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			Introduction 

			Sports icon Tiger Woods severely damages his reputation in a night of mayhem. He’s one of the most famous figures in sports, a multi-millionaire worshiped by legions of adoring fans. Why did he do it?

			Bernie Madoff, respected financier, bilks people, many of them his friends, out of millions of dollars. His hubris astounds everyone.

			General Stanley McChrystal wrecks his career and is fired by President Barack Obama because of intemperate remarks he made in an interview with Rolling Stone Magazine. What made him do it?

			Governor Mark Sanford tells people not to disturb him because he’s hiking the Appalachian Trail when, in fact, he is consorting with his mistress in Argentina. Did he really think that, as a public figure, he could avoid being found out?

			Lisa Nowak, a highly trained and disciplined astronaut, goes ballistic over a failed romance. In a frenzy of rage she drives over nine hundred miles wearing a diaper and threatens her fellow astronaut with an air pistol.

			Michael Richards of Seinfeld fame destroys his career with a racist tirade that ends up on YouTube. He goes on TV with Reverend Jesse Jackson and defends himself with the “Some of my best friends . . . ” argument. No one buys it.

			Martha Stewart, an American icon worth hundreds of millions of dollars goes for a paltry $45,000 illegal profit on a stock sale. Her reputation is permanently tarnished.

			Former New York chief judge Sol Wachtler becomes obsessed with a woman and ruins his entire career in his efforts to win her back. He initiates a campaign that includes threatening letters and phone calls and ends up doing some hard prison time. What a come-down for a man who’d been a potential governor of his state.

			A basketball team loses game after game. The players are listless underachievers. The coach is clearly unable to motivate them and the owner knows it. Yet he doesn’t fire the coach. Why?

			You sue a plumber over a seventy-five dollar bill. You win in court, but it’s a pyrrhic victory, considering all the time you spent on it. Why did you bother?

			Someone cuts you off on the highway. Angered, you decide to “teach him a lesson” by tailgating him in a threatening manner. You’re so focused on the offending driver that you crash into another car and end up in the hospital. As you lie in bed, you ask yourself, Why did I do that?

			You end a long-term friendship over a minor disagreement. As time goes on you come to regret your hasty decision. Why did you do it?

			A spur-of-the-moment affair shatters a twenty-five-year marriage, a secure job, and a place in the community. A loss of temper leads to injury, incarceration, or worse. The old life is suddenly gone.

			Actor Russell Crowe hurls a telephone at a hotel clerk; Winona Ryder shoplifts; Bill Clinton messes around in a very public place, the White House; Richard Nixon covers up a third-rate burglary; Stephen Ambrose, Pulitzer Prize-winning historian, plagiarizes. And on, and on, and on.

			These are the sorts of things that all of us, famous and anonymous, do at one time or another, in countless different ways. We often know we’re doing them, yet we seem almost helpless to prevent them from happening. We’ll almost always admit they were wrong and that’s what’s so puzzling.

			President Clinton clearly knew the odds of getting caught with Monica Lewinsky were high, and the benefit hardly worth it. How, then, could someone of Clinton’s caliber—a Rhodes scholar, a political genius—make a mistake any one of us could have predicted? How could someone so smart have been so dumb?

			That’s the mystery we will explore, and try to solve, in the pages to come. And it starts by recognizing something important: dumb mistakes involve taking risks that just aren’t worth it. When a celebrity shoplifts, the petty gain from one more blouse pales by comparison to the disgrace of the career-ending scandal, if they’re caught. Launching a sordid affair in a very public and accessible place is simply foolish—not because you might be caught, but because, as Clinton should have known, it was obvious he would be caught. Why, then, do smart people do it anyway, and so often?

			Why, then, do some successful people fail, so colossally, in just a few moments of their lives? In this book we’ll explore an often overlooked answer to that question. Smart people—or even average people—who do dumb things are not bad calculators. But they have a hidden flaw in their personalities, an emotional drive or need they have had, and nursed, all their lives.

