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For my mother,


Martha Eva Deaton Stout,


1923–2018


Beautiful, more brilliant than she realized, and above all,


the kindest and most loving person I have ever known




Each one of us must take responsibility for our own lives, and above all, show respect and love for living things around us, especially each other.


—JANE GOODALL, Reason for Hope





PROLOGUE



DUELING WITH THE DEVIL


Dressed in a paint-stained shirt and frayed jeans and intent on cleaning the underside of a deck, I was certainly not looking the part of a professional psychologist one spring afternoon when a shiny new SUV, bearing two young children and their well-dressed mother, appeared in my driveway. The woman was wearing neatly applied makeup; still, she looked as if she had been crying for days, and my heart went out to her. Obviously relieved to have found me, despite my torn jeans and my initial astonishment, she said she had traveled two hours to get to the town she could only speculate was mine. She told me that she was involved in a “custody battle from hell” with someone who was frighteningly cold-blooded, and that she feared for the well-being of her daughter and son. “To save my children,” she said, “I’ve got to duel with the devil. And I don’t know how.”


She was certain that her ex-husband did not really want to be a father, and that he was suing for custody only to keep her “under his thumb,” which, given her love and concern for the children, he was accomplishing quite handily. I explained the power of presenting a serene (rather than panicky) demeanor whenever she encountered her ex-husband—to thwart his desire for visible evidence that he was controlling her emotions—and provided her with some suggestions to help her speak productively with her lawyer. When she left, I was glad to see that, replacing the hopelessness, there was a glimmer of resolve in her eyes.


As a psychologist, I had studied sociopathy and treated clinically traumatized victims for more than twenty-five years, and still I did not fully appreciate the overwhelming prevalence of sociopathic victimization until I began to write about it. Since my book The Sociopath Next Door was published, in 2005, I have been flooded with phone calls and letters from readers who have felt compelled to tell me of their own encounters with people who appear to have no conscience. So motivated have these readers been to tell me their stories that some have managed to acquire my unlisted home phone number or have waited outside my office door in Boston, hoping to catch me coming or going. But this was the first time someone had appeared at my house.


I decided to establish a website with a dedicated email address, so my readers could relate their experiences without having to embark on such desperate searches. As soon as I did, I began to receive a seemingly endless torrent of messages from all over the world. Most of the people who contacted me (and who continue to do so, daily) are dealing with a possible sociopath who is simply not avoidable: the opposing party in a custody battle, a boss or a coworker in a job too valuable to leave, an adult in their family, or, in perhaps the most excruciating situation of all, one of their own children.


The readers who seek me out are from both genders and many different walks of life, but they have certain experiences in common. They have all felt alone and more than a little crazy: each has believed him-or herself to be the only person ever fooled and manipulated by a human being who turned out to possess an alien mind. They have survived a reality-shattering relationship with at least one person incapable of guilt, remorse, or even concern. And, until they read The Sociopath Next Door, all of these survivors had assumed that no one would believe their strange story. My book had given them the concepts and the words to describe their experiences. Now they were searching for tools to protect themselves and their loved ones. It is for them, and for all people who find themselves in unavoidable struggles with the conscienceless, that I have written this book on how to prevail against a sociopath.


Nearly all the letters I have received over the years fall naturally into a few categories, and, in media appearances and private conversations since 2005, I have been asked countless questions on these same crucial topics. In this book, I will discuss all of them: the grim reality of sociopathic children and how to deal with them; specific methods you can use to overcome a sociopath who has targeted you at work; what to do when, terrifyingly, your opponent in a child custody struggle is a sociopath; assaultive sociopaths (including cyberassault); and the differences between a sociopath and a narcissist. The book includes a chapter on sociopathy in our corporations and governments also, and thoughts on the nature of good.


Most conscienceless people, seeking to blend in with the rest of society (and not wanting to be caught or imprisoned), commit “invisible” moral and interpersonal crimes. Contrary to popular misconceptions, sociopaths who turn to lethal violence are a small minority. They are far more likely to be destructive liars and manipulators who play brutal psychological, financial, and political games with our lives. They comprise the single largest subgroup of domestic abusers: people who attempt to enhance their sense of power and control by beating up on spouses, children, and the elderly in the privacy of their homes. This is one of the reasons we find them so difficult to identify. But when sociopaths do murder, the results disturb us deeply. I’ll discuss the pattern seen in murderous sociopathic behavior, and how this form of aggression is motivated differently from non-sociopathic violence.


Psychologists are loath to recommend avoidance as the solution to a problem, but where sociopathy is concerned, avoidance is actually the optimal course. Whether violent or not, sociopaths live outside of the social contract that binds the rest of us, are uniquely destructive, and will never be able to engage in authentic personal or work relationships with anyone. Their sole preoccupation is to have power over other people, and the most advisable and least dangerous course of action is to avoid such people altogether. However, steering clear of the sociopath is not always possible.


