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“Day or night, it’s always true,


The kingdom lives inside of you.


When you say these words, three times in a row:


‘I’m lovable, I’m lovable, I’m lovable!’


Your lovable self will magically grow.”


Diane Loomans,


The Lovables in the Kingdom of Self-Esteem (1991)









“I am done with the monster of ‘we,’ the word of serfdom, of plunder, of misery, falsehood and shame.


And now I see the face of god, and I raise this god over the earth, this god whom men have sought since men came into being, this god who will grant them joy and peace and pride.


This god, this one word:


‘I.’


Ayn Rand, Anthem (1931)
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A note on the text


A significant part of this book concerns differences between groups of people. Sometimes generations are compared, at other times cultures. It’s important to stress that these are always general tendencies that academics have detected across large numbers of people. In the real world, there is a huge variation amongst individuals, and no general observation about a specific group can ever be reduced to an observation about any particular person.




BOOK ZERO


The Dying Self




At first there was nothing. She was a person, tied to a bed, and that was all. No memories, no thoughts, only strange sounds: electronic beeps, a soft mechanical drone. And then, emerging from the haze, a voice: ‘Can you tell me what this is?’


Something was floating in front of her.


‘A pen?’ she said.


In gauzy glimpses of awareness she’d recognize shapes in the room – a bed, a chair – but somehow she was unable to turn all the individual pieces into a whole, connected scene. Human forms would stand over her and tell her they knew her, but she had no idea who she was. She didn’t know it was the second week of June 2007 or that she was forty-three years old or that she was Debbie Hampton from Greensboro, North Carolina. At some point, however, she did come to understand the fundamental facts of her predicament. She was alive. And she was furious about it.


A few days previously, Debbie had taken an overdose of over ninety pills, a combination of ten different prescription drugs, some of which she’d stolen from a neighbour’s bedside cabinet. Ever since she’d been the gangly girl that everyone at school called Monkey, Debbie had suffered from low self-esteem. Her childhood had not been easy. ‘My parents got divorced when I was sixteen,’ she told me, ‘and I vowed, then and there, that I would never do that to my children.’


When she was twenty-one she married her childhood sweetheart and they quickly had children. She was determined to become the woman of his dreams. ‘My husband’s mom was the epitome of the perfect mother and wife. She stayed at home, raised the kids, was a wonderful cook, was crafty. She was what I wanted to be.’ But as hard as she tried, Debbie couldn’t be that woman. The life of the housewife bored her. ‘I wasn’t a pleasant person to be around. I was angry.’ The marriage ended. And so there she was, the single mother she swore she’d never be. She began dating, but it didn’t go well. ‘I literally saw my youngest son sit in the middle of the hall crying big tears because he wanted a “real” dad.’ As a child, Debbie had always tried to be the person her mother wanted her to be. As an adult, she’d struggled to be the person she imagined her husband desired. All her life she’d been chasing that dream of perfection and, all her life, her dream of perfection had dodged her grasp. What she felt like now was a failure. ‘My thoughts were, “You’re not a good enough mother, you’ll never be able to earn money, you’re getting older, you’ll never get a man and please him.”’


On 6 June 2007, at around eleven o’clock, Debbie sat on her bed, swallowed her pills with some cheap Shiraz and put on a Dido CD to listen to as she died. Rousing a little later, she went downstairs to her computer, switched it on, and began composing a suicide note:


‘Dear Family, I write this as tears fall from my eyes. I fear that I will never see any of you again. I have been captured by the white men, and I am on a slave ship headed to a far away land.’


She really did feel extremely odd. She nevertheless continued writing for a while, and then signed off:


‘Goodbye forever and be careful not to get caught as I did, Kunta Kinte.’


At around three that afternoon, one of Debbie’s sons found her collapsed on the kitchen floor. She was rushed to hospital where she eventually awoke, raging at herself. ‘I was mad,’ she said. ‘I’d messed it up. I was full of self-loathing for botching my suicide. I had so much self-loathing I felt like it would crush me.’


*


Suicide is a mystery. It seems to go against everything we know about human nature in some elemental way. We’re animals of progress. We’re doers, strivers, fighters. Whether our aims are good or ill, we push and we push, building great cities, burrowing great mines, forging great empires, destroying climates and habitats and the limits of yesterday’s fantasies, bending the forces of the universe to turn magic into the everyday. We want things and we get them; we’re greedy, ambitious, canny, relentless. Self-destruction has no place in this schema. It doesn’t fit.


Except it does. It must do.


I wondered if there was a clue, in Debbie’s story, about what it might be that can make the human self malfunction so utterly. Over the last few years, I’ve spoken with many people who’ve been affected by suicide and the basic narrative she describes, of high expectations leading to failure, leading to a rejection of the self and an impulse to finish it all off, has emerged again and again. It emerged when I spoke with Graeme Cowen, from New South Wales, who always felt that ‘if I wasn’t outstanding, I was less of a person’ and, following a series of professional failures, tried to hang himself in his backyard with an electrical cord. It emerged when I spoke to Drummond Carter, an ambitious and proper headmaster from a village in Norfolk, England, whose wife’s serial affairs left him humiliated, his identity shattered. It emerged when I spoke with star footballer Ben Ross, who broke his neck at the peak of his career (‘You start thinking, “What if I was to disappear?”’), and his sports medic, Dr Con Mitropoulos, who told me his charges often find themselves thinking like this because they ‘put themselves under pressure and have aspirations to be successful, as we all do. They feel anything’s possible, as long as you work hard. And yet life’s not like that.’ It emerged, too, when I spoke with Meredith Simon, a student at a well-known US liberal arts school who struggled with her weight and with ADHD and felt significantly less perfect than her beautiful, slim and accomplished sisters. She began self-harming and then, when she was fourteen, went into her en-suite bathroom, took a razor blade and tried to kill herself by slashing her wrists. ‘I was disappointing people,’ she told me. ‘And that was really hard for me, because I wanted to be the perfect child.’


Perhaps I notice this pattern in particular because I find it in myself. I seem to be caught in a lifelong rhythm of expecting more from myself than my talent and character can supply, and in periods of mounting failure, suicide tends to be my mind’s reflexive solution. Fuck it, I find myself thinking, I could just leave, and then I get this sense of warm reassurance. I’ve always secretly admired those who have the courage to actually go through with it. To me, they’re heroes. After all, there’s not much cowardly about taking to your veins with razor blades or coiling an electrical cord around your throat.


One way of looking at suicide is as a catastrophic breakdown in the human self. It’s the most extreme form of self-harm there is. Even if you haven’t actively plotted your own death, many people have surely experienced at least a fleeting thought: I could solve this. I could vanish. I have reason to suspect that this kind of thinking, although taboo, might be more common than

you might imagine. In the three years it’s taken me to write this book, four self-inflicted deaths have taken place in my general sphere. There’s the man who hanged himself from a tree on the common where I walk my dogs; the man who hanged himself in the lock-up garage that I pass when driving my wife to work; the lovely village postman, Andy, who I used to see almost every day, who also hanged himself; and then there’s my cousin, who took his life this past Christmas.


You might argue that this is just bad luck, or that I notice suicides more because I have that vulnerability or because I happen to have been writing about them. Indeed, it’s true that overall rates in the US and UK have seen a general decline since the 1980s. But it’s also true that the 1980s saw the introduction of ‘blockbuster’ antidepressants that are known to be especially effective for severe depression, the type most likely to lead to suicide. Prescription numbers have rocketed since the early 2000s. Today, over a twelve-month period, between 8 and 10 per cent of the entire adult population of the US and UK uses antidepressants. There exists the strong possibility that our suicide statistics might look considerably worse if the millions suffering from serious psychological maladies hadn’t been offered this help.


