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INTRODUCTION

I was about twelve years old when I came upon a bundle of magazines tied with string in a second-
hand bookshop - the original edition of H. G. Wells’s Outline of History, published in 1920. Since
some of the parts were missing, I got the whole pile for a few shillings. It was, I must admit, the
pictures that attracted me - splendid full-page colour illustrations of plesiosaurs on a Mesozoic
beach; Neanderthal men snarling in the entrance to their cave; the giant rock-hewn statues of
Rameses II and his consort at Abu Simbel. Far more than Wells’s text, these brought a breathless
sensation of the total sweep of world history. Even today I feel a flash of the old magical
excitement as I look at them - that peculiar delight that children feel when someone says, ‘Once
upon a time ...

In 1946, Penguin Books republished ten volumes of Wells to celebrate his eightieth birthday,
including the condensed version of the Outline, A Short History of the World. It was in this edition
that I discovered that strange little postscript entitled ‘Mind at the End of Its Tether’. I found it so
frustrating and incomprehensible that I wanted to tear my hair: ‘Since [1940] a tremendous series
of events has forced upon the intelligent observer the realisation that the human story has already
come to an end and that Homo sapiens, as he has been pleased to call himself, is in his present form
played out.” And this had not been written at the beginning of the Second World War - which might
have been understandable - but after Hitler’s defeat. When I came across the earlier edition of the
Short History I found that, like the Outline, it ends on a note of uplift: ‘What man has done, the
little triumphs of his present state, and all this history we have told, form but the prelude to the
things that man has yet to do.” And the Outline ends with a chapter predicting that mankind will
find peace through the League of Nations and world government. (It was Wells who coined the
phrase ‘the war to end war’.)

What had happened? Many years later, I put the question to a friend of Wells, the biblical historian
Hugh Schonfield. His answer was that Wells had been absolutely certain that he had the solutions
to all the problems of the human race, and that he became embittered when he realised that no one
took him seriously. At the time, that seemed a plausible explanation. But since then I have come
upon what I believe to be the true one. In 1936, Wells produced a curious short novel called The
Croquet Player, which is startlingly different from anything he had written before. It reveals that
Wells had become aware of man’s capacity for sheer brutality and sadism. The Outline of History
plays down the tortures and massacres; in fact, it hardly mentions them. Wells seems totally devoid
of that feeling for evil that made Arnold Toynbee, in his Study of History, speak of ‘the horrifying
sense of sin manifest in human affairs’. Wells’s view of crime was cheerfully pragmatic. In The
Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind he spoke of it as ‘artificial’, the result of ‘restrictions
imposed upon the normal “natural man” in order that the community may work and exist.” He
seems quite unaware that the history of mankind since about 2500 B.C. is little more than a non-
stop record of murder, bloodshed and violence. The brutalities of the Nazi period forced this upon
his attention. But it seems to have been the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the revelations
of Belsen and Buchenwald, which convinced him that man was bound to destroy himself from the
beginning, and that ‘the final end is now closing in on mankind’.

I am not suggesting that Wells’s view of history was superficial or wrong-headed; as far as it went,
it was brilliantly perceptive. As a late Victorian, he was aware of the history of mankind as a
marvellous story of invention and achievement, of a long battle against danger and hardship that



had resulted in modern civilisation. And it is certainly true that man’s creativity is the most
centrally important fact about him. What Wells failed to grasp is that man’s intelligence has
resulted in a certain lopsidedness, a narrow obsessiveness that makes us calculating and ruthless. It
is this ruthlessness - the tendency to take ‘short-cuts’ - that constitutes crime. Hitler’s mass murders
were not due to the restrictions imposed on natural man so the community can exist. They were, on
the contrary, the outcome of a twisted kind of idealism, an attempt to create a ‘better world’. The
same is true of the destruction of Hiroshima, and of the terrorist bombings and shootings that have
become everyday occurrences since the 1960s. The frightening thing about the members of the
Japanese Red Brigade who machine-gunned passengers at Lod airport, or the Italian terrorists who
burst into a university classroom and shot the professor in the legs - alleging that he was teaching
his students ‘bourgeois values’ - is that they were not criminal lunatics but sincere idealists. When
we realise this we recognise that criminality is not the reckless aberration of a few moral
delinquents but an inevitable consequence of the development of intelligence, the ‘flip side’ of our
capacity for creativity. The worst crimes are not committed by evil degenerates, but by decent and
intelligent people taking ‘pragmatic’ decisions.

It was basically this recognition that plunged Wells into the nihilism of his final period. He had
spent his life teaching that human beings can be guided by reason and intelligence; he had
announced that the First World War had been fought to end war and that the League of Nations and
world government would guarantee world peace. And at that point, the world exploded into an
unparalleled epoch of murder, cruelty and violence: Stalin’s starvation of the kulaks, the Japanese
‘rape’ of Nanking, Hitler’s concentration camps, the atomic bomb. It must have seemed to Wells
that his whole life had been based on a delusion, and that human beings are incorrigibly stupid and
wicked.

If Wells had understood more about the psychology of violence, he would not have allowed this
insight to plunge him into despair. Criminality is not a perverted disposition to do evil rather than
good. It is merely a childish tendency to take short-cuts. All crime has the nature of a smash and
grab raid; it is an attempt to get something for nothing. The thief steals instead of working for what
he wants. The rapist violates a girl instead of persuading her to give herself. Freud once said that a
child would destroy the world if it had the power. He meant that a child is totally subjective,
wrapped up in its own feelings and so incapable of seeing anyone else’s point of view. A criminal
is an adult who goes on behaving like a child.

But there is a fallacy in this childish morality of grab-what-you-want. The person who is able to
indulge all his moods and feelings is never happy for more than a few moments together; for most
of the time, he is miserable. Our flashes of real happiness are glimpses of objectivity, when we
somehow rise above the stifling, dreamlike world of our subjective desires and feelings. The great
tyrants of history, the men who have been able to indulge their feelings without regard to other
people, have usually ended up half insane; for over-indulged feelings are the greatest tyrants of all.

Crime is renewed in every generation because human beings are children; very few of us achieve
anything like adulthood. But at least it is not self-perpetuating, as human creativity is. Shakespeare
learns from Marlowe, and in turn inspires Goethe. Beethoven learns from Haydn and in turn
inspires Wagner. Newton learns from Kepler and in turn inspires Einstein. But Vlad the Impaler,
Jack the Ripper and Al Capone leave no progeny. Their ‘achievement’ is negative, and dies with
them. The criminal also tends to be the victim of natural selection - of his own lack of self-control.
Man has achieved his present level of civilisation because creativity ‘snowballs’ while crime,
fortunately, remains static.



We may feel that Wells must have been a singularly naive historian to believe that war was about to
come to an end. But this can be partly explained by his ignorance of what we now call
sociobiology. When Tinbergen and Lorenz made us aware that animal aggression is largely a
matter of ‘territory’, it suddenly became obvious that all wars in history have been fought about
territory. Even the murderous behaviour of tyrants has its parallels in the animal world. Recent
studies have made us aware that many dominant males, from lions and baboons to gerbils and
hamsters, often kill the progeny of their defeated rivals. Hens allow their chicks to peck smaller
chicks to death. A nesting seagull will kill a baby seagull that wanders on to its territory from next
door. It seems that Prince Kropotkin was quite mistaken to believe that all animals practise mutual
aid and that only human beings murder one another. Zoology has taught us that crime is a part of
our animal inheritance. And human history could be used as an illustrative textbook of
sociobiology.

Does this new view of history suggest that humankind is likely to be destroyed by its own
violence? No one can deny the possibility; but the pessimists leave out of account the part of us that
Wells understood so well - man’s capacity to evolve through intelligence. It is true that human
history has been fundamentally a history of crime; but it has also been the history of creativity. It is
true that mankind could be destroyed in some atomic accident; but no one who has studied history
can believe that this is more than a remote possibility. To understand the nature of crime is to
understand why it will always be outweighed by creativity and intelligence.

This book is an attempt to tell the story of the human race in terms of that counterpoint between
crime and creativity, and to use the insights it brings to try to discern the next stage in human
evolution.

HIDDEN PATTERNS OF VIOLENCE

During the summer of 1959, my study was piled with books on violent crime and with copies of
True Detective magazine. The aim was to compile an Encyclopaedia of Murder that might be of use
to crime writers. But I was also moved by an obscure but urgent conviction that underneath these
piles of unrelated facts about violence there must be undiscovered patterns, certain basic laws, and
that uncovering these might provide clues to the steadily rising crime rate.

I had noted, for example, that types of murder vary from country to country. The French and
Italians are inclined to crime passionel, the Germans to sadistic murder, the English to the
carefully-planned murder - often of a spouse or lover - the Americans to the rather casual and
unpremeditated murder. Types of crime change from century to century, even from decade to
decade. In England and America, the most typical crimes of the 1940s and ‘50s had been for gain
or for sex: in England, the sadist Neville Heath, the ‘acid bath murderer’ Haigh; in America, the
red-light bandit Caryl Chessman, (he multiple sex-killer Harvey Glatman.

As I leafed my way through True Detective, I became aware of the emergence of a disturbing new
trend: the completely pointless or ‘motiveless’ murder. As long ago as 1912, André Gide had
coined the term ‘gratuitous act’ to describe this type of crime; the hero of his novel Les Caves du
Vatican (which was translated as Lafcadio’s Adventure} suddenly has the impulse to kill a total
stranger on a train. “Who would know? A crime without a motive - what a puzzle for the police.’
So he opens the door and pushes the man to his death. Gide’s novel was a black comedy; the
‘motiveless murder’ was intended as a joke in the spirit of Oscar Wilde’s essay about the loiter who
murdered his sister-in-law because she had thick ankles. Neither philosophers nor policemen



seriously believed that such things were possible. Yet by 1959 it was happening. In 1952, a
nineteen-year-old clerk named Herbert Mills sat next to a forty-eight-year-old housewife in a
Nottingham cinema and decided she would make a suitable victim for an attempt at the ‘perfect
murder’; he met her by arrangement the next day, took her for a walk, and strangled her under a
tree. It was only because he felt the compulsion to boast about his ‘perfect crime’ that he was
caught and hanged. In July 1958, a man named Norman Foose stopped his jeep in the town of
Cuba, New Mexico, raised his hunting rifle and shot dead two Mexican children; pursued and
arrested, he said he was trying to do something about the population explosion. In February 1959, a
pretty blonde named Penny Bjorkland accepted a lift from a married man in California and, without
provocation, killed him with a dozen shots. After her arrest she explained that she wanted to see if
she could kill ‘and not worry about it afterwards’. Psychiatrists found her sane. In April 1959, a
man named Norman Smith took a pistol and shot a woman (who was watching television) through
an open window. He did not know her; the impulse had simply come over him as he watched a
television programme called ‘The Sniper’.

The Encyclopaedia of Murder appeared in 1961, with a section on ‘motiveless murder’; by 1970 it
was clear that this was, in fact, a steadily increasing trend. In many cases, oddly enough, it seemed
to be linked to a slightly higher-than-average 1Q. Herbert Mills wrote poetry, and read some of it
above the body of his victim. The ‘Moors murderer’ Ian Brady justified himself by quoting de
Sade, and took pains in court - by the use of long words - to show that he was an ‘intellectual’.
Charles Manson evolved an elaborate racialist sociology to justify the crimes of his ‘family’. San
Francisco’s ‘Zodiac’ killer wrote his letters in cipher and signed them with signs of the zodiac.
John Frazier, a drop-out who slaughtered the family of an eye surgeon, Victor Ohta, left a letter
signed with suits from the Tarot pack. In November 1966, Robert Smith, an eighteen-year-old
student, walked into a beauty parlour in Mesa, Arizona, made five women and two children lie on
the floor, and shot them all in the back of the head. Smith was in no way a ‘problem youngster’; his
relations with his parents were good and he was described as an excellent student. He told the
police: ‘I wanted to get known, to get myself a name.” A woman who walked into a California hotel
room and killed a baseball player who was asleep there - and who was totally unknown to her -
explained to the police: ‘He was famous, and I knew that killing him would make me famous too.’

It is phrases like this that seem to provide a clue. There is a basic desire in all human beings, even
the most modest, to ‘become known’. Montaigne tells us that he is an ordinary man, yet that he
feels his thoughts are worthy of attention; is there anyone who can claim not to recognise the
feeling? In fact, is there anyone in the world who does not secretly feel that he is worthy of a
biography? In a book called The Denial of Death, Ernest Becker states that one of the most basic
urges in man is the urge to heroism. ‘We are all,” he says, ‘hopelessly absorbed with ourselves.’ In
children, we can see the urge to self-esteem in its least disguised form. The child shouts his needs at
the top of his voice. He does not disguise his feeling that he is the centre of the world. He
strenuously objects if his brother gets a larger piece of cake. ‘He must desperately justify himself as
an object of primary value in the universe; he must stand out, be a hero, make the biggest possible
contribution to world life, show that he counts more than anyone else.” So he indulges endless
daydreams of heroism.

Then he grows up and has to learn to be a realist, to recognise that, on a world-scale, he is a
nobody. Apparently he comes to terms with this recognition; but deep down inside, the feeling of
uniqueness remains. Becker says that if everyone honestly admitted his desire to be a hero, and
demanded some kind of satisfaction, it would shake society to its foundations. Only very simple



primitive societies can give their members this sense of uniqueness, of being known to all. “The
minority groups in present-day industrial society who shout for freedom and human dignity are
really clumsily asking that they be given a sense of primary heroism ...".

Becker’s words certainly bring a flash of insight into all kinds of phenomena, from industrial unrest
to political terrorism. They are an expression of this half-buried need to be somebody, and of a
revolt against a society that denies it. When Herbert Mills decided to commit a ‘perfect murder’, he
was trying to provide himself with a reason for that sense of uniqueness. In an increasing number of
criminal cases, we have to learn to see beyond the stated motivation -social injustice or whatever -
to this primary need. There was a weird, surrealistic air about Charles Manson’s self-justifications
in court; he seemed to be saying that he was not responsible for the death of eight people because
society was guilty of far worse things than that. Closer examination of the evidence reveals that
Manson felt that he had as much right to be famous as the Beatles or Bob Dylan (he had tried hard
to interest record companies in tapes he had recorded); in planning Helter Skelter, the revolution
that would transform American society, he was asserting his primacy, his uniqueness.

I was struck by the difference between these typical crimes of the late sixties - Manson, the Moors
murders, Frazier, Zodiac - and the typical crimes of ten or twenty years earlier - Haigh, Heath,
Christie, Chessman, Glatman. John Christie killed girls for sexual purposes - he seems to have been
impotent if the woman was conscious - and walled them up in a cupboard in his kitchen. The
cupboard is somehow a symbol of this type of crime - the place where skeletons are hidden by
people who are anxious to appear normal and respectable. Manson’s ‘family’ sat around the
television, gloating over the news bulletin that announced the killings in Sharon Tate’s home. The
last thing they wanted was for their crimes to be hidden.

Clearly, there is some sort of pattern here. But what are the underlying laws that govern it? In the
mid-1960s, the psychologist Abraham Maslow sent me his book Motivation and Personality
(1954), and it was in the fourth chapter, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, that I thought I saw the
outline of some kind of general solution to the changing pattern. The chapter had originally been
published in 1943 in the Psychological Review, and had achieved the status of a classic among
professional psychologists; but for some reason it had never percolated through to the general
public. What Maslow proposed in this paper was that human motivation can be described in terms
of a ‘hierarchy of needs’ or values. These fall roughly into four categories: physiological needs
(basically food), security needs (basically a roof over one’s head), belongingness and love needs
(desire for roots, the need to be wanted), and esteem needs (to be liked and respected). And beyond
these four levels, Maslow suggested the existence of a fifth category: self-actualisation: the need to
know and understand, to create, to solve problems for the fun of it.

When a man is permanently hungry, he can think of nothing else, and his idea of paradise is a place
with plenty of food. In fact, if he solves the food problem, he becomes preoccupied with the
question of security, a home, ‘territory’. (Every tramp dreams of retiring to a country cottage with
roses round the door.) If he solves this problem, the sexual needs become urgent - not simply
physical satisfaction, but the need for warmth, security and ‘belonging’. And if this level is
satisfied, the next emerges: the need to be liked and admired, the need for self-esteem and the
esteem of one’s neighbours. If all these needs are satisfied, the ‘self-actualising’ needs are free to
develop (although they do not always do so - Maslow recognised that many people never get
beyond level four.)



Now, as I worked on a second study in criminology, A Casebook of Murder, it struck me that
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs corresponds roughly to historical periods of crime. Until the first part
of the nineteenth century, most crimes were committed out of the simple need for survival -
Maslow’s first level. Burke and Hare, the Edinburgh body-snatchers, suffocated their victims and
sold the corpses to the medical school for about £7 each. By the mid-nineteenth century the pattern
was changing; the industrial revolution had increased prosperity, and suddenly the most notorious
crimes are ‘domestic murders’ that take place in respectable middle-class homes: Dr Palmer, Dr
Pritchard, Constance Kent, Florence Bravo. (American parallels would include Professor Webster
and Lizzie Borden.) These people are committing crimes to safeguard their security. Charlie Peace,
housebreaker and murderer, practised burglary to subsidise a respectable middle-class existence
that included regular churchgoing and musical evenings with the neighbours.

But even before the end of the century, a new type of crime had emerged: the sex crime. The Jack
the Ripper murders of 1888 were among the first of this type, and it is significant that the killer’s
contemporaries did not recognise them as sex crimes; they argued that the Ripper was ‘morally
insane’, as if his actions could only be explained by a combination of wickedness and madness. The
Ripper is the first in a long line of ‘maniac’ killers that extends down to Heath and Glatman, and
that still throws up appalling examples such as Dean Corll, John Wayne Gacy and Ted Bundy. To
the crime committed for purely sexual reasons we should also add the increasing number of crimes
committed out of jealousy or the desire to get rid of a spouse in favour of a lover - Crippen,
Bywaters and Thompson, Snyder and Gray.

So what I had noticed in 1959 was a transition to a new level in the hierarchy: to the crime of ‘self-
esteem’. From then on, there was an increasing number of crimes in which the criminal seemed to
feel, in a muddled sort of way, that society was somehow to blame for not granting him dignity,
justice and recognition of his individuality, and to regard his crime as a legitimate protest. When, in
October 1970, Victor Ohta and his family were found murdered in their California home, a note on
the doctor’s Rolls-Royce read: ‘Today World War III will begin, as brought to you by the people of
the free universe ... I and my comrades from this day forth will fight until death or freedom against
anyone who does not support natural life on this planet. Materialism must die or mankind will
stop.” The killer, the twenty-four-year-old drop-out John Linley Frazier, had told witnesses that the
Ohta family was ‘too materialistic’ and deserved to die. In fact, Frazier was reacting with the self-
centred narcissism of the children described by Becker. (‘You gave him more juice.” ‘Here’s some
more then.” “Now she’s got more juice than me ...”) He felt he had a long way to go to achieve
‘security’, while Ohta had a swimming pool and a Rolls-Royce parked in the drive.

The irony is that Ohta himself would serve equally well as an example of Becker’s ‘urge to
heroism’. He was the son of Japanese immigrants who had been interned in 1941; but Ohta had
finally been allowed to join the American army; his elder brother was killed in the fighting in
Europe. Ohta had worked as a railway track-layer and a cab driver to get through medical school,
and his success as an eye surgeon came late in life. Ohta achieved his sense of ‘belonging-ness’
through community work; he was one of the founders of the Dominican Hospital in Santa Cruz - a
non-profit-making hospital - and often gave free treatment to patients who could not afford his fees.
Frazier was completely unaware of all this. But it would probably have made no difference
anyway. He was completely wrapped up in his own little world of narcissism.

Clearly there are many ways in which human beings can satisfy the narcissistic craving for ‘being
first’. Ohta’s was balanced and realistic, and he was therefore a valuable member of the



community. Frazier’s was childish and unrealistic, and his crimes did no one any good, least of all
himself.

Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy of needs developed from his observation of monkeys in the
Bronx zoo in the mid-1930s. He was at this time puzzling about the relative merits of Freud and
Adler: Freud with his view that all neurosis is sexual in origin, Adler with his belief that man’s life
is a fight against a feeling of inferiority and that his mainspring is his ‘will to power’. In the Bronx
700, he was struck by the dominance behaviour of the monkeys and by the non-stop sex. He was
puzzled that sexual behaviour seemed so indiscriminate: males mounted females or other males;
females mounted other females and even males. There was also a distinct ‘pecking order’, the more
dominant monkeys bullying the less dominant. There seemed to be as much evidence for Freud’s
theory as for Adler’s. Then, one day, a revelation burst upon Maslow. Monkey sex looked
indiscriminate because the more dominant monkeys mounted the less dominant ones, whether male
or female. Maslow concluded, therefore, that Adler was right and Freud was wrong - about this
matter at least.

Since dominance behaviour seemed to be the key to monkey psychology, Maslow wondered how
far this applied to human beings. He decided to study dominance behaviour in human beings and,
since he was a young and heterosexual male, decided that he would prefer to study women rather
than men. Besides, he felt that women were usually more honest when it came to talking about their
private lives. In 1936, he began a series of interviews with college women; his aim was to find out
whether sex and dominance are related. He quickly concluded that they were.

The women tended to fall into three distinct groups: high dominance, medium dominance and low
dominance, the high dominance group being the smallest of the three. High dominance women
tended to be promiscuous and to enjoy sex for its own sake -in a manner we tend to regard as
distinctly masculine. They were more likely to masturbate, sleep with different men, and have
lesbian experiences. Medium dominance women were basically romantics; they might have a
strong sex drive, but their sexual experience was usually limited. They were looking for ‘Mr Right’,
the kind of man who would bring them flowers and take them out for dinner in restaurants with soft
lights and sweet music. Low dominance women seemed actively to dislike sex, or to think of it as
an unfortunate necessity for producing children. One low dominance woman with a high sex-drive
refused to permit her husband sexual intercourse because she disliked children. Low dominance
women tended to be prudes who were shocked at nudity and regarded the male sexual organ as
disgusting. (High dominance women thought it beautiful.)

Their choice of males was dictated by the dominance group. High dominance women liked high
dominance males, the kind who would grab them and hurl them on a bed. They seemed to like their
lovers to be athletic, rough and unsentimental. Medium dominance women liked kindly, home-
loving males, the kind who smoke a pipe and look calm and reflective. They would prefer a
romantic male, but were prepared to settle for a hard worker of reliable habits. Low dominance
women were distrustful of all males, although they usually wanted children and recognised that a
man had to be pressed into service for this purpose. They preferred the kind of gentle, shy man who
would admire them from a distance for years without daring to speak.

But Maslow’s most interesting observation was that all the women, in all dominance groups,
preferred a male who was slightly more dominant than themselves. One very high dominance
woman spent years looking for a man of superior dominance - meanwhile having many affairs; and



once she found him, married him and lived happily ever after. However, she enjoyed picking fights
with him, provoking him to violence that ended in virtual rape; and this sexual experience she
found the most satisfying of all. Clearly, even this man was not quite dominant enough, and she
was provoking him to an artificially high level of dominance.