In this book, I will provide you with tools for dealing with the sociopath you simply cannot avoid. You will read stories inspired by the many, many letters I was sent, accounts from people who watched in shock as the scaffolding of accepted human reality fell from beneath them, and who bravely tried to rescue themselves and the people they loved in a world that no longer made sense. They were forced to learn that sociopaths are more than just abstractions in a fleeting newscast or the subject of a shocking documentary; they are human beings who look like everyone else—so well camouflaged that their true nature may have gone unrecognized for years or even decades.


While I’ve changed all names and any identifying details in these stories, you’ll find examples of individuals who have triumphed, men and women who have dealt successfully with people who appeared to have no conscience—but also sad and even frightening stories in which the ruthless seem to win in the end. Whether they conclude in success or in travesty, all of the stories illustrate the ways in which our traditional ideas about evil have blinded us to its true nature. Evil behavior emanates from an emotional hole, and being unaware of this has severely limited our ability to deal with ruthlessness in our day-to-day lives and in our society. The real world–based accounts in this book affirm that a new, rational understanding of the leading source of human evil—the characterological and neuropsychological absence of conscience—could give us a crucial advantage as we deal with sociopathic people in our lives, and as we face the human-mediated problems of our age. I believe that, for our personal safety and, indeed, for the well-being of the planet we live on, we must abandon our mistaken beliefs—our “sociopathy blindness”—and take a useful stance grounded in knowledge and competence.


We must learn that, despite their trademark lack of emotion, sociopaths are “emotion-eaters.” They have an intense desire to witness their control over us by inciting our confusion, anger, and fear. They feed off the negative emotions of others. Knowing when and how not to display emotion—how to remain calm in the presence of a sociopath rather than feeding him with our immediate feelings—is a vital skill. He is playing a terrible game with you, but I will show you how to change the rules of the game.


In The Sociopath Next Door, I coined the first psychological definition of “conscience.” Contrary to earlier ideas, it is not a thought process or a set of internalized rules; rather, true conscience is a compelling emotion based in an attachment to another living creature (often but not always a human being), or to a group of human beings, or even, in some instances, to humanity as a whole. I established that conscience does not exist without the neuropsychological capacity to form genuine emotional bonds with others, and I discussed the characteristics and causes of sociopathy—the absence of emotional attachments and conscience—and the deep wounds the sociopath can inflict, with utter emotional impunity.


In the present book, I hope to provide an even greater understanding of the thoughts and behaviors that result from having a hole in the psyche where the emotion of conscience should be. I will offer real-world illustrations of the overarching pattern of gamesmanship in all sociopathic behavior, a picture that reveals itself before our eyes, over and over again, though most of us have not been taught how to “see” it. In a world of pedophile priests and CEOs who would sell their souls—and our planet—for more money, of manipulative custody battles that are in anything but the best interest of the child, and phony experts who spend their days casually scamming the elderly and the poor, we need to recognize this modus operandi.


What chance does an honest person have against a clever sociopath, a disguised adversary whose special powers are duplicity and absolute shamelessness? How does someone with normal emotional reactions to the suffering of others defeat an enemy who can guiltlessly do anything at all, no matter how destructive or cruel? How can a sincere and forthright person convince others of a sociopath’s true nature when this calculating pretender fools and manipulates even extremely intelligent people, sometimes just for the thrill of making them jump?


My goal in this book is to provide clear and practical answers to these questions and to deal head-on with the fearful self-doubts that arise when people of conscience must oppose ruthless manipulators. To the woman who showed up on my doorstep and so many others, I offer answers that are optimistic and emboldening. As an honest, caring person, you have far more power than you know. Seeing the pattern, understanding the true nature of sociopathy, and, most crucially, possessing effective methods to thwart the sociopath’s agenda will allow you to identify sociopathy confidently and respond with wise and powerful action when life absolutely requires you to take a stand.





ONE



A HOLE IN THE PSYCHE


Understanding Sociopathy




“The hardest thing to hide is something that is not there.”


—ERIC HOFFER





In order to explain why the strategies I offer will succeed, I must first pose a seemingly paradoxical challenge to one of your most basic beliefs about how the world works. Imagine there is no such thing as evil. If you are a religious person, imagine there is no Satan, no Prince of Darkness, no deuce, no demon—no devil by any name. If you are not religious, ponder how you would feel, and how many of your ideas about life would change, after discovering that evil simply does not exist as an entity in our world. Yet more startling, suppose you were to learn that evil has never existed, not as a thing or as a wily supernatural being, not as a mysterious force or an unseen spirit, not even as some especially shameful part of ordinary human nature. I ask you to take this idea to the limit, to imagine that evil is no more than an ancient myth, like Norse trolls, or Sasquatch, or volcano gods who require the sacrifice of village maidens.