And those statistics are pretty dire already. Today more people die by suicide than in all the wars, terrorist attacks, murders and government executions combined. According to the World Health Organisation, in 2012, 11.4 people out of every 100,000 died by self-harm versus 8.8 people as a result of interpersonal violence, collective violence and legal intervention. Its projections indicate things are going to get worse. By 2030, it estimates that that difference will have increased to 12 versus 7. In the UK, in 2000, 3.8 per cent of adults reported suicidal thoughts – a figure that had jumped to 5.4 per cent by 2014. In the US, suicide rates recently hit a thirty-year high. Between 2008 and 2015, the number of American adolescents and children receiving hospital treatment after considering suicide or self harm doubled.


And as alarming as these figures are they do, in fact, heavily disguise the problem’s true weight. The data varies, but one respectable set has it there are twenty times more attempted than completed suicides every year. That’s a massive amount of people whose supposedly self-interested selves are, for some reason, turning against them. This is deeply strange. What is it that holds such incredible power it can make the human psychological mechanism go dark? That’s so energetically harmful it can cause it to want to destroy itself? Could it be, I began to wonder, something to do with that pattern I’d detected, in myself and others? Something about high expectations and then disappointment and then a terrible, gathering loathing of the self?


*


‘Did you see the news?’ said Professor Rory O’Connor, President of the International Academy of Suicide Research, when I met him at his office. Rory heads up the University of Glasgow’s Suicide Behaviour Research Laboratory. The day we met, the British papers had been carrying the latest statistics. Whilst the level for women had remained pretty constant for several years, the numbers for men were at their highest in well over a decade. As it is, men make up around 80 per cent of all suicides in the English-speaking nations, but this new surge was worrying. The papers had been asking after its causes.


We began by discussing the more general facts. Those who study suicide are usually keen to press upon the curious that there’s rarely a single factor that leads to any self-inflicted death. There are many vulnerabilities that can heighten risk, including impulsivity, brooding rumination, low serotonin and poor social-problem-solving abilities. Mental illness, most commonly depression, usually precedes such an event. ‘But the really important point is, most people with depression don’t kill themselves,’ Rory told me. ‘Less than 5 per cent do. So mental illness is not an explanation. For me, the decision to kill yourself is a psychological phenomenon. What we’re trying to do in the lab here is understand the psychology of the suicidal mind.’


At forty-three, Rory was boyish in frame and youthful in spirit. Hyperactive and assertive, the cuffs of his giraffe-decorated shirt flapped open and his grey hair was fashionably cut, parted long across the brow. Paintings by his children were stuck to a cork board – an orange crab, a red telephone – whilst, all the while, a grim book collection lurked in his cupboard: Comprehending Suicide; An Unquiet Mind; By Their Own Young Hands.


After two decades of studying them, you’d imagine there wasn’t much Rory didn’t know about the minds of the suicidal. And yet, every now and then, he came across a finding that surprised him. This is just what happened when he began looking at a style of thinking called social perfectionism. If you’re prone to social perfectionism, your self-esteem will be dangerously dependent on keeping the roles and responsibilities you believe you have. You’ll tend to agree with statements such as, ‘People expect nothing less than perfection from me’ and ‘Success means that I must work harder to please others.’ It’s not about what you expect of yourself. ‘It’s what you think other people expect,’ Rory explained. ‘You’ve let others down because you’ve failed to be a good father or a good brother – whatever it is.’


He first came across this type of perfectionism in studies of American university students. ‘I thought it wouldn’t be applicable in a UK context and it certainly wouldn’t be applicable to people from really difficult backgrounds,’ he said. ‘Well, it is. It’s a remarkably robust effect. We’ve found this relationship between social perfectionism and suicidality in all populations where we’ve done the work, including among the disadvantaged and the affluent.’ What’s not yet known is why. ‘Our hypothesis is that social perfectionists are much more sensitive to signals of failure in the environment.’


I wondered if this might be relevant to the problem of male suicides. ‘If this is about perceived failure to fulfil roles, should we be asking what roles men feel they should fill? Father? Bread-winner?’


‘And now there’s this change in society,’ he said. ‘You have to be Mr Metrosexual too. There are all these greater expectations. More opportunities for men to feel like failures.’


Studies suggest it’s fairly easy to make a man feel this way. One examination of what both women and men believe it takes to ‘be a man’ these days found they have to be a ‘fighter’, a ‘winner’, a ‘provider’, a ‘protector’ and ‘maintain mastery and control’ at all times. ‘If you break any of those rules you’re not a man,’ the paper’s author, clinical psychologist Martin Seager, told me. As well as all this, ‘real men’ aren’t supposed to show vulnerability. ‘A man who’s needing help is seen as a figure of fun.’ His was a relatively small study, but it echoed, to a remarkable degree, a report on male suicide that Rory co-authored for the Samaritans: ‘Men compare themselves against a masculine “gold standard” which prizes power, control and invincibility. When men believe they are not meeting this standard, they feel a sense of shame and defeat.’


As we chatted, Rory told me about a close female friend who killed herself in 2008. ‘That really had a huge impact on me,’ he said. ‘I kept thinking, “Why didn’t I spot it? God, I’ve been doing this for years.” I felt like a failure, that I’d failed her and people around her.’


‘Sounds like social perfectionism,’ I said.


‘Oh, I’m definitely social perfectionistic,’ he said. ‘I’m hyper-sensitive to social criticism, even though I hide it well. I’m really sensitive to the idea I’ve let other people down.’ Another risky trait he admits to suffering is brooding rumination – continual thoughts about thoughts. ‘I’m a brooding ruminator and social perfectionist, aye, without a doubt. When you leave I’ll spend the rest of tonight, and when I’m going to sleep, thinking, “Oh, Jeez, I don’t believe I said that. I’ll kill – ” he stopped himself – “I’ll beat myself up.”’


‘Rory,’ I said. ‘Are you at risk of suicide?’


He paused, apparently feeling out what he was about to say. ‘I would never say never,’ he said. ‘I think everybody has fleeting thoughts at some stage. Well, not everybody. There’s evidence that lots of people do. But I’ve never been depressed or actively suicidal, thank God.’


Rory and his team have developed a model for suicidal thinking that is based, in part, on an influential paper by the eminent psychologist Professor Roy Baumeister, in which it’s described as an ‘escape from the self’. Baumeister theorized that the process starts when events in a person’s life ‘fall severely short of standards and expectations’. The self then blames itself for these failures, and loses faith in its ability to repair what’s gone wrong. ‘We believe it’s a feeling of being defeated and humiliated from which you cannot escape,’ said Rory. It’s not enough just to feel like a failure, a self must also lose faith in its capacity to change. ‘It can be internally and also externally, so you’re trapped by life circumstances, you can’t see a way out, or your job prospects aren’t going to change and so on.’


‘It’s a feeling of being stuck,’ I said.


‘Absolutely. This sense of entrapment, which all comes back to control.’


‘Control?’


‘If you look at psychological theories across both physical health and mental health, one of the threads that runs through that is a sense of control. Whenever that control is breached it’s really problematic. When we’re distressed we’re always trying to get control back.’


One of the most critical functions of the human self is to make us feel in control of our lives. When people are having perfectionistic thoughts, they’re wanting to feel that they’re in control of their mission of being the great person they imagine they ought to be. The problem comes when the mission’s progress stops or, worse, goes into reverse. When their plans go badly awry, they’ll strive to get that control back. If they fail and keep on failing, they’ll enter despair. The self will begin to founder.


And this is true for all of us. If a great deal of men are suffering under the powerful cultural expectation that they must be invulnerable fighters, protectors and winners, then women have their own universe of pressures to cope with. Although the worldwide data is relatively scant, it seems that in many countries women actually attempt suicide in greater numbers. This indicates the massive pressures many feel to measure up to their own frequently impossible standards of perfection. Indeed, the assault on the female self can seem nearly constant, from the expectation that one should ‘have it all’, the perfect career and family (both men and women, it seems, are expected to embody the finest features of both traditional gender roles; strong yet caring, ambitious yet family-minded – all must be globally perfect), to the sick images of ‘ideal’ body-shape they’re presented with in fashion magazines and popular clothing stores, some of which display ‘triple zero’ mannequins with hazardous waist-to-height ratios of 0.32. One recent survey found that only 61 per cent of young women and girls in the UK felt happy with their bodies, a significant decline from the 73 per cent that had been found just five years before. Meanwhile, nearly a quarter of seven- to ten-year-olds felt they ‘needed to be perfect’, an already troubling figure that grew much worse with adolescence: in eleven- to twenty-one-year-olds, the proportion soared to 61 per cent.


