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  Introduction

  

  On the desire to be a sociopath

  



  My greatest regret is that I’m not a sociopath. I suspect I’m not alone. I have written before that we live in the age of awkwardness, but a strong case could be made that we live in the age of the sociopath. They are dominant figures on television, for example, and within essentially every television genre. Cartoon shows have been fascinated by sociopathic fathers (with varying degrees of sanity) ever since the writers of The Simpsons realized that Homer was a better central character than Bart. Showing that cartoon children are capable of radical evil as well, Eric Cartman of South Park has been spouting racial invective and hatching evil plots for well over a decade at this point. On the other end of the spectrum, the flagships of high-brow cable drama have almost all been sociopaths of varying stripes: the mafioso Tony Soprano of The Sopranos, the gangsters Stringer Bell and Marlo of The Wire, the seductive imposter Don Draper of Mad Men, and even the serial-killer title character of Dexter. In between, one might name the various reality show contestants betraying each other in their attempt to avoid being “voted off the island”; Dr. House, who seeks a diagnosis with complete indifference and even hostility toward his patients’ feelings; the womanizing character played by Charlie Sheen on the sitcom Two and a Half Men; Glenn Close’s evil, plotting lawyer in Damages; the invincible badass Jack Bauer who will stop at nothing in his sociopathic devotion to stopping terrorism in 24—and of course the various sociopathic pursuers of profit, whether in business or in politics, who populate the evening news.


  On a certain level, this trend may not seem like anything new. It seems as though most cultures have lionized ruthless individuals who make their own rules, even if they ultimately feel constrained to punish them for their self-assertion as well. Yet there is something new going on in this entertainment trend that goes beyond the understandable desire to fantasize about living without the restrictions of society. The fantasy sociopath is somehow outside social norms—largely bereft of human sympathy, for instance, and generally amoral—and yet is simultaneously a master manipulator, who can instrumentalize social norms to get what he or she wants.


  It is this social mastery that sets the contemporary fantasy sociopath apart from both the psychopath and the real-life sociopath. While many of the characters named above are ruthless killers, they are generally not psychopathic or “crazy” in the sense of seeking destruction for its own sake, nor do they generally have some kind of uncontrollable compulsion to struggle with. Indeed, they are usually much more in control of their actions than the normal “sane” person and much more capable of creating long-term plans with clear and achievable goals.


  This level of control also sets them apart from a more clinical definition of sociopathy. I do not wish to delve into the DSM or any other authority in the field of psychology, where the usefulness of sociopathy as a diagnostic category is in any case disputed. Yet as I understand it, real-life sociopaths are pitiable creatures indeed. Often victims of severe abuse, they are bereft of all human connection, unable to tell truth from lies, charming and manipulative for a few minutes at most but with no real ability to formulate meaningful goals. The contemporary fantasy of sociopathy picks and chooses from those characteristics, emphasizing the lack of moral intuition, human empathy, and emotional connection. Far from being the obstacles they would be in real life, these characteristics are what enable the fantasy sociopath to be so amazingly successful.


  It is curious to think that power would stem so directly from a lack of social connection. After all, we live in a world where we are constantly exhorted to “network,” to live by the maxim that “it’s all about who you know.” Yet the link between power and disconnection is a persistent pattern in recent entertainment, sometimes displayed in the most cartoonish possible way. Take, for instance, Matt Damon’s character in the various Bourne movies (The Bourne Identity, The Bourne Supremacy, and The Bourne Ultimatum— soon to be followed, as Damon has joked, by The Bourne Redundancy). In the first film, Jason Bourne is fished out of the ocean with no idea of who he is. As the story unfolds, he finds that he is unexpectedly the master of everything he tries to do: from hand-to-hand combat, to stunt driving, to speaking apparently every language on earth. His skills apply interpersonally as well, as the very first woman he meets (Franka Potente) becomes his partner in crime and then lover.