“What would be the point?” you might respond. “To think this way, we’d have to ignore too much about life as it is.” Our world is full of evildoing and people who seem terrifyingly good at it. Maybe evil is not a force, or a thing, or a being with horns—maybe evil does not exist as a noun, so to speak—but the word evil certainly works well as a universally understood adjective: there are “evil” events, “evil” schemes, “evil” behaviors. And human beings seem to have a shared understanding of what kinds of events, schemes, and behaviors these are. So, if evil does not exist, what on earth are we talking about when we use the word?


I ask you to understand that there is no such thing as evil because, psychologically speaking, there is not. Wickedness is not an invasive spirit or thing, nor is it some shadowy part of the primal human brain. It is the opposite: rather than an entity that we could observe or at least feel, evil is an absence. Instead of something, it is a hollowness where something should have been.


True evil is an empty hole, nothing more—and nothing less. The neurology behind this “hole” will be described in the next chapter. For now, let’s continue our discussion of how it reveals itself.


We consider some “evil” acts to be worse than others: serial murder and ethnic genocide are considered more heinous than, say, stealing an employee’s pension. Understandably, we make these judgments based on the magnitude of the effects—on how lethal an act was—and how many people were affected. Invading someone’s home and torturing a family for sport is seen as evil; murdering millions of innocent people is regarded as profoundly so. But all genuinely evil behaviors, from vast and unspeakable crimes against humanity to tormenting one’s spouse or embezzling someone’s savings, are enabled by the same hole in the psyche.


We can begin to understand the nature of this hole—this unfathomed empty space that begins in neurological underdevelopment—by considering the following two versions of a story about a simple car accident. In the first telling of the tale, both people involved have ordinary brains and are psychologically whole. In the second version, one of the two individuals has something missing from his brain, literally, though most of his friends and family members would be shocked to learn this.


In the first account of this fictitious car accident, Tom and Jack (both with normal brains) are driving down a nearly empty road on a rainy night, going in opposite directions. Forgetting for a few moments that there could be oncoming traffic, Tom has drifted to the middle of the road and is driving on the yellow line. When Jack comes along, traveling the other way, the two cars come within a hair’s breadth of a high-speed collision, and, to avoid the absentminded Tom, Jack is forced to drive his car off the road into a rain-flooded ditch.


Miraculously, neither of them is seriously hurt. They get out of their cars and approach each other on the dark, empty road. Tom is shaken and embarrassed. Jack is shaken, too, and enraged; his expensive car is brand-new, and he has painstakingly polished it for a rendezvous with an attractive woman he had wanted very much to impress tonight.


He yells at Tom, “What the holy hell were you doing, you idiot?”


Tom is a family man, just trying to get home. Recognizing a rhetorical question when he hears one, he apologizes diplomatically, several times, and then suggests that, if they work together, maybe they could get Jack’s car out of the ditch. With some difficulty, they manage to do so, but in the process both men ruin their clothing with mud and wet grass.


Now Jack is far beyond enraged. Observing the condition of his clothes and the brown-green muck dripping from his formerly pristine car, he would like nothing better than to take some revenge. His thoughts flash on the dark humor of the .22 Beretta in his car. He had recently purchased it for protection, after hearing about some carjackings near this very road. Right now, the road is empty and dark. All he would have to do is open his car door, grab the pistol out of the gun safe, and bang!—no more idiot.


But, as you may have guessed, Jack does not shoot Tom. He is so infuriated that he might like to kill him, but he does not. More important, he cannot, because to shoot a stranger point-blank, to murder someone who has never so much as threatened him, is not a psychological option for him. Jack’s brain, being normal, contains sensitive neurological structures that allow him to feel linked with his fellow human beings. Because of this strong inborn sense of connection—an attribute that includes an ability to love his family and friends, and to feel empathy for people in general—Jack’s psyche contains the forceful intervening emotion we refer to as conscience. And right now, his conscience is fairly screaming at him, Thou shalt not kill. Taking someone’s life is evil.


He begins to feel queasy, disturbed that he even thought about the gun, so he swallows his rage, writes down Tom’s phone number, and gets back into his car. Scowling and muttering epithets, he drives away, covered with mud and terribly angry—but not a murderer.


Now we turn to the second version of the story. Tom #2, like Tom #1, is an everyday sort of fellow with a typically constructed brain that permits him to be psychologically normal. But Jack #2 is different from Jack #1. The second Jack’s brain, being absent of any emotional connection to his fellow humans, has left him with a seriously abnormal psyche. Still, his aberrations usually go unidentified and even unnoticed by other people, except when circumstances—such as our fictitious car accident—cause them to loom especially large.