The rule seemed to be that, for a permanent relationship, a man and woman needed to be in the
same dominance group. Medium dominance women were nervous of high dominance males, and
low dominance women were terrified of medium dominance males. As to the males, they might
well show a sexual interest in a woman of a lower dominance group, but it would not survive the
act of seduction. A medium dominance woman might be superficially attracted by a high
dominance male; but on closer acquaintance she would find him brutal and unromantic. A high
dominance male might find a medium dominance female ‘beddable’, but closer acquaintance
would reveal her as rather uninteresting, like an unseasoned meal. To achieve a personal
relationship, the two would need to be in the same dominance group. Maslow even devised
psychological tests to discover whether the ‘dominance gap’ between a man and a woman was of
the right size to form the basis of a permanent relationship.

It was some time after writing a book about Maslow (New Pathways in Psychology, published in
1972) that it dawned on me that this matter of the ‘dominance gap’ threw an interesting light on
many cases of partnership in crime. The first case of the sort to arouse my curiosity was that of
Albert T. Patrick, a scoundrelly New York lawyer who, in 1900, persuaded a manservant named
Charles Jones to kill his employer with chloroform. Jones had been picked out of the gutter by his
employer, a rich old man named William Rice, and had every reason to be grateful to him. Yet he
quickly came under Patrick’s spell and took part in the plot to murder and defraud. The plot
misfired; both were arrested. The police placed them in adjoining cells. Patrick handed Jones a
knife saying ‘You cut your throat first and I’ll follow ...” Jones was so completely under Patrick’s
domination that he did not even pause to wonder how Patrick would get the knife back. A gurgling
noise alerted the police, who were able to foil the attempted suicide. Patrick was sentenced to death
but was eventually pardoned and released.

How did Patrick achieve such domination? There was no sexual link between them, and he was not
blackmailing Jones. But what becomes very clear from detailed accounts of the case is that Patrick
was a man of extremely high dominance, while Jones was quite definitely of medium dominance. It
was Patrick’s combination of charm and dominance that exerted such a spell.

It struck me that in many cases of double-murder (that is, partnership in murder), one of the
partners is high dominance and the other medium. Moreover, it seems that this odd and unusual
combination of high and medium dominance actually triggers the violence. In 1947, Raymond
Fernandez, a petty crook who specialised in swindling women, met Martha Beck, a fat nurse who
had been married three times. Fernandez picked up his victims through ‘lonely hearts club’
advertisements, got his hands on their cash, and vanished. When Martha Beck advertised for a soul-
mate, Fernandez picked out her name because she was only twenty-six. His first sight of her was a
shock: she weighed fourteen and a half stones and had a treble chin and a ruthless mouth. She also
proved to have no money. But when Fernandez succumbed to the temptation to sleep with her, he
was caught. She adored him; in spite of his toupee and gold teeth, he was the handsome Latin lover
she had always dreamed about. Their sex life was a non-stop orgy. When Fernandez attempted to
leave her, she tried to gas herself. And when he finally explained that he had to get back to the
business of making a living, and that his business involved seducing rich women, her enthusiasm
was unchecked. She offered to become a partner in the enterprise. But she suggested one



refinement: that instead of merely abandoning the women, Fernandez should kill them. During the
next two years, the couple murdered at least twenty women. Their final victims were Mrs Delphine
Dowling of Grand Rapids, Michigan and her two-year-old daughter Rainelle; the police became
curious about Mrs Dowling’s disappearance, searched the house, and found a spot of damp cement
in the cellar floor. Under arrest, Fernandez and his ‘sister’ admitted shooting Mrs Dowling and
drowning the child in a bathtub two days later when she would not stop crying. Further
investigation slowly uncovered a two-year murder spree. Both were executed.

The evidence makes it clear that the sexually insatiable Martha was an altogether more dominant
character than Ray Fernandez, who, at the time of their meeting, was only a rather unsuccessful
petty crook. Almost certainly, he qualifies as medium dominance; certainly, Martha was high
dominance. Then why were they drawn together? From Martha’s point of view, because Fernandez
was a fairly personable male with a high sex drive. From his point of view, because the frenzied
adoration of this rather frightening woman was flattering. A revealing glimpse into their
relationship was afforded by an episode in court; Martha came into court wearing a silk dress,
green shoes and bright red lipstick; she rushed across the court, cupped Fernandez’s face in her
hands, and kissed him hungrily again and again. Sexually speaking, she was the one who took the
lead.

It seems evident that Fernandez would have never committed murder without Martha’s
encouragement. It was the combination of the high dominance female and medium dominance male
that led to violence.

Again and again, in cases of ‘double murder’, the same pattern emerges. It explains one of the most
puzzling crimes of the century - the murder by Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb of fourteen-year-
old Bobbie Franks in May 1924. Both came from wealthy German-Jewish homes; both were
university graduates. They became lovers when Loeb was thirteen and Leopold fourteen. Loeb was
handsome, athletic and dominant; Leopold was round shouldered, short-sighted and shy. Loeb was
a daredevil, and in exchange for submitting to Leopold’s desires, made him sign a contract to
become his partner in crime. They committed a number of successful petty thefts and finally
decided that the supreme challenge was to commit the perfect murder. Bobbie Franks — a friend of
Loeb’s younger brother - was chosen almost at random as the victim. Franks was picked up when
he came out of school and murdered in the back of the car by Loeb, while Leopold drove; then his
body was stuffed into a culvert. Then they tried to collect ransom money from the boy’s family, but
the body was discovered by a railway worker. So were Nathan Leopold’s spectacles, lying near the
culvert. These were traced to Leopold through the optician. The trial was a sensation; it seemed to
be a case of ‘murder for fun’ committed by two spoilt rich boys. Leopold admitted to being
influenced by Nietzsche’s idea of the superman. Both were sentenced to life imprisonment.

Yet the key to the case lies in their admission that Leopold called Loeb ‘Master’ and referred to
himself as ‘Devoted Slave’. Loeb derived his pleasure from his total dominance of Leopold.
Leopold might be far cleverer than he was, but he was obedient to Loeb’s will. It was Loeb who
made Leopold sign a contract to join him in a career of crime, in exchange for permitting sodomy.
Loeb was the one who got his ‘kicks’ out of crime; Leopold preferred bird-watching. Left to
himself, Loeb would never have committed murder. But his deepest pleasure came from his
dominance of Nathan Leopold, and to enjoy that dominance to the full he had to keep pushing
Leopold deeper and deeper into crime.



One of the clearest examples of the dominance syndrome is the Moors murder case. Ian Brady and
Myra Hindley were arrested in October 1965, as a result of a tip-off to the police that they were
concealing a body in their house. A cloakroom ticket concealed in a prayer book led to the
discovery of two suitcases in the railway left luggage office at Manchester, and to photographs and
tapes that connected Brady and Hindley to the disappearance of a ten-year-old girl, Lesley Ann
Downey, who had vanished on Boxing Bay 1964. A police search on the moors revealed the body
of Lesley Ann, and also that of a twelve-year-old boy, John Kilbride. The body found in their house
was that of a seventeen-year-old youth, Edward Evans, who had been killed with an axe. Charged
with the three murders, both were found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment.

It was the actor-playwright Emlyn Williams who revealed the curious psychological pattern behind
the murders. Ian Brady and Myra Hindley first set eyes on each other on 16 January 1960, when
she became a typist at Millwards, a chemical firm in the Gorton district of Manchester. Myra was a
typical working-class girl, a Catholic convert who loved animals and children. Brady was a tough
kid from the Clydeside district of Glasgow. Born in 1938 - four years before Myra - he had been in
trouble with the police since he was thirteen and had spent a year in Borstal. He read gangster
novels and books about the Nazis, whom he admired. He also read de Sade’s Justine and was
impressed by de Sade’s philosophy of ‘immoralism’ and crime.

Brady ignored Myra; she was just another working-class typist. As the months passed, she became
increasingly intrigued. He looked like a slightly delinquent Elvis Presley, and rode a motor bike
dressed in leather gear; but underneath this he wore his well-pressed business suit. By 23 July she
was confiding to her diary: “Wonder if Ian is courting. Still feel the same.” Four days later she
records that she spoke to him, and that he smiled as though embarrassed. A few days later: ‘Ian
isn’t interested in girls.” On 8 August she records: ‘Gone off Ian a bit.” No reason is mentioned, but
it may have been his bad language, which shocked her; she mentions later: ‘lan swearing. He is
uncouth’ - the typical reaction of the romantic, medium-dominance female to a high-dominance
male. And her romanticism emerges obviously in the diary, which Emlyn Williams quotes: ‘I hope
he loves me and will marry me some day.” But he seems to ignore her: ‘He hasn’t spoken to me
today.” For months the entries swing between hope and misery: ‘He goes out of his way to annoy
me, he insults me ...”/’] hate Ian, he has killed all the love I had for him.’/’I’m in love with Ian all
over again.’/’Out with Ian!’

Williams is almost certainly right when he suggests that Brady revelled in his feeling of power over
Myra, his ability to make her happy or miserable. On New Year’s Eve 1961, Brady took her to the
cinema, then back to her parent’s home to see in the New Year with a bottle of whisky. Myra was
living round the corner in the home of her grandmother; Brady took her back there at midnight and,
on the divan bed in the front room, deflowered her. And in her diary the next day she recorded: ‘I
have been at Millwards for twelve months and only just gone out with him. I hope Ian and I will
love each other all our lives and get married and be happy ever after ...” However, it is not marriage
that interests Brady but the power game. He has asserted his dominance by taking her virginity on
their first date; what now?

The process of conversion begins. Myra is persuaded to share his admiration for the Nazis - he had
a large collection of books about them - and de Sade. Most people who buy de Sade read him for
sex; Brady read him for the ideas. Society is utterly corrupt. Human life is utterly unimportant;
nature gives and takes with total indifference. We live in a meaningless universe, created by
chance. Morality is a delusion invented by the rulers to keep the poor in check. Pleasure is the only
real good. A man who inflicts his sexual desires by force is only seizing the natural privilege of the



strong ... And Myra, who regards him as a brilliant intellectual (he is learning German to be able to
read Mein Kampf in the original), swallows it all - without enthusiasm, but with the patience of the
devoted slave who knows that her master is seldom wrong.

How can he push her further, savour his dominance? He tells her he is planning a bank robbery, a
big job. She is shocked - at first - then, as usual, she accepts it as further evidence of his
resourcefulness and self-reliance. He persuades her to join a rifle club and buy a gun.

He begins to take a popular photography magazine and buys a camera with a timing attachment. He
persuades her to dress in black panties without a crotch and pose for photographs. Then the timing
attachment allows him to take photographs of the two of them together, navel to navel, engaged in
sexual intercourse - with white bags over their heads. In others, she has whip marks on her
buttocks. Brady apparently hoped to sell the photographs (for these were the days before
pornography could be bought in most newsagents) but was apparently unsuccessful.

At this stage, there is only one possible way in which Brady can push her further into total
acquiescence: by finally putting the daydreams of crime into practice and ordering her to be his
partner. But bank robbery is a little too dangerous. In fact, most crime carries the risk of being
caught. Perhaps the crime that carries least risk is the kind committed by Leopold and Loeb: luring
a child into a car...

Myra Hindley bought a small car - a second-hand green Morris - in May 1963, having taken driving
lessons. (Brady had given up his motor cycle after an accident.) Two months later, on 12 July 1963,
a sixteen-year-old girl named Pauline Reade, who lived around the corner from Myra and knew her
by sight, vanished on her way to a dance and was never seen again. When police began
investigating the moors murders, they started with the file on Pauline Reade. It seemed probable
that she had been picked up by a car. Since she was unlikely to get into a car with a strange man, it
may have contained someone she knew. The disappearance of the body suggests that she was
buried - and casual rapists seldom bother to bury a body. It is conceivable then, that Pauline Reade
was their first victim.

On Saturday afternoon, 23 November, they drove out to Ashton-under-Lyne and offered a lift to a
twelve-year-old boy, John Kilbride, who was about to catch a bus home. He climbed in and was
never again seen alive. Nearly two years later, his corpse was dug up by police on Saddleworth
Moor. His trousers and underpants had been pulled down around his knees. Myra Hindley had
allowed Brady to take a photograph of her kneeling on the grave.

On 16 June 1964, twelve-year-old Keith Bennett set out to spend the night at his grandmother’s
house in the Longsight district of Manchester - where Brady had lived until he moved in with Myra
and her grandmother. Bennett vanished, like Pauline Reade. Brady still visited the Longsight
district regularly to see his mother.

On 26 December 1964, Brady and Hindley drove to the fairground in the Ancoats district of
Manchester and picked up a ten-year-old girl, Lesley Ann Downey. They took her back to their
house - they had now moved to Hattersley, where Gran had been assigned a council house - made
her strip, and took various photographs of her. They also recorded her screams and pleas to be
released on tape. Then she was killed and buried on the moor near the body of John Kilbride. Later,
they took blankets and slept on the graves. It was part of the fantasy of being Enemies of Society,
dangerous revolutionaries.



Nine months later, Brady made the mistake that led to his arrest. A sixteen-year-old named David
Smith had become a sort of disciple. He had married Myra’s younger sister Maureen when she
became pregnant. Like Myra, David Smith was easy to convert; he had also had his troubles with
the police, and was eager to swallow the gospel of revolution and self-assertion. Smith was an apt
pupil, and wrote in his diary: ‘Rape is not a crime, it is a state of mind. Murder is a hobby and a
supreme pleasure.’/’God is a superstition, a cancer that eats into the brain.’/’People are like
maggots, small, blind and worthless.” Smith also listened with admiration as Brady talked about his
plans for bank robbery. Brady told him that he had killed three or four people, whose bodies were
buried on the moor, and that he had once stopped the car in a deserted street and shot a passer-by at
random. On 6 October 1965, Brady decided it was time for Smith’s initiation. In a pub in
Manchester he and Myra picked up a seventeen-year-old youth, Edward Evans, and drove him back
lo the house in Hattersley. At 11.30, Myra went to fetch David Smith. As he was in the kitchen, he
heard a loud scream and a shout of ‘Dave, help him.” He found Brady striking Evans with an axe.
When Evans lay still, Brady strangled him with a cord. He handed Smith the hatchet - ‘Feel the
weight of it” - and took it back with Smith’s fingerprints on the bloodstained handle. The three of
them cleaned the room and wrapped the corpse in polythene - as they lifted it, Brady joked ‘Eddie’s
a dead weight.” They drank tea, and Myra reminisced about the time a policeman had stopped to
talk to her as she sat in the car while Brady was burying a body. Then Smith went home, promising
to return with a pram to transport the body to the car. At home, he was violently sick, and told his
wife what had happened. She called the police. At 8.40 the next morning a man dressed as a
baker’s roundsman knocked at Brady’s door, and when he opened it - wearing only a vest -
identified himself as a police officer. In a locked bedroom, the police found the body of Edward
Evans. Brady was arrested and charged with murder.

There was no confession. Brady stonewalled every inch of the way. He insisted that Lesley had
been brought to the house by two men, who also took her away. The tape was played in court, and
provided the most horrifying moment of the trial. Myra later said she felt ashamed of what they had
done to Lesley (although she would only confess to helping to take pornographic photographs);
Brady remained indifferent. He explained at one point that he knew he would be condemned
anyway. On 6 May 1966, he was sentenced lo three concurrent terms of life imprisonment; Myra
Hindley was sentenced to two. Since then, there has been occasional talk of releasing Myra from
prison; but the public outcry reveals that the case still arouses unusual revulsion. No one has even
suggested that Brady should ever be released.

The central mystery of the case remains: how a perfectly normal girl like Myra Hindley could have
participated with a certain enthusiasm in the murders. At the time I was studying the case (for a
book called Order of Assassins’) I had long discussions with Dr Rachel Pinney, who had met Myra
in jail and had become convinced of her innocence. In her view, Myra had been ‘framed’. ‘I still
think Myra had no part in the killings or torture,” she wrote in a letter to me, ‘and the end result of
my work will be a fuller study of the psychology of being “hooked” - e.g. Rasputin and the Tsarina,
Loeb and Leopold, Hitler and his worshippers.” This seems to me a penetrating comment; but it still
leaves us no clue as to how a girl who loved animals and children became involved in such
appalling crimes.

Her early background suggests that the answer may be partly that she was not as ‘normal’ as she
seemed. Daughter of a mixed Catholic-Protestant marriage, she had been sent to live with her
grandmother from the age of four - her father was something of an invalid after an accident. Myra
undoubtedly felt that she had been rejected in favour of her younger sister Maureen. Moving



between two homes a few hundred yards apart, Myra knew little of parental discipline; her
grandmother adored her and spoiled her. She had a forceful personality, which manifested itself in
her large, firm chin and her share of Lancashire commonsense and hard-headedness. Her school
report described her personality as ‘not very sociable’, although her classmates remembered her as
something of a comedienne. Then, shortly before her fifteenth birthday, she received a severe
psychological shock. She was friendly with a thirteen-year-old boy named Michael Higgins; he was
shy and delicate and seems to have aroused maternal feelings in her. On a hot June afternoon he
asked her to go swimming in a disused reservoir; she declined. The boy was seized with cramp and
drowned; Myra, going along to see why Michael had not returned home, found police standing
around his body. She was shattered. She spent days collecting money for a wreath and attended the
funeral. She wore black clothes for months afterwards and became gloomy and silent. Then she
reacted to the shock of the death by becoming a Roman Catholic. She left school a few weeks after
the funeral and took a succession of office jobs. She found them utterly boring, and made a habit of
absenteeism; the result was that they never lasted for more than a month or so. She went to dances
and changed the colour of her hair repeatedly; but she never allowed boys any liberties. In fact, she
was a prude. Engaged briefly at seventeen, she broke it off because ‘he is too childish’. When her
dog was killed by a car, she again went into a state of traumatic gloom.

Myra’s problem was that of many strong-willed girls. Where males are concerned, determination is
not a particularly alluring feminine characteristic. The male image of the eternal feminine is of
softness, gentleness. But the strong-minded girl cannot help being strong-minded, and feeling a
certain impatient contempt for most of the males of her acquaintance. So most men find her off-
putting and she finds most men off-putting. This does not prevent her longing for the right man -
particularly if, like Myra, she has strong nest-building instincts. It only prevents her being
experimental, from having the kind of experience that weaker and sillier girls have every night of
the week. Even if she finds a man attractive, it is difficult for her to send out the signals that might
attract him - the yielding look, the lowered eyelids. Sheer cussedness makes her glare defiantly, or
say something that implies she knows better than he does. She is her own worst enemy.

Brady’s first impression of Myra was probably that she was a hard-looking bitch, the kind who
would want to cut him down to size. Then, as it became clear that this big-chinned female was
‘gone on him’, the vague dislike would be replaced by pleasure; we all find it hard not to see the
best side of people who approve of us. He notices she looks rather Germanic - a bit like one of
those concentration camp guards. He begins to enjoy the game, like an angler playing a salmon; he
wants it to go on as long as possible. She speaks to him in July and he looks embarrassed. In
August she notices that ‘lan is taking sly looks at me.” And from then on, it is all ups and downs;
one day he has got a cold and she wants to mother him, the next he has been rude to her and she
hates him. Bur although it is sweeter to travel than to arrive, these preliminaries cannot go on for
ever, and five months later, he takes her out. And, like Martha Beck, she has suddenly found the
lover of her daydreams.

The next stage is the difficult one to understand. How does he turn her into a murderess? The
earlier trauma about the death of Michael Higgins must have played its part. It remains a
psychological scar; but Brady’s tough-minded attitude towards death acts as a catharsis. The books
about concentration camps, the Nazi marching music, the records of Hitler making speeches, all
seem to launch her on to a level of vitality where the tragedy ceases to depress her.

If she had been a quiet, efficient girl who enjoyed office work, all this would have been impossible.
But it bored her silly; she had lost job after job through absenteeism.



Brady had been through the same stage. He had also lost job after job; but these had all been hard
manual jobs, and the position as a stock clerk must have seemed a pleasant change. Now the only
sign of his earlier instability was his constant unpunctuality, and his tendency to slip out of the
office to place bets. There were always books about the Nazis in the office drawer. He seldom
spoke to the other employees. He spent his lunch breaks reading his books on war crimes. He had
successfully withdrawn into his own fantasy world. In due course, he found no difficulty in fitting
Myra into the fantasy. He called her ‘Hessie’, not just because her name was Myra, but because he
admired Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess.

All this helps to explain how Myra became his devoted slave. But none of these factors was crucial.
The fundamental explanation lies in the recognition that she was medium dominance and Brady
was high. She, in spite of her hard-headedness, was a typical romantic typist longing to be
embraced by a masterful but gentle male. But for Brady, she was the catalyst that turned him from a
fantasist into a killer. For him it was not a love game but a power game. No doubt this is a
simplification: all male sexuality contains an element of the ‘power game’. But when the male
belongs to a higher dominance group, then the sense of power provides the chief pleasure in the
relationship.

These observations afford important insights into crime on Maslow’s fourth level, the level of ‘self-
esteem’. But there is still a question that remains unexplained: the psychology of the ‘submissive’
partner. In the case of Leopold and Loeb, or Brady and Hindley, the question is blurred by the
sexual relationship between the partners, which suggests a kind of equality of responsibility. But in
the Albert T. Patrick case, there was no such relationship and the question becomes insistent. When
Patrick first called on Charles Jones, he was looking for information that he could use against
Jones’s employer, William Rice. Jones indignantly refused: yet for some reason, he did not tell
Rice. Already, Patrick had established some subtle dominance. He called again; Jones weakened,
and allowed Patrick to persuade him to forge his employer’s signature to a letter to be used against
Rice in a law suit. Six months later, Jones was administering poison to his employer, the man to
whom he owed everything. We may object that perhaps Jones had reason to dislike his employer;
perhaps the old man was a bully. But this would still not explain the ascendancy that made Jones
agree to cut his throat in prison. This brings to mind another curious criminal case of the mid-
1930s. A woman on a train to Heidelberg - where she intended to consult a doctor about stomach
pains - fell into conversation with a fellow passenger who claimed to be a nature healer. This man,
whose name was Franz Walter, said he could cure her illness, and when the train stopped at a
station, invited her to join him for coffee. She was unwilling, but allowed herself to be persuaded.
As they walked along the platform he took hold of her hand ‘and it seemed to me as if [ no longer
had a will of my own. I felt so strange and giddy.” He took her to a room in Heidelberg, placed her
in a trance by touching her forehead, and raped her. She tried to push him away, but she was unable
to move. ‘I strained myself more and more but it didn’t help. He stroked me and said: “You sleep
quite deeply, you can’t call out, and you can’t do anything else.” Then he pressed my hands and
arms behind me and said: “You can’t move any more. When you wake up you will not know
anything of what happened.””

