

  [image: frn_fig_001]
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  Modernity was born with the advent of liberalism, and that in turn rested on one major insight: people who are different, who disagree, can coexist and build a beautiful civilization. No need to burn heretics or cast out people based on belief systems or other arbitrary categories. Human dignity can be universal. It’s remarkable to me that we would need to restate these points, but we do, which is precisely why Logan Albright’s book is so essential. Conformity is not the basis of social order; rather we need tolerance, robust debate, and mutual respect. That’s not a radical proposition, except that these days it is. Albright’s clarion call to recommit to fundamental values strikes all the right notes.
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  We humans can be creatures of habit. On most decisions, mundane to monumental, we mindlessly comply with the rules of civil society without giving it a second thought. But then again, there are the troublemakers. The rule-breakers. Those pesky free thinkers impolitic enough to ask: “Why?” Logan Albright’s latest book is an unapologetic celebration of these eccentric oddballs, and all of the beautiful things that might happen when free people refuse to fall in line. Read it, and you just might unleash your inner apostate.
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  An informed discussion of the trials and tribulations of being an individual − both across history and mythology − a suitable introduction to the problems of the modern technological age.
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Introduction





  Humans are social animals. We live in groups, we cooperate, we form communities, we help each other, all in the name of making life better. But as G.K. Chesterton was fond of pointing out, humans are also contradictions. For all our love of community and social activity, we are also individuals, each with our own thoughts, feelings, preferences, philosophies, and opinions about the world. It is this tension between the individual and the communal that continues to drive much political debate in the United States, and indeed around the world. On the one side, you have the individualists, the libertarians, the free thinkers, the nonconformists, under which category the present author, in the interest of full disclosure, must admit to falling. On the other side, you have the collectivists, the nationalists, the socialists, the communists, and those who believe that the bonds of community and charity must be prioritized above individual rights or welfare, by force if necessary.




  Much to the dismay of people like myself, for the last several thousand years, the collectivists have been winning, and one of the reasons they have been winning is their overwhelming superiority at using language and storytelling to reinforce their worldview among the undecided. They do so with such skill that most people don’t even realize that their thinking is being manipulated. Think of the word “selfish” and what comes to mind? Someone who treats others badly, and who is likely to lie, cheat, and steal to get what he wants. In reality, the self is a wonderful thing that should not be neglected, but should be nurtured and developed to the maximum of its potential. But subtle collectivist thinking has, over time, given the word an intensely negative connotation. The author and philosopher Ayn Rand tried to point this out numerous times in her writings, but due to the clumsiness of much of her philosophical writing, her message came out garbled to all but the most devoted readers willing to work hard enough to figure out what she really meant.




  Collectivist messaging can be found pretty much anywhere we care to look for it, but perhaps the most audacious example, and the focus of this book, is the way in which individualists, nonconformists, and people who refuse to do as they’re told by the rest of society, have so frequently throughout history been demonized. The word, as it is most commonly used, is strictly metaphorical. To demonize someone is to paint them as a bad actor, as someone with malevolent motives, or at the very least as someone acting against the common interest of society. We see metaphorical demonization every day in politics, in current events, in religion, in polemical writing of all types. Indeed, it’s hard to find any public figure who is not, to some degree or other, demonized on a regular basis. You can be sure, however, that the bulk of the bile and hatred society has to muster is lobbed in the direction of those who are a bit different than the rest. The people who hold unpopular opinions, live unconventional lives, refuse to do as they’re told, and fail to toe the party line risk not only public censure and vilification, but often death threats and actual attacks on their person as well.




  Demonization in the metaphorical sense is far too common to be the subject of a book that has any hope of being coherently organized. A history of demonization would encompass the entire history of the world. But there is a specific subcategory of demonization that seems wholly fitting for in-depth study. I’m referring, of course, to demonization in its original, most literal sense. By this I mean that, on multiple occasions and through a variety of movements across the centuries, the powers that be, whether housed in the church, the secular government, or merely people in positions of great influence, have classified nonconformists as being, or else acting in the service of, actual demons.