A truer picture of today’s burdens on the female self can only be glimpsed by widening our scope from suicide to include self-harm and eating disorders, conditions which disproportionately affect women and which also, significantly, have perfectionism as a predictor. And, when we do, it begins to look even more as if something bad is happening. Since the emergence of social media, the incidence of eating disorders and body dysmorphia in the US and the UK has risen by around 30 per cent. In Britain, the number of adults reporting self-harm between 2000 and 2014 has more than doubled. One senior psychiatrist told reporters that rises in youth self-cutting seemed to confirm the general experience of clinicians that ‘levels of distress are rising . . . and mental health disorders are rising, for both boys and girls’. In the US anxiety and depression have been rising in adolescents since 2012. The authoritative American Freshman Survey found 51 per cent more young students felt ‘overwhelmed’ in 2016 than did in 2009. Even more worrying, the numbers for feeling ‘depressed’ had risen by 95 per cent.


There’s likely to be a variety of causes for these jumps, possibly including improved detection or more patients feeling able to disclose their behaviours. But specialists close to the problems also point to the ‘unprecedented social pressures’ that young people are currently under. Dr Jackie Cornish, of NHS England, said, ‘In common with most experts, we believe this is due to increasing stress and social pressure on young people, including to succeed in school, and emerging problems with body image.’ Paediatrician Dr Colin Michie placed much of the blame on the modern ubiquity of smartphones, which expose the young to constant streams of advertising and celebrity, telling reporters, ‘I think we have released a behemoth we cannot control.’


Traditionally, body image troubles have been thought of as affecting mostly women. This, too, is changing. One US study found body dysmorphic disorder to be nearly as prevalent amongst men as it is amongst women. Many of these men have ‘muscle dysmorphia’, a condition that was essentially unheard of twenty-five years ago. During this period, steroid use has soared. Before the 1980s, it was mostly associated with a tiny number of elite athletes, whilst today it’s thought that up to four million Americans, the vast majority of them men, have used the muscle-enhancing drugs. Britain has experienced an incredible 43 per cent jump in male referrals for eating disorders over the course of just two years. Meanwhile, needle exchanges in some cities have reported a 600 per cent increase in their use in the decade to 2015. Spending on gym membership in 2015 alone rose by 44 per cent. A government enquiry into the problem concluded, ‘body image dissatisfaction is high and on the increase’. All of us, male and female, are apparently feeling increasing pressure to be perfect.


These dangers have also been becoming apparent in the university system. When a University of Pennsylvania task force published their report into the problem of student suicide, they noted a dangerous ‘perception that one has to be perfect in every academic, cocurricular and social endeavor.’ Over at York University in Toronto, meanwhile, the social scientist Professor Gordon Flett has heard the dangerous sirens of perfectionism in many of his students. ‘During advising appointments, every second student seemed to be coming in with what, at first, I thought was an academic problem but was actually an emotional or coping problem related to not meeting expectations,’ he told me. ‘What I was seeing was exceptionally capable people swamped with anxiety and stress due to the incredible pressure of trying to be perfect, either because they’d embraced these standards as their own or, in the case of social perfectionism, because they felt that others were demanding it of them.’


Gordon co-authored a paper that argued perfectionism has been significantly underestimated as an ‘amplifier’ for suicidal ideation. Amongst other studies, he referenced a survey in which 56 per cent of friends and family members of someone who’d killed themselves referred to the deceased, unprompted, as a ‘perfectionist’. In another, interviews with mothers of male suicide victims found 71 per cent of them saying their sons had placed ‘exceedingly high’ demands on themselves. The most comprehensive study on the issue to date found a ‘strong link’ between perfectionism and suicide. Authors of the 2017 meta-analysis described perfectionists as being ‘locked in an endless loop of self-defeating over-striving in which each new task is another opportunity for hard self-rebuke, disappointment and failure.’


Of course, perfectionism isn’t something we either have or don’t have: it’s not a virus or a broken bone. It’s a pattern of thinking. Everyone sits somewhere on the perfectionist scale. We’re all more or less perfectionist, with those in the upper levels being more sensitive to signals of failure in the environment. Even if you don’t consider yourself a perfectionist, it’s likely you have an idea of the person you feel you ought to be and experience at least a pang when you don’t measure up to it. That resonant moment of longing sorrow when you realize you’ve failed – that’s what we’re talking about.


Gordon observes that it’s common, these days, for people to consider perfectionism ‘as an ideal’, but these darker effects are lesser known, as are its shifting guises. ‘Self-oriented perfectionism’ is the one that isn’t social – the demands for perfection come from within the self. There’s ‘narcissistic perfectionism’, in which people believe they’re absolutely capable of reaching the highest heights but become vulnerable when they finally realize that, actually, they’re not. And then there’s ‘neurotic perfectionism’, the category into which both Debbie and I probably fit. These people suffer from low self-esteem and ‘just feel like they never measure up’. They’re worried and anxious people who have a ‘massive discrepancy’ between who they are and who they want to be. They make sweeping generalizations about themselves, so if they’re ‘not efficient’ at a particular thing, they experience it as a failure of the entire self. ‘It’s this all or nothing thinking,’ he says. ‘With that comes a lot of self-loathing.’ Often, it begins with a simple belief that they don’t matter, ‘but if they just achieve at a certain level, they will matter. Being perfect will either compensate for these defects or fool others into thinking they don’t have them.’


For Gordon, one central cause is that our environment is changing. Closely echoing Rory’s observation about modern masculinity, he says the modern world is giving us a greater number of opportunities to feel like failures. ‘It’s something that’s becoming more salient,’ he said. ‘In part, that’s because of the internet and social media. First, when a public figure makes a mistake there seems to be a much stronger, more intense and quicker backlash. So kids growing up now see what happens to people who make a mistake and they’re very fearful of it.’ This seems to be what happened, for instance, in July 2016, when sixteen-year-old Phoebe Connop took her own life after becoming worried a joke photograph she’d taken of herself would lead to her being denounced as a racist. ‘The image had circulated further than she wanted it to,’ Detective Sergeant Katherine Tomkins told her inquest. ‘There had been some negative reaction.’


Gordon and his colleagues have also recently begun studying a phenomenon called ‘perfectionist presentation’. ‘That’s the tendency to put on a false front of seeming perfect, where you cover up mistakes and shortcomings,’ he said. ‘You’ll see this especially among younger people, who portray their lives on social media. For the person who feels they need to keep up with others, that seems to be an added pressure. It’s like, “Here’s my perfect life, take a look at it”.’ Everybody judges their own worth by comparing themselves to others. That’s simply how minds work. Because of this, Gordon believes, social media is having ‘a huge effect’ on people’s self-image.


It’s not just Gordon who thinks so. A New York Times report into rising suicide rates among fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds in the US featured the Director of Counselling and Psychological Services at Cornell University, Gregory Eells, and described his belief that social media is a ‘huge contributor to the misperception among students that peers aren’t also struggling.’ When students in counselling remark that everyone else on campus looks happy, he tells them, ‘I walk around and think, “That one’s gone to the hospital. That person has an eating disorder. That student just went on antidepressants.”’


I’ve heard a similar sentiment from a friend who’s a mental health nurse and talks of a startling rise in cases of what she and her colleagues now describe as ‘chronic dissatisfaction’. I’ve also heard it from my own interviewees. Take Meredith, the liberal arts student we met earlier, who slashed her wrists in her bathroom. She believes that social media was a significant factor in her attempted suicide. ‘I’ve grown up in an age where social media has gotten really popular,’ she told me. ‘When I was younger we had AOL Instant Messenger and it was how many friends you had that classified you as cool. Then Facebook became more popular. That became a challenge for me because seeing everything that was posted on there was difficult.’


‘What was?’ I asked.