Later, Walter made her prostitute herself to various men, telling her clients the hypnotic word of
command that would make her unable to move. And when she married, he made her attempt to kill
her husband by various means. The latter became suspicious after her sixth attempt at murder -
when his motor cycle brake cable snapped, causing a crash - and when he learned that she had



parted with three thousand marks to some unknown doctor. The police came to suspect that she had
been hypnotised, and a psychiatrist, Dr Ludwig Mayer, succeeded in releasing the suppressed
memories of the hypnotic sessions. In due course, Walter received ten years in prison.

How did Walter bring her under his control so quickly and easily? Clearly, she was a woman of
low vitality, highly ‘suggestible’. Yet holding her hand hardly seems to be a normal means of
inducing hypnosis. In fact, there is a certain amount of evidence to suggest that hypnosis can be
induced through a purely mental force. In 1885, the French psychologist Pierre Janet was invited to
Le Havre by a doctor named Gibert to observe his experiments with a patient called Léonie. Léonie
was an exceptionally good hypnotic subject, and would obey Gibert’s mental suggestions at a
distance. Gibert usually induced a trance by touching Léonie’s hand, but Janet confirmed that he
could induce a trance by merely thinking about it. On another occasion he ‘summoned’ Léonie
from a distance by a mental command. Gibert discovered that he had to concentrate hard to do
these things; if his mind was partly on something else, it failed in work - which suggests that he
was directing some kind of mental ‘beam’ at her. In the 1920s, the Russian scientist L. L. Vasiliev
carried out similar experiments with a patient suffering from hysterical paralysis of the left side.
She was placed under hypnosis and then mentally ordered by Vasiliev to make various movements,
including movements of the paralysed arm; she obeyed all these orders. (In the 1890s, Dr Paul Joire
had conducted similar experiments in which the patients were not hypnotised but only blindfolded,
and again he discovered that the mental ‘orders’ would only be obeyed if he concentrated very
hard.) J. B. Priestley has described how, at a literary dinner, he told his neighbour that he proposed
to make someone wink at him; he then chose a sombre-looking woman and concentrated on her
until suddenly she winked at him. Later she explained to him that she had experienced a ‘sudden
silly impulse’ to wink.

Whether or not we accept the notion that hypnosis is, to some degree, ‘telepathic’, there can be no
doubt about the baffling nature of the phenomenon. Animals are particularly easy to hypnotise, a
fact that first seems to have been recorded by a mathematician named Daniel Schwenter in 1636.
Schwenter noted that if a small bent piece of wood is fastened on a hen’s beak, the hen fixes its
eyes on it and goes into a trance. Similarly, if the hen’s beak is held against the ground and a chalk
line is drawn away from the point of its beak, it lies immobilised. Ten years later, a Jesuit priest, Fr
Athanasius Kircher, described similar experiments on hens. All that is necessary is to tuck the hen’s
head under its wing and then give it a few gentle swings through the air; it will then lie still.
(French peasants still use this method when they buy live hens in the market.) A doctor named
Golsch discovered that frogs can be hypnotised by turning them on their backs and lightly tapping
the stomach with the finger. Snapping the fingers above the frog is just as effective. Crabs can be
hypnotised by gently stroking the shell from head to tail and un-hypnotised by reversing the
motion. In Hypnosis of Men and Animals (published in 1963), Ferenc Andra Volgyesi describes
how Africans hypnotise wild elephants. The elephant is chained to a tree, where it thrashes about
savagely. The natives then wave leafy boughs to and fro in front of it and chant monotonously;
eventually, its eyes blink, close, and the elephant becomes docile. It can then be teamed with a
trained elephant and worked into various tasks. If it becomes unmanageable, the treatment is
repeated, and usually works almost immediately.

Volgyesi also discusses the way that snakes ‘fascinate’ their victims. Far from being an old wives’
tale, this has been observed by many scientists. Toads, frogs, rabbits and other creatures can be
‘transfixed’ by the snake’s gaze - which involves expansion of its pupils - and by its hiss. But
Volgyesi observed - and photographed - a large toad winning a ‘battle of hypnosis’ with a snake.



Volgyesi observed two lizards confronting each other for about ten minutes, both quite quite rigid;
then one slowly and deliberately ate the other, starting at the head. It was again, apparently, a battle
of hypnosis. What seems to happen in such cases is that one creature subdues the will of the other.
Volgyesi observed that hypnosis can also be effected by a sudden shock - by grabbing a bird
violently, or making a loud noise. He observes penetratingly that hypnosis seems to have something
in common with stage fright - that is, so much adrenalin is released into the bloodstream that,
instead of stimulating the creature, it virtually paralyses it. (We have all had the experience of
feeling weakened by fear.)

How can hypnosis be explained? We know that we are, to a large extent, machines; but the will
drives the machine. In hypnosis, the machine is taken over by the will of another. When I am
determined and full of purpose, I raise my vitality and focus it. In hypnosis, the reverse happens;
the vitality is suddenly reduced, and the attention is ‘unfocused’. The ‘machine’ obeys the will of
the hypnotist just as a car will obey the will of another driver.

There is another part of the mechanism that should be mentioned here. If I am concentrating on
some important task, I direct my full a attention towards it like a fireman pointing his hosepipe at
the blaze. I permit no self-doubt, no relaxation, no retreat into my inner world; these would only
weaken the force of the ‘jet’. If we imagine the snake confronted by the toad, or the two lizards, we
can see that they are like two firemen directing their jets at each other. The first to experience
doubt, to retreat into his inner world, is the victim. Another authority on hypnosis, Bernard
Hollander, remarks in his hook Hypnosis and Self-Hypnosis (published in London in 1928), that
‘the hypnotic state ... is largely a condition of more or less profound abstraction.” So when a bored
schoolboy stares blankly out of the window, thinking of nothing in particular, he is in a mildly
hypnotic state, and the schoolmaster is quite correct to shout: “Wake up, Jones!” The boy has
retreated into his subjective world, yet without focusing his attention, as he would if he were trying
to remember something. Hypnosis seems to be a state when the mind is ‘elsewhere’, and yet
nowhere in particular.

Volgyesi’s book brings out with great clarity that there is something very strange about the mind. A
wild elephant trumpeting and rearing - that seems natural. The same elephant becoming completely
docile after branches have been waved in front of its eyes seems highly unnatural. And the notion
that lizards - or even crocodiles - can be reduced to immobility by a gentle pressure on the neck
seems somehow all wrong. What on earth is nature doing, making them so vulnerable?

The answer would seem to be that the vulnerability is not ‘intentional’. Like crime itself, it is a
mistake, a disadvantage that has emerged in the process of developing other advantages. In order to
build up a certain complexity - which seems to be its basic aim - life had to create certain
mechanisms. The more complex the ‘works’, the easier it is to throw a spanner in them. A big car
uses a lot of fuel; a big biological mechanism uses a lot of vitality. If this vitality can suddenly be
checked or diminished, the creature ceases to have free will.

Human beings, as Volgyesi points out, are far more complex than birds and animals. Yet the same
principles apply. He noticed that the easiest people to hypnotise were those of a ‘nervous
constitution’. Clever, sensitive people are far more easily hypnotised than stupid, insensitive ones.
He noticed that these highly sensitive people usually had damp hands, so that he could tell by
shaking hands whether a person would be a good hypnotic subject. He refers to such people as
‘psycho-passive’. People with dry handshakes are ‘psycho-active’. They can still be hypnotised, but
far more co-operation is needed from the patient, and sometimes the use of mild electric currents.



This is an observation of central importance. It means that clever, sensitive people are usually
under-vitalised. They allow themselves to sink into boredom or gloom more easily than others.
There is not enough water to drive the watermill, so to speak. Because their vitality is a few notches
lower than it should be, it is easy to reduce it still lower by suggestion, and plunge them into a
hypnotised state. In Hypnotism and Crime, Heinz Hammerschlag quotes a psychotherapist who got
into a discussion about hypnotism in a hotel. He turned to glance casually at a young man sitting
beside him on the couch; the young man said, ‘Don’t look at me like that - I can’t move my arms
any more’, and sank with closed eyes sideways. This was pure auto-suggestion. Hammerschlag also
has an amusing story of some practical joker - probably a medical student - who hypnotised a
hysterical girl named Pauline in a hospital ward and ordered her to go and embrace the Abb¢ in
charge of the hospital at four that afternoon. When the girl tried to leave the ward at four o’clock,
nurses restrained her and she fought frenziedly. A doctor who suspected that the trouble was
hypnotic suggestion placed her in a trance and got the story out of her. The original hypnotist was
sent for to remove the suggestion. And even then she continued to have relapses until she was
allowed to embrace the Abbé.

In a case like this the problem is that the girl’s normal mental condition is close to sleep. She exists
in a borderland between sleeping and waking. Above all, she is ‘under-vitalised’. Because of this,
she lives in a permanent state of unreality, and her failure to embrace the Abb¢ reduces her to
neurotic anxiety. Unless she can somehow be persuaded to make an effort to raise her own vitality,
she is trapped in a kind of vicious circle. Neurotic anxiety lowers her vitality and makes the world
unreal; her sense of unreality makes her feel that nothing is worth doing, and so increases the
unreality and the anxiety.

The schoolmaster who shouts: “Wake up, Jones!’ is, in fact, ordering Jones to increase his mental
energy - to raise his vitality. Volgyesi achieved the same effect by sprinkling hypnotised frogs with
a little sulphuric acid. And what precisely happens when a hypnotised subject is awakened? A
vicious circle is broken; the critical self, the self that copes with the outside world, suddenly jumps
to attention.

This matter can be made clearer by borrowing the terminology of Thomson J. Hudson, who in 1893
produced a remarkable book called The Law of Psychic Phenomena (psychic here means simply
‘mental’.) Hudson was a student of hypnotism and he advanced the interesting notion that we all
possess two minds or ‘selves’: the objective and the subjective. The objective mind is the practical
part of us, the part that copes with external problems. The subjective mind looks inward, and copes
with internal problems; it also ‘summons’ energy when we need it. (As we shall see later, modern
research suggests that these two ‘selves’ are located in the left and right cerebral hemispheres of the
brain.) Under hypnosis, Hudson says, the objective mind is put to sleep and the subjective mind
takes over. In effect, the hypnotist himself becomes the ‘objective mind’ of the patient, and the
patient obeys him just as if he were his own objective mind.

When the schoolboy goes into a daydream, he has descended into the subjective mind. The
schoolmaster’s shout of ‘Wake up!” jerks him back into the real world - wakes up the objective
mind.

And here we come to one of the most crucial points in the argument. You do not need to be in a
state of ‘abstraction’ or daydreaming to be ‘hypnotised’. Consider the following hypothetical case.
You are in a hurry to get to work and there is an unusual amount of traffic on the road. Every light
is against you, and you get more and more angry. The traffic light changes to green, but the car in



front of you does not move. You are just about to lean out of the window and shout something
insulting when the man turns his face. You recognise your boss. Instantly, your rage dissolves...

What has happened? The anger and tension have trapped you in a vicious circle of rising irritation,
in which your values have become exaggerated, subjective. Your rage against the traffic is quite
irrational, for the other cars have as much right to be on the road as you have. And traffic lights are
mechanical; they do not really turn red because they see you coming.

When you spot your boss, realism breaks in like the snap of the hypnotist’s fingers. The circle is
broken. Your objective mind once again takes over. You came very close to getting yourself the
sack, or at least losing your chance of promotion. And all for a momentary flash of rage. You heave
a sigh of relief that you recognised him in time. It is as if you had been woken up.

Hypnosis, then, is not simply a trance state. It is, as Hollander says, basically a state of abstraction -
to be trapped in the subjective vicious circle, having lost contact with reality.

There is an obvious analogy between such a state and the blind resentment of a Charles Manson, a
John Frazier, or an Ian Brady, and this leads to the interesting recognition that the ‘hypnotic
domination’ that Manson exercised over his followers, and that Brady seemed to exercise over
Hindley, emanated from a person who was himself hypnotised. Like the hysterical girl in the
hospital, Manson was trapped in a world of unreality.

Is this equivalent to saying that the criminal is ‘not responsible’? Hardly. For the vicious circle is,
in a basic sense, self-chosen. When you get angry in a traffic jam, you are giving way to your anger
instead of telling yourself realistically that you are only wasting energy. A part of you remains
detached. But if the anger becomes habitual, this detached part gradually loses strength, becomes
involved in the anger. The mechanism can be seen clearly in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment.
Raskolnikov’s increasing resentment at his poverty, his sense of dependence on his family, slowly
builds up into the vicious-circle mechanism - at which point ii seems to him reasonable and logical
to murder the old pawn-brokeress for her money. The essence of the ‘hypnotic’ reaction is to ‘block
out’ part of the real world, to refuse to recognise its existence - in this case, the fact that the old
woman is a human being like himself. The novel shows Raskolnikov being slowly awakened to this
realisation.

This leads to the crucial recognition that all crime contains this element of ‘hypnosis’. In his study
in modern totalitarianism, The Tower and the Abyss, Erich Kahler cites the massacre carried out in
the French village of Oradour-sur-Glane in June 1944 by Hitler’s SS. In reprisal for Resistance
activity in the area, the Germans rounded up all the inhabitants and made them go to the market-
place. The women and children were herded into the village church. No one was alarmed at this
stage - the Germans were laughing and joking, and playing with the babies. Then, at a signal from a
captain, the soldiers in the square opened fire on the men and massacred them all. The church was
set on fire and the women and children burned alive. The children who managed to stumble out
were thrown back into the fire. A Swiss who described the massacre remarked, ‘I am convinced
that these Elite Guards did not feel the slightest shade of hatred against the French children when
they held them in their arms. I am equally convinced that, if a counter order had arrived ... they
would have continued to play daddy.” But the SS men were “‘under orders’, and the order had the
effect of a hypnotist’s command. They ‘blocked out’ the reality of the women and children, and
‘did their duty’. A confidence trickster swindles his victims in much the same way; he may actually
feel genuinely friendly towards them as he lulls them into a state of trustfulness, yet the basic
intention remains unchanged. Manson’s ‘family’ killed Sharon Tate and her guests in the same



‘blocked out’ state. And Myra Hindley helped Brady to murder children yet continued to strike her
family as a person who loved children. When she heard that her dog had died under anaesthetic
when in the hands of the police she burst out: ‘They’re just a lot of bloody murderers.’ For practical
purposes, she had become two people.

Yet although crime - particularly violent crime - contains this element of ‘dissociation’, of
‘alienation’, there is another sense in which it is an attempt to break out of this state. The sex
murderer John Christie remarked that after strangling and raping one of his victims, ‘once again I
experienced that quiet, peaceful thrill. I had no regrets.” The killing had removed the tension that
kept him trapped in the vicious circle of his own emotions and desires; he was awake again.

We can discern the same factor in the petty crimes committed by Leopold and Loeb before they
killed Bobby Franks. Loeb was the one who ‘got a thrill’ from crimes; it was like a game of
Russian roulette in which he experienced relaxation and relief every time he ‘won’. (After all, to be
caught in a burglary would mean social disgrace.) Crime was Loeb’s way of discharging tension, of
waking himself up.

This is also quite plainly the key to the Moors case. When he murdered Edward Evans, Brady was
trying to involve David Smith, with the intention of making him a part of a criminal gang; his aim
was to commit bank robberies. We may assume that, since he had been planning bank robberies
from the beginning, he regarded his murders as some form of training for the ‘bigger’ crime. It was
Brady’s intention to become a kind of all-round enemy of society, the English equivalent of Public
Enemy Number One - with the difference that, like Charlie Peace, he hoped to remain undiscovered
and live happily ever after on his gains. Crime would become a way of life involving continual
stimulation and excitement.

And in this we can note another interesting aspect of the ‘pattern’. At any given level, crime
contains an element that reaches towards the next level of the hierarchy. Charlie Peace’s crimes are
crimes of ‘subsistence’ (to make a living), but he shows a powerful urge towards security and
domesticity. Many ‘domestic’ crimes - Dr Pritchard, Constance Kent, Adelaide Bartlett - contain a
strong element of sadism, reaching towards the sexual level. Jack the Ripper’s sex crimes contain a
strong element of exhibitionism - in the lay-out of the corpses, the letters to the police - reaching
towards the self-esteem level. And the crimes of Manson and Brady contain a distorted element of
self-actualisation, reaching towards the creative level. (In my Order of Assassins I have labelled
such killers ‘assassins’ — those who kill as a violent form of self-expression; we can see a clear
relationship between such crimes and the ‘violent’ art of painters such as Munch, Ensor, Soutine or
Pollock.)

The case that, above all others, embodies this notion of crime as a ‘Creative act’ is scarcely known
outside the country in which it took place, Sweden, and may serve as a demonstration of the main
threads of the preceding argument. It concerned a real-life Professor Moriarty, Dr Sigvard
Thurneman, who came rather closer than Charles Manson to the dream of one-man Revolution.

In the early 1930s, the small town of Sala, near Stockholm, was struck by a minor crime wave. It
began on 16 November 1930, when the body of a dairy worker, Sven Eriksson, was discovered in a
half-frozen lake near Sala; Eriksson had vanished two days before, on his way home from work. He
had been shot in the chest - apparently alter a fierce struggle, for his clothes were torn and his face
bruised. He had been alive when thrown into the lake. The motive was clearly not robbery, since he
was still carrying his week’s wages in his wallet. Mrs Eriksson said her husband had been suffering



from a certain amount of nervous stress - he had even seen a doctor about it - but she could think of
no reason why anyone should wish him dead. The police could not find a single clue to the murder.

During the next two years there was an unusual number of crimes in the Sala area, including three
burglaries and two car thefts. Either the criminal was incredibly careful or he had incredible luck,
for again the police could find no leads.

In the early hours of the morning of 15 September 1933, firemen were called to a house near the
centre of Sala. It belonged to a wealthy mining official, Axel Kjellberg. The flames were already
too fierce for any attempt at rescue. Two charred bodies - that of Kjellberg and his housekeeper -
were recovered. Both had been shot in the head. The motive was robbery. Kjellberg had collected
the wages for his mine on the previous day and had kept them in his safe overnight. Evidently the
intruder, or intruders, had forced him to open the safe. A forced strongbox was found in the ruins.

During the next year there were a few more burglaries, but no serious crimes. Citizens formed
vigilante groups to patrol the town at night. And on 12 October 1934, such a group observed that
the house of Mrs Tilda Blomqvist was on fire. The vigilantes raised the alarm, as a result of which
Mrs Blomgqvist’s chauffeur and his wife escaped from the burning house. This time, it was possible
to enter the house before it was seriously damaged. Mrs Blomqvist’s body was in her bedroom. She
was dead, but there were no marks of violence. Medical examination failed to reveal cause of
death. She had not inhaled smoke so it seemed conceivable that she had been suffocated before the
fire began. Again, the motive was robbery. Mrs Blomqvist was a rich widow of sixty, and her cash
and jewellery had vanished. Friends of the dead woman said she had been in poor health, and had
been interested mainly in spiritualism and yoga. Once again, the police found themselves facing a
blank wall.

Their luck began to change on 19 June 1936, when a quarry-worker named Elon Petterson was shot
on the outskirts of Sala. He was bicycling back to the quarry with the week’s payroll. This time,
there had been a witness. An elderly man was sunning himself on his lawn as Petterson rode past,
and a few moments later, he heard the sound of shots. He walked to the road and saw two men
dragging Petterson towards the ditch. They then climbed into a black American car and drove
away. The man noted down the car’s number. A few hours later, Petterson died without recovering
consciousness; he had been shot in the chest and stomach.

It soon became clear that the car’s number was not going to provide an easy solution. The car of
that number was not American, and it had been in a garage all day; the owner had an unshakable
alibi. But an American sedan with a very similar number had been stolen recently from another
town. It was conceivable its licence plate had been altered. The police decided to attempt to alarm
the thieves. They told the newspapers that they were looking for a black Chevrolet whose licence
plate had recently been altered - giving the number - and announced that they intended to search all
garages. The next day, the missing car was found parked by the roadside near Sala. The licence
plate had been skilfully changed, obviously by a man who knew his job. That seemed to argue that
he was not a professional criminal, since few criminals spend years becoming expert metal
workers. The police began a slow, thorough check of all garages and metal-working shops. Finally,
they discovered what they were looking for. A young worker admitted that it was he who had
altered the plate. At the time, he had been working for a garage owner named Erik Hedstrom, who
had a business in the nearby town of Koping. According to this witness, he had only been working
for Hedstrom for a few days when he was asked to alter the plate. He did it without question. But
shortly after that Hedstrom had asked him whether he was willing to take part in the robbery of a



bank messenger. The man asked for time to think it over, and rang back the next day to say that he
had found another job.

Questioned about all this, Hedstrom - a good-looking young man of excellent reputation - flatly
denied everything. But the moment the police left his home, Hedstrom picked up the telephone and
asked the operator for a Stockholm number. The police checked with the operator and discovered
that it was the number of Dr Sigvard Thurneman, a doctor specialising in nervous disorders. The
Sala constable who had investigated the first murder - of Sven Eriksson - recalled that he had been
consulting a doctor about nervous tension shortly before his death. A call to Eriksson’s wife
revealed that the doctor was Sigvard Thurneman.

A Stockholm detective called on Thurneman the next day, claiming that he was involved in a
routine investigation about neurosis and crime. Thurneman proved to be a small, pale man with a
thin, firm mouth, a receding chin and a receding hairline that made his high forehead seem
immense. He was in his late twenties. With considerable reluctance, Thurneman allowed the
detective to glance into his files, standing at his elbow. But the detective was able to confirm that
Sven Eriksson had been a patient. So had Mrs Blomqvist.

Hedstrom was brought in for questioning, while police searched his house. He insisted that he only
knew Thurneman slightly. They had been at college together, and he had occasionally consulted
him since then. But while he was being questioned, a phone call revealed that the police had found
a gun in his garage - of the calibre that had shot Eriksson. Hedstrom suddenly decided to confess.
Thurneman, he said, was the man behind all the crimes. They had become acquainted at the
University of Uppsala, when both had been interested in hypnotism. He had found Thurneman a
fascinating and dominant character, a student of occultism, theosophy and philosophy. This had
been in the mid-1920s. Thurneman was also fascinated by crime. One of his favourite pastimes was
to devise ‘perfect crimes’. Hedstrom had joined in the game. Then, in 1929, Thurneman had
proposed that it was time to try out one of the crimes they had planned so thoroughly in
imagination. It was to be a robbery at the dairy where Eriksson worked. Eriksson was a patient of
Thurneman’s, and Thurneman had been treating him through hypnosis. Erikson had agreed to be
the ‘inside man’ in the robbery. Then, at the last minute, he had changed his mind. Thurneman was
afraid he might go to the police, or at least tell his wife. So Hedstrom, together with two other men,
was delegated to kill him. From then on, said Hedstrom, Thurneman had made them continue to
commit crimes that he had planned in detail. Thurneman actually took part in the robbery and
murder of Axel Kjellberg - he and Hedstrom wore policemen’s uniforms (which Thurneman had
had made by a theatrical costumier) to persuade the old man to open his door in the early hours of
the morning. Then Kjellberg and his wife were murdered in cold blood, and the house set on fire.