  It sounds so extreme that it’s hard to believe, and it’s equally hard to believe that society as a whole would be willing to swallow such obvious propaganda, and yet it happened, again and again, not only in primitive, superstitious backwaters, but shockingly recently in our own country. In some ways, it still continues today.




  Before moving on, I should clarify that I am not arguing that all nonconformity is necessarily good. Murder, rape, theft, and other kinds of violence are all acts which cut sharply against the established mores of society, and these are obviously terrible crimes which should be discouraged and condemned in the strongest possible terms. But even though certain types of nonconformity are destructive to peaceful living, other types can be either harmless or downright advantageous. After all, it has always been the oddballs, the weirdos, the trend-buckers, the eccentrics, and even the so-called madmen who are responsible for the truly great breakthroughs in art, music, science, and philosophy. Without nonconformity, there could be no advancement. Everyone would just go on doing things the way they have always been done, and no one would have the drive or self-confidence necessary to upset the proverbial apple cart in search of some tastier fruit.




  If this is the case, which it pretty obviously is, why then should society at large be so quick to condemn those who march to the beat of their own drum? It is likely that the answer can be found in the dingy backwater of prehistory, when continued existence depended on small tribes of people working together in order to solve the extremely difficult problems of how to get enough food to eat while not being themselves eaten by predators. The famous libertarian economist Friedrich Hayek, in his final book entitled The Fatal Conceit, devotes a good deal of space to exploring this notion. The collectivist impulse, he argues, is embedded deeply in the human psyche, because it is through collectivism that we emerged out of the primordial soup of life and into something vaguely resembling civilization. When people live in very small groups, say a family or a tribe, it is advantageous to work as a unit. There is no private property within the nuclear family, but everything is shared and employed towards the primary goal of keeping the family alive and well. In tribes, there is a chief and everyone does what the chief says, for the good of the tribe. A nonconformist in a group of individuals trying to function as a coherent unit tends to gum up the works, just like a rogue spring or gear would utterly destroy the mechanism of a finely-tuned watch. Everything has to function in concert, or else the whole thing falls apart, and so nonconformity must be punished, and severely, lest the family or tribe suffer as a result.




  This collectivist system works pretty well, but only for the reason that, in a small group, everyone can be held accountable. If someone shirks their duty, it is immediately obvious to all involved, and corrective action can be taken. But when you expand the group size past a certain point, this system is no longer tenable. In a large society, it becomes impossible to know every individual member on a personal level, and therefore it is impossible to know whether everyone is following the plan to the best of his ability. It’s impossible to know what people are really capable of, what their needs are, who’s shirking, who’s legitimately in need of help, and who’s trying to game the system to secure maximum benefit for himself. As accountability breaks down, so does the central plan as designed by the chief. The collective system of the tribe must give way to a market system where individuals pursuing their own interests create a functioning society without even meaning to. This is what Adam Smith called the Invisible Hand of the marketplace, a spontaneously generated system that allows for individual action with little to no need for group identity.




  In a market system, the nonconformist no longer threatens to bring the whole machine crashing down. Someone who acts strangely or unpredictably may ruin his own life, to be sure, or he may stumble upon unimagined riches and success. He takes the risk, and he bears the consequences, and if he fails, there are thousands more like him to keep society running.




  Yet, throughout this restructuring of society from small tribes to complex cities, we have carried with us that primal distrust and fear for those who refuse to live their lives in a conventional way, and far from reveling in the diversity that markets allow, too many of us still seek to squash disobedience good and hard. The best way to do that, it turns out, is to represent difference itself as the literal stuff of nightmares. Use fear to bring people in line; it’s the oldest trick in the book, probably because it still works after all these years.




  In the following chapters, I hope to demonstrate how nonconformists have been consistently represented as the servants of Darkness through the centuries, and how even today we continue to hold onto attitudes demonizing those who wish to live, love, and work in unfamiliar ways. It may be that through greater understanding of this phenomenon, we can start to let go of some of the fear we feel towards the nonconformists, and start to treat them with the tolerance, and indeed fascination they deserve.