Jack #2 and Tom #2 are once again driving in opposite directions on a dark, empty road. As before, Tom has absentmindedly drifted to the center line. When Jack comes along, he and Tom avoid a head-on collision by the skin of their teeth, and Jack is forced to drive his expensive new car completely off the road and into a muddy ditch. Both men escape serious injury, but Jack is enraged.


Believing that Tom nearly got him killed, and remembering the good-looking woman he is supposed to be meeting later, Jack #2 screams the same thing the first Jack did: “What the holy hell were you doing, you idiot?”


Tom apologizes deferentially, just as before, and suggests they try to get Jack’s car out of the ditch. They work together and get the car back up to the road, but in so doing, saturate their clothing with gunk.


Jack’s rage is now over the top. He wants to kill Tom; he imagines how gratifying it would be to grab his unmarked .22 from the car and shoot the guy in the head. Checking out the road in both directions, he sees no other vehicles. Visibility has been bad all evening, and now a heavy fog is coming in. He could kill this guy, get back in his car, and simply keep driving. Odds are he would get away with it. When the body was finally discovered, people would think the murder involved a lovers’ fight, or maybe a carjacking gone wrong.


He reaches through the car window, opens the glove box, and fingers the grip of the pistol lying inside. It feels good. His conscience does not speak to him because, unlike Jack #1, Jack #2 has only an empty space in his mind where human connection and conscience would normally be. Since he can experience none of the standard emotions of connection, this Jack feels nothing except (1) his wrath over the botched evening, and (2) his urge to kill Tom.


He takes the gun out of the car and aims it at a spot between Tom’s eyebrows. In astonishment and terror, Tom lifts his arms as if to protect himself and starts to say, “Wait!” But before he can finish the word, Jack fires.


His face frozen in wide-eyed disbelief, Tom falls to the pavement, and his life’s blood begins to form a dark, rain-splattered pool on the asphalt. Now Jack feels a rush. He gets into his fine new car and drives away, leaving the stranger for dead. Ten miles down the road, he is still smiling.



JACK’S SECRET CONDITION


Jack #2 was born with a subtle deficiency in his brain that resulted in a gaping hole in his emotional life. He is a sociopath, and, as with most sociopaths, his condition is all but invisible to other people. Indeed, the only person with an inkling of the truth has just been killed. While most altercations with sociopaths will not end in someone’s death, it is important to realize that the only thing holding them back is not conscience but a desire to remain under the radar.


Though Jack does a good job of displaying counterfeit emotions when he needs to appear normal, for him there is only emptiness where genuine interpersonal feelings should be. Most people who know him would be amazed to discover that Jack is completely incapable of experiencing the warm emotions of relationships, including love. He can pretend convincingly, but is never an actual friend to anyone and cannot feel even a small amount of genuine concern for his fellow human beings. He cannot love or feel authentic concern for his family members, though he may claim to have these feelings. He has no real interest in bonding with a mate; if he marries, the union will be loveless, one-sided, and almost certainly short-term. If his spouse has any value to him, it will be because he views her as a possession, one he may feel angry to lose, but never genuinely sad. Should he become a father, he will not be able to love even his children.


It is often this last deficit that finally illuminates the true gravity and horror of the sociopathic condition. Since Jack #2 will be incapable of loving his own future children, how much empathy or even regard could one expect him to feel for an annoying stranger begging for his life by the side of the road, or for the children of that stranger? None at all.


The warm feelings that are part of normal human bonding (love of family and friends, caring, affection, gratitude) are the basis of what we call conscience; without them, conscience cannot be. Conscience is ever-present in the lives of people who are emotionally whole. Many of us feel some sting of its authority when we are even mildly selfish—when we, say, drink the last of the family’s orange juice, or pocket the ten dollars we find between the sofa cushions, or deflate someone’s mood with a thoughtless remark. In chilling contrast, Jack feels not even a small twinge of guilt when he robs a man of his life, and unseen children of their father. An empty hole in Jack’s psyche turns unimaginably cruel acts into behavior that is natural and easy for him. Normal human nature did not enable Jack to do this; it would have railed against such an idea, and had Jack proceeded anyway, conscience would have clouded the rest of his life with feelings of shame. And neither did the devil make him do it. A particular psychological and neurological emptiness allowed him to do it, by making Jack incapable of human bonding in the first place.


In many different situations, not just along dark and dangerous highways, we count on the basics of human connection and conscience to moderate the behavior of other people, and, most of the time, our expectations are met. We assume that people will abide by the bottom-line proscription of Thou shalt not kill. We believe that nearly all adults will be reasonably gentle with young children. We rely on the idea that other people will honor their promises, especially when those promises are formalized as contracts. We count on bankers, brokers, and advisers not to steal from us. We trust friends and family not to use privileged, intimate information about us for their own gain. And our justice system depends on the notion that people will not lie after they have sworn before God not to do so. Surprisingly, even twenty-first-century society relies rather heavily on the honor system, and when we encounter an individual who simply is not bound by honor, conscience, or connection, we may find ourselves in big trouble. We can be thrown off balance and into jeopardy whether we meet that person on an isolated highway or in a boardroom, or a courtroom, or at home, in the vulnerable terrain of our personal relationships.