			An established scholar plagiarizes a few footnotes, or even a key part of his resume, thinking, “It won’t catch up with me, because it’s just getting me the respect I already deserve.” An athlete who sweated for years to make the Major Leagues takes steroids to stay in the game. A person drives recklessly to get to an interview he’s worked years to land. It’s not that these people don’t know that such activities, in general, are dangerous, and not worth the rewards. It’s that when it comes to things they think they should have, the risks fade in their minds. This book is an exploration into a universe of human behavior. Its only boundaries are the thoughts, ideas, and actions of human beings. The focus is on the mistakes they make, the things they say and do to each other that they invariably come to regret. These missteps are described as “dumb” because that is how they are seen by those who commit them and by others.

			There is no one answer that explains such behavior. The problem is far too complex and the causes too varied. But we need to begin with society itself. Why? Because there have been profound social changes in the United States over the last fifty years that play a crucial role in how we think and act. Understanding them provides critical answers to how our values have shifted to the point where we can do things that were rarities a half-century ago.

			The roots of some of these errors can be found in society, but they are also related to personal deficiencies in human beings. When these two factors combine, the consequences can be and often are devastating. Among the major culprits are deadly sins like arrogance, greed, and an obsession with pride, or honor. They are sins that often overwhelm the common sense that we should be exercising, but somehow cannot. There are also those mistakes that stem from a search for the easy way out of a dilemma, but which actually create even bigger problems.

			Others are a consequence of impulses and insecurities that cannot, it seems, be controlled by their initiators. Some of them can be traced to the cornucopia of psychological maladies that afflict millions, problems not serious enough to require hospitalization, but which are disturbing and sufficiently crippling to seriously affect people’s lives. And in many instances, people’s foolish decisions can be traced to not one, but a number, of interrelated causes.

			In this book you will read many tales of human folly. They are told in simple terms. Some of them are amusing, others depressing and even infuriating. They are about the foibles of the powerful, glamorous, and rich—household names like Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, Barry Bonds, Martha Stewart, Britney Spears, Tiger Woods, Don Imus, Eliot Spitzer, Saddam Hussein, Gary Hart, Winona Ryder, and many others. But there are other, equally important stories about the not famous. They are just as significant because they deal with the everyday lives of the hundreds of millions of ordinary mortals who do not make headlines, but who care just as much about happiness and fulfillment.

			Yet the purpose here is not simply to tell interesting stories. They have a goal, these anecdotes. Through them, we’ll come to understand the reasons why people say and do these things. Hundreds of people were interviewed for this book. They include the violators themselves as well as those who know or knew them. They also include the psychiatrists and psychologists who mine the recesses of the human mind in order to uncover and analyze people’s insecurities and darkest fears. Lawyers, prosecutors, physicians, businessmen, and just ordinary folks—plumbers, gardeners, homemakers, and salespeople complete our panel of respondents.

			To get the right answers you need to ask the right questions. But you also have to let people talk. Just about everyone’s got an interesting story to tell; you just need to get them to tell it. I’ve listened my whole life, and especially for the past five years, as people have described, in emotions ranging from sorrowful to gleeful, the things that have happened to them, the arguments they’ve had, the disputes in which they were embroiled, the many ways in which they botched an opportunity, how they responded to a crisis, and how they managed to totally mess up their lives.

			In these efforts, my training as a sociologist has helped me a great deal. The accounts, involving what could or should have been, shed much light on how, as the song goes, “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.” The explanations presented further illuminate why we can’t or don’t. They also show how we are so frequently accomplices in actions that come back to both harm and haunt us.

			Reading the stories of the mistakes that people have made will, I firmly believe, offer key insights that can help people avoid similar errors in their own lives. They are cautionary tales and people often absorb knowledge and insight from such accounts that can guide their future behavior. The motivation to learn is, of course, a key factor in making this happen.