  Chapter 1




  From Serpent To Satan




  When discussing a topic that spans much of human history, it can be difficult to know where to begin. There have been nonconformists for as long as there have been human beings with complex societies, and this certainly goes back to the invention of writing, if not even further. I could try to find the first example of a nonconformist in history or literature and see how society treated that individual, or I could try to find the first example of a nonconformist being punished for his actions. Instead, I’m going to take the easy way out by starting at the beginning, as defined by the most influential book in western culture, The Bible.




  The Book of Genesis, and especially the story of the Garden of Eden is well known to almost everyone in the Western world. God created the first man, Adam, and the first woman, Eve, and plopped them down in paradise to do whatever they wanted, with one major exception. Whatever you do, God commands, don’t eat from this one tree planted in the center of the garden, the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. All the other trees are fine, but don’t touch that one.




  Of course, as soon as God turns his back, a serpent appears and convinces Eve that her interests run contrary to God’s commandment, and that eating from the tree would make Adam and Eve more like gods themselves. God is just holding them back as helpless dependents out of spite. Eve is quickly convinced, and she and Adam eat from the tree. Immediately, they realize that they are naked, feel ashamed, and seek to cover themselves with makeshift clothing. God comes back and finds out that his orders have been disobeyed, and after a stern lecture, kicks Adam and Eve out of the garden. That’s why life is hard, bearing children is painful, and snakes don’t have any legs, apparently.




  That’s a simple enough moral: do as you’re told; don’t try to rise above your station; don’t listen to talking snakes. Nonconformity is punished in the swiftest and most terrible fashion, and the serpent, the tempter, is primarily to blame, but we’ll get back to him in a minute.




  Another story from early Judaism, though less well known, carries a similar moral. According to some scholars, Eve was not the original wife of Adam, nor the first created woman. She was a second attempt after the first one, called Lilith, went wrong.






   In the myth of Lilith, the first wife of Adam, it is told that she was created independently of Adam, unlike Eve who was created from the rib of Adam. Thus, Lilith did not want to submit to Adam, something that led to an argument regarding who should lie underneath during sex. Finally, God had to intervene and he attempted to force Lilith to submit to Adam. But Lilith spoke the secret name of God, Shemhamforash, and managed to escape. She escaped out of the Garden of Eden into the wild lands where she encountered demons, like Samael and Asmodeus.1







  Nowadays, Lilith is generally referred to as a demon herself, queen of the vampires, and mother of all dark and evil things. Her crime? Once again, it is nothing more than disdain for authority, nonconformity to the expectations of others, and a refusal to allow herself to be dominated. These generally admirable traits are literally demonized in the story of Lilith, leading to her becoming an adopted mascot in some circles of modern feminism.




  Before moving on, it’s important to note that warnings against disobeying the gods were nothing new, nor were they unique to Judaism. The mythology of the ancient Greeks is full of cautionary tales about what happens when humans fail to live up to divine expectations. This is not surprising, given the fact that gods were, by definition, powerful, being the forces behind nature itself and causing everything from lightning and earthquakes to wars and even love. It’s only natural to fear and obey something that has the power to reduce your village to ash, or worse, to make you fall in love with someone who doesn’t love you back. But to the Greeks, at least, obedience was not necessarily seen as inherently virtuous, just prudent.




  To the ancient Greeks, the gods were to be honored and obeyed not because they were good, but because they were powerful. They could make your life better, or they could ruin you without even trying, so it was best to stay on their good side. By the same token, however, if you could manage to pull one over on the gods and get away with it, more power to you. Zeus, Hades, and Ares were not heroes to be loved and adored. They were just as ruthless and petty as any human warlord. This is why there are plenty of stories of particularly crafty humans, and sometimes non-humans, beating the gods at their own game, and the best of these stories is that of Prometheus.




