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Chapter 1
Professionally, and personally, we all deal with bad actors from time to time. Mostly we don't realize it until much later, when the depression and PTSD has passed, and we look back. Estimates of professional bad actors (those who live by deceit and abuse) vary from 1% to 4% of the population. We call them psychopaths, sociopaths, malignant narcissists, trolls. The conventional view is that they are parasitic or even mentally ill, In this chapter I'll propose a new, very different analytical framework.
Getting Started
My credentials for writing in this field appear weak, and I apologise for that in advance. I started writing about the psychology of crowds, psychopaths and conflict in my book Culture & Empire. Working with people on a large scale as I do forces one to learn rather a lot about human nature.
About the time I finished that book, I was also confronted by some bad actors in my personal life. Being a writer, I didn't run away or try to normalize the situation. Instead, I said (out loud), "wow, fascinating… that explains so much… a true psychopath right here, please continue, you will star in my next book" and then began taking notes. One doesn't often see a psychopath helpless and lost for words.
I'll use the term "psychopath" in the sense defined by Dr. Robert Hare, though his checklist focuses on males, and probably misses many female bad actors. I'm not a qualified psychologist, yet have found the model I'm going to explain in this chapter to be extremely useful in dealing with the bad actors confronting me.
Let me get the ball rolling by stating that I don't consider psychopathy to be a pathology at all. It is a mostly successful, and invisible, pattern of cheating people out of time, money, sex, and other resources.
It turns out that psychopaths are highly predictable. It is as if they all went to the same school. They consistently lie even when it harms their interests, stun their targets with overwhelming emotions (be it suffocating love or violent jealous rage), show extreme sensitivity to perceived offense, play the victim, isolate targets from their friends and family, and so on. Even to small details: psychopaths take no pleasure in others' pleasure, so they do not cook family meals, write poetry for loved ones, play music for crowds, or cuddle babies unless someone is watching.
The lack of empathy is often listed as a trait. Psychopaths do not switch their empathy on and off. The code is entirely missing. A lion cannot have empathy for goats. They can fake it well, for an audience. However checking other people for empathy is a human sport, as I'll explain. The other key trait of a psychopath is the pain they cause other people. Largely, they are invisible except by reflection. If psychopathy is a disease, it exhibits itself as depression and self-harm in those who go through the meat grinder that is a psychopathic relationship.
I'm not going to list the traits of a psychopath here. That's for later. However two things stand out. One: the consistency, which tells us this inborn and old. Two: the richness and depth of the psychopath toolset. The first time you catch a psychopath telling a lie to your face, it is a revelation. You literally cannot tell, except that the lie feels truer than the truth. The way a psychopath carefully devalues and dismantles the psyches of their targets before discarding them points to old evolved behavior. Like a cat burying its feces, no hunter can leave a trail of bodies able to tell stories.
To be specific about that last point: anyone who has been in apsychopath's embrace will emerge in a state of burnout and depression that can last for years, even decades. I don't think this is accidental. Destroying people before moving on takes extra effort. The payoff is that they won't talk. The most dangerous thing to a psychopath is someone who fights back, or who is willing to tell others, "watch out, that person is… difficult." And so the psychopath has three basic sets of tools:
The amazing thing to me is how consistent and predictable this pattern is. Psychopaths do not learn their business. They are born with the tools, ready to sharpen and use. Rich tools built into the mind tells us this is an old story. Indeed, human culture embraces it, in the tales of vampires and other predators clothed in human flesh.
By luck or perhaps from personal experience Bram Stoker drew a remarkably accurate picture of the psychopath, if you accept that turning into bats or smoke… are not meant to be taken literally. It's a metaphor, and a pretty amazing one. Vampires come in the night, dressed to kill, and slowly suck the life out of you, even as they seduce you with their charm and sexuality. They do not kill outright. Rather, they turn you into weak copies of themselves. They are powerful and animalistic and they can read your thoughts, even as you frantically try to escape. And the best tension is always human versus vampire, with vampire-on-vampire conflict as cherry topping. As for the garlic, and crucifixes, and stakes through the heart, let's accept that poor Bram was being wishful here.
While vampires are mythical, I have always enjoyed arguing that real-life trolls are essential for community organization. So it struck me one day, reading about another social species, that there was a story here about how and why psychopathy evolved. Please don't take this as science. It's a metaphor or parable. The story is ironically about real vampires.
The Vampire Underground
It starts, our story, almost halfway back to the mass extinction of dinosaurs at the end of the Cretaceous period, 65 million years ago. We travel 30 million years back to the Oligocene, a time when the tropical jungles of the Eocene began to give way to our present day Miocene period.
The world cooled, and the first permanent ice sheets formed over the continent of Antarctica. And the tropical jungles covering the globe shrank, and shrank, until there remained only a belt around the equator. These jungles were filled with life. It was a time of mega fauna: giant penguins, and ancestors of elephants, rhinos, camels, cows, and horses.
On these animals fed blood sucking insects that burrowed through hair, hide, feathers, scales and skin. And to feed on these insects came the bats, a highly successful family distantly related to dolphins and whales. Some bats ate fruit, and some hunted small birds or reptiles. And some followed the rich carpet of blood sucking insects, to specialize in parasite removal.
These bats landed on birds, reptiles, or mammals, and picked off the ticks and leeches. They grew to depend on rich red blood as the main part of their diet, and they evolved a graceful ability to land and feed without disturbing the larger citizens of the jungles they landed on.
And as it sometimes happens, the cops turned into criminals. Maybe it started as an innocent "just one lick, what could go wrong?" No matter, soon enough the bats weren't so interested in removing blood suckers, as in taking blood themselves. Their mouths evolved sharp teeth, to slice little holes without pain. Their tongues evolved into little straws that could sip delicately. And their hands evolved into grips that could hold tight, even if their host woke up and shook their body, annoyed.
The vampire bats learned to share, as birds do, their food with their young. Feeding on insects is one thing. Digging holes into large animals while balancing upside down is something else, not easy for the younger bats. Mothers shared with juveniles too young to hunt for themselves. Vampire bat families grew into large colonies dominated by females, mostly sisters and cousins, while the males flitted around the outside.
As the technique of meal sharing spread, adult bats also learned to share with each other, creating an interesting economy of mutual need. A vampire bat that doesn't find food for two or three nights in a row will die of starvation. A lucky bat can gorge itself, yet it cannot store fat. Extra weight is unacceptable for a flying animal. The best strategy for storing blood is to "lend" it to unlucky bats in the hope of getting it back on a bad luck night.
Sharing blood meals removes much of the risk of an unstable food supply. More generous bats would be surrounded by more relatives, and so increase their own chances of survival. The genes for sharing behavior spread and became dominant. However in every economy, some players will try to cheat. It is basic game theory. So along with the selfish genes for altruism, came the selfish genes for fraud and trickery.
It doesn't take a huge genetic leap, simply some slowing of development, so the adult looks and acts more juvenile. It's a trick we see in other species too, like humans and dogs. An adult dog that shows floppy ears and wagging tail will look like a big puppy, and disarm the competitive instinct in other dogs. A human that shows large round eyes and strong emotions looks like a big child, and provokes sympathy and care-giving from other humans.
And so as the mainstream of vampire bats developed a mutual sharing culture, a minority got better and better at cheating. The sharing bats didn't of course take it lying down. Or, rather hanging upside down. Rather, they fought back by evolving ways to detect and fight cheats. This again is how it works in game theory, the natural law of algorithms evolving and competing for survival.
When sharing blood, instead of just doing the polite "I vomit, you swallow" thing, the sharing bats started to also groom each other, and chat with little bat squeaks. Vampire bat society is remarkably tight and cohesive. Bats keep track of their relatives, and more to the point, their relationships. It's the only way to detect cheats: retain a memory of transactions. The successful strategy is to start by sharing, and then to switch by denying, once a cheat is detected. Obvious cheats will be outcast, and rapidly die.
The cheaters didn't die out though. Instead, they got better at their own game. Cheating vampire bats don't simply come and beg for food. They start by talking, chattering, and faking the social grooming, without sharing food. Enough chatter and it starts to feel real. Over the years, cheaters got better and better at mimicry, able to fake voices and act injured, weak, vulnerable, young, innocent.
This slow, relentless arms race is a classic Red Queen's Racebetween a species and its parasites. This is a race where both parties run as fast as they can, simply to stay still. The conflict between honest and cheating vampire bats has run for millions of years, with neither side winning. Indeed, neither side can win. This story carries a deep irony, which is my real point in telling it. Yes, I wanted to provide a model for the evolution of psychopathy. More though, vampire bat society is highly social, and successful. There are very many species of bats, and very few species of vampire bats. That is, the vampire bats dominate their niches almost completely. The vampire bat species is driven to success, not failure, by its parasitic cheaters.
While it is tempting to frame this as a fight between Good and Evil, morality does not work as an analytic tool. The species expresses two prime strategies, in genes and in culture, that have competed at equilibrium for millions of years. All vampire bats carry the genes, to some degree. And in a consistent, small percentage of cases, a bat is born with sufficient talent to make the leap to the dark side. It is an all-or-nothing strategy. One cannot be a half-hearted psychopath, and succeed.
If you eliminated the psychopath genes from the bat genome, you would get a tame, docile species that would die out in a single generation. I suspect that the same genes carrying the talents for psychopathy are also vital for other purposes. Nature is sneaky that way. Perhaps, and this notion makes me giggle, as defense against psychopathy, in the sharing bats.
Now I'll claim that as it is in vampire bats, so it is in that extraordinarily social species, humanity.
The Eusocial Apex
Vampire bats are part of the larger family of New World leaf nosed bats. It's curious how the vampire's fruit and insect eating cousins are much less social, roosting in small groups, while the vampire bats roost in colonies of up to a thousand bats. Looking at the ape family, and humans, we see much the same thing. Humans are hyper-social. We live in colonies of hundreds, thousands, millions. And like the vampire bats, we depend on a delicate economy of mutual sharing to survive risk.
In his 2012 book "The Social Conquest of the Earth," Edward Wilson described humans as eusocial apes, where our divisions of labor, overlapping generations, and cooperative care of young give us a "superpower" that no other species can achieve.
The vision of humans as eusocial apes is elegant and fitting. There are other social animals, like ants, yet these cannot scale as humans do. No matter what tribes we come from, we will work together. Whereas ants are a hierarchy, loyal to a queen, humans form networks of relationships, sometimes hierarchical yet more dominantly, diverse relationships between individuals and groups. Those relationships aren't arbitrary. They are driven by meticulous accounting of credit and debt, of genes, food, shelter, sex, information, time, and so on.
The mental tools we have developed to track these relationships are sophisticated and practically define us as "human". We can remember faces for a lifetime. We can mentally balance the accounting for relationships with fifty to a hundred people. We can rapidly gage the relative value of any favor or item, in a given place or time. That roast chicken you shared with me for lunch is worth three beers tomorrow, or one in two weeks' time. We remember cheats, forever, and we never forgive them. We have imagination, so we can plan how to work together. We have language, to exchange knowledge. We have faces, to express our emotions. The list goes on and on and on.
Ask what it means to be "human" and the answer is, "other people".
Humans evolved all these genes during a period of severe climate shifts that hammered our environment over and over during the last million years. As we went through near-extinction bottlenecks that made us all close cousins, we survived disaster after disaster by working together. Our society evolved from being dependent on nature, and based on individuals and small family groups, to being self-hosting through technology, and based on limitless eusociality and knowledge sharing.
And driving this evolution was the parallel evolution of cheater genes that developed talents for exploiting others and giving nothing in return. If psychopathy was a symptom of modern life, or a mental illness, we would see strong variations around the globe, as we see for heart disease, diabetes, malaria. However, it shows at the same rate across the world, in all populations. This means it cannot be a recent thing. We see a long-standing balance of power, that predates humanity's expansion out of Africa. And, we will see the visible signs of this arms race in our own genes and behavior.
The Secret Languages of Empathy
Let's run with my hypothesis that psychopath and eusociality co-evolved as a Red Queen's Race. Vampire bats evolved social grooming, recognition of other individuals, even basic speech according to some. What have humans evolved? What aspects of our nature and culture are in fact defenses against psychopaths?
Firstly, by definition of being a eusocial species, we work well together. This ability is the greatest real threat to any predator: unmasking, and permanent containment. We have a built-in sense of fairness, and we react with collective hostility to thieves and cheats. Our abilities to join in a fight, and to keep long social memories of such fights, is a heavy deterrent to predators.
Having identified a person or a family as "bad" or "evil" or "crazy" (and here is the benefit of such simplistic labels), we can warn others to avoid them. The more we learn, and the better we can communicate, the more accurate our information. "This man is a charming liar who manipulates women into sex, and men into lending him money. That woman gets people to look after her by playing the victim in every situation. That man is a bad business partner: he will steal clients and staff without scruple. This woman will take your money, then sleep with your best friends. These people have built an entire culture of lies and theft. This woman prefers married men." And so on.
However, social knowledge is often biased and itself vulnerable to hijack by the very person we're talking to ("he cheated on me first, that's why I'm such a messed up person… maybe you can fix me?"). The software security business calls this a "man in the middle attack." By definition we cannot trust the person we talk to. They may be, and indeed always are, distorting what they say in their own favor. So we have evolved techniques to verify the authenticity of the people we're talking to.
These techniques range from the charming to the profound and shocking. What I say next may shift your view of things. Disclaimer: these are hypotheses, thank you. Use with caution.
Let's start with a simple case: shyness, and blushing. When a young person blushes in embarrassment at some personal comment, their brain are saying, "my supramarginal gyrus is extremely active, and makes me very afraid of rejection. Here, let me demonstrate…" Blushing is an evolved mechanism meant to show, authentically, that the blusher is not a psychopath. A psychopath does not blush and cannot fake it. Failure to blush in a situation that demands it is a red flag. Exaggerated blushing is a flapping white flag.
Waving white flags is dangerous, however. While it proves a person's eusocial credentials, it also exposes them to any psychopaths who might be watching. So blushing is of limited use except for young people who haven't developed stronger defenses. One of those is to wave fake red flags. Predators don't like to hunt other predators, it is a waste of time and possibly even dangerous. Thus some eusocials can act superficially like psychopaths, with charm, ability to read and manipulate people, and so on. A small dose of those same talents that make a full blown psychopath carry some immunity.
The Sense of Humor
I've often wondered where we humans got our sense of humor. It serves no apparent evolutionary purpose. I do not like the answer, "not everything in our nature has to have an evolutionary reason." That is like saying, "the reason birds can fly is that not every object has to obey the laws of physics". Yes, everything in our nature must have, and does have, an evolutionary reason, and searching for this can often lead us to enlightenment. So it is with humor.
Humor is built in, a human universal, visible in children from a young age. Babies giggle with joy when they play with their parents. We instinctively trust people who can make us laugh, and distrust those who don't like our jokes, or seem to lack a sense of humor. We use humor more in stressful situations. We value original humor and reward the "telling" more than the joke itself. In our horror films, the monsters don't ever laugh, except in that terrible creepy way that scares young children. Monsters certainly don't make puns, let alone tell fart jokes.
A joke is a funny thing. Every joke, even puns, depends on a mystery. We don't tell the mystery. That would be "explaining the joke". Rather, we tell the joke and then we wait for the other person to "get it". When they get it, they laugh, and we laugh, and the ritual handshake is complete. It's not enough to simply laugh, either. Both parties must laugh at the right moment, not too soon, not too late. The laugh must last just long enough. It must not be too loud, nor too soft. Such a precise thing, the humor protocol! Tell me again this is not carefully engineered.
There's a man I know well who cannot laugh properly. He laughs well, the right volume, and at the right time, yet he will always laugh too long, so you imagine he is being deliberately mocking. Except he sincerely does not know how much he should laugh. He gets the joke, yet not its proportions. He laughs wrong. And he has never told a joke, in my memory.
What is going on here? I believe that humor is in fact an empathy detector. Psychopaths don't have empathy, for the same reason that fish don't have feathers. Empathy is a eusocial mechanism. It is a tool in our brain, seated in the supramarginal gyrus (as far as I know), which guesses and measures how much other people appreciate us. When someone around us is unhappy, we feel unhappy. When someone around us is angry, we feel afraid. When someone around us is happy and laughing, we feel happy and want to laugh too.
The point of empathy is that as eusocials, we absolutely need this feedback to know how well we're doing in building the relationships we depend on for survival. Whereas, a psychopath measures success very differently, and having empathy and feelings would just cripple their game.
Every joke has a hidden story that we can only read if we're empathetic with the teller. Lacking empathy, psychopaths cannot decode the mystery, and so cannot laugh properly. Thus psychopaths either do not laugh, or they laugh too much, or they laugh too long. So psychopaths prefer opening situations where humor isn't an option, like noisy nightclubs, business functions, and electronic messages.
Humor doesn't work perfectly, none of our psychopath detectors do. You won't a laugh from someone who's filled with self-pity or jealousy, no matter how well you tell the joke. There are a whole range of reasons our sense of humor can be switched off temporarily, or even permanently for innocent reasons. Particularly, victims of abuse will not laugh much. Not laughing is not a red flag.
And psychopaths do blend in like the professional con artists they are. When they notice people laughing, and realize someone has told a joke, they may simply keep smiling, laughing gently, as if the entire situation was comedic. This can work. However, we tend to treat those who laugh too much with even more suspicion than those who don't laugh at all.
The History of Art
So while we prefer people who laugh "naturally", and blush "innocently", if we are too harsh in filtering out potential friends, partners, or colleagues, we end up alone. Thus we have a myriad of other subtle tools for detecting psychopaths behind their masks. One that is most interesting to me, because it practically defines "being human" is a clear extension of our sense of humor, a more sophisticated language of empathy. That is, art.
By "art" I mean the creation of works that serve no functional purpose except to cause an emotional response in the audience. As with comedy, we reward originality more than technical brilliance. As with comedy, we enjoy art more in company than alone. And as with comedians, we praise and respect artists, though artistic talent has zero obvious survival value. Finally, we measure artists by their track record: one success isn't enough. That could be faked, stolen, or accidental. Whereas for scientists or athletes, one victory can last a lifetime.
Artistic talent is so widespread that it plays on every street corner for pennies. Yet we respect it deeply. Above all, we expect art to make us "feel" something. And we ask this of others: "how does it make you feel?", and we watch their faces intently as they answer. Isn't this kind of weird?
Some evolutionary psychologists have argued that humans use art like some extravagant nest building birds do. That is, a display of talent that serves to show, "I am strong enough to afford this waste of time." Like the peacock's tail, it shows the excess resources of the artist. It does indeed take great investments of time and effort to make successful creative works.
However, unlike the nests of the bower birds, or the peacock's tail, we do not create art as part of a mating ritual. Rather, we create as a public statement: "this is me, look upon my works!" It is not peacocking, if there's no ritual sex for the winners. And the best artists are not fat and happy and strong. They are starving, desperate, and filled with trauma and pain. A large, expensive car is peacocking. A series of weird paintings is not.
And here is one thing about psychopaths: they do not engage in artistic creation. They do not draw, paint, sculpt or carve. They do not take photographs, except of themselves and their possessions. They do not cook for pleasure, invent recipes, or make their own bread as a hobby. They do not create music, though they can be excellent performers of others' work. It is a curious thing, when you first see it, and it matches the psychopath's general lack of a sense of humor.
There is a whole class of activities we call "hobbies", that we engage in passionately and yet which have, again, no obvious survival value. I cannot believe that "relaxing after work" counts, as there were no 9-to-5 jobs in prehistory. Yet look at how people describe their hobbies, and you see two kinds. There are the "doing stuff for or with other people" hobbies that most people do. And then there are the vacuous pseudo-hobbies that psychopaths engage in: traveling, eating out, meeting new people, shopping.