			The first step toward correcting a mistake is to admit you made one. The second is to understand why you made it. But the third is finding ways to avoid making the mistake again. That is why we offer, in the last chapter, concrete ideas, approaches, and suggestions, a road map, if you will, toward preventing missteps in life. These suggestions, while not a cure-all, can go a considerable distance in helping readers increase the satisfaction levels of their lives.

			Naturally, people may find it necessary, depending on the problem and its severity, to go for talk therapy, cognitive therapy, and to take medication. But developing insight and understanding, along with willing yourself to follow some simple rules or suggestions, can go a long way.

			Since the stories in this book always illustrate and further explain the underlying causes of such behavior—arrogance, insecurity, honor, and so on—they will be equally applicable to new mistakes made by others. And it’s highly unlikely that there will ever be a shortage of people doing dumb things. The names may change but the reasons will not. In that sense, this book is both timely and timeless. And now, let’s begin this exploration with a look at how the world in which we live shapes our understanding of life and our responses when we screw up.
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			The World We Live In

			We’ve all done dumb things at some point in our lives, but when they happen to those we admire and sometimes envy for their good fortune, we notice it more. In reality though, these individuals aren’t much different from us, or at least they didn’t appear that way when they began their lives.

			Think of Senator Larry Craig, Bill Clinton, or Tiger Woods as children. Their parents held them in their laps and changed their diapers and they played in the sandbox, just like you and me. They went to school, ate in McDonald’s, got into and out of trouble, and were influenced by the world we live in. Britney Spears, Russell Crowe, and Michael Richards all lived in different communities, had ordinary friends growing up, and dreamed, like most of us do, of being rich and famous.

			In short, to understand their misdeeds and our own, we need to begin with the society in which we were raised and look at it more closely. And when we do, we’ll see how normal events or situations may be directly related to what we do years later, actions that others may condemn as over the top, scandalous, and even crazy.

			How Society Plays a Role in Dumb Behavior

			People have to take responsibility for their own stupidity. Yet, in many cases they’re unable to and society frequently bears a portion of the blame. Here are the main reasons:

			 1. The particular way in which you were raised

			 2. The fact that our values are often shaped at a very young age

			 3. The very real failings of our heroes and icons

			 4. The failure to accept individual responsibility

			 5. American society is really many “small societies” and these can support misdeeds of which the larger society strongly disapproves.

			 6. “Everyone does it.”

			 7. The societal cost of admitting wrongdoing

			 8. Resenting social pressure to conform

			 9. The bonds of community are falling apart.

			10. We’ve become a “disposable society.”

			11. The precipitous drop in the price of scandal

			How We Were Raised

			“Lie down with dogs, get up with fleas,” goes the old saying. “You are judged by the company you keep,” we are told. And it’s true. Sociologists, psychologists, teachers, ministers, all of them believe, correctly, that environment shapes destiny, at least in part. Our values, attitudes, beliefs, and actions are influenced by how we are brought up, who we hang out with, what we see on TV and in the movies, and the music we listen to.

			This is not news, of course. We know we are, to some extent, the products of our background and environment. But what seems amazing is that people who transcended their roots in so many ways—
overcame difficult childhoods, outgrew personal handicaps, rose above a narrow outlook, saw things in a new light, dominated mainstream society—could still act in a way that seemed to reflect no awareness of the norms of the world they inhabit.

			Psychologists, pundits, and colleagues recoil in shock at how “this well-adjusted person” could have faltered after coming so far. What they fail to notice is that we don’t always come so far in our entirety. Parts of our past didn’t make the jump with the rest of us, and in the right—or wrong—combination of events, they burst to the surface.

			Al Campanis was the respected general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers, a great job to have and one that makes you think of someone who knows how to deal with people. So it was with amazement and disbelief that viewers watched him self-destruct in a 1987 interview with Ted Koppel on Nightline. The program was dedicated to Jackie Robinson, the famous second baseman of the Dodgers, who, in 1946, broke the color line in baseball.