We are endlessly bewildered by the ruthless. When we hear of an especially abhorrent act, we call it “incomprehensible” and ask, How could anyone do that? How can he stand to look at himself in the mirror? And there is often a simple answer to our questions: The perpetrator is just fine around mirrors, because he does not possess the inner mechanism that would reflect unendurable guilt and shame back to him.


Few interactions with sociopaths are fatal, as was Tom’s encounter with Jack #2, but contact is almost always destructive in one fashion or another. An association with a sociopath is perilous whether or not we realize the nature of the person we are dealing with—and at first, we usually do not. For example, the woman whom Jack is driving to meet in the story probably has no knowledge of his condition. Without a confluence of provocation and good opportunity, as there was with poor Tom on that dark and isolated road, Jack will not murder her. Even a sociopath can curb his inclinations when discovery and punishment are extremely likely. Still, if she takes up with Jack, he almost certainly will harm her emotionally, financially, or in some other way less likely to interest the authorities. If she has money, or a usable social or professional connection, or anything else Jack is interested in, he will find a way to make it his. In general, he will try to control and manipulate her, often just for the fun of it. The more of her life she shares with him, the more severely her life will be damaged.


But if she is like most people who encounter sociopaths, she will doubt her personal value and her own sanity more readily than she will credit the simple but mind-boggling truth: Jack does not have a conscience.


THE SOCIOPATH DEFINED


The concept of sociopathy is anything but new. For at least two centuries, the condition of having no conscience has been described by observers of human behavior all over the world and called by various names, including manie sans délire, moral insanity, moral imbecility, psychopathic inferiority, psychopathy, and sociopathy. In my work, I use the term sociopathy, but there is no universally agreed-upon distinction between that designation and any of the others, including psychopathy. A popular idea is that a “psychopath” is violent and a “sociopath” is not, but this conception is inaccurate. The two terms are often used interchangeably, and both refer to a person who is devoid of conscience but who may or may not be prone to violence. A mental illness having the central characteristic of guiltlessness was the first personality disorder to be recognized by modern psychiatry. In 1812, University of Pennsylvania professor Benjamin Rush, known as the father of American psychiatry, wrote of individuals who appeared to be afflicted with what he called a “perversion of the moral faculties.” In 1994, a “pervasive pattern of disregard for and violation of the rights of others,” a condition similar to the one noted by Rush, was listed in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders IV (DSM-IV)—the so-called bible of psychiatric disorders—by the more reserved name of “antisocial personality disorder.”


According to a newer (2013) version of the manual (DSM-5), antisocial personality disorder is “characterized by a pervasive pattern of poor social conformity, deceitfulness, impulsivity, criminality, and lack of remorse” and is diagnosable when three or more of the following seven “pathological personality traits” are present:




1.	Manipulativeness: Frequent use of subterfuge to influence or control others; use of seduction, charm, glibness, or ingratiation to achieve one’s ends.


2.	Deceitfulness: Dishonesty and fraudulence; misrepresentation of self; embellishment or fabrication when relating events.


3.	Callousness: Lack of concern for feelings or problems of others; lack of guilt or remorse about the negative or harmful effects of one’s actions on others; aggression; sadism.


4.	Hostility: Persistent or frequent angry feelings; anger or irritability in response to minor slights and insults; mean, nasty, or vengeful behavior.


5.	Irresponsibility: Disregard for—and failure to honor—financial and other obligations or commitments; lack of respect for—and lack of follow-through on—agreements and promises.


6.	Impulsivity: Acting on the spur of the moment in response to immediate stimuli; acting on a momentary basis without a plan or consideration of outcomes; difficulty establishing and following plans.


7.	Risk-taking: Engagement in dangerous, risky, and potentially self-damaging activities, unnecessarily and without regard for consequences; boredom proneness and thoughtless initiation of activities to counter boredom; lack of concern for one’s limitations and denial of the reality of personal danger.





The scientists who compile such diagnostic descriptions attempt to speak in terms of directly observable behaviors, rather than referring to internal states and emotions that would require the diagnostician to be a mind reader. Partly for this reason—and partly because notions that touch on the subject of morality are deemed to have no place in psychiatric nomenclature—the DSM never mentions the word conscience. Instead it refers, for example, to behavioral traits like callousness and deceitfulness, more observable characteristics than is conscience or its lack.


