abuse.40 However, psychological evaluations conducted after the videos were revealed were less supportive of Homolka, suggesting a kind of “moral vacuity” in her.41 In other words, before the videos were known, she was a victim, afterward, a creature of evil, a mad destructive force. A later evaluation conducted in 2000 also revealed her to be quite intelligent, in the “very superior” range (what we more colloquially would call a “genius”).42


  Ultimately, it may be possible to make an argument both for and against the role of battering in Homolka’s motive; that is to say, whether she was a victim of her husband’s abuse or a willing participant in multiple murders. Certainly, a significant assault ended their relationship and there’s little reason to believe he would have been incapable of prior assaults. However, evidence for such is based largely on her own accounts. The recovered videos cast doubt on the story of Homolka as passive victim, and her superior intellect suggests considerable resources. Though Bernardo had certainly raped other women without Homolka’s involvement, he only killed women when partnered with Homolka. Ultimately, I agree with other scholars43 that Homolka benefited from gender stereotypes and our culture’s reluctance to see mad, violent evil in women. In fairness to Homolka, since her release from prison in 2005, she has largely stayed out of trouble and the public eye. She has remarried and has children.44 Nonetheless, her case and other high-profile cases of violent women have provoked some reassessment of the role of women in destructive violence.


   Madness against Women


  Homolka’s case is fascinating because witnessing a woman participating in such horrible violence against other women conflicts with our modern stereotypes of women as the more virtuous and nurturing gender. Her case causes us to reevaluate how we must consider behaviors of destructive madness in women as well as men. It also puts a chink in the common belief that more women in world governance would reduce societal violence more generally. Though women personally participate in far less physical violence than men, many male world leaders who led their countries to war were not physically violent themselves (Hitler included).


  Then again, women have generally been excluded from national leadership throughout history, minus some notable exceptions. One analysis suggests that women monarchs, at least, were more likely to lead their countries to war.45 There may be many reasons for this other than assuming women are more aggressive upon assuming power, such as greater need to assert power in a male-dominated political world. Nonetheless, we can say that women leaders don’t appear inclined to shrink away from using military force any more than male leaders.


  Throughout much of history, however, women have been generally on the losing edge of politicized violence. Burned at the stake as witches, raped and murdered during times of war, traded as political pawns in marriage by their fathers, women’s history is indisputably one of widespread victimization at the hands of men—and often at the hands of other women as well. Political madness unleashed always has had the power to disproportionally impact women.


  Let’s have a look at one particular madman known rather fittingly as Ibrahim the Mad. Ibrahim ruled the powerful Ottoman Empire for a brief and unpleasant period between 1640 and 1648. Like Caligula some fifteen hundred years earlier, Ibrahim was eventually cast from power due to his own irrationality and destructiveness.
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  Ibrahim the Mad of the Ottoman Empire.


  If Hitler and Homolka, in different ways, presented a conundrum for our assumptions that early trauma is a key element to madness among rulers (neither’s early life was particularly traumatic), Ibrahim represents a comforting return to that narrative. Ibrahim’s early life was almost certainly a terror. The Ottomans, Turkish-speaking people from central Asia named after Osman, the founder of their empire, noted a problem in the succession of sultans. When a sultan died, his sons often competed for rule, causing destructive civil wars that frittered away the power of the empire. Succession of the sultan was reserved for sons, thus preserving the Osman family line, but aside from that, succession could be chaotic. Whichever son managed to ascend to rule the empire often would have his brothers strangled so that they could not become rallying points for revolts. This cruel practice had pragmatic purpose, but it also deprived the empire of replacements should a sultan die prematurely without sons of his own.46


  By the time that Ibrahim’s brother Murad IV ascended the throne, the practice of killing one’s brothers was no longer quite so routine. Nonetheless it remained common and Murad practiced it, sparing Ibrahim possibly because Ibrahim already had shown signs of madness and, Murad figured, posed little threat. On Murad’s deathbed, dying from natural causes at a young age (liver disease is thought to have been the cause), he is said to have ordered the death of Ibrahim, which was not carried out. Ibrahim had spent most of his life living in the Kafes, a kind of gilded prison on the palace grounds. Ibrahim apparently lived in terror that his own death was always imminent. When Ibrahim became sultan upon the death of his brother, he initially thought it a cruel joke, his suspicions dispelled by his powerful mother, Kösem Sultan, and viewing his brother’s corpse.


  Ibrahim’s mental state had not been improved by his years of confinement and worries that any day might bring strangulation. The early years of his rule were stable, but the Ottoman Empire ultimately plunged into a long and financially difficult war with Venice.47 Much of Ibrahim’s efforts were spent making up for lost time, spending lavishly, and accumulating a massive harem of hundreds of girls.


  In modern imagination, the purpose of a harem is a kind of sexual slavery of female playthings by Middle Eastern monarchs. There’s an element of truth to that, although harems were more complex, functioning as a kind of protected space for all the women (and children) of the royal household and often a center of significant political power and intrigue. The status of concubines, or unmarried sexual partners of the ruler, likewise varied over time and culture from near slavery to voluntary positions of potential power and influence. Ibrahim, however, comports a bit more closely to the stereotypical image, amassing an unusually high number of concubines who, as we see, were largely disempowered.


  One day, one of his concubines with whom he was particularly close informed Ibrahim of a rumor that another girl had carried out an affair. Unfortunately, she didn’t know which of the other concubines was responsible for this breach in protocol. Enraged, Ibrahim had all of his concubines, save a couple of favorites, sewn into weighted bags and thrown into the sea to drown.48 Only one girl managed to escape from the bag and survive. Estimates for the number of dead range in excess of two hundred.49 Like many of the most lurid tales of madness, documentation of this episode is sketchy, and some suggest that it might reflect slander aimed at a disliked ruler. Either way, even the possibility that this event may have occurred points toward the perceived value of women’s lives at this time.


  Ibrahim’s wild spending, cruel ways, and irrationality proved too much for the Ottomans. In 1648, Ibrahim was removed from office, possibly with the agreement of his mother. He was replaced on the throne by his son Mehmet IV. Soon after his overthrow, Ibrahim was strangled, the fate that had terrorized him for years.


  Raised in such a cruel environment, perhaps Ibrahim never had a chance. But other sultans managed to survive fraught childhoods to become, at very least, competent rulers. And there isn’t a clear line between exposure to cruelty and adoption of cruelty oneself. Madness had afflicted other members of Ibrahim’s family, thus, like others in this book, he may have experienced an unfortunate combination of biological risk and harsh environment that propelled his personality to unimaginable selfishness and cruelty. Handed the levers of power, such a twisted personality inevitably caused suffering among many and eventually his own downfall.



  

  CHAPTER FOUR


  MADNESS OF THE MONARCH


  In October 2018 when I visited the Melbourne Zoo in Australia, I had a chance to see hamadryas baboons at their worst. Like many primate species, humans included, baboons have an enormous capacity for cruelty toward one another. Males compete, often violently, for status. Males also can be aggressive toward females, and females likewise form dominance hierarchies among themselves, if with less physical violence.


  On this particular day, the baboons were being fed carrots for lunch. A primped and sleek alpha male set about hoarding many of the carrots for himself. One ragged-looking baboon managed to find a morsel and started eating it. Enraged, the alpha male immediately attacked this interloper, slamming him into the edge of the containment area and biting him. The alpha male, of course, swiped that carrot for himself, despite already having an outsized stash of goodies. The victim of this aggression was left hungry and wounded with significant bite marks and scratches on his side.1


  Aggression among males to assert dominance is common among animals from insects to humans. These sorts of vicious dominance behaviors are quite common among male primates. They establish who has access to mates, who can claim the lion’s share (which also literally happens among lions) of resources, and how individuals in a social group relate to one another. They also can cause significant stress since alpha males continually come under physical challenge from other males who understandably want to usurp the throne.2 It’s tough to be the king.
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  The spoils of war: the great baboon carrot conflict of 2018.


  Among chimpanzees, males establish complex patterns of alliance and union with different individuals in order to establish a particular male as alpha with that male’s supporters also enjoying comparatively high rank.3 This can stabilize dominance hierarchies, albeit imperfectly, and can lead to alpha males who are adept socially rather than physically the strongest.


  “I see where you’re going with this,” you now say, dear reader. “You’re about to compare monarchy with the dominance structures of chimpanzees.” Why, yes, I am. Given the behavior of kings and queens over the past few millennia, does this seem remotely surprising?


  Let’s remember that the philosopher Thomas Hobbes described the basic state of humankind as “No arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death: and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”4 Here Hobbes is basically describing the state of humankind as essentially violent and chaotic. Archaeological records more or less back up Hobbes’s somewhat cynical view, with evidence for violent injuries common among prehistoric humans.5 Physical violence and aggression are more common among males, naturally, but far from being cooperative and egalitarian, females tend to develop their own dominance hierarchies, often using indirect aggression.6 Through a process of deterrence, modern societies reduce interpersonal violence.7 This may explain why, contrary to what many adults waving their fists at TV news shows seem to think, we currently are living in the least violent epoch in human history.8


  As humans settled into organized tribes, violent competition among males for leadership likely remained high. Such a system could result in high mortality rates and expenditure of resources on within-group conflict, weakening the overall social unit, particularly when this involved multiple alliances of males. This form of alliance-focused violence within groups coupled with genocidal violence between groups as seen in modern chimpanzees9 probably remained the dominant form of social hierarchy formation among most prehistoric hunter-gatherer human societies. Put more simply, early male tribal leaders tended to fight it out to see who was boss. To be sure, there may have been some tribes of pacifist, egalitarian humans, but unless they were geographically isolated, they likely were annihilated by their more aggressive neighbors. In other words, the noble savage was never particularly noble.


  With the development of agriculture, larger groups of humans could coalesce, and this system of repeated violent overthrows understandably made less sense. Across the globe, the alliance dominance systems evolved further into an early version of monarchy, in which chief dominance was held as a position for life by a particular male independent of physical prowess or much else to recommend him in terms of qualifications. This system ostensibly offered greater within-culture stability. That this system arguably evolved out of dominance hierarchies of males among primates also helps us to understand why, for so long, females were largely excluded from this process.10 What’s more, monarchies offered even more promise of stability by conferring succession from one monarch to another, typically a son of the deceased king or emperor, in a reasonably predictable manner.


  I don’t wish to oversell the point, of course, as monarchies hardly produced a world of peace and virtue. Between-culture violence remained very high, and coups, rebellions, and struggles between brothers11 remained a problem intra-culturally for many societies. But monarchies set the bar higher for usurpers to assume the throne by mixing early religions with dominance. A common theme of early monarchies, cross-culturally, was the “divine right of kings” or “mandate of heaven,” which, in one form or another, spread from the Middle East through Europe, Asia, and into the Americas. Whether the divine right of rulers developed independently in different cultures or spread between cultures is up for debate.


  The divinity of the king hardly eliminated rebellions and discord, but it did set a higher bar for would-be usurpers to overthrow the king. Just because you were strong, intelligent, and virtuous didn’t give you much right in most people’s eyes to replace the divine ruler, even if that fellow was a drooling schlub. The benefit for such a system in creating stability is straightforward. As, of course, is its main drawback, namely, that if a culture did have a drooling schlub, there were rarely clear paths for removing him, particularly given that those closest to the king (the alliance beta males in the parlance of chimpanzees) were often invested in keeping him there and ruling through him or simply lining their own pockets. Thus, cultures stuck with a mad king could be stuck with him for a long time, weakening that society to both internal and external pressures.


  Particularly hard hit were monarchies that never developed a clear system of succession. The Roman Empire was one of these. After the initial line of Julio-Claudian emperors ended with the suicide of Nero (as mad a ruler as ever there was), the Roman empire vacillated between family-based dynasties and something more akin to the types of alliance-based chaos we might expect from chimps. Particularly during the third century ACE, emperors were more likely to die violently than in their own beds, unless that’s where they happened to be murdered. Consequently, the empire oftentimes found itself in the hands of a mad emperor, the solution for which was only more violence. Let’s consider the case of the Emperor Elagabalus, who ruled Rome for a whopping three years between 218 and 222 ACE.


  What we know of Elagabalus, we mainly know from Roman historians Cassius Dio12 (who also helped us with Caligula, as we may recall from chapter 2) and Herodian.13 The accounts largely agree on the circumstances of Elagabalus’s reign. To be sure, historians then (as now) sometimes distorted history for political purposes and we might understand that there are some embellishments in the story, but overall Elagabalus appears to have been a singularly ill-suited emperor at a time when the empire desperately needed stability.
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  Silver denarius of Elagabalus.


  It is a testament to the Roman Empire’s strength that it survived the third century ACE at all. Most of this century saw considerable chaos within the corridors of power, with violent deaths of emperors more common than not, often after only a short period of reign. Elagabalus was part of the highly chaotic and murderous Severan dynasty of the Roman Empire. He rose to power following the execution of the usurper (i.e., non-Severan) emperor Macrinus, mainly due to the schemes of Elagabalus’s powerful grandmother Julia Maesa.


  Elagabalus proved to be an odd choice and, arguably, an unusual misstep for the shrewd Julia Maesa. Elagabalus was young at the time of his ascension, about fourteen or fifteen, and proved to be rather weird. He devoutly revered an unfamiliar sun-worshipping religion and aggressively sought to foist it on the conservative Romans. He indulged in strange public displays, including an odd ritual in which he ran backward before a chariot holding an image of his sun god. During these rites he is reputed to have thrown coins and other valuables to the crowds, causing stampedes in which many lost their lives. Herodian accuses Elagabalus of executing some Romans who ridiculed his new religion.14 Perhaps to insult the religion of the Romans, he married one of the vestal virgins who, as the title implies, was expected to remain chaste and unmarried. This caused considerable scandal, particularly since he divorced her soon after.15


  Probably the most controversial aspect of Elagabalus’s behavior was his sexuality, however. The Romans could be a bit odd by modern standards when it came to sexuality. The Roman Empire was hardly the heart-land of sexual virtue, filled as it was with brothels and pornographic art, not to mention its acceptance of a wide range of sexual acts, particularly by men. But the Romans also could be prudish and particularly valued masculinity in men.


  One issue for Elagabalus was his gender identity. Historical sources report that Elagabalus engaged in numerous behaviors that suggest he may have had gender dysphoria. Gender dysphoria as defined by the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM-5 essentially refers to a condition in which a person’s identified gender differs from their biological sex and this causes distress. In this case, Elagabalus was born male with male genitalia but apparently identified himself, at least to some degree, as a woman. Although he married several women during his time as emperor, he also took male lovers, referred to one as his husband, and is reputed to have taken the more submissive—or, we might say, ahem—receptive role in these relationships, generally frowned upon in Roman culture and certainly scandalous for an emperor. More crucial, the historical sources reference Elagabalus’s desire to remove his male genitalia and find a surgeon who could fashion a vagina for him. This remarkable hope is only more astounding given the physical arduousness of such a surgery even in modern times, let alone for Roman medicine. However, such desires are common among individuals with gender dysphoria. The sources also suggested that Elagabalus prostituted himself, although it’s possible this may be an embellishment on his having taken many male lovers.


  Even today, gender dysphoria is the source of considerable controversy. Part of this is due to poor understanding regarding the origins of gender itself. As in Roman times, the issue is a very political one. Some individuals express little compassion and empathy for people with gender dysphoria, as this condition may conflict with conventional notions of gender. However, activists attempting to defend those with gender dysphoria or gender nonconformity more broadly have also created a false dichotomy between biological sex, as indicated either chromosomally or by the presence of a penis or vagina, and gender, which is sometimes falsely cast as a social construct. Indeed, the mantra “gender is a social construct” is a common belief among progressives. But this notion is false.


  Gender is basically one’s own sense of being male or female. Although a small number of individuals may not clearly identify as either male or female, the vast majority of people, even transsexual people, do.16 Unlike biological sex, which is clearly indicated either by chromosomes or genitalia, gender exists within the brain. However, contrary to claims about gender being a social construct, considerable evidence points to gender residing within the brain, particularly an area called the hypothalamus.17


  It appears that our brains start in a female position as a fetus. That is to say, initial brain development in fetuses is uniform and will progress along the lines of a female brain unless altered by testosterone. For males, Y chromosomes result in the development of testes, which in turn produce higher levels of testosterone. This changes the hypothalamus from a female structure to a male structure. For most people, these processes sync up, so that they have a male hypothalamus in a male body or female hypothalamus in a female body. But for a small number of individuals, the brain is either under- or overexposed to testosterone. In effect, these individuals develop with, quite literally, a woman’s brain in a man’s body or vice versa.18 Evidence had made clear that, rather than parenting styles predicting gender-specific behavior, fetal testosterone exposure predicts masculine behavior in both biologically male and female children.19 Further, autopsy studies of transsexual individuals reveal that their hypothalamic regions are similar to their identified gender, rather than biological sex. Thus, gender resides very clearly in the hypothalamus, not as some kind of social construct. To be sure, parenting or societal pressures can influence gender role behaviors to some degree, but not nearly as powerfully as biological processes, which are largely resistant to social influences. In one famous case, a boy whose penis was accidently burned off during circumcision was raised as a girl. Despite the best efforts of socialization, he nonetheless identified as male upon reaching puberty.20 The psychological damage done to this individual by being made a guinea pig of the “gender is socialized” ideology was likely a contributing factor to his eventual suicide.21


  Gender, like sex, is largely a biological rather than social construct. Of course, the behaviors we use to advertise our gender—our gender roles—are much more socially determined. For instance, in much of the Western industrialized world, it would be considered ridiculous for a man to wear a miniskirt. However, this behavior is perfectly acceptable in Scotland, where they dodge the issue by calling the outfit a kilt.22


  People with gender dysphoria are obviously deserving of our compassion. It is difficult to imagine the psychological impact of being born one biological sex but having the brain of the opposite. The Romans had no such compassion for Elagabalus and found his behavior repulsive. As his popularity plummeted, Elagabalus became aware that the masses found his cousin Severus Alexander to be more palatable. Elagabalus attempted to have his cousin assassinated but failed. This was the last straw for the Praetorian Guard and they murdered Elagabalus as well as his mother, who defended him until the end. His grandmother, Julia Maesa, who had helped elevate him to the position of emperor, was likely complicit in his downfall.


  During Elagabalus’s time, the Roman Empire was sliding toward the chaos and violence that would mark most of the third century ACE. The Roman Empire was in desperate need of a steady hand, someone who met the empire’s personal ideals, whether fair or not, and could devote his resources to steady management of the empire’s many problems. Unfortunately, the empire found itself with Elagabalus, whose eccentricities and personal failings made him ill-suited for the role. Aside from potential gender dysphoria, Elagabalus likely had significant personality dysfunctions leading to his non-gender-related eccentricities, rigidity, and failure to understand the social ramifications of his behavior, such as attempting to assassinate his cousin.


  Elagabalus thus represents a missed opportunity to right the ship of the Roman Empire. His cousin, Severus Alexander, who succeeded him, fared only slightly better. Unable to resolve the empire’s many problems and failing as a military commander, he, too, was murdered, bringing an end to the Severan dynasty and ushering in almost a century of discord from which the empire arguably never fully recovered.


  The Roman Empire’s difficulties were obviously many. But these included unclear rules of succession, which allowed for considerable political machinations as well as the constant threat of assassination and civil war. This was, naturally, a recipe for madness on a social scale and invited the rule of the mad on an individual level. The solution to the social chaos was an increased bureaucratization of the rules of succession, leading to a clear and unalterable line of succession. Until recently, most kingdoms adopted some variant of male primogeniture, or preference for the oldest and closest surviving male relative of the monarch (typically the oldest son or, if there was no son, oldest brother). Only in recent years among surviving constitutional monarchies in the West have the rules been changed to eliminate male preference in succession.


  Primogeniture became increasingly formalized in the later Middle Ages, with additional rules sometimes included to clear up confusion or other issues (usually at the expense of female relatives). This system did help to clear up many of the chaotic issues associated with the succession of monarchs that plagued the Roman Empire and other early monarchies. But what if the succession rules led directly to someone who was either clearly mad already or developed madness while on the throne?


   Bookending the Spanish Empire: Joanna the Mad


  Visitors to modern Spain will find a lovely country with a rich history, welcoming people, and beautiful architecture. Nonetheless it is a wonder that Spain became the world’s first modern-era superpower (along with the Ottoman Empire) in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Spain’s population is not particularly large, nor is Spain overabundant in natural resources. But Isabella, the first queen of a united Spain,23 rolled the dice on one Christopher Columbus,24 ushering in an era of profitable colonial ventures that made Spain unfathomably rich.


  Isabella and her husband, Ferdinand of Aragon, had several children, but when the two eldest died, the thrones of Castile and Aragon (and thus united Spain) fell to their daughter Joanna (or Juana). The only problem was that Joanna was mad.


  So here Spain (technically still Castile and Aragon) has a perfectly good bureaucratic system of succession pointing clearly to the next monarch in line. Unfortunately, that individual is entirely unsuited for the throne. This situation created a crisis for the newly emerging empire of Spain.


  Joanna’s mental illness appears to have set in around the time of her marriage to the Habsburg Archduke Philip. Many chronic mental illnesses ranging from depression to psychosis can develop during the teen or early adult years. These years marked the onset of serious mental difficulties for Joanna. She became depressed, obsessive, and increasingly paranoid.


  She also became highly attached to her husband. During long separations, she stalked the grounds of her family’s palace, looking for him, not eating and raving to those who came across her. Once, Joanna attacked a court maid with scissors to disfigure her so that Philip would not be tempted by the poor girl. Her mother Isabella, convinced that Joanna’s madness (and the deaths of her other children) was punishment for the family’s sins, did her best to nurse Joanna back to sanity. Her efforts came to no avail, however, and Isabella herself soon died.


  Joanna’s Habsburg husband, Philip, died soon after, still a young adult. He likely died of an infection, common at the time, but Joanna suspected assassination. Night after night after his death, she visited his crypt and ordered his coffin opened so that she could embrace him. Only with her father’s encouragement did she finally allow Philip to be buried.25


  With her mother’s death, Joanna became queen of Castile, and after her father’s, queen of Aragon, effectively uniting the two kingdoms into Spain. The law did not allow her to be stripped of her titles, but while he was still alive, her father convinced her to retire to private life in a tower and allow him to rule as regent. Upon her father’s death, Joanna’s son Charles took over the rule of Spain as well as lands in the Netherlands and Austria he’d acquired from his father. Charles thus inherited a massive and powerful empire. Joanna lived out her days in isolation, accompanied for a time by her daughter Catherine, until Catherine married and became queen of Portugal.


  Joanna’s is a sad story of a potentially powerful woman with undoubted intellect whose life path was thwarted by mental illness. Her family members, first her father then son Charles, used her illness to secure and strengthen their own political positions. But these political machinations also functioned to preserve the welfare of the state and keep it in steady hands. Yet if Joanna had clear defenders or those who would prop her up for their own personal gain against Ferdinand and Charles, the outcome for Spain could have been far different.


  Joanna’s reign did have two fateful consequences. The first was the unification of Spain under her rule, which continued with her descendants. The second was the introduction of Habsburg blood into the family line, which would have unfortunate consequences for Spain when the Habsburg family ultimately doubled down on near-incestuous marriages.


  Bookending the Spanish Empire: Charles II


  Repugnance toward incestuous relationships has origins that go far beyond one’s sibling being the most annoying creature ever. Many diseases have genetic origins. Incest increases the frequency of these diseases, whereas expanding the gene pool dilutes the frequency of genetic illness, making them less common. This is why many purebred dogs, often the result of restricted gene pools and incestuous or near-incestuous couplings, tend to have more genetic health problems than mixed breeds or mutts. It is thought that humans evolved a kind of incest-avoidance device in the brain by which we tend to find our identified genetic relatives to be sexually unappealing.26 Or at least one hopes. It appears that association in early childhood is a key element by which siblings develop familial association, which appears to be mutually exclusive to sexual affiliation.


  Nonetheless, as we know, familial sexual affiliation to varying degrees was not uncommon among monarchs, even as they remained largely taboo among the populations they ruled. Curiously, and perhaps small comfort to some, we may tend to exaggerate the overall risks of marital incest27 on genetic disorders. Good numbers are surprisingly hard to come by, but marriages between reasonably healthy first cousins (or half siblings) may roughly double the rate of genetic abnormalities.28 This admittedly sounds terrible until one considers that genetic conditions are actually quite rare (for a woman to have a child over the age of forty also increases the risk of some congenital conditions, for instance), meaning most children resulting from marriages of first cousins turn out just fine, even if the thought gives us the heebie-jeebies. However, in the case of an identified genetic illness within a family, the risks can be greater.


  Remember, however, that the whole argument for monarchies to avoid continual coups was the concept of divine right to rule. This in turn was typically cast as hereditary. Thus, if divine right to rule ran in the blood, it stood to reason that one would not want to water down royal blood with nonroyal blood. This rationale provided a powerful incentive for overriding incest taboos and biological incest-avoidance mechanisms. Given that royal families were seldom model nuclear families in which parents and siblings sat around the dinner table telling each other about their day, royal siblings may not have had enough contact for filial affiliation to kick in and bring about incest repugnance. Then again, the wishes and desires of the siblings in question were rarely considered anyway. Some cultures accepted sibling marriages among royals and, more commonly, cousin marriages. By the last centuries of absolute monarchies in Europe (the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries) the genetic pool of noble families had become rather restricted, cousin intermarriage was common, and many countries’ royal families shared familial ties.29


  After Queen Joanna was confined, Spain reached its apogee of power over the next century. Her son Charles I and his son Philip II ruled over a massive empire upon which, as the saying went, the sun never set. They turned back Ottoman threats to dominate the Mediterranean Sea, conquered South and Central America, and bullied their neighbors throughout Europe. Spain spread its empire into the Pacific with the occupation of the Philippines. Austria split formally from Spain but remained an allied power under a different branch of the Habsburgs.30 At the same time, Spain remained embroiled in costly wars with France, England (Philip II being the architect of the infamous armada sent to teach Elizabeth I a lesson), and the rebellious Dutch. By the seventeenth century, Spain faced new threats from an increasingly ambitious England and the Netherlands. Unfortunately, Spain’s Habsburg monarchy was also headed for a crash.


  The Habsburgs had a clear genetic mutation exemplified by the Habsburg jaw. This disfigurement involved the unnatural protrusion of the mandible, or lower jaw, over the upper jaw, or maxilla. In mild cases this might be mainly cosmetic,31 but in more serious cases it caused misalignment of the teeth with resultant speaking and eating difficulties. Evidence of the Habsburg jaw can be seen in paintings of the Spanish monarchs from Charles I on. Despite this, the Habsburgs continued to intermarry. Likely this disfigurement of the jaw was only the most visible sign of problematic genetic mutations affecting other aspects of the Habsburgs family’s health.32


  By 1665 Spain’s empire was clearly on the decline with numerous financial, diplomatic, and military problems. Spain still had enormous resources to rely on but had been upstaged by ambitious powers in England, France, and the Netherlands. Spain needed a vibrant, energetic, and capable ruler to set things straight. Unfortunately, Spain instead found itself in 1665 with Charles II.
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  Charles II of Spain showing the pronounced Habsburg jaw.


  To be fair, Charles II doesn’t seem to have been a bad guy on the order of Caligula or Idi Amin. To the contrary, he tends to come across as a simple, passive individual not remotely suited to the role of leading a country. That he became king while a child certainly didn’t help, but even as an adult he was unable to effectively rule in his own name, creating power struggles among courtiers and family that further damaged Spain.


  The genetic impact of inbreeding on Charles II was enormous.33 He did not talk until age four and struggled to walk through age eight. His misshapen jaw made both eating and talking difficult for him. Physically, he was short of stature and sickly, frequently experiencing physical maladies. His personality was uninquisitive and passive, and he often seemed disinterested and disconnected from events around him.34


  Naturally, a leader with such qualities was ill-suited to maintaining or restoring Spain’s position as a great power in European diplomacy. He had neither particular knowledge of nor interest in the complexities of politics. To what degree his intellect was impacted by his illnesses was a matter of some contention, but whether he experienced an intellectual disability in modern parlance or not, he showed little ability to put his intellect to work for the benefit of Spain.


  One of the duties of the monarch was to secure a royal heir in order to ensure a smooth succession. Here, too, Charles was not up to the task. He married twice. To her credit, Charles fell in love with his first wife, the French Marie Louise. She was said to have described his experiencing premature ejaculation and, at any event, she never conceived a child. Upon her death, Charles was distraught but later remarried. Given that by this time he was entirely impotent, she did not conceive, either.


  Charles aged prematurely, suffered significant gastrointestinal complaints like diarrhea, and experienced swelling in his legs, abdomen, and face. During his last years, he had difficulty standing and experienced hallucinations and seizures. He finally died at age thirty-nine. Autopsy revealed significant disease in multiple organ systems, including his reproductive system (a single, atrophied testicle likely explained his impotence).


  This failure to produce an heir effectively ended the line of Spanish Habsburgs upon Charles’s death in 1700. The War of the Spanish Succession, which followed Charles’s death, plunged most of Europe—including England, France, the Netherlands, and Austria, as well as Spain—into a thirteen-year war. Charles’s will favored passing the throne to his distant relative Philip V, from the Bourbon family in France. But the other European powers naturally did not a support a potential union of France and Spain. In the end, Philip V was confirmed as king of Spain but only upon renouncing his rights to the throne in France. The war effectively ended any pretension of Spain’s continued great-power status, instead marking England’s rise as the preeminent maritime power in Europe.


  Some scholars35 have speculated as to the specific origins of Charles II’s inherited disease. Specifically, these scholars argue that inbreeding brought out pituitary disease, resulting in his body’s failure to develop properly, as well as kidney disease, likewise resulting in his short, thin stature and pain and bone problems. These are merely speculative diagnoses, of course, but whatever the specific processes, it is clear that Habsburg inbreeding brought on Charles’s infirmaries and premature death.


  Spain ended up being stuck with him, however. Monarchies had become bureaucratic enough that simply assassinating the king (as with Elagabalus) was no longer an option, and the absence of any viable alternatives (as with Joanna’s father and son) made it difficult for Spain to shift responsibility to another royal. Spain, in effect, simply had to wait for Charles II to die. Unfortunately, this merely lurched Spain into yet another unnecessary war, which left it in a permanently weakened state from which it never recovered. Spain continued to limp along as other European countries picked at the carcass of her empire until the United States finally put the Spanish Empire out of its misery in a brief 1898 war.


  The Madness of King George III


  Probably few cases of monarchical madness have been as popularized as that of England’s third Hanoverian king, George III, who descended into an acute period of delirium late in his reign, nearly sparking a political crisis. Exactly what happened to George is worth considering, particularly as his madness is of an altogether different kind. Most of the individuals in this book either had deep-rooted disturbances of the personality or were chronically ill from at least their teenage years. By contrast, George first experienced madness in later adulthood, when he was fifty.


  It’s worth briefly looking at how the Hanoverians became kings of England as well as at George’s upbringing. In 1714, the last of the acceptable Stuart monarchs, Queen Anne, died without any surviving children.36 I say acceptable because there were plenty of Stuarts running about, but most of them were Catholic and after kicking out the Catholic Stuart king James II in 1688, the English made it officially illegal for Catholics to assume the throne.37


  The Electors of Hanover, a small German region in the chaotic Holy Roman Empire, were related to the Stuarts distantly but (to British sympathies) had the sense to remain Protestant, which made them good enough for the job of king of Great Britain. The very German George I became king of Great Britain in 1714, a situation that neither he nor the people of Great Britain found themselves as enthused about as one might have hoped.


  The early Hanoverian kings, particularly George I and George II (yes, there are a lot of Georges in our near future, be prepared)38 were through-and-through Germans who didn’t speak English very well and kind of hated England. They were also—not to put too fine a point on it—jerks. Their family lives were chaotic, marked by dysfunctional marriages (George I imprisoned his adulterous former wife for decades, possibly after having her lover murdered) and incredibly hostile father-son relationships.


  George III, to his credit, tried to break this horrible cycle. He was the grandson of George II and became the third Hanoverian king (and third George) after the premature death of his father, Frederick, who never became king.39 It must be said that, whatever his faults, George III tried very hard to be a decent fellow, remaining faithful to his wife and, unlike the previous two Hanoverian kings, trying to be a good father to his children, albeit with mixed success. If George III had a fault, it is a common one among highly moral and self-restricting people, namely sanctimoniousness and lack of generosity toward the moral failings of others, particularly his sons.


  George III’s reign was marked by three notable international conflicts: the Seven Years’ War (or French and Indian War in North America), which ended in 1763, the American War of Independence, and the Napoleonic Wars, which ended in 1815. All of these were fought largely against France. Although the first and last were successes for the United Kingdom, the American War of Independence obviously was not. George III’s reign is probably known and blamed for this more than anything else.


  One thing we can say about George III’s madness is that it was not responsible for the loss of the American colonies. George’s mental illness did not begin until years after the conflict was over in 1788. George was within his right mind (at least as much as any of the British kings) during the struggle. However, he is blamed for being obstinate and inflexible both due to his lack of sympathy for the grievances of the American colonists and in failing to support ministers who could competently navigate the conflict.40 George III’s stubbornness may have contributed to the loss of the colonies, but he certainly doesn’t deserve all the blame. Indeed most, though not all, politicians in the United Kingdom as well as the general public initially supported the war. The American colonists were primarily aggrieved with the U.K. Parliament, not with George III, but his failure to see their side and his full support of Parliament made the Americans come to see him (probably a bit unfairly, to be honest) as a tyrant. But with the Revolutionary War, the American rebels stumbled into remarkably good luck regarding Britain’s massive political and military incompetence, which handed the Americans eventual victory. The United Kingdom’s best chance at winning the Revolutionary War would have been to avoid it in the first place, but this would have required deft leadership and flexibility in negotiating with the colonists, both in short supply at the time.41 Had the British Parliament not been so heavy-handed or had George interceded on behalf of the colonists, the American colonies might have remained part of the United Kingdom, at least for a while longer. Alas, the path not chosen.


  George III’s mental health problems began in 1788. Initial symptoms were physical, particularly fever and gastrointestinal distress, but quickly became neurological. These primarily took the form of delirium manifested by confusion, loss of impulse control, and mania. He would talk quickly and at great length, often about fantastical topics and in a manner not entirely coherent. He rarely slept, and his behavior was erratic and often purposeless. He made sexual advances toward women who were not his wife (particularly one Lady Pembroke), something entirely uncharacteristic of him when in good health. As for his wife, Queen Charlotte, with whom he had shared a long and affectionate marriage, he now had harsh words, effectively casting her off as his wife.


  Despite his evident madness, Charlotte was particularly wounded by those comments toward her. Did he really mean them? Probably not to the extent that she took them to heart. But most people’s brains are full of positive and negative thoughts and we rely on our frontal lobes as a kind of filter, consciously choosing to express the good (at least one hopes) and filter out the bad. But during moments of incapacitation, that frontal lobe filter can break down, allowing more of the bad to escape. Did the faithful George sometimes harbor thoughts of other women? Probably, but they likely reflected only a small part of his thoughts that he chose not to express. Upon going mad, they broke free into the light of the sun, where they wounded Charlotte. One can only hope that she could see that they did not reflect the totality of who he was.42


  Although George’s problems were now mainly neurological, other health problems remained. Along with the gastrointestinal problems and pain, George sometimes developed purple-colored urine, perhaps a key clue to his diagnosis. With his behavior worsening, George, largely against his will, was secluded in a royal estate away from the public.