			Campanis had been Robinson’s teammate and when another player made derogatory comments about Jackie, Al slugged him. This was consistent with Campanis’ strong advocacy for blacks throughout his professional career. Midway through the interview, Koppel asked Campanis why so few blacks held senior administrative positions in baseball. After some prodding, in which he denied that discrimination had anything to do with it, Campanis said the most politically incorrect thing someone in his position could say: “I don’t believe it’s prejudice. I truly believe that they do not have some of the necessities to be, let’s say, a field manager, or perhaps, a general manager.”

			Why, as a media savvy person, would someone like Campanis say something like that even if he believed it? Consider that Campanis grew up in the 1940s, an era when racially charged thinking by whites, even open-minded whites, was very common. It was a time when whites joked about blacks without a trace of self-consciousness. Simply put, Campanis slipped up, but he was stating a view that he had, very likely, held for decades.

			Another, more recent case in point is that of Nobel Prize winner James Watson, who in 2007 asserted that, on the whole, blacks were not as smart as whites. Like Campanis, who was forced to resign as general manager, Watson quit as head of the renowned Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory under pressure from his board. And though Watson lives in a different professional world, he is quite similar to Campanis in terms of age and background.

			Don Imus is a twofer. Like Campanis and Watson, he’s from that earlier period in American history when you could get away with stuff like that. But he also belongs to another group not known for its attention to propriety—the shock-jock culture. And, in truth, Imus had been getting away with it for years. The only difference was that this time he crossed too many lines at once. In making crude and racist comments about Rutgers University players, he knocked young black women who had fought their way out of the inner city, who had risen to stardom on one of the best teams in the country, who were attending a good university, and who were, by their actions, making Imus look like a relic of the past who had no class, especially after they readily accepted his belated apology.

			A year later, all seemed forgiven, as Jesse Jackson’s early denunciations lapsed into silence and as another vocal critic, Al Sharpton, observed that Imus “has not been offensive” since then. “We were not trying to destroy Imus,” he said. “I hope he does well.”

			Researchers have proven how strong an impact culture has on people. In a famous experiment, Stanford University professor Philip Zimbardo showed that almost anyone can cross the line between good and evil. College students were divided into groups of prisoners and of guards and placed in a fake jail. The change from regular guys to vicious, sadistic guards was so quick that the experiment had to be abandoned within a week.

			Even the participants reported being appalled that they could become so cruel to people they didn’t know and had nothing against. In follow-up interviews, Zimbardo discovered little, if any difference between various personality types and how likely they were to be nasty to others. Rather, it was the situation that determined their actions.

			Zimbardo overstates the case a bit. The situation can and does exercise a powerful influence, but we’re not all cut from the same cloth. If we were, people wouldn’t be so different from each other in their personalities, attitudes, behaviors, and abilities. People have varied responses to danger, illness, jokes, music, other people, and just about everything.

			Still, if something is happening and it’s very intense, people can get caught up, especially when they’re with others, and act out of character. Suppose you are caught up in a desire to avenge a wrong. Someone has physically thrown your close friend out of a party for no apparent reason. A crowd gathers. Everyone’s excited. You decide to take action by attacking the host and you wind up in jail. Were you more apt, because of your Type A personality, to act? Possibly, but had you not been part of the crowd, you probably would not have done so.

			Starting Young

			My cousin is a born teacher. Tall, thin, and wiry, with crystal blue eyes and a thinning shock of blonde hair, he’s an intense fellow who takes what he does very seriously. Tim[1] went into teaching because he really believes in it. He has fully bought into the idea that he can change young people’s lives for the better and he isn’t close to burning out.

			One day, while we were having a quiet lunch, a parent of one of his students walked into the restaurant and, spotting Tim, came over and said hello. “This is Dr. Rawick,” my cousin said, introducing him to me. After exchanging some pleasantries, the man moved on. “You know,” Tim said, “It’s really amazing. This guy teaches medical ethics at the university and his son is involved in a major cheating scandal in our high school. In fact, he’s one of the ringleaders.”