‘Just seeing people really happy. It was kind of in your face. When people were like, “Oh, I love my life,” it was hard because I wanted to feel that way and I didn’t. But I also posted things like that so I could seem that way.’


And then, in 2018, a major new study added significant empirical weight to the hunch I’d been pursuing for years. Psychologists analysed data from over 40,000 university students across the US, UK and Canada and found levels of perfectionism, between 1989 and 2016, had risen substantially. Over that period, the extent to which people attached ‘an irrational importance to being perfect’ had gone up by 10 per cent. Meanwhile, the extent to which they felt they had to ‘display perfection to secure approval’ had grown by a startling 33 per cent. These findings, the researchers concluded, indicated that ‘recent generations of young people perceive that others are more demanding of them, are more demanding of others, and are more demanding of themselves.’ It wasn’t only our environment that was changing. We were, too.


*


We’re living in an age of perfectionism, and perfection is the idea that kills. Whether it’s social media or pressure to be the impossibly ‘perfect’ twenty-first-century iterations of ourselves, or pressure to have the perfect body, or pressure to be successful in our careers, or any of the other myriad ways in which we place overly high expectations on ourselves and other people, we’re creating a psychological environment that’s toxic. Which is not to say that perfectionism is the only problem or that it’s unique to our era. There are many routes to suicide and self-harm just as every generation of people have surely had unfair expectations placed upon them. But if Rory and Gordon and the others are right, there are aspects of today’s cultural environment that can be especially hazardous and are transforming who we are.


I want to find out how this has happened. To do so, I’m going to have to embark upon two separate investigations. First, I’ll need to examine the self – the mechanism of wills, beliefs and personal qualities that combine to make us who we are, because the self is the thing that’s somehow becoming changed and damaged. Every self is different, of course, but I’m going to burrow beneath this crust and discover the fundamentals of how the human self operates. We feel its power: it’s the self that presses us into preoccupation with status, attraction, achievement, morality, punishment and perfection. We feel that it’s uniquely ‘us’ that gets involved in conflicts and loves and dreams, but that all humans repeat the same patterns of behaviour betrays the fact there are actually laws and functions in operation, an apparatus of being. This apparatus began its formation millions of years ago. In tracing its journey, and mapping its design, I want to find out why perfectionistic thoughts can cause it to malfunction so badly that it would rather eat itself than survive.


My second investigation will be into the environment that’s making us more perfectionistic. This means examining culture. When people feel like failures, they’re comparing their own self to an ideal of what a self should be like and then concluding they somehow come up short. It’s our culture that largely (although not entirely) defines who this ideal self is and what it looks like. It assails us with this perfect self that we’re all supposed to want to be like, in films, books, shop windows, newspapers, advertising, on the television and the internet – everywhere it can. Most of us feel pressured, in some way, into living up to this cultural model of perfection.


Of course, everyone has a slightly different version of the ideal self that they’re aiming to be, depending on their gender, their spiritual beliefs, their age, their family and peer background, their job and so on. Debbie’s model of ‘the perfect wife and mother’, for example, seems to have its roots in a cultural era that will, to many, seem antiquated. It’s not difficult, though, to detect the general model of ideal selfhood that the culture of today has come up with. It’s usually depicted as an extroverted, slim, beautiful, individualistic, optimistic, hard-working, socially aware yet high-self-esteeming global citizen with entrepreneurial guile and a selfie camera. It enjoys thinking it’s in some way unique, that it’s trying to ‘make the world a better place’, and one of the traits it’ll value highly is that of personal authenticity, or ‘being real’. It’ll preach that in order to find happiness and success, you must be ‘true to yourself’ and ‘follow your dreams’. And if you dream big enough, in the words of the sports medic Dr Con Mitropoulos – who has witnessed for himself the brutal underside of some of these ideas – you’ll discover that ‘anything is possible’. Oh, and it’s usually younger than thirty.


Because of its ubiquity in our culture, we can lose sight of the fact that this model of the ideal self is extremely odd. Who is this person? I’m going to try to find out, by uncovering the remarkable tale of how it came to be. Although its basic outlines predate human civilization, the journey of our current Western model of self really began in Ancient Greece. It was there that our idea of ourselves as potentially perfectible individuals who are responsible for our own fates came into being. I want to track this idea of ‘Individualism’ as it evolved through the ages of Christianity, industry, science and psychology, right through to Silicon Valley and the era of hyper-individualistic and competitive neoliberalism most of us have grown up in, with all the new opportunities it’s brought to make us feel like failures.


Each one of the eras I’ve chosen to touch down in has changed us in a different way, to a degree that I find extraordinary. We often fail to realize that the things we believe are, to a significant extent, a combination of beliefs, stories, philosophies, superstitions, lies, mistakes, and struggles of flawed men and women – our culture, in a word. Voices from long-dead minds haunt us in the present, often without our conscious awareness. Arguments they’ve made, feuds they’ve waged, battles they’ve fought, bestsellers they’ve written, revolutions they’ve triggered, industries and movements they’ve raised and destroyed, all live on within us. If I’m going to understand the age of perfectionism, and this peculiar model of self that ours has somehow arrived at, I’m going to have to tell these stories.


So there’s self and then there’s culture. Two separate things. It’s the self that wants to become perfect, and it’s our culture that tells it what ‘perfect’ actually is. We’ll soon discover, though, that these two forms are not quite as separate as they might first appear. For now, however, the journey of both self and culture must begin, and for that we have to travel back further than Aristotle and the early individualists, to a time before we were human.




BOOK ONE


The Tribal Self




Six foot four, shaved head, black T-shirt, goatee beard, tree-trunk neck, a heavy jewellery watch hanging loose around his wrist. Huge. John Pridmore sat square in front of me, his left fist planted knuckles-down on the arm of the chair. I’d arranged to meet him at his elderly mother’s retirement flat, in Leyton, East London. We talked for hours, as the evening rose through the light around us and as his elderly mother, this delicate woman who’d once prayed for his death, listened in, occasionally interrupting with some remark or other.


I’d come to East London because I’d hoped this man’s extraordinary story would shed light on some of the most ancient parts that make up the human self. Much of who we are today – what we feel, what we believe, how we think – can be traced back to an era before we were recognizably human. The first modern ‘human’ brain arrived in the fossil record around two hundred thousand years ago and yet for well over one and a half million years we existed as hunter-gatherers in tribes. It was during this time that our brain, and the self it produces, underwent much of its crucial development. We still carry this prehistoric tribal nature with us and John’s spent much of his life unwittingly acting under its power. The tribish violence he took part in, as well as his preoccupation with status, hierarchy and reputation, welled up from some of the self’s deepest cellars. As extreme as his experiences were, these basic instincts exist in us all.


His tale begins one evening when he was ten. He’d come home from Sea Scouts to hear his elder brother crying somewhere in the house. His dad was in the kitchen, looking angrier than he’d ever seen him. ‘Get upstairs.’ He found his brother in the master bedroom, bereft and sitting on his parents’ bed.


John’s memories of before that night are of feeling loved: happy holidays at the beach in Hastings; long drinks of hot Horlicks; watching John Wayne films with his dad at the Granada Cinema in Walthamstow. His mother worked at the greengrocer’s and his father was a policeman and would tell amazing stories about the ingenious crooks and celebrity villains he’d come across over the years: there was the burglar who’d steal cash from houses then drop it in the post on the way home to avoid getting caught. There was Roy ‘Pretty Boy’ Shaw, who it took eight men to arrest. Then there were the legendary Krays, who he’d stopped one day for speeding. ‘He seemed to have more admiration and respect for villains than he did for policemen,’ said John. ‘The stories he’d tell us, it was a kind of fantasy world. I idolized them because of what he’d said.’


That night, when his parents eventually came to find the boys, his dad came straight out with it: ‘You two are going to have to choose who you want to live with. Me or Mum.’


John didn’t understand. He thought they were playing.


‘Why?’ he said. ‘Is it a game?’


‘No, it’s not a game,’ said his dad.


‘We’re getting a divorce,’ said his mum.