Tilda Blomqvist had been chosen because she had told Thurneman where she kept her jewels while
under hypnosis. Her murder had been a masterpiece of planning. They had bored a hole in the wall
of her bedroom (the house was made of wood, like so many in Scandinavia), inserted a rubber hose
attached to the car’s exhaust and gassed her in her sleep. Then they had stolen the jewels and set
fire to the house.

Faced with Hedstrom’s signed confession, Thurneman decided to tell everything. In fact, he wrote
an autobiography while in prison. As a child, Thurneman had had an inferiority complex because of
his small build and poor health. He was a solitary, deeply interested in mysticism and the occult. At
thirteen - in 1921 - he had begun to experiment in hypnotism and thought-transference with
schoolmates. He also read avidly about mysticism and occult lore. Then, at sixteen, he had met a



mysterious Dane who was skilled in yoga. In 1929, he claimed, he had been to Copenhagen and
joined an occult group run by the Dane. On his return to Stockholm he had started his own magic
circle, gathering together all kinds of people and making them swear an oath of obedience and
secrecy.

The position of cult-leader seems to have given Thurneman a taste of the kind of power he had
always wanted. He used hypnosis to seduce under-age girls, and then - according to his confession -
disposed of them through the white slave trade. Other gang members were also subjected to
hypnosis and ‘occult training’ (whatever that meant). Thurneman was bisexual, and became closely
involved with another gang member who was a lover as well as a close friend. When this man got
into financial difficulties, Thurneman became worried in case he divulged their relationship -
which, in 1930, was still a criminal offence. He claimed that, by means of hypnotic suggestion over
the course of a week, he induced the man to commit suicide. In 1934, he placed another member of
the gang in a deep trance and injected a dose of fatal poison.

Thurneman’s aim was to make himself a millionaire and then leave for South America. The two
Sala murders - of Axel Kjellberg and Tilda Blomqvist - brought in large sums of money. But the
‘big job’ he was planning was the robbery of a bank housed in the same building as the Stockholm
Central Post Office. The gang had stolen large quantities of dynamite - thirty-six kilos - and the
plan was to blow up the post office with dynamite and rob the bank in the chaos that followed.
Thurneman had also become involved in drug smuggling.

Thurneman was brought to trial in July 1936, together with Hedstrom and three accomplices who
had helped in the killing of Eriksson and Petterson. All five were sentenced to life imprisonment;
but after six months in prison, Thurneman slipped into unmistakable insanity and was transferred to
a criminal mental asylum.

The Thurneman case throws a powerful light into the innermost recesses of the psychology of the
self-esteem killer. He was the kind of criminal that Charles Manson and Ian Brady would have
liked to be. His dominance over his ‘family’ was complete. Men accepted him as their
unquestioned leader; women submitted to him and were discarded into prostitution. His life was a
power-fantasy come true. He was indifferent to all human feeling. When his closest friend became
a potential danger, he was induced to commit suicide; when a gang-member’s loyalty became
suspect, he was killed with an injection like a sick dog. When the gang committed robbery,
witnesses were simply destroyed, to eliminate all possibility of later recognition and identification.
(Thurneman must have reflected with bitter irony that it was Hedstrom’s failure to observe this rule
that led to discovery.) Thurneman had found his own way to the ‘heroic’, to a feeling of
uniqueness; by the age of twenty-eight he had achieved his sense of ‘primary value’.

But why, if he was such a remarkable individual, did he choose crime? No doubt some deep
resentment, some humiliation dating from childhood, played its part. Yet we can discern another
reason. As a means of achieving uniqueness, crime can guarantee success. Thurneman might have
aimed for ‘primacy’ in the medical field; he might have set himself up as a guru, a teacher of occult
philosophy; he might have attempted to find self-expression through writing. But then, each of
these possibilities carries a high risk of failure and demands an exhausting outlay of energy and
time. It is far easier to commit a successful crime than to launch a successful theory or write a
successful book. All this means that the ‘master criminal’ can achieve his sense of uniqueness at a
fairly low cost. Society has refused to recognise his uniqueness; it has insisted on treating him as if
he were just like everybody else. By committing a crime that makes headlines, he is administering a



sharp rebuke. He is making society aware that, somewhere among its anonymous masses, there is
someone who deserves fear and respect...

There is, of course, one major disadvantage that dawns on every master criminal sooner or later. He
can never achieve public recognition - or at least, only at the cost of being caught. He must be
content with the admiration of a very small circle - perhaps, as in the case of Leopold and Loeb,
Brady and Hindley, just one other person. This explains why so many ‘master criminals’ seem to
take a certain pleasure in being caught; they are at last losing their anonymity. Thurneman not only
wrote a confession; he turned it into an autobiography, in which he explained with pride the details
of his crimes. This is the irony of the career of a “‘master criminal’ in that unless he is caught; he
feels at the end the same frustration, the same intolerable sense of non-recognition that drove him
to crime in the first place. It may have been the recognition of this absurd paradox that finally
undermined Thurneman’s sanity.

The Thurneman case illustrates in a particularly clear form the problem that came to fascinate me
as | worked on the Encyclopaedia of Murder and its two successors. Thurneman was convinced he
was acting out of free will, and thus demonstrating his ‘uniqueness’. But to see him as part of a
‘pattern’ of crime implies that he was neither unique nor free. Which is the truth? It only begs the
question to point out that we can also see Shakespeare or Beethoven as part of the historical pattern
of their time, for, as Shaw points out, we judge the artist by his highest moments, the criminal by
his lowest. Creativeness involves a certain mental effort; destructiveness does not.

The question was raised in the 1890s by the sociologist Emile Durkheim in his study of suicide.
Fellow sociologists were doubtful whether suicide could be treated scientifically, since every
suicide has a different reason. Durkheim countered this by pointing out that the rates of suicide in
individual countries are amazingly constant; therefore it cannot depend on individual choice. There
must be hidden laws, underlying causes. Besides, there are quite recognisable patterns. ‘Loners’ kill
themselves more often than people who feel they belong to a group. Free thinkers have a higher
suicide rate than Protestants, Protestants than Catholics, and Catholics than Jews - who, at least in
the 1880s, had the lowest suicide rate of all because Jews have such a powerful sense of social
solidarity.

Durkheim also observed a type of suicide that corresponds roughly to ‘motiveless murder’; he
called it suicide anomique, suicide due to lack of norms or values. Bachelors have a higher suicide
rate than married men. Moreover, during times of war, the suicide rate drops; it rises again in times
of peace and prosperity. (In 1981, the Lebanon Hospital for Mental Disorders recorded that
admissions rise during the cease-fires and drop when the shooting starts.) From this, Durkheim
deduced that people need social limits to keep them balanced and sane. Suicide is, therefore, a
‘social act’ not an individual one. He concludes that there are ‘suicidal currents’ in society that act
mechanically on individuals and force a number of them to commit suicide. The same argument
could obviously be applied to crime anomique, the type of crime committed by socially rootless
individuals such as Thurneman, Manson, Brady, Frazier.

The arguments of this chapter have placed us in a position to see precisely where Durkheim was
mistaken. He believed that it is the individual’s social orientation that leads to suicide (or crime - as
we shall see later, there is a close connection). But our study of the relation between crime and
‘hypnosis’ has shown that this fails to get to the heart of the matter. It is true that society provides
norms and values; but these in turn provide a sense of reality, the essential factor in preventing both



suicide and crime. The most amazing realisation that emerges from the study of hypnosis is that our
sense of reality is so easily undermined. In chickens it can be done with a chalk line or a bent piece
of wood on the beak; in frogs, with a few taps on the stomach. In human beings that process is
slightly more complicated, but not much. Voélgyesi talks about the ‘law of point reflexes’, which
states that any monotonously repeated stimulus of the same point in the cerebral cortex produces
compulsive sleepiness. Similarly, our eyes cannot focus for long on unmoving objects; they keep
de-focusing. It takes a sudden movement to shake the ‘controlling ego’ awake again, to ‘restore us
to reality’.

It is this sense of reality that makes the difference between suicide or non-suicide. Durkheim was
therefore mistaken. The ‘social currents’ certainly exist; but they are only the secondary cause of
crime or suicide. The primary cause must be sought in the psychology of the individual.

Does this mean that Durkheim’s opponents were right? No, for they argued that suicide can only be
understood in psychological terms, and Durkheim proved them wrong. It must be understood in
social and psychological terms. And if we are to understand the basic patterns of criminal
behaviour - and therefore how to combat it - the search for patterns must be continued on both
levels.

A REPORT ON THE VIOLENT MAN

On 13 December 1937, the Imperial Japanese Army marched into Nanking, in Central China, and
began what has been described as ‘one of the most savage acts of mass terror in modern times’ - a
campaign of murder, rape and torture that lasted for two months. Chinese soldiers had divested
themselves of their uniforms and mixed with the civilian population, in the belief that the Japanese
would spare them if they were unarmed. The Japanese began rounding them up and shooting them
in huge numbers, using machine-guns. The bodies - some twenty thousand of them - were thrown
into heaps, dowsed with petrol, and set alight; hundreds who were still alive died in the flames.
Because they were indistinguishable from the soldiers, male civilians were also massacred. Women
were herded into pens which became virtually brothels for the Japanese soldiers; more than twenty
thousand women between the ages of eleven and eighty were raped, and many disembowelled.
Many who were left alive committed ritual suicide, the traditional response of Chinese women to
violation. Boys of school age were suspended by their hands for days, and then used for bayonet
practice. Rhodes Farmer, a journalist who worked in Shanghai came into possession of photographs
of mass executions of boys by beheading, of rapes of women by Japanese soldiers, and of
‘slaughter pits’ in which soldiers were encouraged to develop their killer-instinct by bayoneting
tied prisoners. When published in the American magazine LooK, they caused worldwide
condemnation, and the Japanese commander was recalled to Tokyo. The odd thing was that these
photographs were taken by the Japanese themselves; for they regarded the atrocities as simply acts
of revenge. In two months, more than fifty thousand people died in Nanking, and towards two
hundred thousand in the surrounding countryside. (In 1982 - when the Chinese were quarrelling
with the Japanese about their ‘rewriting’ of history - the official Chinese figure was three hundred
and forty thousand.)

Some six hundred miles to the north-west of Nanking, the city of Peking was already in

Japanese hands. But the village of Chou-kou-tien, thirty miles to the south-west, was still held by
Chinese Nationalists, and there a team of international scientists were collaborating on a project
that had created immense excitement in archaeological circles. In 1929, a young palaecontologist
named Pie Wen-Chung had discovered in the caves near Chou-kou-tien the petrified skull of one of



man’s earliest ancestors. It looked more like a chimpanzee than a human being, and the Catholic
scientist Teilhard de Chardin thought the teeth were those of a beast of prey. It had a sloping
forehead, enormous brow-ridges and a receding chin. But the brain was twice as big as that of a
chimpanzee. And as more skulls, limbs and teeth were discovered, it became clear that this beast of
prey had walked upright. At first, it looked as if this was a cross between ape and man - what
earlier anthropologists such as Haeckel had called ‘the missing link’. Nearly half a century earlier
the missing link theory had apparently been confirmed when the bones of an ‘ape-man’ had been
discovered in Java. The ape-man of Peking clearly belonged to the same species. But the caves of
the Chou-kou-tien hills yielded evidence that this was no missing link. Peking man had constructed
hearths and used fire to roast his food - his favourite meal seems to have been venison. He was
therefore more culturally advanced than had been supposed. This creature, who lived more than
half a million years ago, was a true human being.

He was also, it seemed, a cannibal. All the forty skulls discovered at Chou-kou-tien were mutilated
at the base, creating a gap into which a hand could be inserted to scoop out the brains. Franz
Weidenreich, the scientist in charge of the investigation, declared that these creatures had been
slaughtered in a body, dragged into the caves and there roasted and eaten. By whom? Presumably
by other Peking men. In other caves in the area, bones of Cro-Magnon man were discovered, and
here too there was evidence of cannibalism; but Cro-Magnon man came on the scene more than
four hundred thousand years later; he could not have been the culprit. The evidence of the Chou-
kou-tien caves revealed that Peking man had fought against the wild beasts who occupied the caves
and had wiped them out; after that, he had fought against his fellow men and eaten them. While
editorials around the world were asking how civilised men could massacre the population of a large
city, the Peking excavations were suggesting an unpalatable answer: that man has always been a
killer of his own species.

Nowadays, that view seems uncontroversial enough; the threat of atomic annihilation has
accustomed us to take a pessimistic view of the human race. But in 1937, the ‘killer ape’ idea met
with strong resistance among scientists. According to the theory that had been current since the
1890s, homo sapiens had evolved because of his intelligence. He started life as a gentle, vegetarian
creature, like his brother the ape, then slowly learned such skills as hunting and agriculture and
created civilisation. In his book on Peking Man, Dr Harry L. Shapiro, one of the scientists at Chou-
kou-tien, does not even mention the mutilations in the base of the skulls; he prefers to believe they
were damaged by falling rock and layers of debris. But new evidence continued to erode the older
view. As early as 1924, the palaeontologist Raymond Dart had discovered an even older species of
‘ape-man’, which he called Australopithecus (or southern ape-man). In the late 1940s, examining
an Australopithecus site near Sterkfontein, Dart found many shattered baboon skulls. Looking at a
club-like antelope thighbone, he was struck by a sudden thought. He lifted the bone and brought it
down heavily on the back of one of the baboon skulls. The two holes made by the protuberances of
the leg joint were identical with similar holes on the other skulls. Dart had discovered the weapon
with which the ‘first man’ had killed baboons. It seemed to verify that similar thighbones found in
the caves of Peking man had also been weapons..

In 1949, Dart published a paper containing his claim that Australopithecus - who lived about two
million years ago - had discovered the use of weapons. Fellow scientists declined to take the idea
seriously. In 1953, he repeated the offence with a paper called The Predatory Transition from Ape
to Man, which so worried the editor of the International Anthropological and Linguistic Review
that he prefaced it with a note disclaiming responsibility for its opinions. For in this paper Dart



advanced the revolutionary thesis that ‘southern ape-man’ had emerged from among the apes for
one reason only: because he had learned to commit murder with weapons. Our remote ancestors, he
said, learned to stand and walk upright because they needed their hands to carry their bone clubs.
Hands replaced teeth for tearing chunks of meat from animal carcases, so our teeth became smaller
and our claws disappeared to be replaced by nails. Hitting an animal with a club - or hurling a club
or stone at it from a distance - meant a new kind of co-ordination between the hand and eye; and so
the brain began to develop.

At the time Dart was writing his paper, there was one remarkable piece of evidence for the older
view that ‘intelligence came first’. This was the famous Piltdown skull, discovered in a gravel pit in
1913. It had a jaw like an ape but its brain was the same size as that of modern man. Then, forty
years later, tests at the British Museum revealed that the Piltdown skull was a hoax - the skull of a
modern man and the jawbone of an ape, both stained by chemicals to look alike. The revelation of
the hoax came in the same year that Dart’s paper was published, and it went a long way towards
supporting Dart’s views. The brain of Australopithecus was larger than that of an ape, but it was far
smaller than that of modern man.

In the early 1960s, two remarkable books popularised this disturbing thesis about man’s killer
instincts: African Genesis by Robert Ardrey and On Aggression by Konrad Lorenz. Both argued, in
effect, that man became man because of his aggressiveness, and that we should not be surprised by
war, crime and violent behaviour because they are part of our very essence. Ardrey’s final chapter
was grimly entitled: ‘Cain’s Children’. Yet both Ardrey and Lorenz were guardedly optimistic,
Lorenz pointing out that man’s aggressions can be channelled into less dangerous pursuits - such as
sport and exploration - while Ardrey declared, with more hope than conviction, that man’s instinct
for order and civilisation is just as powerful as his destructiveness. Ardrey even ends with a semi-
mystical passage about a mysterious presence called ‘the keeper of the kinds’, a force behind life
that makes for order. Yet the overall effect of both books is distinctly pessimistic.

The same may be said for the view put forward by Arthur Koestler in The Ghost in the Machine
(1967). Koestler points out: ‘Homo sapiens is virtually unique in the animal kingdom in his lack of
instinctive safeguards against the killing of conspecifics - members of his own species.” (He might
have added that he is also one of the few creatures who has no instinctive revulsion against
cannibalism -dogs, for example, cannot be persuaded to eat dog meat.) Koestler’s explanation is
that the human brain is an evolutionary blunder. It consists of three brains, one on top of the other:
the reptile brain, the mammalian brain and, on top of these, the human neo-cortex. The result, as the
physiologist P. D. Maclean remarked, is that when a psychiatrist asks the patient to lie down on the
couch he is asking him to stretch out alongside a horse and a crocodile. The human brain has
developed at such an incredible pace in the past half million years that physiologists talk about a
‘brain explosion’ and compare its growth to that of a tumour. The trouble says Koestler, is that
instead of transforming the old brain into the new - as the forelimb of the earliest reptiles became a
bird’s wing and a man’s hand - evolution has merely superimposed a new structure on top of the
old one and their powers overlap. We are a ‘mentally unbalanced species’, whose logic is always
being undermined by emotion. ‘To put it crudely: evolution has left a few screws loose between the
neo-cortex and the hypothalamus’, and the result is that man has a dangerous ‘paranoid streak’
which explains his self-destructiveness.

Inevitably, there was a reaction against the pessimism. In The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness
(1974), the veteran Freudian Erich Fromm flatly contradicts Dart, Ardrey and Lorenz, and argues
that there is no evidence that our remote ancestors were basically warlike and aggressive. ‘Almost



everyone reasons: if civilised man is so warlike, how much more warlike must primitive man have
been! But [Quincy] Wright’s results [in A Study of War] confirm the thesis that the most primitive
men are the least warlike and that war likeness grows in proportion to civilisation.” And in a
television series called The Making of Mankind (broadcast in 1981), Richard Leakey, son of the
anthropologist Louis Leakey (whose investigations into ‘southern ape-man’ had been widely cited
by Ardrey to support his thesis) left no doubt about his opposition to the killer ape theory.
Everything we know about primitive man, he said, suggests that he lived at peace with the world
and his neighbours; it was only after man came to live in cities that he became cruel and
destructive. This is also the view taken by Fromm in The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness.

Yet even the title of Fromm’s book suggests that Ardrey, Lorenz and Koestler were not all that far
from the truth. ‘Man differs from the animal by the fact that he is a killer,” says Fromm, ‘the only
primate that kills and tortures members of his own species without any reason...” And the book is
devoted to the question: why is man the only creature who kills and tortures members of his own
kind?

Fromm’s answer leans heavily upon the views of Freud. In (Civilisation and its Discontents (1931),
Freud had argued that man was not made for civilisation or civilisation for man. It frustrates and
thwarts him at every turn and drives him to neurosis and self-destruction. But Freud’s view of our
remote ancestors implied that they spent their time dragging their mates around by the hair and
hitting their rivals with clubs, and that it is modern man’s inhibitions about doing the same thing
that make him neurotic. Fromm, in fact, is altogether closer to the views that had been expressed
thirty years earlier by H. G. Wells. In one of his most interesting - and most neglected - books, ‘42
to ‘44, written in the midst of the Second World War, Wells tried to answer the question of why
men are so cruel and so destructive. ‘We now know that the hunters of the great plains of Europe in
the milder interglacial periods had the character of sociable, gregarious creatures without much
violence.” Like Fromm and Leakey, Wells believed that the trouble began when men moved into
cities, and were ‘brought into a closeness of contact for which their past had not prepared them.
The early civilisations were not slowly evolved and adapted communities. They were essentially
jostling crowds in which quite unprecedented reactions were possible’. Ruthless men seized the
power and wealth and the masses had to live in slums. This is Wells’s explanation of how man
became a killer.

What puzzles Wells is the question of human cruelty. He makes the important observation that
when we hear about some appalling piece of cruelty our reaction is to become angry and say, ‘Do
you know what I should like to do to that brute?’ - a revelation ‘that vindictive reaction is the
reality of the human animal.” When we hear of cruelty, we instantly feel a sense of the difference
between ourselves and the ‘brute’ who is responsible. And it is precisely this lack of fellow-feeling
that made the cruelty possible in the first place.

It has to be acknowledged that ‘fellow-feeling’ is not the natural response of one human being to
another. We feel it for those who are close to us; but it requires a real effort of imagination to feel it
for people on the other side of the world - or even the other side of the street. Sartre has even
argued, in his Critique of Dialectical Reason, that all men are naturally enemies and rivals. If a man
goes for a country walk, he resents the presence of other people; nature would be more attractive if
he was alone. When he joins a bus queue, every other person in it becomes a rival - the conductor
may shout ‘No more room’ as he tries to climb on board. A crowded city or supermarket is an
unpleasant place because all these people want their turn. If a man could perform magic by merely



thinking, he would make others dissolve into thin air - or perhaps, like Wells’s ‘man who could
work miracles’, transport them all to Timbuktu.

This is a point that was made with brutal explicitness in Colin Turnbull’s study of a ‘dispossessed’
African tribe, The Mountain People. Since the Second World War, the Ik have been driven out of
their traditional hunting grounds by a government decision to turn the land into a game reserve.
They became farmers in a land with practically no rain. The result of this hardship is that they
seemed to lose all normal human feelings. Children were fed until the age of three, then thrown out
to fend for themselves. Old people were allowed to starve to death. In the Ik villages, it was every
man for himself. A small girl, thrown out by her parents, kept returning home, looking for love and
affection; her parents finally locked her in and left her to starve to death. A mother watched with
indifference as her baby crawled towards the communal camp fire and stuck its hand in; when the
men roared with laughter at the child’s screams, the mother looked pleased at providing
amusement. When the government provided famine relief, those who were strong enough went to
collect it, then stopped on the way home and gorged themselves sick; after vomiting, they ate the
remainder of the food. One man who insisted on taking food home for his sick wife and child was
mocked for his weakness.

Some writers - like Ardrey - have drawn wide conclusions from the Ik - such as that human values
are superficial and that altruism is not natural to us. This is illogical. We could draw the same
conclusions from the fact that most of us get bad tempered when we become hungry and tired. In
the case of the Ik, the ‘culture shock’ was particularly severe; as hunters, they practised close co-
operation, involving even the women and children; to be suddenly deprived of all this must have
left them totally disoriented. But then, the important question about human beings is not how far we
are capable of being disoriented and demoralised - losing self-control - but how far we are capable
of going in the opposite direction, of using our intelligence for creativity and organisation. Negative
cases, like the Ik, prove nothing except what we already know: that human beings are capable of
total selfishness, particularly when it is a question of survival. In fact, many primitive peoples
practise infanticide and gerontocide. In The Hunting Peoples (p. 329) Carleton S. Coon describes
how, among the Caribou Indians of Hudson Bay, old people voluntarily commit suicide when the
reindeer herds fail to appear and starvation threatens. When the old people are all dead, girl babies
will be killed. ‘This is a heartrending business because everybody loves children.” John Pfeiffer, the
author of The Emergence of Man, describes (p. 316) how, among the aborigines of Australia,
infanticide is the commonest form of birth control, and that between 15 and 50 per cent of infants
are killed; it is the mother’s decision and the mother’s job, and she kills the baby about an hour
after birth as we drown unwanted kittens.