  The narrative explanation for Bourne’s near superhero status is an elite CIA training program. Yet that training is directly tied to Bourne’s amnesia, as the program’s goal is to create the ultimate “sleeper” agents. The program culminates with a thorough brainwashing, after which the agents don’t remember they’re agents until their programming is triggered by some signal. The life the CIA sets up for the agent is, in true sociopathic style, only an act that can be left behind at any time. What’s more, a later film reveals that Bourne’s trainers only regarded him as truly ready to work once they had induced him to kill in cold blood someone he believed to be an innocent man. Lack of social ties and ruthless amorality thus fit together seamlessly with virtual superpowers in this movie.


  The pattern isn’t limited to superheroes. For instance, Don Draper of Mad Men, arguably the most iconic and exemplary contemporary TV sociopath, becomes a powerful ad executive who appears to do little but drink all day and wait for random flashes of inspiration. And as if securing a wife who looks like Grace Kelly isn’t enough, he repeatedly seduces interesting, substantial women, because for most of the series’ run, the standard route of seducing naïve young secretaries is simply beneath him. What enabled this miraculous rise? Stealing the identity of a man who has literally just died in front of him and then abandoning his family!


  Many of these sociopathic characters are, of course, “psychologically complex,” particularly in shows with high-brow ambitions. Don Draper is never sure what he wants, though he nearly always gets it, and Tony Soprano famously seeks out therapy to help him deal with the stress of being a mob boss. Dexter gets a voiceover where he muses about what it must be like to feel sympathy or happiness or sadness, while House is subjected to endless amateur psychoanalysis by his friends and co-workers, distraught about how he can be so rude and cynical.


  It is hard to believe, however, that the exploration of the dark side of the human psyche for its own sake is behind the appeal of these sociopathic characters. What, then, is going on in this trend? My hypothesis is that the sociopaths we watch on TV allow us to indulge in a kind of thought experiment, based on the question: “What if I really and truly did not give a fuck about anyone?” And the answer they provide? “Then I would be powerful and free.”


  In order to get at why this thought experiment would be appealing, and even more why this somewhat counter-intuitive answer would be compelling, I believe it will be helpful to take a detour through awkwardness.


  Sociopathy as reverse awkwardness


  At first glance, the TV sociopath appears to be nearly the opposite of the awkward character. I’ve previously defined awkwardness as the feeling of anxiety that accompanies the violation or absence of a clear social norm. It could happen when someone commits a social faux pas, such as telling a racist joke (what I’ve called “everyday awkwardness”), or it could occur in situations where there are no real social expectations to speak of—for instance, in cross-cultural encounters where one cannot appeal to a third “meta-culture” to mediate the interaction (what I’ve called “radical awkwardness”). In both cases, we are thrown into a situation in which we don’t know what to do. At the same time, however, this violation or lack of social norms doesn’t simply dissolve the social bond. Instead, awkwardness is a particularly powerful social experience, in which we feel the presence of others much more acutely—and more than that, awkwardness spreads, making even innocent bystanders feel somehow caught up in the awkward feeling. This “raw” feeling of social connection can be so anxiety-producing, in fact, that I have even hypothesized that awkwardness comes first and social norms are an attempt to cope with it.


  In contrast to the sociopath, then, whose lack of social connection makes him or her a master manipulator of social norms, people caught up in awkwardness are rendered powerless by the intensity of their social connection. Thus we might say that at second glance, the TV sociopath is the exact opposite of the awkward character—the correspondence is too perfect to ignore.


  To understand why this connection might exist, I’d like to look more closely at my distinction between the violation and the lack of a social norm. The distinction between these two situations is not hard and fast, because in many cases, it’s not clear how to react to the violation of a social norm. Many social norms function as straightforward commandments—for example, “thou shalt not take cuts in line”—but fail to prescribe a punishment or designate an agent who is qualified to administer it. As a result, when someone does take cuts, there seems to be nothing anyone can do.


  In fact, the person who does decide to confront the offender may well come out looking like the asshole in the situation, because in many cultural settings there is a strong bias against unnecessary confrontation. The awkward person sits and fumes, or else confronts the cutter and quickly retreats. If we could define something like the everyday sociopath, it would be the person who is not only callous enough to take cuts in the first place, but is able to manipulate social expectations to shame the person who calls out the violation.