			“So what’s new,” I replied, with a laugh. “Cheating’s been with us forever. And I’ll admit it’s more aggravating when someone like that, whose father teaches ethics, does it. But my question to you is, why is it so widespread when everybody agrees in principle that it’s wrong?”

			“I’m not really sure,” my cousin said, “but I’ll tell you one thing. It doesn’t start in high school.” Leaning forward in his chair, the way he usually does when something is really bothering him, he looked intently at me, and continued. “When a parent entering the subway tells his kid, who’s six years old and has to pay the fare, to tell the token booth guy that he’s five so that he can ride free, that’s when it starts. By the time he gets to high school, it’s too late.”

			Tim was absolutely right, I’ve concluded. As everyone knows, our kids know the truth. They know when we’re sermonizing, when we’re sincere, and when we’re being hypocritical. And they don’t hesitate to throw it up to us just when we least expect it or want to hear it. A study done by Public Agenda, a New York-based research outfit, reports that, while a high percentage of parents object to their children copying other kids’ homework, many see nothing wrong with doing their own child’s homework assignments. In other words, it’s okay as long as you keep it in the family. And so another chance to teach a moral lesson is lost.

			Small wonder then, that cheating is rampant in our schools. Professor Donald McCabe of Rutgers University is an expert on cheating. In surveys of fourteen thousand college students between 2006 and 2010 he found that 40 percent admitted to having cheated on exams and assignments. And that’s only those who confessed to it. At MIT, 20 percent of the students were found, in one study, to have copied one-third or more of their homework.

			Our message, in so many ways, has been that it’s okay. This kind of wink-and-look-the-other-way attitude creates a snowball effect. As more and more people do it, it encourages even greater numbers to participate. Many of these are students with moral qualms about cheating. But they are resentful that others get away with it and then reap the rewards of higher grades when they apply to law school or for a job.

			What this all adds up to is that we have been nurtured in and live in a cheating culture. Of course, it’s been with us for a long time. Think of the Robber Barons and all of the financial scandals that were widespread a century ago. But when Charles Van Doren was caught cheating on a quiz show in 1957, it was a scandal. Today, it would probably not be as shocking. In the back of our minds most of us believe that such shows are generally fixed. In fact, most evidence suggests that the number of cheaters is going up. A 2002 study of twelve thousand high school students discovered that 74 percent of them said they’d cheated on an exam at least once in the previous year, up from 61 percent in a 1992 survey.

			Failings of the Rich and Famous

			Yet, we haven’t totally lost our ability to be shocked. When Doris 
Kearns Goodwin, one of our most highly regarded historians, was accused of plagiarism (ironically, she’s the wife of the author, Richard Goodwin, who chronicled the “Quiz Show Scandal,” and who prosecuted the producers), many were dismayed. Ditto for Stephen Ambrose, another historian regarded as a first-rate scholar. And in both cases, the plagiarism charges came after they’d won the Pulitzer Prize. Why did they do it? Hadn’t they already reached the pinnacle of success? One reason was that they were really a reflection of the culture in which they and we live and which, ironically, they wrote about. And so, what seems out of character may, in a sense, not really be so at all. It’s as if we held up a mirror and, instead of seeing ourselves, saw our role models, tarnished and all too human.

			Historians are apparently not the only ones accused of plagiarism. Jessica and Jerry Seinfeld were sued by Missy Chase Lapine, who accused Jessica of “brazen plagiarism,” asserting that she lifted material in her book, Deceptively Delicious, from Lapine’s work, The Sneaky Chef. In response to these accusations of sneaky behavior, Jerry called Lapine “a wacko” and said, in his own inimitable style, that “if you read history, many of the three-name people do become assassins.” (I guess that means John Wilkes Booth, Lee Harvey Oswald and James Earl Ray, but not Ralph Waldo Emerson and Billy Jean King!) The lawsuit was dismissed by a federal appeals court in April 2010.