There is another, and equally instinctive, element that helps us to understand human criminality:
xenophobia, dislike of the foreigner. In The Social Contract, Ardrey points out that xenophobia is a
basic instinct among animals, and that it probably has a genetic basis. All creatures tend to
congregate in small groups or tribes and to stick to their own. Darwin even noticed that in a herd of
ten thousand or so cattle on a ranch in Uruguay the animals naturally separated into sub-groups of
between fifty and a hundred. When a violent storm scattered the herd, it re-grouped after twenty-
four hours, the animals all finding their former group-members. And this instinctive tendency to
form ‘tribes’ is probably a device to protect the species. If some favourable gene appears, then it
will be confined to the members of the group and not diluted by the herd. A study by Edward Hall
of the black ghetto area of Chicago revealed that it was virtually a series of independent villages.
And even in more ‘mobile’ social groups the average person tends to have a certain number of



acquaintances who form his ‘tribe” - Desmond Morris suggested in The Human Zoo the number of
between fifty and one hundred, figures that happen to agree with Darwin’s observation about cattle.
The group may adopt his own modes of dress, catch-phrases, tricks of speech. (Frank Sinatra’s ‘in-
group’ was significantly known as ‘the rat pack’.) They enjoy and emphasise the privilege of
belonging, and adopt an attitude of hostility to outsiders. Hall’s study of Chicago showed that there
was often gang warfare between the ghetto communities.

This helps to explain how the Nazis could herd Jews into concentration camps. Hitler’s racist
ideology would not have taken root so easily were it not for the natural ‘animal xenophobia’ that is
part of our instinctive heritage. In his book on the psychology of genocide The Holocaust and the
German Elite, Professor Rainer C. Baum remarks on the indifference of the German bureaucrats
who were responsible for the concentration camps and the banality of the whole process. They were
not frenzied anti-semites, lusting for blood; what was frightening about them was that they had no
feeling about the women and children they herded into cattle trucks. And if we assume that this was
due to the evil Nazi ideology, we shall be oversimplifying. Human beings do not need an evil
ideology to make them behave inhumanly; it comes easily to us because most of us exist in a state
of self-preoccupation that makes our neighbour unreal. The point is reinforced by the massacre of
Palestinians that took place in two refugee camps, Sabra and Shatila, in September 1982.
Palestinian fighters had agreed to be evacuated from Beirut - after a siege - on the understanding
that their women and children would be safe. On Saturday, 18 September the world became aware
that Christian phalangists had massacred hundreds of women and children - as well as a few male
non-combatants - in the camps, and that the phalangists had been sent into the camps by the
Israelis. While the slaughter was going on, the US envoy sent Israel’s General Sharon a message:
“Y ou must stop this horrible massacre... You have absolute control of the area and are therefore
responsible...’

What shocked the world - including thousands of Israelis, who demonstrated in Tel Aviv - was that
it should be Jews, the victims of the Nazi holocaust, who apparently countenanced the massacre.
But Baum’s analysis applies here as well as to Belsen and Buchenwald; it was not a matter of ‘evil’
but of indifference. Most of the mass-murderers in history have simply placed their victims in a
different category from their own wives and children, just as the average meat eater feels no
fellowship for cows and sheep.

In our humanitarian age, these horrors stand out, and we draw the lesson: that to be truly human
demands a real effort of will rather than our usual vague assumption of ‘mutual concern’. Five
thousand years ago, no one made that assumption; they were governed by the law of xenophobia
and recognised that mutual concern only exists between relatives and immediate neighbours.

As we shall see, there is evidence of a slowly increasing criminality from about 2000 B.C. The old
religious sanctions began breaking down at this period; the force that made men come together into
cities in the first place was unable to withstand the new stresses created by these ‘jostling crowds’.
In his book on Animal Nature and Human Nature, Professor W. H. Thorpe comments on the rarity
of inter-group aggression between chimpanzees and gorillas, and speculates on why human beings
are so different. But he then answers his own question by pointing out that, while there is very little
violence between groups of animals in the wild, this alters as soon as they are kept in captivity and
subjected to unnatural conditions such as shortage of food and space; then, suddenly, they become
capable of killing one another. This is what happened to man when he became a city dweller. The



need to defend food-growing ‘territory’ from neighbours in nearby cities made man into a warlike
animal. Moreover, cities had to be defended by walls, and this eventually introduced an entirely
new factor: overcrowding. And this, it now seems fairly certain, was the factor that finally turned
man into a habitual criminal.

It is only in recent years that we have become aware of the role of overcrowding in producing stress
and violence. In 1958, a scientist named John Christian was studying the deer population on James
Island, in Chesapeake Bay, when the deer began to die in large numbers. There were about three
hundred on the island; by the following year, two hundred and twenty of these had died for no
apparent cause. Post mortems revealed that the deer had enlarged adrenal glands - the gland that
floods the bloodstream with the hormone called adrenalin, the stress hormone. James Island is half
a square mile in size, so each deer had more than five thousand square yards of territory to itself.
This, apparently, was not enough. The deer needed about twenty thousand square yards each. So
when numbers exceeded eighty, they developed stress symptoms, and the population automatically
reduced itself.

A psychologist named John B. Calhoun has made a similar observation when breeding wild
Norwegian rats in a pen. The pen was a quarter of an acre and could have held five thousand rats.
With a normal birthrate, this could have swelled tenfold in two years. Yet the rat population
remained constant at a mere two hundred.

Calhoun was later to perform a classic experiment with his Norwegian rats. He placed a number of
rats into four interconnecting cages. The two end pens, which had only one entrance, were the most
‘desirable residences’ - since they could be most easily defended - and these were quickly taken
over by two highly dominant rats with their retinue of females. All the other rats were forced to
move into the two centre cages, so that these soon became grossly overcrowded. There were also
dominant males in these two centre cages (it was Calhoun who observed that the number of
dominant rats was one in twenty - five per cent), but because of the overcrowding, they could not
establish their own territory. And as the overcrowding became more acute, the dominant rats
became criminals. They formed gangs and indulged in rape, homosexuality and cannibalism. In
their natural state, rats have an elaborate courting ritual. The criminal rats would force their way
into the female’s burrow, rape her and eat her young. The middle cages became, in Calhoun’s
words, a ‘behavioural sink’.

Ever since Lorenz’s On Aggression, ethologists have warned about the dangers of drawing
conclusions about human behaviour from animal behaviour; but in this case, it is impossible to see
how it can be avoided. We have always known that our overcrowded slums are breeding grounds of
crime. Calhoun’s experiment - performed at the National Institute of Mental Health in Maryland -
shows us why: the dominant minority are deprived of normal outlets for their dominance; it turns
into indiscriminate aggression. Desmond Morris remarks in The Human Zoo: ‘Under normal
conditions, in their natural habitats, wild animals do not mutilate themselves, masturbate, attack
their offspring, develop stomach ulcers, become fetishists, suffer from obesity, form homosexual
pair-bonds, or commit murder. Among human city dwellers, needless to say, all of these things
occur.” Animals in captivity also develop various ‘perversions’ - which leads Morris to remark that
the city is a human zoo. And the reason that a ‘zoo’ breeds crime is that dominance is deprived of
its normal outlets and turns to violence. As William Blake says: “When thought is closed in caves,
then love shall show its root in deepest hell.’



Yet the warning about extrapolating from animal to human behaviour deserves serious
consideration. Why is not every large city in the world a ‘sink’ of violence and perversion? It is
true that many of them are; yet others, such as Hong Kong, where you would expect to find the
‘dominant rat syndrome’, have a reasonably low crime rate.

Ardrey provides one interesting clue in the chapter on ‘personal space’ in The Social Contract. He
describes an experiment carried out by the psychiatrist Augustus Kinzel in 1969. Prisoners in a
Federal prison were placed in the centre of a bare room, and Kinzel then advanced on them slowly,
step by step. The prisoner was told to call ‘Stop!” when he felt that Kinzel was uncomfortably
close. Non-violent prisoners seemed to need a ‘personal space’ of about ten square feet. But
prisoners with a long record of violence reacted with clenched fists long before Kinzel was that
close; these prisoners seemed to need a ‘personal space’ of about forty square feet.

This seems to support the ‘personal space’ theory. But it still leaves unanswered the question: why
do some criminals need more than others? And the answer, in this case, requires only a little
common-sense. When I am feeling tense and irritable, I tend to be more ‘explosive’ than when I am
relaxed; so much is obvious. My tension may be due to a variety of causes - hunger, overwork, a
hangover, general frustration and dissatisfaction. The effect, as John Christian discovered with his
Sika deer, is to cause the adrenal glands to overwork; the result of long-term stress in animals is
fatty degeneration of the liver and haemorrhages of the adrenals, thyroid, brain and kidneys. The
tension causes fear-hormones to flood into the bloodstream. In The Biological Time Bomb (p. 228)
Gordon Rattray Taylor mentions that this is what causes the mass-suicide of lemmings, who are
also reacting to over-population. He also describes how American prisoners in Korea sometimes
died from convulsive seizures or became totally lethargic; the disease was named ‘give-up-itis’.

But then, we are all aware that our attitudes determine our level of tension. I allow some annoyance
to make me angry or impatient. When the telephone has dragged me away from my typewriter for
the fifth time in one morning, I may say: ‘Oh dammit, NO!” and experience rising tension. Or |
may take the view that these interruptions are tiresome but unavoidable, and deliberately ‘cool it’.
It is my decision.

It seems, then, that my energy mechanisms operate through a force and counter-force, like garage
doors on a counterweight system. Let us, for convenience, refer to these as Force T - the T standing
for tension - and Force C, the C for control. Force T makes for destabilisation of our inner being.
Force C makes for stabilisation and inhibition. I experience Force T in its simplest form if I want to
urinate badly; there is a force inside me, making me uncomfortable. And if I am uncomfortable for
too long, the experience ceases to be confined to my bladder; my heartbeat increases, my cheeks
feel hot. My energies seem to be expanding, trying to escape.

Consider, on the other hand, what happens when I become deeply interested in some problem. I
deliberately ‘damp down’ my energies, I soothe my impatience, I focus my attention. | actively
apply a counter-force to the force of destabilisation. And if, for example, I am listening to music, I
may apply the counter-force until I am in a condition of deep ‘appreciation’, of hair-trigger
perception.

When we look at it in this way, we can see that the two ‘forces’ are the great governing forces of
human existence. From the moment I get up in the morning, I am subjecting myself to various
stimuli that cause tensions, and I am continually monitoring these tensions and applying ‘Force C’
to control them and - if possible - to canalise them for constructive purposes. Biologists are inclined
to deny the existence of free will; yet it is hard to describe this situation except in terms of a



continuous act of choice. The weak people, those who make little effort of control, spend their lives
in a permanent state of mild discomfort, like a man who wants to rush to the lavatory. Blake says in
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: ‘Those who restrain their desire do so because theirs is weak
enough to be restrained’, and this is one of the few statements of that remarkable mystic that is
downright wrong-headed. (Admittedly, he is putting it into the mouth of the devil.) Beethoven was
notoriously explosive and irascible; but his ‘inhibitory force’ was also great enough to canalise the
destabilising force into musical creation.

It is obvious that Sika deer, Norwegian rats, lemmings, snow-shoe hares and other creatures that
have been observed to die of stress, lack control of the inhibitory force. Certainly all creatures must
possess some control of this force, or they would be totally unable to focus their energies or direct
their activities. But in animals, this control is completely bound up with external stimuli. A cat
watching a mouse hole, a dog lying outside the house of a bitch on heat, will show astonishing self-
control, maintaining a high level of attention (that is, focused consciousness) for hours or even
days. But without external stimuli, the animal will show signs of boredom or fall asleep. Man is the
only animal whose way of life demands almost constant use of the inhibitory faculty.

We can see the problem of the Ik: they had no reason to develop the inhibitory faculty where
personal feelings were concerned. As hunter-gatherers, their lives had been very nearly as
uncomplicated as those of the animals with whom they shared their hunting grounds. Placed in a
situation that required a completely different set of controls, they became victims of their own
destabilising forces.

All of which suggests that, in the case of Kinzel’s prisoners, ‘personal space’ was not the real issue.
This can be grasped by repeating his experiment. The co-operation of a child will make the point
even clearer. Ask the child to stand in the centre of the room, then go on all fours and advance
towards him, making growling noises. The child’s first reaction is amusement and pleasurable
excitement. As you get nearer, the laughter develops a note of hysteria and, at a certain distance,
the child will turn and run. (It may be an idea to conduct the experiment with the child’s mother
sitting right behind him, so that he can take refuge in her arms.) More confident children may run at
you - a way of telling themselves that this is really only daddy.

Now reverse the situation, and take his place in the centre of the room, while some other adult
crawls towards you and makes threatening noises. You will observe with interest that although you
have set up the experiment, you still feel an impulse of alarm, and a release of adrenalin. To a large
extent, the destabilising mechanism is automatic.

You will also have the opportunity to note the extent to which you can apply the control
mechanism. The imagined threat triggers a flight impulse and raises your inner tension. One way of
releasing this tension is to give way to it. If you refuse to do this, you will be able to observe the
attempts of your stabilising mechanism - the C Force - to control the destabilising force. You will
observe that you still have a number of alternatives, depending on how far you choose to exert
control. You can allow yourself to feel a rush of alarm, but refuse to react to it. You can actively
suppress the rush of alarm. You may even be able, with a little practice, to prevent it from
happening at all.

I had a recent opportunity to observe the mechanism at an amusement park, where a small cinema
shows films designed to induce vertigo. The audience has to stand, and the screen is enormous and
curved. Carriages surge down switchbacks; toboggans hurtle across the ice and down ski-slopes;
the watchers soon begin to feel that the floor is moving underneath their feet. After twenty minutes



or so I began to feel that I’d got the hang of it, and could resist the impulse to sway. Even so, the
end of the film took me unaware; a car hurtles off a motorway at a tremendous speed and down the
exit lane, ramming into a vehicle waiting to pull out into the traffic. My foot went automatically on
the brake, and I staggered and fell into the arms of the unfortunate lady standing behind me.

What had happened is that the suddenness of the final crash pushed me beyond the point at which I
had established control. Yet for the previous twenty minutes I had been establishing a higher-than-
usual degree of control. Under circumstances like this — and something similar happens to city
dwellers every day - we are inclined to feel that all control is ‘relative’ and perhaps therefore futile.
And this mistake - which is so easy to make - is the essence of the criminal mentality. The criminal
makes the decision to abandon control. He can see no sound reason why he should waste his time
establishing a higher level of self-control. Let other people worry about that. The result is bad for
society, but far more disastrous for himself. After all, society can absorb a little violence, but for
the destabilised individual it means ultimate self-destruction.

When we observe this continual balancing operation between Force T and Force C, we can grasp

its place in the evolution of our species. When deer and lemmings are overcrowded, the result is a
rise in the destabilising force which causes the adrenal glands to overwork; beyond a certain point
of tension, this results in death. There is no alternative - no possibility of developing the stabilising
force. They lack the motivation. When men came together to live in cities, their motive was mutual
protection. One result was the development of the abnormalities listed by Desmond Morris and the
creation of the ‘criminal type’. But it also led to an increase in the stabilising force, and to a level of
self-control beyond that of any other animal.

It was through this development that man made his most important discovery; that control is not
simply a negative virtue. Anyone who has been forced to master some difficult technique - such as
playing a musical instrument - knows that learning begins with irritation and frustration; the task
seems to be as thankless as breaking in a wild horse. Then, by some unconscious process, control
begins to develop. There is a cautious glow of satisfaction as we begin to scent success. Then, quite
suddenly, the frustration is transformed into a feeling of power and control. It dawns upon us that
when a wild horse ceases to be wild, it becomes an invaluable servant. The stabilising force is not
merely a defence system, a means of ‘hanging on’ over bumpy obstacles. It is a power for conquest,
for changing our lives.

Once man has made this discovery, he looks around for new fields to conquer. This explains why
we are the only creatures who seek out hardship for the fun of it: who climb mountains ‘because
they are there’ and try to establish records for sailing around the world single-handed. We have
discovered that an increase in Force C is a pleasure in itself. The late Ludwig Wittgenstein based
his later philosophy upon a comparison of games and language and upon the assertion that there is
no element that is common to all games - say, to patience, and football, and sailing around the
world single-handed. We can see that this is untrue. All games have a common purpose: to increase
the stabilising force at the expense of the destabilising force. All games are designed to create
stress, and then to give us the pleasure of controlling it. (Hence the saying that the Battle of
Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton.) Man’s chief evolutionary distinction is that he is
the only creature who has learned to thrive on stress. He converts it into creativity, into productive
satisfaction. The interesting result is that many people who are subject to a high level of stress are
unusually healthy. A medical study at the Bell Telephone Company showed that three times as
many ordinary workmen suffered from coronaries as men in higher executive positions. The
reason, it was decided, is that higher executives have more ‘status’ than ordinary workmen, and this



enables them to bear stress. An equally obvious explanation is that the executive has achieved his
position by developing the ability to cope with problems and bear stress. A British study of people
whose names are listed in Who’s Who showed a similar result: the more distinguished the person,
the greater seemed to be his life expectancy and the better his general level of health. And here we
can see that it is not simply a negative matter of learning to ‘bear stress’. The Nobel Prize winners
and members of the Order of Merit had reasons for overcoming stress, a sense of purpose. The
point is reinforced by a comment made by Dr Jeffrey Gray at a conference of the British
Psychological Society in December 1981: that there is too much emphasis nowadays on lowering
stress with the aid of pills. People should learn to soak up the worries of the job and build up their
tolerance to pressure. Rats who were placed in stress situations and given Librium and Valium
reacted less well than rats who were given no drugs. The latter were ‘toughened up’ and built up an
immunity to stress. The lesson seems to be that all animals can develop resistance to stress; man is
the only animal who has learned to use stress for his own satisfaction.

All this enables us to understand what it is that distinguishes the criminal from the rest of us. Like
the rats fed on Valium, the criminal fails to develop ‘stress resistance’ because he habitually
releases his tensions instead of learning to control them. Criminality is a short-cut, and this applies
to non-violent criminals as much as to violent ones. Crime is essentially the search for ‘the easy
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way’.

Considering our natural lack of fellow feeling, it is surprising that cities are not far more violent.
This is because, strangely enough, man is not innately cruel. He is innately social; he responds to
the social advances of other people with sympathy and understanding. Any two people sitting side
by side on a bus can establish a bond of sympathy by merely looking in each other’s eyes. It is far
easier to write an angry letter than to go and say angry things to another person - because as soon as
we look in one another’s faces we can see the other point of view. The real paradox is that the
Germans who tossed children back into the flames at Oradour were probably good husbands and
affectionate fathers. The Japanese who used schoolboys for bayonet practice and disembowelled a
schoolgirl after raping her probably carried pictures of their own children in their knapsacks.

How is this possible? Are human beings really so much more wicked than tigers and scorpions?
The answer was provided by a series of experiments at Harvard conducted by Professor Stanley
Milgram. His aim was to see whether ‘ordinary people’ could be persuaded to inflict torture. They
were told that the experiment was to find out whether punishment could increase someone’s
learning capacity. The method was to connect the victim to an electric shock machine, then ask the
subject to administer shocks of increasing strength. The ‘victim’ was actually an actor who could
scream convincingly. The subject was told that the shock would cause no permanent damage but
was then give a ‘sample’ shock of 45 volts to prove that the whole thing was genuine. And the
majority of these ‘ordinary people’ allowed themselves to be persuaded to keep on increasing the
shocks up to 500 volts, in spite of horrifying screams, convulsions and pleas for mercy. Only a few
refused to go on. In writing up his results in a book called Obedience to Authority, Milgram points
the moral by quoting an American soldier who took part in the My Lai massacre in Vietnam and
who described how, when ordered by Lieutenant Galley, he turned his sub-machine gun on men,
women and children including babies. The news interviewer asked: ‘How do you, a father, shoot
babies?’ and received the reply: ‘I don’t know - it’s just one of those things.’

And these words suddenly enable us to see precisely why human beings are capable of this kind of
behaviour. It is because we have minds, and these minds can overrule our instincts. An animal
cannot disobey its instinct; human beings disobey theirs a hundred times a day. Living in a modern



city, with its impersonality and overcrowding, is already a basic violation of natural instinct. So
when Lieutenant Galley told the man to shoot women and children, he did what civilisation had
taught him to do since childhood - allowed his mind to overrule his instinct.

The rape of Nanking illustrates the same point. Rhodes Farmer wrote in Shanghai Harvest, A Diary
of Three Years in the China War (published in 1945): ‘To the Japanese soldiers at the end of four
months of hard fighting, Nanking promised a last fling of debauchery before they returned to their
highly disciplined lives back home in Japan.” But this shows a failure to understand the Japanese
character. The Japanese Yearbook for 1946 comes closer when it says: ‘By 7 December, the outer
defences of Nanking were under attack, and a week later, Japanese anger at the stubborn Chinese
defence of Shanghai burst upon Nanking in an appalling reign of terror.” In fact, the Chinese
resistance - ever since their unexpected stand at Lukouchiao in July 1937 - had caused the Japanese
to ‘lose face’, and they were in a hard and unforgiving mood when they entered Nanking. But then,
we also need to understand why this loss of face mattered so much, and this involves understanding
the deep religious traditionalism of the Japanese character. The historian Arnold Toynbee has
pointed out, in East to West (pp. 69-71) that if the town of Bromsgrove had happened to be in
Japan, the Japanese would know exactly why it was so named, because they would have
maintained a sacred grove to the memory of the war-god Bron. And there would probably be a
Buddhist temple next door to the pagan shrine, and the priest and the parson of the temple would be
on excellent terms. When, in the nineteenth century, the Japanese decided to ‘Westernise’, they
poured all this religious emotion into the cult of the Emperor, who was worshipped as a god. The
war that began in 1937, and ended in 1945 with the dropping of two atom bombs, was an upsurge
of intense patriotic feeling similar to the Nazi upsurge in Germany. The outnumbered Japanese
troops felt they were fighting for their Emperor-God, and that their cause was just. This is why the
stubborn Chinese resistance placed them in such an unforgiving frame of mind. Like Milgram’s
subjects, they felt they were administering a salutary shock-treatment; but in this case, anger turned
insensitivity into cruelty.

Wells, oddly enough, failed to grasp this curiously impersonal element in human cruelty. Having
seized upon the notion that slum conditions produce frustration, he continues with a lengthy
analysis of human cruelty and sadism, citing as typical the case of Marshal Gilles de Rais, who
killed over two hundred children in sexual orgies in the fifteenth century. In fact, de Rais’s
perversions throw very little light on the nature of ordinary human beings, whose sexual tastes are
more straightforward. The Japanese who burnt Nanking, the Germans who destroyed Oradour,
were not sexual perverts; they had probably never done anything of the sort before, and would
never do anything of the sort again. They were simply releasing their aggression in obedience to
authority.