Creativity is another secret language of empathy. It tells the world, "friend or foe? Look at this and tell me you feel something!", and the viewer responds, or fails the test. It is precisely like telling a joke. Like a great joke, a great creative work must speak from and to the supramarginal gyrus, telling half a story that only a eusocial can complete and "get".
A young child learns to draw at school, and takes their works back to their parents. These gifts are not materially useful, and yet they are highly important. The child watches their parent's reaction, and when they see joy at the squished faces and strange colors, the child also feels joy. They share the moment, confirming each others' eusocial humanity. "See, mommy, I'm normal. Please don't reject me!"
We create for others. We create to make other people feel something. Usually, it's happiness, though sometimes it's loss, sadness, or other emotions. A creative act is a message of empathy. And we measure the quality of our art as we do our humor: by its originality, and thus its authenticity.
Which is why imitative art is "fake," why engineering isn't art, why fast food feel "cheap," why we don't explain jokes, and why an artist cannot explain the "point" of his or her work. It is a test, and if you don't know the answer, that itself is significant. It's why a pile of bricks in the Tate Gallery is worth a million pounds. That's the joke.
Psychopaths may buy or steal art, and may learn to cook and paint. They may collect others' work on a huge scale. They may learn the language of art appreciation, and demonstrate their love of art with extravagance that can be monumental. They like to buy expensive clothes. They enjoy movies that explain how people work, and they despise horror movies because they see caricatures of their own world view. This is perhaps why young people enjoy taking their dates to such films.
The Lead Stinger
During the competition between the two faces of human nature, the psychopath genes didn't wait idly to be selected out of the gene pool. Rather, they did what genes do, when faced with pressure: they explored for opportunities for profit, and when they found such spaces, they expanded into them. This includes vulnerable points in the creative process. Such as, the delivery of art to an audience.
At some point, art needs a presenter, and here the psychopath gains a pedestal. That talent for emotional imagination and projection lets a psychopath take art and turn it into an "experience" that is much easier to digest.
Most people are a bit narcissistic. Indeed, most of us are a bit psychopathic. What matters is the degree. The psychopath never switches it off, and spends a life in pursuit of self, living a fantasy VIP world, filled with casual sex, drug use, and random opportunistic crime.
If you know the music business at all, you'll recognize the psychopaths. They are the lead singers, the Faces. They're the ones who always get their name on the cover and poster. They borrow from everyone and never pay back. They use people like toys, to play with, break, and discard.
Creating live, improvised music is an interesting experience, and another of those psychopath filters. It is very hard to improvise when you know you are superior to the people around you. Improvising requires letting go of your ego, something psychopaths cannot do, except by force. Psychopaths can be technically excellent musicians, yet they will not join a jam session unless they can dominate.
There are countless examples of musicians who are clearly psychopaths. These are the "one hit wonders," who get a single album or hit, thanks to work done by unseen producers and writers, and then fade into history. A psychopath cannot hold a group together, does not write their own songs, cannot work well with others. They typically move from gig to gig, borrowing money and favors as they go, until they have nowhere left to hunt.
The extreme histrionic behavior shown by many performers doesn't look, at first sight, like psychopathic behavior. After all, giving a good show doesn't do any harm. However being able to bend an entire event to one's personal benefit is absolutely a psychopathic trait. So I think histrionic talent is probably a more recent development in the psychopathic gene consortium, evolved as a way to turn art back to its benefit.
Conclusions
In this chapter I've stated the hypothesis that bad actors are an essential friction for good ones. That human culture and society, language and the large brain are driven by the need to share knowledge and resources, and work together. And that these are the result of a million year arms' race with the cheaters we call "psychopaths" (or narcissist, Machiavellian, sociopath).
This theory, which I'll brand the "Two Actors Hypothesis", has some interesting correlations that let us speculate on the nature of intelligence. Humanity is not the only social species. My friend Wesley remarked, when I explained this theory to him, that Orcas (killer whales) are also highly social and have large brains. We've seen the vampire bat story. There are other social animals too: mole rats, dolphins, dogs and wolves, gorillas, ants, bees, wasps, and termites.
The Two Actors Hypothesis should be easy to disprove. We find a social species that has no bad actors, and where social behavior cannot be cleanly explained in terms of filters and weapons against bad actors.
Social species show different levels of sociality. What they have in common is the strategy of risk sharing though other individuals of the same family or species. It is clear that sociality is a repeating pattern for risk sharing. Indeed, you could argue that it is inevitable that social behavior will emerge over and over, in the spectrum of life. And together with sociality, will come cheating. It is inevitable. Even ants have their bad actors.
And bad actors provide the friction that forces sociality towards ever an more sophisticated culture. Humans have music and fancy food, and ants have pheromones. The arms race is inevitable. It may run slowly as in insects with limited capacity for added software, or it may run rapidly, as it has in mammals.
Mammal sociality is software based, so to speak, and social mammals like orcas and humans have developed larger and larger brains, driven by the needs of sociality. If it's good to remember five faces, it's better to remember five thousand. If one psychopath filter is good, a hundred are better. Thus human intelligence, like that of the toothed whales, is driven by that ancient arms race between the good and the bad actor algorithms.
I've said that psychopaths are not sick or broken. However I do consider them to cause mental illness in others, in the form of depression, PTSD, and suicidal urges. I respect all life, and every actor is essentially innocent. However my goal with this hypothesis is to provide strategies for dealing more effectively with bad actors, before, during, and after that vampire's embrace.
I will cover some of these strategies in future chapters.
Chapter 2
Before we start, an important caveat: I'm not a trained psychologist. The stories I present come from research and practice in the field, rather than theories of the mind. Dealing with psychopaths, and helping others deal with them, has become an ongoing part-time occupation. I've come to believe that the eusocial-psychopath conflict, far from being a marginal issue for the mental health profession, is a defining feature of humanity.
In chapter 1 I laid out a framework to examine the concept of psychopathy. In this chapter I want to focus on you and me, and our interactions with psychopaths. Or, for the psychopaths reading this, how you eat dinner.
Spiders and Ants
"There are spiders in Australia that smell and behave like ants: some are so convincing that the ants will allow a spider to live permanently as one of them. This spider will then feast upon its new friends, but it won't eat all the ants, or even a significant number; instead, it extracts resources slowly, sustainably, and over time." — Daniel N Jones, "Snake in the grass"
Psychopaths are long recognized as a feature of our species, yet we are barely scratching the surface of understanding them. Popular culture conflates psychopaths with criminals and murders, and the dangerously insane. Or, in fiction, it depicts them as zombies, vampires, and monsters, the undead, emotionless eaters of souls and brains.
More recently, with medical imaging, some computer-aided phrenologists feel they can diagnose psychopaths by the shape of their brains. Given the hypothesis that "psychopathy is a personality disorder associated with a profound lack of empathy," neurologists with handy access to an MRI and helpful psychopath test subjects saw that psychopaths could turn their empathy on and off like a switch.
However, as with related traits like borderline, narcissistic, and histrionic personality disorders, the examination of the individual is a sterile chase. How can one see, or worse, "treat", a social dysfunction in an individual?
As for examining empathy through MRI, that seems bogus. Most people can turn their empathy on and off like a switch. Empathy is extremely flexible, if not downright opportunistic. It is not some supernatural soul-stuff implanted in us by alien visitors to test our humanity. It is an evolved tool with a social function. And as such, it is brutally selective.
This is trivial to show. Our empathy for starving foreign strangers is close to zero. When we see economic refugees, we close our hearts and our borders. In Belgium we spend 10% of GDP on health care, and 0.5% on foreign aid. Our empathy for a crying child on the corner of our street is much higher. Our empathy for close relatives higher still.
The same goes for all social tools. We mostly feel nothing for other people, until and unless there is some kind of relationship. That does not make us all psychopaths. What this means is that to understand psychopaths, we must observe how they operate socially, over time, and in a variety of situations.
True, psychopaths have no empathy. However more precisely, they have no empathy for their closest kith and kin. You'd have to put subjects into an MRI, observe their empathy centers (the anterior insular cortex, or right supramarginal gyrus, depending who you ask), and then pretend to gently torture their children, parents, or partner. Further, you'd have to do this without your test subject realizing what you were doing. This seems an implausible experiment.
My model for psychopaths is the spider, living among ants, extracting resources slowly, over time. It is the careless, or perhaps badly calibrated psychopath who ends in trouble with the authorities. Most psychopaths are invisible, hidden among friends and family, and it takes deliberate effort to identify them.
So a psychopath is someone who lives off others, in a parasitic fashion, and has the talents and tools to do this all their life, usually safely hidden. It is not easy to convince people to feed you, when you are a capable adult. This also creates significant costs to others, which are visible as debt, stress, emotional anxiety and pain, and depression.
Hunting the Spiders
Like two spiders crossing in a tunnel, a psychopath can immediately sense that another person is playing their game. Yet it's not as simple as "aha! Psychopath!" There are ants who have evolved to imitate their spider parasites, and social humans who can act remarkably psychopathic, at first glance.
Let me list some of the pop-science red flags for psychopaths:
Here are some less well-known red flags for psychopaths:
These are detailed, and yet ultimately useless lists. "Show me your sock drawer" is a non-starter on a first date. And lots of social humans have some or many of these traits. It is tempting to tick off criteria, yet I think this is a failed approach.
For one thing, it depends on this list being secret to psychopaths, which clearly it isn't. "Are you a liar?" is so unfalsifiable the Greeks called it paradox. A good psychopath will lie so elegantly and convincingly that you simply cannot tell, unless you're looking for it. And then the only sign is "it feels better than true." I call this "fabrication." It seems a consistent talent: to create and project fake realities with full conviction and zero stress response.
So I believe you cannot look at a psychopath and read their intentions. A psychologist would have to interview friends and family to find out, and even then, most of the stories would be false. There is no spider DNA to scan for. From twin studies, the exact same genes and brain structure lead to psychopathy only half the time. The visible traits — like charisma — are by definition unreliable. The reliable traits — like fabrication and mimicry and abusive behavior towards others — are by definition invisible until you are in deep.
Even the psychopath tests we've evolved over millions of years, like a sense of humor, the love of creative works, social chatter and networking… these are always fighting the last war. It is an arms race, and every generation of psychopaths is equipped to at least draw even. You can falsify the theory "is a psychopath" by proving empathy. We do this all the time. That is why I invest stupid amounts of time in my GitHub profile. However you cannot prove "is a psychopath" using any single set of observations.
Let me say this again, explicitly, for as you read this chapter you will be asking, "was/is so-and-so a psychopath?" You cannot prove someone is a psychopath. "Is social" is not falsifiable. You can falsify "is psychopathic", and you should systematically be doing this: looking for white flags to falsify the hypothesis that the person making your life a misery is a psychopath. Only when you've tried, and failed, to falsify "is psychopathic", can you leave that diagnosis on the table.
This means that identifying psychopaths in any given setting requires a very different approach from going over a list of red flags and getting a score.
To find psychopaths, you look for pain and emotional damage in other people, or yourself. You have to talk to people, a lot, about the social pain they have or had. You cannot ever trust a single mind's statement of history. We all lie. So you have to triangulate: find multiple people who can cover the same history, and then find the focal origin of that pain.
This is slow and hard work, and if you cannot ground your emotions it can be traumatizing. The best way I've found to get others to share is to share your own stories. Which means, experiencing the joy of the psychopath's embrace first hand, and then using that as data. Yay, science!
I'm going to present my toolkit for diagnosing, and dealing with, psychopaths. I call this DOIT, which is a handy way to remember the main tools: diagnosis, observation, intervention, and treatment. In this chapter I'll cover diagnosis and observation, which go together (you cannot diagnose someone as a psychopath without careful and sustained observation). The next chapter will cover intervention and treatment, which again go together.
Diagnosis
"We can judge the heart of a man by his treatment of animals." — Immanuel Kant
I've written that psychopathy can be considered a disease that expresses itself in other people as mental damage, from anxiety and stress to severe depression, PTSD, and even suicide. Apart from random encounters between strangers, there are three main contexts where psychopaths operate, and each has their dynamics defined by the depth and duration of relationships. These are: the social or project group, the workplace, and the family.
Psychopaths in Social Groups
Social or project groups tend to be mostly harmonious until they're not. When things go wrong, you will see signs of pain and anxiety in people. It expresses itself as nervousness, fear of making a decision, lowered independence and higher need for consensus, and mostly, the transformation of the group from people doing stuff, to people talking about doing stuff, or discussing why stuff got so difficult to do.
Given such a group, if you are trying to understand and perhaps fix it, your starting point is to talk to everyone you can, and get involved in the activities. You are your own best instrument, as I wrote in "The Cretan Method", so that means getting your hands dirty.
You can easily spot potential psychopaths in dysfunctional groups. He or she is always the center of attention. They will be charismatic, and mysterious. There will always be masses of invisible discussions going on. Psychopaths are obsessive communicators, and need to focus attention on themselves so they can control the dialogue. And, I think, to stop people talking about them dispassionately.
There will be endless promises made and never kept. It is always someone else's fault. Yours, perhaps, as you get closer. And often, mysterious money problems that cannot be resolved. The psychopath is the first one to (carefully, and often through others) make accusations of plots and conspiracies, and the last to take blame for anything that goes wrong.
There was a West African lead drummer in one of my dance schools. He was talented, and always smiling. This man ended up with my drums, and money (to repair them, as they'd broken their skins). It turned out he'd borrowed money from each and every of the dancers, causing them to blame the school, and almost destroying the school, which had run for a decade. He did finally leave. I met him one day perhaps a year later, on the street, after he'd played in some event. I was with my daughter, and so I told her, look, a psychopath, he's going to lie to me. And indeed, "I've got your drums, except I lost your number, someone stole my phone. I need fifty Euro to buy the ropes, then I can finish the work." I laughed, wished him well, and we walked on.
The psychopath's attack on a group ends in two possible ways. One, ejection by someone in power who realizes what's going on. Two, the destruction of the group. So we come to some basic traits of psychopaths acting in a social group:
Remember what I said about falsification. It can be tempting to stick "psychopath" on every difficult person. That would be bad science. Real psychopaths, as I've said, are experts in hiding from people just like you and me.
When I ran the FFII, a European NGO, for two years, we were infected by psychopaths. They attacked me without pause, assuming that I was like them, looking to make money or power from the organization.
We expelled at least one by the simple tactic of "as of now, no-body will talk to, or work with, this person". In the end though, the FFII was fatally broken, shredded by the endless arguments these people started. It was impressive how hard they worked to stop others from doing useful work. This was a brutal lesson in how casually a psychopath will smash through the lives and works of other people.
Incidentally, I have learned, by trial and error, how to build project groups that resist psychopaths. The key is a well formulated set of rules that remove all scope for manipulation, secret agreements, and power structures. We use such rules in our open source projects. Good rules are like garlic to vampires, though they need enforcement.
Psychopaths in the Workplace
The workplace has a different power dynamic from social groups, as people are paid to participate. It is an environment that should suit psychopaths. If there was ever a parasitic class, it is middle management in larger businesses.
However, most businesses consist of units that tend to mirror the family, and create some kind of stability. Psychopaths don't last long in stable structures. They prefer chaos and confusion and fresh faces. Apart from becoming easily bored, they cannot be relied on, and their bosses will soon move them sideways, or expel them. It is hard to see this happening unless you are close by. "Oh, John? He went to corporate sales." It is also hard to see the pain caused by psychopaths, as the formal workplace seems to wrap a blanket of anxiety and stress around everyone it touches.
You have to look instead at the activity of people over time, and their records of achievements. It comes down to this simple data point: psychopaths make nothing of use to others. They do not make useful documents, websites, training manuals, or wikis. They do not build projects. If they do get involved in a project, it will be through other people who do the real work, though do not get the credit.
In the workplace, psychopaths will show the same traits as in a social group (self importance, hidden discussions, poor organization skills, need to recruit competence, etc.), and additionally:
Everyone meets psychopaths at work. It is unavoidable unless you sit in the same office with the same few people all your life. I'd guess, though this is not based on data, that psychopaths would dominate and rise in sales, where cold-reading, deceit, charm, and an insatiable hunger for money are all assets. No-one expects a successful salesperson to be social or stable or even tolerable.
If your colleague or (worse) your boss is a psychopath, you cannot hope to thrive. You can reduce your exposure to damage, by grounding your emotions and presenting nothing of interest to that person. Yet in the end this is sterile, and you will have to move elsewhere to start productive work again.
Psychopaths in the Family
It is at home that the worst slow mental torture happens, by psychopaths onto their partners and children. You may wonder how people with no long term plans except "hide, feed, dispose" can even have children. And yet, our genes are in charge. Psychopaths must have children and their children must be successful, which means grandchildren.
For this, the psychopath has to, I believe, do two things. One is to keep their breeding partner captive and docile for as long as it takes, which can be a decade or more. Two, to put their children on the road to success. And by "success", I mean the essential urge of every gene to make more of itself.
The relationship between a psychopath and their spouse is the abusive bond I described in "The Cretan Method". It starts with a set of lies and promises that the psychopath makes, in order to get investment from the other person. A woman will promise endless fantastic sex. A man will promise endless gifts and financial support. The reality will be very different. Broken promises, utter disregard for the others' needs, mysterious absences, endless random rages, endless crises.
If you speak to someone trapped in an abusive relationship with a psychopath, they may admit it, yet not accept it, and not act on it. This is like telling a smoker that they are damaging their lungs. They will nod, and continue to puff. This is the strangest part: even as part of the mind knows the situation is abusive and wrong, the rest of the mind continues to invest in it.
As with addicts, there may come a point where the abused mind wakes up and decides, "I want out." It's at this point that others can lend a hand. The first step is diagnosis, to identify the source of their pain and misery. "It's not you, it's him/her" can be a shocking revelation.
The psychopathic significant other has a lot of the traits of the psychopath in business or social circles, except their focus is much more on a single person. What you can see is:
Most of what the psychopath does, you simply cannot see, and cannot detect in advance. It is not easy to trap an adult human for years of their life. You must work very slowly, and carefully, to isolate them from all other choices. That means cutting their links to friends and family, one by one, so slowly it's unnoticeable.
Let me now come to the children. Psychopaths inflict endless slow mental torture on their children. It is hard to fit this into the "pragmatism" that usually defines a psychopath. The answer lies, I believe, in that 50% heritability of psychopathy. These genes must pass down the generations to survive. Psychopath's mental abuse of their children is, I think, a strategy to maximize the spread of those genes into the next generation.
There is a classic pattern in families with a narcissist parent (a euphemism for "psychopath"). The parent divides the children into two groups. One, they groom and teach how to become psychopaths in their own right. The second, they break so that they'll always be more attracted to psychopaths than other people.
This strategy makes sense genetically. Let's say you're Joe Random Psychopath, and you have two sons. One has more talent than the other (always). You take that kid, and make him the Golden Child. He can do nothing wrong. He's brilliant, gifted, special. He gets to treat other people like dirt. Especially his brother. And you praise him for it. He grows up to be a charmer, a bully, a serial abuser of women and men alike, and does pretty well at it. Oh, he'll hate you, yet he'll spend his life trying to outdo you. Excellent!
Now to the second child. He's the Scapegoat. Nothing he can ever do is good. He is stupid and ugly and you make sure he hears this every single day. Your little ally, Golden Child, taunts and bullies him mercilessly. Scapegoat suffers and takes it, as children do, and grows up believing this is "love". As an adult, he looks for abusive, psychopathic women. And when he finds them, he bonds strongly, and makes more little psychopathic kids.
It would be naive to think that psychopaths don't have some kind of grandchild strategy built in to their genes. We all do.
Though this story seems miserably sad, it's an optimistic one. My point is that psychopathy needs triggering, at a young age. Like language, the instinct is born in us, yet it needs the culture to develop and grow.