			Acceptance of cutting corners and much, much more, is nowhere more widespread than in the world of business. Haven’t Enron, BP, and Toyota, become synonyms for irresponsibility, corruption, and cover-ups? Hardly a day goes by without some financial bigwig accused or convicted of some wrongdoing. The Martha Stewart case was widely discussed and dominated the news for months, but not because of what she did. After all, probably thousands of people benefit from insider information, most often referred to as “tips,” when buying and selling stocks.

			No, the issue was who Martha Stewart was. She was a cultural hero, a role model who advised us on how to behave and on what to do in our homes. A fashion model, stockbroker par excellence, prolific author, and TV hostess of her own show—one watched by millions—she seemed to have it all. And if she could fall, then anyone could. And yet, what most people actually concluded was that she was targeted as both an example and a scapegoat because of her fame and power, while most people who did what she did continued to get away with it.

			What Stewart, Ambrose, and Kearns Goodwin all had in common was that they were so successful that their “crimes” didn’t make sense to most of us. They appeared to be totally unnecessary. To really get a handle on that question we have to look to psychology and psychiatry. The reasons are varied and complex, but there is no doubt that our culture plays a major role.

			After all, who is Martha Stewart? A native of Jersey City, New Jersey, Martha Helen Kostyra was one of six children raised in a middle class Polish-American family. Bright, ambitious, and hardworking, she went to Barnard College, married, and had a child. Her personal life was unexceptional, but what set her apart was the degree to which she succeeded. Self made, she was seen as a true Horatio Alger prototype, named in 2004 by Ladies Home Journal as “the third most powerful woman in America.”

			Stewart was worth hundreds of millions of dollars when she was charged in 2001 with selling 3,928 shares of her ImClone stock. She saved herself $45,673, a paltry, meaningless sum given her tremendous wealth. Let’s remember, however, that in the business circles in which she and many others travel, gaining from a stock tip was pretty routine.

			Who’s Responsible?

			And what about the responsibility of the individual? The argument that we are products of our society bothers many people. To them it means that every time we do something wrong, we can just blame it on someone else. In one sensational case that occurred in 2001, thirteen-year-old Lionel Tate was convicted in Fort Lauderdale of stomping and beating a six-year-old girl to death. In what can only be described as colossal chutzpah, his lawyers claimed that Tate was imitating professional wrestling moves he’d seen on TV!

			Of course, this is an extreme case, but it makes the point very well. Don’t lawyers often argue that a criminal grew up in a broken home, lived in a neighborhood where violence was a daily feature of life, and suffered abuse from a brother, an uncle, or someone else? And if society is a main culprit, then punishing someone is morally wrong.

			These arguments clash head on, however, with a hallowed concept in American culture, namely individualism. Free choice and taking responsibility for one’s actions run deeply through the fabric of our society. Ministers tell their congregants that they have the power, with the help, of course, of God, to save themselves. A flood of self-help books have been penned over the years, telling us how we can and should take control of our lives, that it’s up to us to do it.

			As is so often the case when issues are debated, both sides have a point. We are, in many ways, accountable for what we do. But in almost everything we do, we are influenced by what’s going on around us and by so many things that have happened to us in the past. The debate lies in how much weight to give to each.

			The “Small Societies”

			While there is something called American culture, the term is somewhat misleading and inaccurate. Our society is really made up of many different groups that have their own value systems, attitudes, and customs. As examples we have Hispanic-Americans, skiers, born-again Christians, stamp collectors, gang members, senior citizens, New Yorkers, and so on. Sociologists call these distinct groups subcultures. In some ways they are similar to Americans in general; in others they are unique.

			When confronted with outrageous bloopers by famous people, psychologists and journalists often rush in to explain how the hero’s losing his or her grip. Did Campanis have a breakdown? Did Imus suddenly burst out with an eruption of hostility long simmering in his subconscious? Was it family troubles?