  The transition to the fantasy of TV sociopathy comes when the awkward person shifts from “I hate that guy” to “I wish I were that guy.” In everyday settings, this shift is unlikely. Even if the line is unbearably long, most well-adjusted people would prefer not to disobey their ingrained social instincts and, if confronted with a queue-jumper, would console themselves with the thought that at least they are not such inconsiderate people, etc. Similar patterns repeat themselves in other areas of life—a man may wish, for instance, that he were a suave seducer, but at bottom he feels that the seducer is really a douche bag. Even though envy is probably inevitable, a feeling of moral superiority is normally enough to stave off outright admiration of the everyday sociopath.


  In order to get from the everyday sociopath to the fantasy sociopath, we need to think in terms of my third class of awkwardness, which I’ve called cultural awkwardness, but perhaps should have called culture-wide awkwardness. Falling in between the types of awkwardness stemming from a violation and a lack of a social norm, cultural awkwardness arises in a situation where social norms are in the process of breaking down. Just as it’s easier to criticize than to create, a social order in a state of cultural awkwardness is perfectly capable of telling us what we’re doing wrong—but it has no convincing account of what it would look like to do things right. My favorite encapsulation of this Kafkaesque logic remains a quote from Gene Hackman’s character in Royal Tenenbaums: “It’s certainly frowned upon, but then what isn’t these days?”


  In Awkwardness, I argued that the proper response to our culture-wide awkwardness is simply to embrace rather than try to avoid awkwardness. After all, if the social bond of awkwardness is more intense than our norm-governed social interactions, it also has the potential to be more meaningful and enjoyable. Such a strategy sacrifices comfort and predictability, but it’s not clear that comfort and predictability in our interactions are always desirable anyway.


  What our cultural fascination with the fantasy sociopath points toward, however, is the fact that the social order doesn’t exist simply to provide comfort and predictability in interpersonal interactions. One would hope that it might also deliver some form of justice or fairness. The failure to deliver on that front is much more serious and consequential than the failure to allay our social anxieties, though the pattern is similar in both cases. In a society that is breaking down, the no-win situation of someone flagrantly cutting in line repeats itself over and over, on an ever grander scale, until the people who destroyed the world economy walk away with hundreds of millions of dollars in “bonuses” and we’re all reduced to the pathetic stance of fuming about how much we hate that asshole—and the asshole also has the help of a worldwide media empire (not to mention an increasingly militarized police force) to shout us down if we gather up the courage to complain.


  At that point, the compensation of moral superiority no longer suffices. We recognize our weakness and patheticness and project its opposite onto our conquerors. If we feel very acutely the force of social pressure, they feel nothing. If we are bound by guilt and obligation, they are completely amoral. And if we don’t have any idea what to do about the situation, they always know exactly what to do. If only I didn’t give a fuck about anyone or anything, we think—then I would be powerful and free. Then I would be the one with millions of dollars, with the powerful and prestigious job, with more sexual opportunities than I know what to do with. In short order, it even comes to seem that only such people can get ahead.


  This interpretation has much to recommend it. The people who run our world do a lot of terrible things, and the highest level of contrition they display is seldom more than a token gesture—in fact, officials regularly “take full responsibility” for things without suffering any apparent consequences at all. It takes a special kind of person to order the invasion of a country with no provocation, to cut social programs that millions rely on in order to meet the demands of bondholders, or to deprive people of their livelihood because a set of numbers isn’t adding up in the right way. One can easily argue that the various managers and administrators who control our lives are overpaid, but the callousness they routinely display really does represent a rare skill set. I know that I couldn’t cope with the guilt if I behaved like them—right?


  Yet perhaps I could. Perhaps the problem isn’t that we’re being ruled by sociopathic monsters, but rather by people who are just as susceptible to social forces as the rest of us. One might think here of the frequently observed phenomenon of people being perfectly nice one-on-one, but obnoxious and unbearable when part of a group—something often associated with gender-segregated adolescent groups.


  Individual members of a fraternity or sports team, for example, might be uncomfortable with the way they are expected to behave toward women—they might have a less constrained view of who counts as “attractive” or be uncomfortable with hook-up culture—but they conform in order to avoid getting made fun of by the other guys. And why will those other guys make fun of them? Because they will be made fun of if they take the non-conformist’s side. The dynamic whereby these young men have to continually prove that they’re “real men” or else face ostracization doesn’t require any individual young man to be a bad person going in. And though the addition of a genuinely malicious person might exacerbate the problem, the dynamic is basically self-sustaining without the need for any external “evil” inputs.