This is an easy hypothesis to negate: study twins, separated at birth, where one twin is raised in a normal loving family, and one is "Golden Childed" by their biological family. If the incidence in later life of psychopath is the same in both cases, my theory is wrong. I predict that the family culture will have a significant influence on the development of psychopathy (even though the traits are crafted by genes).
Observation
The most significant data point you can get is, "this person is causing me pain," followed by "they never apologize, ever." However, if a psychopath targets you, they will be very careful to make your encounters pleasurable and rewarding (if rather empty). By the time you're hurt by the abuse and lack of remorse, it is already very late.
This is from personal experience: I've crossed paths with psychopaths many times. Every single time, until I was about 50, I fell into the same trap. I'd accept the promises on good faith, invest, and then be bitterly disappointed when things went sour. The thing is, accepting promises on good faith is a successful strategy with 96% of people. And despite having a genius level IQ and a skeptical nature, I could never see the liar in front of me. The spiders are awfully good at what they do.
It took me a conscious and deliberate effort to start documenting and decoding psychopathy, before I could begin to recognize it ahead of time. Careful observation is the key to decoding any animal behavior, and this is especially true of other humans. Most people know a psychopath or two, or three. We tend to try to avoid them. However I've found it more useful to study them, even carefully prod them in various ways to see how they respond.
If you were a fly on the wall, you'd see a psychopath change moods, attitudes, and behavior depending on the person they are talking to, and the state of their relationship. You will thus see different traits depending on whether you are the target, or not, and how far you are down the python's gorge, so to speak.
Let's review the general pattern and break it into phases. We'll use "Bob" (the target) and "Alice" (the psychopath) to make this more digestible.
In all psychopath relationships, this is the pattern: hide, hunt, seduce, feed, slave, wreck, and move on. Even psychopath parent to child relationships, which have a different dynamic, are essentially seduce-slave-wreck. Let me now take these phases one by one.
Hiding
A psychopath cannot survive exposure, and so must from an early age learn to act "normal". This is pretty much impossible, as human normality works as a massive psychopath filter. One successful hiding strategy (there may be more, I've not seen them) is to be so loud and lurid that people don't look more closely. Histrionic behavior, thus.
I'm not claiming that every loud, flashy, extravagant person is a psychopath. As I said, normality is not a falsifiable theory. However, if you think psychopaths are cold, gray people, you're wrong. They are dramatic, unpredictable, mysterious, ineffable, passionate, highly emotional, etc. It is all an act, and it fools pretty much everyone except other psychopaths.
Let me draw you an illustration to make this clear. You're in a party, with some friends. There is a woman who doesn't laugh, makes no expression at all. She looks at you clinically. Now and then she looks at others, and then looks back at you. She smiles, and it's not a gentle smile. This would be a psychopath not wearing any mask. It is a frightening thing to see.
And there's a guy, wearing a stupid orange hat, dressed in lurid colors, who's laughing constantly, huge stupid grin on his face. Everyone loves him. He's the life and soul of the party, roaring loud and happy, his face and hands animated. That's the psychopath wearing his colors.
Psychopaths learn their masks from friends and family. They will mimic voice, speech patterns, facial expressions, body language. They are professional actors immersing themselves in their roles. They keep these masks, fine-tune them, and wear them as needed. It is always a caricature, yet almost totally convincing.
The point of this is to distract and control. It's the technique used by a stage magician. Drama, music, and smooth words get the audience looking one way. And so to miss what is really going on, which is that the psychopath is scanning everyone, never laughing at anyone else's jokes, working the crowd. It works with a single person, and it works with a roomful.
Hunting
Psychopaths are not asocial basement dwellers. On the contrary, they live hypersocial and charismatic lives in public view. They have to be out there, in order to hunt.
I don't know if there's a particular kind of person that psychopaths prefer. Indeed, as relationships are heavily gender biased, I'd expect there to be four principal types of psychopathic targeting: female to female, and female to male, male to female, and male to male. These do not necessarily have a sexual element, yet it's often present.
Alice presents an attractive package. Her narcissism helps her invest significant time and effort in looking good (and I suspect, though without data, that genes for certain sexually attractive features correlate with psychopathy).
The ants just don't stand a chance, individually. After all, the spider has nothing else to do. It doesn't have to do any real work. It can spend all its effort looking more "ant" than a real ant. Those front legs, folded up as fake mandibles? They look fatter and sexier than the real thing. Supernormal stimuli FTW!
In conversation, Alice says whatever she needs to. Her first task is to quickly read Bob. Does he have something she needs, and does he have any obvious vulnerabilities? She's supremely confident. Bobs are opportunities, not people. If Bob tries to initiate some thread of discussion, she'll hijack it, and turn it back into stories about herself. She's a talker, not a listener.
She can drink, a lot, and never lose control. She enjoys seeing Bobs drunk, silly, telling her stuff they really should be more careful about. How much they earn. What their parents do. Where their family lives. How long since they broke up with their last girlfriend.
If she thinks she has an interesting Bob, she'll move rapidly to sex. Make it exciting, dangerous, perhaps. Certainly, memorable. Depending on the Bob, one night can be enough to hook him for years.
Seducing
When she's decided she wants Bob to be hers, she'll focus on him. Before that, what he saw were intermittent flashes of attention, already powerful enough to knock him out of his comfort zone. The full focus of a psychopath's attention is shocking, disruptive, and addictive.
Alice knows exactly what Bob wants, because she's asked him, and she's read him, and she's seen lots of Bobs before. She spins a theory of lies and magic, and then gives him this theory, and watches as he buys into it. It might be, "I'll be yours forever," or, "I'll make you rich," or, "I'll give you ultimate power."
Or, if Bob sees himself as strong, Alice will become the victim, the damsel in distress, waiting for Knight Bob to save her. Alice plays the victim very well, and will later turn to Bob's family and friends, tears in her eyes, to explain how he abuses her.
Whatever Bob's fantasy, Alice brings it within reach, with promises, stories, flattery, and hints. The only way to resist such a sales pitch is to want nothing and to believe nothing, above all your own voices. Alice's lies only work on Bob because he is constantly lying to himself.
As Bob begins to believe, and commit time and resources, Alice starts to create crises. Something is going terribly wrong and it's all Bob's fault. Bob has to try twice as hard, to make things right. Yet no matter how hard he tries, there's always another "it's over!" crisis.
At every crisis, Alice withdraws her affection, goes cold and distant. If Bob was smart, he'd watch Alice go and wipe her number from his phone. Of course, he is desperate to get her back. He is an addict. He tries harder, and she returns, yet it's never like it was at the start. Instead of that original intense attention, there is anger, abuse, and bitter pain.
Slaving
By this time, the relationship has entered its slaving phase. The more Bob tries to make things right, the more he is investing in the relationship, and the more trapped he becomes. As Bob gets sinks into the tar pit, Alice jumps on his shoulders to push him deeper.
Alice isolates Bob from his friends and family, either by telling him lies about them, or vice-versa. By the time they move in together, Bob depends on Alice for all his social life.
She lies to him about things he remembers, "gas lighting", to make him feel he's losing his mind. He starts to distrust his own memory. She is so utterly sincere and convincing. She is hypersensitive to Bob's possible insults or faults, so if he accuses her of any wrong doing, she packs her bags and leaves, until he begs her to come back.
Meanwhile, she starts to accuse Bob of the worst possible things. He denies these emphatically. She sees what he denies the hardest, and focuses on those. She shotguns her way past all his defenses, until she's gotten into his psyche like no therapist could ever do. Except her goal isn't to heal, it's to control, and to hurt.
She breaks into his life, in the same way. His family, his work, his friends, his things, his car, his hobbies: they all become hers. We share everything, is her mantra. Except, and Bob feels this yet does not realize it fully, all the sharing is only going one way.
Feeding
Alice doesn't work. Perhaps she's still studying. Perhaps she's been studying for a long time, and somehow never finishes. She's ambitious! Luckily Bob is there to support her.
Alice's goal is to empty, slowly yet completely, Bob's savings, and the savings of his family. She may also be considering him as a co-parent. The two are not contradictory.
For every wallet, there is a story that will open it. Sometimes it's being the tragic victim of a cruel world. Sometimes the wallet opens for false promises. Let's invest in tulip bulbs! I've a cousin who's importing them. We should build an extension, my friend will come and help.
Sometimes it's just blackmail. Give me a new car, or I'm leaving. No matter, Bob is a generous person and only stops giving Alice things and money when he is close to ruin. Long before that, he's trying to spend his way out of conflict and using extravagance as therapy for his unhappy relationship.
Sometimes things just disappear. Who took the money from my wallet, asks Bob? No-one knows. Things vanish, and Bob learns to lock his stuff up and not leave cash lying around.
"You have to try harder," say the people he asks for advice. "She's a lovely person, you're so lucky!" Yet when he comes home, it's to verbal assaults, emotional violence, and more and more, broken objects and even physical assaults.
Wrecking
Alice has her hands deep into Bob's social network, and she plays with it, and breaks it, and continues without apology. If Bob does complain, she will launch into a tirade of his past insults and attacks. And she will repeat this to everyone who will listen.
She's a powerful speaker and will twist and turn the discussion endlessly. Bob cannot defend himself, and cannot attack. He is reduced to either leaving, taking the abuse silently, or exploding into angry shouting. There is no dialogue.
Bob starts to realize there never was a dialogue. His worst fears — she wanted me for my money, she's been cheating on me, she's lied to me — have come true. And yet he sees no way out. He's so used to this abuse that he confuses it with "love". And anyhow, he has little left for her to take. If it wasn't for his dog, and being a coward, he'd probably kill himself.
Alice, however, isn't done. She is making plans to leave Bob, yet first she makes sure he will never speak of this to anyone. She neglects him, except when she's abusing him. She tells him, repeatedly, how all this is his fault. She tells him he's ruined her life, and how she will get revenge.
All Bob can think about, day and night, is Alice. It's not always nice thoughts. He wants to hurt her, and feels terrible about that afterwards. Oh, but Bob has been in an emotional blender for the last years. He's gaunt and haunted. A little more guilt on top barely counts.
Finally, Alice leaves, and Bob sits alone in his small apartment. They've divorced, she got the house, and the car, and the dog. He's paying her alimony, even though her new boyfriend earns five times more than he does.
Conclusions
I've explained the main pattern of the psychopath's embrace: hide, hunt, seduce, slave, feed, wreck. In each of these phases you can see different behavioral traits. Extreme charm and attention during seduction. Extreme brutality and neglect during wrecking. Although Alice is quite systematic in her tactics, and predictable once you know she's a psychopath, she is a shape-shifter. At some level, there is no Alice, just a sort of anti-Bob.
The goal with this explanation was to help you observe groups and individuals, before making a conclusion: this person is a psychopath. That is a damning accusation to make. Even professionals get it wrong, quite often. In any case, the diagnosis only makes sense as an answer to pain in some group, or relationship.
I asked on Twitter what people wanted to know about psychopaths.
Frank Rousseau asked how to spot psychopaths and deal with them. The main answer is not very helpful: keep doing what you do. Your ancestral genes already evolved a sophisticated range of psychopath detectors and coping mechanisms, and mostly, these work just fine. That is why psychopaths hover at around 4% of the population instead of 30% or higher.
I believe I'm much better at spotting psychopaths than I used to be. Simply learning that such characters exist, and how they operate, is powerful knowledge. I've had many conversations with people who described people in their past, or present, that were clearly psychopaths.
When conducting a postmortem examination of my own life and career, I can clearly see the psychopaths, now underlined with bright yellow marker. These are the incessant trouble makers, the ones who never made much of value, yet were always at the heart of arguments and disputes.
There are many online resources that cover psychopathy, more or less accurately. The best resources I've found are forums where people tell their stories, for it turns out that psychopaths are highly consistent and predictable in their strategies and tactics.
However, as I explained, it seems impossible to diagnose a random person as psychopath without entering into a relationship of some kind with them, or triangulating off sufficient other people who have already gone through that ordeal. You simply cannot tell, based of what you see in front of you.
However, since you are insisting, here is my short guide to "is this person I just met in a bar a psychopath or not?"
This is all about how this person makes you feel, rather than about them directly. You are flattered, addicted, confused, distracted, protective, and committed. This whirlwind is the sign that you are entering the gates of hell.
How to deal with psychopaths you are already entangled with is another story. I'll cover that in the next chapter. It is, to put it mildly, not an easy thing.
Frank Rousseau also asked how to help Alice when she seems depressive. You can certainly help a Bob, simply by listening to him and telling him, "it's not you, it's her." However if an Alice comes to cry on your shoulder, you should move to safe distance and then leave. When Alice plays the victim, she is seducing or slaving.
αλεx monadovič asked, how people keep tolerating psychopaths, after their destructive behavior. The answer is, I think, that psychopaths are so good at hiding the bodies. Their new targets see innocence, vulnerability, and opportunity. Psychopaths, like con artists, play to people's weaknesses. Almost everyone has a weakness, and can be exploited.
nomosyn asked, are they necessary? The answer seems to be "yes", for without psychopathy there would be no human culture. That's my theory, at least, and you can falsify it: find me a human cultural activity that is not a plausible psychopath detector.
Lastly, ᴊᴇᴢᴇɴ ᴛʜᴏᴍλs (what's the Unicode fascination?) asked, what their business cards look like. That is an excellent question. I'd suspect, something "sales", or "vice president" of something. It depends on the country. In Europe, even using business cards in 2014 is a highly suspect sign. In South Korea, it's banal.
Chapter 3
I've explained where psychopathy came from, and how to recognize it in others. These are difficult ideas to untangle and understand. In this chapter I'll take the hardest story of all: how to deal with psychopaths you are already entangled with.
Four Steps to Freedom
In my last chapter I presented my tool kit for detecting psychopaths and dealing with them. I call this DOIT, for the main tools: diagnosis, observation, intervention, and treatment. I've already covered diagnosis and observation, which go together. In this chapter I'll cover intervention and treatment, which also go together.
Before we start, please note that I am not a qualified psychologist. What I present comes from research and practice in the field, not formal teaching. Dealing with psychopaths, and helping others deal with them, has become an ongoing part-time occupation. If you find yourself the victim of abuse, be it at home or at work, please reach out for help. Counselling and victim support is widely available, if you can bring yourself to ask for it.
Let me take these four tools one by one again:
None of this is easy, or rapid. On relationship forums, there is a classic cry for help. "We've been together for about a year, and suddenly he (or she) has totally changed." The 12-month period from Jekyll to Hyde seems common. A well-adjusted psychopath works slowly and carefully. Adult humans are not easy prey: we are all the descendants of survivors, well-equipped to detect cheats and liars, and brutal in dealing with the obvious ones.
If it takes a year or more for a psychopath to ensnare someone in the long cons that they weave, then it will take a year or more to escape that and recover. Whether you are trying to shake yourself free, or someone else, you have to develop patience and resilience. These are useful skills in any case. They're vital when untangling the psychopath's web.
The "Just Leave" Fallacy
When you talk to those who are entangled with "difficult people", whether it was personal or professional, your will often feel anger and irritation at their refusal to just leave. It is the classic advice to anyone who reports abusive behaviour from their spouse or workmates or boss. And the classic response is "I can't," followed by a list of excuses and rationalizations that leave the advisor shrugging and saying, "well, it's your grave."
However obvious it may seem, the advice to "just leave" is based on ignorance of how the psychopath's grip actually works. It assumes the only two options are leave and heal, or stay and suffer, whereas there is a third option that I believe is more effective for many if not most cases. Finally it ignores the reality of many situations where the victim or victims simply cannotleave.
Often, the abusive relationship is entangled in a group, or family. Leaving the psychopath means leaving that group. This can be unacceptably costly. It's a calculation that cults depend on, starting with "ignore your relatives, we are your family now," and ending with, "if you don't accept our love, we'll kick you out and you will be all alone."
I've been in groups where it is clear (now) that there was a psychopath leading the charge towards madness. By the time I'd understood what was going on, my investment was so heavy that to leave required impossible mental gymnastics. Partly, it is the "sunk costs" fallacy, of course. There was never going to be any return on that investment. It was already lost. However, leaving would also have meant cutting off contact with the rest of the group.
One reason some mothers stay with abusive husbands is not that they're stupid, or that they enjoy the abuse. It is to protect their children. Yes, a court may award the mother full custody. And yet that's a gamble. A court may as well believe the psychopath's stories — "she's a drug addict", "she beats the children", "she abuses them sexually, your honour" — and hand the children over to their abusive parent. This happens, and the good parent's reaction of staying close and protecting her children is natural and logical.
Let's re-examine the modus operandi of a predator. Entangling the victim isn't incidental damage. Rather, it is the core glue of the abusive bond. The relationship between the victim and the abuser is one of increasing investment to compensate for increasing abuse. The worse the abuse, the deeper and harder the bond. Even when the victim knows they are being badly abused, their mind often insists that the relationship can be saved, with just a little more effort.
This process is, I believe, very similar if not identical to how cults enslave their victims. To free someone from a cult you typically have to take them by force. True, people leave abusive cults, and that is usually when they have nothing left to give, and their mind gives up trying to normalize the relationship. That can take years, decades, even an entire lifetime.
The process is also very similar to addiction, where one takes increasing doses of abuse to try to recreate a "super normality" that never really existed. Similarly, kicking an addiction can be a long difficult process, requiring mental realignment as much, or more, than physical adjustment.
Like a drug, the psychopath's power depends on a narrative. Alice (the psychopath) says, "I will love you," or "I will make you rich," or "I will make you young again," or whatever Bob (the target) desperately wants. It's this narrative that Bob invests in, and Alice always dangles, just beyond reach. The first hit is free, and from then on Bob pays in blood.
Saying "just leave!" to a Bob is like saying "just stop!" to an alcoholic or smoker or compulsive gambler. As if this was a new notion! The usual and paradoxical outcome is to alienate the Bob from advice giver, and drive them back into the arms of their Alice. At least that's one person who understands them.
However, our minds are never in total agreement and most addicts know they have a problem, even if they can't face it. There is almost always a small sceptical voice. Give that voice leverage, and we've found the first step to freedom. Rather than dismiss the struggle the victim goes through every day, it's more helpful to acknowledge and support that struggle.
The simple idea that "this person you are with is a manipulator who traps you with false promises and lies, so they can steal everything from you" can be powerful, especially when the proof is laid out bare, again and again over time. Psychopaths carefully guide their subjects along a path where "do what I say" is the only option. They do this through a host of mind control techniques that I'll come to later. The counter-narrative suddenly opens a new path, one of resistance.
And now we come to the second reason why "just leave" isn't sufficient. That struggle, and the development of resistance, is key to reasserting the victim's power, and move them from "victim" to "survivor" and then to "winner". A psychopath does damage on many fronts, yet the most profound and long-lasting damage is the annihilation of their targets' identity, self-image, and power. It is one thing to be robbed of one's wallet. It is another to told for years, "you are worthless", as psychopaths are wont to do to their children and partners and colleagues.
This is simple psychology and almost a caricature: only by confronting our worst fears can we overcome them. To the victim of an abusive relationship, their abuser has supernatural powers, bordering on the demonic. Running away, even if it were possible, changes nothing about that. It leaves the victim with all their fear, hate, and self-loathing. The damage can remain for a very long time.
On the other hand, confronting, exposing, and beating the psychopath in one's life changes everything. When I've suggested this to people, the typical answer is, "are you insane?" We've been taught by popular fiction that psychopaths are violent, lethally dangerous, even casually murderous. What kind of advice is "stay and fight" to someone faced with a violent knife-wielding murderer?
It turns out that the psychopath's violence is — like their love, their jealousy, and their anger — a convincing yet essentially empty lie. For sure, there are violent people, and there are violent psychopaths. There may even be a correlation, though I believe other factors may be more significant.