Fromm is inclined to make the same mistake. He recognises ‘conformist aggression’ - aggression
under orders - but feels that human destructiveness is better explained by what he calls ‘malignant
aggression’ - that is, by sadism. Sadism he defines as the desire to have absolute power over a
living being, to have a god-like control. He cites both Himmler and Stalin as examples of sadism,
pointing out that both could, at times, show great kindness and consideration. They became ruthless
only when their absolute authority was questioned. But this hardly explains the human tendency to
destroy their fellows in war. So Fromm is forced to postulate another kind of ‘malignant
aggression’, which he calls ‘necrophilia’. By this, he meant roughly what Freud meant by
‘thanatos’ or the death-urge - the human urge to self-destruction. Freud had invented the ‘death
wish’ at the time of the First World War in an attempt to explain the slaughter. It was not one of his



most convincing ideas, and many of his disciples received it with reservations - after all, anyone
can see that most suicides are committed in a state of muddle and confusion, in which a person
feels that life is not worth living; so the underlying instinct is for more life, not less. Even a
romantic like Keats, who feels he is ‘half in love with easeful death’, is in truth confusing the idea
of extinction with that of sleep and rest. If human beings really have an urge to self-destruction,
they manage to conceal it very well.

Fromm nevertheless adopts the Freudian death-wish. He cites a Spanish Civil War general, one of
whose favourite slogans was ‘Long live death!” The same man once shouted at a liberal
intellectual: ‘Down with intelligence!” From this, Fromm argues that militarism has an anti-life
element that might be termed necrophilia. But he demolishes his own case by citing two genuine
examples of necrophilia from a medical textbook on sexual perversion: both morgue attendants
who enjoyed violating female corpses. One of them described how, from the time of adolescence,
he masturbated while caressing the bodies of attractive females, then graduated to having
intercourse with them. Which raises the question: is this genuinely a case of necrophilia, which
means sexual desire directed towards death? Many highly-sexed teenage boys might do the same,
given the opportunity. It is not an interest in death as such, but in sex. A genuine necrophile would
be one who preferred corpses because they were dead. One of the best known cases of necrophilia,
Sergeant Bertrand (whom I discussed in Chapter 6 of my Origins of the Sexual Impulse} was not,
in this sense, a true necrophile; for although he dug up and violated newly buried corpses, he also
had mistresses who testified to his sexual potency. He is simply an example of a virile man who
needed more sex than he could get.

So Fromm’s whole argument about ‘necrophilia’, and his lengthy demonstration that Hitler was a
necrophiliac, collapses under closer analysis. The Spanish general was certainly not a necrophile by
any common definition: he was using death in a rather special sense, meaning idealistic self-
sacrifice for the good of one’s country. He certainly has nothing whatever in common with a
morgue attendant violating female corpses. Hitler was undoubtedly destructive, but there is no
evidence that he was self-destructive or had a secret death wish. On the contrary, he was a romantic
dreamer who believed that his thousand-year Reich was an expression of health, vitality and sanity.
Fromm’s ‘necrophilia’, like Wells’s notion of cruelty, fails to provide a satisfactory explanation of
human cruelty; it is not universal enough.

The notion of ‘losing face’ suggests an interesting alternative line of thought. It is obviously
connected, for example, with the cruelty of Himmler and Stalin when their absolute authority was
questioned. They were both men with a touchy sense of self-esteem, so that their response to any
suspected insult was vindictive rage. Another characteristic of both men was a conviction that they
were always right, and a total inability to admit that they might ever be wrong.

Himmlers and Stalins are, fortunately, rare; but the type is surprisingly common. The credit for
recognising this goes to A. E. Van Vogt, a writer of science fiction who is also the author of a
number of brilliant psychological studies. Van Vogt’s concept of the ‘Right Man’ or ‘violent man’
is so important to the understanding of criminality that it deserves to be considered at length, and in
this connection I am indebted to Van Vogt for providing me with a series of five talks broadcast on
KPFK radio in 1965. Like his earlier pamphlet A Report on the Violent Male, these have never been
printed in book form.

In 1954, Van Vogt began work on a war novel called The Violent Man, which was set in a Chinese
prison camp. The commandant of the camp is one of those savagely authoritarian figures who



would instantly, and without hesitation, order the execution of anyone who challenges his authority.
Van Vogt was creating the type from observation of men like Hitler and Stalin. And, as he thought
about the murderous behaviour of the commandant, he found himself wondering: ‘What could
motivate a man like that?” Why is it that some men believe that anyone who contradicts them is
either dishonest or downright wicked? Do they really believe, in their heart of hearts, that they are
gods who are incapable of being fallible? If so, are they in some sense insane, like a man who
thinks he is Julius Caesar?

Looking around for examples, it struck Van Vogt that male authoritarian behaviour is far too
commonplace to be regarded as insanity. Newspaper headlines tell their own story:

HUSBAND INVADES CHRISTMAS PARTY AND SHOOTS WIFE
Grief stricken when she refuses to return to him, he claims.

ENTERTAINER STABS WIFE TO DEATH - UNFAITHFUL HE SAYS
Amazed friends say he was unfaithful, not she.

WIFE RUN OVER IN STREET
Accident says divorced husband held on suspicion of murder.

WIFE BADLY BEATEN BY FORMER HUSBAND
‘Unfit mother,” he accuses. Neighbours refute charge, call him a troublemaker.

HUSBAND FOILED IN ATTEMPT TO PUSH WIFE OVER CLIFF
Wife reconciles, convinced husband loves her.

Marriage seems to bring out the ‘authoritarian’ personality in many males, according to Van Vogt’s
observation. He brought up the question with a psychologist friend and asked him whether he could
offer any examples. The psychologist told him of an interesting case of a husband who had brought
his wife along for psychotherapy. He had set her up in a suburban house, and supported her on
condition that she had no male friends. Her role, as he saw it, was simply to be a good mother to
their son.

The story of their marriage was as follows. She had been a nurse, and when her future husband
proposed to her she had felt she ought to admit to previous affairs with two doctors. The man went
almost insane with jealousy, and she was convinced that was the end of it. But the next day he
appeared with a legal document, which he insisted she should sign if the marriage was to go ahead.
He would not allow her to read it. Van Vogt speculates that it contained a ‘confession’ that she was
an immoral woman, and that as he was virtually raising her from the gutter by marrying her, she
had no legal rights...

They married, and she soon became aware of her mistake. Her husband’s business involved
travelling, so she never knew where he was. He visited women employees in their apartments for
hours and spent an unconscionable amount of time driving secretaries home. If she tried to question
him about this he would fly into a rage and often knock her about. In fact, he was likely to respond
to questions he regarded as ‘impertinent’ by knocking her down. The following day he might call
her long distance and beg her forgiveness, promising never to do it again.



His wife became frigid. They divorced, yet he continued to do his best to treat her as his personal
property, determined to restrict her freedom. When this caused anger and stress, he told her she
ought to see a psychiatrist - which is how they came to Van Vogt’s friend.

The case is a good example of what Van Vogt came to call ‘the violent man’ or the ‘Right Man’.
He is a man driven by a manic need for self-esteem - to feel he is a ‘somebody’. He is obsessed by
the question of ‘losing face’, so will never, under any circumstances, admit that he might be in the
wrong. This man’s attempt to convince his wife that she was insane is typical.

Equally interesting is the wild, insane jealousy. Most of us are subject to jealousy, since the notion
that someone we care about prefers someone else is an assault on our amour propre. But the Right
Man, whose self-esteem is like a constantly festering sore spot, flies into a frenzy at the thought,
and becomes capable of murder.

Van Vogt points out that the Right Man is an ‘idealist’ - that is, he lives in his own mental world
and does his best to ignore aspects of reality that conflict with it. Like the Communists’ rewriting of
history, reality can always be ‘adjusted’ later to fit his glorified picture of himself. In his mental
world, women are delightful, adoring, faithful creatures who wait patiently for the right man - in
both senses of the word - before they surrender their virginity. He is living in a world of adolescent
fantasy. No doubt there was something gentle and submissive about the nurse that made her seem
the ideal person to bolster his self-esteem, the permanent wife and mother who is waiting in a clean
apron when he gets back from a weekend with a mistress...

Perhaps Van Vogt’s most intriguing insight into the Right Man was his discovery that he can be
destroyed if ‘the worm turns’ - that is, if his wife or some dependant leaves him. Under such
circumstances, he may beg and plead, promising to behave better in the future. If that fails, there
may be alcoholism, drug addiction, even suicide. She has kicked away the foundations of his
sandcastle. For when a Right Man finds a woman who seems submissive and admiring, it deepens
his self-confidence, fills him with a sense of his own worth. (We can see the mechanism in
operation with Ian Brady and Myra Hindley.) No matter how badly he treats her, he has to keep on
believing that, in the last analysis, she recognises him as the most remarkable man she will ever
meet. She is the guarantee of his ‘primacy’, his uniqueness; now it doesn’t matter what the rest of
the world thinks. He may desert her and his children; that only proves how ‘strong’ he is, how
indifferent to the usual sentimentality. But if she deserts him, he has been pushed back to square
one: the helpless child in a hostile universe. ‘Most violent men are failures’, says Van Vogt; so to
desert them is to hand them over to their own worst suspicions about themselves. It is this
recognition that leads Van Vogt to write: ‘Realise that most Right Men deserve some sympathy, for
they are struggling with an almost unbelievable inner horror; however, if they give way to the
impulse to hit or choke, they are losing the battle, and are on the way to the ultimate disaster... of
their subjective universe of self-justification.’

And what happens when the Right Man is not a failure, when his ‘uniqueness’ is acknowledged by
the world? Oddly enough, it makes little or no difference. His problem is lack of emotional control
and a deep-seated sense of inferiority; so success cannot reach the parts of the mind that are the root
of the problem. A recent (1981) biography of the actor Peter Sellers (P.S. | Love You by his son
Michael) reveals that he was a typical Right Man. Totally spoiled by his mother as a child, he grew
into a man who flew into tantrums if he could not have his own way. He had endless affairs with
actresses, yet remained morbidly jealous of his wife, ringing her several times a day to check on her
movements, and interrogating her if she left the house. She had been an actress; he forced her to



give it up to devote herself to being a ‘good wife and mother’. As his destructive fits of rage and
affairs with actresses broke up the marriage, he convinced himself that he wanted to be rid of her,
and persuaded her to go out with another man. But when she told him she wanted a divorce, he
burst into tears and threatened to jump from the penthouse balcony. (‘This was not the first time he
had spoken of suicide. This was always his crutch in a crisis.”)

The morbid sense of inferiority emerged in the company of anyone who had been to public school
or university. When, at dinner with Princess Margaret, the conversation turned to Greek mythology,
he excused himself as if to go to the bathroom but phoned his secretary and made her look in
reference books and quickly brief him on the subject. Then he went back to the dinner table and
casually dropped references to mythology into his conversation. His son adds: ‘I saw him engage in
this ploy on many occasions.’

Another typical anecdote shows the borderline between normal and ‘Right Man’ behaviour. The
children’s nanny was a strong-minded woman of definite opinions; one evening, Sellers had a
violent disagreement with her and stormed out of the house; he went and booked himself into the
RAC Club for the night. From there he rang his wife and said: ‘What the bloody hell am I doing
here? If anybody’s going to leave, it’s that bloody nanny.” He rushed back home, seized a carving
knife and drove it into the panel of her bedroom door, shouting I’ll kill you, you cow.” The nanny
jumped out of the window and vanished from their lives.

Sellers’s behaviour in storming out of the house could be regarded as normal; in leaving her on the
battlefield he was acknowledging that she might be right. In the club, his emotions boil over as he
broods on it; by the time he has reached home, he has convinced himself that he is right and she is
wrong, and explodes into paranoid rage. Whether the threat to kill her was serious should be
regarded as an open question. The Right Man hates losing face; if he suspects that his threats are
not being taken seriously, he is capable of carrying them out, purely for the sake of appearances.

Van Vogt makes the basic observation that the central characteristic of the Right Man is the
‘decision to be out of control, in some particular area’. We all have to learn self-control to deal with
the real world and other people. But with some particular person - a mother, a wife, a child - we
may decide that this effort is not necessary and allow ourselves to explode. But - and here we come
to the very heart of the matter - this decision creates, so to speak, a permanent weak-point in the
boiler, the point at which it always bursts. The Family Chronicle by Sergei Aksakov provides an
apt illustration: Aksakov is talking about his grandfather, an old Russian landowner.

And this noble, magnanimous, often-self-restrained man - whose
character presented an image of the loftiest human nature - was subject
to fits of rage in which he was capable of the most barbarous cruelty. I
recollect having seen him in one of those mad fits in my earliest
childhood. I see him now. He was angry with one of his daughters,
who had lied to him and persisted in the lie. There he stood, supported
by two servants (for his legs refused their office); I could hardly
recognise him as my grandfather; he trembled in every limb, his
features were distorted, and the frenzy of rage glared from his
infuriated eyes. ‘Give her to me,” he howled in a strangled voice... My
grandmother threw herself at his feet, beseeching him to have pity and
forbearance, but in the next instant, off flew her kerchief and cap, and
Stephan Mikhailovich seized on his corpulent and already aged better



half by the hair of her head. Meanwhile, the culprit as well as all her
sisters - and even her brother with his young wife and little son
[Aksakov himself] had fled into the woods behind the house; and there
they remained all night; only the young daughter-in-law crept home
with the child, fearing he might take cold, and slept with him in the
servants’ quarters. My grandfather raved and stormed about the empty
house to his heart’s content. At last he grew too tired to drag his poor
old Arina Vasilievna about by her plaits, and fell exhausted upon his
bed, where a deep sleep overpowered him, which lasted until the
following morning. He awoke calm and in a good humour, and called
to his Arishka in a cheery tone. My grandmother immediately ran in to
him from an adjoining room, just as if nothing had happened the day
before. ‘Give me some tea! Where are the children? Where are Alexei
and his wife? Bring little Sergei to me!” said the erstwhile lunatic, now
that he had slept off his rage.

Aksakov sees his grandfather as a ‘noble, magnanimous, often self-restrained man’ - so he is
capable of self-restraint. But in this one area of his life, his control over his family, he has made
‘the decision to be out of control’. It is provoked by his daughter persisting in a lie. This infuriates
him; he feels she is treating him with lack of respect in assuming he can be duped. So he explodes
and drags his wife around by the hair. He feels no shame later about his behaviour; his merriness
the next morning shows that his good opinion of himself is unaffected. He feels he was justified in
exploding, like an angry god. Like the Japanese soldiers in Nanking, he feels he is inflicting just
punishment.

What is so interesting here is the way the Right Man’s violent emotion reinforces his sense of being
justified, and his sense of justification increases his rage. He is locked into a kind of vicious spiral,
and he cannot escape until he has spent his fury. Peter Sellers’s son records that his father was
capable of smashing every item in a room, including keepsakes that he had been collecting for
years. The Right Man feels that his rage is a storm that has to be allowed to blow itself out, no
matter what damage it causes. But this also means that he is the slave of an impulse he cannot
control; his property, even the lives of those he loves, are at the mercy of his emotions. This is part
of the ‘unbelievable inner horror’ that Van Vogt talks about.

This tendency to allow our emotions to reinforce our sense of being justified is a basic part of the
psychology of violence, and therefore of crime. We cannot understand cruelty without
understanding this particular mechanism. We find it incomprehensible, for example, that a mother
could batter her own baby to death, simply because he is crying; yet it happens thousands of times
every year. We fail to grasp that she is already close to her ‘bursting point” and that, as the baby
cries, she feels that it is wicked and malevolent, trying to drive her to distraction. Suddenly her rage
has transformed it from a helpless baby into a screaming devil that deserves to be beaten. It is as if
some wicked fairy had waved a magic wand and turned it into a demon. We would say that it is the
mother who is turned into a demon; yet her rage acts as a kind of magic that ‘transforms’ the child.

The word ‘magic’ was first used in this sense - meaning a form of self-deception - by Jean-Paul
Sartre in an early book, A Sketch of a Theory of the Emotions. In later work Sartre preferred to
speak of ‘mauvaise foi’ or self-deception; but there are some ways in which the notion of ‘magical
thinking’ is more precise. Malcolm Muggeridge has an anecdote that illustrates the concept
perfectly. He quotes a newspaper item about birth control in Asian countries, which said that the



World Health Organisation had issued strings containing twenty-eight beads to illiterate peasant
women. There were seven amber beads, seven red ones, seven more amber beads, and seven green
ones; the women were told to move a bead every day. ‘Many women thought that merit resided in
the beads, and moved them around to suit themselves,’ said the newspaper.

This is ‘magical thinking’ - allowing a desire or emotion to convince you of something your reason
tells you to be untrue. In 1960, a labourer named Patrick Byrne entered a women’s hostel in
Birmingham and attacked several women, decapitating one of them; he explained later that he
wanted to ‘get his revenge on women for causing him sexual tension’. This again is magical
thinking. So was Charles Manson’s assertion that he was not guilty because ‘society’ was guilty of
bombing Vietnam. And Sartre offers the example of a girl who is about to be attacked by a man and
who faints - a ‘magical’ attempt to make him go away. This is a good example because it reminds
us that ‘magic’ can be a purely physical reaction. Magical thinking provides a key to the Right
Man.

What causes ‘right mannishness’? Van Vogt suggests that it is because the world has always been
dominated by males. In Italy in 1961,two women were sentenced to prison for adultery. Their
defence was that their husbands had mistresses, and that so do many Italian men. The court
overruled their appeal. In China in 1950, laws were passed to give women more freedom; in 1954,
there were ten thousand murders of wives in one district alone by husbands who objected to their
attempts to take advantage of these laws.

But then, this explanation implies that there is no such thing as a Right Woman - in fact, Van Vogt
says as much. This is untrue. There may be fewer Right Women than Right Men, but they still
exist. The mother of the novelist Turgenev had many of her serfs flogged to death - a clear example
of the ‘magical transfer’ of rage. Elizabeth Duncan, a Californian divorcee, was so outraged when
her son married a nurse, Olga Kupczyk, against her wishes, that she hired two young thugs to kill
her; moreover, when the killers tried to persuade her to hand over the promised fee, she went to the
police and reported them for blackmail - the action that led to the death of all three in the San
Quentin gas chamber. Again, this is a clear case of ‘magical’ - that is to say, totally unrealistic -
thinking. And it shows that the central characteristic of the Right Woman is the same as that of the
Right Man: that she is convinced that having her own way is a law of nature, and that anyone who
opposes this deserves the harshest possible treatment. It is the god (or goddess) syndrome.

Van Vogt also believes that Adler’s ‘organ inferiority’ theory may throw some light on right
mannishness. Adler suggests that if some organ - the heart, liver, kidneys - is damaged early in life,
it may send messages of inferiority to the brain, causing an inferiority complex. This in turn, says
Van Vogt, could lead to the over-compensatory behaviour of the Right Man. He could well be
right. Yet this explanation seems to imply that being a Right Man is rather like being colour blind
or asthmatic - that it can be explained in purely medical terms. And the one thing that becomes
obvious in all case histories of Right Men is that their attacks are not somehow ‘inevitable’; some
of their worst misdemeanours are carefully planned and calculated, and determinedly carried out.
The Right Man does these things because he thinks they will help him to achieve his own way,
which is what interests him.

And this in turn makes it plain that the Right Man problem is a problem of highly dominant people.
Dominance is a subject of enormous interest to biologists and zoologists because the percentage of
dominant animals - or human beings - seems to be amazingly constant. Bernard Shaw once asked
the explorer H. M. Stanley how many other men could take over leadership of the expedition if



Stanley himself fell ill; Stanley replied promptly: ‘One in twenty.” ‘Is that exact or approximate?’
asked Shaw. ‘Exact.” And biological studies have confirmed this as a fact. For some odd reason,
precisely five per cent - one in twenty - of any animal group are dominant - have leadership
qualities. During the Korean War, the Chinese made the interesting discovery that if they separated
out the dominant five per cent of American prisoners of war, and kept them in a separate
compound, the remaining ninety-five per cent made no attempt to escape.

This is something that must obviously be taken into account in considering Becker’s argument that
all human beings have a craving for ‘heroism’, for ‘primacy’, which seems difficult to reconcile
with our fairly stable society, in which most people seem to accept their lack of primacy. This
could be, as Becker suggests, because we lose the feeling of primacy as we grow up; but anyone
who has ever spent ten minutes waiting for his children in a nursery school will know that the
majority of children also seem to accept their lack of ‘primacy’. The ‘dominant five per cent’
applies to children as well as adults.

Now in terms of society, five per cent is an enormous number; for example, in England in the
1980s it amounts to more than three million people. And society has no room for three million
‘leaders’. This means, inevitably, that a huge proportion of the dominant five per cent are never
going to achieve any kind of ‘uniqueness’. They are going to spend their lives in positions that are
indistinguishable from those of the non-dominant remainder.

In a society with a strong class-structure - peasants and aristocrats, rich and poor - this is not
particularly important. The dominant farm-labourer will be content as the village blacksmith or
leader of the church choir; he does not expect to become lord of the manor, and he doesn’t resent it
if the lord of the manor is far less dominant than he is. But in a society like ours, where working-
class boys become pop-idols and where we see our leaders on television every day, the situation is
altogether less stable. The ‘average’ member of the dominant five per cent sees no reason why he
should not be rich and famous too. He experiences anger and frustration at his lack of ‘primacy’,
and 1s willing to consider unorthodox methods of elbowing his way to the fore. This clearly
explains a great deal about the rising levels of crime and violence in our society.

We can also see how large numbers of these dominant individuals develop into ‘Right Men’. In
every school with five hundred pupils, there are about twenty-five dominant ones struggling for
primacy. Some of these have natural advantages: they are good athletes, good scholars, good
debaters. (And there are, of course, plenty of non-dominant pupils who are gifted enough to carry
away some of the prizes.) Inevitably, a percentage of the dominant pupils have no particular talent
or gift; some may be downright stupid. How is such a person to satisfy his urge to primacy? He
will, inevitably, choose to express his dominance in any ways that are possible. If he has good
looks or charm, he may be satisfied with the admiration of female pupils. If he has some specific
talent which is not regarded as important by his schoolmasters - a good ear for music, a natural gift
of observation, a vivid imagination - he may become a lonely ‘outsider’, living in his own private
world. (Such individuals may develop into Schuberts, Darwins, Balzacs.) But it is just as likely that
he will try to take short-cuts to prominence and become a bully, a cheat or a delinquent.

The main problem of these ungifted ‘outsiders’ is that they are bound to feel that the world has
treated them unfairly. And the normal human reaction to a sense of unfairness is an upsurge of self-
pity. Self-pity and the sense of injustice make them vulnerable and unstable. And we have only to
observe such people to see that they are usually their own worst enemies. Their moods alternate
between aggressiveness and sulkiness, both of which alienate those who might otherwise be glad to



help them. If they possess some degree of charm or intelligence, they may succeed in making
themselves acceptable to other people; but sooner or later the resentment and self-pity break
through, and lead to mistrust and rejection.