What was a divorce? What were they going on about?


‘But I live with both of you,’ he said. ‘You’re my mum and dad.’


‘Well, you’re just going to have to choose.’


He looked at them, from one to the other.


‘But I can’t.’


John’s father moved in with another woman. His mother moved into a psychiatric hospital called Claybury. He used to visit her there. ‘She would either be in a daze and not recognize me or she’d be very angry and say, “You’re the Devil’s son.” Occasionally she’d be my mum and hug me and tell me she loved me. I think that was worse.’


John broke out in a nervous rash that covered his body from head to foot. The doctor ordered him to see her no longer. Back at home, life had become hard. His dad wasn’t the same since he’d met this new woman. ‘You never knew what you were walking into,’ he said. ‘It was like a tinderbox in there.’ John began overeating. He started answering his father back. He started smashing his toys up. He started robbing coins from his father’s ashtray and using them to play the machines. He started stealing napkin holders from Debenhams and money from school. He tried to run away. His dad and step-mum told him that if he didn’t stop they were going to put him into care. ‘You’d never know it if you met me but I was angry,’ said John. ‘Seething.’


One day, John and his friends broke into a pet shop to steal some white mice. The police came. When John went to court, he admitted to sixty counts of theft. He was sentenced to three months at the Kidlington Detention Centre in Oxfordshire. It was worse, in there, than he could ever have imagined. He learned to fight and he watched others fighting. He saw a visiting doctor beat up a boy because he kept wetting his bed. When he was released, he moved into a flat with his brother.


His mum, now recovered, had fallen in love with a man named Alan. John took a job at an electrical shop in Hoxton called Radio Unlimited, but he felt no duty to his new bosses. ‘I felt as if anyone you trust, anyone you love, they just betray you.’ He began stealing from the till, and from elsewhere, and was sentenced to three months at Hollesley Bay Young Offenders Institution in Suffolk. He was nineteen. When he arrived, a boy named Adrian demanded a share of his wages. A load of other lads were there, watching. John knew, from his time in Kidlington, that this was a moment that would make his reputation and nothing, in that place, was more important than that. He listened to Adrian going on and on, about all the ways in which he was supposed to suck up to him. ‘He went on for five or ten minutes and I just smacked him. You either fought these guys or you ended up paying them everything.’


They put John in solitary confinement. Twenty-three hours a day, a bed, a toilet, a washbasin, and John observing his own mind breaking. ‘Everything you do in life is to distract you from yourself,’ he said. ‘Suddenly you’re just faced with you.’ From his cell window, he had a distant view of the North Sea. He wrote letters to his mum and then his dad, telling them his ‘life was a failure’. He hated himself. He’d spend hours watching the water, and people walking along the beach, and fantasize about killing himself. He wrote again to his mum, saying sorry for letting her down.


‘I did think he’d let me down,’ nodded his mother.


‘Well, you didn’t come visit, did you?’ said John, not directly looking at her. ‘I was very annoyed about that.’


‘I would’ve gone because it’s not so far, really, by train. But I think it was Alan that put me off. He never really wanted to do things for the whole day, did he? He used to say, “Oh, it’s such a long way.”’


I asked John if it hurt, listening to all this.


‘No,’ he said.


His mother, however, was beginning to look teary.


‘It hurts me because I feel bad for John,’ she said. ‘I feel I’ve let him down, really.’


When he got out of prison, John met a man called Buller, who worked out of a second-hand office-furniture shop in Boundary Road, Walthamstow. Buller and his son also ran a business providing security for nightclubs and concerts. John enjoyed bouncing. He enjoyed fighting. But Buller had other interests too. One day, he asked John to pick up a Land Rover from Dover and drive it back to London. They paid him £5,000. He didn’t know what was in it: drugs or guns or gold or whatever. But he did it, no problem, and the jobs rapidly became bigger.


John began to feel truly part of Buller’s firm when he asked him to be present at a pub, for backup, during a meeting with a South London face that had the potential to end badly. ‘You’ll need to wear a black suit and black tie,’ he was told. When John turned up, he couldn’t believe it. There were at least sixty other men waiting there all dressed in exactly the same way. It was a display of power, of primal tribal force. It was a signal about his boss’s reputation. When his adversary arrived, he walked through the door with six blokes. John grinned at the memory. ‘I can still remember the look on his face.’


The firm that John was now a member of controlled the nightlife drugs trade in the West End of London. It did this by compelling club owners to use its security operation, the members of which would ensure only approved dealers were permitted inside the clubs, with others meeting intimidation and violence. John became one of their best enforcers. He wore a bespoke leather coat with special pockets sewn into the lining, one for his machete, the other for his CS gas. They complemented his portable armoury of a stiletto knife, a knuckleduster and a Jiffy lemon-juice bottle filled with ammonia. Every day was violent. Debts had to be honoured and rival gangs kept at bay. But it wasn’t just groups of competing criminals that John and his associates would look down upon. ‘To us, everyone in the general public was just complete idiots,’ he said. ‘Why would you go to a nine-to-five job when you could earn so much money doing so little? Our mentality was that we were the only sensible people and everyone else was vermin.’


*


If you’d have asked John, back then, why he was doing as he was doing, he’d have given you answers that might be tough to empathize with, but would, at least, be essentially rational: he was trying to raise his status within the firm because that way he’d be rewarded with money and women; he was beating this man up because he was a drug dealer who shouldn’t have been operating on his turf; his gang, and their way of life, was good because they made a bounteous living without having to work too hard. He’d be unlikely to tell you, ‘It’s because I’m compelled by primal mechanisms within my self.’ And yet that would, in a way, be the truest answer of all.


The essential rhythms of John’s new life, of hierarchy, territory, tribal politics and bloody struggle for status and resources, are among the most elemental within the human self. Humans have spent more than 90 per cent of their time on earth existing in groups as hunter-gatherers and these basic instincts live on in all of us. If we’re to understand who we are today, we should start by getting a glimpse of who we were back then. One way we can do that is by comparing our behaviour to that of the chimpanzees. We share a common ancestor, and more than 98 per cent of our DNA, with these animals. Along with the bonobo, they’re our closest living relatives. By observing behaviours the human self shares with the chimp self, we might find clues as to which parts of us are so old they predate our ascent to the top of the world.


And you don’t have to look for long until you start to recognize our ape parts. We two creatures turn out to have many eerie similarities. Like us, chimps are political animals. They exist in troops that are similar to, if about two-thirds smaller than, the tribes we spent many hundreds of thousands of years living in. This means that much of their daily life involves attempts at controlling their fates by manipulating those around them. They hide their feelings to get their own way. They hold long-term grudges. They negotiate peace by bringing aggressors together. They have a sense of fair play, protesting if given a smaller share of food than their neighbour as a reward, and are motivated to punish the selfish.


But it’s in the chimps’ preoccupation with hierarchy that we really begin to see the kinds of behaviours that are all too typical in human groups, such as John’s. Weaker and younger chimpanzees regularly engage in conspiracies and coups: groups of low-rank individuals work in cooperation to foment dramatic and dangerous attempts at toppling the leadership. They keep track of political alliances: if one chimp defends another, it will expect that chimp’s support during later conflicts. Failure to maintain this code of honour can bring on a crisis that leads to the breakdown of their coalition. They engage in political beatings and murders. These acts of violence are not the product of a moment of animalistic rage but are deliberately planned and carried out.


When the chimp has finally fought his way to the top of the tribe, he doesn’t lead purely through violence. He must also be a canny politician. Alpha chimps studied by the famous primatologist Professor Frans de Waal have been seen switching tactics, once they’d achieved their place on the throne, from a focus on winning fights and cultivating relationships with other strong males to supporting the weaker members of the tribe, preventing them from being attacked. ‘Chimpanzees are so clever about banding together that a leader needs allies to fortify his position as well as the greater community’s acceptance,’ he writes. ‘Staying on top is a balancing act between forcefully asserting dominance, keeping supporters happy, and avoiding mass revolt. If this sounds familiar, it’s because human politics works exactly the same.’