  Here George was subjected to all manner of ill treatment. None of this was in bad faith, but medical treatments of the day were quite harsh, focused on drawing out or moving “humors” throughout the body. George’s physicians gave him potions to make him vomit and blistered his legs with heated glass vials to try to draw the humors from his brain back to his legs (swelling of his legs had been one of the early symptoms of George’s disease but had gone away). This latter treatment was dangerous because blisters could become infected and infections were serious business in the late eighteenth century.43


  Not surprisingly, none of this worked and the queen brought in an unconventional physician, Francis Willis. Willis applied a kind of harsh behavioral therapy, threatening the king with straightjackets and other restraints whenever he acted up. To some degree, this had the effect of calming some of the king’s behavior, much as brandishing a whip might subdue a caged animal, though it probably had little actual impact on George III’s mental illness.44 It’s doubtful that the behavioral interventions helped George’s mental illness any more than the blisterings or purgings did. What Willis did bring about was significant discord and contention among the physicians treating George who fought over the wording of updates regarding the king’s health.


  The king’s illness also precipitated a governmental crisis. By the time of George III, the power of the monarch was greatly diminished but not irrelevant. George had the power to support government ministers and his assent was required for some legislation. As the king’s illness stretched on for several months, this began to gum up some of the workings of government and reduced public confidence. Now George III’s poor relationship with his son who was named—wait for it—George (he became George IV, so we’ll call him that from now on to try to reduce confusion) came into play.


  As noted, George III lived a highly moral lifestyle. His son, George IV,45 did not. George IV loved drink, food, spending money on silly things, and women, particularly women who were older than him and already married. George IV caused no small amount of embarrassment for his upright father, and in return George III let his son know how he felt. So when George III was in a position of weakness, his son George IV pounced, seeking a regency that would take power away from his father.


  In fairness to George IV, this wasn’t entirely unreasonable; he simply was following in the footsteps of Joanna’s father and son from centuries before. George III was mad, after all, and a functioning head of state was necessary for effective government. But it wasn’t hard for many to read a power grab into the already-unpopular George IV’s motivations.


  George III thwarted his son’s ambitions by suddenly recovering and resuming his duties. His behavior and speech returned to normal. Repairing the relationship with his son took longer, and the wounds between George III and Charlotte never fully healed. His marital relations only worsened during subsequent bouts of illness in the early 1800s, when he returned to his harsh treatment of her and obsession with Lady Pembroke. Ultimately, by 1810, George III’s madness set in permanently, probably accompanied by dementia at this point. He lost his ability to understand events in the larger world, lost most of his sight, and rambled incoherently. He saw people who were not there and had difficulty identifying his own family, characteristic of senile dementia. Nonetheless, he survived until 1820, passing the throne to his son George IV.46


  What, exactly, caused the madness of King George III? Several theories predominate. The most popular is that of the metabolic disease porphyria, a genetic disease in which the buildup of proteins can cause gastrointestinal problems, blistering when exposed to sunlight,47 purpletinted urine, and manic and psychotic psychiatric symptoms. Since it also can reoccur and remit, this appears to be a good fit for George III’s symptoms.48 However, it is merely a speculative theory.


  Other sources have rejected the porphyria diagnosis, suggesting that George III had a more classic case of bipolar disorder.49 The recurrent manic episodes of 1788, 1801, 1804, and the final illness beginning in 1810 are seen as significant fits characteristic of bipolar disorder. Certainly, the king’s behavior during these moments is consistent with mania, and this hypothesis is not unreasonable. However, I find it unsatisfying for several reasons. First, it does not explain well the characteristic onset of George III’s illnesses, which began with fever and gastrointestinal complaints then progressed to neuropsychiatric disorder in each case. Second, the presence of the purplish urine is difficult to wave away as an insignificant symptom. Presumably were you or I to pee purple, we might think to mention it to our physicians with some alarm.50 Third, although it’s not impossible for mania to begin so late in life, bipolar disorder more commonly begins in early adulthood.51 Finally, the implication that manic episodes may have been brought on by stressful historical events52 is certainly as speculative and selective as the arguments for porphyria and neglect the fact that George III was lucid during the entire Revolutionary War, probably one of the periods of his greatest stress. Although I do believe bipolar disorder is a reasonable differential diagnosis, overall, I don’t find the weight of evidence supports it as the most likely explanation.


  The porphyria diagnosis remains unpopular with many psychiatrists, however. Nonetheless, some historical evidence has emerged to suggest symptoms of porphyria in some of George III’s descendants.53 Recent analysis has revealed high concentrations of arsenic in the king’s hair, arsenic that likely was administered as part of the treatments he received.54 The presence of arsenic in medicines administered during early stages of George III’s illnesses (such as the early fever and gastrointestinal distress) may have caused the metabolic disturbances that exacerbated what otherwise might have been relatively mild symptoms of porphyria. In other words, George III’s madness was brought on by a combination of a genetic disorder, probably porphyria, combined with accidental poisoning by arsenic. Though certainly still speculative, this appears the most reasonable explanation.


  Nonetheless, the diagnosis of George III remains controversial. However, it is certainly too simple to declare the case for porphyria to have been “thoroughly discredited” as some scholars have.55 Nor should it be accepted without any doubt at all. It is easy to select evidence to support a beloved theory and ignore that which does not. We may never truly know the cause of George III’s madness beyond a reasonable doubt.


  The United Kingdom handled George III’s madness not unlike Spain did with Joanna, seeking a regency of a capable male relative. From 1788 to 1789, this was thwarted by George III’s recovery, and further bouts in 1801 and 1804 likewise did not necessitate a regency. By 1810, however, it was clear that George III was incapable of performing the functions of king on a permanent basis, and his son, the soon-to-be George IV, was given the responsibility of the regency. Unfortunately, George IV was concerned more for his own chaotic finances than he was the economic troubles of the masses during the early industrialized age and his popularity continued to decline. For good reason, one historical writer referred to the House of Hanover as “rubbish kings.”56 The bad luck of the Hanover monarchs ended with George III’s granddaughter, Victoria. Ironically, she could not rule Hanover because she was a woman, and ultimately Hanover split from the United Kingdom.57


  Fortunately for the United Kingdom, by 1788 the role of the king, while not insubstantial, was greatly diminished, and the mechanisms of state could grind on even during his periods of incoherence. Increasingly the United Kingdom, not unlike its wayward American colonies, was drifting perhaps unconsciously toward republicanism, though this wasn’t entirely a recipe for avoiding madness as we see in chapter 10. Nonetheless, this insulated the United Kingdom from the worst of the potential catastrophes when a monarchy inherited an unstable monarch.


  By the twentieth century, the majority of the world figured out that monarchy is mostly good for tourist pictures, fancy weddings, and elevating the occasional American divorcée into the royal family, such that little girls everywhere believe that they really can become princesses. A few spots, mainly in the Middle East, have maintained absolute monarchies. Depending on how one defines them, a few other states such as North Korea or even the Principality of Liechtenstein could be considered de facto absolute monarchies. But mostly the institution is on the outs and good riddance.


  Potentially, the pope might be considered the absolute monarch of Vatican City. But madness as it pertains to religion is best considered separately, and to this we next turn.



  

  CHAPTER FIVE


  WHEN GOD SPEAKS: MADNESS AND FAITH


  In 1844, the Communist philosopher Karl Marx wrote, “religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.” By this he meant that religion often serves to reduce people’s pain in a world filled with suffering and injustice by giving them some hope for a post-now forever. Marx was not a fan of such beliefs and faith, which, he figured, prevented the working class from demanding more from the present life. Then again, given that Marx’s own philosophies led directly to the deaths of tens of millions, perhaps he’s not one to go wagging fingers.


  There can be little doubt, examining Marx’s quote a bit more optimistically, that faith has brought considerable insight, comfort, community, and grace to billions of humans who have lived since religions began to develop somewhere in our Stone Age history. At the same time, religion has often been at the heart of considerable darkness, war, murder, prejudice, and hatred as well. Many people who descend into mental illness become wracked by paranoid fantasies of gods and demons or think themselves prophets or magical healers. Religion can be a force for good but, in its darkest form, also a catalyst for madness. It is worth taking time to consider the roots of faith in a higher power and why this is so often turned to madness.


   The Roots of Faith


  To the best of our knowledge, humans are among the only critters on the planet to have shown definitive ritualistic or religious interest. One fascinating exception are elephants; though hardly attending mass regularly or genuflecting with their trunks, they do show particular interest in the bones of their dead when they come across them.1 Biologists who study elephants suggest they show agitation upon finding these bones without showing such concern over the bones of other creatures. This awareness of and discomfort with death, apparently rare in most animals, is one precursor element of religion, as we soon see.


  Most anthropologists and archaeologists look for the presence of “grave goods,” that is, valuable objects buried with the dead that presumably they’d use in the afterlife as the indication of something like religious beliefs. That standard would pretty much limit religion to our own species and suggest that religiosity began no earlier than one hundred thousand years ago and perhaps closer to forty thousand years ago.2 We’ll leave aside for the moment the possibility that some form of higher intelligence might actually exist. It might—but there’s only one certain way to find out and we’ll each get our chance! Until then, the existence of god or gods is scientifically unfalsifiable3 and, as such, beyond this book. It is nonetheless worth considering how the capacity to have faith evolved and what that means for how it can be so badly used at times.


  Generally, evolutionary theories of religion suggest one of two things: religiosity evolved because it conveyed selective advantages, or religiosity is a kind of genetic goof that is the product of other evolved strategies such as culture or theory of mind. Regarding the first, that religiosity is a positive, evolved trait, it has been pointed out that the purity rituals of religion create a disease resistance strategy4 or conveyed benefits involving cooperative behavior and social cohesion5 with the individual benefit of increasing social status of the observant.6 The alternate explanation for the evolution of religion is that religion evolved as a byproduct of other important traits, such as a tendency to investigate cause and effect or theory of mind, an ability by which we attribute reasoning capacity to others.7 In that sense, we may find cause and effect when ritualistic behaviors appear to bring positive outcomes, even if by chance, and attribute reasoning ability to not just other humans, but also the weather, the ocean, and so forth. Thus, we erroneously attribute reasoned action (i.e., “acts of God”) to random climate, geological, or even medical events. These two approaches aren’t necessarily mutually exclusive, and accidental traits might subsequently be selected for. For instance, fear of punishment for religious transgressions might actually convey selective advantages such as less risk taking.8


  Another piece of the pie is the fact that, unlike most critters, we have evolved to understand the inevitability of our own death. A potato, jellyfish, or even a dog doesn’t necessarily comprehend that death is inevitable whatever we do with our lives. This can give rise to “death terror,” which, like any anxiety, we seek to reduce. One theory called terror management theory suggests that we reduce death terror by creating culture and religion with attendant rituals as a means of convincing ourselves that our souls continue permanently after our physical demise, thereby reducing anxiety regarding death.9 So, for instance, by faithfully not eating chickens, painting our skin purple every Thursday, and bowing to the great Pink Unicorn in the Sky, our souls can be selected to exist permanently after the deaths of our bodies. The trouble arises when we Pink Unicorn worshippers meet Fairy Princess disciples who must eat only candy canes for breakfast and stop whatever they’re doing at noon every day to smile broadly for twenty minutes. Both sets of rituals and beliefs can’t be right. So, either we admit that both sets of beliefs must be wrong and return to death terror or violently wipe out the Fairy Princess worshippers. Usually, we pick the latter.


  In defense of religion, it’s not like humans would have been pacific, interculturally cooperative critters but for organized religion. Humans are by nature rather violent.10 And religion is often used as a pretext for violence motivated by other issues such as territory, cultural dominance, or hatred. Interestingly, when overdone, religion can become a focus for self-destruction as well as for war and murder. It is to an example of self-destruction that we first turn.


   God’s Diet Plan


  At its best, religion can drive individuals to seek enlightenment and better themselves. However, this often comes with the perception that purification of the soul is at the expense of the body. The infliction of pain, suffering, and neglect (sometimes willing, sometimes not) for the purpose of purification is common across many faiths. This may involve minor sacrifices, such as Catholics avoiding tasty meat during Lenten Fridays; more serious sacrifices, such as the perpetual celibacy of the vestal virgins; or the extremes of purposeful self-mutilation. Perhaps one of the most famous of the later is the Nine Emperor Gods Festival from the Thai Island of Phuket, wherein many celebrants impale their faces with all manner of needles, rods, and other larger objects. This is all done without anesthetic, but with participants entering a trance-like state.
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  None of this is necessarily bad so long as it is healthy and rewarding for the participants (even the face-piercing Thais apparently suffer few ill effects). But at times religious zeal can be overdone, resulting in significant mental or physical harm to the participant.


  As one example, extreme denial of the flesh, or asceticism, can result in dietary health issues or even anorexia nervosa (AN). As defined by the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM, AN involves the willful restriction of one’s body weight well below a person’s recommended minimum weight for health.11 Contrary to public misconception, AN does not necessarily involve restriction of weight to meet beauty ideals. Indeed, the restriction of weight typically does not match beauty ideals even for industrialized nations where thinner, more athletic figures are preferred. Likewise, evidence that AN is caused by viewing attractive actresses in mass media remains weak.12 AN is rare in the general population, with less than one third of 1 percent of women ever experiencing the disorder (the numbers for men are too few to be calculated). AN does tend to be more prevalent in careers in which weight is a practical issue reducing job performance. For instance, symptoms of AN are far more common among male jockeys than other men.13 However, this is to enable horses to run faster and obviously has little do to with ideal standards of physical attractiveness.14


  During the Middle Ages, a pattern of extreme fasting to promote spiritualism in the Catholic community became recognized as symbolic of holiness. The patterns of weight restriction, self-neglect, lack of menstruation for women, and even preparing food for others are recognizable among individuals experiencing AN today.15 One of the most famous such women was Saint Catherine of Siena, who lived and died in the mid-fourteenth century ACE.


  Catherine was born in 1347 ACE as a twin, the twenty-third child in the family. Catherine began experiencing visions of Christ from an early age, reputedly about age six, and made a vow of chastity, avoiding a potential marriage by fasting. Instead, Catherine became a nun, much against the wishes of her parents, who ultimately gave in to her teenage stubbornness on the matter.16 She matured into a prolific writer and political figure, using her influence as a living holy relic to influence the papacy and local politics. She is credited with aiding in the process by which the papacy returned from an exile in Avignon, France, to Rome. She wrote considerable other letters and prayers as well.17


  As part of her ritual observations, Catherine adhered to strict regulations for eating as well as other physical punishments. She whipped herself and slept on only a hard board. She restricted herself mainly to eating vegetables and water, as well as the daily Eucharist. Eventually, she ate only inedible herbs, chewing them to extract the juice and spitting out the rest. At times she is reported to have induced vomiting in herself. She claimed to be made sick by any sweet foods and at one point gave up drinking even water. This, of course, quickly led to significant health complications and she briefly reversed course. By contrast, she gave away food and clothing to others, asking nothing in return. In 1380, she became paralyzed and died shortly afterward at the age of thirty-three, her body greatly weakened by starvation and dehydration.


  What led to her extreme emotional state has been a matter of some speculation. Some have argued that her periodic religious visions suggest temporal lobe epilepsy, given that she otherwise was coherent and lucid.18 Her visions were, indeed, quite strong and included a vision of marrying Christ himself. She commented to another woman in one of her letters, “Well seest thou that thou art a bride, and that He has wedded thee and every creature, not with a ring of silver, but with the ring of His Flesh,” which is sometimes interpreted as Christ’s foreskin, although one might generously interpret her meaning as more symbolic than that. She also had visions of stigmata, although apparently only she could see these, at least until after her death.19


  Catherine also suffered from depression and experienced visions of the Catholic Church in ruins. Restricting what she ate appears to have been a means for her to assert some control and sense of power, a feeling (if less religious) shared with many modern individuals suffering from AN.20 Indeed, AN is not typically a dysfunction of appetite, but rather the purposeful suppression of appetite as a means of asserting a sense of control. However, other scholars have suggested that deficits in taste perception may have played some role in Catherine’s eating disorder, particularly involving her aversion to sweet tastes.21


  Contemporary descriptions of Catherine suggest she was generally lucid and a powerful and persuasive persona, given her authority in the Catholic Church during her lifetime, which was relatively rare among women of that age. As such, her behavior cannot be attributed merely to psychosis. Indeed, her case is a classic one of AN, perhaps exacerbated by physiological issues, whether epilepsy or other nervous system dysfunctions. Cases such as hers help inform us that AN is a complex illness and that the familiar narrative that it is an unfortunate byproduct of beauty culture may be less true than typically thought. To a large degree, AN appears similar to obsessive-compulsive disorder, wherein ritualistic behaviors (such as weight reduction) are used to diminish anxiety-provoking intrusive thoughts (in this case about eating or the loss of some “perfectionist” state22). In this sense, the causal roots of AN may be far more internalized than externalized, though significant impacts from family environment is also likely.
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  Catherine of Siena was sainted for her authority in the church as well as for reported miracles both during her lifetime and after her death. Without the “madness” of her AN, she might not have achieved such high status. Yet she also provides an example of the power of religion to become self-destructive. Religiosity, when combined with madness, need not be self-destructive, but it can bring on considerable sorrow in the world. It is to several such examples that we now turn.


  The Fires of Waco


  Religion is a common focal point for people with mental illness. Our university at Stetson has an open campus and occasionally mentally ill individuals from the local community wander through. Inevitably, whomever they happen to find sends them to the psychology department as if we were some kind of university clinic. Most of the religious psychosis I’ve seen has been in clinical settings, but I’ve had one or two unfortunate community members in my office, and I also get the occasional letter in the mail that somehow manages to discourse on video games, Jesus, and the Nazis, all in thick handwritten print. Unfortunately, mental health services in the United States remain rather threadbare and there are too few resources for long-term care.


  Psychosis is a condition in which an individual experiences hallucinations, or perceptual experiences that aren’t real, and delusions, or beliefs about the world that are false but resistant to reality testing. Most religion, of course, is not psychotic. But a search for spiritual meaning is common among humans, combined with the distorted perceptual experiences of hallucinations, psychosis commonly gives rise to distorted beliefs about spirituality.23


  Most people experiencing psychosis also have difficulties with communication, social skills, organization, and even hygiene. Therefore it is difficult for these individuals to effectively pass along their religious beliefs to others, to attract followers, and such. But the DSM lists a condition, delusional disorder, which is marked mainly by the presence of delusions, but in which communication abilities remain intact. In other words, the person appears to be entirely lucid other than when talking about the content of his or her delusions. Even here, such individuals may be coherent and convincing enough to convince others that they are prophets, visionaries, and faith leaders. And voilà, a new religion is born.


  Most new faiths don’t get very far because attracting adherents is a challenge. What influences some individuals to abandon more traditional faiths and commit to a new cult is a complex process. It typically involves some degree of disaffection with the individual’s society, a promise of inclusion or acceptance into the cult, and identification with a charismatic leader.24 As such, some individuals may be particularly vulnerable to recruitment by cults, finding social belonging that had been denied them in more conventional outlets. Cults themselves likely vary from those that are of reasonably good faith in seeking spiritual enlightenment to those that are intentionally predatory on the finances, sexual consent, or health of their members. At the extreme, some cults have ended with the mass suicide of members, such as the 1997 deaths of thirty-nine members of the Heaven’s Gate cult who believed an alien ship disguised in the Hale-Bopp comet had come to take them to heaven25 and the more infamous mass suicide/murder at Jonestown in 1978 wherein more than nine hundred people died.


  Another cult marked by senseless violence was the Branch Davidians, who came to infamy in 1993. The group that came to be called the Branch Davidians were a splinter from the Seventh Day Adventist Church with strict religious and millennialism views. For most of the group’s history, members conformed to harsh rules regarding behavior and watched for signs of the end of times. When the end times did not arrive when expected, leadership of the group frayed and came to a head by the mid-1980s when rival factions of the group fought it out, sometimes at gunpoint. At this critical juncture a man named David Koresh26 managed to assume violent control of the group, located near Waco, Texas. Koresh reinforced the typical elements of a predatory cult, including authoritarian rule, isolation from society, and particular advantages for himself. Specifically, he took multiple women in the community as wives and sired perhaps thirteen children among them while enforcing strict rules of sexual conduct and chastity on other members of the group.27 His second-in-command, Steve Schneider, reportedly turned his own legal wife over to Koresh. Nonetheless, Schneider remained fiercely loyal to Koresh until the end. Koresh controlled his members’ behavior rigidly, ridiculing those who misbehaved and subjecting members to hours of his sermons without food or bathroom breaks. Under his guise, the Branch Davidians began to stockpile weaponry and increasingly focus on the end of times, with Koresh the chosen leader who, as the Lamb of God, would lead the group through the apocalypse he himself was initiating by opening the seven seals of a book in God’s hand.28


  Thus Koresh seduced his members with visions of a fiery Revelation-inspired future, not to mention conflict with authorities in the U.S. government. Koresh claimed to experience holy visions, which assigned him leadership status as well as special rights to procreate with multiple women. In return, he offered the promise of safe passage for his followers through Armageddon and into the welcome embrace of God if only they followed him. An interesting question to consider is whether Koresh himself believed any of this. One possibility is that Koresh fabricated the entire thing in order to assume power and control over a group of others. The cynical use of religion for personal gain has a long and storied history, from the sale of indulgences in the Renaissance Catholic Church to the ultra-rich pastors of today’s megachurches. Undoubtedly, the vast majority of religious leaders are sincere in seeking to guide their members toward enlightenment, but religion also can be good business for the clever and shameless.


  The other possibility is that Koresh really believed most of what he was saying, even if it was rather self-glorifying. This would indicate that Koresh had a psychotic condition but was coherent enough to communicate it to others and convince them of its validity. This is precisely the combination we’d expect with delusional disorder, and it is possible that Koresh had this condition. Koresh appears to have had vivid beliefs and claimed to have visions related to his role in the end of times. He remained consistent to these throughout the ensuing standoff with the federal government and eventually died for them. Throughout, he repeated his religious beliefs, claimed to be astounded by a “guitar nebula,” and looked for signs from God regarding what to do. This doesn’t mean that Koresh might not also have had antisocial personality traits, but it does argue that he may indeed have been delusional as well. Ultimately, a definitive answer is impossible given Koresh’s death and opinions still differ, but I suspect this second explanation is most likely.


  Exactly how the Branch Davidians came to the attention of federal law enforcement and who is responsible for the way events unfolded is a matter of considerable contention to the present day. In its official report, the U.S. Department of Justice claimed that the federal government, through the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF), executed a search warrant on the Branch Davidian compound for the possession of illegal weapons and explosives as well as concern that some of the females that Koresh was having sex with were underaged.29 This occurred on February 28, 1993. The raid went poorly, with gunfire exchanged between the Branch Davidians and the ATF agents raiding the compound. Four ATF agents died, along with five members of the Branch Davidians. Another Branch Davidian who had been away from the compound at the time of the assault died following an attempt to shoot his way back into the compound. Following the failed raid, the FBI took over negotiations with the Branch Davidians,30 negotiations that would continue for almost two months, until April 19, 1993. This stalemate continued to the great embarrassment of the U.S. government, which seemed impotent to resolve the conflict. The Branch Davidian compound was surrounded by federal agents including armored vehicles.


  Koresh informed the negotiating officers that he himself had been wounded in the raid but refused medical treatment for his own wounds or those of other Branch Davidians. He demanded and was granted permission to broadcast his religious views on local radio and allowed several children to leave the compound a day later. However, he did not exit the compound peacefully with his followers as he initially had promised in exchange for the broadcast. During the negotiations, Koresh repeated the belief that he needed time to finish opening the seven seals and this justified his delays. He also became agitated at times and, according to government accounts, threatened the deaths of the children and others within the compound.


  Koresh did continue to allow a trickle of children to leave the compound. One of these children had what appeared to be a suicide note from one of the adults (the child’s mother) in the compound, raising concern that the Branch Davidians intended mass suicide. Federal agents tried to increase pressure on the Branch Davidians by cutting electricity and blasting loud music to cause sleep deprivation while also negotiating for a peaceful end to the standoff. Along with the children, several adults, mainly women, also left the compound.


  By March 22, the federal agents began considering nonlethal means to force an end to the standoff. The vague outlines of the plan involved the heavy use of tear gas to force the Branch Davidians out of their buildings. It was also becoming apparent that attempts to stress the Branch Davidians with loud music, including Tibetan chants, were not working. Several days later a man who belonged to the cult managed to breach the perimeter, joining the Branch Davidians in their compound.


  Koresh claimed to be working on a manifesto regarding his vision of the seven seals, but by April 19, the federal authorities had lost patience. They enacted their tear gas plan, using armored vehicles to clear obstructions and to begin inserting the tear gas into the compound. In its report, the Department of Justice reported concerns that the children within the compound were being abused during the standoff, but it is likely that the impasse had also become a governmental embarrassment.


  Poor weather and strong winds hampered the effort, and the Branch Davidians themselves began firing on the armored vehicles. Nine Branch Davidians escaped the compound during this time and were rescued. However, a fire soon started in the Branch Davidian compound. Seventy-five other Branch Davidians, including multiple children, died during the fire. Koresh died sometime during the conflagration, apparently of a gunshot wound to the head. Many other Branch Davidians had been shot, as well, including multiple children. One child died of a stab wound to the chest. Others suffocated or died from burns.


  Government investigations determined that the Branch Davidians had set the fire themselves, possibly at three different points within the compound. The Department of Justice stated that the tear gas used was nonflammable, although damage to the compound caused by the armored vehicles might have helped ventilate the fire. Nonetheless the compound was poorly constructed and strong winds likely fed the fire. An investigation by Congress in 2000, however, suggested that several gas rounds may have included pyrotechnic means of discharging the tear gas, although little evidence emerged that these caused the fire. The report concluded that the FBI had not inadvertently set the fires.31


  Exactly who is to blame for the original shoot-out remains a matter of contention. Some surviving Branch Davidians claim the ATF began shooting first, whereas the official government reports claim ATF agents were ambushed by the Branch Davidians. A more credible criticism is a breakdown in communication between FBI negotiators and the Branch Davidians, with the FBI failing to understand the religious perspective of the Branch Davidians and to make a clear argument to them why surrender was a desired outcome.32 The congressional report of 2000 accused federal authorities of botching the initial raid on the Branch Davidian compound, as well as the final tear-gas attack, but cleared the federal authorities from discharging firearms or setting the final fire. Other accounts have been more sympathetic to the Branch Davidians, casting the federal authorities as bad guys in the narrative and claims of wrongdoing by the Branch Davidians as false or exaggerated, with federal incompetence leading to unnecessary deaths.33
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  It’s difficult to escape the observation that David Koresh had become like a god to his adherents, who were willing to follow him into a situation where they and their children reasonably could expect to die. The available evidence suggests it is highly likely Koresh did believe his religious views, while also demonstrating an incredible need for control and power over his congregation and disregard for their well-being. Even the final blaze may have reflected his need to control his followers, burning them rather than setting them free.34


  Sincere in his religious beliefs or not, Koresh was a madman who led himself and his followers to a mass murder-suicide. But as authorities feared, after their demise, the Branch Davidians became martyrs for the cause of far-right antigovernment groups, even those with fewer fringe religious pretensions. The Branch Davidians did not single-handedly cause the increased vociferousness and influence of far-right, neofascist, racist, and paranoid groups. But their story did contribute to a steady flow of anger seeping in that direction that continues to provide an existential threat to liberalism in the United States as of this writing.


  Violent fringe religions are not uniquely the territory of the United States by any means. Next we turn to the example of a murderous cult from Japan.


   Supreme Truth


  As we see from the case of the Branch Davidians, extreme isolation from and often hostility toward the rest of society is a common hallmark of many predatory cults. As best we know from the case of the Branch Davidians, they appeared content to await the end of times. Arguably, given the implied threat in their collection of illegal firearms and explosives as well as the allegations of abuse of minors, the federal government had ample reason to intervene. However, there appears to be little evidence that the Branch Davidians constituted an immediate threat to those outside their compound at the time of the 1993 raid. Conflict was, in effect, initiated by the government, not the cult. Whether the government was right or wrong to do so remains a topic of very strong opinions.


  Around the same time as the Branch Davidian compound was burning, a Japanese apocalyptic cult called Aum Shinrikyo was beginning to make waves across the Pacific. This cult formed in the 1980s, beginning as a kind of yoga studio but eventually developing into a death-oriented faith incorporating elements of Tibetan Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and New Age ideas. The group was led by a con artist named Shoko Asahara. Born partly blind, Asahara was raised in humble surroundings and had a childhood history of bullying others before turning to scams to get rich. As a youth he acquired the ability to control others, particularly those who were in pain and in need of connection. Unfortunately, he turned this ability toward his own twisted ends.35 He ran his cult as predators do, isolating his members, taking from them their money and cutting their ties with family and friends, threatening them spiritually and even physically if they did not obey him.36


  With the unquestioned obedience of his followers, Asahara focused increasingly on collecting wealth and power, as well as on doomsday visions including a fantasy about controlling a nuclear device.37 Resentment over his blindness and for being sent to a school for the blind, which he may have interpreted as socially isolating, apparently fed into a deep hatred and resentment toward society. As a consequence, as Aum Shinrikyo grew to more than a thousand full-time members, much of its activities were directed toward acquiring means of destruction on a grand scale.


  Here we can ask of Asahara the same question as David Koresh. Did Asahara truly believe the religious gibberish he sold to his idolizing members? With Koresh, his steadfastness to his visions even when he might have saved his own life by moderating them argues for delusional content. This does not mean Koresh wasn’t a psychopath as well, but it does suggest some authenticity to his claims even if they hardly represented a coherent doctrine. With Asahara, the impetus appears to have been for gaining wealth and power and turning his influence toward damaging a society he hated. This argues that Asahara was more classically a psychopath who exploited religion toward his own personal ends.


  Aum Shinrikyo pursued its interests in gaining a nuclear weapon for a time, seeking sources of uranium deposits and making contacts with disaffected Russian scientists.38 Fortunately, this came to nothing, and the cult had to make do and consider biological or chemical weapon alternatives. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the cult is known to have murdered at least one critic of the group and his family and considered assassinations of other critics.39 By the early 1990s, it attempted to cultivate and disperse several biological weapons, including botulism, Ebola, and anthrax.40 In each case, the attacks succeeded mainly in creating bad smells, failing to sicken anyone. It turns out that weaponizing biological agents is more difficult than imagined and Aum Shinrikyo lacked the technical prowess to pull off such an attack. As such, the group finally turned to chemical weapons.


  Why was the group so intent on creating mass casualties? Most of the rank-and-file members likely had little idea what the leadership was doing. The direction appeared to come from Asahara himself who, as noted, harbored a seething resentment toward society. He infected his followers, many of them also alienated from society, with a vision of society as decadent and wicked. Violence was rationalized as bringing on the end times and salvaging humanity from wickedness. Former members of Aum Shinrikyo spoke of turning a blind eye to evidence of Asahara’s duplicity and malevolence, so desperate were they for the transcendental spiritual experiences they craved and received as part of the group.41


  Even among predatory cults, Aum Shinrikyo represents the most malignant combination of a charismatic but psychopathic leader combined with members so alienated from society that they are willing to commit murder to please their leader and secure access to the afterlife. Spirituality became twisted to settle personal vendettas and vulnerable people exploited to commit atrocities. Unfortunately, a small number of people become lost in modern societies, alienated and sometimes lacking the social skills to succeed. Such individuals often describe conversion to a cult as transformative, of having been “found” after being lost for so many years. The experience means sacrificing the previous identity and autonomy in favor of the loving, if demanding, new faith in the personage of the prophet.42 Few resources exist to help them before they become involved with predatory groups. Most predatory cults mainly take advantage of their members, but a few such as Aum Shinrikyo lash out violently against society.


  By 1994 the group had gotten reasonably proficient at developing the neurotoxin sarin. As with many nerve agents, death by sarin poisoning is brutal and painful. The highly toxic nerve agent interferes with communication between nerves and muscles. Death typically occurs by suffocation when the muscles that control breathing no longer function and is accompanied by painful contractions, searing pain, and loss of control of bodily functions. The group is believed to have murdered individual opponents during this time, potentially using sarin in some assassinations.


  In June 1994, Aum Shinrikyo carried out its first mass attack using sarin, releasing a cloud of the gas from a refrigerated truck into the town of Matsumoto. In this case the motive appears to have been a legal dispute. Aum Shinrikyo was on the losing side of a real-estate quarrel and sought to eliminate the judges involved in the case before receiving a negative verdict. The gas cloud killed seven people in the town and sickened five hundred more.43 Amazingly, the group managed to avoid the attention of authorities for this heinous crime.


  In March 1995, Aum Shinrikyo carried out a more audacious attack on the public. Packages with sarin were left on five Tokyo underground trains. Cult members pierced the packages before escaping, allowing the contents to spill out and vaporize, spreading through the trains. Twelve people died, and at least a thousand others required hospitalization, some with long-lasting injuries.44 This time, police were alerted to Aum Shinrikyo’s involvement in the attack and quickly raided the group’s compounds, placing dozens of members under arrest, Asahara among them. Several attacks by Aum Shinrikyo involving hydrogen cyanide weapons continued after Asahara’s arrest, though they were not successful. Many cult members were found guilty of various levels of involvement in the sect’s crimes, and thirteen including Asahara were sentenced to death by hanging for their involvement in the Toyko sarin attack or other murders perpetrated by the group. All were hanged in the summer of 2018.45 Nonetheless, the renamed cult still survives and is designated a “dangerous religion” subject to surveillance in Japan and is considered a terrorist group in the United States.


  Madness in a group such as Aum Shinrikyo functions on two levels. First, in the psychopathic leader such as Asahara, who cynically uses the vulnerabilities of others to amass power and exact retribution on those he feels have wronged him. And second, among the vulnerable members who subvert their own identity to the will of a charismatic leader, engaging in horrific crimes to please him and ensure their own path to the afterlife. Unfortunately, research on cult activity remains too sparse to fully understand how governments, therapists, and loved ones can best intercede to prevent tragedies like the 1995 Toyko sarin gas attack from occurring in the future.


   A Bombing in Boston


  The one thing we can say with some degree of definitiveness is that individuals who feel alienated, alone, and despondent are particularly vulnerable for recruitment by dangerous religious ideologies. Such individuals may find meaning and acceptance in a dangerous group, connections denied to them through more conventional social contacts. This motivates such individuals to engage in violence rather than return to their prior isolation.


  No religion has a monopoly on violence, and even faiths with deep pacifist messages such as New Testament Christianity and Buddhism have been associated with politicized violence. Thus, I argue, religiosity is more window dressing than cause of human violence, and it’s unlikely that the historical course of human atrocities would have been tallied much differently had humans evolved as atheists. Instead, religion can focus as a rallying point for those whose minds are filled with hateful madness a kind of moral virtue for acts they would have committed anyway.