The behaviors of sociopathic deceitfulness (such as “dishonesty and fraudulence”) are often facilitated by a glib and superficial charm that allows the sociopath to seduce other people, figuratively or literally—a kind of glow or charisma that, initially, can make the sociopath seem more interesting than the people around him. He or she is more spontaneous, more intense, more complex, more sexy, and more alluring than others. The sociopath’s repertoire often includes isopraxism, a behavior that can be almost hypnotically engaging. Isopraxism, or reflexive mirroring, means duplicating another’s body language, gestures, vocal tone, accent, word and metaphor choice, facial expression, and even breathing rate. It often occurs automatically between close friends, lovers, and people who are flirting. Usually unnoticed by either party, isopraxism tends to deepen a sense of trust and emotional closeness between two people in a healthy relationship.


Unfortunately, to beguile and maneuver a victim into a distinctly unhealthy liaison, the sociopath can consciously employ such trust-inducing behaviors—all the while supplying hyperbolic flattery and appearing to be fascinated by the victim’s interests and concerns. In addition, the sociopath’s charisma is sometimes accompanied by grandiose claims about himself that may captivate a “charmed” victim, but would probably sound odd or even laughable to a more objective listener (“Someday the world will realize how special I am,” or “You know that after me, no other man will do”).


Sociopaths have a much greater than normal need for excitement and stimulation, and this chronic need often results in their taking physical, financial, and socially shocking risks. (“Let’s go to the beach during the hurricane” or “Why not invest all our money in this high-risk stock? I just know it’s going to skyrocket!” or “Let’s crash the boss’s private wedding party. Don’t you want to see the look on her face?”) At the outset, such risks may seem adventurous and attractive to people whose lives have been more carefully led, and sociopaths readily charm others into attempting dangerous ventures with them. Afterward, they will refuse to acknowledge responsibility for any resulting damage to their conscience-bound companions.


In general, sociopaths are known for their pathological lying and conning, and their parasitic relationships with lovers and “friends.” They are noted especially for their shallowness of emotion, the hollow and transient nature of any affectionate feelings they may claim to have, and a certain breathtaking callousness.


When challenged on his or her manipulative and callous behavior—and, in some cases, actual lawbreaking—the sociopath is adept at producing crocodile tears and playing the part of the wounded or vulnerable party. Indeed, as I discuss in The Sociopath Next Door, what I call the “pity play”—a behavior meant to exploit the normal person’s tendency to feel sympathy and compassion—is often the only sign of sociopathy that is visible to the untrained eye. This usually happens after the sociopath has been discovered in some particularly egregious act and repeated claims of innocence have not been effective. Suddenly, the sociopath alleges that he or she is hurt, deeply depressed, dramatically remorseful, or physically ill. After the sociopath has been found out, a typical sequence of ploys is threefold: protestations of innocence (“Why would I do such a thing?”), followed by a pity play (“I’ve been feeling suicidal lately, and these accusations are going to push me over the edge!”), and finally, if neither denying the truth nor the pity play has succeeded in closing the issue, a stunning and seemingly incongruous display of rage that includes threatening the accuser with harm if she or he persists.


Though we may know all of the above “symptoms” of sociopathy, individual sociopaths often remain invisible to us. Because we cannot fathom the yawning chasm created by a missing conscience, we cannot “see,” let alone understand, the true nature of the sociopath who may be standing in front of us or, even more dangerously, sleeping beside us. When we combine this lack of knowledge and understanding with the prevailing belief that, deep down somewhere, all human beings possess a conscience, we are nearly helpless in our dealings with people who are indeed conscienceless.


Making them still more difficult to recognize, most sociopaths simply do not look the part. With the exception of Charles Manson himself, they do not resemble Charles Manson. Their faces are not frightening or evil-looking; nor do sociopaths appear to be insane. They do not hide in dark corners, or speak in menacing voices, or foam at the mouth. Most sociopaths look and sound just like us. They vary widely in degree of education, intelligence, and talent, just as we do. They are to be found in minimum-wage jobs as well as in high-powered professional and political careers, and in all the many stations in between. They are welfare recipients and welfare policymakers, factory workers and factory owners, students, teachers, artists, doctors, lawyers, CEOs, and any other sort of person one might conceivably encounter in our society. They look like us, appear to have lives just like ours, and the great majority of them will never be chased by the police, tried in court, or thrown into prison.


Even more at odds with our popular notions of them, most of the “morally insane” are not murderers. Sociopaths control, manipulate, and destroy in countless ways, but most never escalate to the level of lethal violence. Bloodlust seems to be the ruling motivator for only a minority. For most, there is a decidedly more meaningful consideration: the conscienceless do not want to go to prison or to death row any more than normal people do, and homicide is much more likely to be discovered and seriously punished by the authorities than is, say, leading your lover into financial ruin, or quietly damaging your colleague’s career, or carving permanent psychological scars into a vulnerable person’s psyche. The guiltless have no internal mechanism to limit their behavior, but they are calculating by definition. When severe external consequences are likely, they can and often do control their actions via cold intellect, well enough to be invisible to the authorities.