De Waal’s account of the behaviour of a ‘magnificent’ alpha male called Luit gives us a tantalizing look at the qualities our closest cousins see as part of the ‘ideal’ self. ‘Luit was popular with females, a mighty arbiter of disputes, protector of the downtrodden, and effective at disrupting bonding among rivals in the divide-and-rule tactic typical of both chimp and man.’ This particular combination of strength, wisdom and caring is, of course, instantly recognizable as that which humans still exalt.


So chimps are like us in that our models of the ideal self are very similar, at least in outline. What we also share is our preoccupation with hierarchy. We have this preoccupation because our tribes, like theirs, have hierarchies that are fluid. An alpha male’s reign usually lasts less than five years. This means we’re constantly surrounded by intrigue and rumour. There are plots and victories; blood and drama. We’re intensely interested in status, partly because that status has a high capacity to change. What our species also have in common is that members of our tribe band together to attack different tribes. The biological anthropologist Professor Richard Wrangham has observed that chimps and humans share ‘a uniquely violent pattern of lethal intergroup aggression . . . Out of four thousand mammals and ten million or more animal species, this suite of behaviours is known only among chimpanzees and humans.’


So we’re tribal. We’re preoccupied with status and hierarchy; we’re biased towards our own in-groups and prejudiced against others. It’s automatic. It’s how we think. It’s who we are. To live a human life is to live groupishly. Laboratory experiments have found that humans, upon meeting someone new, will automatically encode just three points of information about them. What are these three things the brain considers so fundamentally vital? They are age and gender, which are essential for basic social interaction, and also race, which isn’t. It’s been found that babies universally prefer faces of their own race. Children as young as six, when shown pictures of people from other races in ambiguous situations, will tend to assume they’re up to no good. Our era as hunter-gatherers might have begun to end around twelve thousand years ago, but our brains still live in this mode. Despite our knowledge of the hells this mode of thinking unleashes, we are helplessly groupish, ruthlessly dividing the world between in-groups and out-groups. We just can’t help it.


The effect of our tribal brains has been shown in numerous experiments by social psychologists, who’ve found that all you have to do to generate spontaneous prejudice and bias in humans is to randomly divide one group of them into two. I’ve experienced the effects of the tribal self many times in my own years of reporting, everywhere from South Sudan where, caught up in the tribal civil war, I was abducted and just about escaped being shot, to the narco-zones on the hills outside Guatemala City. There, I visited a barrio called Peronia with a young man called Rigo Garcia. Peronia is a ‘red zone’: a concentration of maximum danger within a city of maximum danger that is, in turn, the capital of an outstandingly violent country. (At the time, the murder rate was more than double that of Mexico.) Rigo told me about his schooldays and the boxing club that opened up nearby. It was a fun and relaxed place. Boys and girls would come and learn the sport, some in the morning and some in the afternoon. A friendly rivalry developed between the two groups. Gradually, it became less friendly. Boasts became threats. People brought bats and machetes to class to defend themselves. One day, the afternoon group stormed the morning group’s lesson. The terrified teachers locked the morning group inside. The kids began to build ‘hechiza’: homemade guns, constructed from plumbing pipes and tubes from metal television stands. The morning group and the afternoon group had become gangs. ‘Practically all the boys I went to school with have been killed,’ Rigo told me, with a chilling nonchalance. ‘One of them had his head cut off.’


We often hear this kind of behaviour called ‘mindless’ but there’s a sense in which it’s anything but: tribal aggression is an utterly predictable product of the human self. It’s how it’s built. It’s what it does. As I listened to John tell his story, it was impossible not to be reminded that, despite the din and wizardry of modern life, despite how separate we feel from the beasts, the truth is that we are great apes that sit in the primate superfamily Hominoidea. We are modern yet ancient, advanced yet primitive. We are animals.


*


In John’s job, as an enforcer, he had to control people. One of the other things John had to control was his conscience. He controlled it, mostly, by partying. Sex and cocaine made for lovely painkillers, as did flashy cars. He drove a 7 series BMW and a classic white Mercedes and had a penthouse flat in St John’s Wood that overlooked Lord’s Cricket Ground. He went to champagne and crack parties in Notting Hill. He’d get free drinks and peer respect and women’s phone numbers everywhere he went. You didn’t have to do anything, when you’d earned the kind of name for yourself that he had: the girls just came at you. He slept with so many, he couldn’t count them. Life was amazing. He’d become a top villain, just like those characters his dad used to tell him about, when we was a boy. He was raising his status, fighting his way up the hierarchy, getting closer and closer to the top of the tribe.


One night, he was posted to work the door at the Borderline club on the eastern edge of Soho. It was a small place, frequented by the famous, and sometimes hosted secret gigs by popular international acts such as REM. John had a crush on the guest-list girl. It was a relatively common thing for people to claim to be on the guest list, only to find their names absent. The kind of place it was, there wasn’t ever any trouble. Until one night, when there was.


‘You’re not on the list,’ said the girl.


‘Yeah, well, we’re coming in anyway,’ said the guy.


‘You can’t come in unless you’re on the list,’ said the girl.


John looked at the two men. They were no physical threat to him whatsoever. One of them noticed his gaze. ‘And you’re not going to stop us.’


‘What they were doing, in my eyes, was belittling me in front of this girl,’ said John. ‘She’s stunning, so I’m trying to get off with her. And the last thing . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve only got my reputation, and she’s seeing these two muppets aren’t respecting me. They’re taking it away. So I get a bat from behind the bar and I beat them. And I can honestly say that I nearly killed them.’


The most important lesson Buller ever taught his protégé was the importance of reputation. ‘For us it was like, you’re not really earning money, you’re not really earning women, what you’re building is your name. That’s the system of hierarchy in that world. If you’re not looked up to as being the most hard, the most strong, the most vicious, if you lose your name, then you’re nothing. But it was very strange. I’d be indoors watching Little House on the Prairie and have tears rolling down my face, but then I’d go to work and beat someone senseless. It was like two different worlds. I remember one time, when I was first starting out, I was in the pub with Buller and there was this little guy who was always trying to get some work or something off him, and every time he used to see me he’d say, just jokingly, “Hello, Lanky.” One night, I picked him up by the neck and said, “If you ever belittle me in front of anyone again, I’ll tear your head off.” And Buller said to me, “Now you’re beginning to understand what this is all about.”’


*


With his obsessive interest in reputation, John was once again being silently manipulated by his tribal self. But in this, he’s hardly alone. Caring about what others think of us is thought to be one of humanity’s strongest preoccupations. Children start attempting to manage their reputations at around the age of five. Of course, in our hunter-gatherer days, it was critically important that we maintained a good reputation. Those who earned bad ones could easily be beaten, killed or ostracized – which would, in that environment, have been a likely death sentence. And still today, a core activity of the human self is maintaining a deep interest in, and trying to control, what others think of us. We’re all, to some degree, anxious and hyperactive PR agents for our selves. When we realize our reputation is bad, the self can enter a state of pain, anger and despair. It might even start rejecting itself.


Reputation lives in gossip. It’s in the delicious little tales we tell each other that our reputations – these radically simplified avatars that represent us in the social world – are given life. Our appearance as characters in moral stories means we’re automatically cast as heroes or villains, our flaws or attributes magnified, depending on our role in the plot. And we can’t help but gossip. Studies that measure how much of human conversation it constitutes put the figure at between 65 and 90 per cent. At the age of three, children start communicating their ideas of who can and can’t be trusted to those around them. Despite the gendered stereotype, men are no less gossipy than women – they just tend to do it less when women are around to hear them. A study of gossip at a Belfast school found a large majority concerned individuals who’d broken some moral code; praise was relatively rare. One team of researchers found negative gossip can even affect our vision, causing us to automatically attend more to its subject.


Our helplessly gossipy nature is another inheritance from our tribal pasts. The anthropologist Professor Robin Dunbar has famously attempted to calculate the size of the human tribe, as it would’ve been back then. ‘Dunbar’s number’, as it’s known, came out at just below 148. Imagine being born into a tribe of 148 people. How would you keep track of them all? How would you find out who were the good people and who were the bad; who were the ones who’d share the meat and who would steal from you and stab you in the throat? A little bit of tittle, a little bit of tattle, that’s how.