However, once you accept the model of "psychopath as predator" rather than "psychopath as mentally ill", it becomes easy to predict the psychopath's behaviour, when faced with resistance. First, anger and threats, both extremely convincing and frightening to the unaware. If those do not work, then some action to prove their seriousness. If that has no effect, then backing off and changing focus.
The level of action is determined by culture and economics. What's the cost and benefit of teaching someone a lesson? On the one hand we have the fruits, whether they are compliance, money, sex, or time. On the other hand, we have escalating risks of exposure, confrontation with the authorities, and rupture of the bond.
A natural predator cannot afford even minor injuries. A cow with a broken leg can still eat grass. A lion with a broken leg will starve. This defines the level of violence a predator will exercise. It will always choose the easier prey. It will not fight another predator except to survive (and reproduce, which is very close). It will use bluff and noise to intimidate, yet will flee from a real fight.
And so it is with psychopaths. Of course they can deal violence and death, if it's a matter of survival. Yet often the risks just aren't worth the potential benefits. If the victim is physically isolated, e.g. in a cult compound or cellar, or if they are very young, or very old, they are vulnerable, and "fight back" is terrible advice. However mostly the "victim" is an adult, capable of walking out the door, or calling the police, or fighting back in any number of ways.
Outcomes
I've defined "freedom", in other writing, as "the ability to do interesting things with other people." As long as you are in a psychopathic relationship, you are captive. You will spend your available time and resources on that relationship, with no significant return.
However, more pragmatically, let me go through what you can expect, and more importantly, have to abandon, as possible outcomes:
It can help to be very explicit about your goals, both to yourself, and to others, and to keep measuring where you are, with respect to your goals, over time.
The Crystal Skull
I said other factors than "is a psychopath" may determine a psychopath's tendency to violence. One that seems to pop-up regularly is culture of origin. I find this particular story fascinating and illuminating. Psychopaths are, as I've explained, hyper-social and yet inherently cut-off from the social networks that surround them. That same person who is excellent at reading people, is unable to accurately understand the person they are reading. Even as they maintain dozens of intense conversations in parallel, shifting voice and face to suit each peer, they operate heavily on built-in assumptions and general guesses.
This shows as a fairly consistent level of paranoia and pre-emptive aggression that is decoupled from real events, and can be comically wrong. It is like a car driver, isolated in his or her cabin, predicting how aggressive other drivers will be. A driver who over-estimates will be constantly honking their horn, gesticulating at others, and getting into pointless accidents. A driver who under-estimates will be shouted at by other drivers for going too slowly, or acting "stupidly".
I believe that psychopaths learn their level of aggression and paranoia (that is, how aggressive others are likely to be) when they are growing up, and this crystallizes in their minds perhaps around 18. After that, it seems fixed, no matter how much trouble it causes for the psychopath.
In other words, a psychopath who grows up in a relatively violent, unstable culture — say a poor inner city, or a corrupt developing country — is calibrated for that culture. As long as they stay there, they will respond accurately to others, even they aren't actually reading each person's intentions. If they move to relatively peaceful environment, they will be constantly over-reacting, over-threatening, and over-acting. Likewise, the psychopath who grows up in a peaceful culture will be overwhelmed in a more violent culture.
This story is backed up by some studies of prison populations, that show a higher proportion of immigrants. However there can be so many reasons for that, including basic economic realities. Immigrant men tend to leave their professional networks behind, and poverty breeds crime.
What Does Alice Feel?
It's worth discussing what emotions a psychopath feels, since they can act the victim spectacularly well. It can be hard to feel no sympathy for someone who projects perfect sincerity and fragility. And a psychopath puts on their rage face and threatens you with violence and retribution, it is the face of a roaring tiger.
It is all fake. Internally, the psychopath has no anger, jealousy, fear, loneliness, hate, love, or self-pity. The fly on the wall will see Alice switch emotions fluently depending on whom she is talking to. She'll show exuberant affection, and then flip to cold, hard anger, and then go neutral if there's no-one to talk to. The significance is this: when you deal with a social brain, you can talk to its emotional states. You can talk to a sad person, a happy person, an angry person, these are real and sincere. However when dealing with a psychopathic brain, the emotions you see are meant to misdirect and manipulate you. If you talk to them, you lose.
A psychopath has two sincere emotions as far as I can tell. One is "go", the joy of success. The other is "stop", the sense of being blocked and having to find another route. There may be a twinge of frustration when "go" switches to "stop", yet it's almost imperceptible.
I once confronted a psychopath with physical evidence of his plans and lies, collected from an email server. He first declared that my accusations were outlandish. I showed him the evidence and told him we had two years of logs (it was only a few months, I was bluffing). His face gave a tiny twinge of confusion, the fraction of a second, followed by a tiny pause as he seemed to recalculate things, and then he smiled and shrugged and said it didn't matter.
Knowing that the psychopath is an essential liar, you can ignore their emotional comedy and talk instead to their "stop" / "go" emotions. You can raise enough doubt and risk of pain that they back off. You can misdirect them with false leads and possibilities. You can make them put on mask after mask, until they are exhausted. Once you've decoded the psychopath, you can play all kinds of games with them, if you're that kind of person, and have nothing better to do.
Fighting Your Way Out
You'd think there are lots of possible strategies for freeing yourself or a friend or loved one from a psychopath's embrace. However it doesn't look like that. Obviously, if "run away" is an option, you take it. However it typically doesn't work like that. If you come to the point where you even have to ask "how do I get myself/him/her out of this situation?" then the bond is already made, the hooks are sunk, and the remaining question is usually, "how bad is this going to get before it gets better?"
If you have successfully diagnosed the situation and identified the psychopath, then you can warn others and start to disable the psychopath. If you are helping someone else, then they must go through the same thinking process of "this is an abusive situation" and "person X is doing this on purpose", and then they can also move to Intervention and Treatment.
Let me break these two tools into smaller pieces so we can look at concrete, tangible actions to take. Start with Intervention:
None of these are one-day exercises. As I said, it all takes time. During that time, you'll be under persistent, sustained attack from Alice, particularly if she realizes what you are doing. Few things are as dangerous to a psychopath as a person determined to unmask them. And when a psychopath sees danger, they react strongly and dramatically. You need to learn to keep your nerve and not buckle.
"We start out feeling afraid of something, then that fear makes us feel weak, then that weakness makes us angry, and then we start to hate." — Cracked.com, "4 Terrifying Psychology Lessons Behind Famous Movie Monsters"
It is probably impossible to turn off the "fight or flee" response as long as your adrenal medulla is working. However you can learn to regulate and reduce your negative emotional responses to the point where you are effectively immune to direct personal attacks and threats. I call this technique "grounding". It will save you from literal grief over and over.
Redefine the Narrative
All psychopathic relationships depend on a narrative, a web of promises and threats that keep Bob transfixed and compliant. Think of a knife, with a tiny tip of truth, and a blade and handle of lies. The small truth pricks the skin, and the lies slice the flesh open. Like any con game, it only works when you accept the package.
There is a small mantra you can repeat to yourself, when talking to a psychopath: they are lying. You should assume every statement that has any significance at all is false. You should want nothing, and believe nothing. In this mental state you can begin to see Alice's real goals more clearly. Usually they will be glaringly obvious.
Let's say you're working with someone who promises you fame and fortune, yet at every turn is creating alliances with people who attack you. Once you stop wanting the fame and fortune, you may see that the person intends to steal your work, and then blame you.
Or, imagine a man who inherits a large fortune, and an attractive woman who falls in love with him. She convinces him to leave his wife and children to live a life of True Love. Once the man stops wanting the exciting sex and relationship drama, he may see that she just wants to steal his fortune.
The best narratives are based on sex and money, and are incredibly hard to negate. We so want to believe. However like I said, most of us have a sceptical voice, so when the narrative does pop, it usually happens rapidly. And in its place remains the truth, that Alice was looking out only for herself, and was manipulating everyone else.
Fix the Economics
Once you have fixed the narrative, you can start to fix the economics. Whether or not you see life in terms of cold economic decisions, the psychopath you are confronting most definitely does. Psychopaths will play with people for practice, yet any extended relationship is for profit, one way or another. Once you have an accurate narrative that explains what Alice is really after, you can close the taps.
You can resist passively by refusing or failing to go along with whatever plans and schemes the psychopath creates. You delay, fumble, and in general become a useless hindrance. You can then progress to simple refusal. Remember: every question is a test, and the answer is always "no". As you start to refuse, Alice will threaten you with dire consequences. You hold your ground, walk away, and make notes of the discussion.
I call this "disabling", after the common pattern of "enabler" in families with one psychopathic-slash-narcissistic parent. Enabling a psychopath means excusing them when they attack others, and placating them when they attack you. Enabling is appeasement, a swear word on many lips, and for good reasons. Disabling a psychopath has several good outcomes:
Concretely, if you have any kind of financial exposure to the psychopath, fix it. If you are business partners and you are not in full control, get out. If the psychopath is your partner, parent, or child, close any joint accounts, hide your credit cards, and take all necessary measures against identity theft, loans in your name, and so on. If the psychopath is working a social circle, leave no money on the table. In general terms, be extremely paranoid about your money, papers, and possessions. Don't be shy about using locks, redirecting your mail. If the psychopath is technically skilled, assume they will try to hack your email and other accounts.
Collect Evidence
Psychopaths are geniuses at using rules the wrong way. "Here are these complex rules which apply to you, yet not to me because I'm special," is the classic story. It is strange how few people question such unfairness. Perhaps we've learned it from school and work. Good rules are simple, and apply to everyone equally. Luckily, no matter what a psychopath claims or argues, most of society works this way. This means that if you document a psychopath's rule violations over time, you can gain significant leverage over the situation.
This is vitally important when the psychopath realizes you are actively attacking them, and strikes back with loud, convincing stories of your wrong doings. You must expect this, and not take it personally when it happens. When you respond, do so carefully and minimally, with material evidence. While you may be tempted to make a dramatic exposure, it's wiser to play only the cards you must, to win each round.
First, you keep a diary or log. This gives you dates and key events for later reference. It is a good balance against the reality distortion and gas lighting that psychopaths use to befuddle people. It also teaches you to listen actively and try to take a more neutral point of view.
Second, use email. A good tactic is to email Alice with a summary of an agreement (which Alice has no intention of honouring), and ask if you understood correctly. Save that thread for later.
Third, use audio and video recordings if you are in face-to-face encounters. This is essential if there is any kind of verbal or physical violence. Making secret audio recordings is easy, though Alice will tend to realize you're recording the conversation. You can use your phone, or buy cheap USB pen drive audio recorders on Amazon.com. Do backup your recordings quickly and safely, and label them for future reference.
In some jurisdictions, recordings aren't valid as evidence in court unless there's mutual consent. You may even be prosecuted for invasion of privacy, if you make them. That may be a good trade-off. You can also simply ask Alice, "I'm going to record everything, is that OK with you?" and record her agreeing to that.
Psychopaths depend on secrecy and privacy to distort things. Moving discussions into public view, keeping recordings, and even being open about this can change the dynamics of a situation quite considerably. Psychopaths will change their behaviour dramatically when they realized they were being watched, and the larger and more neutral the audience, the better in most cases.
Create Consequences
I've said that psychopaths are pragmatic about costs and benefits, and you can raise the costs of occupation, so to speak. Collecting evidence is a large part of this. If you tell a psychopath, "I have (unspecified) evidence that will be used against you at some future point," you will get bluster and aggression in return. However, you will start to affect their behaviour and plans.
You must keep in mind that Alice has no fear of punishment or authority. "You will get in trouble" is not a significant threat, and can even be a challenge that's hard to resist. Exposure and public humiliation is a much more powerful consequence, if you have the material to back it up. You must have given Alice the benefit of the doubt many times, not just once. If you are exposing criminal acts, the outcome may be prison time. If you are exposing severe professional misconduct, you may be ending someone's career.
Since a psychopath is almost always bluffing when they make threats, they'll assume you are too. If you want to change their behaviour you must therefore prove yourself willing and able to act on your evidence. Play your cards slowly, and keep them hidden until you absolutely have to show them. Alice is paranoid, so if you are vague about what exactly you have, it amplifies your threat.
Conflicts with psychopaths do often end with the police and courts. This can be very stressful for you if you are unused to it. For a psychopath, it's like going to the supermarket, they simply don't fear authority. The law can seem quite random, yet it is a system like any other. You do want to collect evidence and learn what kinds of facts are interesting. If you are in an extended conflict, you build a case slowly, by accumulating police complaints, letters, and so on. It is the same as evicting a tenant who does not pay, in a country like Belgium with tenant-friendly laws.
Regain Control
By now we are moving to active resistance, and towards taking control of the situation. Psychopaths have specific weaknesses — like their paranoia — that you can learn, and then use. They are arrogant and their superiority complex makes them careless and lazy. They are unused to any form of attack or active resistance, and they will respond viscerally, dramatically, and often very stupidly. And they will tend to repeat the same responses over and over, almost mechanically. Psychopaths are like actors: dramatically creative and yet unable to see beyond their stage.
So you have stopped reacting to Alice's provocations and promises, and started to decode how she works. The next step is to take the lead. You can do this in numerous ways. As a basis, you control the start and end of every conversation. You choose when to talk. You choose when to stop talking. If Alice tries to start a conversation, you "have things to do". If Alice forces her way into your space and begins making noise, you ignore her. If she insists, you leave.
Now, you can set the tone of any exchange. You can be friendly and generous, or cold and hostile. At all times, be deliberate and conscious of your words and emotions. In face-to-face discussions, using a hidden audio recorder helps. In written discussions, realize that every word you say is open to scrutiny.
Let's look at two specific strategies for controlling a conversation that you do not want to, or cannot, end. First, randomization, where you overload Alice with irrelevant detail about topics she does not really expect to discuss. Second, provocation, where you deliberately antagonize Alice in order to record her saying something violently idiotically. Ironically, I learned both these strategies by watching psychopaths control other people.
Randomization means taking some arbitrary topic and discussing in intense detail. You must sincerely want to discuss the topic. A psychopath works with averages, knowing how people will respond in conversation, and typically thinking several moves ahead, like a chess grandmaster. When you leap around in unpredictable directions, they lose their grip, feel "stop", and tend to withdraw. You won't see psychopaths playfully retorting to a topic they do not control.
Provocation sounds dangerous, yet as I explained, psychopaths are creatures of bluff. The goal here is to kick off their visceral response, and to record it. You can often provoke a psychopath very easily, just by saying "no" to a request, without explanation. You can also accuse them of violation of whatever social contracts they are breaking, and threaten them with exposure. Do make sure you are recording, if you do this. You will often get only one chance, as the next time, Alice will have a story to answer that accusation.
In a confrontation, you must have full control over your emotions. If you respond with anger, or hate, or self-pity to the inevitable threats and accusations, you have lost it. Alice will shotgun accusations and slander against you and watch you intensely. When you react even microscopically, she sees it. So expect hurtful accusations against you, and yours.
Build Alliances
Alone, you are very vulnerable against a life-long manipulator. When you have the support of the group, confronting a psychopath is much easier. In fact if a group rallies against a bad actor in their midst, it is game over. This is why a psychopath spends so much effort dividing the group and keeping individuals fighting each other.
Psychopaths prefer secret conversations with individuals, where they can weave their spells of promises and lies. It is much harder to control a room of people, who are not already fully intimidated. Even a large group who are tied together in the psychopath's structure of lies can be deprogrammed, though it may take so long that it's not worthwhile.
These are the opportunities you have:
This takes time, and evidence that cannot be faked or challenged. There are risks: the psychopath will often try exactly the same strategy, painting you as the common enemy. You have to be beyond reproach, and be utterly transparent with the people you need to work with. The other danger is that a psychopath may not always be a lone hunter. How psychopaths work together is a story for another time. Do not however assume that everyone is automatically on your side.
Invest in Self
Those trapped in a psychopathic relationship often end up in bad shape. The slave, feed, and wreck phases of the relationship are corrosive to Bob's sense of identity. When you ask Bob "how's it going?" his answers revolve around Alice. "She's in a good mood today," or "crazy day today." Bob seems little more than a puppet, reacting to Alice's every whim. And if Alice isn't there, Bob is empty and passive.
We can reverse this process of destruction of self, making us more resistant to manipulation, able to fight back, and to imagine and construct better futures than "more of this pain". Just as the tools of mind control come in many shapes — and I'll explain these in a further chapter on psychopaths — there are many ways to invest in self:
When I said psychopaths are lazy, that isn't true in all senses. They will work extraordinarily hard at their core skills of hiding, stalking, feeding, slaving, and so on. They will invest massively in organizing people simply to be able to control and exploit them. It is an irony of psychopathy that this energy can produce positive and creative outcomes. Many amazing things have been accomplished by people driven to desperation to escape the psychopath in their lives.
Move to Exit
The last move in solving this complex puzzle is to create exits, and move towards them. You are only as trapped as you believe you are (unless Alice has you physically restrained). When you can imagine a future past the psychopathic relationship, then you can create it. Whether it takes weeks, or years, the path to freedom is defined by your own imagination, and determination.
As soon as you can, you end the relationship with the psychopath. In the best cases it's about ten seconds after you realize, "this person is rather more selfish than normal." In the worst cases, it takes years to undo a professional or personal relationship that has woven deep into your life. No matter: once the relationship is over, you walk away and never talk to them again.
In forums on abusive relationships this is called "no contact", or NC. That means ignoring emails, phone calls, and chats. It can mean changing your phone number, and keeping off social networks. If you do share children, you work with an intermediary, e.g. child care centre, to avoid ever seeing your ex. If you are in the same company, you ask for a different location.
I believe that if you've regained control of the relationship, that Alice will generally ignore you once you're gone. However, some flavours of psychopaths don't let go easily, and NC is a valuable tool for cutting them off.
Conclusion
In this chapter I've covered the second half of my DOIT tool kit, the Intervention and Treatment tools. My goal was to teach you how to face your fears and beat them, rather than run away. Just as a psychopath's love and promises are mostly lies, so are their anger and threats mostly bluff. In reality, psychopaths, like any natural predator, have to avoid risk and exposure.
In some cases, when you stop enabling, you will get a short sharp attack, one final attempt to lure you back in, and if you resist that, it's over. In other cases, you have to work yourself free step by step, over months or years. This can be painful, though the pain passes. As I've explained, it is that very act of freeing yourself that heals you. It is the shifting of power back to you that matters. When you end your relationship with a psychopath, it should be as a whole person.
Sometimes, as you learn to lie, manipulate, and bluff, you may wonder if you're not the psychopath in the room. If you feel confused, remind yourself that psychopaths live off others' pain and loss. You live off their joy and happiness. Where a psychopath brings people together so he can gain power over them, you bring them together because it's fun for everyone.
There are deep lessons to be learned, when we look at the darkest sides of human nature. It does seem that these lessons are often written in pain and suffering. In a further chapter on psychopaths, I'll look at mind control techniques. Individual psychopaths use these as natural talents. Organizations use them to coerce their members into giving up their freedoms and resources. I regard these techniques as as set of vulnerabilities in the human psyche, and to know them is to be able to guard against them.
Chapter 4
In this chapter I'm going to bring it down to earth by telling some stories, inspired real events, of conflicts with a psychopath at their heart. These dramas play millions of times every day across the globe, in the endless conflict between the two natures of humanity.
The Happy Couple
Lukas is in love. It's not like him, and yet he is filled with romantic energy, it washes over him and washes him away, like sea waves. He's been seeing Florence for a few months, and they are perfect together. They clicked at once, love at first sight. Eyes meeting across the room, she strides towards him, pokes him with a finger, "so you're that Lukas guy they tell me about." "What do they say?" he asks, flustered. "Nothing good," she says, turns, and walks way. That night, she's in his hotel room and the next days he cannot stop thinking about her.