When sociopaths do engage in physical aggression, usually the behavior occurs at home, hidden from public view. Sociopaths are the commonest perpetrators of recurrent sibling, elder, child, and spousal abuse, and this tendency is referred to in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual in the description of callousness, which may include aggression and sadism. Domestic abuse is rarely prosecuted successfully, or prosecuted at all, so its consequences are less than forbidding from the sociopath’s point of view.


One might easily imagine our prisons to be full of sociopaths, but this is not the case, either. To the contrary, getting caught and imprisoned for sociopathic acts is apparently more the exception than the rule. Those who conduct research on sociopathy (as well as individuals personally victimized by sociopaths) have discovered that sociopathic acts tend to involve crimes that fall under the radar of our current legal system. On average, only about 20 percent of prison inmates in the United States are sociopaths. To be sure, this 20 percent contains a disproportionate number of chronic offenders and accounts for more than half of the most serious crimes (extortion, armed robbery, kidnapping, the most brutal murders), including crimes against the state (treason, espionage, terrorism). Still, the sociopathic head count in prisons is only about two in ten. And even when formal laws of the land are broken, sociopaths are often able to deceive and manipulate judges and parole boards by putting on faux emotional displays and what University of British Columbia psychologist Stephen Porter describes as “Academy Award–winning performances.” Dr. Porter’s research indicates that sociopathic criminals move through the correctional system relatively quickly, and are granted early release more than twice as often as non-sociopathic criminals.


No one has a greater ability to deceive and manipulate than an intelligent sociopath who looks just like everyone else. I have asked countless former victims whether they had any early suspicions that they were being deceived, and nearly all have given the same answer. In the beginning, they saw someone who had a great deal of charm and an intense interest in what other people had to say, someone who was very complimentary. They saw no red flags. They were without a clue until they began to be victimized, and many remained so long after that. Professor Robert Hare of the University of British Columbia, who researched the prison statistics above, is the author of a psychological inventory called Robert Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist—Revised (the PCL‑R), accepted as a standard diagnostic instrument for researchers and clinicians worldwide. Mincing no words, Hare writes of his subjects, “Everyone, including the experts, can be taken in, manipulated, conned, and left bewildered by them. A good psychopath can play a concerto on anyone’s heartstrings. … Your best defense is to understand the nature of these human predators.”


The veneer can be impenetrable, as their preoccupation with cat-and-mouse games, domination, and control is alien to us. The majority of human beings are quite decent. What we want primarily is to live our lives as happily and peacefully as possible, to take care of ourselves and our families, and to see our children grow up with the opportunity to do the same. Though we may have our selfish moments, overall we will labor hard and sacrifice much to preserve the well-being of the people we love, and to garner a sense of meaning from our work and activities. In our heart of hearts, we do not view life itself as a game. Life, for most of us, is a serious endeavor, and its best rewards are love and human connection. It can be disorienting—shocking, even—to discover that not all people can love, that not all human beings possess a conscience, and that a small conscienceless minority cause the lion’s share of human suffering.


UNDERSTANDING THE CONSCIENCELESS


For most of our history, we have not understood—indeed, have resisted understanding—that the inability to develop a conscience is substantially inborn, changeless, and therefore unresponsive to appeals for compassion (or even rationality), the fear of God, moral concerns, and, to a large extent, our formal legal systems. We have been especially blind to the fact that psychological denial—including our proclivity to view evil as an actual thing or a force outside of ourselves—allows the problem of sociopathy to flourish as it goes unseen.


We can advance our understanding of sociopathy by learning the answer to one very illuminating question: What is common among seemingly quite different conscienceless people? What does the bogus investor who swindles people out of their money have in common with the gruesome serial killer? And how do both the notorious con artist and the serial murderer resemble the uncounted non-newsworthy sociopaths who pass as normal in our society—or the office bully and the family tyrant? The answer, as you are beginning to find out, is an ice-cold, unfeeling emptiness. You will discover in the next chapter what the resulting psychological anatomy looks like in all such individuals, regardless of the misleading differences among them.


An increased understanding of “evil” as a psychological and neurological deficiency may give you a sudden and perhaps jolting paradigm shift. The inability to “see” sociopathy makes us vulnerable and afraid; but the opposite—knowing what sociopathic emptiness looks like in the real world—can provide us with the vision to begin dealing with the ruthless in ways that are rational, humane, and effective, rather than panic-stricken, vengeful, and superstitious. In the next four chapters I will discuss four categories of sociopath: (1) when it’s your child, (2) when it’s someone you work with or have to deal with in a professional capacity, (3) when it’s your opponent in a court battle for custody of your children, and (4) when it’s someone who uses physical violence or bullies via the Internet. Following these categories is a chapter covering ten key guidelines for protecting yourself.