The very essence of their problem is the question of self-discipline. Dominant human beings are
more impatient than others, because they have more vital energy. Impatience leads them to look for
short-cuts. When Peter Sellers booked into the RAG Club, he could just as easily have phoned his
wife, told her to give the nanny two months wages and sack her, and then got a good night’s sleep.
Instead, he behaved in a way that could have caused serious problems for everybody. It is easy to
see that if Sellers’s life, from the age of five, consisted of similar short-cuts, by the time he was an
adult he would lack the basic equipment to become a normal member of society. Civilisation, as
Freud pointed out, demands self-discipline on the part of its members. No one can be licensed to
threaten people with carving knives.

All this places us in a better position to answer Fromm’s question: why is man the only creature
who Kkills and tortures members of his own species without any reason? The answer does not lie in
his genetic inheritance, nor in some hypothetical death-wish, but in the human need for self-
assertion, the craving for ‘primacy’.

The behaviour of the Right Man enables us to see how this comes about. His feeling that he
‘counts’ more than anyone else leads him to acts of violent self-assertion. But this violence, by its
very nature, cannot achieve any long-term objective. Beethoven once flung a dish of lung soup in
the face of a waiter who annoyed him - typical Right Man behaviour. But Beethoven did not rely
upon violence to assert his ‘primacy’; he realised that his long-term objective could only be
achieved by patience and self-discipline: that is to say, by canalising his energy (another name for
impatience) and directing it in a jet, like a fireman’s hose, into his music. Long discipline deepened
the canal banks until, in the final works, not a drop of energy was wasted.

When the Right Man explodes into violence, all the energy is wasted. Worse still, it destroys the
banks of the canal. So in permitting himself free expression of his negative emotions he is
indulging in a process of slow but sure self-erosion - the emotional counterpart of physical
incontinence. Without proper ‘drainage’, his inner being turns into a kind of swamp or sewage
farm. This is why most of the violent men of history, from Alexander the Great to Stalin, have
ended up as psychotics. Without the power to control their negative emotions, they become
incapable of any state of sustained well-being.

If we are to achieve a true understanding of the nature of criminality, this is the problem that must
be plumbed to its depths: the problem of the psychology of self-destruction.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SELF-DESTRUCTION

In March 1981, Norman Mailer wrote an introduction to a volume of letters by a convicted killer,
Jack Henry Abbott, In the Belly of the Beast. Abbott had written to Mailer from prison, and his
letters convinced Mailer that this was a man with something important to say about violence. At
thirty-seven, Abbott had spent a quarter of a century behind bars - for cheque offences, bank
robbery, and murder. In solitary confinement he had read history and literature, and become
converted to Communism. Mailer convinced the prison authorities that Abbott had ‘the makings of
a powerful and important American writer’ and that he could make a living from his pen. Abbott



was paroled. The book was published and became a best seller. A few weeks later, in a New York
restaurant, he became involved in an argument with a waiter - an out-of-work actor named Richard
Adan - when Adan told him he was not allowed to use the staff toilet. Abbott quietly asked Adan if
they could go outside to resolve the incident; there he produced a knife and stabbed him in the
heart. After several months on the run, he was caught, and returned to prison - where, presumably,
he will now spend the rest of his life.

The murder seems incomprehensible. If Abbott had become involved in a fight with Adan, and
pulled a knife in the heat of the moment, it would be easy enough to understand - Abbott had
become accustomed to violence and split-second reactions. But when he quietly asked his two
female companions to wait, and then walked outside, he must have known that he intended to kill
Adan. He must also have known that he was throwing away all he had managed to achieve. Yet this
was the man who wrote: ‘I have been desperate to escape for so many years now, it is routine for
me to try to escape. My eyes, my brain, seek out escape routes wherever I am sent.’

Abbott’s book is a depressing document; it is easy to see why Mailer felt so much sympathy. After
a childhood spent in foster homes - presumably because his parents had deserted him - Abbott was
sent to a reformatory at the age of twelve for failure to adjust to foster homes. At eighteen he was
sent to jail for writing a dud cheque; he escaped and robbed a bank, and received another sentence.
When he killed a fellow inmate in a fight he was sentenced to another fourteen years. The rage and
frustration are understandable. He describes how he would spend whole days kicking the walls of
his cell and screaming with rage. ‘I was so choked with rage... I could hardly talk, even when I was
calm; I stuttered badly. I used to throw my tray as casually as you would toss a balled-up scrap of
paper in a trash can - but would do it with a tray full of food at the face of a guard.” When being
sentenced for killing the other prisoner, he threw a pitcher of water at the face of the judge. He
wrote of the warders: ‘The pigs in the state and federal prisons... treat me so violently, I cannot
possibly imagine a time I could have anything but the deepest, aching, searing hatred for them. I
can’t begin to tell you what they do to me. If [ were weaker by a hair, they would destroy me.’

But the implication - that the violence was a response to intolerable pressures - is contradicted by
his tendency to romanticise the criminal. ‘There is something else... it is the mantle of pride,
integrity, honour. It is the high esteem we naturally have for violence, force. It is what makes us
effective, men whose judgement impinges on others, on the world. Dangerous killers who act alone
and without emotion, who act with calculation and principles with acts of murder... that usually
evade prosecution by law: this is a state-raised convict’s conception of manhood in the highest
sense.” But this is a schoolboy’s conception of heroism. It makes us aware that the talk about
‘manhood in the highest sense’ is romantic verbiage. A dead waiter lying on the pavement is hardly
a proof of pride, integrity and honour; killing Richard Adan was about as heroic as strangling a
baby.

The killing only becomes understandable when we recall Van Vogt’s comment on the violent man:
that he has made the decision to be out of control in a particular area. Abbott made the decision to
be out of control in the area of wounds to his self-esteem (and no doubt the presence of two women
companions reinforced the decision). In short, we are back in the realm of ‘magical thinking’ - that
is, thinking in which an emotion has been allowed to distort the sense of reality. The result of
magical thinking is some completely inappropriate action that cannot possibly achieve the desired
result - like the ostrich burying its head in the sand to make the enemy ‘go away’ (in fact, a gross
libel on the ostrich, but an apt simile all the same). There is always an absurd, slightly comic
element in magical thinking, like Bernard Shaw’s description of his father ‘with an imperfectly



wrapped-up goose under one arm and a ham in the same condition under the other... butting at the
garden wall in the belief that he was pushing open the gate, and transforming his tall hat into a
concertina in the process...” But only for the onlooker. For the man beating his head against the
brick wall, or the bee hurtling itself at the windowpane, the situation is grimly serious.

In a sense, the bee is behaving perfectly logically; it is only trying to escape towards the light, and
can see no reason why it should not do so. We can see that one of its basic premises - that light
cannot pass through solid objects - is mistaken, and that if it wants to achieve its objective it must
change its direction. But the bee, conditioned by millions of years of evolution, is in no position to
revise its instinct.

Human beings can change direction - which is why the behaviour of the violent man strikes us as
so absurd. He seems determined to smash his way through the sheet of glass or destroy himself in
the process. Yet to him this is not self-destruction so much as his own stubborn and quirky notion
of courage. The violent man’s problem lies in his own logic - that is, in his concept of what is a
normal and rational response to the challenges of his existence. The premises of this logic contain a
mistaken assumption - like the bee’s assumption that the window-pane is unreal because it is
invisible.

Abbott offers us a clue to his own premises in the list of men to whom he dedicates the book. Most
of them are ‘criminal rebels’, and the first on the list is Carl Panzram, whose career exemplifies the
logic of self-destruction.

Panzram, like Abbott, became a writer in prison; but in 1928 his autobiography was regarded as too
horrifying to publish and had to wait more than forty years before it finally appeared in print.
Panzram was awaiting trial for housebreaking; his confession revealed him as one of the worst
mass murderers in American criminal history. The odd thing is that most of these murders were
‘motiveless’. He killed out of resentment, a desire for revenge on society. Panzram’s basic
philosophy was that life is a bad joke and that most human beings are too stupid or corrupt to live.

His is a classic case of a man beating his head against a brick wall. His father, a Minnesota farmer,
had deserted the family when Carl was a child. At eleven, Carl burgled the house of a well-to-do
neighbour and was sent to reform school. He was a rebellious boy and was violently beaten.
Because he was a ‘dominant male’, the beatings only deepened the desire to avenge the injustice.
He would have agreed with the painter Gauguin who said: ‘Life being what it is, one dreams of
revenge.’

Travelling around the country on freight trains, the young Panzram was sexually violated by four
hoboes. The experience suggested a new method of expressing his aggression.’... whenever I met [a
hobo] who wasn’t too rusty looking I would make him raise his hands and drop his pants. I wasn’t
very particular either. I rode them old and young, tall and short, white and black.” When a
brakesman caught Panzram and two other hoboes in a railway truck Panzram drew his revolver and
raped the man, then forced the other two hoboes to do the same at gunpoint. It was his way of
telling ‘authority’ what he thought of it.

Panzram lived by burglary, mugging and robbing churches. He spent a great deal of time in prison,
but became a skilled escapist. But he had his own peculiar sense of loyalty. After breaking jail in
Salem, Oregon, he broke in again to try to rescue a safe blower named Cal Jordan; he was caught
and got thirty days. ‘The thanks I got from old Cal was that he thought I was in love with him and



he tried to mount me, but I wasn’t broke to ride and he was, so I rode him. At that time he was
about fifty years old and I was twenty or twenty-one, but I was strong and he was weak.’

In various prisons, he became known as one of the toughest troublemakers ever encountered. What
drove him to his most violent frenzies was a sense of injustice. In Oregon he was offered a minimal
sentence if he would reveal the whereabouts of the stolen goods; Panzram kept his side of the
bargain but was sentenced to seven years. He managed to escape from his cell and wreck the jail,
burning furniture and mattresses. They beat him up and sent him to the toughest prison in the state.
There he promptly threw the contents of a chamber-pot in a guard’s face; he was beaten
unconscious and chained to the door of a dark cell for thirty days, where he screamed defiance. He
aided another prisoner to escape, and in the hunt the warden was shot dead. The new warden was
tougher than ever. Panzram burned down the prison workshop and later a flax mill. Given a job in
the kitchen, he went berserk with an axe. He incited the other prisoners to revolt, and the
atmosphere became so tense that guards would not venture into the yard. Finally, the warden was
dismissed.

The new warden, a man named Murphy, was an idealist who believed that prisoners would respond
to kindness. When Panzram was caught trying to escape, Murphy sent for him and told him that,
according to reports, he was ‘the meanest and most cowardly degenerate that they had ever seen.’
When Panzram agreed, Murphy astonished him by telling him that he would let him walk out of the
jail if he would swear to return in time for supper. Panzram agreed - with no intention of keeping
his word; but when supper time came, something made him go back. Gradually, Murphy increased
his freedom, and that of the other prisoners. But one night, Panzram got drunk with a pretty nurse
and decided to abscond. Recaptured after a gun battle, he was thrown into the punishment cell, and
Murphy’s humanitarian regime carne to an abrupt end.

This experience seems to have been something of a turning point. So far, Panzram had been against
the world, but not against himself. His betrayal of Murphy’s trust seems to have set up a reaction of
self-hatred. He escaped from prison again, stole a yacht, and began his career of murder. He would
offer sailors a job and take them to the stolen yacht; there he would rob them, commit sodomy, and
throw their bodies into the sea. ‘They are there yet, ten of ‘em.” Then he went to West Africa to
work for an oil company, where he soon lost his job for committing sodomy on the table waiter.
The US Consul declined to help him and he sat down in a park ‘to think things over’. “While I was
sitting there, a little nigger boy about eleven or twelve years came bumming around. He was
looking for something. He found it too. I took him out to a gravel pit a quarter of a mile from the
main camp... [ left him there, but first I committed sodomy on him and then killed him. His brains
were coming out of his ears when I left him and he will never be any deader...’

‘Then I went to town, bought a ticket on the Belgian steamer to Lobito Bay down the coast. There I
hired a canoe and six niggers and went out hunting in the bay and backwaters. I was looking for
crocodiles. I found them, plenty. They were all hungry. I fed them. I shot all six of those niggers
and dumped ‘em in. The crocks done the rest. I stole their canoe and went back to town, tied the
canoe to a dock, and that night someone stole the canoe from me.’

Back in America he raped and killed three more boys, bringing his murders up to twenty. After five
years of rape, robbery and arson, Panzram was caught as he robbed the express office in
Larchmont, New York and sent to one of America’s toughest prisons, Dannemora. ‘I hated
everybody I saw.” And again more defiance, more beatings. Like a stubborn child, he had decided
to turn his life into a competition to see whether he could take more beatings than society could



hand out. In Dannemora he leapt from a high gallery, fracturing a leg, and walked for the rest of his
life with a limp. He spent his days brooding on schemes of revenge against the whole human race:
how to blow up a railway tunnel with a train in it, how to poison a whole city by putting arsenic
into the water supply, even how to cause a war between England and America by blowing up a
British battleship in American waters.

It was during this period in jail that Panzram met a young Jewish guard named Henry Lesser.
Lesser was a shy man who enjoyed prison work because it conferred automatic status, which eased
his inferiority complex. Lesser was struck by Panzram’s curious immobility, a quality of cold
detachment. When he asked him: ‘“What’s your racket?’ Panzram replied with a curious smile:
‘What I do is reform people.” After brooding on this, Lesser went back to ask him how he did it;
Panzram replied that the only way to reform people is to kill them. He described himself as ‘the
man who goes around doing good’. He meant that life is so vile that to kill someone is to do him a
favour.

When a loosened bar was discovered in his cell, Panzram received yet another brutal beating -
perhaps the hundredth of his life. In the basement of the jail he was subjected to a torture that in
medieval times was known as the strappado. His hands were tied behind his back; then a rope was
passed over a beam and he was heaved up by the wrists so that his shoulder sockets bore the full
weight of his body. Twelve hours later, when the doctor checked his heart, Panzram shrieked and
blasphemed, cursing his mother for bringing him into the world and declaring that he would kill
every human being. He was allowed to lie on the floor of his cell all day, but when he cursed a
guard, four guards knocked him unconscious with a blackjack and again suspended him from a
beam. Lesser was so shocked by this treatment that he sent Panzram a dollar by a ‘trusty’. At first,
Panzram thought it was a joke. When he realised that it was a gesture of sympathy, his eyes filled
with tears. He told Lesser that if he could get him paper and a pencil, he would write him his life
story. This is how Panzram’s autobiography came to be written.

When Lesser read the opening pages, he was struck by the remarkable literacy and keen
intelligence. Panzram made no excuses for himself:

If any man was a habitual criminal, I am one. In my life time I have
broken every law that was ever made by both God and man. If either
had made any more, I should very cheerfully have broken them also.
The mere fact that [ have done these things is quite sufficient for the
average person. Very few people even consider it worthwhile to
wonder why I am what I am and do what I do. All that they think is
necessary to do is to catch me, try me, convict me and send me to
prison for a few years, make life miserable for me while in prison and
turn me loose again ... If someone had a young tiger cub in a cage and
then mistreated it until it got savage and bloodthirsty and then turned it
loose to prey on the rest of the world... there would be a hell of a roar...
But if some people do the same thing to other people, then the world is
surprised, shocked and offended because they get robbed, raped and
killed. They done it to me and then don’t like it when I give them the
same dose they gave me.

(From Killer, a Journal of Murder, edited by Thomas E. Gaddis and
James O. Long, Macmillan, 1970.)



Panzram’s confession is an attempt to justify himself to one other human being. Where others were
concerned, he remained as savagely intractable as ever. At his trial he told the jury: ‘While you
were trying me here, I was trying all of you too. I’ve found you guilty. Some of you, I’ve already
executed. If I live, I’ll execute some more of you. I hate the whole human race.” The judge
sentenced him to twenty-five years.

Transferred to Leavenworth penitentiary, Panzram murdered the foreman of the working party with
an iron bar and was sentenced to death. Meanwhile, Lesser had been showing the autobiography to
various literary men, including H. L. Mencken, who were impressed. But when Panzram heard
there was a movement to get him reprieved, he protested violently: ‘I would not reform if the front
gate was opened right now and I was given a million dollars when I stepped out. I have no desire to
do good or become good.” And in a letter to Henry Lesser he showed a wry self-knowledge: ‘I
could not reform if I wanted to. It has taken me all my life so far, thirty-eight years of it, to reach
my present state of mind. In that time I have acquired some habits. It took me a lifetime to form
these habits, and I believe it would take more than another lifetime to break myself of these same
habits even if [ wanted to...” ‘... what gets me is how in the heck any man of your intelligence and
ability, knowing as much about me as you do, can still be friendly towards a thing like me when I
even despise and detest my own self.” When he stepped onto the scaffold on the morning of 11
September 1930, the hangman asked him if he had anything to say. ‘Yes, hurry it up, you hoosier
bastard. I could hang a dozen men while you’re fooling around.’

Here we can see clearly the peculiar nature of the logic that drove Panzram to a form of suicide. To
begin with, he committed the usual error of the violent criminal, ‘personalising’ society and
swearing revenge on it. The address to the jury shows that he saw them as symbolic representatives
of society. ‘Some of you, I’ve already executed. If I live, I’ll execute some more of you...” In his
early days, his crimes were a ‘magical’ attempt to get his revenge on ‘society’ - magical because
there is no such thing as society, only individuals. The seven-year sentence turned a petty crook
into a man with a mission - to ‘teach society a lesson’. But the Warden Murphy episode seems to
have been a turning point. After his escape, Panzram fought a gun battle because he was too
ashamed to return to the prison and look the warden in the face. The savage punishment that
followed seems to have been something of a relief. At this point, Murphy might have completed the
work of reformation by looking Panzram in the face and asking how he could have done it. But
Murphy’s patience was exhausted, and now Panzram despised and hated himself as much as
society. The robbery and murder of sailors seems to have been an attempt to somehow convince
himself that he was ‘damned’.

What Murphy had done was to make Panzram realise that his logic - that ‘society’ was against him
- was based on a fallacy. When Murphy treated him with sympathy, it must have begun to dawn on
Panzram that his ‘society’ was an abstraction - that the world was made up of real individuals like
himself. But when Murphy’s regime collapsed because of Panzram’s betrayal, Panzram went back
to his false logic with redoubled persistence. ‘They’ - other people - were the enemy. However, no
one can live out such a philosophy; everyone must have at least one close relationship with another
person to remain human. The twenty murders Panzram committed after his escape could be
regarded as a form of self-punishment. In 1912 he had broken back into jail to try and rescue Cal
Jordan; by 1920, he had turned his back on personal feelings and committed murder as a kind of
reflex.

By the time he was in jail again - this time for good - Panzram had achieved complete self-
alienation. He had convinced himself that the world was vile, that human beings all deserve to be



exterminated, and that therefore he had nothing to live for. Emotionally, he was in a vacuum. Yet
this is clearly an unnatural state for any human being, particularly for one like Panzram. The
autobiography reveals that he has the makings of a ‘self-actualiser’. Lesser was surprised to find
that he had read most of the major works on prison reform - no doubt stimulated by Warden
Murphy; Panzram also read philosophy in jail, including Schopenhauer and Kant. (He seems to
have borrowed his pessimism from Schopenhauer.) Yet this man, whose self-esteem was so high
that he would allow himself to be tortured for days without giving way, had never achieved the
most basic levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs - for ‘security’ and for ‘belongingness’.

“In a sense, therefore, Lesser’s present of the dollar was the cruellest thing he could have done. It
testified that there was decency and kindness in the world. And this in turn meant that Panzram
might, if he had made the effort, have achieved some kind of fulfilment in life. The mechanics of
conversion demand that the sinner should make a full confession; and this is what Panzram
immediately proceeded to do. Yet with twenty murders on his conscience, many of them children,
he knew there could be no absolution. It was too late, far too late. He had thrown away his chances.

The implication of Abbott’s book is that people like himself and Panzram never had a chance from
the beginning. But is this true? Panzram had at least one chance, under Warden Murphy. Abbott
had at least one chance, when his book was accepted. Both threw them away. The real problem
seems to date from their original assumption that life had no intention of treating them fairly.
According to Panzram, he was cuffed and kicked as a child and came to hate his mother. ‘Before I
left [home] I looked around and figured that one of our neighbours who was rich and had a nice
home full of nice things, he had too much and I had too little.” So he burgled the house and landed
in reform school. There again, he claims, ‘everything I seemed to do was wrong’, so he was
punished and struck back viciously. ‘Then I began to think that I would have my revenge... If
couldn’t injure those who had injured me, then I would injure someone else.” This weird logic of
revenge was already fully formed by the age of thirteen. And it was clearly based on self-pity, on
the notion that ‘the world’ had treated him badly. So instead of using his considerable intelligence
and willpower to achieve success - and in that age he might have become anything from a circus
stunt man to a movie star - he wasted himself in crimes of petty resentment.

Panzram also implies that he was in some way not to blame for his crimes - that if the tiger cub is
badly treated it can be expected to turn savage. There is an obvious element of truth in this; but it
manages to leave out of account the whole question of free choice: the decision ‘to be out of
control’ that seems common to violent criminals.

Panzram’s pattern of revolt is not unique; it can be seen in many criminals whose background and
upbringing were completely unlike his. A case in point is the English ‘acid bath murderer’ John
Haigh, executed in 1949 for six murders. A few years before this, Bernard Shaw and his secretary
Blanche Patch were lunching at the Onslow Court Hotel, where Miss Patch lived, and Haigh was at
the next table. A child sitting nearby dropped one of those toy bombs containing an explosive cap,
and Haigh leaned over and snarled: ‘If you do that again I’1l kill you.” According to Miss Patch,
who told me this story in 1956, Shaw then commented that Haigh would end on the gallows. It
seems as if he had instinctively recognised the ‘decision to be out of control’ that is characteristic
of the violent criminal.

Yet in every other respect, Haigh and Panzram were as unlike as possible. Haigh was the son of
fond parents, of strong religious inclination; he was a brilliant musician who won a scholarship to a
grammar school and became a choirboy. He loved good clothes and fast cars, and in due course a



car-hire swindle landed him in court. At this point, he made the same decision as Panzram. His first
period in jail faced him with a choice: either the game wasn’t worth the candle and he had better
make his peace with society; or society had declared war on him and he would teach it a lesson. He
embarked on a career of swindling, punctuated by periods in jail, and ended by murdering several
people who had entrusted him with their business affairs. The most obvious thing about his career
of crime is that it was a miscalculation from beginning to end. From fifteen years of crime - many
of these spent in jail - he earned about £15,000. He could have earned far more in any honest
business. But he felt from the beginning that life ‘owed’ him a better start than he had been offered,
and the ‘logic of resentment’ drove him to increasingly ambitious attempts at short-cuts to the
things he felt he deserved.

This seems to be the basic pattern of the violent man who turns to crime. His starting point is the
premise that ‘life’ has treated him unfairly. In an attempt to right the balance, he takes short-cuts to
get what he wants. The result is usually the same: brushes with the law, clashes with authority,
periods in jail, increasing resentment and a determination to look for even shorter short-cuts.