  Discerning the degree to which religiosity can predict violence has been controversial in modern history. For instance, in the United States, most terroristic violence has been domestic. That is to say, committed by mainly quasi-Christian46 Americans against other Americans. According to a 2017 report by the U.S. federal government,47 these were about equally distributed between violence perpetrated by far-right extremists (e.g., nationalists, racist hate groups, etc.) who accounted for 106 deaths and Islamist extremists who accounted for 119 deaths. It is worth noting that most of the Islamic extremists were themselves residents of the United States, not invaders from other countries. In past decades, far-left groups such as Weather Underground also engaged in terroristic violence in the United States, but that is far less common today. Further, to add to the confusion, it is worth noting that many of the incidents included as domestic terrorism also would be included in tallies of mass shootings. For example, the June 2016 mass shooting at Orlando’s Pulse nightclub perpetrated by a Muslim American man. Do such incidents count as domestic terrorism or as mass shootings?


  How a crime gets defined depends a lot on politics. If we’re talking gun control, the Pulse shooting is considered a mass shooting. If we’re worried about Islamic terrorism, then it’s a terrorist attack. By contrast, the Columbine massacre, in which two teen boys killed twelve fellow students and a teacher at their high school in 1999, isn’t remotely considered terrorism. Is Columbine different from Pulse because the Columbine killers were unaffiliated whites with no political cause and the Pulse shooter vaguely pledged allegiance to the radical Islamism group Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)?


  Interestingly, recent research suggests that answer is no. Research has indicated that suicide terrorists such as the Pulse shooter or 9/11 bombers are psychologically similar to people who commit mass or school shootings such as the Columbine killers.48 Specifically, they share the traits of extreme antisocial personalities, deep mental health issues including suicidal ideation, and a sense of grievance toward others. Suicide terrorists are willing to die, not just because of the promises of some heavenly reward, but because they already want to die. But, as with mass shooters, they blame others for their mental state and intend to punish those others with violence on the way out. In effect, the madness of the suicide terrorist and the mass homicide perpetrator is more similar than different.


  This raises the tricky issue of ethnic profiling when it comes to terrorism. Terrorism is nothing new to history and has been used by multiple cultural and religious groups to intimidate other groups. It is used both by governments in power and various nongovernmental groups. Depending on politics, military strategies, economics, and other forces, terrorism can flare up in one region then die down only to flare up elsewhere. However, within the United States and Europe, considerable attention is focused on terroristic violence perpetrated by Islamist groups such as al-Qaeda and ISIL. Attacks such as 9/11, which killed roughly three thousand Americans, as well as bombings, shootings, vehicle ramming, and other attacks throughout Europe have associated terrorism with the Middle East and Islam in the minds of many. This occurs because the human mind tends to work in terms of broad strokes rather than details. We use heuristics to make snap judgments about a situation. To a large degree, these are necessary and adaptive, allowing us to quickly estimate risk. Although we might recognize that domestic terrorism in the United States is about equally split between far-right and Islamist terrorists, the 9/11 attacks remain vivid in the memories of many, as do more recent, albeit smaller, attacks throughout Europe. It can be difficult for people to remain nuanced in their perceptions under such conditions.


  On one hand, it is clear that radical Islamist groups such as ISIL are promoting terrorism and that such groups provide a unique challenge at the time of this writing. The inability to acknowledge that particular regions or cultures are currently struggling with violence more than others only does disservice to our ability to focus resources and attention. At the same time, we must also recognize that the vast majority of people from the Middle East or the Muslim faith are not violent terrorists and are as repulsed by radical violence as much as anyone. Our brains have difficulty navigating such nuances, however, and it is easy for alertness to descend to Islamophobia and racism on one side and politically correct naivete on the other. Fostering discussions among stakeholders of all backgrounds about reducing terroristic violence is more fruitful than taking rigid ideological standpoints, but such also requires a degree of rationality on the part of humans that is often in short supply. To examine how religious extremism can spill over into terroristic violence, we’ll consider the case of Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, Chechen American brothers who, in 2013, killed four people in connection with bombings of the Boston Marathon.


  Between 2002 and 2003, the two Tsarnaev brothers arrived in the United States with their family from Kyrgyzstan, a politically conflicted country near Russia. Their parents received asylum in the United States and the family settled in as many immigrant families do. Dzhokhar adjusted reasonably well at first, doing well in school, but his older brother Tamerlan struggled. He did poorly in school, associated with a fundamentalist Islamic mosque, and was arrested for assaulting a girlfriend. Increasingly, he showed interest in violent, jihadi internet sites. By 2011, the U.S. federal government received warning that Tamerlan was becoming radicalized and planning to travel to Russia to join anti-Russian insurgents in Chechnya. The investigation at this time, however, concluded without detaining him.49 He was placed on a terrorist watch list but nonetheless allowed to travel to Russia in 2012.


  At some point during this time, Tamerlan succeeded in radicalizing his younger brother Dzhokhar. Some speculate that the brothers, or at least Tamerlan, may have been involved in a 2011 triple murder. Three men, two of whom were Jewish, were viciously killed in Waltham, Massachusetts. The victims were nearly decapitated and marijuana and money were left behind at the scene, suggesting lack of a financial motive. Given affiliations between Tamerlan and one of the victims, suspicions later were raised that Tamerlan may have been involved. Another suspect was killed by police in 2013 shortly after allegedly confessing that he and Tamerlan had committed the killings. The suspect allegedly lunged at the interviewing officers after confessing. However, this triple murder officially remains unsolved.50
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  On April 15, 2013, Tamerlan and Dzhokhar detonated two improvised explosive devices placed in backpacks along the path of the Boston Marathon. Three people were killed and 264 wounded, including sixteen who experienced traumatic limb amputations from the blast. The two brothers fled the scene. However, they were identified both by witnesses and by security camera footage at the scene. Their photos were released to the public three days later.


  That night, April 18, the brothers engaged in a shootout with a university police officer, killing him. They later carjacked an SUV, but the owner of the vehicle escaped and called the police. The owner told police that the suspects had been discussing the Boston Marathon bombing. Police quickly trapped the vehicle and another shootout began. The brothers fired on officers and threw homemade bombs. Multiple officers were wounded, some seriously. Tamerlan was first wounded by gunfire then, while wrestling with police, run over by his own brother as Dzhokhar fled the scene in the SUV. Tamerlan later died at a hospital.


  Dzhokhar ditched the SUV soon after, provoking a house-to-house search of the nearby area. The next evening, a resident called police, stating that he believed someone was hiding under a tarp in a boat outside his house. Officers fired at the boat, which was determined to have a human occupant. Once firing stopped, negotiations led to Dzhokhar surrendering to authorities.51 He was sentenced to death in 2015.52


  During the sentencing, U.S. Attorney Carmen Ortiz said, “The bombings were not a religious crime . . . even though the bombers claimed to represent Islam. It was a political crime committed by a pair of adults who adopted an ideology of hate.”53 In this sense, antireligion crusaders have it wrong when they imply that religion is a cause of human violence. Religion can act as a rationale for violence, to be sure, but it’s unlikely that the atheistic world would be any less brutal than the theistic one. The worst we might say for faith is that, despite many of the world’s religious movements ostensibly emphasizing pacifism, they have been less than successful in stemming the tide of human aggression.


  The case of the Tsarnaev brothers isn’t the only one in the United States or Europe in recent years to carry with it an aura of Islamist-inspired violence. For instance, in 2015, married couple Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen Malik opened fire at an office party in San Bernadino, California, killing fourteen and injuring twenty-two.54 Farook may have been motivated by arguments at his workplace, which was hosting the party. Yet the couple also proclaimed allegiance to groups such as ISIL and had been preparing for terroristic violence for months, stockpiling weapons and making explosives, some of which they hoped to deliver on radio-controlled toy cars. The couple left their six-month-old daughter with Farook’s mother before carrying out the attack. The couple were later killed in a shootout with police. This case highlights the often muddled, intermingled motives of personal grievance and religious extremism. It also provides a rare example of a husband-and-wife team in mass homicide.


  Undoubtedly humans will continue to violently clash over faith for the foreseeable future. But conflicts that are ostensibly faith based have declined in number in recent decades. Underlying many of these were struggles between cultures over land and resources. In answer to the question of whom among us are correct in their faith: whether Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, or atheist, there is only one empirical way to test our hypotheses about god. It’s an experiment we are each destined to undertake.

  
Footnote


* I jest, but of course AN is not a laughing matter for those experiencing it. The following resource provides a listing of treatment centers in each of the 50 U.S. states: www.eatingdisorderhope.com/treatment-centers. Be sure to research centers carefully, as some are better than others.

  

  

CHAPTER SIX


 MADNESS ON THE COMMUNE


  In the mid-nineteenth century, German philosophers Karl Marx and Freidrich Engels developed a philosophy of social structures rooted in class struggle and utopian egalitarianism. Throughout most of history, governments of all sorts—whether democracies or despotic autocracies—tended to cater to social elites at the expense of the masses. This became increasingly true under modern capitalist states in which elites, or the bourgeoisie, controlled the levers of production to the detriment of the masses, the proletariat, the oppressed laborers. Marx and Engels laid out ideas by which capitalist societies could experience a revolution of the proletariat, with control of production passing to all members of society, or socialism. This would eventually lead to a classless utopian society of common ownership, or communism.1 Instead, communism as it was practically applied throughout the world in the twentieth century, left a legacy of misery, death, and world conflict.


  In fairness, the goals of communism as established by Marx and Engels include a fair number of items that we might consider reasonable today, such as progressive taxation, abolition of child labor, and free education for children. Other goals, including the abolition of land ownership, state centralization of credit banking and communication, and the redistribution of the population in order to eliminate urban/rural distinctions may come across as a bit authoritarian. In 1917, communism obtained its first large-scale opportunity to apply itself to state rule in the crumbling tsarist Russian state.


  Tsarist Russia had been involved in World War I since 1914, and a combination of military defeats and long-term social and economic problems led to considerable discontent. This was exacerbated by the failure of Tsar Nicholas’s wife Alexandra to provide coherent leadership of the government in St. Petersburg while he was away failing to provide coherent leadership for the armies fighting at the front.2 Ultimately, this dissatisfaction with the monarchy led to the breakout of revolutionary movements throughout 1917. The tsar and his family were arrested and, in 1918, shot. Sadly for Disney princess fans everywhere (not to mention the tsar’s family), the remains of all Tsar Nicholas’s household, including the mythical daughter Anastasia, have been located.3


  In swooped Vladimir Lenin who, living largely in exile at the time, nearly missed the revolution owing to bad transportation back into Russia.4 Once back, Lenin united other Russian communist exiles with local malcontents such as Joseph Stalin and pushed for Bolshevik Communism as the organizational government of Russia. The October 2017 revolution brought bolshevism to the forefront of government, but it would be several more years of civil war with interventions by the governments of the United Kingdom, the United States, and others attempting to stop a communist takeover. But Lenin and his cronies proved victorious and communism was established firmly in Russia, or what would soon become the Soviet Union.


  Lenin obviously was influenced by Marxism but also adapted it to his purposes. Putting it a bit bluntly, Lenin believed (perhaps not without reason) that the masses of ordinary people were too dumb to carry out the revolution faithfully on their own. They needed to be guided by the strong hand of an ideologically pure few in the Communist Party. Therefore, party membership and ideological adherence became cornerstones of Marxist-Leninism. Deviations from the party line were to be met harshly with condemnation, humiliation, expulsion from the party, and sometimes violence. If this is starting to sound less like rings-of-people-holding-hands-and-singing-together-in-egalitarian-bliss envisioned by some communist faithful, well, you’re not wrong. Under Lenin, Russian communism developed into brutal, authoritarian one-party rule, providing an unfortunate model for communism everywhere.


  Lenin enjoyed a mythical position in the Communist Party and, while he lived, a steadying if authoritarian force for the Russian state. Nobody would mistake Lenin for Santa, but he wasn’t an advocate for the kind of meat grinder horror that was yet to come. But Lenin was also primarily a thinker and gradually delegated greater and greater amounts of practical authority to just one of his disciples: Joseph Stalin.


   Comrade Stalin


  Between 1922 and 1924, Lenin suffered a series of strokes, the last of which killed him. At some point during this time, he may have begun to realize he’d created a monster. In one of his final writings, he criticized Stalin and suggested removing him from his powerful post of party secretary general. Lenin was struck down by strokes before he could put these thoughts into action, but the existence of this letter became a controversial affair after Lenin died in 1924. Nonetheless, Lenin’s last-minute objections were too late. The monster he’d helped create assumed power in Soviet Russia by creating a terror state on a scale seldom before seen.


  Joseph Stalin, born Joseph Djugashvili,5 was born in 18796 in a small town in the region of Georgia. No, not the state north of Florida. This Georgia was then a region of Russia with its own non-Russian ethnic group. Today Georgia exists as an independent nation just south of Russia in the same sense that a mouse lives an independent existence just south of a cat. Stalin’s family was poor, and his father was a violent alcoholic who beat Stalin and his mother regularly. Some who knew him in those years suspected that these beatings helped turn him into the heartless and suspicious creature he was to become, both resentful toward others in authority and inured against the suffering of others.7 Stalin’s mother also beat him, though this seemed mixed with some genuine affection as well as ambitions that he might become a priest. Parenting practices at that time were generally harsh and it is thought that Stalin was likely exposed to continuous neglect and abuse by both parents, including painful and unhygienic infant swaddling, which often left infants in their own filth for hours then bathed in icy waters.8 When he grew in authority in the Communist Party, Stalin saw that his mother was taken care of, though he rarely visited her and did not attend her funeral when she died in 1937.


  Stalin contracted smallpox as a child, leaving him with facial scars. He also suffered a permanent injury to his arm in an accident. Sent to school, he excelled and showed himself to be a hard worker. His callousness also emerged with a demonstrable cruelty to animals. He established a fascination with power, particularly over his classmates. He began to refer to himself as “Koba” after a Georgian folk hero.


  Stalin’s relationship with his native Georgia would prove to be a difficult and complex one. Once he assumed power, Stalin emphasized the needs of the Soviet Union (or more directly, himself) rather than giving priority to his Georgian roots. This was most notable during Georgia’s incorporation into the Soviet Union in the early 1920s, during which Stalin successfully quashed Georgian communists’ appeal for semiautonomous status. On the other hand, others have seen Stalin’s relationship with Russia as synonymous with that of his father. The argument is that Stalin assumed control of Russia as the father-like authority figure in order to punish it through a terror campaign.9


  Stalin emerged into early adulthood as a troublemaker for tsarist Russia. Even before World War I, discontent in Russia was widespread and the Bolshevik Communists sought to take advantage of this. Stalin organized strikes and demonstrations among industrial workers, eventually organizing a gang of likeminded individuals, which resembled a mafia as much as a political party. Stalin was involved in bank robberies and other organized crime efforts to fund the communist cause. Stalin aligned himself with the Bolshevik Communists, instead of a rival group of communists, the Mensheviks, perhaps because the Bolsheviks tended to be more disruptive and welcoming of violence. Although he used aliases and moved about, Stalin was arrested several times, sometimes being sent to exile in Siberia.10


  Nonetheless, between periodic exiles, Stalin remained active in the Bolshevik movement. He proved to be an excellent organizer, a skill that would come in handy once the communists assumed power. He was not the literary genius or deep thinker that Lenin proved to be, but neither was he the unthinking brute often portrayed when juxtaposed with Lenin. In particular, he proved to be a strategic mastermind in the theater of cutthroat politics. His writings did attract Lenin’s attention, aiding Stalin’s ascendancy among the Bolshevik Communists.


  Tsarist Russia experienced significant reverberations in 1905 as strikes, protests, and military mutinies spread throughout the country. These were sparked by Russia’s defeat against Japan in the Russo-Japanese War, as well as the flagrant abuses, corruption, and unfairness of the tsarist system of government. The tsar, Nicholas II, managed to retain power, but the conflicts of 1905 were a sign of the weakening monarchy in Russia. By the time of the revolutions of 1917, Stalin’s star had risen considerably among the Bolsheviks who, being more militant than their rival Mensheviks, ultimately assumed power, transforming Russia into the Soviet Union.


   The Death of Lenin


  Lenin’s death in 1924 raised the question of who would succeed him. Stalin was a contender, although there were others, most notably Leon Trotsky, who shared Lenin’s capacity for deep theoretical thought and personal charisma. Trotsky held great influence among the Bolsheviks. Here, Stalin’s incredible gifts for strategy and organization played well to his advantage.


  Stalin had been fortunate in that Lenin’s death had occurred before Lenin might have reduced Stalin’s power. Stalin quietly had gotten the levers of the Communist Party and governmental bureaucracy under his control during the Lenin years. Many of the posts he had taken might have seemed less than exciting or flashy while Lenin was alive, but these gave Stalin an excellent power base once Lenin was dead.


  After Lenin’s death, Stalin did not assume complete authority immediately but had to contend not only with Trotsky but with many other leading Bolsheviks as well. Here Stalin displayed a masterful gift for cutthroat diplomacy that would have made Machiavelli proud. Nominally, much of the fighting revolved around which leaders were more faithful to the ideas and legacy of Lenin. This allowed Stalin to use charges of factionalism, or, in effect, heresy to reduce the influence of his opponents. He initially formed an alliance with two other Bolsheviks, Zinoviev and Kamenev, whom he used to publicly denounce Trotsky while Stalin himself remained in the background. Trotsky was humiliated and disempowered. By 1929, he had fled into exile. He would be assassinated in 1940 on Stalin’s orders, killed with an ice axe.


  Stalin immediately turned on his erstwhile allies Zinoviev and Kamenev. He had their supporters removed from positions of power, placing his own men in their stead. Zinoviev and Kamenev found themselves outmaneuvered by Stalin and his new allies. Once again, the charges focused on ideological purity, though mainly as an excuse for Stalin to shove rivals out of positions of power. At first, he was content to humiliate and disempower his rivals. As his power and confidence grew, he had them tortured into giving public “confessions” of treachery and treason and then had them executed. At each turn, Stalin split his rivals, forming alliances with some, such as Zinoviev and Kamenev, only to turn on them later.11 Their deaths were public spectacles, show trials of public confession and humiliation. Some victims were promised leniency in exchange for making confessions only to find themselves sentenced to death at the trials.
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  Joseph Stalin.


   The Great Purge


  By the early 1930s, Stalin emerged as the undisputed sole ruler of the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union was no longer an oligarchy ruled by a single-party system based on communism. Although lip service was still paid to the ideology of communism, in effect, the Soviet Union became a terror regime subject to the whims of a single man: Joseph Stalin.


  If his political machinations during the 1920s demonstrate the brilliant Machiavellian aspects of Stalin’s personality, the 1930s brought greater emphasis to two other aspects: lack of conscience or empathy for others and extreme paranoia. Coupled with the clear narcissism that drove his lust for power, this created a dangerous mixture. Stalin exhibited the dark triad of antisocial, narcissistic, and Machiavellian personality traits that were discussed earlier in the book with unquenchable paranoia. This made the 1930s one of the most brutal and controversial periods of Stalin’s rule. It was marked by two issues. First, massive suffering and loss of life due to Stalin’s policies, for which he showed little concern. And second, his astounding failure to turn his paranoia toward the developing threat of Nazi Germany, where it would have been well placed. Instead, Stalin focused his fury mainly on his own people.


  One difficulty that became apparent was the issue of agricultural peasants.12 Marx and Engels appear to differentiate between the proletariat, or wage-earning laborers, and peasants who worked land they owned. Marx and Engels considered peasants or serfs part of the “lower middle class” and appeared to argue that they at least had some ability to rise up into the bourgeoisie. Lenin and the Bolsheviks saw reason to find common cause with the peasantry in promoting the communist revolution, although, as a practical matter, communist fervor did not spread widely through more agrarian regions of Russia.


  Stalin sought to incorporate the principles of communism, at least as he fancied them, into the agrarian sector. First this occurred by identifying land-owning farmers, or kulaks, with the bourgeoisie and purging them. This involved uprooting entire families from their homes and shipping them into exile in remote regions like Siberia without adequate food, water, or clothing to survive the arduous journey of sometimes thousands of miles. Many were simply shot. The ownership threshold for who was a kulak also was, to say the least, vague and shifting. Many poorer farmers who initially might have been delighted to see their richer neighbors hauled away eventually found themselves on the list of kulaks. Neighbors were encouraged to report each other to the government, stoking an atmosphere of terror among the agrarian classes.


  Stalin then focused on the collectivization of agriculture. Agricultural production continued to fall during the purging of the kulaks, which was hardly surprising. Stalin blamed this on hoarding but also saw the issue of private ownership of farmland as problematic. The Soviet Union began a process of forcing peasants off their farmland and onto government-run collective farms. Naturally, this was not received well and resulted in both armed uprisings as well as decreased production. In some regions, most notably the Ukraine, massive famines resulted. Stalin also launched programs to eliminate the national identity of some regional populations, such as the mass execution of Ukrainian bards. Millions died, either by outright executions, the forced exile of the kulaks, or starvation during the famine. Estimates of the death toll ranges around eleven million.13 The Ukraine, specifically, is estimated to have lost one-fifth its total population.14 Stalin expressed not an ounce of concern for such unfathomable human suffering.


  During the 1930s Stalin turned his reign of terror inward toward the mechanisms of power itself. This included the Communist Party, the army, academics, and even the secret police. Discredited individuals were arrested, tortured, forced to confess as well as to implicate others in “factionalism,” “Trotskyism,” and collaboration with external powers, whether capitalist countries or Nazi Germany. Many of those weeded out included foreigners, people who had joined the Communist Party for career advancement, national and local party leaders, and, of course, any remnants of the old communists who had criticized or challenged Stalin. People were forced to confess their crimes; many were executed and many more imprisoned or exiled to prison camps.


  Most famously, Stalin turned much of his ire onto the military, wherein he decimated the officer corps. Numerous talented officers, both high and low in rank, were cast out of the armed forces, imprisoned, and executed. The high command was particularly hard hit. Although a fair number of the imprisoned officers were eventually allowed back into the military,15 this purge certainly unsettled the officer corp. Stalin’s motives for this purge aren’t entirely clear, although his paranoia and desire to discombobulate a potential rival seat of power presumably played a role. More controversially, this purge of the officer corps led to widespread assumptions that the Soviet army was weakened, dangling low fruit in front of Hitler’s face a few years later.


  Even those who carried out the purges were not immune. The Soviet secret police, then called the NKVD,16 were themselves subject to Stalin’s purges. NKVD leaders Genrikh Yagoda and Nikolai Yezhov were each arrested and shot for anti-Soviet activities. Truly, no one was safe in Stalin’s Russia.


  Historians aren’t sure how many died during the purges of the 1930s, although figures in the range of one million, give or take, are common.17 These figures are mainly for the late 1930s and don’t include deaths due to the famines or forced relocations of agricultural collectivization. What did Stalin hope to gain from such unfathomable horror?


  Real paranoia was undoubtedly a factor. Stalin had made his bid for dictator of the Soviet Union by the early 1930s, but potential enemies remained everywhere. The Old Bolsheviks who rode in with Lenin during the 1917 revolution and sometimes challenged Stalin during the 1920s were an obvious source of worry and had to go. Military commanders controlled the army and might launch a coup against Stalin. They, too, had to go. The Soviet Union was surrounded by the hostile military powers of Germany and Japan, and it wasn’t unreasonable to suspect both countries were developing networks of spies in the Soviet Union. But the terror regime of Stalin didn’t merely round people up and shoot them. That might have provoked resistance. Under torture, it forced people to confess and, more importantly, name others who were coconspirators. Cruelly brilliant, this strategy shattered any trust people had in one another. Any errant comment whispered to a friend might result in the NKVD learning of it, resulting in arrest, torture, exile, or death. By setting people against one another, making them frightened to confide in one another, smashed any possible resistance to the Stalinist regime.


  Stalin in World War II


  The Soviet Union and Nazi Germany were classic enemies. Ideologically their political systems were opposed and, more importantly, Hitler had publicly advertised his intentions of turning the Ukraine and western Russia into a German slave empire. To the east, the Soviet Union sparred with the Japanese armies in Manchuria for control of parts of China and Mongolia. At this juncture, Stalin’s famous paranoia deserted him, and he made one of the most remarkable deals in history.


  The 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, bringing a peaceful agreement between Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, stunned the world. In this agreement, Germany and the Soviet Union promised to remain neutral to each other and secretly agreed to carve up Eastern Europe into separate spheres of influence. The Western powers of England and France were shocked by this development and even Germany’s nascent ally Japan18 felt betrayed by Germany, given that Japan was in sporadic conflict with the Soviet Union at the time.


  The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact brings up two interesting counter-factuals. First, Hitler tended to be secretive and did not inform his allies, particularly Japan, what he was doing. As a consequence, Japan ultimately signed its own nonaggression pact with the Soviet Union. This was amazing luck for Stalin; when war broke out between Germany and the Soviet Union in 1941, he didn’t have to worry about being squeezed by Germany and Japan from both sides. The Axis powers were notoriously uncoordinated in their efforts and this worked to the advantage of the Allies. Had Germany worked harder to include Japan in its plans and mollify it regarding the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, a coordinated German-Japanese attack on Russia might have produced a different outcome than a German attack alone.


  The second is the possibility that the Soviet Union actually might have joined the Tripartite Alliance of Germany, Italy, and Japan. There’s some chance this might have happened had Hitler been willing to drop his fantasy about turning western Russia and Ukraine into a massive slave camp. But this he was not willing to do. Cooperation between the Soviet Union and the Axis powers might have turned the entire European-Asian landmass into a zone impenetrable to the British and American allies.


  But, of course, neither of these things happened and the world is better for it. Stalin took advantage of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact to expand Soviet control of eastern Europe. After Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, Soviet forces invaded eastern Poland and occupied territory assigned to Russia in the pact. The Soviets were ruthless in their treatment of the Poles, as evidenced by the Katyn Massacre, during which fifteen thousand Polish army officers, prisoners of war, were summarily executed.19 The Russians later expanded into the Baltic countries of Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania, with similar repressions there. Most infamous was the Winter War of 1939 and 1940 against Finland. Although the Soviet Union ultimately prevailed against the much smaller Finnish forces, the campaign was clumsy and Soviet losses against the Finns were high. This war reinforced the belief that Soviet armed forces were seriously diminished by the Great Purges of the 1930s.


  In hindsight, it seems obvious that the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact couldn’t last. Nonetheless, in uncharacteristic naivete for such a paranoid man, Stalin was shocked by the 1941 German invasion of the Soviet Union. After all, Hitler had been advertising his intentions to expand Germany’s living space into Russia and the Ukraine for years, buildup of German troops on Soviet borders wasn’t a secret, and some of Stalin’s spies had warned a German invasion was imminent. Stalin dismissed these signs and was taken completely by surprise by the German invasion. Early during the invasion, Stalin’s initial reaction vacillated between disbelief, paralysis, and despondency, issuing unrealistic orders for suicidal counterattacks that resulted in significant Soviet losses. Soviet forces were savaged by the Germans until the Germans were stopped at a line running roughly between Leningrad (formerly St. Petersburg) to Moscow to Stalingrad. Stalin’s leadership during this period was erratic and poor. Fear among Soviet commanders prevented them from challenging Stalin’s unrealistic orders and failures by the Soviet military unsurprisingly resulted in scapegoating of Soviet officers.20


  Stalin eventually got his head together and organized more competent defense of Russian soil, employing scorched-earth tactics, appointing better commanders to Soviet armies, and shifting industry east of the Ural Mountains and out of range of German bombers. He also was able to shift military units from eastern Russia to face the German armies to the west. Despite its massive losses during the initial German invasion, Russia could count on overwhelming manpower and natural resources. Stalin was further aided by the ideological racism and cruelty of the Nazis. Had the Nazis been evenhanded in their treatment of the Ukrainians and Baltic peoples, the German armies might have been treated as liberators. Instead, their vicious treatment of native populations only united resistance against them.


  In this sense, Stalin got lucky as the Germans undid themselves. But did he really think he had made friends with Hitler? Did he believe that peace would last between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany? This has been a point of contention among historians. Author Victor Suvorov, a former Soviet military intelligence officer, has written several books stating that Stalin had been planning to invade Germany in the early 1940s.21 Other scholars, however, have been more doubtful of these claims.22 Nonetheless, some evidence suggests that Soviet forces were massed on the border with German-controlled territory, suggesting an impending plan to attack Germany no later than the summer of 1942.23


  The most likely scenario is that both Hitler and Stalin intended to attack each other. Neither was provoked by self-defense. Stalin’s surprise came from being beaten to the punch, not out of any true belief in Hitler’s honesty or intention to abide by the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Hitler always intended to invade the Soviet Union to create a German-run slave state. Stalin always intended to invade Germany to continue Soviet expansion into Europe, though may have been held back waiting for what seemed an opportune time to take advantage of German weakness.24 Both men were cynical and duplicitous and intended to stab the other in the back. Hitler merely struck first, enjoying initial success due to the poor state of the Soviet army at the time. To think that Stalin was credulous about Hitler’s good intent or had any intention of abiding by a pact himself is failing to understand Stalin’s basic nature, which was cruel, paranoid, and selfish.


  If Stalin’s handling of the war, particularly in the early years of the German assault, was erratic, his handling of his own allies was deft by comparison. During the war, Stalin met several times with his counterparts, Winston Churchill in the United Kingdom and Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the United States. Although unsuccessful in pushing them into opening a second European front in the war before 1944, he had greater success in navigating the Soviet Union into a dominant position during the postwar period. Churchill was suspicious of Stalin’s motivations but also aware of the United Kingdom’s declining power as a first-rate nation. Roosevelt was motivated to pacify Stalin, particularly as he wanted Soviet involvement in a final assault on Japan after Germany was defeated. Stalin played his hand well, obtaining a de facto Soviet sphere of influence over eastern Europe.25


  Most egregious, considering that World War II started in Europe over the German invasion of Poland, was that the Soviet Union was allowed to keep the portions of Poland taken as part of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Poland and the Poles were simply, and quite literally, moved west at the expense of defeated Germany. Part of German East Prussia around the city of Konigsberg (now Kaliningrad) was annexed to Russia. This region remains an odd, isolated bit of Russia today, surrounded by Poland and the Baltic states, not physically attached to the rest of Russia. Some other areas of eastern Europe also were annexed to the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Union also established several client states from East Germany through Bulgaria. Granted, occupation of these territories by Soviet troops would have made dislodging Soviet interests practically impossible, but the western Allies largely acquiesced. Perhaps sadder was the Soviet demand to return Soviet prisoners of war, some of whom had switched sides to fight for the Germans in order to escape certain death in German POW camps. The allies sent these men back to the Soviets despite their pleas (correctly, as it would turn out) that they would receive a less-than-warm welcome home.


  After the war Stalin focused on making the Soviet Union a powerhouse of heavy industry and keeping it on an equal strategic footing militarily with the West. This obviously involved acquiring nuclear weapons. Soviet-U.S. nuclear rivalry would go on to inspire decades of fear of impending world destruction and lots of great ’80s music about the same.26 Some poor sods in Russia might have figured that, having achieved victory in the Great Patriotic War and getting on in years, Stalin might now mellow out and rest on his laurels. In this they were sadly mistaken. Stalin returned to a regime ruled by terror and paranoia. The best that might be said about the post–World War II era was that things weren’t as bad as the 1930s. Naturally, Stalin claimed considerable credit for the war’s success for himself and ultimately sidelined some generals he thought were outshining him.


  After the war, Stalin’s paranoia increased to the point that some claimed he was quite literally afraid of his own shadow. Some have argued that this is likely due to the development of dementia, possibly brought on by small strokes during Stalin’s last years.27 By that time, he was reportedly eschewing medical advice and instead taking cures from a bodyguard trained in veterinary medicine. Stalin had never exactly been a health nut, given to excesses of food, alcohol, and smoking. Stalin died in March 1953 of a stroke, and autopsy evidence suggested he likely had a series of small strokes impacting his mental performance in his final years.28 He was not, to say the least, missed. The Soviet Union returned to a single-party oligarchy and, under Stalin’s successor Khrushchev, repudiated his legacy. The Soviet Union didn’t exactly become a pussycat among countries, but the mass slaughter died down to a manageable fear-inducing stream.


  In understanding Stalin’s psychology, diagnosis is straightforward. The likely diagnosis of paranoid personality disorder has been made for decades.29 Combined with his shrewd political skill and callousness, his personality fits well with modern science’s theory on the dark triad of narcissism, antisocial, and Machiavellian traits. He was the epitome of a totalitarian autocrat. If the final numbers of the deaths he caused are in dispute, what is not is that he was directly responsible for the deaths of millions. He ruled his country through sheer terror. Like Hitler, he saw himself as fulfilling a unique role in human history.


  Stalin’s relationships with his family were mercurial and complex. He appears to have loved his first wife, who died of typhus, but quarreled with his second wife, who ultimately committed suicide. Stalin appeared to take his second wife’s suicide personally, as if she had been motivated to wound him. Stalin abandoned his oldest son Yakov when he was captured by the Germans during the early stages of the war, refusing a German offer to exchange him. His younger son died of alcoholism. Only with his daughter Svetlana did Stalin attempt to maintain cordial relations, although he could be controlling and difficult even with her. He may have been surrounded by people and could be convivial when he wished, but Stalin’s personality isolated him in a sea of terrorized followers.


   Chairman Mao


  In the great contest for most despicable madman in history, Mao Zedong ranks up there with Hitler and Stalin and, in terms of sheer body count, may win the title. Mao seized the reigns of Chinese Communism in the 1930s and went on to lead Communist China until his death in 1976. During that time, he massively expanded China’s influence and role in the international scene. His policies also resulted in the deaths of tens of millions of people, mostly Chinese citizens.


  The legacy of Mao is more complex than that of Hitler and Stalin. Several factors play into this. First, the modern People’s Republic of China is a direct successor to the reign of Mao. Thus, there is no clear break with Mao’s past in China as occurred with Germany post-Hitler or even Russia’s de-Stalinization. This muddies an objective read of Mao’s past. Second, Mao himself arguably created a number of myths about his history as part of his cult of personality in China. Sifting through what actually happened versus what Mao wanted people to think happened can be difficult. Third, although few people are inclined to give Mao a halo, there is some disagreement about the degree to which the deaths that occurred during Mao’s reign can be attributed to either purposeful or callous indifference as opposed to simply ill-thought policies. “Whoops, I accidently starved to death tens of millions of people” perhaps is a valid defense to some. As a result, there is some disagreement as to the degree that the positive outcomes of Mao’s regime balance the unquestionably high death toll.30


  As an example of this, consider the controversy that erupted over one popular biography of Mao. The account by Jung Chang31 and Jon Halliday,32 often relying on interviews with people involved, paints a harrowing picture of Mao as a conniving, lying, self-absorbed psychopath entirely unconcerned with the welfare and suffering of others. They accuse him of direct involvement in torture and terror schemes as well as considerable backstabbing of his fellow Communists. Their vision of Mao portrays a man obsessed with historical mythmaking to make himself look like a hero in ways undeserved. In the fashion of academics who like to squabble about who’s smartest, Chang and Halliday’s biography of Mao provoked a whole other book simply to criticize Chang and Halliday’s tome.33 Although a few of the essays were supportive, most condemned Chang and Halliday for exaggerating Mao’s negatives and relying too much on interviews. Many essays complain Chang and Halliday are not “fair” to Mao or, as one contributor put it “Chang and Halliday eschew any attempt to balance the good and bad in his legacy.”34 This argument left me unsatisfied. Would we be demanding “fair” biographies of Hitler had Germany won World War II and survived into a modern Nazi state? Stalin created a powerful superpower out of the Soviet Union yet is not given a free pass to “balance” his legacy against the millions of deaths he caused. Other critiques—mainly that Mao’s assent to power must be understood in the context of the cultural and political forces at play in China at the time—are fair but this argument does not discount the powerful role that a unique personality such as Mao’s played in China’s history. Let’s take a look at Mao’s history and personality as best we can to clarify this muddied picture of conflicting accounts.