Apart from their age difference, and the fact he's married, it's perfect. Well, she's also married, with a young child. Details, nothing can stop a love that was destined to be. He's always been a stubborn and confident man, working on intuition, afraid of no-one's opinion. That's how he made his money. That's why Florence loves him, his power and strength.
He tells his wife, who stares at him in shock. "How old is she?", she asks incredulously. "How long have you been seeing her?" All the obvious questions. "I don't want a divorce," he says, "just my freedom." He'd discussed this with Florence. He's a responsible man, and abandoning his wife and kids would be a shameful thing. The correct thing is separation.
His wife doesn't argue, or get angry. She has no tools to deal with this. The younger woman, it's such a caricature, so fatal. She wants to disappear. Money, how will she live? It's all his money, she has nothing, except part of the house. If he decides to cut her off, she'll have to beg. A life spent at home, looking after the kids. She feels powerless and mute.
Florence and Lukas travel, and make their plans. They will live together, she has already chosen a house. "I don't want your money," she tells him, and he insists. They fight over it, their first real argument, and finally she accepts. "Don't think you can buy me," she warns. "I know men like you." He assures her, he's different, and she relaxes again.
His friends tell him he's looking happy, for the first time in so many years. Only his sister looks at him carefully, and says, "you've lost weight, brother," and he admits that he isn't sleeping enough. Problems at work, he explains. The endless corporate politics have turned against him. Florence is his rock, she helps him understand what's going on, warns him against trusting people who so obviously hate him.
His accountant emails him, warning him that he's been spending too much money. Well, of course, the houses and the travel is adding up. Everything in double now. He gets a personal loan from the bank, and buys Florence a new car, and though she's angry with him for wasting their money, she still claps her hands with joy when she sits in the leather seats and turns on the music.
it's been a year, and he's changed. His ex-wife sued for divorce and won a good settlement, so the house went back on the market, and sold with a huge loss. Florence still doesn't want to get married, and they are fighting every few days. He can't control her, she flips from exuberant joy to dark brooding hatred, at the drop of a hat. He is drinking heavily, and not taking good care of himself.
One day his boss calls him in. "Lukas," he says, "I'm letting you go. Your department is making horrid losses, and you are in charge, and responsible. We're shutting it down, moving the staff elsewhere. Please empty your drawers now, you'll get a month of severance." Two men from security escort him out of the office, and then out of the building.
He picks up the phone and calls his ex-wife. It answers, "this number is no longer in use." He looks bleakly at the wall of his small apartment, and reaches for the bottle of vodka. The door opens, and it's Florence, suitcases in hands. "I'm leaving you, and it's over," she says, "don't call me and don't text me."
The Careful Nurse
She likes old people, she says, because they talk a lot. And indeed, the old men and women in the home seem to like her. "She's always in a good mood," they tell each other, or "she's a good listener." She's worked hard for her nursing degree. It's all books, studying, writing, exams. She knows she's smarter than the other students, and yet it is such a struggle!
Finally, it pays off, and she gets that magical piece of paper. "Qualified nurse," she repeats to herself. "Qualified nurse!" That afternoon she's already sending emails around, looking for work. By the end of the week she has a gig lined up, part of a team looking after a wealthy man who's dying of cancer.
She dresses very neatly for work, hair back, and the dress code she learned from the nursing home. Black and blue, white cap, modestly long skirt. She has three colleagues, and they take shifts. Their patient is in his seventies and spends most of his time in bed. On most days before lunch they get him up, dress him, and take him for a walk in his gardens. He returns tired, and sleeps. Her colleagues prefer the evening and night shifts, as they have little to do. Despite the extra work, she prefers the morning shift, when he's awake and talkative.
He's an interesting man, who's built several large businesses. They get close, talking incessantly. She asks him once, laughing, "so how much are you worth?" and he laughs back, and replies, seriously, "it's the only regret in my life, that I never quite made a billion." She raises one eyebrow and tuts, "silly man, I'm sure you have a lot more regrets than that!"
He does. Hard work, he explains, is good for you, yet it's no replacement for family. He is a widower. He has one child, a man of forty-five who hates his father. The son visits once a week, barely exchanges words, leaves in his black Mercedes. She finds out that he is divorced, and refused to help his father in his business.
It takes her almost six months, yet she eventually gets them to reconcile. She smiles to herself when she sees them both hug. The old man is getting stronger, and has promoted her to head of the nursing team. She has replaced the other team members, and she is now the only woman there. One evening, as the son is leaving, she goes with him. They have a meal in a nearby restaurant, and she stays overnight at his house.
When they marry, soon after, they both know it's the right thing. Why wait longer? Destiny makes its own plans. They buy a ranch, high in the hills, and plan their dream home. The father dies in his sleep a few months later. They name their baby after him. It is a boy.
The Lead Dancer
She's not the most beautiful of women. Poverty has been hard on her. She looks old for her age. That is, until you see her move, and then she is young again. She is the lead dancer, the star of the troupe. She speaks the old language, the one before words, the language of face and arms and body. She is a dancer, and she shapes the music into drama.
The troupe, the Ballet, is assembled, over years. by the Dictator, when he is not busy improving his palace, or disposing of political opponents. His agents organize competitions, in every village and town, to find young musicians and dancers. To be accepted into the Ballet's training schools is a first class ticket away from poverty and isolation.
This is no ordinary ballet. It is the Dictator's passion and obsession, part of his plan to conquer the world, culturally if not militarily. Every few days, he watches a performance or practice, and he points at a few of the young people on stage, and nods, or shakes his head. There is no second chance. The Dictator knows real talent when he sees it.
More than ten thousand young men and women, already the best of their peers, go into the schools. Around fifty make the first world tour, together with their handlers, technicians, and coaches. The rest are made useful elsewhere, or go home in disgrace. Of those fifty, only a handful return home, after two years of touring the world. The Ballet makes an extraordinary show, though few people who watch it can understand its songs of harvest and love and death. For most, it is a caricature of Africa, loud and flashy.
The lead dancer is one of those who gives her handlers the slip, during one of their shows in Paris. Together with some of the drummers, they feign food poisoning, and then leave the hotel very early in the morning. She does not see her family again until the Dictator dies, a decade later, and she can return home to visit.
Her life becomes the clandestine existence of the undocumented immigrant. She lives in squalor, too many in too little space, always paying cash, always short. She gives dance lessons. It is like teaching adult babies. And the music! Where are her drummers? They are all busy doing shows and making babies with white women. Now and then she does a show, and on rare magical moments she dances to the music of the Ballet, when a few of the old drummers get together on stage.
Over the years, she collects a following, Europeans fascinated by the music and dance she represents. She lets them look after her, pay her bills, organize her classes for her. She is a small woman and projects a vulnerability that many find irresistible. People give more when there is drama and suffering, so that is what she shows them. Her supporters come, and they go, and she dreams of her past as the lead dancer of the Ballet.
The Serial Innovator
He works in a startup. It's not his first. This time, however, it'll be different. He's got better options and the team is great. The team lead, the Chief Technical Officer or CTO, really knows the market and has amazing ideas. The offices are in an old warehouse, near the wharfs. They have it all: espresso bars, games, fresh fruit every morning, beers every Friday evening. The video conferencing is top-of-the-line, and their Internet comes straight from a fiber backbone. Employee number sixteen. His only regret is that he didn't get in earlier, or maybe negotiate a proper salary.
The hours are long, and he's started keeping a toothbrush in the washroom. His colleagues also sleep over, now and then, it's kind of like camping, and especially cool for those with long commutes. It builds a real sense of community. Technically, it's not allowed for health and safety reasons. The boss, Mr CEO, lets them do it. After all, they're all under pressure.
The product is fantastic, totally revolutionary, and they have to get their first version ready in three months' time. That sounds like a lot, 90 days, yet it passes by like a speeding train. Days melt into weeks, and months. As their deadline approaches, the CEO stops smiling so much, and starts shouting more. Panic turns into exhaustion. They have endless meetings. The testers take the products, and come back with confusion. They can't understand how to use it, or even what it's really for. "Find different testers!" orders the CEO.
A few days before the deadline expires, the CEO announces great news. They have gotten new financing and a new deadline. They're saved, and relief washes over the team. Everyone was freaking out. The project gets back to its routine of daily meetings. That Friday there's extra beer, and that weekend the offices are empty, for once.
Nine months later, they're still not shipping. Finally the CEO tells them, "the funding has run out, and we're shutting it down." Fifty million, in a year. How is it possible? He does the math, and it doesn't compute. Rent, salaries, it comes to ten million, max. There's nothing to show for the money except a few patents, which get sold to another firm. The CTO takes it very personally. It was his idea, his vision, and it failed.
Years later, he's still discussing this project with some of the others who used to work there. "It could never have worked," they conclude. All that effort for nothing. He's working for a large firm, and getting offers from startups. Maybe it's time to try again.
The Festival Organizer
"You can help me make it work," pleads the organizer. They're sitting in a large meeting room on the 20th floor. The organizer boasts how he's friends with the owner of the company, so gets to use this space for free. "People like me!" he says, waving his hands and his broad toothy smile. The outdoor festival is meant to happen in two months' time. Yet nothing is ready.
"How many posters did you print?" asks one of the women. She's there because the organizer told her it would be fun. He wants her to handle promotion. Kind of late, isn't it, she thinks to herself. Another of the women replies, "we did five hundred." Five hundred? she answers, shocked. For a festival that's meant to bring a thousand people? Are you insane? "Well, we didn't have budget, so I paid for these myself," comes the reply.
The organizer waves this away, "you can stick them up in the usual places," he says. Look, she says, event promotion is my business. This is what I do. Five hundred posters is not going to work. How many press releases have you prepared? How many journalists are you working with?
She realizes that this group of people are totally unprepared. Who here has already organized events? she asks. No-one raises a hand. So, she continues, let's discuss the artists. How many are coming? "We've got over fifty coming," says the organizer. How many contracts are signed? she asks. "Well, that's still happening," he replies. How many? she insists. Ten, twenty? "None, yet," he admits, and then he says, "look, if you're just going to cause problems, maybe you should leave." Yes, good idea, she says, and picks up her bag and walks out.
A week later, he's calling her again. "You're the only one who can make it work!" he pleads. She tries again to explain the problems to him. "We've gotten our sponsors," he replies, "it's going to happen!" Sponsors. A magic word. She needs a gig, it's been a while and she's running on empty.
I'll help if you let me run this the right way, she tells him. "Super, for sure!" he replies. "Can you come and pick me up? I'm at the station and need a lift to the center of town." She explains, I have plans, this isn't convenient for me, and he cuts her off, "Well, if you want to be like that, I'll find my own way." She sighs, and starts calling to change her plans.
The festival happens, and the nightmare lasts right until the last minute. She has no authority or budget to sign contracts, and the main acts cancel. The organizer brings in substitutes, whom he's promised god-knows-what. The location hasn't been paid, and they pester her endlessly. All she can do is send them to the organizer, who never seems to be there. Finally there's some money, and she can pay the location.
The technicians, and the other staff are all working for free. It's a benefit event, to raise money for starving children somewhere. They have to pay for the sound and video rent. The organizer shouts at her when she complains about the lack of money to make things work. "It's your fault," he says, "you stole the money yourself! Pay them, I'll reimburse you tomorrow when we've closed." She borrows from her parents, and pays for the equipment herself.
Luckily the weather is fantastic, and there is cold beer and barbecues and people turn up and pay, and seem to enjoy themselves. The organizer has his brother and cousins at the tills. They glare at her when she demands to be repaid, and go home with all the cash. The next day she goes to the organizer's house to collect her fees and the monies she's advanced. He's gone, they tell her, no idea when he'll be back.
The Doctor's Daughter
"You're looking chubby," he tells her, over dinner. She touches her face, instinctively, and doesn't eat the rest of her desert. They've been arguing a lot recently. A week before, it is their fifth anniversary, and he promises to take her out. As it happens, he has to meet people, and she spends the evening alone at home, hurt and angry. He comes home after midnight, smelling of alcohol, and creeps into bed beside her, as she pretends to sleep.
He's started studying again. Business, this time. Before that, marketing. Before that, philosophy. He studies evenings and weekends, while she works during the day, so they barely see each other. She wishes he'd get a proper job, though saying this always causes a fight. They're racist, he tells her. You know how hard it is for a black man to compete? You whites, he says, and she winces. "Go study," she says, "I just want you to be happy."
Her mother never liked him. "He isn't a good man," she says, almost immediately after meeting him. "He doesn't make you happy." She doesn't speak to her mother for months, after that. He is handsome, and lovely, and make her feel passionate and full of life. When she is with him, she feels energized. It is magical. How can her mother be so petty and jealous?
"You have to forgive her," he tells her, "her generation are just not used to foreigners. Maybe she'll get over her jealousy and hate, with time." She believes him, and wonders why her mother is so small-minded. She hugs him and tries to kiss him, and he turns away. "I'm tired," he says, "maybe tomorrow."
They are always in debt. She doesn't understand it. Before she met him, she'd never owed anyone money. Now, it seems she is scrabbling at every turn. They spend so much, on stupid things. Trips they can't afford. Eating out. A new car. New furniture. The worst part: he neglects everything. He takes the car and brings it back with scratches, then dents and broken lights. What happened? she asks, furious. "Some idiot backed into me," he says. It was always someone else's fault.
One day she receives her credit card statement, and to her horror, sees a massive total, and then details of things she's never bought. Clothes, flowers, electronics. She calls the bank. Someone's stolen my card details! she tells them. They check. No, all of these purchases were approved. Whomever made them knows her PIN. She frowns. Her husband… no, it couldn't be!
She confronts him and he denies it absolutely. "It's one of those websites you shop on. I told you not to trust the Internet," he says. "Cancel the card, and if the bank won't refund you, change banks. Damn thieves." It ends badly, her arguing with her bank manager, and closing her accounts there, after years of being with the same bank.
One day, too sick with flu to go to work, she gets a letter with a court summons in her name. Unpaid traffic fines, more than a year of them. This is impossible, she always parks so carefully. She calls the bailiff to ask for details. Eleven different parking violations, unpaid despite multiple reminders for each one. The fines and additional costs have added up to more than a month's salary. She sits in shock, unable to process.
Then, without thinking, she goes to the cupboard where her husband keeps his papers and books. There are piles of documents, unorganized and messy. She takes them one by one and goes through them. Finally she sees it: a plastic bag with letters, addressed to her. Dozens and dozens of them. He's been stealing her mail! The tickets, then reminders, second reminders, then final warnings, and penalties, and letters from lawyers…
She confronts him when he gets home. Waves the papers in his face, shouting, what is this? What IS this? and he looks at it, and then at her, and then explodes in rage. "You went through my stuff? How DARE you?" He slaps her, once, and then again, harder. She falls to the floor, in shock. He kicks her in the body, and in the face, shouting, "Never." kick. "Touch." kick. "My stuff!" kick.
In the hospital, they recognize her name, and call her mother. The doctor takes one look at her daughter, and guesses what happened. She calls the police, who send a unit. They write up a statement, and then go to arrest him. He does not deny hitting her. It was her fault, he explains. She told me I'm too poor for her, and she kept taunting me with racist slurs. In the end I couldn't help it, I got angry. It's terrible, and I feel so bad about it. He is crying.
He is never charged, instead they both get warnings, he for assault, and she for hate crimes. Much later, at home, he tells her he's sorry, and that he loves her. She looks at him, and sees the man she fell in love with, and for a brief moment feels the connection again. She wants this so much, and she's so afraid of what happens if it's over. And then she remembers his violence, and his lies, and stealing. "Fuck off," she says, and she goes to pack her bags.
Chapter 5
In this chapter, I'll cover where and how psychopaths hunt. There is a fair bit of sex and violence in this text, plus lots of informed speculation, so if you don't like that sort of stuff, please skip it. This material comes from forums and websites, from psychopaths themselves, and from my own experience.
Warning: this is a long chapter, a full book chapter. If you want to read it at leisure, consider using the Print button on the right. Please save to PDF and don't waste paper.
The goal of controlling a target is to get "voluntarily" surrender of whatever resource the psychopath is after, be it time, money, knowledge, sex, or power. It's not only psychopaths that use such techniques. They crop up in businesses, institutions, cults, even in guides on seduction. Many people use some of these techniques some of the time. Psychopaths don't own a monopoly on being jerks. However such a move is always hostile, and to be defended against.
Controlling other people is easy, when you care nothing for them. If you're a psychopath, you already use these techniques as often and easily as breathing. For the rest of you, my goal is to explain how to recognize and defend against these techniques.
Psychodar
Given the intensity we feel in the psychopath's embrace, it's ironic how casually the psychopath scans dozens, hundreds of people in the time it takes a social human to focus properly on a single individual. It's a skill that Buddhist monks can develop after years of training. Forbes writes, "it appears that psychopaths don't need that meditative practice to be inordinately observant… of weaknesses in others."
Like a hacker scanning the Internet for vulnerable computers, or a lion scanning a herd of wildebeest for the young or sick, the psychopath scans crowds for vulnerable people. Two things above all show us as more vulnerable than average. One, is to be alone. Two, is to show fear and insecurity.
Many people believe that abuse victims often go on to become abusers. This perhaps comes from the powerful (and false) stories that psychopaths tell social workers of their own past. In reality, abuse victims are mostly silent witnesses to their own life of one trauma after another. Past abuse is a prime predictor of future abuse. Being raised in an abusive family, or having had an abusive employer, or having an abusive partner: these stamp us with fear and insecurity that flashes like a neon "Eat Me!" sign to passing psychopaths.
Fear of others shows in our body language, simple non-verbal cues such as lifting feet higher while walking, talking longer or shorter strides than average, twitching the hands and feet, and avoiding eye contact. This shows as submissive, nervous behaviour. Studies of criminal psychopaths show how psychopaths pick-up on such cues.
While criminally violent psychopaths are rare compared to the bulk of stealthier predators, the predator-prey model holds. Whether it's choosing who to mug for their wallet, who to con out of their life savings, or who to hit on in the bar, psychopaths are gifted at selecting victims rapidly and accurately.
The Blue Egg Principle
When a psychopath makes a move on someone, they are exploiting their target's instinctive responses. Every attack depends on triggering an instinctive response, usually to an extreme point. I call this the Blue Egg principle, and I'll explain how this works, and where that name comes from.
The triggers for instinctive responses are usually simple caricatures. For example, a spider that triggers screaming fear in some people is encoded in our genes as a dark dot with many legs, that moves in a specific way.
A spider cartoon that depicts the pneumatic spider walk correctly will trigger the same response as a real spider. Change the walk to something else, and the spider looks harmless. Exaggerate the walk, and the spider is scarier than before.
If you can isolate and amplify the trigger, you can amplify the response. There is no ceiling to this. Take sugar, the trigger that makes us instinctively like fruit. We respond instinctively to fructose, found naturally in low doses in fruit. The sweetness hits the same areas of the brain as a drug like cocaine, and is potentially as addictive. In nature, this drives us to eat as much fruit as we can find. In modern times, it drives us to eat hundreds of pounds of sugar a year, to the point of self-destruction.
This almost unlimited response to concentrated triggering has a name. Biologists call this a supernormal stimulus. Wikipedia says, "the idea is that the elicited behaviours evolved for the "normal" stimuli of the ancestor's natural environment, but the behaviours are now hijacked by the supernormal stimulus."
Supernormal stimuli are exploited in particular by predators and parasites, who use the trigger to force hosts into self-penalizing behaviour. For example, parasitic birds hijack the triggers that young chicks use to beg for food, such as open red mouths, exaggerating them so the parent bird feeds the parasitic chick before its own offspring. Deep-sea angler fish dangle a luminescent bait that shines in the dark, triggering prey to swim towards its toothy trap of a mouth.