  Prometheus was a Titan, the Titans being a race that preceded and were ultimately conquered by Zeus and the other gods of Mount Olympus. Prometheus was uncommonly sympathetic to human kind, having observed the way they struggled to eke out an existence, and he figured that they could use a little help from above. Noting the usefulness of divine fire, one day Prometheus took it upon himself to give humans the gift of fire making, allowing them heat in the cold, light in the dark, and finally some decently cooked food to eat. When Zeus learned what Prometheus had done, he was furious. Fire was one of the gods’ main advantages over the humans, and with a single action, Prometheus had elevated an inferior race one step closer to Mount Olympus. As punishment, the poor Titan was chained to a rock and doomed to have his liver eaten by eagles, only to have it grow back to be pecked out and devoured again and again forever. It would be hard to imagine a worse punishment for any crime, much less the relatively minor one of actually helping humans not die of exposure or starvation, but the Greek gods were never exactly models of restraint or mercy.




  Why do I tell this story? Because, as you may have noticed, it bears a striking resemblance to the story of the serpent in the Garden of Eden. Someone breaks ranks and reveals forbidden knowledge to mankind, which is great for them but angers the gods who had been jealously guarding these secrets. The act of disobedience, of refusal to conform, is subsequently punished in the harshest possible terms, and the rest of us are expected to learn from the example and never, ever do it again.




  The crucial difference between the Garden of Eden and Prometheus stories is this: Prometheus was regarded as a hero by the Greeks. He risked everything to help us out, and paid the price. What a guy. And if you are feeling sorry for him, you can take comfort in the fact that, spoiler alert, he eventually gets rescued by Hercules, presumably because the Greeks found his torment an intolerable miscarriage of justice. All’s well that ends well.




  So, if Prometheus is considered to be awesome for defying the gods and giving us the forbidden knowledge of fire, why is the serpent considered wicked for defying God and giving us the forbidden knowledge of good and evil?




  The difference is this: to the Hebrews, God wasn’t just powerful, he was also the embodiment of all things good, just and wise. There was no use trying to cheat him, because in the end you were only cheating yourself. Therefore, any disobedience to God’s will was regarded as per se wicked, and was condemned as such. When the serpent tempts Eve to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, this is regarded not as a heroic act, but as a base one. Instead of reveling in this triumph over authority, we are supposed to feel shame and regret. Adam and Eve are cast out from their childlike state of innocence and dependence, and made to suffer the pain and toil of life as independent adults in an inhospitable world. And what was their crime, deserving of such rough treatment? Eve was guilty of curiosity and disobedience. Adam was guilty of putting his faith in another human being, the woman he loved, instead of in a distant authority figure. Thus, in the first few pages of the scriptures that define much of Western civilization, we are taught that there is no greater evil than to question authority.




  It’s impossible to read the Old Testament without noticing the intense focus on tribalism, insularity, and xenophobia. The early Hebrews were a tribal people, and the laws laid down in the Hebrew Bible were intended for the tribe of Israel, God’s chosen people. These laws were at best indifferent and at worst actively hostile to outsiders. Numerous commentators have pointed out Biblical injunctions encouraging slavery, conquest, and genocide of foreigners and heathens. The Ten Commandments prohibiting theft, murder, and other vices, were meant to govern conduct within the tribe only.




  In fact, the Old Testament is filled with commandments, far more than just the ten most people are familiar with, that are designed to enforce conformity within the tribe. The Book of Leviticus forbids tattoos, shaving off one’s beard, certain haircuts, and certain types of cloth. Dietary laws made sure that everyone ate the same food, and deviant sexual practices are strictly outlawed. All this is understandable within the context in which such rules were written. In addition to providing practical guidelines for harmonious living, these commandments allowed the Jewish people to establish a unique identity within a complex landscape of warring tribes, and helped draw a distinction between in-group and out-group. Avoiding pork and shellfish would cut down on food borne illness and avoiding homosexuality would encourage rapid reproduction within the tribe, but prohibitions on hairstyles and tattoos expressly targeted visible indicators of non-Jewish religious practices. The prohibition against “rounding off the corners of your beard” seems puzzlingly worded, unless you understand the reference to circular hairstyles in competing tribes designed to mimic, and thereby exalt, the shape of the sun. Sun worship is likely the oldest form of religion, and the authors of Leviticus wanted to be clear that, while that sort of thing might be good enough for their neighbors, Yahweh was having none of it.