  Like many of the madmen35 in this book, Mao was raised in a difficult home environment. He was beaten viciously by his father, likely an early introduction to the role of violence and callousness in shaping behavior.36 Very likely, genes that shape antisocial personality traits were passed down from father to son, which combined with the harsh upbringing to shape a cold and uncaring personality. In his teen and early adult years, Mao wandered a bit, looking for a life course. He found a love for learning and books but did not like the Confucian classics, and his lack of stick-to-itiveness infuriated his father. At about this time China went through a revolution, ejecting the old Manchu Qing dynasty37 in favor of a republican government. During this period, Mao also married his first wife, an unhappy arranged marriage. He quickly abandoned her, and she died just a few years later.38


  The Communist revolution in Russia began to spill over into China, and Mao joined the Communist Party. During the 1920s, Mao began his ascent, often at the expense of fellow Communists. Some accounts note a genuine concern in Mao for the well-being of the peasants and lower classes, but he also developed a skill for cutthroat politics. True to form with Soviet Communism, Chinese Communism developed a knack for brutal infighting. In their scathing biography, Chang and Halliday claim Mao developed a taste for brutal violence during a tour of the Hunan countryside between 1926 and 1927. Much of the violence was revolutionary in nature by peasants against landlords, involving sadistic torture and humiliation of the victims. Like Stalin in the Soviet Union about the same time, Mao appears to have understood how violence and terror can suppress masses of people who might otherwise rise.


  At about this time, the Chinese republic also began to split politically. The Communists became increasingly separated from the majority rule of the Nationalists, by now led by Chiang Kai-Shek. Beyond these two factions, multiple independent warlords controlled vast areas of territory. China was on the verge of becoming a failed state. China was also under pressure from Japan, increasingly an aggressive militarized country with designs on China’s natural resources. By the late 1920s, China was in civil war, complicated further by Japanese invasion and occupation of Manchuria in 1931. Mao had married a second time, but once again largely abandoned his wife and their children. His second wife would be executed by Nationalist forces in 1930.


  The losers in this scenario were the Chinese people. Stuck between three bad choices—the bloodthirsty Communists, the corrupt Nationalists and the invading Japanese—many Chinese bravely resisted and died, standing up for their republic. Lost in the muddy struggles between Mao, Chiang, and the Japanese are literally millions of stories of good, courageous people who fought and died for something better. Unfortunately, most of their stories will never be told.


  China’s civil conflicts lasted, on and off, for twenty years and eventually were absorbed into World War II. Here, Mao’s mythmaking went into overdrive, creating stories of remarkable success, courage, and military genius, particularly during the famed Long March of 1934 to 1935, when Mao led Communist forces out of a potential encirclement by Nationalist forces. In fact, Mao tended to take credit for others’ successes and pass blame to others for his failures. It’s possible that, far from a desperate flight, Chiang might have let the Communists escape, using their movements to invade and assume control of territories ruled by other war-lords.39 If so, this was a colossal mistake on Chiang’s part.


  Mao had married a third time as well. This marriage turned out no less tragic for the lucky lady than the previous two. Although He Zizhen, his wife, had revolutionary zeal, she had to abandon several children she gave birth to at different points of the Communist army’s travels, including on the Long March. Like his previous two wives, she was discarded by Mao, and reputedly went mad.


  Mao was well supported by the Soviet Union, which generally stuck by him even as other Communist leaders complained about him. Using violence, spies, blackmail, and subterfuge, Mao managed to outmaneuver his rivals, becoming head of the Chinese Communist Party. The Communist Party employed brutal indoctrination techniques and bloody purges to maintain a terror-based loyalty in regions under its control.


  The Soviets pressured the Communists and Nationalists to ostensibly work together to fight the Japanese during World War II. At one point, Chiang Kai-Shek was arrested by a local warlord, who forced him to work together with Mao as a condition of his release. Nonetheless, cooperation between the Communists and Nationalists remained minimal and clashes continued. Both sides remained as concerned about jockeying for power as they were fighting the Japanese. And arguably, neither side was particularly effective in fighting Japanese armies. Although Japan found itself in a quagmire in China, the Communists largely avoided pitched battles, whereas Chiang Kai-Shek retreated to China’s interior, where Allied commanders found him slovenly, corrupt, and always asking for resources without taking decisive action.40 Japan was ejected from China only after Russian armies invaded in August 1945.


  The defeat of Japan brought the Chinese civil war back to the forefront. Initially the Communists did poorly, but Mao maintained brutal control over his forces and the lands under Communist control using ruthless repression to maintain absolute obedience. Chiang was gradually undercut by the reluctance of the Americans initially to support him and then by the incompetence or possible subterfuge of his own generals. Mao’s tactics were vicious, including the 1948 siege of the city of Changchun, which led to the purposeful deaths of perhaps 160,000 civilians. Communist soldiers reportedly shot any civilian trying to leave the city. Residents resorted to eating tree bark, leather belts, and possibly even their dead.41 By 1949, Chiang and his remaining supporters retreated to the island of Formosa, turning it into what Pink Floyd musician Roger Waters once called “a shoe factory called Taiwan.”


  Mao initiated a unified (aside from Taiwan) People’s Republic of China in 1949. For some reason Communists and other autocrats have great affinity for including words like “democratic” and “republic” in the names of their countries, confusing schoolchildren everywhere. Presumably still smarting over Chiang’s escape to Taiwan (the political separation of mainland China and Taiwan remains a thorny issue to the present day), Mao set about purging everyone in China who had anything to do with the Nationalists. Included in this bloody purge also were many landowning peasants. Public executions became common, Mao presumably wondering why these had gone out of fashion after the Middle Ages.


  Detailing a litany of Mao’s many abuses against his own citizens would (and has) take volumes. Two events naturally stand out, namely the Great Leap Forward (which left countless millions in the ground, not leaping) and the Cultural Revolution. Both are controversial, as some scholars point to these events as playing a role in modernizing China. But they also resulted in the deaths of millions.


  The first, the Great Leap Forward, was a plan to create massive collectivization of agriculture from 1958 to 1962. If this sounds vaguely like Stalin’s disastrous effort to collectivize agriculture in the Soviet Union during the 1930s—well, there certainly were similarities. The effort was also wrapped into deliberate purges and persecution of undesirable people. Once farms were collectivized, as in the Soviet Union, grain production fell, leading to mass starvation. Amazingly, during this time, China exported significant amounts of food to other countries rather than feeding its own citizens. Afraid of being purged, many officials exaggerated the amount of grain being produced on farms in regions under their control rather than report the failures to those higher up. Nonetheless, significant evidence suggests that Mao was aware of the massive scale of deaths and exhibited little concern for the suffering of his own people. It has been estimated that between forty-five and fifty-two million Chinese died, perhaps 5.5 percent of the population of China at the time.42


  Repression of the population likewise continued, which included torture and executions. Local party cadres used their control of the limited food supply to starve those whom they didn’t like or who were expendable, such as the elderly or those too ill to work. Terror continued to be the norm for most Chinese.43
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  Mao Zedong, early 1960s.


  The Cultural Revolution came later, roughly from 1966 until Mao’s death in 1976. Mao unleashed this revolutionary force against party and cultural elites, resentful that his status had been reduced after the failures of the Great Famine. Mao focused on his cult of personality, collecting his sayings in his Little Red Book, and released indoctrinated youth Red Guards onto the populace. These youth unleashed mayhem and chaos onto China, attacking older adults, forcing them into confessions, torturing, and murdering them. Party elites and educated professionals were particularly targeted. At least four hundred thousand people died,44 though others put the total in the millions.45 Many, shamed and physically tortured, committed suicide and Mao expressed little concern for these people.


  By 1969, Mao shifted focus and now ordered the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to reassert control. They did so with enthusiasm, arresting many and sending them to reeducation camps. However, the army leader Lin Biao turned on Mao, planning a coup. Lin fled the country, believing his plot detected, and died in a plane crash. At least, that’s the official story, although much of this affair remains mysterious.46 Mao now purged the PLA of presumed rivals and supporters of Lin Biao.


  Rather amazingly, some scholars still argue that these atrocities must be balanced against China’s growth during this period. True, Mao did see China into a period when it was freed of imperial colonies and increased industrial production. So sorry about the tens of millions of dead, but at least we’ve got these cheap Chinese toys.


  All good things must come to an end and in 1976 Mao died, setting off a power struggle among potential successors (including his final wife who was disgraced, arrested, and ultimately committed suicide in 1991, thus completing the Mao Marriage Curse).47 Attempting to cover everything that happened in modern China since Mao would be yet another book, but suffice to say, if you ignore human rights and focus only on economic and geopolitical power, China is indeed a remarkable island of success in the dismal sea of failure that is otherwise communism. And, hey, who needs human rights when you can build your own islands from nothing in the South China Sea, right?48 Unlike with Stalin or Hitler, there hasn’t been a clear break between Mao and modern China. Likely this is why we see such continued hagiography of Mao, including among some non-Chinese scholars, and attempts to find his “good side.” Maybe Mao was a feminist? Probably not.49 To be fair, if we blame Mao for the atrocities that swept across China in the mid-twentieth century, we must begrudgingly credit him for creating the scaffolding for China’s undeniable rise. Post–World War II, China was largely freed of imperialist clutches (among which we might include the Soviet Union) and began to develop as a military and economic power to be reckoned with. But, as the saying goes, even Mussolini made the trains run on time.


  Like Stalin, Mao appears to have had dark triad traits of narcissism, antisocial personality, and Machiavellianism. Paranoia is perhaps less a dominant trait (relatively speaking, that is) compared to narcissism and callousness. Naturally, his rise must be understood in the historical context of twentieth-century China. China emerged in the twentieth century as a massive but chaotic nation beset by hungry imperial powers, including Japan. Leadership, political and military, was weak despite China’s vast resources. Some have suggested Mao used Chinese culture to present himself as something close to a deity.50 More than most madmen and -women, Mao remains a considerable lightning rod, both beloved and hated by many.


   Why Communism? (Or, What Was the Proletariat Thinking?)


  The basic psychological profiles of Stalin and Mao are, in many respects, fairly similar. Both were, in essence, narcissistic psychopaths who turned their massive countries into personal fiefdoms, selfishly unleashing terror when they felt they might be losing those fiefdoms. We might look through communism’s long list of dictators from Cuba’s Fidel Castro to Cambodia’s Pol Pot51 and find a general theme of megalomaniacal jerks who turned their nations into hell on Earth. All systems of government produce nightmare regimes from time to time, but the track record of communism is outright astonishing. Only a handful of communist countries remain, some of which, like China and Vietnam, have embraced the global market and some capitalist ideas, though none are places I’d personally care to pack my bags to move to permanently.52


  It’s not like nobody knew of the disasters befalling the Soviet Union by the 1930s. Why did so much of the world seem eager to give communism the good ole college try in the latter twentieth century?


  Part of it is that Marx and Engels were on to something in The Communist Manifesto. Not the solution—no, no—communism sucks, let’s just put that out there. But they recognized the problem. During the nineteenth century, industrialized capitalism could be brutal and protections for workers were few. Other than a lot of cool Dickens novels (and a few lemons, admit it), the benefits of capitalism for the low-skill, low-wage worker were nearly nonexistent. Desperate people do desperate things. Potentially burning everything down can seem better than the status quo.


  Of course, not everyone—even among the lower classes—is attracted to communism, and communist parties typically have had to use brute force to control large populations. So who is attracted to communism and why? One early paper from the mid-twentieth century found evidence that, in the United States at least, adoption of communist sympathies was a way to express hostility without feeling guilt.53 Some have suggested that, beginning with The Communist Manifesto, paranoid ideology has been a unifying force for communists and those drawn to that movement.54


  Research by the eminent psychologist Hans Eysenck discovered that, despite their hostile ideological differences, the personalities of self-avowed fascists and communists tend to be similar.55 Both groups tend to be authoritarian, emphatic in their beliefs, intolerant of ambiguity, and generally “tough minded,” aggressive, rigid, and dominant. These similarities between the two groups may not be surprising since—whatever their differences—both theories of government tend to produce authoritarian police states abusive toward their own citizens.


  Not to put too fine a point on it, but communism tends to attract individuals who are ideologically rigid bullies. Sure, there are undoubtedly some very nice communists in the world, but the ideology itself tends to draw in troubled souls. Thus it is perhaps no surprise that handing these individuals power almost always results in disaster. Granted, many individuals undoubtedly join a dominant party for personal gain rather than ideological purity. As generations change and these individuals rise through the ranks, their more moderate beliefs may soften communism a bit. Hence, the bloody massacres of the twentieth century are largely a thing of the past, replaced by a more mundane grinding repression and control. Progress, I guess? Both Stalin and Mao appeared to have been alert to these tendencies, leading to purges of their own communist parties.


  In general, though, it is time to put the communist experiment to rest. Nice try, Marx and Engels, maybe a little less dictatorship, paranoia, and bloody revolution next time.



  

  CHAPTER SEVEN


  MADNESS AMONG THE 1 PERCENT


  By this point it is abundantly clear that despotic systems of government—whether monarchies, fascist dictatorships, or communism—inherently invite madmen and -women into positions of power. Sure, there are examples of enlightened tyrants or benign monarchs, but absolute power seems to attract those with a kind of narcissistic madness and places few restrictions by which to restrain it. On a broader level, few governance structures are truly equal and even more representative forms of government can see the emergence of a ruling elite. Whether aristocratic families, politicalized dynasties such as the modern American Kennedys, Bushes, and Clintons, or the uneven enfranchisement such as seen in ancient Athenian democracy (which we visit in chapter 10), governance can often take the form of power struggles between the haves and have-nots.


  As we saw in chapter 6, fixing inequality was the appeal of communism, the notion that the have-nots would spark a revolution to overthrow their betters and rule as a mass of coequals. Rather soon, communist leaders realized that too many people among the masses were doofuses, and some kind of ruling class in the form of the Communist Party was needed after all. But one of the lessons of communism is that there is inherent strain between the elite and the masses, and when the elite lose sight of this, chaos can reign.


  For stable government, it’s in the interest of the elite—even if only in their own cynical self-interest—to show compassion toward the masses and to give the masses respect, reasonable resources, and some agency in their own welfare. Nonetheless history is resplendent with examples of elite arrogance, callousness, and short-sightedness. Often, this madness of the 1 percent has led to considerable disaster for the countries they ruled.


   The Fall of the Roman Republic


  Earlier in this book we considered several Roman emperors, particularly Caligula and Elagabalus, who exemplified the risks that come with dynastic autocracies. Indeed, it seems we tend to give much more attention to the middle third of Rome’s history.1 Other than a few great stories like Spartacus or Hannibal,2 we mainly hear about the Roman Empire and often forget Rome was a republic for centuries before that republic sacrificed its constitutional protections and slid into autocracy. In that sense, the Roman Republic is a case example for our own modern republics and how encroaching madness can cause us to throw away everything.


  The terms democracy and republic tend to be used interchangeably. However, there are some notable distinctions between the systems, and, in fairness, in some cases (such as in many modern governments including the United States), elements of the two can be blended together. A true democracy involves rule by the majority decision of enfranchised individuals (which may include all citizens or just a subset of them, typically wealthier males). In essence, whatever the majority wants is what happens. Ancient Athens and many other Greek city-states (though certainly not all) represent the closest examples of true democracies.


  By contrast, a republic typically differs in two important ways. First, the enfranchised masses typically elect a much smaller group of representatives, usually skilled politicians, to make decisions on their behalf. And second, republics are often limited by charters or constitutions, restricting the types of decisions the representative government can make. By restraining decision-making power, charters and constitutions typically bestow certain rights upon their citizens that cannot be removed by a majority vote. So, for instance, let’s say Ted is a jerk. In ancient Athens, the enfranchised majority could decide that Ted is such a jerk that he represents a threat to the moral well-being of youth3 and vote to have him executed,4 perhaps on some trumped-up charge. By contrast, in today’s modern republics this would not be allowed because although we might all agree that Ted is a jerk among jerks, he has certain unalienable rights to life and freedom that we can’t just vote away. Hell, we might even make him president one day.


  Exactly where the city of Rome came from is a bit of a mystery. The Romans themselves thought they were descended from refugees fleeing the sacked city of Troy.5 They appear to have emerged as an independent entity surrounded by tribes of Latins, Etruscans, and others, so perhaps they weren’t wrong. In their early history, they threw off monarchical rule by the dreaded Tarquins and established a republic that combined elements of oligarchy and democracy.6


  The early history of the new republic presents a remarkable lesson in class struggle and compromise. Governance of the republic was complex, with power distributed among the Senate, elected magistrates such as consuls and later tribunes, and various peoples’ assemblies. During times of crisis, a dictator could be appointed for a limited time, typically six months. In general, the republic disdained long-term magistrates, and even the consuls were elected two at a time for one-year terms in office.


  At the outset, the aristocratic class, or patricians, controlled most of the levers of power and, human nature being what it is, demonstrated little regard for the general masses of people, the plebs (which refers to them as a class), or plebeians. The plebeians eventually became frustrated under both unrelenting debt and lack of power and became understandably upset about the state of things. Rather than revolt or assassinate leading Roman patricians, the plebeians came up with a novel solution: they effectively went on strike. En masse, they seceded from Rome and moved to a nearby hill where they basically hung out and waited.


  Deprived of anyone to stir their lemonade or massage their feet, the Roman patricians panicked. They agreed to reforms that would guarantee some protections and power for the plebs. This didn’t all happen in one sitting, but over multiple generations of strife and compromise, the Romans managed to keep their class struggles from blowing up into open civil war. The plebs ended up with their own peoples’ assemblies as well as tribunes, elected plebeian officials who could veto laws that plebs didn’t care for.


  Rome also was clever insofar as it extended citizenship (albeit of a lesser status) to defeated neighbors and rivals, thereby reducing their resentment. This worked particularly well for their Latin neighbors, who, after initial warring, came to see the benefits of remaining allied to Rome even during darker times.


  Rome ended up almost accidentally expanding across the Mediterranean. Rome liked to think it always had a just cause for going to war, although its rationale for this could be a bit loose. During significant periods, the republic was almost continuously at war with its Italian neighbors, Greek city-states in southern Italy or Sicily, or foreign powers. Perhaps the most famous wars were those against the Greek general Pyrrhus, who sought unsuccessfully to protect the Greek city-states in southern Italy from Roman domination, as well as the multiple wars with the Phoenician city-state of Carthage. During the second war with Carthage (or Punic War), the celebrated general Hannibal invaded Italy, demolishing one Roman legion after another. Here, though, the Romans’ political acumen paid off. To Hannibal’s surprise, the Latins remained loyal to Rome and continued supplying troops for new legions even as Hannibal cut them down. By contrast, Hannibal had poor access to reinforcements. Eventually, Rome attacked Carthage directly, and Hannibal was defeated by Scipio Africanus at the Battle of Zama. The effect of this was to expand Rome’s reach to Sicily, North Africa, and Spain. Rome was on the rise.7


  Given that we’ve covered two later mad emperors, we already know the Romans managed to mess up their republic and end up with a famous autocratic empire. By what madness did this happen? The republic was far from perfect, but it was firm in its opposition to autocracy. So how did the republic cast away such core values? How this happened is an object lesson for today’s politics.


  The expansion of the republic’s territory was a considerable boon, naturally. However, it brought with it several unexpected challenges. One was the sudden increase in slaves in Rome. It turns out that slaves are cheaper for given jobs than are free citizens who irritatingly expect to be paid. The increase in slavery put a fair number of lower wage Romans out of work, which they didn’t like, though one presumes the slaves weren’t too happy about this, either. This creates a vague echo of modern immigration/jobs debates and the perception of the lower classes being left behind by cheap labor benefiting the wealthy. Nobody suggested the building of walls and such, of course, but the fact remained that poorer Romans got left out of the economic boon times and became resentful.


  The second concern was the expansion of the army during the Second Punic War. Under the talented but flamboyant general, Scipio Africanus, it became clear that the army potentially could be a political force all its own, particularly if the army remained loyal to Scipio rather than Rome. Fortunately for Rome at this moment, Scipio had little interest in politics or world domination. Indeed, though Scipio had his faults, he is a clear antithesis of a madman, having resisted the obvious allure of a grab for power. The moment for a military takeover passed, for now at least, but raised the potential of the army as a threat to the constitutional republic.


  Rome’s newfound riches also led to increased corruption. This was revealed in the case of the Gracchus brothers, Tiberius and Gaius, each of whom in turn became reforming tribunes of the people and in turn were assassinated. Tiberius initially sought land reform, transferring tracts of land from wealthier Romans to poorer.8 This, naturally, was quite popular with the poorer plebs and less popular with the wealthy patricians. Tiberius pushed the limits of the powers of the tribune more than most tribunes and in doing so provoked the Senate. Naturally, both sides interpreted the actions of the others in the worst possible light.9 This eventually resulted in a violent mob clash provoked by the Senate that resulted in the death of Tiberius and many of his followers.


  Some years later, Tiberius’s brother Gaius became tribune and tried to push Tiberius’s reforms further. In addition to solidifying land reform, Gaius sought to root out corruption (which was becoming rampant) and bring about judicial reform. Gaius also sought to extend greater citizen rights to non-Roman peoples throughout Italy, which went over about as well as minority-rights efforts tend to do at pretty much any point in history. Violence once again naturally ensued, with Gaius meeting the same tragic end as his brother. The historian Plutarch suggests that one senator offered to pay the weight of Gaius’s head in gold to whomever killed him and, signifying the times, the killer in question filled the skull cavity with melted lead to make it heavier.10


  The Gracchus brothers pushed the limits of tribunal power. But they also clarified the class struggle of the plebs for a new generation. More than in the past, the result was class violence in which the patricians asserted their control over the levers of power.


  Naturally, things deteriorated from there. The next phase of conflict was epitomized by two talented generals: Marius, who represented the populist plebs, and Sulla, who represented the Senate. Both were excellent commanders. Being older, Marius’s star shone first, and he instituted important reform to the Roman army, making it increasingly professionalized and, as such, more loyal to its commanders than to Rome itself. He was, in effect, a populist, representing the interests of the people against the greedy and corrupt patricians. Eventually he was opposed by his protégé Sulla, who made the unprecedent step of marching an army on Rome itself, assuming dictatorial powers. Both cases—the popularists under Marius and the patricians under Sulla—shattered constitutional norms. Roman armies waged war against each other and Sulla, upon assuming dictatorial power, initiated a bloody purge of political rivals. Surprisingly, he retired willingly from office, dying of natural causes.11 One has the sense he was not greatly missed.
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  The Death of Gaius Gracchus by Francois Topino-Lebrun.


  By now, the protections of the Roman constitution were in tatters. In short order, control of Rome fell to the triumvirate of Pompey, Crassus, and Julius Caesar. Pompey and Caesar were both excellent generals. Crassus, not so much, but he was rich. In fairness, he had defeated the gladiators’ uprising led by Spartacus, but he died campaigning against the Parthians in the East. Unfortunately, Crassus was the glue that kept the triumvirate together, and Pompey and Caesar soon ended up at war with one another.12


  The rest is literally the stuff of Shakespearian plays. Caesar defeated Pompey, who fled to Egypt seeking refuge with the Egyptian pharaoh Ptolemy XIII. Ptolemy, thinking it would get him in good with Caesar, had Pompey killed. Naturally, this was a spectacular misread of the situation, for despite their civil war, Caesar still had affection for his rival Pompey. Caesar then threw his support behind Ptolemy’s rival, wife, and sister (yes, all three), Cleopatra VII (yes, that Cleopatra). With Cleopatra, Caesar returned to Rome, had himself declared dictator for life, and was promptly assassinated. Pro-republican forces briefly had the upper hand but were soon defeated by Caesar’s protégés Marc-Anthony and Octavian, his grandnephew. Fresh off victory, Marc-Anthony and Octavian had a falling out and Octavian defeated Marc-Anthony and his lover Cleopatra (yes, still that Cleopatra). Basically, everybody died except for Octavian, who renamed himself Augustus and became the first emperor of Rome.13 And that, of course, is the end of the republic.


  So what happened? In this case, although certain specific individuals ranging from the Gracchus brothers to Octavian/Augustus played important individual roles as leading figures, none, save perhaps Sulla, qualify as madmen the way we’ve defined it in the book here. Some of these individuals, such as Julius Caesar, were narcissists and not beyond brutality when it suited them. But they don’t quite rise to the level of a Hitler, Mao, or even Alexander the Great. In this case, the death of the republic can’t be blamed on the crucial actions of a single individual.


  Instead, it was the republic itself that went mad, gradually and in a series of steps that may not have been seen as consequential at the time. A lot of this developed through anger, as the respective classes of plebs and patricians increasingly became resentful toward each other. Each grasped for power and overreached, provoking greater fury in the other. Undoubtedly each side constructed narratives for why they were morally right and the other side scoundrels. Increased corruption decreased faith in public institutions and leaders.14 Gradually, constitutional norms were broken, and the structure of social fabric built on compromise unraveled. Each side became focused on “winning” without considering the long game of what their efforts might do to the republic. The corruption of the republic didn’t happen overnight but accumulated through a series of emotional, selfish, and rigid decisions and a decrease in the culture of public service and compromise. Coupled with the rise of a powerful permanent army, the situation became ripe for the eventual loss of protected freedoms, however imperfect they may have been under the republic. People began to look for strongmen to protect their interests. Be careful what one wishes for!


  The fall of the Roman Republic thus presents a test case for how increased emotionality, sense of personal grievance, rampant corruption and greed, centralization of power among a few individuals, and unwillingness to find common cause can undo a constitutional society. Its story is a warning for us all in the modern age.


  Having depressed the reader with this morality tale of republican corruption in an oligarchical system, we turn to the Renaissance. Here we look at how madness among the ruling class led to the brutal downfall of one of the world’s greatest monarchies.


  Let Them Eat Cake


  Marie Antoinette probably never uttered the infamous words, “Let them eat cake!” often credited to her in response to the starvation of peasant mobs in eighteenth-century France. But the fact that so many were willing to believe she had tells us much about her place in the French Revolution of 1789, as well as of the French aristocracy more broadly. Unlike the contemporary American Revolution, which sought the overthrow of a remote regime, the French Revolution was a homegrown affair born of desperate class conflict. Predictably, it turned personal and cruel and, whatever its leaders’ initial intent, did not lead to anything resembling democracy.


  Developing a full picture of Marie Antoinette is difficult given the juxtaposition between the degree to which she was vilified at the time of the French Revolution and some attempts to entirely rehabilitate her in modern scholarship. She was an archduchess of Austria and daughter to the famed Austrian empress Maria Theresa. She arrived in France in 1770, betrothed to the awkward heir to the French throne, Louis XVI.15 Quickly, she was shunted largely from view in the isolation of the royal palace at Versailles, subject of considerable gossip. The king, Louis XVI, was shy around women, particularly his wife, and their marriage was not consummated for years. This fact did significant harm to both their reputations.16 Only the kindly advice from Marie Antoinette’s brother, the Austrian emperor, Joseph, to Louis seems to have given Louis the courage to consummate the marriage, and the couple had their first child in 1778.


  The finances of France already were strained due to decades of war and mismanagement. Yet Marie Antoinette’s behavior contributed to the view that she was, at very least, indifferent to the financial suffering of the average person. Even her defenders acknowledge that Marie Antoinette was a frivolous spender who seemed aloof from concerns about her behavior. Perhaps worse at the time, she was often seen going out on the town without her meek husband, giving the perception that she was unfaithful. Some evidence suggests the perception is accurate and that two of her children may have been fathered by one of her lovers instead of Louis, although these claims aren’t without controversy.17


  If Marie Antoinette’s behavior contributed to some of the negative impression about her, she was also the victim of a most unfortunate ruse. The “affair of the diamond necklace” involved the theft of an amazingly expensive necklace by several con artists. Forged correspondence convinced the jewelers that they were selling the necklace to Marie Antoinette, to be paid in installments. In fact, Marie Antoinette had no knowledge of this arrangement at all. The necklace was stolen and never seen intact again. The main con artist, Jeanne de la Motte, was arrested and convicted, but negative press nonetheless cast Marie Antoinette as a villain in the affair. It was said, falsely, that she had been willing to further bankrupt France for a frivolous necklace. Whatever else we might say about her, the damage done to her reputation by this situation was unfair.18 Nonetheless, the story stuck due to her own unrestrained spending, which was true enough.


  Despite the considerable attention paid to her, including excellent biographies, getting a full picture of Marie Antoinette’s psychology can be a bit frustrating. She took an interest in the Austrian hypnotist Franz Anton Mesmer,19 who foolishly rebuffed her offer to support his work.20 It is less clear to what extent her own anxieties may have led her to be interested in his work.


  It can help, perhaps a little, to imagine what historical figures might have seemed like had they been taken out of their own historical context and put instead into an entirely mundane existence in the current era. Stalin the greengrocer almost certainly would have remained a difficult man even if deprived the levers of power to do harm to anything beyond cabbages and perhaps his own family. Marie Antoinette largely comes across as a somewhat naïve teenage girl, and later woman, well out of her league in facing historical events. Her and her husband’s early lack of knowledge about sex caused her brother to refer to them as “two complete blunderers.”21 Her main limitations include her spendthrift nature, her disconnect from the popular people, her inability to figure out how to combat the negative gossip about her, and an unfortunate conservatism in politics. She had been poorly educated as a girl, leaving her unprepared for leadership. Her tendency to favor her home country, Austria, made it easy to paint her as a traitor to France. She may have been unfaithful to her husband, though that evidence is not without controversy. She may have had some rather understandable neuroses that led her to an interest in mesmerism.


  Plunked down in modern society, Marie Antoinette probably would fit in with any modern university sorority. She was not evil, even if she could be vain and short-sighted. She was not mad in the same sense that Hitler or Stalin was; her madness was one shared by much of contemporary high society. Those in power had placed the burdens and pains of maintaining society on those least able to bear them, and, despite warning signs, remained stubbornly on this path. Those errors in thinking stretch back to France’s multiple wars across the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries and its regressive taxation system, and Marie Antoinette can’t be blamed for bringing these into being. Yet, like her contemporaries, neither could she see a way past them. Her madness, as it were, was one of shortsightedness, an inability to fully appreciate the suffering of others nor to see how her own behavior contributed to the downfall of her country. In this she had many colleagues among the French aristocracy. She deserves neither full blame nor complete exoneration.


  The rest, of course, is well-known history. Anger in France exploded with the storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789. The royal family was placed under a kind of house arrest while France developed an ostensible constitutional monarchy. In 1791 the royal family attempted to escape Paris and join royalist supporters. They were captured and returned to Paris amid accusations of treason. With war against Austria breaking out soon after, Marie Antoinette was increasingly viewed as a foreign collaborator. Her husband, Louis XVI, was executed by guillotine in early 1793.22 The writing, for Marie Antoinette, was on the wall.


  By October 1793 she herself was tried for treason, found guilty, and beheaded by guillotine. Her role in provoking the revolution remains controversial to this day. Yet at the very least she is symbolic of the selfish madness that can overtake those in power when a rigid grasp on both power and financial resources cause the frustration of the masses to overflow into violence and chaos. In this case, the madness was not so much her own, but one that had overtaken all those in power in French society.
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   iMadness


  As I’ve noted a few times in this book, not all cases of madness result in calamity. As with Alexander the Great, they end with a truly inspired moment in history on occasion. Now we turn to one of those and the case of a man whose vision for personal computing played a major role in the evolution in how we engage with computing, communication, music, and movies.


  Indeed, it’s hard to have a discussion of Steve Jobs without hearing or using the word “vision” or “visionary.”23 Jobs, the legendary cofounder of Apple, is one of the heroes of the millennial surge in personal technology use. But he was also known as a difficult, callous, and eccentric personality. During his life he both built and burned a fair number of bridges. In this sense he appears to exemplify a particular personality style that hasn’t gotten a lot of coverage in the psychological literature but that seems to exemplify a “roll big” approach to innovation and business. Let’s have a look.


  Jobs was an adopted child raised in a loving and supportive home. Unlike many of the other folks in this book, there’s little reason to believe that Jobs’s harder edges were shaped—even partially—by untoward harshness in the home. Nonetheless, Jobs had a reputation for misbehavior and resistance to authority, perhaps some early signs of his prickly adult personality shining through. In general, we likely overestimate the impact of environment on personality development, and Jobs may be a good example that genes tend to trump environment where this is concerned.


  By high school he’d begun to show an interest in electronics and made a fateful friendship. This was Steve Wozniak, the tech wunderkind who formed the design side of the Apple cofounding team. Jobs performed the role of visionary, pushing the products to ever-reaching heights. The Apple Computer Company was formed in 1976 (famously in the garage of Jobs’s family) and had its first real hit with the Apple II computer beginning in 1977.


  It’s probably hard to overestimate the impact of the Apple II on home computing. I remember it well from my own youth, both playing video games and learning how to code in BASIC, making my own programs. It was an iconic machine that revolutionized how we incorporate technology into our lives.


  By this time, the full range of Jobs’s personality characteristics had become apparent. First, he tended toward eccentricities and even what psychologists sometimes call “magical thinking” (belief in phenomena that are not scientifically supported). He was a strict vegetarian who believed that this obviated a need for bathing. He had strong opinions and could be brutally critical of others, sometimes publicly humiliating them. Some reports suggest Jobs bilked his partner Steve Wozniak out of an early bonus for their work, though Jobs denied this. When he didn’t get his way, he threw tantrums. Jobs was an amazing visionary and also a perfectionist, but some of his visions resulted in odd designs for his products that didn’t work out so well. For instance, at Jobs’s insistence, the early Macintosh lacked cursor control keys or an internal hard drive, greatly limiting its memory. Some accused him of taking credit for others’ ideas. He was known for creating a “reality distortion field” in which he could convince
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  others of wild ideas and make them sound reasonable, only for people to come to their senses once he had left.


  Jobs could be erratic in his personal life as well. Perhaps the most famous example surrounds his first daughter, Lisa, whom he initially disavowed despite a DNA test proving his paternity with 94.4 percent certainty. When she was in elementary school Jobs acknowledged her, but the quality of his parenting remains an issue of some contention. Accounts by Lisa sometimes portray him as callous, erratic, even inappropriate at times, though other family members contest these accounts.24


  This personality style combining great vision and passion with harsh, erratic leadership and eccentric beliefs is one that isn’t well described in the psychological literature. It evokes elements of several personality disorders such as narcissistic, schizotypical (those who tend to endorse bizarre beliefs and have awkward social skills), and obsessive-compulsive, without fitting comfortably into any of them. Although direct comparisons are fraught, echoes of Jobs’s management style can sometimes be found in descriptions of other visionary leaders such as Amazon’s Jeff Bezos25 or Elizabeth Holmes, an innovator who promised her company Theranos would revolutionize blood tests but ended up indicted for fraud.26 When successful, these inherently iconoclastic personalities can revolutionize whole industries, becoming heroes. But the likelihood is that we mostly hear only the successful cases, and visionary leadership likely crashes and burns (albeit not so dramatically as with Holmes) in most cases. This leadership style is something of a Hail Mary pass for novelty. When it works, it’s amazing. But more often, it does not work.