The most crucial and challenging rule when encountering sociopaths is the general principle espoused by Professor Robert Hare: To defeat a sociopath, you must understand the nature of “human predators.” I hope the following pages give you a clear understanding of their nature so you can defend yourself against them, satisfy your need to “see” these people in a new way, and help you feel less crazy and alone.


In the next chapter, I address the issue most likely to create a fundamental change in your way of thinking about the meaning of evil, and in your ideas about bad people, good people, and perhaps our species in general. These first accounts are from loving parents struggling to deal with “empty” children—with sons and daughters who, contrary to our centuries-old conceptions of human nature, were born without the capacity to love.


What can parents do, ethically and humanely, when they are charged with raising a child who will never love anyone, not even them? To understand the enormity of this question, and to gain insight into the controversial subject of what sociopathy looks like in the very young, let us turn to the illustrative story of a boy named Silas on the morning after Superstorm Sandy in New York.





TWO



WHEN THE SOCIOPATH BELONGS TO YOU


Children Without Conscience




“I am having a very difficult time reconciling the beautiful child that I gave birth to with the monster that my eldest boy is.”


—FROM A MOTHER IN TENNESSEE


“What kind of little girl gets a big kick out of watching her parents cry?”


—FROM A FATHER IN TORONTO





Eleven-year-old Silas thought his mother was an idiot for not taking them to a shelter before Superstorm Sandy reached Staten Island. On the other hand he was glad about it, because finally something was happening that was not completely boring. In his pitch-dark room, he had sat up in his cluttered twin bed all night, listening to the storm. Midland Beach was only a mile away, and the ocean and the wind had sounded like a giant freight train headed straight for the house. The walls had shaken—he could actually feel them move—and with each crescendo in the blast, Silas had said aloud, “Excellent!” Now, as the storm began to pass, he thought about all the people out there who had probably just died. That was unbelievably interesting.


When a faint suggestion of daylight strained through the webs of duct tape his mother had put on the windows, he decided to get started. He figured he needed to leave really early, before any of the remaining neighbors had the nerve to go outside, and before most of the rescue people got to the beach. During the night, he had planned it all out. He would wear his boots and his yellow jacket, which had a hood, and he would bring along one of those large black trash bags that his mother kept under the kitchen sink.


Now, going down the hall to the kitchen, he passed his mother’s bedroom and saw that she was still in there with the door closed. She would not try to keep him from leaving the house. She had long since stopped arguing with him, let alone trying to control him. Whatever Silas wanted to do, he did. He knew that some part of her decision not to go to a shelter was her fear that he would do something “shameful” in front of a lot of other people. In fact, it was so easy to rattle her cage that it was hardly even fun anymore. As for his father—he had left two years ago, mainly because he could not deal with Silas.


Inside her bedroom, Silas’s mother was awake. After hearing footsteps in the hall, she opened her bedroom door, listened anxiously for a moment, and then slowly made her way to the kitchen, sliding the fingertips of her right hand along the wall, as if for balance. When she got there, Silas was pulling a plastic trash bag out of a box.


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“None of your business,” he replied.


He stuffed the bag into a jacket pocket and, without looking at her, opened the rain-slicked kitchen door and walked outside, into what she knew was a very dangerous dawn. She tried not to think this thought, but she could not help herself: How would she feel if he simply never came back? Honestly, she did not know, and the guilt of it squeezed her hard around the lungs. Ashamed and panic-stricken nearly always, she could not remember the last time she had been able to take a deep breath.


Silas went down the back stairs and slogged through standing water to reach the swampy front yard. It was obvious that the worst of the storm had moved on, but the metallic gray sky was still satisfyingly ominous. The first thing he noticed was that his house had escaped getting wrecked only by the skin of its teeth. Most of the houses across the street had been badly mutilated. One was missing its whole roof—decapitated, just like that. “Excellent!” he whispered to himself. He pulled up his hood and stepped out into the road, where walking through the flood was a little easier, and went to the cross street that led down toward the beach. At the very top of the intersection, where the road was not completely under water, there was a small blue-and-red crab on the asphalt, way out of place. He stopped and flipped the crab over with his boot, to see how it would react, but all it did was lie there, showing its drab underside and waving one of its claws. He pressed the crab’s middle with his boot heel until the creature made a soft crunching noise, and then he continued down the road in the direction of the shore. When he got as far as the neighborhood playground, he saw a boat—an actual boat from the ocean—sitting there in front of the swings. This made him laugh out loud.
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