But gossip wasn’t just a way of gathering crucial intelligence. It was also there to police the tribe. Gossip about a person breaking important rules would’ve generated powerful feelings of moral outrage in its members which would, in turn, have been likely to lead to severe punishments. This pattern, of course, is still all too evident in today’s age of perfectionism, in which gossip about others, notably on social and online media, spreads quickly, leads to upswells of highly emotional moral outrage which, in turn, leads to shaming and calls for harsh punishment and then broken careers and broken people. As virtuous as members of the mob sincerely believe themselves to be, when they’re swept into this behaviour, they’re actually being driven by brutal and primitive forces. They imagine themselves as angels when they are, in fact, as apes.


All of which brings us to a crucial place in our journey. It’s in these ancient tribes that we begin to sense the deepest causes of our modern feelings of perfectionism. Because we didn’t just crave a good reputation in order to avoid being beaten up and abandoned. We were – and still are – far more ambitious than that. We also wanted to be perceived well by others so we could rise up the hierarchy of the tribe. Our chief concerns, in the well-known words of the psychologist Professor Robert Hogan, were ‘getting along and getting ahead’. We wanted to get along with others, by making a good reputation, and then use that good reputation to get ahead.


But how did we know how to get that good reputation in the first place? How did we learn what qualities our tribe valorized, and what it hated? We’d do it, in part, by listening to tribal gossip. It was in these moral outrage-making tales that we’d find out who we had to be if we wanted to be successful. So here we have it: ambitious selves, on the one hand, wanting to become perfect and, on the other, a kind of cultural group-concept of the ‘ideal self’. These are the two separate forms we’ve been chasing.


It is possible to uncover the outlines of who the ideal self was, back then, in that distant epoch – what the basic characteristics were of a good member of the tribe and a bad one. We can do this, as crazy as this might sound, by experimenting on babies. The idea is that any functions and tendencies that are already in place, when we’re born, must be absolutely fundamental to the self and, therefore, have an extremely deep history. These are the aspects, as child psychologist Professor Paul Bloom explains, that ‘are not acquired through learning. They do not come from the mother’s knee, or from school or church; they are instead the products of biological evolution.’


With these child experiments, researchers believe they’ve revealed our basic rules concerning what a ‘good’ person and a ‘bad’ person actually is. One series of tests with pre-verbal children involved a simple puppet show: a ball is trying to climb a hill, a kindly square is behind the ball, pushing it up, whilst a nasty triangle attempts to thwart its mission by shoving it back down the hill. Have six- to-ten-month-olds watch this show, and then offer them the shapes to play with afterwards and almost all of them will reach for the selflessly helpful square. These, writes Bloom, were ‘bona fide social judgements on the part of the babies’.


A large body of such work now suggests that when humans say ‘good’, what they really mean is ‘selfless’. We celebrate and reward those who are willing to make some sort of sacrifice for the benefit of others. You can see why this might’ve made sense from the perspective of the tribe, when sharing resources, including food, knowledge, time and care, would have been essential. The underside of that, of course, is selfishness, a trait which would have been energetically, and sometimes violently, discouraged.


Of course, this broad outline of our perfect self hasn’t changed. We still like selfless people. We valorize them, in our gossip and our wider culture. Child experiments have shown that toddlers naturally expect sharing between members of their group. They even keep track of the politics of sharing, and know when another person is indebted to them. The urge for the policing of fairness has been found in four-year-olds. When offered a smaller portion of sugary treats than their neighbour, they usually preferred that nobody got any sweets at all than accept the bad deal. Even at that age, we’re prepared to suffer, just to see that others are punished for being unfair. (But we’re hypocritical about it: those children were more likely to accept the deal if it favoured them.) What we’re doing is trying to control the selfishness of others, thereby maintaining the smooth running of the tribe. And still, today, these deep tribal rules hold enormous power over who we are, and what we want others to think about us.


But hearing about all this, I was puzzled. What about John? He was rising up his tribe – getting along with his associates and trying to get ahead, just as humans have always done – but he could hardly be described as ‘selfless’. Didn’t John’s story spectacularly contradict what these social scientists had been arguing?


The answer didn’t become fully clear until I understood the extent to which the behaviours we class as ‘selfish’ or ‘selfless’ are mediated by our tribal brains. Remember those toddlers who just naturally expected members of their group to share with each other? They weren’t surprised that a person would refuse to share with someone from a different group. Selfless acts are most often made on behalf of our people. From John’s point of view, he felt he was selflessly putting himself at constant risk of violent attack and imprisonment, in order that he could serve his gang better. From their perspective, he was being selfless. He was striving to be a person who was of most benefit to his tribe. The celebrated mythologist Joseph Campbell explained this principle well: ‘Whether you call someone a hero or a monster is all relative to where the focus of your consciousness may be. A German [fighting in WWII] is as much a hero as the American who was sent over there to kill him.’


So here we are, back to our tribe and our tribishness. When we feel as if we want to become perfect, it’s largely our tribe that defines, for us, what ‘perfect’ actually is. One of the ways it communicates this definition is via gossip, which often focuses on people breaking some important rule. Because of our tribal roots, all humans share the basic principle that a good person is selfless.


These are the universal basics. Today we might not live in literal tribes, but we do exist in psychological ones. We’re all members of many overlapping ‘in-groups’. We might identify as black or Asian, for example, or as a boomer or a millennial, or as rural or urban, or as iOS or Android. And we no longer have to rely solely on gossip to show us what kind of person we ought to be if we want to get along and get ahead. We’re immersed in a rich culture, in which these lessons are communicated in newspapers, films, books and online. Often these stories lead to strikingly similar outcomes to those ancient, dangerous tales: heroes (even actors who play heroes) are hailed and grow in status, whilst those that transgress our rules are punished, perhaps by violence or ostracism. Most of us would like to be thought of as a kind of hero – which is to say, we hope to have a good ‘reputation’ in the daily, fluid social stories of our tribe.


But there’s one final, crucial point to make about reputation. Humans are self-conscious creatures. We’re constantly watching ourselves, judging ourselves, just as other people are judging us. When we catch ourselves behaving in obviously selfish ways, our minds alert us with a sense of alarm we call ‘guilt’. We begin to experience guilt before the age of one. It’s not pleasant; we like to believe that we’re good people, the ideal self that deserves to rise to the top of the tribe. As anyone who’s suffered from painful perfectionistic thinking can testify, we don’t only crave a good reputation amongst others, we also crave it with ourselves.


*


He reminded John of a zip. Murphy: Irish geezer. Limp, greasy hair. All mouth. Desperate to be a face, but he was just a little car thief, a little street dealer. All fucking rabbit. John, as everyone in the Oliver Twist pub in Leytonstone that day knew, was widely regarded as one of the most dangerous criminals in London. He’d just bought some cigarettes from the machine when he accidentally brushed past Murphy. Up at the bar, John popped the lid of the packet and chatted with the landlord about what was happening on the news. It was 1991, the end of the first Gulf War. Murphy came up behind him.


‘When you bump into people, you’re supposed to say sorry.’


John turned.


Fucking rabbit man.


‘What did you say?’


Fucking zip.


‘What are you?’ said Murphy. ‘Deaf as well as ignorant?’


John grabbed Murphy’s throat. He threw him on the floor and slammed his fist into his head again and again and again. There was Murphy struggling on the ground. And there was blood, heavy in John’s shirt. Murphy had stabbed him. Then, down his back, a kind of tingling. John looked up. Murphy’s mate was standing over him with a Stanley knife. He’d slashed him.


The landlord’s wife strapped John’s wounds as the two men fled.


‘You’ve got to get to hospital,’ she told him.


‘No way.’