  By 1985, struggling with other executives at Apple, Jobs was forced out of the company he helped create. This was a devastating personal blow for Jobs, but it also drove him to reinvent himself. He founded NeXT computers, but its expensive products, though pioneering, failed to find a customer base. Jobs had far more success with Pixar, particularly when that company started making charming animated films like Toy Story.


  During the years without him, Apple began to struggle. By 1997, its fortunes plummeting, Apple bought NeXT, bringing Jobs back to the company he helped found then was ousted from. This second coming touched off one of the most brilliant phases of his life and Apple’s development. Although there were some missteps, Jobs righted Macintosh’s convoluted line, bringing in the iMac. Over the next decade and a half, Apple introduced the iPod music device, iTunes, which changed the music delivery system from albums to individual songs, the ubiquitous iPhone, and the iPad. Ultimately, Jobs played a major role in revolutionizing how we compute, watch movies, listen to music, and communicate. Perhaps he was mad in his way and certainly his relations with others were often strained, but no one can say that’s a bad track record for invention.


  Jobs married Laurene Powell in 1991 and the couple had several children. Between his successes with the rebirth of Apple and his developing family life, Jobs seemed to have it all. However, in 2003 he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. He initially resisted treatment and didn’t disclose his illness publicly, both choices that attracted controversy. When first diagnosed, Jobs rejected surgery in favor of alternative treatments, diet, and acupuncture. Although fear of surgery is obviously natural, Jobs had a rare slow-growing cancer and surgery, if done early, might have saved him. Naturally, we can never know for sure. Jobs eventually did seek conventional medical treatments, but the cancer progressed. In October 2011 he died leaving a legacy of both amazing revolutions and mercurial personal and professional relationships.


   Elite Men and Their Contempt for Women’s Rights


  In October 2017 dramatic allegations came to light accusing famed Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein of multiple sexual assaults and rapes of aspiring actresses stretching back decades. In many cases, others around Weinstein were accused of being complicit or at least having knowledge of the assaults and not speaking up.27 Producer of many famous films such as Pulp Fiction and Shakespeare in Love, Weinstein would be accused by dozens of women and charged with sexual assault and rape (as of this writing). Victims told spine-chilling stories of being lured to private meetings with Weinstein to discuss film matters only to be groped or forced into sexual activity. Many feared their careers would be ruined if they rejected Weinstein’s sexual advances.28


  The accusations against Weinstein were hardly the first to strike the entertainment industry. Within recent months and years, other famous men in the entertainment industry such as Bill O’Reilly and Bill Cosby had also been accused of sexual harassment or, in the case of Cosby, a long stretch of bizarre rapes. Cosby, the beloved father figure on The Cosby Show, had been accused of and eventually convicted in 2018 of drugging then raping unconscious women, with allegations stretching back to the 1960s.29 This particular MO led to speculation that Cosby might have had somnophilia, or “Sleeping Beauty syndrome,” a preference for sex with unconscious partners.30


  Yet the Weinstein case touched off a larger series of allegations against dozens, perhaps hundreds, of high-profile men in the entertainment industry, news media, politics, and business. Launching what has been called the #MeToo movement, accusations of sexual assault against multiple high-profile men created awareness of the continued presence of sexual threat in the lives of women.


  Understanding this phenomenon is difficult. How common is sexual assault (a broad category of behaviors that range from unwanted sexual touching through rape) in elite environments, and what does this say about gender relations more broadly? Some observers suggested, rightly, that sexual assault and harassment may be, if anything, more commonly experienced by women in service industries, such as among bar or restaurant staff. I am optimistic enough to believe most men are appalled by the revelations of widespread sexual assault and harassment still experienced by women. Although some women do commit sexual assaults, men vastly outnumber women as sexual assault perpetrators.31 This suggests there is something gender-specific about sexual assault.


  Many contemporary discussions focus on social causes of sexual assault, patriarchy, and “rape culture.” Yet, popular as they are, they are difficult to substantiate. Rape is not culture specific, nor even specific to humans; rape (or analogous behaviors) are seen in many other animal species ranging from insects to mammals.32 Ducks, for instance, are notorious rapists, so don’t feel guilty the next time you have an opportunity for l’orange.33 Although sexual assault is more common among males than females, most males do not engage in sexual assault nor approve of other males who do (even if they often remain ignorant of the scope of women’s experiences).


  Biological explanations for rape behavior, thus, appear to be more salient. Such arguments are complex of course but basically boil down to what can be called the “dads and cads” argument.34 This theoretical approach suggests that the best chances for male reproductive success comes from securing consenting romantic partners and contributing to the welfare of the resultant offspring. These are the “dads.” But a small number of males (the “cads”) are either socially or temperamentally unable to succeed at such an approach. Such males may lack the social graces to court women consensually or simply may be antisocial. Although for males, sex through consent is most efficient at reproducing one’s genes, women certainly can become pregnant through rape, and thus a motivation to rape can be passed down through generations among a small number of males. Most people don’t like thinking of either sex or rape in such reductionist biological terms, but my feeling is that this is the direction in which the best evidence points. Again, to be clear, this is merely a biological explanation for why rape occurs based on available data. In no way does this mean rape is acceptable, desirable, or not deserving of punishment when it occurs.


  As for why there seems to be more clustering of sexual assault among elite men, it bears repeating that, even among elites, most men are not assaultive. However, as we’ve already seen in this book, power tends to attract certain personality types related to narcissism and antisocial traits. So the coupling of invulnerability that comes with elite status along with such status tending to attract more inherently callous men could be expected to make sexual assaults more pronounced among some elite-status men.


  To summarize to this point: rape and sexual assault probably have many biological and personality determinants but can also thrive in social environments in which reporting of rape (and thus deterrence) is discouraged or punished. Most men do not commit sexual assaults nor approve of them but, living different social and emotional experiences, may nonetheless be oblivious to the degree to which women experience sexual threats in their day-to-day experiences. Sexual harassment and assault clearly occur at rates far higher than most of us men could have imagined and men of good faith need to band together with our women friends, family members, business partners, and spouses to make sure a clear climate of deterrence exists regarding inappropriate sexual behavior. I remain optimistic this is inherently doable and most people, male or female, want this.


  Now things take a twist. I sometimes say that all movements end up being defined by their loudest and least rational elements. This has been an issue that has plagued feminism for decades (and to be clear I identify myself as feminist). The practical goals of feminism—from equal pay, to freedom from violence, to expanded roles for women in business, entertainment, and politics—are all worthy and likely enjoy popular support. But the academic side of feminism sometimes allows itself to get bogged down by rigid ideological systems that, with some justification, make it easy to portray the entire movement as “male bashing.” Again, I am not saying that feminism is about male bashing, but rather that the ill-considered public statements and treatises of some perpetuate that image.35 Therefore, many people engage in the cliché, “I’m not a feminist but . . .” wherein they obviously support the practical goals of feminism but reject the label.


  Likewise, the #MeToo movement saw controversy when some individuals made statements appearing to show disinterest in due process for those accused of sexual misconduct. One of the most infamous quotes was by Teen Vogue writer Emily Linden who tweeted, “Sorry. If some innocent men’s reputations have to take a hit in the process of undoing the patriarchy, that is a price I am absolutely willing to pay.” Though by no means representative of the larger #MeToo movement, these comments got considerable attention. They are undoubtedly an angry reaction to the absence of due process that female victims of male sexual aggression have experienced since the dawn of time, but they nonetheless harmed the #MeToo movement by portraying it as more interested in mob rule than justice.


  Accusations of sexual assault against several powerful women also complicated the story (though it should be noted that they are as entitled to due process as are accused males). In an ironic turn, these included Asia Argento, one of the actresses who had originally accused Weinstein of rape.36 Even if these allegations against women are true, a few women engaging in sexual assault does not mitigate the behavior of many men doing the same. But it does highlight a tendency for social movements, particularly those fueled by emotion, to construct simplistic narratives and often to stumble when those narratives become more complex.


  The 2018 confirmation hearings for Supreme Court justice Brett Kavanaugh further divided opinions. Kavanaugh was known to be a conservative judge, and his nomination predictably split opinions among conservatives and liberals in the United States. Just as he was about to be confirmed, he was accused by several women, most notably Dr. Kristine Blasey Ford, of sexual assaults when he was a college student (1982 in the case of Dr. Ford). Once again, the nation became divided over the issue of whether sexual assault allegations were inherently true or whether the accused deserved some degree of benefit of the doubt until due process could examine the claims.
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  Arguably both congressional Democrats and Republicans played the issue for their own political advantages. Some accused Senate Democrats, particularly Dianne Feinstein, of sitting on a letter from Dr. Ford accusing Kavanaugh of assault for weeks and not referring it to the FBI and instead “weaponizing” it to use against Kavanaugh at a critical moment during his confirmation hearings.37 Dr. Ford gave moving and credible testimony before a Senate hearing. Later, Kavanaugh defended himself in testimony some felt came across as too angry. A subsequent, albeit brief, FBI investigation was unable to verify Dr. Ford’s claims and Kavanaugh was confirmed. Nonetheless, the FBI investigation was so quick and limited that it did little to allay the concerns of Kavanaugh’s critics. In a blow to the perception that assault claims are almost always good faith, several other claims (involving both male and female claimants) against Kavanaugh were found less credible and were themselves referred for criminal investigation for filing false claims.38


  So did Kavanaugh assault Dr. Ford when they were young? We might say that only the two of them know for sure, but even that may be mistaken. Much of the debate on sexual assault allegations focused on low percentages of malicious false reports. Indeed, malicious false reports are rare, although contrary to some claims, there are no credible figures on their exact prevalence.39 However, the issue of sexual assault claims isn’t merely one of one party lying, but also one of memory. We know that many good-faith accusations are faulty due to the low reliability of human memory. DNA evidence has exonerated many men falsely convicted of rape based on eyewitness testimony.40 But many of these cases are stranger rapes. Can this happen between individuals who are at least acquaintances as well? The issue of a false identification was raised by some Kavanaugh supporters and dismissed by his critics.41 The truth is we don’t have a lot of clear evidence about the reliability of memories of rape among acquaintances, particularly when so many years had passed (Ford accused Kavanaugh of attempting to rape her in 1982 and the allegation was made public in 2018). In fairness, this observation also applies to Kavanaugh. Particularly if he was intoxicated at the time, he may have no memories of actually perpetrating an assault. But memories, even those for traumatic events, are well known to be malleable over time.42 That Dr. Ford didn’t name Kavanaugh as her attacker until 2012 during therapy does raise the possibility that the identity of the attacker could have been mangled over thirty years. I have little doubt that Dr. Ford experienced a real sexual assault in 1982, but whether Kavanaugh is lying, whether Kavanaugh lost the memory of assaulting Dr. Ford, or whether Dr. Ford’s own memory was malleable, we may never know.


  Due process is necessary for both parties in such a case. Accusers deserve due process to have their cases heard and investigated in an efficient and dispassionate manner. Too often, victims of sexual trauma have been denied due process by having their claims dismissed out of hand, their credibility tarnished, and their concerns swept under the rug. But being heard and being uncritically believed are two different things. An accused individual also deserves due process and the right to answer charges made, to expect an impartial investigation, and, if the facts warrant, to go to trial. As with free speech, due process is not only a legal concept but a moral and ethical one, and jettisoning it in either direction outside of legal proceedings still carries social risk.


  We cannot definitely say what happened between Ford and Kavanaugh but perceptions about this issue tend to become filtered through our own tribal lenses. Neither conservatives nor liberals were immune to interpreting a singular event through their own sociopolitical worldview and emotional reaction rather than a dispassionate assessment of the facts, however limited, of the case. In this sense, the moment was fully democratic and demonstrated how democracies can descend into social madness, indulging in rage, fury, and mob rule, suspending the rule of law, and polarizing a community so that it turns on its own as enemies. But we return to this issue in chapter 10, when we consider the madness of the masses.



  

  CHAPTER EIGHT


  WHEN THE MIND GOES: DEMENTIA AMONG THE RULING CLASS


  On August 23, 1899, an article headline in the New York Times blared, “Emperor of China Insane.” Unfortunately, the ensuing article isn’t much longer than the headline; aside from a claim that the emperor had developed symptoms of dementia, the reader is given little further information. Presumably, the emperor in question was the Guangxu Emperor, only twenty-four at the time, rather young for dementia. China in the late nineteenth century appeared to be in perpetual decline, largely at the mercy of the imperial European powers as well as Japan, and rife with corruption and a chaotic government. At the moment of the Times headline, the Guangxu emperor effectively was being placed under house arrest by his powerful aunt, the Dowager Empress Cixi, who was opposed to his reform efforts. Nine years later, he was murdered by arsenic poisoning, probably also by his aunt.1 So we might take the convenient claim of his unusually early dotage with a grain of salt. But what exactly is dementia, how does it differ from other forms of madness, and how has it influenced the behavior of the powerful?


  Throughout most of the book this far, we’ve looked at madness wrought in most cases by disorders of the personality as well as a few unfortunates stuck in positions of authority or influence despite the presence of debilitating mental illness. By contrast, dementia refers to organic brain disease that is typically gradual, in most cases irreversible, and increasingly impairing. Most cases of dementia, such as those brought on by Alzheimer’s disease, occur with advanced age, but some specific diseases, such as Huntington’s disease or even untreated syphilis,2 can bring on dementia earlier.
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  Like it or not, advanced age inevitably brings on some level of cognitive decline. That’s why, when we see a centenarian, we tend to remark how “sharp” or “alert” they are so long as they can put on their own pants or stir their own coffee. I’m not trying to be ageist (I’m getting there, too!), simply noting that we all have an awareness that some decline in some cognitive skills is a natural part of aging. Normal cognitive decline is predicted by some factors including genetics, smoking, lack of exercise, and lower B-12 vitamins. However, the effects of these predictors are generally quite small, so I’m not sure I’d pound the B-12s just yet.3 As we age we tend to lose little bits of reaction time, new memory formation, processing speed, and novel learning, but, hey, we get wisdom in return. Given that this makes us more alert to what we’re losing in all the other realms, this hardly seems like a fair trade but whatever. One centenarian, upon being asked the benefits of advanced age replied, “much less peer pressure,” which is not only wise but perhaps one of the funniest observations of all time.4


  Dementia refers to cognitive declines that are atypical for the person’s age. These can result from neurodegenerative illnesses such as Alzheimer’s disease or Parkinson’s disease or more acute damage such as from strokes. Some infections can cause dementia. Untreated syphilis can bring on dementia, as can HIV. Prions, little errant proteins that make copies of themselves while destroying brain tissue in the process, are responsible for dementia due to Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. In most cases, this is genetically inherited but can be transmitted by contact with brain or spinal tissue (including from other animals such as with mad cow disease or “zombie deer” chronic wasting disease). A particularly vicious variant, fatal familial insomnia, mainly attacks the thalamus region of the brain, which is responsible for sleeping. As the name suggests, these poor souls lose the ability to sleep—even sedatives don’t help—and they effectively die from exhaustion within months or a few years at the outside. Fortunately, this is rare, appearing more common in Italian families (good news if you’re not Italian, not-so-good news if you are).


  Dementia can also be inflicted through repeated injuries to the brain. Famously, chronic traumatic encephalopathy (a fancy way of saying getting hit on the head a lot) has been found to be common in high-impact sports such as boxing and football.5 Certainly, chronic substance use, such as drinking alcohol, can bring on variants of dementia such as Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome.


  Dementias, particularly those due to neurodegenerative diseases or stroke, are more common during the elderly years. However, rarer forms of dementia can strike at any age, including childhood. Leukodystrophy, which damages the myelin coating around the axons of neurons, can appear in childhood.


  In many cases, dementia can develop slowly, becoming obvious only after symptoms reach a state of advancement. This means that, when occurring in a world leader, dementia could begin to set in, potentially influencing policy decisions, before the diagnosis is clear. The possibility that dementia has influenced the course of history has been raised a few times. But first, let’s examine whether a case of neurological decline might have influenced art.


   We’re All Ears


  Okay, yeah, we’re about to discuss Vincent van Gogh. Van Gogh is famous for two things. First, being one of the most talented painters of the late nineteenth century. And second, for cutting off part of his ear and giving it to a prostitute he fancied. It’s hard to say for which of these he is more eminent.


  Van Gogh’s short life (he died at about age thirty-seven) was marked by extraordinary pain and chaos. He began life as an unruly child and things largely got worse from there. Never very successful with women (it turns out girls don’t like ears as presents), he was often alone, isolated, and despondent. He mainly survived on the goodwill of his brother Theo, who always believed in Vincent’s amazing talents even if Vincent was difficult to deal with at times.


  Van Gogh’s issues weren’t, strictly speaking, a dementia in the purest sense (we get to a few examples of that later in the chapter). But his problems related to a broad overlap between traditional mental illness and neurological disorder exacerbated by misuse of the powerful but popular alcohol drink absinthe. As such, his neurological and psychiatric decline are worth considering here.


  First, it’s important to note that van Gogh had many positive qualities as an individual. Obviously, he was an exceptionally skilled artist. He maintained an emotional closeness with his brother despite sometimes turbulent relations. And he sustained a deep emotional and spiritual longing and awareness throughout his life. Inevitably, as we delve into van Gogh’s darker side, it’s important to remember that van Gogh was a complex and multifaceted individual.6


  That said, van Gogh’s life was one shrouded in considerable darkness. Several times he became infatuated with women who had little interest in him, and their rejection sent him into cataclysmic spirals. He had understandably better luck with prostitutes, though this created scandal for his family. He commonly neglected his hygiene, threw tantrums of anger, sunk into deep depressions, and experienced delusions of paranoia and terrifying hallucinations.


  He also experienced seizures, particularly what are called complex partial seizures. Such seizures tend to result from localized lesions in the brain. They generally don’t cause full loss of consciousness and violent muscle spasms that are witnessed in the more dramatic grand mal seizures. Rather, individuals with complex partial seizures may seem disoriented or unaware of their environment, engage in odd or purposeless behaviors, experience psychotic symptoms, and have no awareness or memory of actions that occur during the seizure.


  In van Gogh’s case, the symptoms of epilepsy were worsened by his regular consumption of absinthe, a popular European alcoholic drink long thought to cause convulsions. More recently, these beliefs have been challenged in scientific studies.7 Nonetheless, the uniqueness of absinthe aside, the sheer volumes of alcohol consumed by van Gogh almost certainly contributed to his neurological decline. Evidence from his letters suggests his experiences with seizures and mood disorders were associated with periods of higher absinthe consumption. Or put another way, heavy alcohol consumption undoubtedly made a touchy neurological situation worse.


  Despite his talent, van Gogh was not a success during his lifetime. Setting the stage for tragic artists ever since, his art only became famous after his death.8 The most famous incident of van Gogh’s life occurred during a moment of significant delirium. Van Gogh had been living with the artist Gauguin and predictably had a violent falling out. As Gauguin left their shared living space one evening, van Gogh followed him threateningly with an open razor. Upon being rebuffed, van Gogh went home, cutting off part of his left earlobe, which he then presented to his favorite prostitute, a presumably startled woman named Rachel. The next morning, he was taken to the hospital, where he claimed to have no memory of the incident.


  Van Gogh was, by this point, on his final downward spiral. He spent time in an asylum, which doesn’t seem to have helped him much. In July 1890, van Gogh shot himself in the chest and died two days later. His supportive brother died six months later of natural causes, and it was his brother’s widow who preserved most of van Gogh’s paintings.


  How might van Gogh have progressed had doctors managed to save him from his suicide attempt? Naturally, we can only speculate, but educated guesses are fairly straightforward. First, we must be clear that van Gogh wasn’t necessarily doomed. Were he able to cut back significantly on his alcohol consumption, it’s entirely possible he might have slowed or even arrested his neurological and psychiatric decline. Absinthe consumption appears to have worsened both his seizures and psychosis.
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  Unfortunately, recidivism among those with alcohol issues is quite high. Particularly given the acute nature of van Gogh’s problems and the lack of empirically supported treatments available for them at the time, I fear that the prognosis for van Gogh would never have been good. By the time of his death, it’s likely van Gogh’s brain had already experienced significant damage. Even if he avoided suicide, continued heavy drinking would have damaged his brain leading to worsening symptoms of dementia, a condition called Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome,9 or “wet brain.” Typical symptoms include memory loss, difficulty forming new memories (anterograde amnesia), and a clumsy, staggering gait. Such a condition would not have helped his preexisting psychiatric problems nor his seizure disorder. Put simply, unless van Gogh changed his lifestyle considerably, he was already a man on the road to alcohol-induced dementia by the time of his suicide.


   How World War I Was Lost


  Dementia doesn’t always come on slowly and predictably, as is the course of chronic alcoholism. Sometimes dementia can drop like an anvil. This can occur to a wide variety of sudden insults to the brain, although the one most people live in fear of is a cerebral vascular accident (CVA), or stroke. Strokes can happen at any age. One of the more famous and inspirational stories is that of Sarah Scott, an eighteen-year-old woman who had a stroke while reading aloud in an English class. She suddenly lost the ability to speak or move the right side of her body. Fortunately, she was rushed to the hospital and her life was saved. Nonetheless the stroke left her with aphasia, a condition that makes it difficult to speak, read, write, do math, handle money, and so forth. Scott has since released a series of YouTube videos documenting her recovery and brought considerable awareness to stroke prevention.


  Nonetheless, strokes become far more common among older adults. Risk factors include high blood pressure, smoking (which is a risk factor for pretty much everything), high cholesterol, obesity, and diabetes. One of history’s most famous strokes occurred in 1919, when one largely destroyed Woodrow Wilson’s ability to function as president of the United States.


  Most representative republics see the need for some kind of executive head of state and typically elect them to specific terms in office. The Roman Republic elected consuls for one-year terms, but most republics use longer terms of, say, four or six years. This turnover period allows enfranchised citizens to reconsider how their executive is doing and elect a new one if they are unsatisfied with the job performance. The trick is, if executives are elected to fixed terms, what do we do when the executive implodes halfway through a term? Oddly enough, not all republics seem to have foreseen this possibility and include a mechanism for easy replacement of an impaired but not dead executive.


  Woodrow Wilson is generally regarded as a competent U.S. president, though how favored he is by history tends to wax and wane a bit. Accolades come mainly for effectively managing the U.S. economy during his term, keeping the United States out of World War I until absolutely necessary,10 and for a sensible vision for peace after the war that, predictably, nobody listened to. By contrast, he failed to get the United States to ratify the League of Nations, despite the concept being largely his idea, and he is also criticized as a proponent of racial segregation.11 He is also widely remembered for his misfortune of having a stroke during his final years in office, remaining president while his wife secretly made many of the decisions of running the country for him.


  Compared to some of the colorful characters in this book, Wilson’s background is a rather unremarkable one. He was no madman, to be sure. Well, unless you consider academics to be inherently mad, and then perhaps you’re not too far from the truth. Wilson was descended from Scotch Irish parents, his father a Presbyterian minister and theologian. Wilson was born in the South, but his family didn’t have particularly strong roots there, so Wilson was able to traverse some of the ongoing north/south regional divides. Wilson gave law school a shot, didn’t much care for it, then got a PhD in political science and spent most of his life in academia, arguing over a few pennies’ worth of departmental budgets and obscure points of abstract political science. In this role, he was extremely successful and became a rising professorial star. In 1902 Princeton made him its president. Back in those days, people actually listened to Ivy League college presidents, so this raised Wilson’s stature significantly.12


  Eight years later, as a steppingstone to the presidency, Wilson was elected governor of New Jersey. Not inclined to settle for that, Wilson ran for the presidency of the United States just two years later in 1912. He had staked out a reputation as an anticorruption, antitrust, social justice (which mainly meant he championed poorer or middle-class whites in those days) progressive. Wilson benefited from a split, four-way election. Republicans were split between the official nominee and incumbent president William Howard Taft13 and former president Teddy Roosevelt, who figured he’d give the presidency another shot. Thinking Taft was a bit of a wet noodle, Roosevelt figured only he could save the Republican Party from itself and, miffed at being rebuffed for the nomination, ran anyway under the Bull Moose Party. Looking back, I can’t believe more people didn’t vote for him just because of the party name. Wilson also faced an outside challenger in socialist (yes, they had them back then too) Eugene Debs14 but Debs didn’t do Wilson as much damage as Roosevelt did to Taft. Roosevelt actually outpolled Taft, returning one of the most impressive outcomes for a third-party candidate in U.S. history. But it wasn’t enough to beat Wilson, who became president in 1913.


  First, let’s acknowledge that Wilson deserves eternal damnation for reviving the State of the Union speech, preempting far more worthy network television shows for decades.15 Technically not required in the Constitution, which only mandates the president file an occasional report with Congress, the State of the Union has devolved into a weird demagoguery grudge match between the president and his or her16 congressional opponents. Aside from this travesty, Wilson got his presidency off to a good start, challenging business trusts, lowering tariffs, and creating the federal income tax (okay, maybe that’s not so popular), the Federal Trade Commission, and the Federal Reserve. All this economic stuff is a bit boring, I admit, but in short, he made the U.S. economy run better at the time.17


  Blah, blah, economics, blah, blah . . . what really loomed large during Wilson’s presidency was World War I. Entire libraries’ worth of books have been devoted to what caused World War I, who’s to blame, and whether it inevitably led to World War II. Summarizing it in a few lines, Europe’s great powers were locked in paranoid power struggles and had developed two unwieldy alliance structures to try to maintain peace. People probably weren’t stumping for war, but all it took was one lit match, a bunch of misunderstandings, and dumb decisions to start it. The 1914 assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand by Serbian terrorists likely aided by elements of the Serbian government provided the match. Even after the assassination, nobody thought it would really lead to a global war until Austria’s demands for recompense proved unreasonable and nobody could back down from confrontation. Germany egged on its ally, Austria, although Germany itself wasn’t entirely set on war, but the alliance systems all kicked in and soon enough most of Europe, Ottoman Turkey, and colonial possessions were in all-out war. This may seem like a big no-fault situation—and, granted, World War I doesn’t have an obvious bad guy like Hitler—but Germany usually gets more blame for deciding to brutally invade neutral Belgium on its way to France.18


  The United States didn’t have a dog in this fight, so Wilson sought to keep the country out of it. Considering the meat grinder it turned into, with eight and a half million soldiers killed over four years,19 it’s hard to argue with this decision. Both sides made it difficult for Wilson. The British blockaded Germany and stopped ships and confiscated property heading into Germany. Granted, they were generally rather prim and proper about it, even paying for the stuff they confiscated. By contrast, the Germans torpedoed ships and inevitably sent some Americans to the bottom. In fairness, the Germans had few options. Though they had sought to develop a surface fleet on par with the British,20 they hadn’t managed it by the breakout of war in 1914 and had to rely on U-boats to blockade the British. Submarines of the day were rather slow and frail, so if they had gentlemanly surfaced to warn ships they were about to be torpedoed, their targets could have sailed away or blasted them to smithereens with deck cannons. Nonetheless, the finer points of the limitations of U-boats were lost on American civilians as they sunk to the bottom of the sea.


  The United States also had divided national loyalties. Social and political ties to the United Kingdom were significant, and the United Kingdom and France were the two governments closest to the American republic in form. Most Americans weren’t overly excited to protect any of the monarchies of the Central Powers (Germany, Austria, and Turkey, primarily), nor the Russian allies of the British and French, for that matter. But the United States did have a significant German immigrant population, as well as a fair number of Irish who weren’t too keen on the United Kingdom.21


  Germany ultimately made it difficult for the United States to stay out. Unrestricted submarine warfare sinking ships with Americans on them was one part of it. The other was the Zimmerman Telegram, a clumsy effort to get Mexico to join the war on the Central Powers side. Mexico had enough internal chaos of its own at the time to avoid taking on the big country to the north, but Germany hoped Mexico might be tempted by getting back parts of the southern states lost to the United States in the Mexican-American War.22 If Mexico had been dumb enough to let itself get trounced in a North American war, that would tie up the U.S. Army for the foreseeable future. Mexico, it turned out, was not that dumb, but when the letter got in the hands of the U.S. government, it was too much for even Wilson to bear. In April 1917, Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany, although American forces wouldn’t arrive on the continent in large numbers until 1918.


  The thing about World War I is that Germany still nearly won it; 1917 was a good year for Germany. By then it had knocked three allied powers—Russia, Romania, and Serbia—out of the war. Its Austrian allies and the Italians23 were beating each other into a stalemate. That left Germany to take on France and the United Kingdom, but France was already reeling, its armies having mutinied once in 1916. A German offensive in spring 1918 sought to smash the allied lines before American troops could arrive in great numbers and very nearly did so. Nonetheless, American troops turned the tide in Europe, something we brag about every chance we get (doing it again in 1941 didn’t help matters). By then, the other Central Powers were exhausted and capitulated one by one. The German Army was never solidly defeated in the field, but its populace was starving under the British blockade and it had no real hope of fighting off a fresh American army. So an armistice was declared beginning November 11, 1918.


  During the war, one unsavory element deserves attention. Congress, with Wilson’s support, passed the Sedition Act and the Espionage Act of 1918, which severely curtailed free speech and political expression during the war. None other than Wilson’s one-time presidential rival Eugene Debs was arrested and jailed under these laws for opposing conscription for the war. To be sure, this wasn’t the first time a president played a role in suspending constitutional protections during a time of conflict—both Adams and Lincoln did as well. But, along with his segregationist policies, this assault on free speech and debate is one of the darker elements of Wilson’s presidency.


  Wilson had a vision for a postwar reconciliation and reconstruction that pretty much nobody agreed with, it turns out. Nonetheless, his instincts are credited with having been quite good, particularly with the wisdom of looking back. Wilson really wanted the creation of a League of Nations to prevent future similar outbreaks of war. He also took a line that was more generous to the Central Powers than was the perspective of the main Allied nations. Ultimately, neither line of thinking worked out. The Allied Powers, Britain and France particularly, wanted reparations from Germany and wanted to carve up the colonial territories of the former Central Powers for themselves. Japan grabbed bits of Pacific Islands owned by Germany as well as former German interests in China. Italy had eyes on bits of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire but was frustrated by the other great powers in these ambitions despite earlier promises.


  Wilson proved grudgingly willing to compromise on some of these territorial acquisitions with an eye on his League of Nations. But here he was thwarted on the home front. Isolationist feeling as well as partisan politics ultimately doomed the League of Nations in the United States. Despite it being an American idea, the United States never joined the League of Nations.


  I said earlier that Wilson was a rather ordinary fellow in many respects. But his presidency was certainly anything but ordinary. And now began one of its most remarkable chapters. Wilson had experienced some health issues for years, even before assuming the presidency. High blood pressure had been a long-standing problem for him, and he may have had some small strokes dating back to 1896. In April 1919, while still at the Paris Peace Conference, he had another stroke, which set him to spending inordinate time in a confused state arranging and rearranging the furniture in his apartment. But he quickly recovered and continued with the conference. Upon his return to the United States, he faced a difficult battle getting the League of Nations ratified in Congress. Here he stumbled, becoming stubborn by refusing to negotiate with Republicans in the Senate to get their support. Instead, to pressure them by galvanizing public backing, he undertook a grueling public tour of the western United States to make his case directly to voters.


  During this tour in late September or early October 1919, he suffered a massive stroke. He experienced paralysis and reduced speech and cognition. Fascinatingly, a small cabal around the president, including his wife Edith, private secretary, and physician, hid the details of Wilson’s incapacity for about seventeen months, until near the end of his presidency. His wife Edith acted as an intermediary between the president and the outside world. Although she declaimed having done so, it is widely assumed she made substantive policy decisions on his behalf during this time.24 Stripped of its main advocate, the League of Nations died in the U.S. Senate. Without it, the United States pulled back from moral leadership in the postwar world and would remain isolationist until World War II. Wilson did survive a few years after leaving the presidency in 1921, turning it over to Warren Harding, beginning twelve years of largely rubbish Republican rule in the White House. Wilson died in 1924.
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  The tantalizing question is: what might the world have looked like had Wilson not had his stroke in 1919? The failure of the United States to take part in the League of Nations largely doomed that enterprise to irrelevance, particularly as it had been an American idea in the first place. A more mentally vigorous Wilson might have either compromised with his Republican opponents or galvanized public support to see the Senate ratify the League. It’s not inconceivable that a healthy Wilson might have run for a third term,25 bringing his leadership to the postwar world. Could Wilson have guided the world toward a more prosperous and generous twentieth century that would never have seen World War II? Without his declining neurological health, he might even have kept the Allies in line during the Paris Peace Conference, limiting their harsh treatment of Germany. Or perhaps that’s too much to ask of him, even on a good day. What we can be sure of is that his stroke eliminated him as a force to be reckoned with at just the moment the League of Nations most needed him. Without him, it was doomed to failure.


   America Will Never Make Concessions to Terrorists—Except Maybe Sometimes


  I grew up, entering my preteen and teen years, in the 1980s, which means I still have a fondness for Duran Duran, the Atari 2600, and Raiders of the Lost Ark. It also means I became politically aware during the presidency of Ronald Reagan with its clear dividing line of good and evil (the Russians were evil, sorry guys) and seemingly impending nuclear holocaust. It’s fun to look back on those days, when parents smoking pot in their bedroom in Poltergeist was good PG-movie entertainment and playing war games on a dial-up modem with a national security supercomputer seemed the height of technology (movie reference, if you didn’t get it). But Reagan loomed large during those years, and I still remember his genius as a politician, both affable and strong. He is one of those examples wherein history needs not a madman but a determined, confident leader, and that’s exactly what the United States got in Reagan. Mostly.


  Reagan was born and raised in Illinois to Jack and Nelle Reagan. His mother, Nelle, was a stable and positive influence in his family. Highly religious, she put on morality plays in which she cast young Ronald, possibly giving him an initial taste for acting. By contrast, his relationship with his father was more difficult. Jack Reagan had difficulties with alcohol. At one time, Ronald came home to find him passed out on the front porch, another time Jack stumbled into the house leaving the family car running in the street with the door open.26 Some researchers have suggested that growing up with an alcoholic father explains some of Reagan’s weaknesses as president, particularly his aloof, disengaged style and stubborn loyalty to subordinates even when they failed him.27


  Reagan’s life is undoubtedly a fascinating one. First radio actor, then movie star, then governor of California, and finally president of the United States. Not too shabby, one must admit. He married twice and had five children, one whom died in infancy. I’ll spare delving into the Reagan family’s home life much, save to say at least one daughter seems not to have been overly content with it.28


  Most people agree that the Reagan presidency was one of the most influential of the twentieth century. To give credit where it is due, Reagan restored America’s confidence and worldwide reputation. Most notably, he is credited with playing a significant role in ending the Cold War with the Soviet Union by escalating the arms race to a point at which the Soviet Union collapsed economically. By contrast, others criticize his economic policies and related disengagement from social welfare issues. Reagan survived an assassination attempt in 1981 by John Hinkley Jr., an actual madman in this story. Hinkley apparently believed that shooting Reagan would impress the actress Jodie Foster enough to kindle a romantic relationship.29 Reagan survived his injuries, although his press secretary James Brady was critically wounded and would die of his injuries thirty-three years later.


  However, the episode we are most concerned with is the Iran-Contra Affair. Without getting too involved, let’s try to hash out the major players in this muddled mess. Iran, by the 1980s, had developed into a fanatical Islamic regime hostile to the United States. Iran also had significant influence with some of the terrorist groups in the Middle East, some of which had kidnapped American citizens. Reagan received considerable credit for the release of American hostages held by Iran once he was inaugurated, although it seems more likely that the Iranians timed it to spite outgoing president Jimmy Carter rather than out of any particular fear of Reagan. Okay, so Iran, bad. We’ve got that down.