Or, take the eggs of a songbird, naturally pale blue with dark-grey dots. This particular colour scheme triggers the songbird to sit on the eggs, as compared to sitting on random stones, or eggs of a different species. The parasitic cuckoo will lay eggs that are larger, and bluer, with darker dots. This causes the songbird to prefer the cuckoo's eggs over its own.
The arms race between parasite and host creates a natural balance. Overusing the trigger turns it against the parasite. If the cuckoo makes its eggs too attractive, vulnerable songbirds won't reproduce at all. Songbirds that respond poorly or even negatively to the trigger will get an advantage, and dominate. Killing your host is a losing strategy for a parasite, as it means only resistant hosts will reproduce.
Scientists, lacking the natural ethics of the parasite, can push the trigger as far as they like, with no evolutionary consequences. Give a songbird a ridiculously large fluorescent blue egg with dark black spots, and the bird will persistently and insanely try to sit on the egg. A supernormal stimulus can produce what looks like insane behaviour out of entirely logical evolved instincts.
Keep the songbird and its obsession with blue in mind as we explore how psychopaths manipulate their targets.
Opening Moves
Around 60-70% of men will accept a direct offer of sex from an attractive woman in the street, no matter how implausible and indeed dangerous such an offer might be. You might say, the risk to men from casual sex is low, and yet that is not true. Apart from disease and getting caught in a long relationship with the wrong person, there is the much higher risk that the whole thing is a set-up for one or other form of mugging.
And yet most of the men say "sure!" How can a woman's charm be such an effective bait? Are men just horny and foolish? Are women smarter? Well, perhaps, yet the answer is more subtle than that. It also turns out that women are no more resistant than men. It is just a matter of using different bait.
As we answer these questions, it emerges that gender plays a key role in the psychopath's opening moves. That is, there are four distinct patterns: female-to-male, male-to-female, male-to-male, and female-to-female. Many of our social instincts tend towards masculine and feminine poles, like our bodies. Sex differentiation in body and mind is driven by bursts of testosterone during development, be it as foetus, child, or young adult. When I say "male", this includes women with male-typical instincts, and when I say "female", it includes men with female-typical instincts.
Female-to-Male
Psychopaths prefer to hunt in very specific contexts. It must be a place or event with a fresh supply of strangers whom nonetheless have some reason to be there, to exploit. There must be potential benefits for the hunter. There needs to be cover so victims won't talk. Ideally, the context tolerates significant imbalances of power, so that the psychopath can influence and control, over the long term.
The dating scene is the obvious opportunity. Bars, night clubs, and dating websites are ideal for psychopaths of both genders. The pop culture of dating has dealt with psychopaths for a while, under the euphemism "narcissist". On one website Susan Walsh discusses female narcissism and lists the traits of such a person.
First, physical appearance:
Dresses provocatively, flaunting sexually suggestive body parts; focuses attention on make-up and hair, even for the most mundane tasks or events; overly confident about her looks; places high value on brand names, and feels entitled to wear “the best”; frequently purchases new clothing, and does not distinguish between wants and needs; is more likely to have plastic surgery, most commonly breast augmentation; enjoys being photographed, and often asks others to snap her picture; enthusiastically shares the best pics of herself on social media sites.
Then, personality and character:
Insists on being the centre of attention, often the most charming person in the room; often seeks favourable treatment, and automatic compliance; believes she is special; is highly materialistic; is prone to envy, though she presents as supremely confident; seeks opportunities to undermine others; is convinced that others are envious and jealous of her; lacks empathy, and even common courtesy at times; puts others down, including you; does not hesitate to exploit others; is very competitive; believes that she is intellectually superior; blames others for problems; displays a haughty attitude when she lets her guard down or is confronted; is dishonest and often lies to get what she wants; is "psycho" engages in risky behaviours, has an addictive personality, and is prone to aggressive behaviour when rejected; is unpredictable in her moods and actions.
This is a 95% accurate description of the various female psychopaths I know or have known. Interestingly the author says, "Based on the women of all ages I have known in my life, I think 10% is an accurate estimate of the number of narcissists in the female population."
The physical appearance is aimed directly at the male biology, and can be shockingly effective. If success in the street is around 60-70%, then in a dating setting, with men actively seeking casual sex, the figure will rapidly approach 100%.
Humans respond like any lifeforms to triggers and supernormal stimuli. Women looking to attract men invest in amplifying the relevant triggers. Female psychopaths spend significantly more effort, and are able to fake triggers that social-minded women cannot. Here is the list of triggers, based on about four decades of personal research:
And by default, males respond to such supernormal stimuli as the songbird does, sitting on top of a football-sized super-blue egg. That is, they stubbornly and self-destructively try to initiate sexual relations with the woman, no matter how poorly she acts towards them or others. Hence also the general male fascination with pornography, with its endless parade of sexually tractable females, ideally yet not necessarily on the young side. Porn site statistics show that the most popular categories globally are "teen" and "milf", and equivalents.
I say "by default" because all parasites walk a fine line when they use supernormal stimuli. Take it too far, and the act becomes a self-defeating red flag. When too many women in a group exhibit the same triggers, and men go numb and stop responding to individual women, who then seem relatively plain. This is known as the "Cheerleader Effect". However, once a psychopath can fake sincerity, they've got it made.
Obviously, not every woman who seduces a man is a psychopath. Most of the time, it is sincere attraction and entirely healthy. Female psychopaths however use their sexuality to control the narrative. That is, they provoke the off-the-charts response on the one hand, and they hold back on the other. The promise is, "I am the ultimate woman and I am yours", and the reality is, "you will suffer and pay and never get that first thrill, ever again." If this sounds like drug addiction, that is because it is the same mechanism. A sexual relationship with a psychopath is as awesome and healthy as life on cocaine or alcohol.
As you would expect, psychopaths depend most on triggers they can fake or exaggerate with focussed effort. Thus female psychopaths may be quite plain, and yet extraordinarily attractive when they do their dance of veils. One could argue, and I am prepared to, that the evolution of authentic female-to-male triggers (full breasts, wide hips, long hair, smooth skin) is driven by competition with cheats. In other words, psychopaths invented the Internet. Or at least, were indirectly responsible for porn.
Male-to-Female
Women are of course entirely different. When approached in the street and offered sex by decent-looking strangers, precisely 0% of women accepted. 34% slapped the man, and 20% had to stop their boyfriends beating the man up. Yet it's really only a question of context. Given the right triggers, the majority of women will respond, and if the triggers are amplified, they will respond dramatically and self-destructively, just like the songbirds and men.
If full breasts, a fractional WHR, and a flagrant display of willing availability are female-to-male triggers, what are the corresponding male-to-female triggers? It is somewhat of an age-old mystery, though I believe the answer is obvious once you see it.
Biology and empirical research rule out a number of obvious possibilities. Availability and willingness are not triggers. Trust me, I've checked that exhaustively, like every other heterosexual male. "Are you sure?" "Yes, I am sure". Youth is not a trigger. Appearance is a significant criteria, yet only when combined with other traits such as confidence. Alone, male appearance is not a trigger to females. Social women do not find pretty yet insecure men to be attractive, though female psychopaths love playing with such men.
If we look at the traits that women say they prefer in men, then top of the list is "is not a psychopath," expressed in various ways like, "has a sense of humour", "is kind to babies and strangers," and "is empathic." These are still not triggers, though. Again, the experience of the 96% of men who are not psychopaths can vouch for this.
if we keep asking, women start to talk about "ambition" and "confidence" and then silly things like "has nice socks", "is a good listener", "has a nice ass", "has nice hair", and so on. These may be sincere, yet they are still not triggers. Otherwise, shops would sell padded jeans for men. And how many wig shops have you seen lately? I'll come back to hair in a moment.
The answer is hidden in plain sight. The triggers that drive woman wild are the same ones men spend their lives fighting to accumulate or hold on to. Only a quirky minority of men seek youthful looks, padded jeans, or false hair. The vast majority seek power and its transient proxy, money. Convincing displays of above-average power by men will drive most women to respond, compulsively. The evolutionary rationale is simple: the wives of powerful men have more grandchildren than the wives of weaker men. 1% of the planet are direct descendants of Genghis Khan, and of his wife.
If a visibly powerful man stopped random women in the street and asked, if not for sex, then for a phone number and a discrete date, he'd get the same 60-70% success rate as the pretty woman offering herself to passing men. And if he was in a night club, his success rate would rise much higher.
Powerful men have more sexual partners than average, historically and still today. The economics of polygamy are simple for women too: it's better (in terms of grandchildren, if not companionship) to be the Nth wife of a powerful and wealthy man than the first and only wife of a poor man.
How does a man project the "I am powerful" trigger to a woman, and how do psychopaths exaggerate these triggers? Power is always relative, so a male displays power in his own body language and behaviour towards others. That could be the observing female, it could be one or more other men, or it could be another woman.
We know that human males self-organize into hierarchies, and that in any group of men, there will be a dominant alpha male. Dominant body language is well studied. It is partly about appearing physically larger, which stems from our ape ancestry, where dominance was primarily a matter of being the largest and strongest male in the group. And it is partly about acting superior to others:
If you look at the traits of a male narcissist, they add up to, "acts much more important than he really is." In other words, the male psychopath fakes the triggers of dominance.
Do women look for and respond to all these different triggers? It's possible, though I suspect much of this behaviour comes across simply as "insensitive," which is code for "potential psychopath."
What we've seen from other triggers is that they are usually simple and minimalistic. Women need to know that a man's display of dominance is authentic. I see two specific triggers that prove male power to a watching woman. First, that there are other men who accept the dominance, and act submissively towards the man in question. Most simply, they are quiet while he talks. Second, that when his dominance is challenged, he can assert himself. The "winner gets the girl" story is a classic trope.
So male power does not flow from a single individual, no matter how large or strong or rich. Rather, it flows from groups of men. I've written before about the different ways women and men communicate, the two major human protocols. The male protocol is essentially for building power structures, while the female protocol is for building knowledge networks.
Male psychopaths excel in the male protocol, and can dominate groups of men with their mix of lies, promises, and confidence. The top profession for male psychopaths, topping even lawyer and priest, is CEO. A large predatory business is indistinguishable from a cult. While women tend to distrust solitary males, men do not, especially when a solitary male approaches a group. So male psychopaths will often work their magic first on other men, and then project the accumulated power onto women.
This can be a blindingly fast process. Women assume that relationships take time to build, and are based on cynical accounting of past facts. The male protocol however, allows for instant relationships based only on future possibilities. "Follow me! I promise you gold!" So women will typically over-value the relationships they see between men, just as men will discount and dismiss women's relationships.
Which gives us a classic hunting pattern for male psychopaths. First, conquer a group of males with a smile, utter confidence, and implied promises of future profit. This can take just a few minutes. Second, present this temporary ersatz structure to women, show dominance over the assembled men, and watch as the women respond instinctively by offering their sexuality, just as the men would respond to inflated female bosoms and welcoming smiles.
Male-to-Male
Humans seem to organize in two specific, and contrasting ways. One is the power pyramid, and other is the living system. In a power pyramid, decisions and planning move down, and profits move up. It is a clear hierarchy where your position is defined by, and defines, your socio-economic status. In a living system the pieces trade knowledge, resources, or work, which flow through the system. Living systems have no power structure, no identifiable owners or central authority, and no central decision making or planning.
In the software industry, we see this dichotomy of power pyramids versus living systems all the time. We are learning, slowly and painfully, that living systems are the way to make really large-scale systems. In the meantime, the rapid experimentation and many failures of software teams and projects teaches us a lot about real world systems.
Power pyramids seem good at one thing: getting clients, suppliers, and workers to give more for less. Indeed, they act like parasites. If you turn a power pyramid upside down, it looks like a feeding funnel, with the executives and shareholders at the bottom, sucking the life out of the rest of the pyramid.
It takes coercion to keep people sitting still while you feed off them. Power pyramids do this using a mix of force (such as demanding physical presence), bribes (such as monthly salary and bonuses) and threats (conform, or else). As well as this constant, low-level internal violence, power pyramids project violence against external threats. Their use of force to remove competitors and achieve their goals is pragmatic, and remorseless.
I've never seen a business apologize for beating a competitor, nor a country apologize for winning a war.
We see power pyramids most often in business, in government, and religion. When the three mix together, and this happens when society is too weak to resist, we get fascism and genocides. Usually power pyramids are less destructive, and simply negligent. When power pyramids produce goods for sale, what they make is generally poor quality and over-priced, if not actually toxic. They don't listen to the market. Instead they try to force people to accept these goods, with heavy advertising. You could say power pyramids lack the capacity for empathy.
Ironically, power pyramids are constantly marketing themselves, as "ethical", "positive", "good", "fun", and so on. They spend billions on branding and image, developing narratives to sell their products. Coke. Microsoft. Kraft. Heinz, USA! Look closer, and you see that they communicate in lies, and their core values are profits and survival, no more or less.
Despite this focus on survival, power pyramids are terrible at learning and adapting to change. Over time they depend more and more on lies and force, as the world changes around them. They become fragile, and prone to rapid, catastrophic collapse. Nokia, Blackberry, the USSR.
Contrast this to living systems. These are unobtrusive, almost invisible. They have no marketing departments, no boards, no CEOs. They consist of thousands, even millions, of independent actors who self-organize in the most interesting areas. Overall, living systems are much more profitable than power pyramids. Those profits are, however, widely distributed and hard to measure.
Living systems are powerful and we depend on them utterly. They feed our cities and keep our shops filled with goods. Indeed, a city is a living system, or it is a prison. An economy is a living system, or it is a failure. Every exchange in a living system depends on pre-agreed contracts. Living systems continuously detect and punish cheats and liars, using the simple mechanism of free choice.
Living systems are inherently ethical, that is, they tend to treat discrimination and cheating as problems to solve. As Living Systems are constantly experimenting, promoting successes, and eliminating failures, they are resilient and can survive indefinitely, until broken by a catastrophic external event. Cities survive empires, unless razed to the ground.
There is a long, and constant fight between power pyramids and living systems. It has echoes of the arms race between psychopathic and eusocial humans, and indeed I believe these two models of organization represent the same dichotomy. Once you start to see large businesses, religions, and certain flavours of government as psychopathic, much becomes clear.
A friend with decades of work experience, interviewing for a job with a large firm, was puzzled by the humiliation of having to prove herself by doing simple things. Surely, she said, they can just look at my work. It is all on-line. We reflected on this, and I postulated: humiliation is a key goal of such interviews. If you accept that, you will accept much worse, in return for that juicy pay check. Conformity is a test.
I said that male psychopaths wield the illusion of power just as female psychopaths wield the illusion of sexuality. Power is much more rewarding than money. Power gets favours that money can never buy. The road to power is paved with crushed souls. So power pyramids are natural homes for, and are often the creation of, male psychopaths.
While power pyramids express a particular male perspective, living systems express the duality of human gender. One of the tricks that propelled humans to success half a million years ago was our division of labour, allowing us to specialize and trade within the family and village. Obviously we're not the only animal to have evolved this. However, previous versions of humanity appear to be generalists. Neanderthal skeletons show hunting injuries, for instance, in both males and females.
Specialization and trade isn't just a successful pattern within a family or village. It is the core mechanism for a living system. As humans developed the necessary social instincts, we were also able to build larger and larger living systems, and thus spread risks and benefits wider and wider. This mutual insurance is the key to long-term human survival.
I believe the male mind is more vulnerable to being convinced to join power pyramids than is the female mind. As with all out instincts we have to look to history. Human men formed groups to hunt, a high-risk high-benefit activity in which older men share their knowledge, and younger men share their physical abilities and time. For this to work, younger men must accept the statement "follow me!" coming from an older man.
The bigger the promise, the bigger the response. It does not have to be logical or sane. Indeed, insane propositions can bemore attractive than sane ones. If I say, "follow me, if we open a bakery and work 12 hours a day, we could make a modest income," that creates less response than, "follow me, I know some VCs and they'll invest millions in your idea".
Here are the "follow me!" triggers that an outsider can use to control a group of men:
Just as not every pretty, flirtatious woman is a psychopath, not every man who uses these techniques is a psychopath. It really depends on whether the outcome is beneficial for the group, or not. Some men really are natural leaders and can rally groups around a necessary goal or outcome. Men respond instantly to these triggers, if they respond at all. In evolutionary terms, it makes no sense to respond slowly. If the triggers work at all, the biological imperative is to be the first to respond.
And once the response kicks in, it grows without limit as the triggers are amplified. It is like the male response to available female sexuality. The effect calms down after a while, yet that supernormal stimulus shock leaves an imprint that lasts for years.
Psychopaths inevitably take the group towards self-destruction, while emptying the coffers. Used by a psychopath, "follow me!" can hook a young man into an organization he has no control over, and feels he cannot abandon without betraying his mates. I've seen this used hundreds of times, often with catastrophic costs to the young men involved. It causes a form of burnout — utter exhaustion, disgust and depression — that today we can recognize as the classic PTSD of a psychopathic relationship.
Let's make some corollaries to the theories I explained in this section:
Female-to-Female
To be clear, this is not a porn category. Female psychopaths hunt and control other women, and the question is "how", not "whether". Like the male-to-male pattern, it can be hard to see, almost cryptic. Our blindness to gender-biased specialities makes this research harder than it should be.
I've asserted that the archetypical male structure is a power pyramid, while the archetypical female structure is a knowledge network. Knowledge networks are living systems, unmapped and often unseen, yet hugely important. We may see an economy as a set of large businesses, which are visible and loud and male-dominated, and politically powerful. Yet inside, and around, and between these male structures there exist huge, invisible networks of female relationships.
Some may dismiss female relationships as "social", or "personal", and yet they carry vital knowledge about people and events, and they above all form a robust defence against both male and female psychopaths that I'll explain in a moment. I think that in order to understand how female psychopaths hunt other women, we have to decode these female protocols, and see how to cheat them.
The female protocol is visible (to the observer) as an exchange between exactly two women who already met at least once. Contrast that to the male "follow me!" protocol that I described, which is between one man and a group of men that he mostly does not already know. The two women trade information about the world: about people, current events, and stories. The exchange lasts long enough for both women to get the information they're looking for, and then it ends.
It is quite easy to see. Two women who know each other and have been apart for some time will sit apart, and chat. They will talk to and fro, with neither woman dominant nor submissive. After a period of talking, they will end, and defocus from each other, and switch attention back to the rest of the world. It is tempting to call this a "gossip protocol" yet it would be more accurate to call it a "grooming protocol". It is intimate, yet non-sexual, and as far as I can see, it is the human version of the grooming behaviour that other primates engage in.
Men also use a grooming protocol to deepen their relationships. However it is thin compared to the female version. As the producers of day time soaps know, it is the female mind that obsessively follows stories of social intrigue. The male grooming protocol is not much more than, "hi, everything good?" followed by hanging out in some neutral setting.
The female grooming protocol is central to a woman's identity and power. A powerful woman has many relationships with other women and gets important and secret knowledge early. A weak woman is isolated, has few relationships, and her knowledge of the social world is inaccurate, out of date, widely known, or incomplete.
The grooming protocol has two main functions, which work at the same time. One is to spread knowledge accurately through human society. Most of the content of a discussion is disposable, yet it serves to prove the credentials of the parties. Grooming, in any animal, is about establishing trust through the mutual exchange of small favours over time.
The other function is to detect and punish cheats, that is, psychopaths of both genders. When a woman reports that her partner cheated on her, this information moves rapidly through the network. Since women are unlikely to boast of their own affairs to other women, the main way to collect such data is from men. Thus platonic friendships with men can be valuable to a woman.