  Similar dynamics obviously happen in the corporate and political worlds as well, particularly in light of how insular those social circles can be. A politician must be willing to make “tough choices”—and somehow that tough choice is always somehow related to piling further burdens on the already disadvantaged. Of course no one wants to be a bleeding heart, or an idealist, or a wimp, and so no one seriously pushes back. Yet all these spineless conformists style themselves, à la John McCain, as straight-shooting mavericks who aren’t afraid to tell it like it is.


  For every average Joe saying to himself, “I wish I was like Tony Soprano,” then, there’s a member of the ruling class saying to himself, “You know, I am kind of like Tony Soprano—it’s not always pretty, but I do what needs to be done.” What both fail to recognize is that Tony Soprano’s actions are no more admirable or necessary than the decision to exclude some poor schlub from the in-group on the playground. More fundamentally, both fail to recognize that what is going on is a social phenomenon, a dynamic that exceeds and largely determines the actions of the individuals involved—not a matter of some people simply being more callous or amoral (though some people certainly are) or being more clear-eyed and realistic (as few of us really are in any serious way).


  Love and other market forces


  The fantasy of the sociopath, then, represents an attempt to escape from the inescapably social nature of human experience. The sociopath is an individual who transcends the social, who is not bound by it in any gut-level way and who can therefore use it purely as a tool. The two elements of the fantasy sociopath may not make for a psychologically plausible human being, but they are related in a rigorously consistent way.


  Indulging in the fantasy of the sociopath is thus the precise opposite of the strategy of indulging in the primordial social experience of awkwardness. Both approaches, however, respond to the same underlying reality, which is a social order that is breaking down, making impossible demands while failing to deliver on its promises. As such, both testify to the value of the social insofar as they mourn its collapse.


  This mourning is evident in the various morality plays that often surround the fantasy of the sociopath. These morality plays acknowledge that the sociopath’s greatest strength is his social disconnection, but they then make it into his greatest weakness. (It normally is “his,” as women’s still-subordinate place in the social hierarchy gives them the unavoidable knowledge of social forces that comes from being on their receiving end.) The goal becomes making a meaningful social connection, in the recognition that the sociopath is not really a full human being. Once this quest is undertaken, the two options seem to be that the sociopath either does succeed in making a connection and thus redeems himself by mitigating his sociopathy, or else he fails to make that connection and experiences this failure as a kind of punishment, so that his sociopathy feels like a trap.


  The first option is a long-standing tradition, going back to Charles Dickens’ Christmas Carol and beyond. The second option, though, seems to me to be more interesting and more characteristic of the current fascination with sociopaths. A good example of this “punishment” model is the film Up in the Air. In it, George Clooney plays a totally disconnected man with the ghastly job of flying around the country and firing people on behalf of managers who can’t bear the emotional burden. He loves the lifestyle of constant travel, the perks that come with having millions of frequent-flyer miles, the casual hook-ups with fellow-travelers—and above all the ability to carry around his entire life with him in a single suitcase. He is also amazingly skilled at emotional manipulation, convincing worker after worker that the loss of this job is actually the greatest opportunity they’ve ever received, as now they can begin following their dreams. Demonstrating that he is a true believer in what he does, he even has a successful career as a motivational speaker, encouraging others to adopt his philosophy of “travelling light.”


  The main conflict in the story comes from a young woman (Anna Kendrick) who comes up with a way to eliminate the need for constant travel, instead administering the firings via video-conference. Obviously this method is even more inhuman than what it’s replacing, so she at first seems to be even more sociopathic than George Clooney himself. The twist, however, comes when she convinces him that a woman with whom he has a regular hook-up arrangement (Vera Farmiga) must—as stereotype would dictate—be merely tolerating their set-up and really want “more.” Clooney follows up on this by inviting Farmiga to his sister’s wedding, where he is paradoxically called upon to convince a groom with cold feet of the value of marriage. Apparently buying his own pitch, he decides to pursue a more serious relationship with his hook-up partner, only to learn that she’s already married with a family.