  The Contras are a bit murkier. During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union funded nasty little proxy wars, sometimes using rebel groups to overthrow regimes friendly to the other side. One of these was Nicaragua, where a communist regime friendly to the Soviet Union was being confronted with Contra rebels financially supported by the United States, particularly through the Central Intelligence Agency. This all seemed reasonable until it dawned on Congress that the Contras were mainly a bunch of brutal but ineffective thugs and decided to cut off funding in 1985.


  Okay, back to Iran: bunch of crazy jerks, right? But in fairness, the United States had spent years propping up a pro-U.S. monarchy, the shah, which was bumbling and corrupt. When the shah was overthrown by the Islamic Republic in 1979, Iran inherited many American-made weapon systems, particularly planes, that had been sold to Iran by the United States under the shah. Iran soon ended up in a big war with its neighbor Iraq and needed spare parts. So despite all the “death to America” stuff, there was a market for U.S. goods there. The United States pressured other governments not to sell spare parts to the Iranians—after which they promptly started doing exactly that themselves. They also sold Iran missiles and other equipment. Funds from these sales were then funneled secretly to the Contras, to whom, we will remember, Congress had just cut funding. Later, officials would try to explain this all as an effort to help free American kidnapping victims in the Middle East, but this explanation generally didn’t wash with congressional investigators.30 It didn’t help that Reagan had made previous bold pronouncements declaring that there would be no deals negotiating with terrorists. In the subsequent investigations, he appeared to have a poor grasp of at least some of the details of the Iran-Contra Affair, fueling speculation that early symptoms of dementia played a role in his loss of control of his own administration.


  So, basically, the United States tossed away much of its credibility for a lousy deal. The shenanigans didn’t really help the American hostage situation in the Middle East. As for the Contras, they plodded along, and Nicaragua eventually began holding free elections so that’s a win, in fairness. Iran came out of the deal with supplies for its military. And the United States mainly ended up holding the bag. We can debate whether the blow to U.S. prestige was worth free elections in Nicaragua, if we even assume that the Iran-Contra funding was central to this. The more interesting question is how much control Reagan had over this whole fiasco.


  One of the more controversial views to come out of Iran-Contra is not that Ronald Reagan directed an illegal scheme to fund the Contras by selling arms to Iran, but rather that by that point in his presidency, he no longer had the mental faculties to fully understand what his administration was doing.31 This involves speculation that Reagan was already experiencing the earliest stages of dementia and ultimately lost control of his administration.


  In 1994, six years after leaving the White House, it was announced that Reagan had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, a progressive neurodegenerative disease that begins with memory loss and leads to a complete loss of mental faculties and death. Alzheimer’s is inherited in most cases. Its exact cause is somewhat speculative, typically involving the accumulation of proteins in the brain that result in neuron death. The brains of people with Alzheimer’s disease noticeably shrink as the cells die. Usually death results within about a decade of diagnosis (Reagan died in 2004). However, the date of diagnosis typically does not indicate the actual start of the disease. Typically, Alzheimer’s may have been slowly developing for years prior to the symptoms becoming acute enough to be diagnosed.32 So it’s entirely possible that Reagan was experiencing preclinical symptoms of Alzheimer’s even a decade prior to his diagnosis.


  This, not surprisingly, has been a matter of considerable controversy and speculation. Many, and not unreasonably, find the question of Reagan’s mental health during his presidency to be unfair.33 And doctors who knew him during his presidency declare not having seen clear signs of Alzheimer’s disease at that time.34 Then again, without a magic Alzheimer’s detecto-wand, it’s entirely possible they missed it. There’s no blood test or other test for Alzheimer’s and early symptoms easily can be disregarded or dismissed as normal aging or forgetfulness. Even later Alzheimer’s is diagnosed largely as a process of elimination; only examination of brain samples at autopsy can render a definitive diagnosis.


  The question of Reagan’s possible early symptoms while in office has even split his family, with one son claiming to have seen signs of dementia during Reagan’s second term, although other children disagree.35 Reagan was known to have shown at least occasional signs of confusion or memory loss during his second term, most notably during the 1984 presidential debates against Walter Mondale. More recently, an analysis of Reagan’s speech while he was in office provides some evidence for early markers of Alzheimer’s disease.36 This isn’t definitive evidence but adds weight to the argument for its presence. We may never definitively know for sure but if you were to pin me down to an educated opinion, I
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  suspect that, yes, Reagan likely was experiencing some early preclinical Alzheimer’s symptoms while in office.


  I suspect much of the controversy arises from the false impression that dementia is a binary condition. In other words, people may feel that even an early hint of Alzheimer’s disease makes someone a kind of “unperson” incapable of any rational thought. The end stages of Alzheimer’s are indeed tragic, but patients with the disease can live full and productive lives for years after diagnosis, not to mention during the pre-diagnosis period. It’s not beyond thinking that, particularly in one of the highest stress jobs imaginable, early Alzheimer’s symptoms may have increased Reagan’s likelihood of making a few mistakes. But that needn’t tarnish his legacy as president. Many presidents have labored under medical and neurological conditions as bad or worse than early Alzheimer’s. And, Iran-Contra aside, Reagan’s presidency remains one of the most consequential of the twentieth century, probably the most consequential of the latter twentieth century. If we can remove the stigma of dementia from the legacy of the Reagan presidency, it may make it easier for us to evaluate the potential presence of early symptoms of Alzheimer’s in Reagan during the late 1980s and, by doing so, more fully to understand early markers for Alzheimer’s disease that may otherwise go unnoticed.


   Some Concluding Thoughts


  Parsing the role of dementia in history is made difficult given that a scientific understanding of dementia only really emerged in the twentieth century and that dementia clusters together a number of phenomena with varying symptoms and causes.37 To be fair, scholars throughout history recognized that dementia was a thing but were often at a loss to explain it.38 Unfortunately, it still carries considerable stigma and potential for ageism, which makes analysis of its role in history even more fraught.


  Because people’s conceptualization of dementia in the past was often vague and sometimes muddled with normal aging, we don’t have as clear a record of dementia as we do the sorts of personality disorders and acute mental illnesses that created cruel or bizarre behavior earlier in life. Some individuals such as George III (whom we visited in chapter 4), had early diseases that degenerated into dementia. Others such as Henry the VIII (the English king with six wives, most of whom didn’t emerge from matrimony with him for the better), experienced behavioral changes that are sometimes posited as dementia. In Henry’s case, everything from untreated syphilis to McLeod syndrome are suggested as causes.39 Of course, most people throughout history simply didn’t live long enough for dementia to become a factor.


  In the tally of horrors madness has unleashed on humanity, dementia probably plays a lesser role than personality disorders. There are descriptions of emperors and kings who appear scattered or disengaged in their latter years, and, at times, others took advantage of this. But there’s little evidence that dementia unleashed horrors on the scale that distorted personalities have, such as with Hitler, Mao, Stalin, or even Alexander the Great. As may have happened with Iran-Contra and more clearly happened with the League of Nations, dementia may precipitate a loss of central control and the onset of entropy. Perhaps dementia causes fear mainly due to its relative commonness and the sense it looms over us all. That is its greatest horror.40



 

  CHAPTER NINE


  MADNESS AS A POLITICAL FOOTBALL


  In the antebellum southern United States in the 1850s, physicians were confronted with a peculiar mental illness previously undescribed in the medical lexicons. Specifically, against all logic and reason and to the befuddlement of southern doctors, some black slaves were tossing their tools and running away from service in hopes of reaching the non-slave-owning north. Given that—as the thinking went at the time—black slaves were clearly both in their rightful place and benefiting from the security and guidance of their white masters, this irrational motivation to flee could only be explained through mental illness. Dutifully, a southern physician, Samuel Cartwright, published details about the condition he called “drapetomania,” or, essentially, an irrational desire among slaves to run away.1


  Technically, the disorder at the time did indeed meet the ostensible criteria that we use to judge when a behavior is a mental illness. It was deviant, meaning that it violated the predominant (white) social conventions of “normal” behavior. The behavior involved an obvious sign of distress. And it was maladaptive, given the significant risks black slaves took in engaging in the behavior. Cartwright believed that white slaveowners who were either too lenient or too cruel likely would see an increased incidence of the behavior among their slaves and recommended the lash as treatment.2 Northern medical professionals largely mocked Cartwright’s absurd diagnosis, with one sarcastically suggesting it might also be applied to schoolboys who ran away from headmaster whippings.3 Yet it found some purchase among southerners at the time for whom it fit with a convenient social narrative.


  Looking back, we can laugh or cringe at drapetomania as an obviously ridiculous and racist pseudoscience notion. But it also serves as a warning: what we consider to be madness is often shaped by politics, history, and social narratives. Madness itself is a political and politicized issue. What role does the government have in treating or housing those who are mentally ill, and how does it balance due process with the ostensible requirement to protect society from the unsafe mad? How do we define and classify mental illnesses, and is our system for doing so (whether the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM or the World Health Organization’s ICD) based on sound science or more akin to social narratives and just-so stories? Does the invocation of madness distract society from practical debates such as gun control in the United States or, for that matter, simply absolve horrible people of their personal responsibility?


  Back in chapter 2, we considered how madness was treated through history (most often badly) to the controversies surrounding modern reliance on pharmaceutical interventions. In this chapter, we consider the politics of madness itself. We examine different governmental approaches to madness from the use of asylums to the deinstitutionalization movement of the 1960s and its ramifications. We look at the intersection between madness and violent crime and how prisons and jails came to be primary delivery systems for mental health services. We look at the role of madness in mass shootings and terrorism, events that strike fear not just in the United States (though we have our abundance of the former, in particular), but throughout the world. We look at modern classification systems like the DSM and ICD and see to what degree they reflect the reality of mental illness. And we consider some options for how we might do better.


   What to Do about Madness?


  In the twenty-first century we typically have a perception that governments and societies have a responsibility to help their most vulnerable members even if we’re not that good at it in practice. But even that philosophy hasn’t always been a given throughout history. We don’t know a lot about what prehistorical societies did with their mentally ill (aside from drilling holes in their skulls), but for premodern societies, the answer seems to be: not much at all. For the most part, madness was seen as spiritual, religious, or curse related by most early societies and there was little perception that governments ought to do something to take care of the mentally ill. Most governments were too busy invading their neighbors or squeezing taxes out of their subjects, particularly the poor. Even when a society such as the ancient Greeks conceptualized mental illness as a disease, this didn’t really result in a plethora of government-sponsored treatment options.


  It wasn’t really until the Renaissance that politics entered the realm of mental health,4 and people began to think that governments ought to do something in order to—well—do something about the mentally ill roaming the streets or interrupting a relative’s salon time with their raving delusions. I keep saying do something because nobody actually knew what to do. Thus, we enter the age of confinement, when the obvious thing to do with a population of odd folks that leave the everyday taxpayer a bit flummoxed is to stow them away in some kind of prison, out of sight and mind. Hence, we enter the period of flourishing government asylums.


  One of the most famous of these is Bedlam, or Bethlem Royal Hospital, a place developed for “lunatics and idiots”5 (hey, maybe it’s for politicians after all!). Bedlam began in the thirteenth century as a priory in London but by the fourteenth century had begun to settle into its role as a hospital for the mad, making it one of the first asylums in history. Nobody’s exactly sure what they did with inmates way back then, but Bedlam would eventually lend its name to a term for chaos and confusion. Granted, much of this comes from Bedlam’s latter periods.


  In fairness, you try designing a hospital for individuals with psychosis in the fourteenth century and see if you can do any better. Bedlam suffered from some of the straightforward issues of any early asylum: lack of funding,6 poorly trained and paid staff, and, frankly, no freaking clue what it was doing. None of the techniques of modern psychology or psychiatry7 were available to them. Hospitals like Bedlam were confronted with conundrums of what to do with psychotic patients who could be aggressive, act out sexually (or just, you know, want to have sex every now and again like any adult), engage in suicide attempts, and such. Lacking any real options, the asylums experimented with the kinds of brutal treatments we discussed in chapter 2 and used mechanical restraints and straightjackets on the unruliest.8


  What comes across as well is that the staff was often not much better—at least as a source of stability—than the patients. Violence and fear were instrumental in securing the good behavior of inmates and the mentally ill were treated as if they were animals. There was also a distinct moral harshness to places like Bedlam. Indeed, some court evidence suggests that low-class women who were perceived as loose in sexual morals could find themselves adjudicated to such places.9 Let’s stick a pin in that point for a bit: that some of the inmates may not have been mentally ill at all by modern standards but likely were simply low-functioning and sexually licentious during Tudor-era England.10


  Controversial as it may be to say, the internment of the critically mentally ill isn’t necessarily an inherently terrible idea on the surface. A humane, dignified regimen of care geared toward curative goals or comfortable care with maximal agency if that is not possible shouldn’t be dismissed out of hand if the alternative is mainly homelessness. But asylums generally ran afoul of two ongoing issues in mental health care. First, where a clear cure may not always be possible, frustration may set in for both patient and treatment staff, and this can lead to abuse and aggression in both directions (although treatment staff ultimately wield outsized power). And second, although the public are often very earnest in believing that policy makers must do something about mental health, the public is often less enthusiastic about paying for this something in the form of taxes.


  This combination of poor funding and frustration coupled with clueless management created the difficult situations for which Bedlam became infamous. The popularization of the word “bedlam” to mean chaos or madness came in the form of contemporary plays, including references in Shakespeare,11 but also from occasional publicized audits of the hospital. A 1598 inspection found the place to be quite literally falling apart with holes in the roof and not enough eating utensils. By the early 1600s, one “keeper” (i.e., the dude in charge) of the hospital was sacked for siphoning funds away from the hospital and largely leaving the inmates to starve.12


  Hygiene was also a problem for the hospital, which had inadequate water supplies and bathroom facilities, such as they were. Bathing was likely rare, and most inmates had access only to a chamber pot, though this did provide ammunition when one wished to catapult his or her displeasure toward the staff or visitors. In fairness, routine bathing was uncommon among even the general public during these earlier centuries. Given how sensitive we are to body odor today, it’s a wonder any socialization at all got done during the Tudor and Stuart England years.
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  It would be nice to say things got better over time, but that didn’t really happen until at least the nineteenth century. Granted, some keepers might be humanely inclined, but treatment remained brutal, involving procedures like bloodlettings and blistering. Health care and food resources remained low, and Bedlam was often financially thin. There are reports Bedlam opened its doors and charged admission to the public to increase income. The actual location moved a few times, though this didn’t bring with it much by way of improvements for the inmates.


  Things briefly improved during the early nineteenth century before a return to more brutal treatments and restraints in the late nineteenth century. In the early nineteenth century, a reform effort by the Quaker Edward Wakefield exposed the appalling conditions of the inmates, many of whom were chained up for years. Things got better but ultimately Wakefield went to his heavenly reward and people forgot about Bedlam and the chains returned. Being nice to the mentally ill didn’t necessarily make them less mentally ill, so some genius probably figured why be nice? Spare the rod and all of that.


  By the twentieth century Bedlam joined the ranks of other modern asylums, being no better or worse. Whether this is a good thing, I suppose, depends on what you think of modern asylums. Not that there’s many left, but we come to that in a moment.


  In fairness to Bedlam, the hospital was probably not exceptional for its day in its maltreatment of the mentally ill. From the story of Bedlam, we can see a few truisms that may help us to understand current politics. First, people aren’t that excited about paying for mental health services, at least not for someone else. Second, mental health issues are ripe for due process problems. Rosenhan’s spectacular field report from 1973 in which he and his students posed as patients with schizophrenia was itself a response to a problem already speculated about. As you may recall from chapter 2, hospitals were reluctant to let Rosenhan’s researchers leave, even when they stopped displaying their fake symptoms. Asylums are already scary places but add to that the potential for being unfairly locked up in one with no recourse, and they become terrifying indeed.13 Arguably, mental health staff have obvious incentives for never releasing anyone from involuntary commitment. Should they do so, and that person immediately killed themselves or someone else, society certainly would ask why no one waved the magic psychiatry wand and predicted it in advance. Third, mental illness is frustrating for all involved. Certainly, for the person suffering, but also for their families and for mental health staff. Frustration breeds aggression and aggression breeds both real risks as well as the potential for abuses.


  So despite periodic efforts to reform them, asylums remained difficult and unpleasant places until the mid-twentieth century. About that time two things happened. First, states decided they really, really didn’t want to keep paying for these expensive buildings that always ended up as the settings for bad horror movies. And antipsychotic medications like Thorazine became widely available, holding forth the promise of controlling serious mental illness in community settings. Coupled with this, kind-hearted advocates saw an opportunity to return the mentally ill to the community where hopefully they would be productive citizens. I sometimes imagine well-intentioned animal rights activists breaking into SeaWorld aquarium and releasing the penguins from their temperature-controlled pens into the 95-degree Orlando heat crying, “Be free, be well!” the whole time. The deinstitutionalization movement that shut down most of the asylums was a bit like that, but let’s take a close look at it.


  Out’cha Go!


  Alright, so let’s acknowledge that, aside from a few brief moments of reform, the age of confinement was all too often a horror show. Certainly any change would be welcome, and the government couldn’t possibly screw things up worse, could it? Never challenge the government on that score!


  Deinstitutionalization began in the 1950s and followed through the 1960s in various legal and professional lurches. This happened through both the federal and state governments, which became concerned about tossing good money after bad at the asylums. At the same time, the legal system increasingly became concerned about due process issues for the mentally ill. Deinstitutionalization was supposed to have two parts. First, move people out of the asylums. Second, move them into a community mental health system that would take over for the asylums. Oh, don’t forget to fund part two with tax money; let’s not forget that very important second part.


  The whole idea was part of something called the Community Mental Health Act.14 There were two arguably unforeseen obstacles (well, three if you include the tax issue) for transferring the mentally ill to community centers. First, nobody wanted them. This is a phenomenon sometimes called NIMN (not in my neighborhood) or NIMBY (not in my backyard). Community mental health centers were envisioned as smaller, more open facilities that would function amid the general public, unlike the large, prison-like, isolated asylums. Community mental health centers could include everything from halfway houses to residential school-like facilities. Communities, particularly more affluent communities, blocked the building of these community mental health centers. If we’re being honest, can we entirely blame them? Even if we assume they wouldn’t increase local crime (we get to that in a bit), they still would likely reduce home values. So, although people might support mental health centers in the abstract, they get edgy when their home values are on the line. I get it; I’ve got a mortgage, too.15


  But the other issue is that the new system created a messy bureaucratic web. Asylums had one benefit, sorta, in that whatever services were being provided were all under one roof and the mentally ill were never expected to play a role in coordinating them. But now a person might have a social worker and a psychiatrist, live in some community facility, have to go to court for monitoring, and maybe need to work with insurance or social security. And of course, each of these entities might do a lousy job communicating with one another (think about the last time you had a medical procedure that required a hospital visit and all the organization that required). This would probably be frustrating for any of us to try to imagine; now try to imagine doing it with schizophrenia.


  The result was what most folks agree was a spectacular failure to transition people from the asylums to any kind of functioning community mental health system. Instead many previously committed mentally ill individuals became homeless, incarcerated, or, in some cases, ended up dead due to neglect.16 I’m not saying no one made out okay or even for the better, and a lucky few may have been taken back in by family. But overall the result was pretty bad.


  How many were affected? Good estimates are hard to come by. In 1987 one scholar guessed that perhaps one and a half million chronically mentally ill people effectively got dumped in the transition between asylums and the largely missing community mental health centers during a twenty-year period.17 Another figure puts the population of asylums in the United States in any given year at their peak at about half a million.18 On any given night there are roughly 550,000 homeless individuals in the United States, which is lower than in past decades, so that’s good news.19 However, perhaps one third of those individuals are chronically mentally ill.20 So that’s the population of interest now: folks who likely would benefit from some kind of structured, dignified, humane state living facility but got bupkus instead.


  Aside from homelessness, deinstitutionalization is sometimes referred to as transinstitutionalization insofar as that many of the chronically mentally ill simply moved from state hospitals to prisons and jails. Indeed, correctional facilities today are often the largest providers of mental health care in the counties in which they operate.21


  The development of new drugs for the treatment of psychosis and other mental health conditions arguably played one role in the deinstitutionalization movement. These drugs held the (probably oversold) promise that individuals could return to “real life” so long as they stayed on their medication. This outlook neglected two facts: first, that the drugs mainly treated some symptoms but not others, and second, that they often had severe side effects that discouraged persistence in taking them. The degree to which pharmaceutical agents propelled deinstitutionalization is controversial, and movements toward deinstitutionalization had begun prior to the advent of such drugs.22 Post–World War II, many states experimented with the idea of community-based clinics to supplement hospital stays. However, many patients were readmitted, suggesting that the transition to community care often did not work out very well. Nonetheless, these problems continued past 1954, when antipsychotic medications became widely available.23 It was only in the 1960s that asylum populations began to decrease in the United States.


  Much of the impetus appears to have been political. A 1961 government report, the Joint Commission on Mental Illness and Health, argued against building any further large state hospitals. A push was made for greater federal investment in a community mental health system. President Kennedy got in on the act with a speech in 1963. By 1980, the population of state asylums had declined from roughly 550,000 to about 140,000.24 One detail: the federal initiatives forgot to include any mechanism for directly transferring care from state hospitals to a community mental health system. So too often, folks were released from state hospitals into the waiting arms of, well, nothing.


  People talk a lot about the importance of reforming the mental health care system. And there have been some improvements, such as considering mental health syndromes as being on par with physical health conditions for insurance reimbursement. But often the talk is just talk. Reform would involve tax money, functioning bureaucracy, and good science to determine what works and what doesn’t. It would also require a careful balancing of due process with the need for confinement. Is return to an asylum system necessary? Honestly, probably so, but not a return to the brutal asylums of the past. Any confinement system should work on the principle of least restrictive environment—that people should be confined only to the degree minimally necessary for their well-being and care—in humane conditions with well-trained and compensated staff and with clear due process and judicial oversight. This, of course, would take money, and folks in the United States are excited neither by taxes nor bureaucracy. So we’ll see.


  Interestingly, the discussion about reforming mental health often comes up after tragic violent events, particularly mass homicides. This is another kind of weird football people play with mental illness. To what degree is mental illness associated with violence in society? And to what degree do people bring it up (along with nonsense stuff like video games) in order to distract the populace from other issues such as gun control?


   Madness Unleashed on the Masses


  In December 2012, the lead-up to the Christmas holidays was tragically disrupted for many families in Newtown, Connecticut. On December 14, a troubled twenty-year-old young man walked into Sandy Hook Elementary with a Bushmaster AR-15 style sporting rifle.25 He had already murdered his mother in their home. Now he engaged on a rampage, killing twenty young children and six school staff before committing suicide. The Sandy Hook shooting became one of the deadliest mass homicides in U.S. history (though not the record) and set off a nearly year-long debate about gun control, mental illness, and (more foolishly) action video games before sputtering out without accomplishing anything.


  The Sandy Hook shooter26 had a long history of mental health problems, depression, social isolation, and autism spectrum symptoms. In fact, the presence of mental health issues, often undiagnosed or poorly treated, is nearly universal among mass homicide perpetrators.27 This precipitated a long discussion that we should do something about the nation’s mental health system. But what? And was mental illness the best lens through which to view the mass shooting problem? Or merely a distraction from the gun control debate?


  First, though, let’s dispense with the third excuse people came up with for the Sandy Hook shooting. It took eleven months for the official investigation report to release an official report on the shooter.28 During that time, it was reasonable to conclude that the shooter must have played some action-oriented29 video games. Indeed, many news headlines proclaimed anonymous sources close to the investigation found that the Sandy Hook shooter had played thousands of hours of games like Call of Duty and was obsessed with such action-oriented games. Ultimately, it turned out he mainly played Dance, Dance Revolution. In fact, the belief that action-oriented games (or television or movies) are linked to violent crimes is pretty much a scientifically dead issue, promoted irrationally—as all moral panics are—largely by cranky old people. Time to move on.30


  So back to mental illness: can mental illness be linked to crime? Well, that rather depends on what you mean by both mental illness and crime. In this sense, both the folks who want to pin all violence on mental health issues and the folks who portray the mentally ill as innocent lambs both have it wrong. The issue is a bit more nuanced than most people seem to want to believe.


  Let’s look at the common claim that only a small percentage of violent crimes are committed by the mentally ill. Typically, the suggestion is that only a small proportion of violent crimes, say around 5 percent, are committed by the mentally ill. For instance, a commonly cited 2006 study from Sweden came to this conclusion.31 However, the trick is that this study limits mental illness to severe chronic mental illnesses, such as schizophrenia and other psychosis. Such disorders are exceedingly rare, typically occurring in less than 1 percent of the population. So if 1 percent of the population does indeed commit 5 percent of violent crimes, that sure does indicate an increased risk for violent crime among the mentally ill. People who raise this argument answer the question regarding links between mental illness and crime by considering only one particular form of mental illness. That’s a bit deceptive, I feel.


  It’s deception with good intent, no doubt. To be sure, the vast majority of mentally ill individuals do not commit violent crimes. However, the implication that there’s no elevated risk at all for violence among the mentally ill is not data based. Nor does it fit well with the experience of many clinicians, myself included, who experienced relatively frequent aggression in psychiatric settings. It’s valuable to reduce stigmatization of the mentally ill but not with nonsensical claims.


  By and large, the mentally ill are just trying to get by in life like everyone else but with some obvious extra challenges. The vast majority are not dangerous. At our university, Stetson University, someone with schizophrenia occasionally wanders onto campus from some nearby indigent or low-income communities. For some reason, other staff on campus usually direct these folks to the psychology department (note to academics everywhere: the psychology department does not have a magic wand to wave on mentally ill folks from the community). I’ve talked to a few and I let them know I’ve got about twenty minutes to spare (some folks with schizophrenia can talk for a long time). Mainly they want someone to talk to regarding their revelations on the Bible or whatnot. They’re harmless even if, of course, ill.


  But working in psychiatric settings, you also understand that suggesting there’s no link whatsoever between mental illness and violence is also wrong. Assaults do happen in psychiatric settings (and among psychiatric populations outside of care) with greater frequency than in the general public. Research does find that, for instance, psychosis is a risk factor for violence, although this doesn’t mean that everyone or even most with psychotic illnesses are violent.32 Psychosis appears to elevate violence risk about three to five times that of the general population. In some of my own work, I find that a combination of depression with antisocial personality features is one of the stronger risk factors for youth violence.33 Claims that there is no link at all often rely on shifting definitions of mental illness. For instance, if we limit mental illness to psychosis only, as that 5 percent statistic does, then the Sandy Hook shooter, a young man who was clearly disturbed, including autism and depression and antisocial features, would not qualify.


  On the other hand, I have little doubt that the issue of mental illness can also serve as a distraction from other issues for some politicians, particularly gun control in the United States. This is not to say that the mental health system in the United States doesn’t need reform; it almost certainly does. The Sandy Hook shooter’s mental health issues had been known for some time, and his mother had struggled for years, obviously unsuccessfully, to address them. Should this shooter have been placed in a humane, caring asylum given his acute mental health issues? Possibly so, but again, the United States doesn’t have anything like this kind of system in place.


  Using mental health as a distraction from other issues is also a cynical ploy. We can have a conversation about mental health reform while also discussing sensible gun control issues. Unfortunately, both the left and the right tend to spend too much time seeking moral high ground to make this possible. Conversely, this makes both sides suspicious of the other. Probably most of us would agree that we don’t want folks like the acutely ill Sandy Hook shooter having access to otherwise legal firearms. Perhaps there are reasonable ways to ensure this becomes less likely without unreasonably burdening responsible firearm owners. I don’t claim to have the immediate solution, but it’s certainly a conversation worth having. Of course, that would require the masses to calm down, stop trying to “win,” and behave like rational human beings. As we see in the next chapter, that’s not always an easy thing for people to do.


   Defining Illness


  As we saw at the beginning of the chapter, defining mental illness is itself a political/social process. Psychiatry has always struggled with categorizing mental illness. That’s not to say mental illness doesn’t exist as a real thing, but that its boundaries tend to be grayer and more fluid than for many medical illnesses. For instance, a disease like the flu or cancer can be ascribed directly to certain biomarkers or biological agents like a virus or damaged cells. Most psychiatric illnesses having nothing equivalent. There’s no blood test for depression or an X-ray that can tell you whether your thoughts are normal or deviant. And that tends to make psychiatry messier. At the extreme, psychiatry has been accused of pathologizing many normal feelings and behaviors and profiting off the same. Let’s have a look at this issue.


  Psychiatry (as well as psychology) only emerged as a profession in the late nineteenth century, in large part from the physicians who helped run asylums. During this early phase, psychiatry was heavily influenced by Freudian thinking, with penis envy, Oedipus complexes, and all manner of similar nonsense. In fairness, Freudian theory has some interesting observations about human nature, such as the defense mechanisms like denial and rationalization. Yet diagnosing people based on this approach tended to be chaotic at best and put psychiatry in an awkward position in terms of public credibility. Any two psychiatrists might use widely varying terms and diagnoses to discuss the same patient. Naturally, this didn’t appear scientific at all.34


  Psychiatry needed a common nomenclature and in 1952, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) created it with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM). The DSM would become both an important cash cow for the APA as well as a source of ongoing controversy. The DSM still tended to feel a bit heavy on Freudian influences and was revised in 1968. Still it continued to have reliability problems, with clinicians disagreeing over the diagnosis of mentally ill individuals.35 The psychiatrist Thomas Szasz opened a broadside against the concept of mental illness itself, suggesting that the medicalization of deviance and distress was a false path and mental health should not be confused with medical health.36 Szasz’s point was important but ultimately one largely rejected by psychiatry, as it sought greater credence for its profession in parity with medical doctors.


  The trick about psychiatry is that, with a few exceptions, most mental illnesses don’t resemble medical illnesses, either in terms of clear delineations or in identifiable biological markers. By the time of the DSM-II in 1968, psychiatry increasingly coalesced around the model of mental illness as synonymous with medical illnesses and all the talk of neurotransmitters and chemical imbalances with which we’ve become familiar. But this model has also been criticized as having sketchy data to support it as well as having done little to improve mental health outcomes.37 It’s hard to argue that the brain plays no role in mental health, of course, but some folks question whether mental illnesses are synonymous with medical illnesses. However, this model definitely opened up a lucrative path for pharmaceutical industries, and concerns about too-cozy relationships between Big Pharma and psychiatry and the APA specifically have persisted ever since.38


  In 1980, the APA published the DSM-III, an attempt to make the diagnostic categories more rigorous, reliable, and based on data. Many categories were changed, added, or deleted, but overall the number of potential mental health conditions expanded, a trend that would continue in subsequent versions of the DSM. In 1987 the DSM-III-R presented a kind of midcourse correction. These new versions of the DSM provided evidence that, at the very least, carefully trained clinicians could achieve a reasonable degree of reliability in diagnosis, albeit by no means perfect.39 However, they left unsettled the question of whether such diagnoses are real. In other words, did the diagnostic categories reflect real, distinct categories of disorders with identifiable conditions? Or were they simply voted on by committee, sometimes reflecting the special interests, worldviews, and prejudices of the psychiatrists at the APA? We don’t need a committee to tell us that the flu is different from anthrax, because the different critters involved are identifiable under microscopes. But, for instance, depression and anxiety tend to both co-occur and look different in different people. Are depression and anxiety different disorders, aspects of the same disorder, split into dozens of individual little disorders, or something else?


  Of course, homosexuality is the obvious model for this confusion. Originally included in the DSM, homosexuality (like drapetomania) had all the markers of a mental illness. The behavior was considered deviant by society at the time. It could cause distress in individuals who were told it was morally wrong. And the behaviors persisted despite obvious negative consequences ranging from social ostracism to jail or, in some parts of the world, execution. But here we can see Szasz’s point: homosexuality wasn’t a disease like colon cancer is a disease. It reflected a moral conflict between a conservative society and individuals who strayed from the moral values of that conservative society. Homosexuality was a disease because society wanted it to be a disease.


  This is not to say that all mental conditions are like homosexuality in this sense, which finally disappeared altogether from the DSM in 1987. But we can see the problems with the boundaries of mental illness. Not only do mental conditions bleed over, one into another, but their boundaries with normality are likewise unclear. If I develop a depression because a beloved relative has died, is this a disease or a normal reaction to a tragic life event? If my personality is odd and eccentric (and I’m sure some people would say that it is), does this warrant a DSM diagnosis if I am otherwise functional? Why do we decide that overuse of video games is maybe a mental illness, but overuse of almost anything else, whether work, exercise, dancing, shopping, or cats (try an internet search for cat hoarder if you think I’m joking) isn’t worthy of an official diagnosis?40


  A central quandary for psychiatry is that most diagnoses remain constructs voted on by committees and diagnosed based on arbitrary observations rather than sensitive and specific medical tests. This is why mental health conditions sometimes seem to miraculously appear then disappear from different versions of the DSM. Asperger’s syndrome, for instance, vanished from the DSM in its fifth edition, to much controversy. Mostly, new ones appear, as the number of diagnoses increased in the DSM-IV (released 1994) and DSM-5 (released 2013—and yes, they switched to Arabic numerals).41 The criteria for specific disorders such as ADHD and depression generally have become looser over time, once again raising the issue of financial conflicts of interest regarding potential overprescribing of pharmaceutical agents in treatment. By the fifth edition, individuals conceivably could be diagnosed with depression even if experiencing significant life trauma such as bereavement of a loved one. This raised concerns that the APA was continually medicalizing any normal life behavior at which a pill might be tossed.


  By the time of the DSM-5, even psychiatrists involved in developing prior versions of the DSM had become concerned about the overreach of the APA as well as about the lack of scientific rigor.42 Other professional bodies such as the British Psychological Society wrote open papers criticizing the DSM-5.43 Obviously, individual opinions vary, but my sense is that, at least among my psychologist colleagues, the DSM categories aren’t exactly “real.” Certainly, mental illness exists but DSM categories are, at best, rough approximations of them and often are straight-out problematic with a tendency to overpathologize normal behaviors. So if it’s so bad, why do we keep using it?


  The answer is simple: insurance reimbursement. For psychologists, psychiatrists, and other therapists who seek reimbursement for treatment, a DSM code for diagnosis is necessary to receive compensation. This puts the APA in the unusual position of having a kind of de facto monopoly over the middle ground between therapists and insurance companies. Therapists have to buy the DSM if they want to get reimbursed for therapy. Among researchers, the DSM categories also provide a kind of handy language around which to organize research constructs. Researching “borderline personality disorder” sounds a lot better than researching “high-strung people who get moody and overreact a lot.” The DSM creates a kind of illusion of definable categories of mental illness, which is more palatable than the shifting and confusing boundaries among mental illnesses as well as between pathology and normality that probably is reality.


  So there you have it. A mental illness is quite literally decided by committee. This means that mental illnesses tend to occupy a muddy ground between real conditions of the brain, behavior, and personality and social constructions of what is desirable and what is not. Hence, we get rubbish conditions ranging from homosexuality to game addiction but also confusion about whether, say, the odd and socially isolated kid has a treatable condition or is just a bit strange. What gets to be a diagnosis remains very political, influenced by social and political pressure (remember the World Health Organization specifically noting political pressure as one impetus for its gaming disorder category), potential financial conflicts of interest, and groupthink and lack of skepticism among members of the APA.