He may, if he is very lucky, escape the social consequences of his acts. But he cannot escape the
personal consequences. This emerges clearly in a story Lesser tells of Panzram. One day, Lesser
went into Panzram’s cell to check the bars. Panzram seemed shocked. ‘Don’t ever do that again.
Turning your back on me like that.” Lesser protested: ‘I knew you wouldn’t harm me.” ‘You’re the
one man [ don’t want to kill,” said Panzram, ‘but I’'m so erratic I’'m liable to do anything.’ In effect,
Panzram had become two persons - or rather, a man and a beast. Panzram was the man who wrote
that extremely clear-sighted confession, and who felt the need to warn Lesser. But he had trained
his instinct to become a killer as he might have trained an Alsatian dog. When Lesser turned his
back, the Alsatian growled and tried to jump.

And now it becomes possible to see precisely what causes that element of self-destructiveness in
the violent criminal. He believes that he is opposed to the values of ‘society’, and that he is setting
up against these his own individual values. He ends by discovering that, in a completely real and
practical sense, he has destroyed his own values and left himself in a kind of vacuum. Maxim
Gorky tells the story of a Russian murderer named Vassili Merkhouloff, described to Gorky by the
judge L. N. Sviatoukhin. Merkhouloff was an intelligent carter, and also a man of bull-like strength.
One day he caught a man stealing sugar from his cart and hit him; the force of the blow killed the
man. Sentenced for manslaughter, Merkhouloff was sent to a monastery to do penance. The thought
of how easily he had snuffed out a life haunted Merkhouloff; as a priest talked to him about
repentance, he could not rid himself of the thought that one violent blow could kill him too. One
day after his release, he lost his temper with an idiot girl who was importuning him and struck her
with a piece of wood. The blow killed her. He served a term in prison and the obsession now
became a torment. When he came out, his new employer was a kindly man, whom Merkhouloff
liked. One day, in a kind of frenzy, Merkhouloff overpowered him, tortured and then strangled him.
He committed suicide in prison, strangling himself with his chains.

Merkhouloff’s confession to Judge Sviatoukhin makes it clear that he was not insane in any
ordinary sense of the word: only obsessed by the thought that if life could be taken away so easily,
then human existence must be meaningless. He had ceased to believe in the reality of the will, or of
human values. ‘I can kill any man I choose and any man can kill me...” That is to say, he had lost
not only the sense of his own ‘primacy’ but all sense of his own necessity. When he killed his
employer, he was driven by the same compulsion that made Panzram afraid of killing Lesser. The
‘decision to lose control’ had made him afraid of something inside himself.



The same motivation can be seen in the case of the twenty-two-year-old Steven Judy, executed in
the electric chair in Indianapolis in March 1981. Judy had murdered and: strangled a twenty-year-
old mother and thrown her three children to their death in a nearby river. A child of a broken home,
Judy had committed his first rape at the age of twelve, stabbing the woman repeatedly and severing
her finger. He told the jury: ‘You’d better put me to death. Because next time, it might be one of
you, or your daughter.” And before his execution he told his stepmother that he had raped and
killed more women than he could remember, leaving a trail of bodies from Texas to Indiana. Like
Panzram, Judy opposed every effort to appeal against his death sentence.

It may seem that there is a world of difference between a Russian peasant suffering from ‘obsessive
neurosis’ and a young American rapist. But it is important to try to go to the heart of the matter.
Human happiness is based upon a feeling of the reality of the will, or the ‘spirit’. When a man
looks at something he has made with his own hands, or contemplates some catastrophe he has
averted by courage and determination, he experiences a deep sense of satisfaction. Conversely, the
feeling of helplessness, of losing control, is a good definition of misery. Physical strength is
normally something that a man would be proud of; but when Merkhouloff feels that he can
accidentally inflict death it becomes a source of misery. It destroys his relationships with other
human beings; he cannot like someone without feeling that a single blow could terminate the
relationship. Steven Judy is in the same position. Every time he sees an attractive girl he is
tormented by desire; but after killing and raping a number of women, he knows that every twinge
of desire is an invitation to risk his freedom and his life. Part of him remains normal, sociable,
affectionate; like all human beings, he has the usual needs for security, ‘belonging’, self-esteem.
But the killer-Alsatian guarantees that he will never be allowed to satisfy these in the normal way.
It has placed him outside the human race.

What becomes clear is that the central problem of the criminal is the problem of self-division. And
it is easy to see how this comes about. All human beings experience, to some extent, the need for
‘primacy’, the desire to be ‘recognised’. This obviously means to be recognised among other
human beings; the individual wishes to stand out as a member of a group. There is a great
satisfaction in achievement for its own sake; but half the pleasure of achievement lies in the
admiration of the other members of the group. Crime obviously demands secrecy. And this explains
why so many clever criminals experience a compulsion to talk at length about their crimes once
they have been caught. Haigh would probably never have been convicted if he had not boasted to
the police about dissolving the bodies of his victims in acid and pouring the sludge out in the
garden. Thurneman made his own conviction doubly certain by writing a detailed autobiography of
his crimes.

Panzram’s crimes were based upon a conviction that he would never achieve ‘primacy’ in the
normal way - by winning the admiration of other people. After the Warden Murphy episode, he
tried to live out this conviction with a ruthless and terrifying logic; his murders were a deliberate
attempt to crush the ‘human’ part of himself out of existence. Yet it refused to die; maimed,
bleeding, horribly mutilated, it still insisted on reminding him that he would like to be a man
among other men. The declaration: ‘I’d like to kill the whole human race’ was a kind of suicide.

At this point, it is necessary to look more closely into this paradox of human self-destruction: the
paradox of ‘the divided self.



The ‘two selves’ of the criminal are present in every human being. When a baby is born, it is little
more than a bundle of desires and appetites; it screams for food, for warmth, for attention. These
are all immediate needs, ‘short-term’ needs. The child ceases to be a baby from the moment his
imagination is touched by some story. From that moment on, he has begun to develop another kind
of need: for experience, for adventure, for distant horizons. These might be labelled ‘long-term’
needs, and most of us find ourselves involved in a continual tug of war between our short-term and
long-term needs. The child experiences the conflict when he feels he ought to save his pocket
money towards a bicycle - to satisfy that longing for distant horizons - while the ‘short-term self
wants to spend it on a visit to the cinema and a box of chocolates.

The adult is, if anything, even worse off. With the need to worry about mortgages, television
licences and the children’s clothes, he almost forgets that distant horizons ever existed. In effect,
we walk about with a microscope attached to one eye and a telescope to the other. But we hardly
ever look through the telescope - that eye tends to remain permanently closed.

And now it becomes possible to see why criminality is related to hypnosis. The criminal is, of
course, a man who is dominated by short-term needs; like a spoilt child, his motto is ‘I want it
now’. But it is one of the peculiarities of consciousness that short-term perception - as seen through
the microscope - slips easily into sleep or hypnosis. This is why animals - who wear a microscope
on both eyes - are so easy to hypnotise. We need the sense of reality - the telescope - to keep us
alert. The chicken’s sense of reality is restricted to scratching for food and sitting on eggs - which is
why a mere chalk line can push its consciousness into total vacuity. And the criminal’s sense of
reality, limited to short-term objectives, also tends to drift into a state akin to hypnosis. To the rest
of us, there is something rather insane about the conduct of a Haigh, putting people into baths of
acid just for the sake of a few thousand pounds. The means seem out of all proportion to the end.
He has lost all ‘sense of reality’.

With their combination of ‘microscope’ and ‘telescope’, human beings were intended by evolution
to be far harder to hypnotise than chickens and rabbits. And indeed, we would be, if we made
proper use of the ‘telescope’ to maintain a sense of reality, of proportion. It is this absurd habit of
keeping one eye almost permanently closed that makes us almost as vulnerable as chickens.

Then why do we do it? Again, we have to look closely at the peculiar workings of the human mind.
When a child is born, he finds himself in a bewildering, frightening world of strange sights and
sounds, none of which he understands. Little by little, he begins to recognise regular patterns,
which he stores inside his head; and in the course of a few years he has collected enough patterns to
create a whole world behind his eyes. So now, when he confronts some new situation, he does not
have to study it in detail; the patterns inside his head enable him to master it in half the time.

But this useful mechanism - like all mechanisms - has a serious disadvantage. As the adult becomes
more skilled at coping with new situations, he scarcely bothers to study them in detail, or to look
for new points of interest. Sitting comfortably in the control room inside his head, he deals with
them by habit. Gradually life and consciousness fall into a mechanical routine. Human beings are
the only creatures who spend ninety-nine per cent of their time inside their own heads. Which
means, of course, that we are only keeping our sense of reality alert for one per cent of the time. It
is hardly surprising that we are so easy to hypnotise.

There is something very odd about the mechanism of hypnosis. It seems to be a method of utilising
the mind’s powers against itself. Students of self-defence are taught how to immobilise an enemy
by placing his legs around a lamp post in a certain position then forcing him to sit on his heels; it



‘locks’ him so that he cannot escape. The hypnotist seems to be able to ‘lock’ the mind in the same
way. And the two ‘legs’ that obstruct each other to their mutual disadvantage are habit and self-
consciousness. We have all had the experience of trying to do something under the gaze of another
person and doing it badly because we have become self-conscious. This is because when some
function - like driving a car - has been handed over to habit, then we do it best when we are not
thinking about it. Asking someone to pay attention to a task he normally does mechanically is an
infallible way of throwing a spanner in the works. This is exactly what the snake does when it fixes
the rabbit with its gaze.

But people can become hypnotised without staring into the eyes of a hypnotist (or listening to his
voice). If I go into a room to fetch something and then forget why I went there, I have slipped into
one of the commonest forms of ‘hypnosis’. The journey to the room has distracted my attention
from my purpose, causing my mind to ‘go blank’. There is a story of an absent-minded professor
who went up to his bedroom to change his tie before guests arrived; when he failed to return, his
wife went upstairs and found him fast asleep in bed. Removing his tie had made him automatically
proceed to get undressed and into bed. We can see here how close absent-mindedness is to
hypnosis: the professor behaved as if he had been given a hypnotic command to go to bed. And this
came about because, as he went up to change his tie, he was living ‘inside his own head’, connected
to reality by a mere thread. The unconscious suggestion that it was time to sleep snapped the
thread, just as it might have been snapped by the command of a hypnotist.

It is important to recognise that most of us spend a large proportion of our lives in this state of near-
hypnosis. And the chief disadvantage of this state is that it makes us highly susceptible to negative
suggestion. Our moods change from minute to minute. The sun comes out; we feel cheerful. It goes
behind a cloud; we experience depression. In a modern city, most of the sights and sounds are
depressing: the screeching of brakes, the smell of exhaust fumes, the roar of engines, the people
jostling for space, the newspaper placards announcing the latest disaster. To a man with a strong
sense of purpose, these things would be a matter of indifference, for purpose connects us to reality.
But the ‘purposes’ of the modern city dweller are almost entirely a matter of habit. So he spends
most of his time bombarded by negative suggestions - often sinking into that state of permanent,
undefined anxiety that Kierkegaard called Angst and that a modern doctor would simply call
nervous depression.

The Hindu scripture says: ‘The mind is the slayer of the real’ - meaning that our mental attitudes
cut us off from reality. Thomas Mann has a short story called ‘Disillusionment’ that might have
been conceived as an illustration of that text. The central character explains that his whole life has
been spoilt by boredom, by a ‘great and general disappointment’ with all his experience. Literature
and art had led him to expect marvels and prodigies, and everything has been a let-down. ‘Is that
all?’ Death, he believes, will be the final anti-climax, the greatest disappointment of all... We can
see that his problem is not that life is a disappointment, but that he never experiences life. His ‘life’
is lived inside his own head. He is in a more or less permanent state of hypnosis. And, by its very
nature, this state tends to be self-propagating. Lack of expectation - or negative expectation -
induces ‘hypnosis’, and a man in a condition of hypnosis is susceptible to negative suggestion,
which prolongs the hypnosis. It is a vicious circle.

As soon as we become aware of this mechanism, it becomes easy to observe it in ourselves. If, for
example, I am feeling ill, trying not to be physically sick, I can observe how almost any thought
can push me in one direction or another. The mere mention of food is enough to make me wonder
what I ever saw in it. Yet it is equally easy for me to ‘snap out’ of it. I hear a pattering noise on the



windowpane and think: ‘Can it be raining?’ And when my attention comes back to my stomach, I
am no longer feeling sick. The rain has rescued me from my claustrophobic mental world, re-
established my connection with reality.

And now it becomes possible to see how a Panzram or Merkhouloff becomes locked into an
attitude of self-destruction. His negative mental attitudes cut him off from reality like a leaden
shutter. There would be no point in telling Merkhouloff that his fear of killing someone by accident
is absurd; his anxiety has made him ‘unreachable’, like the girl Pauline, encountered in the first
chapter, who was told to go and embrace the Abb¢ and could not be made to abandon the idea,
even by the man who had implanted the suggestion. Panzram’s tragedy was not that he was a social
reject who was inevitably driven to violence and crime; it was that he was trapped in a state of
‘negative suggestibility’ so that he was totally unable to utilise his potential as a human being.

But is this necessarily so? For the criminologist, this is obviously the most important question of
all. The answer, quite clearly, should be no. If the mind is the slayer of reality, it should also be the
creator - or, at least, the amplifier - of reality. If the problem of criminality is due to negative
attitudes, then it should be possible to solve it through positive attitudes. Panzram may have been
resentful and vicious; but he was also highly intelligent. This in itself should have enabled him to
break out of the vicious circle.

The revolutionary idea of ‘curing’ criminals by a change of attitude was not only suggested but
demonstrated and proved by an American penologist named Dan MacDougald. His involvement in
rehabilitation came about by accident. In the mid-1950s, MacDougald, who is a lawyer, was
approached by farmers who wanted to complain about the Federal authorities. The authorities were
overloading the Buford Dam in Georgia so that the overflow often ruined crops and drowned cattle.
Their case seemed so reasonable and logical that MacDougald had no doubt it should be easily
settled. To his surprise, it seemed practically impossible to persuade the authorities to listen. The
engineers in charge of the dam told him you can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs, and it
took three years of arguing, and a cost of $46,000, to get things changed.

What baffled MacDougald was that it seemed so difficult to get through to the authorities; it was
just as if they had put their hands over their ears. And he began to see the outline of an explanation
when he heard about an experiment performed at Harvard by Dr Jerome Bruner. Bruner was trying
to determine the way stimuli are conveyed to the brain. It was known that they travel along nerve
fibres by means of electrical impulses, and the experimenters had put electrodes in the nervous
system - they were using a cat for their experiments - so that they could see exactly what nervous
impulses were passing at any given moment. They discovered that if a cat was placed in a quiet
room and a sharp click was sounded in its ear, this click could be traced as it moved along the
nerves all the way to the cortex.

They then tried placing a bell jar containing two lively white mice in front of the cat. The click was
again sounded. And, oddly enough, their apparatus recorded no electrical impulse in the nerve. That
seemed absurd. They could believe that the cat was ignoring the impulse as it gazed intently at the
mice. But if the eardrum vibrated, then the impulse should have been carried along the nerve and
registered on their oscilloscope. It looked as if the cat was somehow turning off the sound at the
eardrum. What was actually happening, other experimenters discovered later, was that the cat sends
counter-impulses to inhibit the sound - to block the nerve fibre, so to speak.



MacDougald also came across the astonishing piece of information that the five senses pick up
about ten thousand ‘units of information’ per second and that all this information is forwarded to a
processing system in the brain. But the mind can only use about seven out of the ten thousand. The
other 9,993 units of information have to be ignored. This is why the mind has such an efficient
“filter’ system. As I sit here, typing this page, my body is recording thousands of sensations. My
feet are rather cold. I cut my thumb this morning and the end still hurts. My chin tingles faintly
from the aftershave I put on it. I feel the pressure of the chair, the pressure of my clothes, the slight
breeze from the open door and dozens of other minor sensations that I can focus on if I choose to.
But when [ am writing, I do not choose; I ignore them all. Or rather, my excellent inhibitory system
does the work for me. If someone severed my inhibitory fibres, I would be unable to concentrate.

MacDougald’s dazzling insight was that this explained not only the indifference of the Federal
authorities but the anti-social behaviour of criminals. The criminal is essentially a man whose
judgement on life is negative. He thinks he will only get what he wants by grabbing it. And he is
literally blind to all the things that contradict his negative view of existence. Dickens’s Scrooge is a
good example of what MacDougald calls ‘negative blocking’. A lonely childhood has convinced
him that the world is an unpleasant place, so that his attitude to life is unyielding and defensive:
‘Christmas, humbug!” The girl to whom he was once engaged puts her finger on his problem when
she says: “You fear the world too much.’ He is thoroughly miserable in his cheerless room, yet is
unaware of any other possibility. He is trapped in ‘immediacy’, the world of the microscope. All
the ghost of Christmas Past has to do is to show him his own childhood; the ice around his heart
melts and the ‘faulty blocking vanishes’. ‘He was conscious of a thousand odours floating in the
air, each one connected with a thousand thoughts.” The sheer multiplicity of the world begins to
break through.

We can also see that Scrooge’s ‘faulty blocking” would be reflected in his understanding of words.
If a psychologist had presented him with an association test containing words such as ‘Christmas’,
‘kindliness’, ‘charity’, ‘love’, ‘neighbourliness’, his associations would have been words like
‘humbug’, ‘gullibility’, ‘stupidity’, ‘feeble-mindedness’ and ‘nuisance’. The three ghosts alter and
broaden his understanding of these words.

This was the basis of MacDougald’s own solution to the problem of ‘unblocking’ criminals. He
cites William James, who remarked: ‘The greatest discovery of my generation is the fact that
human beings can alter their lives by altering their attitudes of mind.” The key to a man’s attitudes
lies in his understanding of words, says MacDougald. And where crime is concerned, the keywords
are those associated with religion: love, sin, neighbour, punishment, responsibility, and so on. The
anti-social personality’s understanding of such words is often incomplete or contradictory. For
example, most alcoholics agree that their situation is largely their own fault; yet they go on to deny
that their failures are their own responsibility; they are inclined to lay the blame elsewhere. Clearly,
their understanding of the notion of responsibility is vague and contradictory.

In effect, MacDougald set out to change the attitude of criminals by appealing to their intelligence,
and by trying to instil into them a fuller understanding of these basic words. He was convinced that
the New Testament contains the most comprehensive teaching for a harmonious society, and that in
the original Aramaic, the meaning is even more precise than in the English translation. A single
example will serve. The Aramaic word for ‘self” is ‘naphsha’. This, according to MacDougald,
means the ‘true self’, a man’s essential being. We have been taught that love of ‘self’ is
undesirable, another name for selfishness. Yet the New Testament tells us to love our neighbour as
ourself. This seems to suggest that a man should love his ‘self’, and is, MacDougald believes, one



of the key concepts of Christianity. In the case of Panzram, it is easy to see what he means.
Panzram loathed himself, and said so repeatedly. Yet his autobiography reveals that he was a man
of considerable intelligence and integrity, and that these were his ‘essential” attributes. If Panzram
had recognised this, he would never have become a criminal. Even as a criminal, his intelligence
would almost certainly have responded to this recognition that he had good reason to love his
‘naphsha’ and should not be ashamed to do so.

MacDougald obtained permission to try out these ideas in the Georgia State Penitentiary at
Reidsville. He started from the assumption that prisoners are intelligent enough to grasp the lesson
of Bruner’s experiment with the cat: that they are somehow refusing to see and hear certain things.
It is a law of nature that each person seeks to achieve his own goals. The trouble with the criminal
is that his faulty attitudes cause him to pursue these goals in such a muddled way that he never
achieves them. As we have seen in the case of Haigh, the criminal’s ‘cleverness’ is usually a form
of stupidity. The criminal’s chief problem is that, like the alcoholic, he feels helpless; nothing ever
comes out right. He blames ‘life’. MacDougald set out to show criminals that the real blame lay in
their own muddle and confusion, their negative attitudes.

The results were spectacular. Initial tests at the Georgia Institute of Correction showed that sixty-
three per cent of prisoners - many of them ‘hard core psychopaths’ (i.e., Panzram-types) - could be
rehabilitated in a matter of weeks. Follow-up studies eighteen months later showed that there had
been no backsliding. The instructors from MacDougald’s institute (which at that stage was called
the Yonan Codex Foundation, the name being that of the Aramaic version of the New Testament
MacDougald preferred) began by instructing two prisoners in their methods for two weeks, and
then the four of them instructed another twenty-two prisoners, four of whom were also chosen as
instructors. Later the course was renamed Emotional Maturity Instruction.

MacDougald offers one remarkable illustration of the way it worked. One prisoner felt intense
hostility towards another. Prison morality - as expounded by Jack Abbott - dictates that in a
situation like this honour demands that the two of them fight it out, and that if one can kill the
other, he does so. The man had concealed a piece of iron pipe in preparation for the showdown; but
after a discussion and exploration of the meaning of the concept of forgiveness, this suddenly
struck him as absurd. The man was his ‘neighbour’, and his own distorted concepts were urging
him to an act that was basically against his own interests. So he bought the other man a sandwich
and a coffee and talked the thing over. The two became friends.

At first sight, it looks as if MacDougald had simply found a way of importing old-fashioned
evangelism into the prison, but closer examination shows that to presume this is to miss the point.
His basic assumption was that most criminals are acting at a level far below their natural capacity
and potential. All men have the same need to grow up, to evolve, to achieve their objectives. By
treating them as intelligent human beings, by offering them the possibility of some kind of
evolution, MacDougald had changed their basic attitudes. In fact, his discovery had been
anticipated two decades before by a Hungarian named Alfred Reynolds, who had left Hungary in
the 1930s and came to live in England. Reynolds was in Army Intelligence during the war, and in
1945 was given the almost impossible task of ‘de-Nazifying’ young Nazi officers who had been
captured. Reynolds has described how, when he first entered the room, there was an atmosphere of
cold hostility. They stared at him, prepared - like Bruner’s cat - to ‘cut out’ anything he had to say
at the level of the ear-drum. To their surprise, there was no homily on the evils of Nazism. Instead,
he asked them to explain to him what they understood by National Socialism. Once they were



convinced he really wanted to know, they began to talk. He listened quietly, asked questions, and
pointed out contradictions. Within a matter of days, there was not a Nazi left among them.

All he had done, in effect, was to make them aware that all religions and ideologies prevent people
from thinking for themselves. He did not criticise Hitler. He simply let them expound Hitler’s
doctrines until it began to dawn on them that they had no need to swallow someone else’s ideas -
they were perfectly capable of formulating their own. And he did this by turning their de-
Nazification session into a kind of debating society. The sheer pleasure of thinking for themselves
did the rest.

Reynolds demonstrates that successful rehabilitation does not depend on the nature of the teaching -
whether it is religious, moral, political or whatever. It depends solely upon making people use their
minds, and thereby making them aware that they have minds. The criminal’s violence springs out
of a feeling that nothing less will enable him to achieve his goals. In fact, he is failing to achieve his
goals because he proceeds on the negative assumption that they cannot be achieved. And negative
assumptions, as we have seen, produce ‘hypnosis’. The moment h