  As a tribal structure with Yahweh as its commander-in-chief, it’s not surprising that the tribal mindset of collectivism and conformity was dominant among the early Hebrews, nor that this mindset was carried over into Christianity in the first century. In order for small groups of persecuted peoples to survive and prosper in a hostile world, group cohesion would have been of supreme importance. The early Christian sects were in as much danger of being stamped out or enslaved as the Jews, so it makes sense for those attitudes to migrate to the new faith.




  Additionally, the more or less new mindset that God is infinitely merciful, good, and forgiving added a new element of morality to conformity. Eccentric individuals were not just acting against the group interest. They were opposing divine will. And if divine will is good by definition, then anyone who opposes it must be equivalently evil. Thus, the concept of heresy and the need to punish heretics. More on that in a later chapter.




  Carl Jung, the Swiss psychologist, elaborates on this idea in his short work Answer to Job:






   This was the essential difference between Yahweh and the all-ruling Father Zeus, who in a benevolent and somewhat detached manner allowed the economy of the universe to roll along on its accustomed courses and punished only those who were disorderly. He did not moralize but ruled purely instinctively. He did not demand anything more from human beings than the sacrifices due to him; he did not want to do anything with human beings because he had no plans for them. Father Zeus is certainly a figure but not a personality. Yahweh, on the other hand, was interested in man. Human beings were a matter of first-rate importance for him. He needed them as they needed him, urgently and personally. Zeus too could throw thunderbolts about, but only at hopelessly disorderly individuals. Against mankind as a whole he had no objections—but then they did not interest him all that much. Yahweh, on the other hand, could get inordinately excited about man as a species and men as individuals if they did not behave as he desired or expected, without considering that in his omnipotence he could easily have created something better than these ‘bad earthenware pots.’2







  Perhaps by coincidence, the evolution of man’s conception of God from capricious to wise and benevolent provided a solution to a major problem for early civilization. A person who deviated from their expected behavior could easily weaken, or even actively endanger a small, close-knit community. It was important for the group to enforce conformity and discourage deviant behavior. Threats of physical violence will accomplish this to a certain extent, but this solution has the dual problem of creating resentment against the enforcers and egging on those who are rebellious by nature. Just as we now know that spankings and beatings are largely ineffective ways to get children to behave, threats to expel or even kill nonconformists were not the ideal way to maintain a productive and happy tribe.




  People tend to be stubborn and difficult, and the only real way to get them to do what you want is if they also want the same thing. True change can only come from within. By presenting an act of disobedience as contrary to God’s perfect plan, it was suddenly possible to instill feelings of shame and guilt into the nonconformist, while simultaneously uniting the rest of the group against him. The added threat of hellfire for wrongdoing created a powerful emotional and spiritual incentive for would-be rebels to behave themselves.




  Once you have a divine will that is perfectly righteous and good, it is a short road to start visualizing its opposite. Again, the concept of demons, beings responsible for misfortune, illness, death, and so on, predates Christianity or even Judaism. But traditional demons were disorganized, decentralized, and more often than not a simple personification of natural forces common in animistic religions. The concept of a single demonic force embodying all the evil in the world sprang out of the monotheistic conception of a single source for goodness, with its opposite necessarily being a single source of badness. In a word, the Devil.