  Unfortunately, there’s no easy road out of this. The WHO has the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), which is used more outside the United States. I’m skeptical that its approach to mental illness is much of an improvement on the DSM, particularly as the two tend to be linked to a great degree. The National Institutes of Mental Health (NIMH, just like in the movie Secret of NIMH) is developing a biologically based Research Domain Criteria (RDC) at least implicitly out of frustration with the DSM. The RDC appears to seek to make psychiatry both more rooted in biology and in science (those two may not exactly be the same), but it’s hard to evaluate its worth until it is released. As clinicians we can dislike the DSM all we want, but abandoning it isn’t financially viable for those who seek reimbursement from insurance companies.


  Our understanding of mental illness has always been corrupted by politics and social conventions. The development of the DSM, though worthy in principle, has not done much to change this state of affairs. Likely, we’ll continue arguing about the meaning of mental illness into the foreseeable future.



  

  CHAPTER TEN


  MADNESS OF THE MASSES


  In the late eighteenth century, two nations each took their first lumbering steps toward democracy. One succeeded, the other failed. In the United States, the colonists, reacting primarily to economic disputes and the heavy-handed response to them by the British Parliament, rebelled against their overlords in the United Kingdom. Fifteen years later, in France, the citizens likewise tossed out their aristocratic masters with an eye on equality and freedom. The United States’ experiment resulted in a long-lasting democracy that persists, certainly with some warts, to the present day. The French experiment ended in terror, the guillotine, chaos, war, and, eventually, Napoleon, whose megalomaniacal rule was almost a relief by that time. What happened to make the outcome so different in these two new democracies?


  To say that likening eighteenth-century America to France is an apples-to-oranges comparison doesn’t even begin to scratch the surface. Nonetheless, there are some similarities. Both early movements saw a rise to prominence of firebrands and bloody infighting among former neighbors and friends. Indeed, during the U.S. revolution, some of the most vicious violence occurred not between British and American troops but between colonists who supported the rebellion and those (Tories) who supported the king.1 Ascribing the U.S. success to any one thing is disingenuous but it appears that in the United States, level heads (Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, etc.) prevailed and, without a better way of putting it, were able to herd the passions of the masses into a productive direction. In France, arguably this didn’t happen, and the chaos of mob rule invited the tyranny of the Reign of Terror and the corruption and autocracy that followed in its wake.


  I sometimes joke that if we make policy decisions with the assumption that people are basically dumb, we’ll seldom be disappointed. I don’t mean individually dumb, of course, but rather that once we are reduced to an emotional, uninformed mass, bad decisions regularly follow. I happily include myself in that emotive, uninformed mass on most issues. People, even intelligent people, tend to make decisions emotionally rather than rationally, and when clustered together in groups, that bad instinctual decision making can become amplified. What else could explain the rush to war in Iraq in 2003 or adoption of the belief that kale actually is edible food?


  As the old saying goes, democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the other forms that have been tried.2 Democracy is a great idea—don’t get me wrong—I fully support it! But it also does bring with it certain challenges such as just how much power to give to the citizenry, or demos, to make decisions, given that, as I mention above, they tend to be idiots and make bad decisions. Further, there are risks that pure democracies can degenerate into emotionalized, angry mob rule and effectively self-immolate. As I write this, the westernized democracies/republics seem to be almost universally struggling with nationalism, authoritarian leaders, immigration crises, and national identity and demagoguery. We’ll have to see how this all turns out.


  It may be instructive to look toward the roots of democracy in ancient Greece to see how things panned out for them. In particular, it can be instrumental to examine how the decision making of democracy can sometimes lead to its own ruin. Its tale can be a warning for us all today.


   Did Athens Really Have an Empire?


  Back in the 400s BCE the ancient Greeks emerged as a potential dominating force in the Mediterranean, not just culturally, but politically and militarily as well. They had just beaten back an invasion by the great superpower of the day, the Persians, and had developed an almost unbeatable system of heavy infantry fighting based on hoplite phalanxes. Had they been able to unite in common cause, they might have remained a power to be reckoned with, perhaps even swatting off those pesky Macedonians and Romans who would eventually eye their lands. The problem was that these Greeks, for all we tend to describe them as a unified group, were deeply divided and these divisions were part of their downfall.


  The Greeks weren’t all of the same ethnicity, for one thing, but incorporated varying waves of migrants and invaders. The two most influential were the Ionians, personified by Athens, who tended to occupy territories to the east, and the Dorians, personified by Sparta, who had invaded during a later period of the Greek Dark Ages. The Greeks were also divided by government type, with some city-states such as Athens moving toward democratic forms of government, whereas most others such as Sparta favored oligarchy, wherein power was held mainly by a few powerful or privileged individuals. To add to these divisions, the ancient Greeks never formed a nation-state in the modern way of thinking, but their loyalties remained with their city of birth, each of which was an independent political entity. Hence the term city-state.


  Athens tends to capture the imagination of modern societies, primarily because it was a leader in the democratization movement in ancient Greece. Of course, ancient Athens wasn’t Whoville. Enfranchisement was limited to native male citizens only, probably technically a minority of the people living in Athens. Thucydides, one of the greatest historians of this period, seems to have ascribed to the view that the common public are idiots. He complained democracies were prone to making grave mistakes. Given that he was, at one point, exiled from Athens, perhaps he may have had a bit of an axe to grind, in fairness.3 Athens had a tendency to make a series of horrible democratic decisions, perhaps the most notable being the execution of Socrates for, in essence, being the “violent video games” of his day.4


  Persia, then the regional superpower, invaded Greece twice in the fifth century BCE. Both times the motive was to punish the Athens, which had an annoying habit of stirring up rebellion among Ionian Greek city-states within Persian territory. Under their king Darius the Great, the Persians invaded Greece and did a considerable amount of damage, being opposed largely by only Athens, Sparta, and poor Eritrea, a little city-state that got razed to the ground for its troubles. The Spartans proved to be riven by internal chaos and too superstitious and delayed helping the Athenians. So it was up to the Athenians alone to defeat a Persian invasion at the Battle of Marathon in 490 BCE.5 The Athenians felt pretty good about this, while the Persians were left stewing in frustration.


  The Persians invaded again in 480 BCE, this time under the king Xerxes. This is the war that was the setting for the famous film 300, which is often rubbish historically but still lots of fun to watch. Here the Spartans were quite a bit more useful than the first time around. Their King Leonidas led about seven thousand Greeks in the famous Battle of Thermopylae, wherein part of the Greek force, including the famous three hundred Spartans, sacrificed themselves to cover the retreat of the rest of the army. The Persians pushed on and this time sacked Athens, although the Athenians themselves got out in time, evacuating to the island of Salamis. At Salamis, a Greek fleet commanded by Spartans and Athenians defeated the Persian navy, effectively leaving the Persian army helpless. The Greeks, led by the Spartans, then defeated the Persian army at Platea.


  That was a very quick overview of the Persian wars but puts us in a good place to consider how the Greeks found themselves in an excellent position and managed to fumble it entirely. Part of the issue came from whether it was possible for the Greeks to develop a kind of cooperative confederacy after the Persian wars to see to their mutual defense, probably with Spartan leadership. But the Spartans weren’t really a naval power and weren’t too interested in continuing the war to kick the Persians entirely out of the Mediterranean. They abrogated leadership of this task to the Athenians and, in the process, accidently set up a dual state rivalry.6


  Sparta and Athens facing off against each other for dominance of the Greek world got a lot of attention in the late twentieth century for the fairly obvious reason that it seemed to parallel the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Scholars examined the issue to try to figure out if superpowers in the position of Sparta and Athens were doomed to end up at war. Using the ancient Greek model, the chances didn’t look so hot.


  In fairness, Sparta wasn’t exactly the Soviet Union (we’ll presume Athens is the United States in this scenario). Although an oligarchy, it had numerous balances on power. Sparta had two hereditary kings, a council of officials called ephors, various other assemblies, and a small group of citizens who could also vote on policies. So Sparta wasn’t exactly an autocracy, though control was left in the hands of the elites. Noncitizens tended to outnumber citizens. Because Sparta expected its male citizenry to be involved mostly in its professional standing army, basic sustenance work was left in the hands of helots, whose status was somewhere around serf or slave. The Spartan standing army spent more time making sure the helots didn’t revolt than much of anything else. By contrast, Spartan women enjoyed unparalleled freedom and power, in contrast to their largely powerless sisters in Athens. Again, let’s not glamorize Sparta too much; they basically ran a kind of big slave camp and certainly treated their children with great callousness, but they weren’t all bad, either.


  Neither Athens nor Sparta was really in the mood for war with the other. They did fight a fairly inconclusive war in the years after the Persian wars,7 then settled down to a restless peace. Both had assumed control of respective alliances. The Spartans headed a league of allies mainly in the Greek Peloponnese. The Athenians held sway over the Delian League. This league was initially developed to fight the Persians, but the Athenians eventually came to dominate it, often bullying or outright invading wayward city-states who’d lost interest in donating. This, along with Athens’ efforts to dominate areas in central and northern Greece, leads to talk of the Athenian Empire. In fairness, they were running something closer to a schoolyard bully’s lunch money racket than a true empire, I’d say.


  This story is really about how the democracy of Athens managed to goof things up, but in fairness, the early part of the Peloponnesian War as it develops isn’t to be blamed on Athens. In fact, the whole Peloponnesian War begins with a series of misjudgments and errors exacerbated by Athens and Sparta’s wariness of the other. But it could have been avoided. Really, it’s mainly the fault of another city-state, Corinth, but let me explain. It all begins with a little place called Epidamnus.


  What, you’ve never heard of Epidamnus? Well there’s no good reason you should have, honestly. It was a little town toward the northwest outskirts of the Greek world, though placed along some important trade routes. Epidamnus fell into civil war, as Greek city-states tended to do. Those inside Epidamnus itself appealed for help to their mother city, Corcyra, of which it was a colony. Corcyra took no interest in getting involved and shooed the emissaries away. Now it happened that Corcyra itself was a colony of the bigger Greek city Corinth.8 Somewhere since the founding of Corcyra, however, Corcyra and Corinth had a significant parting of ways and now hated one another. The emissaries from Epidamnus, being rebuffed by Corcyra, figured they’d give Corinth a try, because, well, why not? What’s the worst that could happen?


  Now Corinth really had no interest in Epidamnus. Quite literally, a volcano might have opened up and pulled Epidamnus into the sea and it wouldn’t have influenced Corinth much at all. So it could have easily stayed out of Epidamnus’s civil war as Corcyra had done. But here it saw an opportunity to stick it to Corcyra for no better reason than that it hated Corcyra. So the Peloponnesian War gets started with a big political middle finger. This was a dumb calculation on the part of Corinth and caused the Greek world no end of trouble, but people are kind of like this sometimes.


  Consider the last time you had the opportunity to make a decision when you were feeling angry. Choice A was clearly the better practical choice for all involved including yourself but also required you to swallow your anger and be the better person. Choice B was an obvious disaster but gave you a chance to show everybody how pissed you were. Which did you pick? Generally, people make lousy decisions when they’re feeling deep emotions. It’s a kind of common madness that can influence us all, unfortunately. When it afflicts those in power, bad things can happen. And this is what happened to Corinth.


  Corcyra could hardly stand aside while its hated rival and mother city9 intervened and naturally picked the other side in Epidamnus’s civil war. Things came to a head in Epidamnus when Corcyra, surprising pretty much everybody including itself, defeated a combined Corinthian and Epidamnian force. To say this outcome hardly settled emotions in Corinth would be putting it rather mildly. Corinth appealed to many of its allies in the Peloponnesian League (though not yet Sparta) and assembled a big force to teach Corcyra a lesson.


  I kind of feel bad for Corcyra, since it hadn’t wanted this and, really, this is all Corinth’s stubbornness. Corinth had picked a dumb fight and lost and now started drawing in other powers into a bigger dumb fight that wouldn’t profit anybody. Corcyra panicked and tried to smooth things over, but Corinth was having none of it. So Corcyra appealed for help from Athens (now you see where this is going). The typical Athenian probably couldn’t have found Epidamnus on a map. However, Corcyra held a powerful navy, the second-best navy other than Athens itself. Athens couldn’t let Corcyra’s navy fall into the hands of a Spartan ally like Corinth, so Athens joined in alliance with Corcyra, and together they kicked Corinth’s ass a second time.


  Seeing absolute crimson by this point, Corinth kept pressing the war. In a world where people aren’t doofuses, someone might have pointed out that this was already a costly war over a remote town nobody really cared about. One of the antagonists, Corcyra, was still content to seek an arbitrated solution. But Corinth wanted revenge and whispered poison into the ear of its ally Sparta. How long would it be before Athens’ obvious rise outshone Sparta? Wouldn’t it be better to strike now, before Athens became too powerful?


  For decades, Athens had been managed by an elected official named Pericles. Pericles was probably one of the better statesmen of the ancient world, being able to guide the chaotic democracy of Athens. Pericles worried that war with Sparta was inevitable but wasn’t overly enthused about it. But as things escalated, he made a mistake by having Athens display power, bullying a few other local city-states. This, unfortunately, fueled the poisoned narrative Corinth was feeding Sparta. So Sparta declared war on Athens, beginning a twenty-seven-year mess that greatly weakened pretty much all the city-states in Greece, Sparta included.


  If you thought the lead-up to the Peloponnesian War was a confused mess of idiotic decisions, it doesn’t get better from there. With so many names and locations involved, it’s clearly beyond what the current humble story hopes to achieve. I’ll focus on the bits involving the foibles of Athenian democracy, since they’re the most interesting at the moment.


  The war itself was divided across three rough stages. The first stage, sometimes called the Archidamian War (because we need more Greek names to remember), got off to a bad start for Athens. In reality, neither Athens nor Sparta had any sensible theory of war regarding how to defeat the other. Sparta hoped to waltz into the region around Athens, pound the Athenian hoplites into jam, and be done with it. But safe behind their long walls, the Athenians prudently refused to fight the Spartans in open battle. Because the long walls extended to Athens’ port, Athens could survive a land siege indefinitely. The Spartans could only burn the fields around Athens and shake their fists at the walls. As a naval power, Athens hoped to blockade Sparta and raid the coasts of Sparta’s Peloponnesian allies. Sparta was pretty self-reliant and, though painful, the blockades weren’t enough to crush Spartan resources for the war.
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  Map of the Peloponnesian War.


  Athens initially got the worst of it. After shepherding all their peasants behind the crowded long walls, a plague promptly ravaged the city. The disease killed a substantial portion of residents, which was horrible luck for Athens. Throughout the rest of the war, the loss in manpower caused by this plague created a constant disadvantage in both hoplites and naval personnel. Worse, the plague killed Pericles, perhaps the only person capable of keeping the Athenian democracy halfway sensible. Even the Spartans packed up and went home for the year, fearful of catching the plague from the Athenians.


  Things turned in favor of the Athenians after that. They managed to capture about three hundred elite Spartan and allied hoplites in battle, a rarity that gave them a significant bargaining chip. The Spartans managed to take some Athenian silver mines in Thrace. Of all people, the same Thucydides whose history of the Peloponnesian War is a major influence on our understanding of it led a force to take the mines back from the Spartans, failed, and found himself exiled for his troubles. During his exile, he had a chance to speak with Spartans and other officials on all sides of the war, forming the experiences that led to his histories.


  By this point, after about ten years of fighting, both sides were tired and broke, so a truce was signed that was supposed to last fifty years (spoiler: it didn’t last nearly so long). Again, level heads might have observed that many lives and much treasure had been lost pretty much for nothing. Hell, most folks probably had forgotten all about Epidamnus by this point. But nope, this was just a lull in the fighting.


  The war between the Greeks had brought them nothing but misery, death, and economic decline. Now begins one of the weirdest episodes in the war and an illustration of Athens’ own contribution to this folly.


  The Greeks had, for centuries, sent forth colonies throughout the Mediterranean including on the island of Sicily. Syracuse, a Corinthian colony and thus allied with Sparta’s Peloponnesian League, dominated the island. In 415 BCE several smaller Sicilian city-states got into conflict and those opposed to Syracuse naturally called on the Athenians for help.


  In fairness to Athens, the idea of dominating Sicily wasn’t without some benefits, particularly as related to access to grain and other natural resources. But it would involve sending a large expedition quite a distance for the time, at great risk, including stirring up the whole Peloponnesian War again. Naturally the Athenian Assembly thought it a marvelous scheme.


  One fellow, old and sickly Nicias, argued against the expedition, noting how much expenditures and resources it would suck dry. This only encouraged the masses to pour more investments into the project and to name Nicias one of the expedition’s leaders, given how prudent he obviously was. To balance Nicias out, they also named as commander the younger, flamboyant Alcibiades, whom Nicias loathed with the flaming passions of hell. If this wasn’t enough of a confused command structure, they also added a third commander, Lamachus, who mostly liked to break things. So the Athenian democracy10 not only set out on a dubious expedition but managed to create one of history’s worst command structures. As one scholar put it, “If their aim had been to sabotage the expedition deliberately, the Assembly could hardly have chosen better.”11


  But this particular folly isn’t over yet. As the expedition was being prepared, someone vandalized a number of statues throughout the city dedicated to the god Hermes. This looked like a bad omen and got everybody whipped up. Eventually, it degenerated into an all-out witch hunt, with a wide range of people being accused, some imprisoned and possibly tortured, others fleeing Athens altogether. One false witness was eventually executed for the trouble he caused, but the vandal was never found.


  Somewhere in the middle of this, one of the expedition commanders Alcibiades was accused by a rival of engaging in disrespectful blasphemies against Athens’ religious sensibilities. Alcibiades demanded to be put on trial immediately to clear his name. Incredibly, his rivals were successful in arguing the trial should be delayed and that Alcibiades continue as one of the commanders of the expedition. Their aim was to secure false evidence against him while he was away, thus discrediting him fully without being able to defend himself. This was exactly what they did, and they sent a ship to collect him from Sicily once the expedition was under way. Alcibiades, sensing the fix he was in, jumped ship in Italy and fled. In sabotaging Alcibiades, the Assembly managed to remove an able commander from the Sicilian expedition and put it mainly into the hands of the sickly and unenthused Nicias.


  Alcibiades went on to have a colorful career. Naturally, he defected first to Sparta, then, after having made enemies there, to Persia. In both cases he helped his overlords accumulate victories against his native city, Athens. Alcibiades was indeed a skilled military strategist. He tended to annoy people, however. Athens eventually recalled Alcibiades late in the Peloponnesian War, wherein he briefly helped revive Athens’ fortunes until they remembered what a jerk he was and exiled him a second time.


  Athens was generally a nuthouse during this time. One man castrated himself in public at the Alter of the Twelve Gods.12 People were paranoid and saw plots everywhere. This was a bad environment in which to strategize a major military undertaking.


  Athens’ plight highlights some of the risks of pure democracies. Athens was under the strain of years of war and people were frightened and angry. As I noted, people generally don’t make good decisions when emotional, and rash, emotional beliefs and schemes can wash through a democracy like a plague. In this sense, an entire citizenry can go mad. Groupthink, a process in which divergent views are discouraged or even punished, can exacerbate this situation. The populace often isn’t very informed and can be swayed by demagogues. Thus, they can be persuaded to make uninformed, emotional decisions against their best interests and actively condemn anyone who tries to talk sense.


  Perhaps the parallel in recent U.S. history is the 2003 invasion of Iraq. The United States had just experienced the trauma of the September 11, 2001, terror attacks, which killed thousands of citizens. The majority of citizens rallied behind President George W. Bush. The average person, being rather uninformed about Middle East affairs, had difficulty distinguishing between the radicalized Islamic terrorists of al-Qaeda and the secular strongman regime of Iraq, two unlikely bedfellows. Already frightened of terrorism, most people didn’t question the Bush administration’s dubious rationale for a war with Iraq, involving hinted ties to al-Qaeda and weapons of mass destruction. The resultant war was poorly planned, and despite an initial victory, the occupation devolved into an embarrassing fiasco. It’s too much hyperbole to compare it to Vietnam, but the Iraq War is certainly an illustration of the limits of democratic decision making, even in a representative republic.


  Without Alcibiades, the Sicilian expedition went badly. Unfortunately, strategy was left in the hands of the sickly and dispirited Nicias, who never wanted the expedition in the first place. Lamachus, the other remaining commander who advocated an aggressive strategy, was typically overruled. So the Athenians dawdled in Sicily, giving the Spartans time to reinforce Syracuse. The result was a complete disaster for Athens, with their navy destroyed and the army trapped on land, where it was eventually surrounded and destroyed. Both Lamachus and Nicias died or were executed.


  The Sicilian expedition was a calamity for multiple reasons. First, it damaged Athens’ navy, giving Sparta and her allies a chance to contest Athenian control of the seas, which was potentially fatal for Athenian strategy in avoiding Spartan blockades of resources. Second, the defeat damaged Athenian credibility and many city-states switched sides to Sparta. Persia also actively supported Sparta by this point. Third, it handed a valuable insider and commander to the Spartans in the form of Alcibiades.


  Athens struggled on for nine more years but had mainly lost the initiative. It had a resurgence for several years, particularly under the restored Alcibiades, but, politically, Athens never again emerged from chaos. A coup in 411 BCE led to a short-lived oligarchy, but democracy was eventually restored. In 406 BCE the Athenians won a naval battle against the Spartans but a storm prevented their triremes from rescuing sailors from their own damaged and sinking ships. As a consequence, many Athenian sailors drowned. On learning of this, the Athenian assembly became worked up into a fury by several agitators and had most of the victorious naval commanders executed. The idiocy of executing able leaders for events beyond their control does not need explaining. Coming to their senses too late, the Assembly eventually realized exactly this, then turned on the instigators, who mostly fled Athens before being tried.13


  By this juncture, the Athenian democracy had, to put it in technical terms, completely lost its shit. This last act of blind emotional decision making marked the end of Athens’ real ability to fight Sparta. In 405 BCE the Athenian fleet was destroyed by a Spartan fleet and, now unable to get grain from sea trade, Athens surrendered.


  To their credit, the Spartans were fairly generous in victory, in the sense that they allowed Athens to continue to exist. The Corinthians, ever irascible, and the Thebans, allies of Sparta, wanted to see Athens destroyed. But the Spartans only demanded that the Athenians tear down their walls, abandon their navy, and turn over their overseas possessions to Sparta. Thereafter Athens was included in Sparta’s larger confederation. According to one ancient historian, flute girls played music for the Peloponnesian workers as they tore down the walls, thinking this signaled an everlasting peace for Greece under Spartan hegemony.14


  Not so fast, flute girls! It didn’t take long for the Spartans to remind everybody that they were kind of asshats. The Spartans kept most of the spoils from the Peloponnesian War for themselves, not sharing much with their allies, and set out aggressively bullying pretty much everybody from their former allies in Corinth and Thebes to the Persians. By the early fourth century BCE, an alliance of Athens, Thebes, Argos, and Corinth, with Persia supporting them, checked Sparta’s hegemony and ruined Sparta’s efforts to become a naval power.


  By 371 BCE, barely thirty-five years since the Spartans had achieved supremacy in Greece, this supremacy was shattered forever. The Thebans managed to figure out how to smash the Spartan phalanx. At the Battle of Leuctra, the Thebans massed their army on one side of their line. The weight of this massed force smashed through a thinner line of elite Spartan hoplites and crushed the Spartan army. Defeated decisively on land, the aura of Spartan invincibility was destroyed and now Thebes rose to prominence. This lasted until about 346 BCE, when, as we saw way back in chapter 1, the Macedonians rose to power under Philip and his son Alexander, ending the independence of the Greek peninsula pretty much for good until the nineteenth century ACE.15


  Arguably all wars are dumb. Even if we say, for instance, World War II was a good war for the United States, the United Kingdom, and their allies, the decision by Germany, Japan, Italy, and their allies to start it in the first place was still dumb. But the Peloponnesian War was dumb all around and severely damaged all the Greek city-states and ruined their chances of avoiding Macedonian and, later, Roman control. The foolishness was spread quite thick, as none of the major powers went in wanting the war. Remember poor Epidamnus? Neither did most of the Greeks once things got going during the war.16 Corinth deserves much blame early on for picking a fight for spite, which nobody, Corinth included, really needed.


  But the affair of the Athenians, particularly once they lost their strategic leader Pericles, is instrumental in recognizing how democracies can come undone and contribute to their own downfall. Bereft of intelligent leadership, the Athenian democracy lurched from scheme to witch hunt to paranoia to scapegoating. Emotion ruled the day and the city’s considerable financial and military resources were frittered away. In this sense, arguably, the affair of the Peloponnesian War is not very instructive regarding politics between rival states, but it does offer a warning about how internal politics can tear a democracy apart. This may be the real warning for the present day.


   Are We Witnessing the Collapse of Democracy in the West?


  I am going to do exactly the wrong thing for an author and answer my clickbait heading right away: no. But sometimes it can seem that way. As I write this, our society—whether the United States or many other industrialized nations—seems riven by an unprecedented level of partisan strife. The left hates the right, everybody is castigating everybody else based on race, religion, or gender. People are making up rubbish terms like “lamestream media” or “toxic masculinity” to smear people on the “other side.” People are either “snowflakes” or “white supremacists” (even if not necessarily white). Conservatives on talk radio or television complain about the indoctrinating elements of universities, where university professors with little hint of irony talk about the indoctrinating elements of traditional society. It can seem like the social fabric is tearing and we are all looking for opportunities to be angry with each other while seizing a kind of irrational, paranoid, moral high ground for ourselves.


  In fairness, the loudest voices tend to get the most attention, and this can create a distorting effect, insofar as that we may assume that the vocal hysterics of a few tend to represent the many.17 This can have a pernicious effect on politics in some cases, such as when politicians feel pressured to cater to these loudest voices with more extreme policy recommendations. Take, for instance, the U.S. primary voting system.


  Historically, the United States is one of few countries to use primaries to select political candidates for a general election, and voter turnout for primaries tends to be low.18 Given this low turnout and the fact most of us have jobs and families that may make it difficult for us to go to vote in primaries, this has led to the perception that crazy, extreme voters are overrepresented in primaries and that most politicians have to cater to these extreme beliefs. Thus, in recent years both political parties have arguably shifted to their extremes. But is it true? Are the loudest, maddest people more likely to vote in primaries, giving them outsized control over our political process?


  Unfortunately, the answer isn’t clear because there just isn’t a lot of data on primary voters. Part of the difficulty lies in differences in turn-out between states, many of which have different rules about who can participate in primaries. Florida, for instance, allows only people who are registered with a party to vote in that party’s primaries, thus cutting out moderate or independent voters. As to whether primary voters are more politically extreme, the evidence is mixed. One study using data from U.S. elections between 2008 and 2014 suggested that primary voters were not particularly extreme relative to others in their party.19 However, that is in comparison with other voters in the candidate’s party, not with the general mass of voters, many of whom identify as independents. So perhaps people who identify with one party or another have simply become more extreme. By contrast, an earlier paper suggested that primary voters are, in fact, more extreme than general election voters.20 So it’s probably wrong to think that primary voters are more extreme than the rest of their parties; perhaps people who identify with either of the major parties in the United States are more extreme than the rest of the electorate.


  Either way, this runs a significant risk of creating a preference in primaries for candidates who are more ideologically extreme, then foisting two bad candidates onto a grumbling general electorate, which doesn’t really like either one. This isn’t really a recipe for great political outcomes.


  Voters of all stripes also tend to make irrational, emotional choices rather than pragmatic ones. For instance, support for the avowed segregationist presidential candidate George Wallace in 1964 particularly centered among Caucasian Americans who lived in neighborhoods with heightened racial tension.21 Angry and scared of change, some voters gravitated toward an obviously horrible candidate to preserve the status quo. Other analyses have suggested that catering to extreme voters is more pronounced in primary elections in which there is no incumbent candidate. It appears that parties feel the need to lock in a core group of die-hard (and potentially nuts) supporters before worrying about the broader masses.22 Political parties may worry about “sour grapes” defecting—primary voters who refused to vote for the eventual nominee if that person is not the primary candidate they endorsed.23 The irrational and emotional nature of such decision making comes in failing to realize that, even if one’s primary candidate isn’t the nominee, the actual nominee is still more likely to share values with the voter than the candidate for the opposing party.


  So do primaries empower madness? Probably. This may be both because the party membership of both major parties has simply become more extreme and also because of the perception of candidates that they need to promise big (and sometimes outright crazy) things to lock in a core group of die-hard supporters before worrying about the general populace of voters.


  This brings us to one of the most fascinating presidential primaries and general elections in recent history, that of U.S. president Donald Trump. The question on everyone’s mind, whether they agree or disagree is: is President Trump simply mad? Well, let’s have a look.


   The Curious Case of President Trump


  As I write this, Donald Trump currently sits as the forty-fifth president of the United States, and this book likely will be released just as the 2020 presidential election cycle gets under way. At the outset, let me note how difficult it is to render any kind of accurate judgment of a political figure in real time. Even historically, this can be difficult. Beloved figures during their own times sometimes become villains in history and vice versa. The same is true for assessing the mental health of a public figure. Psychologists, psychiatrists, and other mental health professionals are often biased by their own political beliefs, and it’s too easy for a “diagnosis” to be a political smear. Thus I hope to examine this issue as cautiously as possible with an aim of discussing how our society has gone a little bit mad in the era of Donald Trump as much as I aim to discuss the man himself.


  It’s worth noting that psychiatrists (but not psychologists) are bound by something called the Goldwater Rule. This rule has its origin in the 1964 presidential election when a magazine surveyed thousands of psychiatrists to ask whether conservative candidate Barry Goldwater was fit for the office of presidency. Only about 10 percent of psychiatrists responded to the survey and, of these, about half said Goldwater was unfit for service. However, the magazine spun this into a damning critique of Goldwater, portraying him as a paranoid, delusional lunatic. Goldwater lost the election (what role the magazine article specifically played is hard to say) but then successfully sued the magazine for libel, which is quite rare for public figures. Several years later the American Psychiatric Association instituted the Goldwater Rule, which bars members from rendering public diagnoses of individuals for whom they have not conducted an actual assessment. Of course, there’s a catch-22 built into this, for psychiatrists also would be bound by confidentiality regarding anyone they did conduct an assessment on unless that individual waived confidentiality. This effectively hamstrung psychiatrists from speaking publicly about political figures.24 Apparently expecting a wave of comments about Donald Trump, the American Psychiatric Association strengthened the rule in 2017. The American Psychological Association doesn’t have an equivalent rule, although psychologists are cautioned to speak within their expertise and without implying that they have a professional relationship with the subject of their statements. Fair enough: for the record I do not have a professional relationship with Donald Trump (nor Caligula, Marie Antoinette, or anyone else appearing in this book), nor have I conducted a psychological assessment on him.


  The Goldwater Rule does make some sense. It prevents rogue psychiatrists from turning their political views into scientific sounding but ad hominem rubbish political attacks. “Don’t vote for Matilda for school board as her views on string theory clearly indicate latent schizophrenia!” But some folks don’t care much for the Goldwater Rule, saying it goes too far and prevents psychiatrists from engaging in a duty to warn the public when a figure becomes clearly unhinged. Some have suggested a compromise wherein psychologists and psychiatrists could render judgments, particularly for political figures, on evidence for mental health without making judgments about political fitness. This is particularly true given how common mental illness has been among U.S. presidents and other political figures, thus establishing that mental illness, in and of itself, does not render an individual unfit for public service.25


  On the other end of the spectrum is a group of psychiatrists and other mental health experts who argue for a “duty to warn,” asserting that mental health experts have an obligation to, in essence, break the Goldwater Rule when the mental status of a world leader places the world, or at least many lives, in significant jeopardy. Probably the best-known argument along these lines is a book of essays by prominent mental health experts compiled by psychiatrist Brandy Lee. At its best, the book does a sophisticated job of arguing the pros and cons of the Goldwater Rule. At its worst, the authors seem to do rhetorical calisthenics to diagnose Trump as a malignant and potentially delusional narcissist without ever mentioning a formal diagnosis such as narcissistic personality disorder so as to stay narrowly within the confines of the Goldwater Rule. As such, there’s quite a bit of winking and nudging in the essays.26


  That all out of the way, let’s look at Trump and the Trump phenomenon. Honestly, compared to some of the other folks in this book, I don’t find Trump all that interesting, other than the fact that he happened to become president and in so doing pushed the world over the precipice it was already dangling into full-throated paranoid nuttiness.


  Trump’s background is well established both in memoirs/biographies he contributed to27 and those he did not.28 Trump was born into a life of considerable privilege and wealth, attending private schools and demonstrating a large personality from childhood on. His relationship with his father, like many of those in this book, were arguably strained,29 with his father coming across as considerably demanding. Trump’s brother, Fred Jr., ultimately would die in his early forties from complications of alcoholism, which some attribute to his inability to live up to the elder Trump’s demands.30 Trump has married three times, each time to a glamorous model or actress (including current First Lady Melania Trump). Trump’s extramarital affairs have been fodder for the tabloid press, including accusations of affairs while married to current wife Melania. Trump has five children from his marriages, and if we are to imply Trump has sometimes been callous in his relations with his wives, it is worth noting that his children appear to be among his closest confidants, even if his approach to child-rearing wasn’t stereotypically warm and snuggly. Again, Trump always has been known as something of a large personality, involved in aggressive business practices, high-risk deals that have brought him both enormous successes and spectacular failures, and sometimes sketchy fraud-like enterprises such as the failed Trump University. Some of his businesses ended in bankruptcy, though Trump himself appears not to have personally suffered in terms of wealth. As noted, Trump’s personal life has been a thing for the tabloids, including an infamous 2005 Access Hollywood mic tape in which he bragged about groping women without their consent.31 Trump’s public persona has mixed brash egoism, a sense of humor that can straddle the line between bullying and (just being fair to both sides here) honestly kind of funny when it’s not too mean-spirited (which too often it is), and a weird charm that served him well as a reality TV star.


  Trump had dipped a toe into presidential politics as early as 2000, though he switched parties from Democrat to Reform to Republican, suggesting a lack of ideological conviction. He achieved notoriety beginning in 2011 with his endorsements of the “birther” conspiracy suggesting then-president Barack Obama was not a U.S. citizen. This particular tinfoil-hat theory would represent one of the most audacious cases of resume padding in history were it true. Mainly, his presidential ambitions were treated more as publicity stunts than serious efforts.


  In June 2015 Trump lumbered into the 2016 presidential primary with an unusually downbeat speech that implied the United States was amid a serious crisis and achieved notoriety for suggesting Mexican immigrants were mainly criminals, drug abusers, and rapists.32 Available data suggests that criminal perpetration among immigrants, legal or illegal, are lower than for native U.S. citizens.33 However, there are some nuances in the data, such as showing higher incarceration rates among illegal Hispanic immigrants than native whites but not native African Americans, among whom incarceration is much higher.34 Nonetheless, such a bluntly misleading and racist statement would have been the end to most presidential ambitions. However, whether strategic or not, Trump’s crude language attracted the allegiance of a disaffected segment of the Republican Party and he was able to swat aside each of his primary opponents, most of whom were career politicians.
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  President Trump.