  After that disappointment, his achievement of reaching ten million frequent-flyer miles—up until then apparently his only major life goal—feels hollow. His only consolation is to make some attempt to reach out to people sincerely (by giving Anna Kendrick a glowing letter of recommendation, for instance, or transferring some of his miles to his sister and her new husband, who can’t afford to travel).


  To me, this ending feels artificial and unsatisfying—it would’ve been more interesting had George Clooney stuck to his principles. At the same time, however, the ending was culturally necessary, as it seems nearly impossible for mainstream entertainment (and even much “high-brow” material) to present a sociopathic character without staging some kind of confrontation with the “true humanity” of deep human connection. And with very few exceptions, this deep human connection is represented by marriage and family, rather than by close friendship, for example.


  This contrast between family values and sociopathy at first seems relatively intuitive, but I think something more subtle is going on. The reference to family does not undermine the fantasy of the sociopath, but instead maintains it while providing the “plausible deniability” of a moral lesson. This is clearest in the punishment model, where the sociopath remains irreducibly sociopathic despite the supposedly obvious appeal of family life. Yet I would contend that it’s still at work in the redemption model, and this is because family connections are completely compatible with sociopathy. Indeed, as later chapters will show, family dynamics provide remarkably productive ways for describing how the fantasy of the sociopath operates.


  Bryan Cranston’s character in Breaking Bad, for example, chooses to become a meth producer upon learning that his disappointing life is going to end with a random case of lung cancer. The official explanation is that he wants to “provide for his family,” although obviously his family would never have asked him to become a criminal and his wife (Anna Gunn) is horrified when she finds out. The deeper explanation becomes clear as the story unfolds: he has simply reached a breaking point and his diagnosis provides him with an excuse to assert himself after a lifetime of pathetic submission. These two explanations aren’t contradictory, however, because “being a man”—being proud, making his own way in the world, answering to no one, etc.—is intimately tied up with “providing for his family.” In fact, even after he has already made more money than his family could ever need and even after his wife has threatened him with divorce, a fellow criminal convinces him to stay in the game because “a man provides for his family.” After watching Breaking Bad and hearing Bryan Cranston’s continual evocations of “this family,” it is difficult for me to hear the word “family” without also hearing sinister overtones.


  Far from undermining sociopathy, then, family ties often prove to be the justification for sociopathic behavior. This is the case not only for the perpetrators, but for the family members who are its beneficiaries. Mafia stories, for instance, frequently feature women who are faced with a situation where their denial about their husband or father’s behavior can no longer be maintained—but they almost always wind up coming around and making peace with their complicity. Even in Breaking Bad, Anna Gunn’s character at first refuses to turn her husband in to the police and finally winds up involving herself in his business to make sure he doesn’t get caught, all in the service of sparing the children the horror of learning their father is a criminal.


  In short, family ties provide perfect rationalizations for the sociopaths and ease the transition into Stockholm Syndrome for the rest of the family. Family ties are thus, at least potentially, the most anti-social of social bonds—the traditional father, after all, views the wife and kids as essentially extensions of himself, so that caring for one’s family can paradoxically be a profoundly selfish act. One can see this even in a show like Weeds, where a widow (Mary Louise Parker) fulfills the role of sociopathic father and starts dealing marijuana to provide for her family. Unlike in Breaking Bad, however, where the family really is pushed to the limit financially, the family in Weeds lives in a wealthy suburb, and the drug-dealing mother is motivated just as much by her desire to keep up appearances for the other women in town as by any real economic need. As in Breaking Bad, her family is initially upset when they learn of her unorthodox financial strategy but soon start helping her out, even as it becomes more and more clear that the drug-dealing parent enjoys the thrilling life of a criminal as an end in itself. The noble path of providing for their family, come what may, becomes indistinguishable from the choice to become a common criminal.


  Even the apparently “redemptive” moment of the sociopath embracing family life thus confirms the sociopath’s complete mastery—he can instrumentalize even the most natural and seemingly irresistible forms of social connection. The appeal of this fantasy is clear in a society that relies heavily on family ties as a means of blackmail, for instance in the US where a parent’s need to keep a job in order to provide for the family is compounded by the link between employment and health insurance. Even more insidious is the ever-more-pervasive use of natural human sympathy, altruism, and desire for creative activity to exploit workers, enabling administrators to count on schoolteachers to buy extra school supplies themselves out of a desire to help their students, or to demand free labor in creative fields because they know people will “work for love” and do anything that might help them fulfill their dream of (eventually!) getting paid to do what they’re passionate about.