A female psychopath will systematically lie and exaggerate when grooming, to ensure she is always dominant in that relationship. This need to always control the narrative is a red flag, more visible than the low quality of the data she is providing. She will be the victim, hurt and needing affection. She will report the latest horrendous acts of her male partner. She will beg for help and support. She will flatter and charm.
These appear to be the key triggers:
The combination of lies and fake sincerity is an interesting one. We're mostly not stupid, and we usually know when something is unlikely. However, when the speaker shows no stress response, and projects total sincerity, we weigh the two possibilities, and usually come to the conclusion "It's weird, yet I believe her/him." And the effect is to make the story feel moretrue than before.
In other words, the lie is half of the trigger, and this is why psychopaths lie all the time, even about things that do not matter, and even when it gets them into trouble. The bigger the lie, the stronger the response in the listener (if the trigger kicks in at all, as always).
How do other women respond to such triggers? They open up, provide all their secrets, and treat the psychopath as if she was an absolutely reliable best-friend-forever. They introduce her to other friends, and engage her in social activities. Only many years later, when they have gotten enough contradictory information from other sources, do they start to question things. Then they cut the relationship and often, from shame, simply never speak of that person ever again.
Cutting the Family Ties
Adults are most likely to meet psychopaths when dating, and in work. There are two other significant areas where people are at risk. One is young people who are separated from their family by distance or conflict. The second is aged people, also separated from their family.
A young person who is alone and far from home presents an easy, almost inevitable target. It's not just runaways, it's also young people from poorer regions promised lucrative work, then pushed into crypto-slavery, prostitution, or crime.
The young person desperately wants to get back to their parents. So, the psychopath starts by mimicking a parent, providing food and shelter, a room, clothes, possessions. Once the target has settled in, the pressure starts to mount. It can happen slowly, or in a single day. The outcome is the same: full control over the young person, trapped by their own fear, mistrust of the outside world, and ignorance.
If the psychopath doesn't want to hang around bus stations, they can go into the import business. Let me explain how to get a real fake passport. You find someone with the desired citizenship, and roughly the same ethnic background. You provide a photo of the real package, and a request for a new passport is made, providing all the necessary details, and the fake photo. You'd think this was easy to check, yet no. The passport arrives, and is good for travel.
In 2006, a BBC reporter used 20 fake and stolen passports to travel around Europe, and even enter the UK, twice. The cost? From a few hundred to a few thousand Euro, depending on the country of origin.
Of course in most cases it isn't BBC reporters getting past border security. It's young men and women leaving their families and homes behind, often forever, for the promise of a better future.
Like younger people far from family, aged people who live alone in their homes, or in retirement homes, are easy targets for psychopaths. Hospital nursing is generally not an attractive career for psychopaths, as it involves caring for people, hard work for low pay. However, private nursing is extremely attractive. The scenario is simple and obvious, if you have no compassion for others.
First you get a nurses degree, spending the least time and effort possible to pass. Then you specialize in retirement homes to build up your work experience. Then you network your way into private health care for the aged, looking after older people in their homes. The elegance of this scheme is that private care at home is a great filter. If you are poor, your family must look after you. If you are middle class, you will pay for collective care in a home. If you are wealthy, you will stay at home and a nursing staff will come to you.
The great thing about old people is how they love to talk. The psychopath offers themselves as substitute children, loyal and caring. They promise to always be there, in stark contrast to the ungrateful offspring. The psychopath takes the triggers — submission and presence — and amplifies them until their patient loses all sense of self-control.
Once hooked, the target of such affection will literally doanything to avoid losing it. If that means dispossessing their children, changing their will, making large gifts, or replacing the entire nursing staff with friends of the psychopath, so be it.
I'm not suggesting psychopaths go around murdering their aged patients for fun. However, there are most obviously massive economic incentives to ending peoples' lives, in some cases. And a trained nurse knows many invisible ways to deal death to a perhaps elderly person without leaving any trace.
I'm not sure what the answer is for these two problem areas. Ignoring the issues and hoping they will solve themselves is not the right approach. The State intervenes only when there is evidence of criminal activity. I think, given the vulnerability of these two groups, that cheap preventative measures such as education campaigns would be worthwhile.
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?
There is a final context where psychopaths are most active, and that is within the family itself. While family life does not bring frequent strangers, it makes up for that with cover. Families tolerate significant imbalances of power, and a psychopath can do extraordinary damage to a family from the inside, and still be invisible to outsiders.
We can break this into two main cases. In the minority case, the psychopath is already in control of the family and works to keep and extend that power. In the majority case, the family is not…infected… and a psychopath is trying to enter and gain control. The first case is about stealing any newcomer's resources. The second is about stealing the resources of a whole group.
I've witnessed the damage that a psychopath can do to a family, and it is extreme. There is the personal damage, in terms of trauma and loss of power. And there is the collective damage, as the psychopath sets about diverting the family's resources — property and money — towards their own pockets. When you see families fractured by dispute, sometimes down generations, you can reasonably conclude there was a psychopath at work.
A psychopath that is not born into a family can enter either through the front door, or via the back window. Let's take union first. The reaction of parents to a new boyfriend or girlfriend is often so extreme that it forms the basis for popular caricature. Yet given the risk that a newcomer is a psychopath, suspicion and hostility are normal. Anything else would be negligent. It is not about being controlling, though it may look like that.
Since it is hard for men to understand women's real motivations and character, and vice versa, new boyfriends have to win the father's approval, and new girlfriends must be accepted by the mother. The classic pattern starts with an interrogation and checking of credentials, then either conditional approval or rejection, followed by a period of probation typically lasting about a year, followed by celebration.
This drama plays out over and over, in real life and in popular culture. On the one hand we have the parents and their desire to see their daughter or son happy, balanced against their distrust of the newcomer. On the other hand we have youth and its demands for independence and self-definition. These allow for a wide range of characters and plot points.
Take for example the much-maligned mother-in-law, the butt of jokes in every human society. Few married men like their mother-in-laws. It is hard to forgive someone who starts a relationship by asking more or less openly, "why are you here and how can you prove you're not a psychopath?" Ironically, it's the parent who does not show such concern that should worry the young man or woman approaching a family.
When a family is divided by divorce, it presents a much easier target for predators. Specifically, if the father is absent, it is easier for male psychopaths. And where the mother is absent, it is easier for female psychopaths. In some cases, divorce spreads the power and assets, so while post-divorce families are easier targets for psychopaths, they are often also less attractive.
And on the opposite end of the spectrum, very strong families in countries with weak states present lucrative targets for psychopaths. Strong families develop a culture of arranged marriages, with paranoid vetting of candidates, typically handled by the mothers. One bad choice can destroy generations of accumulated family wealth.
Here are some corollaries to this thesis. One, the rate of arranged marriages in any given society will correlate to the amount of gold held by private individuals. This is because stronger families emerge in weaker states, which means less trustworthy banks and monetary systems, which usually means gold. Two, the rate of arranged marriages will correlate with the social status of the marriage. The higher the status, the more likely the marriage will be arranged.
After union, the next way into a family's coffers is by seduction. Unlike most of the psychopath's dealings, such affairs make the headlines, and therefore are common knowledge. Whether it is a young man dining with a widow, or a young woman dating a man twice her age, we immediately ask, "how much money is on the table?" and if the answer is "a lot", we conclude the worst. Only if there is no money at risk, do we consider that maybe it's love.
A female psychopath is capable of seducing a married man for gifts and money, while convincing his wife that she is her best friend. As I explained, the use of sexual triggers by a female psychopath can create an overwhelming and all-consuming dependency in a man. It is especially potent when the man is married in a relationship where the romance is long gone.
Defensive Moves
Having looked at a range of opening attacks, let's look at defensive moves.
The default reaction when we are hurt by some encounter is avoidance. If I get mugged in some city area, I'll avoid going back there. If I meet a difficult person in a particular bar, I'll find a safer place to go, or stop going out. The trouble with being burnt by a psychopath is that it often does not feel like being mugged. Rather, it feels like a drug trip, and the common response is to search obsessively for another hit of the same.
Even when we realize that something was fundamentally wrong, and we develop a strong avoidance reaction, that may be counter-productive. First of all, it leaves us with our original problem —such as loneliness — unsolved. We socialize to meet people. Developing a fear of strangers is not healthy. Second, unless we shut ourselves off from social life entirely, we'll cross paths with psychopaths sooner or later. And then our fear will pull them in like flies to manure.
The most powerful defence is awareness, of yourself and of others. This is not simple. However you don't need to achieve the full meditative state of a Buddhist monk. Like two hunters running from a hungry bear, you just need to be more aware than others around you.
I've said that psychopaths are con artists, using your own insecurities against you. So the first step is to fix these. You cannot hide your fears, or fake confidence in the way you dress, or present yourself. That very effort makes you more vulnerable. You must address your inner weaknesses and turn them into strengths.
We start by grounding our emotions. This means, to identify and name our negative emotions — self-pity, jealousy, anger, fear, sadness, shame, guilt, and loneliness — as they happen, in real time. Emotions trigger in chains, so we can work backwards from the emotions we feel on the surface to a root idea or belief. We can address that belief, and we can then switch off the emotion.
For example, we enter a room full of strangers and we feel fear. It's palpable in our heartbeat, our stomach tightening, our hands clasping, our face sweating. What are we afraid of? There is usually no physical threat, no ravenous zombies. Perhaps we're afraid of meeting a specific person? No, it's more general. Ah, we're afraid of being ignored, or actively rejected. Fear of rejection is very common and natural. Yet these are strangers. Do we care if they accept or reject us? No, it makes no difference. Whatever happens is fine. If we don't find anyone fun to talk with, we'll go somewhere else. Shrug. The fear dries up, we relax, and have a great time.
Grounding our emotions is absolutely essential for surviving and taking control of a psychopathic relationship, as it lets you resist direct emotional attacks. I'll come back to grounding many times, it is a core discipline. Grounded, we can talk and interact with anyone without playing emotional games.
Once we escape the constraints of our own emotions, we can tackle the problem of need. Why are we in this place at all? What are we looking for? Most of the time, we disguise our own motivations, for ourselves first, and for others thereafter. There is a social process, and putting our needs on the table is like putting our feet on the table before dinner. One does not meet a woman and ask, "are you single?" nor does one meet a man and ask, "how much do you earn?"
However, hiding our needs from other social humans does not hide them from psychopaths. Indeed, pushing our motivations out of sight is a form of denial, which makes the triggering so much stronger, when someone pushes that button.
So instead, we look for our motivations, honestly, and then we resolve them. It is exactly like resolving our emotions. There are not a huge number of motivations, indeed it's quite a small set, depending on our age, gender, and circumstances:
I think that's it. It comes down to sharing knowledge, power, money, sex, security, attention, love, and care. We can not stop ourselves wanting these things. However our response to triggers changes dramatically when we move from hiding and denying our base desires, to accepting them and embracing them.
Normally, hiding our base desires, we see a crowd and feel, "most of these people are uninteresting." We narrow our vision and become passive, waiting for others to provoke a response in us. We appear bland, uninterested, perhaps shy and quiet. Every encounter feels risky, and if someone does break through our shields, we treat this as a special event.
When we understand, and accept our motivations, we can shift our perspective to "everyone here is interesting in some way." We broaden our vision and become active, trying to provoke a response in everyone we meet. We become playful, and outgoing. We have no shields to break. We're like a song bird sitting happily on every round object it sees, blue or not.
You may be thinking that this sounds suspiciously how psychopaths work a crowd. However it's not the same. Let me illustrate, with the example of a homosexual man dealing with his sexual attraction to other men:
Whereas a psychopath specifically looks for the first category of person, to flip into a super-stimulus response. When you have secret dreams and desires, you are vulnerable to anyone who recognizes those dreams and promises to fulfil them. Yet if you embrace your desires and carry them openly, then you will find small, real comforts in most of the people you meet every day, adding up to much more than any dream.
What I enjoy about this strategy is that it deals effectively with psychopaths out on the hunt, while also allowing richer relationships with other people. It is a humanistic and optimistic perspective, to switch from "I'm looking for the person of my dreams," to "I find every person to be interesting."
Finally, for this all to work, you must remain alert and awake. I've been pick-pocketed a few times in my life, and it's always when I'm tired and distracted. When we are tired, we process less of reality, and more slowly. That makes us revert to weaker habits, and be easier to manipulate. So getting enough sleep, and controlling your alcohol consumption are good habits for your social and mental health, as well as your physical health.
Men in Black
There is a persistent trope in the popular culture of vampires, werewolves, and other supernatural creatures, in which a "normal" human becomes a monster and gains special powers. That means power over "normal" humans, and immunity from the monsters. To switch from hunted to hunter is the fantasy of many an insecure teenager.
So can acting like a psychopath can be a defence against hunting predators? Is there benefit in teaching people to act dominant, maintain strong eye contact, dress well, seek luxury and the company of important people, be somewhat rude and arrogant, and feel afraid of nothing and no-one?
There are actually courses that teach people to act like this. However the goal is inevitably to churn out wannabe predators, rather than nice people with better defences. We have speed dating courses, sales seminars, and arguably management schools. Further, I suspect the only people who benefit from such training are psychopaths who missed out when they were growing up.
Let's tackle the question of whether acting like a psychopath could conceivably protect you from such. A diagnosed psychopath (with "ASPD" or anti-social personality disorder) once wrote to me:
The moment I recognize someone else with ASPD in the wild, I test how far I can flex them. Where their strengths and weaknesses are and what value they might be to me. I feign interest in them to feed their ego and appear unaware. Then, if they're of no use to me I drop all interaction with them the second I see them try to play their game. Once they start running their shit on you it's futile to even bother with them.
Here's the thing: predators are territorial. When an animal wants to claim a territory from another, there are two ways things can go. Either there is a clear, visible difference in strength, in which case the more powerful animal takes, or keeps, the territory, without a fight. Or, there two are closely matched, and they fight. The loser leaves before being too damaged, and the winner takes the territory.
Humans do have territory, obviously. However the "territory" that psychopaths aim to control is other people, not land, except insofar as land represents people. No psychopath ever surveyed a fertile valley and thought, "I could plant tons of apple trees here!" Show a bored psychopath a new city, however, and they start to salivate.
So when a psychopath crosses paths with another psychopath, they do what two adult male lions do when they cross paths. They size each other up for relative strengths and weaknesses. They check whether the other has territory worth taking, or is a threat to one's own territory. And then either one slinks away silently, or they fight.
Psychopaths have a third option, that I'll explore later, which is to work together to control a larger territory.
So smelling and looking like a psychopath attracts the attention of real psychopaths. The outcome may be, they leave you alone, or it may be, they see you as a threat and attack you. That attack won't be frontal, it'll be an attack on colleagues, friends, or family. At a certain point the psychopath will realize they're not encountering resistance, yet by then there will be irreparable damage.
Having said that, mimicking some psychopath traits will definitely ward off at least a slice of the hunting psychopath population. The stronger the traits, the better the general defence, yet the more risk from extreme cases. So there's going to be a cost-benefit sweet spot for psychopath mimicry.
So is psychopath mimicry a thing? There are several reasons to believe that it is. First, Walsh's figure of 10% for female narcissists is so much higher than the estimates of psychopathy (1% conventionally, 4% by other counts). Either Susan Walsh is attracting a lot of unwelcome attention, or she is very bad at counting, or about half of female narcissists are psychopath mimics.
I've already argued that psychopathy is carried by genes and shaped by culture. This means most people have some of the genes, and opportunities to develop those traits at one point or another in their lives. At the very least, the children of a psychopath will have at least half the genes, and are well-equipped to put on the black leather, so to speak.
The moral of this tale is that, despite the fear and hate that narcissists provoke (Walsh writes, "Please don’t date one. I beg you not to fall in love with one. And never, ever marry one"), at least half are probably not as bad as that, once you get to know them.
Conclusion
In this long chapter I've presented a series of stories about how psychopaths hunt. They choose the context, and scan groups for vulnerable people. They cold-read their targets to guess that person's secret desires and dreams. They then present a package that looks utterly convincing, and draws their target in.
The best defence seems to be to want nothing, and accept anything. Rather than developing fear of strangers, to develop love of humanity, including its most difficult individuals. Most of us, however, respond to the psychopath's gaze rather like a drug user. What happens next, I'll cover in the next chapter in this series.
Chapter 6
In this chapter I'll explain how psychopaths catch and entangle their targets.
Having identified a target, and gotten a response, the psychopath constructs a narrative — a mix of truth and lies and promises — that fits the target's dreams. The target feels euphoria and begins to bend their lives to accommodate the predator, and invest in the relationship.
The psychopath then isolates their target and with a mix of violence, chaos and promises, breaks down their scepticism and resistance. At this stage the target either breaks free, or starts to surrender their autonomy, with more and more investment.
The next stage is the plundering of resources, mixed with more violence and chaos to ensure the target does not recover their strength, and escape the trap. By this time the narrative is forgotten, and the target dreams only of normality.
Finally, when the target has no more resources to offer, the psychopath starts to plan their exit. That means switching to new targets elsewhere, while inflicting sufficient damage on the old target that they collapse, and are left unable to tell the world about their abuser.
In this chapter I'll cover the first half of this cycle, up until the point the target realizes something is very wrong, and starts trying to escape. I'll explain each technique the psychopath uses, how to become aware of it, and how to defend yourself against it. Often you'll only realize in retrospect, long after a conversation or event. Don't panic: that means you're learning.
The Interview
Once as a young student in York I went, with my band of friends, into a small house where friendly people were offering a "free personality test". They let us play with science-fiction machines that measured our stress levels, and then sat us down for one-on-one talks. A young woman chatted with me a little about why I was there and what I was looking for in life, took down my name and address, and then started taking notes. "What's the worst thing you ever did in your life?" she asked me, in the same casual tone as you'd ask someone, "what did you eat for breakfast?"
It was an unexpected cold finger poking into my private mind, and I slapped it away and thanked her for the cup of tea, and took my friends and left. One of our group, a girl, stayed a little longer. Six months later we had almost lost her, though with a lot of convincing, she stopped going to the group and spending her money on their weird literature and courses.
The friendly people stalked her, and us, going to her dorm, and following us on the streets. "Why are you not coming to sessions?" they would ask her, not so friendly any more. "Why are you hurting your friend?" they would ask us, "she needs her courses", sometimes yelling at us as we ignored them. It lasted for more than a year, before they gave up.
I'm not mentioning names, as Scientology might take offence. Some years later that psychopathic organization took my cousin. It was years before he returned, a different person, his joy and laughter gone.
People ask me sometimes where my interest in psychopaths comes from. The answer is really, that as long as I remember, psychopaths of different colours and shapes have been trying to bleed me, and my friends, and my family. I don't take it personally, and I don't get angry any more. Instead, I've worked to decode, understand, and dismantle the frameworks of lies that psychopaths depend on.
The Interview is one of those lies. It starts as, "I care deeply about you, and we are sharing an intimate moment," and it ends with blackmail and extortion. It is rarely so overt as a person literally writing on a clipboard. More often it happens in a bar or club, or social setting, where we expect small talk and are happy to chat. Often there is alcohol involved, so we drop our guard.
The interviewer wants to know how good a target this really is, and what direction to work in. It's like a car salesman asking a potential customer, "what is your job," and then, "are you married?" The probing is gentle yet insistent and the psychopath rapidly determines the person's strengths and weaknesses, the risk they present, and above all, the opportunities.
Almost always, the interview is part of a growing promise of some kind. The threat is already there: don't answer, and the promise won't come true. The promise will be fairly basic: sex, money, or salvation.
You can tell when you are being interviewed, if the predator is in a hurry. If they are careful, you cannot tell, as it will happen over days or weeks. If they are someone you already know indirectly, then the interview may happen entirely behind your back.