  Trump continued to engage in many public statements and behaviors that were highly polarizing, so his nomination for the Republic ticket in the 2016 election appeared to be a gift to the Democratic Party. All it needed to do was avoid nominating a deeply unpopular and polarizing candidate of their own. So, ignoring good sense and arguably with the Democrat Party leadership’s thumb on the scale, it nominated Hillary Clinton. Although Clinton had considerable expertise as senator and secretary of state, she also carried extensive baggage from her husband Bill’s presidency, as well as her own missteps over the years. And people were probably a little tired of seeing the same two families, Clinton and Bush,35 return to the White House so often. Fair or not, many people simply didn’t care for her, which was hardly a news flash in 2016. Her nomination was, in turn, a gift to the Republican Party. Despite polls showing her winning, she lost, making Trump the forty-fifth president.


  As I write this, Trump has been president for roughly two and a half years. One thing we can say is that he hasn’t broken the world, at least so far, which the previous Republican president, George W. Bush, was handily on the path to doing by the same point. Most of the past two years, policy wise, have been the typical low taxes for the rich, deregulation, high defense-spending stuff that Republicans tend to like. But the Trump presidency has been a swirling tempest of angry tweets, high staff turnover, impulsivity, and chaos. It certainly hasn’t looked like a normal presidency. Whether that is an asset or a bug depends on one’s perspective.


  Is Trump mad? Destructiveness is a key element of the madness as defined for this book. Whatever Trump is, arguably it served him well until he assumed the presidency. At the moment, destructiveness is hard to gauge. Other than the matter of U.S. prestige, Trump’s wilder impulses appear not to have seen purchase in actual policy. Whether this is because Trump has some grand, clever strategy in mind, or the checks-and-balances system of U.S. government, including the bureaucracy of it all, is actually working is hard to say, although I suspect the latter is having a nontrivial influence. In other words, Trump may be mad, but assessing it could be difficult if bureaucrats, his White House staff, the opposing political party in Congress,36 the press, and others are impeding his worst impulses. Indeed, the Mueller Report, investigating charges of collusion with the Russians in the 2016 election and obstruction of justice, was released in 2019. Though finding no evidence that Trump worked with the Russians to defeat Clinton in 2016, the report claimed Trump’s clumsy efforts to obstruct justice were mainly thwarted by his own aides who refused to carry out his orders.


  What appears to be beyond much question is the presence of narcissism. Trump’s penchant for engaging in petulant Twitter wars with those who anger him suggests the kind of thin skin we see among what are called “vulnerable narcissists,” or those who feel the need to lash out against those who threaten their self-image.37 Beyond that, the case for other diagnoses is, I feel, weaker. I’ve seen speculations about psychosis or dementia and of course it’s possible that Trump may have such issues and we don’t know it, but from his public behavior I think the case for such disorders is harder to substantiate. Narcissism is hardly rare among politicians of all stripes. Among career politicians, it may be that the more vulnerable types tend to be weeded out somewhat over time, given their tendency to lash out and create enemies. But Trump came to influence via an unusual pathway, having no prior significant government expertise. Indeed, based on the Mueller Report, he often seems more bull in the china shop than shrewd intriguer.


  What is interesting is not that Trump is mad (and he probably is, a little, at least), but that his madness is probably one element that draws at least some of his fans to him. In this sense, Trump is a symptom, not a cause, and the disease is a kind of madness that has overtaken elements of our society.


   Trump Derangement Syndrome


  One of the features of the Trump era is the significant degree of anger that people on both sides of the political spectrum express toward each other. Politics has always been a touchy subject of conversation but ever more so today. Unfortunately, public discussions tend to be dominated by the largest and loudest voices and although I’m generally reluctant to blame technology for most of society’s ills, social media has likely amplified the reach of some of the most extreme voices. In this case I look at the “right” and the “left”38 as quasi-tribal units fighting for political dominance with increased aggression, both sides employing ideological litmus tests and bullying members to avoid any hint of compromise.


  It helps to remember again that many of our decisions or attitudes are not based on facts or cognitions but rather on emotions or, related, on tribal identity. Take global warming, for instance. Generally, folks on the right are more skeptical of claims of human involvement in climate change than folks on the left. Given the weight of evidence from science currently supporting climate change, folks on the left may thus assume that they are more informed than people on the right. But this would be an erroneous judgment. Most of us are completely uninformed about climate science other than what we read in the newspapers, if that. Instead, people on the right are skeptical of global warming because that’s what people on the right do. People on the left accept global warming because that’s what people on the left do, not because they are actually any more informed. The fact that science suggests the left happens to be correct is largely coincidental.


  In fairness, the same can be said of the left related to topics that they don’t like. For instance, many on the left may continue to deny the existence of biologically determined differences in male and female behavior, despite the presence of strong evidence for the same. Put simply, both liberals and conservatives engage in science denialism when the science conflicts with the ideological views.39 In this sense, a kind of cultural tribalism ends up becoming a powerful influence on beliefs, and this can make belief systems highly polarized since those with different beliefs are tribal enemies.40 This isn’t to say that everyone falls neatly into a tribe, and things like science curiosity can counteract this kind of reflexive myside bias.41


  Thus, when we look at many folks who voted for Trump, they may not have been entirely enthused with his crassness but perhaps viewed it as a necessary counterbalance to the weaponization of terms like racism and sexism against any challenge to progressive ideals. In this sense, many individuals are concerned not with maintaining cultural dominance but with being excluded from the dialogue altogether because they don’t share a preset approved list of progressive values. In this sense, the left and the right may have difficulty dialoguing because extreme voices on the left characterize any divergence from ideological purity as “white supremacy,” whereas some extreme voices on the right actually express white supremacist views, reinforcing the ideology of the leftist ideologues. Most people are simply caught in the middle, trying to avoid being sucked into a big mud fight and are simply sick of it all, not unreasonably so. This is not to say the election of Trump is a rational outcome, but rather that extreme voices on both left and right contribute to a culture of hostility that makes the election of madness to the White House on either side more probable.


  A few examples can highlight this issue. One concern that has emerged regarding the extreme left has been its censoriousness and bullying in regard to positions that do not conform to an ideological purity on issues such as race and gender. In January 2019, author Amélie Wen Zhao pulled her debut novel Blood Heir from publication following hostile Twitter reactions from some loud voices that were concerned the book was racist toward African Americans. These concerns emerged despite the fact that no African Americans appear in the book, which takes place in an entirely fictional world. In this case a small number of “influencers” appear to have convinced or bullied the author into canceling or delaying publication despite the accusations being, at very least, a subjective interpretation.42 Appealing to the ideological purity of a few has resulted in no one being able to read the book (at least in original form) and make up their own minds. That many folks look upon incidents such as this as corrosive to free speech is hardly surprising.


  This enforcement of “sensitivity” can also appear hypocritical when some on the left appear to feel free to express racist or sexist views, so long as these are limited to whites or males. For instance, in August 2018, New York Times columnist Sarah Jeong attracted controversy when it was revealed that over several years, she had released a series of anti-white and anti-male tweets such as “white men are bullshit,” “oh man it’s kind of sick how much joy I get out of being cruel to old white men,” or “dumbass fucking white people marking up the internet with their opinions like dogs pissing on fire hydrants.” Sure, perhaps it’s goofy aggressive trolling, but try replacing “white” with “black” or “Hispanic” and the problem becomes readily apparent. Some on the left defended Jeong by claiming it’s impossible to be racist toward whites, but this confuses institutional racism with individual racism.43 It’s also hypocritical and, rather than bringing people together and fostering racial harmony and cooperation, simply reshuffles the racist deck of which races (or genders) are “good” and “bad.” The argument that Trump is racist (or at least uses racism strategically) is, I believe, supportable based on his public behavior. But to not apply that same metric to a person of color such as Sarah Jeong creates a self-sabotaging double standard.


  A set of clinical guidelines by the American Psychological Association on treatment for boys and men also came under fire for using language that many perceived as disparaging, particularly of more traditional males,potentially sexist toward men, and likely to discourage rather than encourage men from seeking therapy.44 Although the guidelines had some decent ideas, many seemed devoted to pushing feminist and intersectional theories onto male patients, whatever their reason for seeking therapy.45 I am skeptical that the out-of-work coal miner struggling to pay his bills and support his family is likely to benefit from a discussion of his privilege. I sat on the APA’s Council of Representatives at the time and wrote a review noting that the guidelines lacked scientific merit and were likely to provoke a strong negative response. Unfortunately, I was not heeded.


  I had my own run-in with ideological purity once. I belong to a list-serve of video game scholars. Following the New Zealand Christchurch shooting in 2019, when the shooter made a few offhand references to video games and technology, which may have been purposeful trolling by him, several scholars suggested the need to examine the toxic aspects of gamer culture. I inquired whether, using this logic, these same scholars would argue that we ought to examine the “toxic” (to use their word) elements of other cultures among which some individuals have committed shootings. For instance, I inquired, since some shooters have proclaimed allegiance to Islamist terror groups, should we evaluate Islam? Or because the IRA perpetrated terrorist bombings in the 1970s and 1980s, should we examine toxic elements of Irish culture? Naturally, I was advocating no such thing, merely pointing out the hypocritical irrationality of targeting entire groups on account of the behavior or a tiny minority of individuals. Nonetheless a handful of scholars seized the opportunity to signal virtue and deplore my “dog whistles”46 regarding Islam (nobody, it turned out, was particularly concerned about the Irish). As a tenured faculty member, I was surprised but unfazed by what seemed like clear bullying behavior of a few. Others on the listserve spoke to my defense; however, I could only imagine the impact on open dialogue for untenured scholars or students, who saw a question meant to challenge a hypocritical political position mischaracterized and met with significant aggression. Naturally, the behavior of a few don’t characterize the whole listserve but that’s rather my point. The extreme behavior of only a few outliers can have a major impact on the culture at large.


  Of course, it works both ways, with plenty of jerks, bullies, and real racists and misogynists on the right. I’ve picked on the left a bit, but I should note that the right can also try to silence those with whom it disagrees. Once47 I wrote an essay for CNN suggesting that convicted felons being able to print workable handguns on a 3-D printer maybe wasn’t the best idea. One irate gun rights advocate filed an ethics complaint against me alleging that I had abused my power as a member of CNN’s editorial board. My promotion from occasional columnist was news to me and the complaint didn’t go far. The problem is when we mix up Nazis marching through Charlottesville with the attitudes of the average Caucasian American. Or if we assume that every act of violence by a movement like ANTIFA reflects the attitudes of everyone concerned about disadvantaged groups.


  The example of Blood Heir also points to two other related concerns. One is that by giving into bullies, whether on right or left, we ultimately reinforce the bullying behavior and actually make things worse. Second, by fostering a victimhood mentality, those who consider themselves victims may come to view their aggression toward others as justified by their own victimhood. And this can work in an ongoing cycle among both the right and the left.


  In this sense, the Trump administration is a symptom rather than a cause of a creeping madness within our sociopolitical culture in which people with different views become the enemy and must be defeated or humiliated at all costs. This does not mean that there isn’t madness within the Trump administration or that we should regard the Trump administration as merely the expected costs of our own tumultuous society. Indeed, though it is hard to gauge history from the present, it is difficult to imagine that the judgment of history on this stage of U.S. politics will be positive. Again, this is because of the tendency to lurch to extremes, at which the Trump administration has been tragically adroit.


  As only one example, the United States certainly has the right to set a pragmatic, humane immigration policy that is of value to the country. There is little evidence that, overall, the U.S. immigration policy is particularly draconian.48 However, the Trump administration lost any sense of reason by cruelly separating illegal immigrant children from their families at the border, allegedly losing track of the children in some cases.49 Certainly, the United States has the right to detain those illegally crossing the border, but it shouldn’t be controversial to suggest detention facilities be as humane and comfortable as possible, with careful attention to due process and to reasonable requests for asylum for those who can demonstrate need. Children should not be separated from their parents under these circumstances and asking the government to warehouse them is a recipe for disaster. Even if the obvious human rights and due process issues are ignored, the practical issues of the public relations catastrophe for the United States should be more than obvious.


  It is the failure of the administration to foresee the sensible backlash to harmful policies such as this and numerous others that leads me to suggest that, in the end, my best guess is that Trump will go down as one of the maddest presidents in U.S. history.



  

  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  MADNESS IN THE FUTURE


 In March 2019 a twenty-eight-year-old Australian man opened fire at two mosques in Christchurch New Zealand, perpetrating one of the worst massacres in that country’s history. The shooter brought with him multiple firearms and a helmet camera with which he livestreamed the violence. Much of the shooting was carried live on Facebook and later spread through the internet. At the door of the first mosque, the shooter was greeted by a religious attendee with a polite “Hello brother” before he began to open fire, indiscriminately killing men, women, and children. After the first shooting, he traveled to another mosque where he killed worshippers there before being stopped by police. All told, he killed fifty people and wounded many more.


  The shooting was inspired by a growing fringe-right movement dedicated to racial and religious hate and predicated on the notion that whites must defend themselves from immigrants from other nations, particularly Muslims. Like the perpetrator of a 2011 Norwegian attack that killed seventy-seven people, mostly teens at a summer camp, the Christchurch shooter left behind a cockamamie manifesto filled with paranoid fantasies of new crusades against Islam. He also trolled readers with silly statements about social media and video games that seemed calculated to set the usual moral panickers off on the wrong track.


  This shooting set off a fresh round of soul-searching among many industrialized countries. Is a wave of madness gripping the populace, whether in the form of right-wing nationalism, radical Islam extremism, or just disaffected young men who hate everyone? Is social media becoming a dangerous medium through which madness or even just mad ideas spread like wildfire? Are we on the precipice of a global cultural catastrophe spread by the madness of the masses?


  During the last years of the twenty-first century’s second decade, a wave of lunacy appeared to sweep the industrialized world. Nativism, authoritarianism, and nationalism seems on the rise from the United States and United Kingdom to the European mainland and much of the rest of the industrialized world. No doubt this tide is fueled by legitimate concerns: income inequality, illegal immigration, terroristic violence directed at the industrialized world, and the sense that industrialized nations are losing influence to new powers such as China. And, as I noted in the previous chapter, loud and extreme voices on both right and left have probably done much to stoke tensions. Will this period mark the end of a historical phase in which liberal democracies had been on the rise?


  Honestly, I tend to be more optimistic. First, we must remember that there are always negative voices forecasting doom. In the 1980s people lived in fear of an inevitable nuclear war; in the 1990s the United States and Europe appeared on the verge of being eclipsed by Japan economically; in the 2000s fears of Middle Eastern terrorism gripped the world. This is not to say we needn’t be alert to creeping madness in our political systems, but rather that it helps to take stock of all the data. Today both the right and the left worry that we have lost our place in the world (if American) or that the world has gone mad (pretty much everywhere else).


  Sometimes it helps to take stock. We have to remember that by most indices, the world today looks better behaviorally, medically, and economically, than it ever has.1 This isn’t to make light of the real challenges human society faces, whether global warning, human migration patterns, or authoritarian governments in some parts of the world. But if we’ve been decrying the end of society for as long as we can remember, perhaps we can breathe and start from an assumption that, whatever challenges we face, we’re not wobbling on the precipice of disaster.


  Doing so can help us remain less emotional about the issues that face us. And, let’s remember, emotional decision making in its extreme can lead to political madness and make those real challenges into bigger problems. At present, the difficulties we have in escaping societal madness involve the pressing feelings of political polarization and the amplifications of more extreme voices through new media and technology platforms. How do we retain our sanity when the mad can scream the loudest?


   Some Thoughts on Historical Sanity


  Much of this book I spent looking at what went wrong. Even for the few success stories such as Alexander the Great, the cost of madness, societally and personally, was enormous. Assuming we (whichever group we mean by “we”) don’t want to invade the rest of the world, naming cities and towns after ourselves (one or two Fergusonvilles would be enough for me, I think), it can be illustrative to consider how societies sometimes pulled back from madness and set themselves on a productive path. How did people like Abraham Lincoln, Marcus Aurelius, Tang Taizong,2 or Emmeline Pankhurst3 manage to project sanity during times in which madness appeared ready to reign?4


  This, of course, requires a great person to come to our rescue. And perhaps that might happen, though looking at our available slate of politicians cross-nationally, I wonder if we have time to wait. Yet sanity at a societal level is something we can all participate in to a small degree.


  It seems any book such as this one should end with an optimistic note and a few suggestions. It’s probably just something psychologists do. But let me start by saying that advice is always easier given than taken. I am no angel. There are moments when I have disparaged others who thought differently that I did, when I contributed to polarized debates, when I made decisions out of anger and fear, and where I have undoubtedly said something that offended someone to their core beliefs. Thus, my advice comes from a place where I consider what I could do better, not simply lecturing others about how they could do better.


  Part of it comes in realizing that it is doubtful that we are inherently better people than those who hold disparate worldviews from our own. This is a tricky balancing act for the current historical moment. On one hand, people often feel pressured to engage in “virtue signaling,” which involves demonstrations of allegiance to the ideological values of a political tribe, often by public condemnation of those who hold opposing values. On the other, people may also feel forced into public self-criticism, in which individuals must express either regret for past ideological failings or reduced worth as a consequence of not belonging to particularly valued identity groups.


  Progress also comes from recognizing that the things we see that make it to news media (or our social media streams) are not representative of how the world is. Usually, that which is brought to our attention is the worst of the world. As news consumers, we are drawn to the spectacle of the disaster. Though perhaps not the most flattering feature of the human condition, it does mean we tend to get a distorted view of our current moment in history. Further, we can filter this information through our preexisting worldviews and political tribal identities to reinforce our own prejudices about the world. Thus, for the person on the political right who sees mass shootings and bombings perpetrated by some who claim allegiance to Islamist terrorist organizations, those from other parts of the world can seem inordinately threatening. By contrast, the same mass shootings and bombings viewed through the lens of the progressive can seem to be the fault of white men.5 Nonetheless, things are actually better than they may seem and, for the most part, other people just want to get by and have their place in the world. To be sure, there are a few who are hopeless, the loudest, craziest voices intent on sowing mayhem, who can’t help but sort the world into good and evil (mainly with themselves on the side of good, of course). Those people have always been with us; we just didn’t listen to them quite so much as we do now.


  Looking through the cases in this book, madness appears to be empowered through three main paths. First are societies in which individuals were elevated to systems of power for reasons other than their merit. This is the case for monarchies, which often lacked clear means of shifting power from the mad to those with better abilities to lead. The second situation is that in which ambitious individuals seized upon moments of chaos, weakness, or fear in a subject population. This is the case of the authoritarian strongman such as Idi Amin or Saddam Hussein. Last is the situation in which the populace itself gave way to madness and made decisions based on fear or anger. Such was the case for Athens, and notes of its downfall can be seen in the modern era. Not every case neatly fits this pattern, of course. For instance, the fall of the Roman Republic has elements of both the strongman and democratic chaos models and transpired gradually over many generations. This, too, is something to learn from. Although we may decry the apparent rise of authoritarian executives in many countries, certainly in some cases, such as the United States, power has been shifting toward the executive slowly for years and under multiple parties in power.


  Shared Purpose


  In Athens, the democracy was driven to madness by perceived threats from outside as the Peloponnesian War progressed in ways that threatened the citizenry. During the current age, modern democracies often feel pressure from without, whether due to terrorism, threatening actions of authoritarian nations, or uncontrolled immigration. However, much of the strife comes from within. Our enemies are no longer fascists or communists from other regimes but our neighbors who hold different beliefs than we do and who, we are led to believe, would corrupt our own cultures in horrid and unforgiveable ways. I suspect this is one factor that leads to our present sense of madness and that leads our governments, as democracies, into worse and worse decisions. So how do we overcome this level of strife within our societies?


  Humans appear to have a natural sense of division, readily looking for differences between themselves and others, and tend to interpret these in hostile ways. We can see this in our own current political and social conflicts in which people don’t just disagree but assume that those with whom they disagree are essentially evil and must be excised from public life forever. Few things give us a shared purpose with our in-group than an out-group to demonize. Tearing apart the moral decrepitude of an out-group also gives us an opportunity to signal our virtue to our own tribe. This might even make sense to the degree that groups historically competed for scarce resources and may have been evolutionarily adaptive in the past. Instinctive suspiciousness of strangers among an aggressive species is obviously something that would be selected for.


  However, our tribes have gotten larger and more diverse and hostility within those megatribes can lead to an inability to compromise, movement toward more extreme (and unwise) policy positions, and breakdown of the social fabric that holds a community together in shared purpose. How do we restore that sense of purpose?


  One consistent finding in psychological research concerns how groups come to loathe each other and also how they can find opportunities to cooperate. A famous study called the Robbers Cave experiment brought boys together in a summer camp and divided them randomly into separate social groups. At first, the groups didn’t know of each other’s existence. Group cohesion was fostered in these randomly assigned groups of kids to give them a social identity. One group became the Rattlers, the other the Eagles (not to be confused with the “Hotel California”–singing rock band). Then these groups of kids were brought into contact with each other.


  As you might expect, this phase of contact didn’t go well, particularly as the experimenters gave them competitive tasks to fight over. One group always won at the other’s expense. Verbal taunts began, each group developed negative stereotypes of the other as weak, stupid, or mean, and they began to steal or vandalize each other’s property. This doesn’t sound too different from Twitter these days! Basically, when the two groups were placed in a situation in which each was competing against and frustrating the other’s goals, hostility intensified quickly.


  In the third phase of the study, the two groups were forced to cooperate toward a mutual goal, in this case, securing access to a water tank. This shared or superordinate goal reduced tension and prejudice between the groups. This led the authors to conclude that finding common goals can reduce intergroup tension.6


  To be fair, psychology tends to wrap its coolest experiments up with a neat bow. This experiment has sometimes been criticized because the experimenters intervened too much, possibly influencing the results. Others critique the ethics of purposefully bringing boys into aggressive conflict with each other, but pfft, ethics, smethics. This was the 1950s. Other experiments have supported at least the broad outlines of the Robbers Cave experiment7 and even playing action-oriented video games cooperatively can reduce outgroup tensions.8 So there’s probably something to this. Historically, we could see it after 9/11, when most of the country, left and right, united behind President George W. Bush unquestioningly. Sure, that led to a string of disasters, so it’s possible to go too far with group cohesion, too.


  So too much discord can lead to madness but so can too much conformity. This suggests that perhaps there’s some kind of ideal balance between conflict and conformity that we should strive for. If the obsessive flag-waving of the early 2000s was too far in one direction, surely today’s social media callout culture is too far in the other.


  Now, finding a sense of shared purpose is particularly challenging. Whenever a pressing social issue develops, one side seems to rush to one conclusion with the other then taking the opposing conclusion with irrational glee, each side proclaiming that working toward middle ground would amount to treason. We could name any number of social issues: Should we have no gun control at all or work to remove every weapon from every law-abiding citizen? Do we eliminate all abortions or allow women the opportunity to engage elective abortions right up through the third trimester? Do black, blue, or all lives matter? Do we look upon all nonwhite immigrants with suspicion or open our borders to all comers? I don’t mean to suggest that the middle-ground solution is always the best answer, either. But I do mean to say it would be helpful to find ways to remember that we’re all in the rowboat together and we can disagree, even fundamentally, on certain issues while still respecting each other’s basic worth.


  This is a choice we can each make individually. That means finding ways to communicate to those we disagree with that we still respect them. It means withholding the satisfaction of that awesome zinger or showing off for those in our own tribe how well we can smash the enemy. It also means acknowledging when one’s opponent has a fair point, even if we still disagree with the larger position. It also means knowing when to respectfully disengage from an argument that has become unproductive. This is a largely dying artform but employing it can diffuse arguments and also reduce stress.


  Shared purpose doesn’t necessarily mean choosing a problem and literally working together toward a solution, although it certainly can. Rather, we all need to reaffirm that we belong to a larger community of individuals, including those with whom we disagree or are different. Shared community need not mean shared opinions or ideology nor even shared values, at least not always, but rather a willingness to respect a process of compromise and negotiation as a road forward to resolving differences with an aim toward a mutual good.


  Don’t Speak from Frustration


  When we think about what angers us most in the social arena, it seldom involves positions that are absurd. For instance, an individual espousing the view that Western countries should adopt a Soviet-style Communism would elicit little more than disinterest or eye rolls. Such a view is obviously a crazed minority one with little influence to impede most people’s goals of self-improvement and fulfillment. By contrast, views expressed by a significant proportion of a population can be threatening and frustrating for those with opposing outlooks. Take the immigration debate, for instance. Recommending open borders or even just a lax immigration system of amnesty, sanctuary cities, opposition to assimilation, and so forth can be frustrating to those who believe immigration should be strategic, limited, and focused on cultural assimilation. By contrast, recommending border walls, caps on legal immigration and asylum, and an end to family sponsorship frustrate those who advocate a compassionate, broad immigration system or who worry about discrimination in immigration. Both sides have fair points. Yet in arguing from frustration, they not only miss opportunities for compromise, but also find themselves taking more extreme positions, almost with the intent of further frustrating the opposition, who then take more extreme positions in return, contributing to evident madness. Thus border walls and open immigration become valuable less because they solve the problem of immigration but more because they piss off the other tribe. This is a bad way to address societal problems.9


  When we develop a vision of a future world and begin working toward it, it’s natural to perceive others working toward a different vision of a future world to be a major source of frustration. To the extent that they are working toward something we don’t want (reduced regulation of industry, higher taxes, decreased immigration, more abortion freedoms, vegan burgers, a reboot of The Brady Bunch, whatever), we can find that we dislike them often without ever meeting them. This in turn can lead us to saying things that, with reflection, might sound extreme even to us, “I’d rather die than eat a vegan burger!”10 Taking a moment or two to remember that (A) this other person has the right to a differing opinion, however stupid, and (B) screaming rarely convinces anyone of anything aside from our own madness can help us to walk back our emotions a bit.


  If readers remember nothing else from this book, I hope it is this: calling someone an asshole seldom succeeds in encouraging anyone to listen more. Frustration only causes us to dig in further on our ideologies, seek allies, and ignore critics. In this sense, even people who are dead-on right can contribute to awful outcomes by being right in the wrongest possible way. The vaccine debate is an excellent example. I’m no vaccine researcher, but I accept that the evidence is quite clear that vaccines are not, except perhaps for the extremely rare one-in-ten-million exception, involved in autism or other cognitive impairments. Even being generous, we can say that any vaccination risks are far less than the diseases they prevent. But I also cringe whenever I see folks make derogatory statements about the anti-vaccine movement. Not because the anti-vaccine movement is right on the science, but by missing an opportunity to affirm their concerns and address them through dialogue, we merely drive them further into their ideology. The vaccine debate has been going on for more than twenty years. Perhaps it’s time to try something aside from public ridicule? To be sure, convincing people is hard, but it can be done. One of the most astounding examples has been public support for gay rights. As with any movement, advocacy for gay rights includes a mixture of approaches, but I firmly believe that (as with desegregation in the mid-twentieth century) a commitment to be the adults in the room was instrumental in winning the hearts and minds of the majority. There’s a whole body of psychological literature on persuasion, most of which acknowledges it is a hard business. But rationality is part of this and, increasingly, debates about policy have lost any semblance of rationality.


   Internet as Usual


  Technology gets blamed for a lot of things, most of which it probably does not do. Lost to history, there was undoubtedly a Cro-Magnon debate about the deleterious effects of the wheel on youth development. “Carrying stuff by hand was good enough when I was a young ape, and it should be good enough for my kid, too!” There were verifiable debates about the written word, Greek plays, translating the Bible from Latin, the theater, locomotives,11 the radio, comic books, television, microwave ovens,12 video games, Dungeons and Dragons, Harry Potter, and pretty much any other cool new thing one can think of. It does not appear, for instance, that using the internet or social media causes suicide in young people, despite excessive hand-wringing among some.13


  But let’s not give social media a total pass just yet. For the moment I’ll ignore the considerable privacy concerns and cynical use of our personal data by big tech companies.14 Of concern is the way we often behave on social media. That is to say: like jerks. Now don’t get me wrong, plenty of people are jerks in real life, too, believe me, I’ve met plenty. And although there’s much talk about the anonymity of the internet, which is part of the issue, I’ve also seen plenty of people behave like boors with their names in full view. I suspect two issues contribute to bad internet behavior. First, the immediate gratification of the internet. Second, the lack of face-to-face connection.


  I want to be clear: I am not advocating the notion that the internet makes us into tossers. Rather I suggest the internet makes it easier for us to be the dicks we already are. Going back to my earlier point about frustration, the internet makes it easy to toss off a comment out of irritation or snideness toward another human being without much thought. I’m just going to put it out there: I’ve done it, and I’m sure most readers have, too, aside from those who live in proverbial caves.15 Compare that to years past, when an aggressive response required a strongly worded note sent to the editor of a newspaper, an exercise in time and effort that would allow most of us to come to our senses before investing. Joe Biden creepily sniffing someone’s hair16 might have gotten some news attention twenty years ago (or maybe not), but today we can spend weeks online parsing it all out, getting angry with each other when we don’t engage the “right” response. Is it good enough for him to laugh it off17 and promise not to do it again, or does he require public flogging with a scourge dipped in vinegar? I look forward to the tweets and emails I’ll get for even bringing this issue up.


  I generally don’t like the way folks in the humanities and sociology use the word “performance” to indicate that our public behavior is generally directed toward pleasing some kind of social master. I doubt, for the most part, that we perform gender, for instance, with gender largely residing in the hypothalamus, not as a social construct (see chapter 4). But I think sociology has a point in this context.18 I suspect part of the internet’s appeal, particularly once we got beyond looking up our old high school chums to see if they are fatter and balder than us (for me, at least, they are—sorry guys!), is that it gives us an immediate opportunity to signal our virtue to our tribe. How else do we explain why any number of person hours were burned, on both sides I may point out, arguing whether Sesame Street characters Bert and Ernie were gay?19 They’re Muppets! Let it go. Everyone.


  There seems to be few easier ways to indicate what a good, moral human being one is than to laugh at how immoral someone else is. More difficult is to acknowledge our own moral failings (though this does not require a Cultural Revolution–like public humiliation) while being generous to the faults of others. Let our internet presence be one of kindness and rational arguments rather than snark and callouts. For most of us this isn’t something we can just turn off and turn on. Indeed, I shudder to think when my last moment of internet snark was—probably sometime during a break between writing the paragraphs of this chapter. But for every decision we make not to add to callout culture on the internet, we can individually help pull back on our societal madness just a little bit.


  Don’t Let the Bastards Grind You Down


  With everyone being outraged, our culture can become something akin to a sea of drowning people, each trying to scramble atop the others to breathe but, in the process, simply dragging one another down. If you put an idea out there into public space, inevitably someone will try to smash it in order to enhance his or her own worth. The more successful you become, the greater will be the passion and persistence of your detractors. It’s easy to get mired in negativity if you’re not careful.


  Becoming part of the social madness isn’t just a matter of resisting the urge to scream into the hurricane with everyone else. It also does require a measure of standing firm. This, too, can be difficult to manage.


  In the last chapter we discussed the controversy over the young adult novel Blood Heir, which the author Amélie Wen Zhao cancelled after a Twitter campaign complaining it was insensitive to racial issues.20 Probably there’s a more complex story behind it. But whatever the reason, canceling the book was almost certainly the wrong decision. I don’t mean to be critical of Zhao and undoubtedly her publisher and agent played some role in the decision. However, I do believe that public figures who come under critique have some obligation to stand firm when those critiques are unreasonable. Sure, that’s a subjective line. Saying a mean-spirited thing certainly warrants an apology. But by the time we’ve gotten to Blood Heir, we’re at a point where art and literature are being censored (and it’s still censorship if the author is bullied into it) in the name of ideological purity. Books and art should be provocative and points for discussion. The notion that all such material that does not fit within a particular worldview should be eliminated is outright dangerous. It was bad when the right argued Harry Potter was going to turn our children into little witches and it’s bad when the left argued Blood Heir is going to turn our children into racists. It’s the same argument.


  To be sure, standing firm in the Twitter storm requires fortitude and courage. But it can be done. It involves remembering that the loudest voices do not represent a societal consensus. Worse, by giving in to the maddest voices in our society, we only encourage them in their madness. A fundamental component of behavioral research is that behaviors that are rewarded occur with greater frequency. If we don’t want the angriest people on social media to hold sway over our society, we have to stop giving them what they want, plain and simple. That means standing up to bullies, politely and firmly to be sure, but we’ve got to make the decision to do it. So put unpopular but good-faith ideas out there if you’ve got the stomach for it, but politely remain firm in the face of craziness. Don’t engage with those who hurl insults. Remember, as they say, never get into a mud fight with a pig. Everybody comes out dirty, but only the pig has fun.


   Remember Basic Civic Principles


  Finally, we would do well to remember two basic principles that are easily forgotten. Those are free speech and due process. We all think we want these things, but usually only when they benefit us and not when they benefit those we do not like.


  Most of us would agree that free speech and due process are fundamental components of any functioning democracy. Yet we often become surprisingly willing to jettison these values when people we think are awful would benefit from them. As we’ve seen at other points in the book, politicians even in republics and democracies have been willing to degrade free speech principles when it has suited them. As I write this, our current U.S. president often uses language contemptuous of free speech, and free speech protections in other countries have eroded more directly as authoritarian leaders have taken charge.


  Surveys of college students often reveal some confusion and ambivalence around the issue of free speech. For instance, college students overwhelmingly support free speech and to a greater degree than do older adults. At the same time, significant proportions of students also express willingness to shut down speech they see as “hate” speech, although the borders of this are not always clearly defined.21 This is an age-old struggle, not one invented by college students in the most recent generation: what to do with speech that is constitutionally protected (which in the United States includes hate speech so long as it doesn’t directly incite violence) but loathsome by the standards of the average person? Nobody is eager to have a group of Nazis march down the central street of his or her town (well, except the Nazis, I suppose), but how do we appropriately challenge them while supporting their right to be schlongs? The answer is generally to challenge bad speech with good speech, but this requires a certain degree of tolerance and, given our emotional nature, we’re not always good at tolerance. Heck, we’re not great at tolerating good-faith divergences of viewpoint, let alone actual hateful speech. Words like “racist,” “white supremacy,” and “sexist” have been so broadly applied in recent years they’ve begun to lose their bite. To be sure, the best speech is that which is rationally grounded and offered in good faith under civil norms of engagement. Yet we can’t be sure to protect that unless we also protect the worst things people say. This doesn’t mean we need to condone such speech, but we can protect it even as we challenge it.


  We discussed due process in chapter 7. As with free speech, presumably everybody thinks it’s important until it’s time to offer it to someone we don’t like. Then it’s not so important anymore. And as with free speech it’s not just a set of laws but a value system that both informs those laws and extends beyond them. Without being willing to offer due process to the people we personally suspect are guilty, there’s no way to protect it for the people we think are innocent.


  Some Concluding Thoughts


  Are we living in a time of great madness? I remain optimistic. To be sure, we are looking at significant challenges. Many of our world leaders seem at least a little bit mad, and our societal discourse is beginning to reflect some of the same. Yet for all our discontents, things continue to mostly look up. Sure, nothing is forever, and global calamity may set in the very moment this book goes to print (heck, maybe because of it). But I don’t think so.


  But staying off the path of madness will require a choice on each of our parts as individuals not to contribute to it. None of us are perfect, but with every decision not to contribute to the chaos of our present age, I believe we can help make the world we live in just a little bit less mad. And by remaining stalwart in the face of madness we can give it just a bit less power. Mainly my advice to the world boils down to this: we all need to mellow out a little bit. And keep our fingers crossed that in one hundred years somebody won’t be writing a book just like this one about us.
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