  The morality play that wants to present the sociopath’s lack of social connection and morality as his greatest weakness thus serves as a compensation for the fact that the average person’s natural sympathies and inclinations can truly be their greatest weakness in our decaying social order. In a broken society, it seems, only a broken person can succeed.


  The varieties of sociopathic experience


  I agree with the intuition that motivates the fantasy of the sociopath: our society really is broken. The question I would ask, however, is what we’re using as a point of comparison. Every social norm, it seems, even the apparently “natural” social order of the family, can be exploited for sociopathic ends or be caught up in the vicious cycle that generates and supports sociopathic behavior. This is because, as I argued in Awkwardness, there is no “natural” social order—all social norms are no more than functional guidelines that we use to help us cope with the anxiety and conflict that comes with being the fundamentally social beings that we are. Rather than coming down from heaven or being grounded in some kind of natural law (such as the biological or evolutionary imperatives that supposedly ground the family structure), our social orders are long-term strategies for dealing with each other, tools that are useful in a given time and place with no guarantee that they will last.


  The paradox is that it can be much more difficult to recognize those social tools as what they are when they are breaking down. It may be easier to rebel against a more stable social order, because the self-confidence that comes from a feeling of mastery over social interaction stays with us even as we fight against it—and the same may be true of the vague but ever-present anxiety that attends our state of cultural awkwardness. Threatened by the awkward abyss, we cling to our declining social norms and ask them to be more than they are or can be. We let them rule over us all the more as they fail to serve us, either by providing clear expectations or approximating some form of justice or fairness.


  As courtship expectations become ever more unclear, for example, a young man or woman may become ever more convinced that there is a “right” thing to do in such matters, or at least a clear “wrong” thing to do (usually directly asking the person out on a date). As a result, they may wind up missing out on a good connection—something that happens frequently to the salesman Andy and the receptionist Erin in recent seasons of the US Office. Similarly, even as they watch less qualified workers get ahead, some people stick to the principle that it’s rude to ask for a raise or promotion, or that it’s even an offence that could get them fired. In sticking to principles they believe to be objective but that are in reality arbitrarily chosen, these timid individuals are getting the worst of both worlds: they don’t get what they want, and they don’t even get a genuine sense of fulfilling their social duty, as their belief that they’re following some kind of social expectation is purely delusional.


  In addition to pointing to the problem, then, the fantasy of the sociopath may be pointing toward a solution. If relating to social norms as tools is the mark of a sociopath, then perhaps we could all benefit from being more sociopathic. It may not be a matter of choosing between cynically manipulating social norms and faith-fully following them, but of choosing the goals toward which we cynically manipulate them—meaning first of all that we need to abandon the path of manipulating them toward self-undermining ends. Indeed, the problem with fantasy sociopaths may be that they are not sociopathic enough, that their end goals wind up serving the system they have supposedly transcended and mastered.


  Before getting to the possibility of a solution, however, I will need to outline the problem by tracing out the patterns and dynamics of the fantasy of the sociopath. Simply for the sake of navigating the truly massive set of examples, I will be limiting myself to characters from relatively recent television shows. I will move from “lower” to “higher” forms of sociopathy, seeking ultimately to ascend to a point where a sociopathic character may be transforming into something beyond a typical fantasy sociopath.


  I will begin with the lowest form of TV sociopath, the point where sociopathy borders on psychopathy. These are characters that I call schemers. Examples include Homer Simpson, Peter Griffin of Family Guy (and cognate characters on its sister shows), Eric Cartman of South Park, the title character of Archer, and “The Gang” of It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia. All of these characters share the trait of scheming, and although they are uniformly self-seeking, their primary goals are either relative advantage (as when two characters in Always Sunny compete to be a third character’s “best friend”) or, most often, screwing someone over (as in Cartman’s racially-motivated war against his Jewish friend Kyle). What threatens to cast these characters into the category of simple insanity is that their plans are often extremely short-sighted or deluded and their attention spans are often laughably short (as illustrated in the rapid-fire plot-twists of The Simpsons)—but their love of scheming and their fundamentally social goal of relative advantage or just “winning” an encounter push them into the realm of sociopathy, if only barely.