  It’s worth noting that the serpent in Genesis was not originally regarded as “the Devil.” He was just a cunning, sneaky serpent that happened to be able to talk, much like the kind we would expect to find in one of Aesop’s fables. Only with the development of Christianity did the serpent become synonymous with Satan, the father of all lies. And it’s no wonder, for who else could be responsible for the fall of all mankind into original sin, death, and potential damnation? In fact, the development of Lucifer into the embodiment of all things evil has proven handy in a number of ways, making anything undesirable instantly comprehensible as the product of Satan’s dark machinations. Retroactively identifying him with the serpent is just the most prominent instance of using the Prince of Darkness’ name as a stamp of disapproval.




  Given the Bible’s overwhelming popularity, and given its unique twist on a more or less classic myth where the hero (Prometheus) becomes the villain (Satan), it’s safe to say that the story of the Garden of Eden was a major driving factor in the subsequent four thousand or so years of not just punishing nonconformity, not just disapproving of it, but of identifying the nonconforming individual as something resembling an actual demon.




  Scapegoats




  All of the stories so far related have something in common: they single out an individual as the source for a complex problem. After all, when something goes wrong, there must be someone to blame. There must be a comprehensible target for finger-pointing. The idea that bad things sometimes just happen for no reason was too much for early man—and generally for modern man as well—to fathom. Thus, Eve’s disobedience is to blame for women’s pain in childbirth and man’s difficulty in scratching a living out of the unforgiving soil. The serpent’s temptation is to blame for Eve’s transgression. Satan is to blame for all lies, tricks, and misfortunes, however natural their origin may seem.




  We can learn something about this tendency by examining the ancient custom of scapegoating. Here again, we use the term in a metaphorical sense today, but originally it meant something far more literal. A tribe who had been visited by bad luck or a run of misfortunes would select a goat and symbolically burden it with all the sins of the village. The goat would then be driven away into the wilderness, in the hope that it would take all the tribe’s wickedness with it, leaving nothing behind to inspire the anger of the gods.




  Sir James Frazer, a nineteenth century anthropologist and one of the first Europeans to earnestly attempt to conduct a systematic study of world folklore and mythology, goes into considerable detail about this practice in his monumental, though now outdated work, The Golden Bough. He points out that in addition to livestock, many cultures would attempt to send evil away in a boat or other inanimate object, while others would select a human for this same purpose.




  In ancient Rome, Frazer tells us, a man was dressed in animal skins, beaten with rods, and driven out of the city every March to cast out the collective evils of his peers. In ancient Greece, a slave was beaten and driven away to ward off hunger, and when plague reared its ugly head, a poor man would volunteer to take on the sickness, be driven out of town, and allow himself to be stoned to death. Why would anyone agree to such a humiliating and painful end? It’s difficult to say, but apart from a sense of duty and custom, it’s worth noting that before the fatal ceremony such a volunteer would be treated with great honor and style at the public expense, being well fed, dressed in finery, and generally treated like a king by those who stood to benefit from his sacrifice.




  This is all part of Frazer’s broader study of “slaying the god”, which is the central focus of his book, and into which we needn’t delve too deeply. For our purposes, it’s sufficient to note that the people selected to be scapegoats and the bearers of sin and misfortune were not treated as ordinary or representative of the population as a whole. They were singled out as special, either by serving as a symbolic god or simply through the costumes and luxurious treatment afforded them. The same can be said for the animals sacrificed in this way, which were held to be more than simple barnyard creatures, but were rendered singular through the process of selection and expulsion from the tribe. In other words, scapegoats must necessarily be special, different, and separate from the broader population whose welfare they are supposed to safeguard, even if that specialness has to be artificially conferred upon them through ceremony. An ordinary, obedient, and conforming individual would no doubt be wholly unsuitable for such a punishment.3




  The same principle can be found in operation in instances of human or animal sacrifices designed to please the gods and ward off misfortune. An individual is selected and punished, not for any individual transgressions he may have committed, but to absolve the collective of guilt and, hopefully, prevent divine retribution. It may also have been an easy way to promote group solidarity by doing away with any pesky troublemakers who refused to do as they were told, although this is far from clear in the literature.
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