He called his associate, Phil. ‘Come straight away. Bring a gun.’ Phil arrived with a .38. They drove to Murphy’s flat, kicked in the door, and discovered his wife and three children watching television. John aimed his weapon at the woman’s face. She begged them, ‘I haven’t seen him.’ They waited, outside the flat, for three hours. No Murphy. They looked for him the next day, in the Beaumont where he sometimes worked. No Murphy. They asked around the local drug dealers. No Murphy.


Then, finally, nearly a year later, a tip-off. Murphy sometimes picked his son up from school. John waited outside for days. Still no fucking zip man. And then, he appeared, with his six-year-old boy. ‘Murphy!’ cried John. ‘Remember me?’ John levelled the Irishman with one punch. He knelt on his throat and began smashing at his face with his fists. As parents and children screamed around him, he picked up Murphy’s head by the ears and began slamming the back of his skull into the pavement.


‘You’re murdering him!’ someone said.


John dropped him. ‘The next time I see you, I’m going to kill you.’


Days later, John was celebrating a large drug deal in the Beaumont Arms on the Catworth Street Estate when Murphy’s father approached. He was in his sixties, and upset. ‘You’ve traumatized my grandson, watching his dad get beaten up in front of him like that.’ John picked up a pint glass and smashed it into the old man’s face. Murphy’s brother lurched in to defend his dad. John slashed him with a stiletto knife and glassed him. He glowered at the silenced drinkers. ‘Come on then!’ A fat man moved towards him. ‘I don’t care who you are, you can’t be glassing a sixty-year-old.’ But John was outnumbered. He left the pub, changed out of his suit, and phoned two associates. They returned with golf clubs. John beat the fat man senseless, leaving him sprawled on a pool table, before smashing everything he could see and threatening to kill the landlord if the police were called.


A few weeks later, outside the Nightingales club in the West End, John smacked a drinker with a knuckleduster and then watched his head explode with blood on the pavement. ‘You probably killed the bloke, John,’ tutted Buller, as he drove him home. ‘You’ve got to calm down.’ John sat alone in his flat, in the Beaumont Estate, Leyton, with a spliff and a can of Special Brew. There were swords on the wall, pizza boxes and pornography on the floor. The room was painted black. Buller was right, he had been a bit touchy lately. He needed to calm down; if that man really was dead, he’d be looking at ten years for manslaughter. What was required, he decided, was a week off.


As he thought this, in Capworth Street a few miles away his mother was saying a nine-day prayer to St Jude, the patron saint of hopeless causes, begging him to take her son. ‘I was asking him to intercede to God for me,’ she said. ‘I just said, “I’ve been praying all his life and he’s not changing. You can have him because I’ve had enough. He’s evil.”’


At around 9 p.m. John heard a voice. It was listing all the bad actions he had ever been responsible for. The violence, the women, the drugs and the betrayals. ‘This is your life,’ it said. ‘This is what you’ve done.’ He thought it was the television. But how did it know?


He turned off the television.


The voice remained, listing all his sins, ‘one after the other, coming at me, to the point where I felt totally and utterly condemned.’ He knew it, then: what the voice was and what it was telling him.


He was going to hell.


John ran into the streets outside his flat. He was on his knees, saying the first prayer of his life: ‘Help me!’ He felt bathed in beatific wonder; in shimmering golden awe. ‘It was the greatest buzz I’d ever felt,’ he said.


‘What, even better than crack?’ I asked.


‘Not even in the same ballpark.’


It was the early hours when he arrived on his mother’s doorstep. ‘Mum,’ he said. ‘Something’s happened.’


‘What?’


‘I’ve found God.’


She looked at him, astonished.


‘Found God?’ she said. ‘At one o’clock in the morning?’


John’s mum said he could stay at her flat. Her partner Alan gave him a Bible. John lay down with it and read the story of the Prodigal Son. That son, who had strayed, sinned and returned . . . it was him. He wept. The night became filled with supernatural portent. Hell noises surrounded him: bangs and crashes and howling. ‘It was very weird,’ he told me. When the light finally came again, Alan, who’d also heard the racket, told him, ‘The Devil was very angry about you last night.’


John asked him if there was a place he could seek confession in total anonymity.


‘Westminster Cathedral,’ said Alan.


He took the Tube, queued behind a nun, and once he was safe in the box of shadows, he began, listing the worst things he could think of.


‘What prayers do you know?’ asked the priest when it was all over.


‘I know the Our Father.’


‘Well, say an Our Father then,’ the priest said. ‘Welcome home.’


As he walked out of the cathedral, he felt as if he wanted to dance. Weeks later, he said a fuller confession to a priest at Aylesford Priory in Kent. It lasted for hours. He took more and more confessions, at one point clocking up four in a single day. He started making penances: deliberately depriving himself of sleep with Bible reading; going without food for days at a time; walking seven miles to church through the streets of the East End, in bare feet. But for all the fury and magic of his conversion, there were still things that confused him about this new world he’d found himself in. Like, how come the Roman Catholic Church was so rich, when so many were so poor? And how come the Pope behaved like the leader of some powerful tribe? Like a king?


John tried to put these quibbles to the back of his mind. He had much work to do on his self. He had to change. He had to become a better person. He realized, now, just how selfish he’d been. He prayed to God, ‘All I’ve done is take. Now I want to give.’


*


It’s often said that the self is a ‘story’. If this is so, then, on the night of the Devil, John’s story underwent an astonishing rewrite, turning him from violent gangster to worshipful Catholic. The events of that strange night hold essential clues for our journey – clues that will help us discover not only how the self is structured, but what kinds of events and patterns can lead to potentially catastrophic collapse.


To begin to understand what happened to John, we need to consider just one facet of what psychologists and neuroscientists mean when they talk about this idea of the self as a ‘story’. Doing so reveals something important and disturbing about the human self: that it is built to tell us a story of who we are, and that that story is a lie.


Consider, for a moment, what it is to be a conscious human. There are, essentially, four parts to the experience. Firstly, you have the experience of your senses – the sights, the sounds, the smells, the tastes, the physical sensations felt by the skin. Secondly, you have your sense of hallucinatory travel – your mind can summon images of past, future and fantasy. Thirdly, there is your emotional experience – that constantly churning ocean of fear, excitement, love, desire, hate and so on that writhes and swells beneath your days. Finally, you have your internal monologue, the chatty voice that narrates it all, interpreting everything that’s happening to you, discussing it with you, making theories about it, never shutting up.


Now remember John’s night of the Devil. What were the different components of his experience? First, he was hearing a disembodied voice. Second, he was remembering ideas about God, the Devil, damnation and forgiveness that he’d come across in his Western Christian culture. Third, he was feeling dread. Finally, and most importantly, he was hearing his internal monologue. His inner voice was tying all the disparate elements of his experience together and turning them into a useful story that would make sense of it all. It was saying, ‘That horrible voice you’re hearing is Satan. It means you’re going to hell. But don’t be scared, John, you know what to do. You need to pray to God for forgiveness.’ John believes what happened to him, that night, was a visitation from the Devil. But for me, it seems more likely that he had a brief psychotic episode, and what saved him from having a full and sustained breakdown was that voice in his head, maintaining his sense of control, telling him what was happening and what to do next. His inner voice pirouetted across the madness, tying it all together, making it safe. Neuroscientists have a name for this voice – they sometimes call it the ‘left-brain interpreter’. If the self is a story, then prepare to meet its slippery author.


The bizarre work of the self’s interpreter was first properly exposed in the 1960s by a team that included cognitive neuroscientist Professor Michael Gazzaniga. They dreamed up an ingenious method of fooling it. They did this by taking advantage of epilepsy patients who’d undergone ‘split-brain’ surgery, in which the wiring that connected the brain’s two hemispheres had been cut to prevent dangerous ‘grand mal’ seizures spreading across them. Amazingly, these procedures worked, and the patients were able to lead relatively ordinary lives. But because their brains had been split, and most of the word- and speech-making circuitry that the interpreter relies upon is in the brain’s left half, the researchers realized they could implant ideas into the patient’s right half without their inner voice detecting them. And if their inner voice didn’t know they were there, it couldn’t ‘tell’ its owner about them.
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