  Building on this zero-degree of sociopathy, I will move onto a class of more rational schemers, whom I call the climbers. These sociopaths use their skills at seduction and manipulation to get ahead, usually in very clearly-defined ways. Many examples of this class can be found in “reality television,” particularly those like Big Brother or Survivor that amount to long-running game shows. The sociopathy of the contestants is such a well-established theme that there are now annual YouTube compilations of reality-show participants proclaiming, “I’m not here to make friends!” Even in more free-form reality shows, however, there is an element of climbing due to the chance of becoming a kind of free-floating cultural icon. Snookie of Jersey Shore and Sarah Palin of the 2008 U.S. Presidential Election are good examples of the latter phenomenon.


  Climbers are also well-represented in scripted drama, particularly in teen dramas such as Gossip Girl or Glee. Among “high-brow” shows, there is Don Draper of Mad Men, in many ways the best example of the contemporary sociopath, who abandons his rural, lower-class roots by stealing the identity of a fellow soldier, then climbs relentlessly to the top of the advertising profession. Similarly, Stringer Bell of The Wire tries and fails to escape from the confines of gang life by leveraging his drug wealth to become a legitimate property developer. Though both characters are in a very real sense self-made men, the paradox of their stories is that while they succeed to some degree in escaping from the constraints of their immediate social settings, they can only do so by following the impersonal dictates of social expectations.


  In the climber category, one might also place other gang leaders such as Tony Soprano or Deadwood’s Al Swearingen—though Swearingen might also belong to the next, more “noble” category of sociopaths, the enforcers. Many of these characters are literally in some form of law enforcement, such as The Wire’s McNulty, 24’s Jack Bauer, the rogue police unit in The Shield, Kyra Sedgwick’s character on The Closer, or the cowboy-style lawman of Justified. They are sociopathically devoted to their jobs—following the common trope of police dramas, their work weakens their faith in humanity but is nonetheless profoundly addictive—and yet this leads them to continually violate the law. Jack Bauer, for instance, is famously willing to use torture to prevent terrorist attacks, and McNulty at one point responds to budget cuts by creating a fake serial killer and redirecting the unlimited funding to other investigations. One can also see this phenomenon outside of law enforcement, as in the cases of Dexter or House, yet the rogue police officer remains very much the model. In all these cases, the violation of the law is committed for the sake of the law, to achieve the goals that the law cannot achieve when enforced literally. These characters represent the ultimate “necessary evil,” whose anti-social tendencies keep the social order from collapsing.


  The path of my analysis, then, will move from the bottom-feeding schemer to the self-seeking climber and all the way up to the self-sacrificing enforcer—and perhaps also beyond, to an even more radically sociopathic form of sociopathy. In conclusion, I will ask what all of these characters may be able to teach us about how to actualize the hope at the heart of our sociopathic fantasies: the hope that we, too, might have sociopathy, and have it more abundantly.




End of sample
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Contemporary culture has eliminated both the concept of the
public and the figure of the intellectual. Former public spaces —
both physical and cultural — are now either derelict or colonized
by advertising. A cretinous anti-intellectualism presides,
cheerled by expensively educated hacks in the pay of
multinational corporations who reassure their bored readers
that there is no need to rouse themselves from their interpassive
stupor. The informal censorship internalized and propagated by
the cultural workers of late capitalism generates a banal
conformity that the propaganda chiefs of Stalinism could only
ever have dreamt of imposing. Zer0 Books knows that another
kind of discourse — intellectual without being academic, popular
without being populist - is not only possible: it is already
flourishing, in the regions beyond the striplit malls of so-called
mass media and the neurotically bureaucratic halls of the
academy. Zer(0 is committed to the idea of publishing as a
making public of the intellectual. It is convinced that in
the unthinking, blandly consensual culture in which we live,
critical and engaged theoretical reflection is more important
than ever before.
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