However, in many cases, it is obvious. This person is being nicer than they need to be. They are smiling a lot at you, and acting casually dominant. They approached you, not vice-versa. They are asking you questions about your background, your family, your work, your relationships. It seems rather intimate for a casual discussion. Your intuition isn't happy. However, your mind sees a lovely blue egg, and you don't want that to disappear. So you keep talking.
Once you listen to your intuition, and suspect this person is profiling you for less than happy reasons, you can of course end the conversation and walk away. However it's plausible this person is simply interested in you. So there's another defence, which is to keep talking, yet switch the subject to neutral topics, or to the other person.
A person who simply enjoys talking to you will go with the flow, no matter what you talk about. Indeed, the ability to play with conversation in random directions is a white flag. A predator will bring the discussion back to you, smoothly and yet with persistence. At the same time they will either deflect questions about their own background, or more likely, they will lie and exaggerate. It is very hard to spot this lying, unless you catch a specific falsehood.
There are a few ground rules for safety among strangers. Do not trust people who approach you, unless you are selling something. Don't tell strangers anything that you would not be comfortable shouting to the entire room. Be firm about keeping the discussion neutral and pleasant. If someone insists on trying to cross that line, stop talking to them. If you are with friends, keep them in sight, or better, around you. Do not accept drinks from strangers' hands. Do stay as sober as you can.
Shotgunning and Cold Reading
During the Interview, the psychopath will be cold reading their target. This means being able to quickly tell significant details about a stranger. It's a skill that fortune tellers and mentalists learn and use. It's also a basic tool of con artists, car salesmen, and mystics, particularly the psychopathic ones. Most of us are expert in reading people, yet our brains interpret what we see as emotional signals and empathic reactions. Psychopaths simply see what is there.
I used to cold read people I met, as a sort of experiment. I'd try to guess their origins and native language from their features, and then guess their age, profession, and family history and situation. It took some years to get decent scores, as in, 60-80% accurate on perhaps half the people I'd try it on. The only difficult part is that you must ground your emotions. After that it's just a matter of brute-force learning different combinations and how they apply.
She dresses neatly, likes rules and order, so is probably the oldest child. He seems insecure, so parents divorced when he was young. She's solitary, reading a book, so only child, and few female friends. He dresses rather too nicely, and is checking out that other man, so presumably gay.
Cold reading can be a useful skill. I was once accosted by an right wing skinhead in a pub in Poland, who was angry that I was talking to his other skinhead friends. It had been a long night of slowly drinking Żubr. I was talking with random people, including this gang, who I'd befriended before the young man came in. How does one befriend a gang of neonazis? One chats for a few seconds, one claims to be African, then one slaps the largest of the group joyfully on the shoulder and one laughs, and then one turns, and one goes back to the bar.
I turned to the young man, and looked at him, and said, "so you're very angry with your father for the the things he's done. You realize that you have to learn to forgive him, and love him, if you want to be happy in your life." He melted, became my instant fan, and praised me for months, whenever I saw him. It was heart warming. I think he ended in prison for street-fighting and destroying some cars.
Cold reading seems however, to be rude, voyeuristic, and invasive. It requires an alertness that isn't really relaxing. It's like standing on one foot. Sure, you can do it. Yet, why? Psychopaths do it because that's how they adapt the Interview on the fly, so they can wash through their target's mind like water through a maze. For the rest of us, it's better to let people talk about themselves as they wish.
Psychopaths seem to not switch off their cold reading. They are also much, much better at it than I could ever be, or even explain. They combine perfect reading with shotgunning. This means making rapid, broad guesses at various scenarios, then immediately seeing which ones trigger a response. State five possibilities, see a response to number four, and you have hit home. The result looks like a shocking ability to read minds.
You can tell when someone is cold reading you. It's like the Interview except worse. They make guesses about things they should not know, nor be asking about. If they are a psychopath, they make these guesses with pure conviction, as if they are stating absolute facts. No questions, they blast out assertion after assertion, until they hit one that's accurate.
To defend yourself against shotgunning and cold reading from strangers, don't take questions more seriously than the context justifies. As soon as you start to feel uncomfortable, respond with playful nonsense and random diversions. Avoiding specific questions, or lying, tells a psychopath a lot about what you're sensitive about.
If a psychopath shotguns you aggressively, to provoke a reaction, you can respond to every assertion by counting, softly, from one upwards. Psychopaths are just like Internet trolls when it comes to logic and argument. See if you can keep a high score. Do not respond materially to any accusation, threat, or claim.
The Imitation Game
Primates, and birds, have social instincts for copying the behaviour of others. There seem to be three main mechanisms in humans: convergence, mirroring, and mimicking. Mirroring is sometimes listed as a psychopathic trait, yet that seems false. Mimicking however, is a real psychopathic talent, and I'll come to this shortly.
Convergence is how two or more people form a group that looks, acts, and talks in a consistent fashion. This is an essential skill for a social species, where the general rule is "don't look different!" People who cannot adjust to the situation tend to be isolated, and more at risk from hostile outsiders.
Convergence happens by negotiation and imitation. Dominant individuals establish a pattern, which less dominant individuals follow. When two people are at the same level of power, they negotiate an average. The result is group consistency.
Since convergence takes time and effort, and is a negotiation between people, you can tell how close people are by their degree of convergence. Watch two woman walking together, observe their shoes, dress, hair, accessories, and body language, and you can accurately guess whether they are close friends, work colleagues, or family.
Some people, on the autistic spectrum, are unable to read social cues and cannot converge. Some people can read people perfectly well, yet extravagantly refuse to converge. This is the classic psychopath trait we call "narcissism", a form of fake dominance that triggers submissiveness in others. There is also the opposite trait, mirroring, where a person will adopt the mannerisms of another person instantaneously, without negotiation.
Mirroring is a way of faking, or spoofing, closeness to the other person. It triggers relaxation and trust. Clearly one cannot change clothes on the spot, though one can make rapid cosmetic changes. Mirroring seems to happen mainly in body language and spoken language. Some psychopaths do this, and will even flip from narcissism to mirroring depending on the audience.
One way to tell if someone is mirroring you is that they have no accent. When you hear no accent, it either means the other person grew up in your region, or they have adopted your accent so fast you could not hear it happen. It's not necessary malicious, just something to be aware of, particularly if the person also shows signs of narcissism.
Convergence does become malicious when it's forced on others, and this is definitely a psychopathic trait: to force others to submit to a style of dress or behaviour. It is one of the many techniques psychopaths use to break down their victims' identity and self-image.
In general, your intuition is the best guide when it comes to conforming to a group. Obviously you want to fit in, and at the same time contribute your unique style. A healthy group evolves with each new member. An unhealthy group demands full conformity, or else. The same goes for individual relationships.
Shape Shifters
Psychopaths face a fundamental conundrum: they cannot have social emotions, as these would interfere with being a successful psychopath. And yet the lack of emotional responses is a fatal give-away. The psychopaths' evolved answer is to borrow their emotional responses from others. This is what I call "mimicry".
We already saw that psychopaths are superb observers, always hungry and hunting, and untroubled by emotional filters. One thing psychopaths watch for are emotional scenes: where something happens, someone responds emotionally, and then others respond in turn. They watch these dramas, and somewhere in their mind, specialized neurons capture the caricature of behaviour. That is, facial expressions, body language, voice inflection, and way of speaking. And then they replay this on demand.
This makes psychopaths shockingly good actors, if they have learned sufficient range. Their projection is rich and exaggerated, and as it hits all the right triggers, it is utterly convincing to most observers, even better than the original. This is often described as the psychopath's "mask of normality" though it's really a "mask of super-normality". Psychopaths can switch masks instantly, which makes it look as if they have an unstable personality.
There are a few ways to tell that a person is doing this, and is probably a psychopath. One, when you catch them changing masks. Two, when you catch them mimicking someone you know, or more weirdly, yourself. Three, when you catch them in a situation they've never seen before, and they have no response. You then get the "cold and emotionless" personality popularly associated with psychopaths.
For instance, psychopaths have no instinct for feeling and showing affection. This can make them seem cold and distant. However, if they watch people giving affection, and other people responding, and they decide they want to get the same response, then they can act entirely affectionate. With years of observation and experiment, psychopaths can act very loving, angry, hateful, jealous, sad, pitiful, lonely, and even guilty. The only two emotions a psychopath feels natively are frustration and pleasure.
When a psychopath apologizes and shows remorse, it is an act. When a psychopath stares into your eyes and says, "I promise", it is an act. When a psychopath tells you, "if you do that, I will kill you," it is an act. This can be hard to remember, so convincing is the mask.
Psychopathic mimicking is a very powerful tool for controlling people through their emotions. A psychopath who is good at this can push people around like pieces on a board. Only other psychopaths are immune to this, as they don't respond to emotional triggers.
So the natural question is how to detect mimicking, and how to defend against it. Being a parent helps, as you learn to not take your children's emotional displays too seriously. Children can be extremely manipulative. Once you recognize that and learn to deal with it by ignoring it, or mocking it, you can do the same to a psychopath.
You must first ground your own emotions, and you can then see the other person's attempts to manipulate you. When you don't feel weak and lonely, then excess attention becomes visible as flattery. When you have no fear, then threats show themselves as empty statements.
Constructing the Narrative
The psychopathic relationship has at its core a set of lies that form a Narrative. The first lie is a promise, which the psychopath will often make as soon as they've run their interview. The promise is cheap, unbelievable, and yet aimed straight at the heart and guts: "I will make you wealthy", "I will be yours forever", or "I will take care of you forever".
Based on the promise, no matter how unlikely, Alice the psychopath and Bob the prey are already starting their dance. Alice mirrors, flatters, dominates, and starts to weave the Narrative. It can happen in a few hours, though usually it takes a few weeks.
What Bob will notice most of all is the sheer volume of chatter from Alice. It is overwhelming. If they are physically together, then it consumes their nights and their days, and Bob starts to feel like the centre of Alice's universe. If they are apart, Alice will text and call Bob non-stop. The phone companies love Alice, though she usually finds a way to make Bob pay.
This love bombing is another super-normal stimulus that triggers a rush of dopamine in Bob's brain. It is exactly the same response as if he was ingesting fructose, or cocaine. We get a kick when someone we like talks to us. We get a dozen times that kick if they talk to us a dozen times.
The response to affection is how we bond naturally, and most people can only give a certain amount of sincere affection before they themselves are exhausted. Psychopaths however pay no cost to say extraordinarily emotional things, so they can keep going tirelessly. Thus they can amplify the trigger, driving the addiction deeper.
Randomly, Alice will switch from love bombing to fire bombing. That is, she will pick up some small detail, or invent one, turn that into a dramatic problem, and then bring the relationship to crisis. It is always Bob's fault, though in Bob's mind there is only shock, bewilderment, and the real physical pain of withdrawal.
It is typical of abusive relationships that the abuser is excessively sensitive, and that every argument ends in relationship crisis. This is a mechanism that drives the dependency deeper. Although the withdrawal of affection feels real, it is simply like a fisherman letting out line.
When Bob has suitably humiliated himself, Alice relents, and the relationship flips back into its intense "on" phase. However, Bob's crime is never forgotten and it forms part of the narrative weave, which is mostly constructed out of Bob's wrongdoings, and Alice's patient, endless forgiveness. Alice never apologises or makes steps to repair the fractures, unless Bob is on the verge of walking out.
The Spanish Prisoner Attack
"If you pick up a starving dog and make him prosperous he will not bite you. This is the principal difference between a dog and man." — Mark Twain
People often stay in abusive relationships far longer than you'd expect. Abusive attachment is a counter-intuitive mechanism for everyone except psychopaths, who understand it from youth, and practice it systematically. For the rest of us, decoding and understanding the abusive bond is hard work, yet a valuable exercise.
Let's start with normal social relationships, always between two individuals who need each other in some way. Both people invest time, resources, money, or affection to bring the relationship to normality and keep it there. The more subtle and ineffable the investments over time, the harder it is to balance the books, and the deeper the relationship. This is why the best gifts have no visible price tag.
Human social instincts are not perfect, and there are some vulnerabilities in this model. There are at least three triggers that psychopaths can invoke, amplify, and use to get the desired responses. The main ones are the sunk costs trigger, the future promise trigger, and the parental authority trigger. I'll take these separately.
The sunk costs fallacy is well known in economics and has never been adequately explained, so I will now try. The symptom is, "I've spent so much money on repairing this car, it must be good by now!" Clearly, no, the car is a lemon, yet the more we spend on it, the more we believe in it.
Cars and business investments are rather recent compared to the human brain, which is designed for social relationships with humans rather than hunks of metal and plastic, or intangible financial constructions. So the fallacy of sunk costs stems from how we value relationships with other people. We cannot accurately assess how much a gift was worth to the giver, unless the giver was us. Thus, we over-value what we invest, and under-value what we receive.
This means that unless and until we scrap a relationship as broken beyond repair, we use our own investments as the primary measure of its value. Our total accumulated investment for a specific purpose triggers a feeling of value in that purpose. A concert ticket that cost $100 is worth $100, no matter how bad the band, or terrible the weather.
Now to future promises. We often make and accept promises of future rewards. Indeed, it's arguable that we often invest in relationships mainly on the basis of future rewards. Usually we perceive these futures ourselves, and privately. It is rude and calculating to tell someone how you plan the future of your relationship, in terms of the rewards you expect.
However when someone verbalizes the possible future rewards of a relationship, that triggers the by now familiar dopamine rush of "this is a good thing!" Thus, a female psychopath may focus her communications on sexual gratification, while a male psychopath may focus on money or business opportunities.
We instinctively discount future rewards, using a "hyperbolic discounting curve", meaning that we discount sharply for the near future, and less over time. The closer we feel some reward is, the higher we value it. "I have a million dollar investment waiting for you now, if you will just sign these papers" is much more compelling than, "There will be a five million dollar investment in one year's time, if you will just sign now!"
These two triggers are the basis for many con games including the Spanish Prisoner aka Nigerian advance-fee fraud. It is the basis for most abusive relationships. Even when Bob is entirely sceptical and almost totally convinced he's being scammed, even by talking to Alice he is investing in the relationship and starting to place value on it.
And in most psychopathic relationships, Bob is not even sceptical. He's been searching for Alice all his life, he feels. So this process can move very rapidly. Alice makes her promises, Bob invests, Alice ruptures the relationship due to Bob's unacceptable behaviour, and Bob invests further. Repeat for a few months, and Bob is entirely hooked. Over time Alice's promises are forgotten and Bob is working simply to pay off his "debts".
This bond can last years, even a lifetime. Seen from the outside, it is incomprehensible and immoral. Yet it seems inevitable in the way we form normal social bonds. Evolution doesn't try to make everyone happy, it plays the averages, and if 10% suffer horribly so 90% can thrive, so be it.
The third trigger is that of parental authority. It is curious that the more the other person works at a relationship, the less we value them. The mechanism at work is one of dominance and subservience. When someone treats us harshly, and asks us to do things for them, this either triggers rebellion, or childish obedience. We either walk away, immediately, or we respond as children do, by bowing our heads and feeling attachment. The worse the mistreatment, the stronger that response.
This is the origin of Stockholm Syndrome, the affection captives feel for their captors, despite or thanks to mistreatment. As in families with abusive parents, those held captive by force start to justify, excuse, and identify with their captors. It is a reversion to childishness, a common theme in controlling the minds of others.
Whereas if we take someone who is already subservient, and we show them generosity, then we trigger the opposite response. The other person sees us as weak and needy. Rather than affection, we see antagonism and rebellion. This is our ancient primate mind, fighting its way up the group hierarchy.
Psychopaths use the parental authority trigger with their own children, and with people under their authority, for instance in an organization. They typically do not use it on peers, as it provokes rebellion too rapidly. However they use an equivalent trigger, which is the love bombing I already spoke of. Love bombing enforces the power disequilibrium, pushing the recipient into a childlike state of passive acceptance. "I love you" can be a cudgel.
Isolation Attacks
Our oldest defence against predators of any species is other people. I've argued that our social behaviour evolved, and continues to evolve, in a perpetual arms race with psychopaths. It's usually the first thing we do, when we have a problem with someone, to go and discuss it with other people.
In fact, it's only through other people that we can really understand the world. We may think of ourselves as clever individuals, yet that is self-flattery. We are only clever in groups. You've seen how easy it is for a psychopath to lure people in, spin them a fantasy, and sell it with a mixture of promises, lies, threats, and half-truths. No-one is immune from such attacks, except other psychopaths.
As the psychopath hits our instincts with exaggerated triggers from all sides, we lose our sense of normality. When we talk to people we trust, and explain what is happening, they will be telling us "this is not normal." Stubborn as we often are, that won't make an immediate difference, yet it can be the voice of reason that saves us.
So it is absolutely essential for Alice to separate Bob from the people he trusts and depends on. She does this through a series of what I call "isolation attacks". Alice creates a bubble environment that she can control, she levers Bob into this environment, and she keeps him isolated within it, so he cannot get help from other people.
Whether it's a psychopath controlling a single person, a company asset-stripping its staff, a cult swindling its members, or a terrorist organization recruiting young people to travel overseas to fight for it, we see this pattern and these attacks over and over:
She'll provide detailed, graphic accounts of how insane other people are, so that Bob feels the bubble is an island of sanity in a world gone made. If people persist in trying to approach Bob, she will show her predator mask, briefly, and frighten them away.
When the psychopath moves to isolation attacks, the stakes have risen very high. This is the point where the young person, being groomed by a child trafficker or paedophile, runs away from home. This is where your child packs a bag and moves into the cult compound. This is when the young couple announce they are moving in together, or the wealthy husband leaves his wife for a younger, prettier woman, and everyone asks, "isn't that rather soon?"
The red flags here are the abandonment of friends and family for an unknown adventure, the rapidity of such a shift, and the passionate language that Bob will use to explain. "It was meant to be!", he will say, shining with an excess of hormones and neurotransmitters. "It's my dream come true!"
If Bob was fully sober and capable of listening, I'd say: keep your assets out of the relationship at all costs; define boundaries and protect them with all necessary force; keep your friends and family close; avoid physical vulnerability. However when Bob is talking about leaving home or moving in, it's already several months too late. You cannot treat addicts by talking to them logically.
If there is a clear example of temporary insanity, this phase is it. Perhaps a dose of Clozapine or some other dopamine blockerwould help. I'm not a fan of pharmaceutics, and messing with neurotransmitters tends to have messy side-effects. Yet given the sheer volume of suffering that a psychopathic relationship can cause, it seems worth looking for an anti-psychopath pill.
What I think would also help is education, in schools, about recognizing predators and protecting oneself against them. Lots and lots of role playing, so that young people learn to recognize the triggers as red flags, rather than dreams come true. Currently we leave this to individuals to figure out as they go along in life, with the resulting suffering.
There is another defence that we can use, if we are isolated from others and subjected to extended attacks on our sense of normality and identity. That is, to document the events in a diary. The permanent record is extremely useful as a long term memory, especially to document conversations or events that were so unreal we soon forget them.
Conclusion
In this chapter I've explained the first half of the psychopathic relationship, which culminates in the victim being alone, and ready to give the psychopath whatever they want. While my descriptions are often of individual relationships, the patterns apply widely, and we see them in cults, businesses, and other organizations.
Perhaps I've made it seem easy for the predator, and often it seems to be, yet the stakes are high on both sides. If the trap fails, then the predator has not just lost a meal, it has potentially revealed itself to others. For this reason, psychopaths do select their victims carefully, to reduce the risks and maximise the rewards. And thus the best defences are proactive, keeping predators away in the first place, rather than fighting them off once they attack. It really comes back to "want nothing, accept anything", again.
In the next chapter I'll cover the second half of the relationship cycle, in which Alice keeps Bob compliant and stops him from waking up and realizing what is going on.
Now go to http://hintjens.com/blog:_psychopaths and see if there’s more.
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