			All of the above do, and have, happened, but what these explanations miss is that there may have been no break at all. In some of these public mistakes, the individual may not have acted out of character. Rather, his or her character acted out—escaped the bounds of his or her later life and returned to the ways that shaped him or her. We all break into the mainstream culture from another domain—our subculture, a little cocoon we don’t highlight on our resumes or thank in award ceremonies, but which is very much a part of us. And all too often, that subculture teaches us what to do in a way that clashes with the demands of the larger culture, the one we find ourselves inhabiting—and being confronted by when we go astray.

			Let’s look at football superstar Michael Vick. His crime, killing dogs and supporting a dog-fighting operation, Bad Newz Kennels, was not something supported or even tolerated by the average American. The consequences were very serious—real jail-time, a lucrative career in jeopardy, and a whole slew of product endorsements that went up in smoke.

			Dog fighting has been traced all the way back to the Roman Empire and was common in medieval England. In recent years it has been popular among poor blacks, Hispanics, and whites, especially in parts of the deep South. Vick grew up in this environment and it was one where the sport, however odious, was not seen as “a real crime.” This, no doubt, figured in his attitude towards it. That doesn’t excuse his cruelty to animals, but it does help explain it.

			Members of a subculture often see nothing terrible with what they’re doing and are shocked when others view it as very wrong. We have no better example of this than Watergate. Paranoia about the Democrats had become a part of the Nixon White House culture. As a result, the administration approved breaking and entering and wiretapping without any compunction, even though, in the larger society, such acts were perceived as clearly illegal, which they were. Had those involved in what was widely called “a third-rate burglary” talked to people beyond their closed circle, the response just might have prevented the whole thing from happening. We’ll never know.

			The possible implications of such isolation were brought home when NBC TV hired me as a consultant not long after my book on the truth and origins of stereotypes, The Things They Say Behind Your Back, came out. They wanted to evaluate their TV shows with respect to how, where, and when racial and ethnic stereotypes could be most acceptably and effectively employed. For example, at what point would the lines, from funny, to insensitive, to outright bigotry, be crossed?

			On one occasion, we gathered in Laguna Niguel, California, and spent a few days in a hotel reviewing the shows and the material. The legendary Brandon Tartikoff, who headed NBC’s entertainment division, warned me that the writers for the shows “lived in their own world.” He was absolutely right. They were writing shows that would be seen by millions of viewers—Miami Vice, The Cosby Show, Hill Street Blues—and yet they seemed curiously removed from the rest of the world. As creative people, they functioned in almost an enclosed bubble, hanging out, for the most part, with each other.

			The effects of this became clear to me from the way they approached the problem before them. One of the writers said to me, “So, we just use this list of stereotypes and not the other?” There was no thought of debating which ones were appropriate, which weren’t, and why, just a question of being told what to do. Brandon was very different, far more worldly, and he cautioned me that the writers probably needed to get out more often and “hang with ordinary folks.”

			This was an easily correctible situation, but often it’s not, and when that happens, the consequences can be serious. When Ronald Reagan went to Bitburg, Germany, in 1985 to lay a wreath at a cemetery where forty-nine members of the Waffen-SS were buried, he did not realize how this offended Jews around the world. The Nobel Laureate, Elie Wiesel, pointedly said to him “That place is not your place.”

			But Reagan just didn’t get it, despite the fact that he considered himself, and in fact was, a good friend of the Jewish community. This was demonstrated when he defended himself by saying that most of the two thousand men buried there “were victims of Nazism.” He was then accused of equating German soldiers who fought against the Allies with victims of Nazi death camps. So we see that the rarefied atmosphere of the White House can occasionally insulate even the savviest of politicians. To commemorate the PR disaster, the rock group, The Ramones, recorded the song, “My Brain is Hanging Upside Down—Bonzo Goes to Bitburg.”

			Or let’s take plagiarism and even outright fabrication, both of which have been coming under increasing scrutiny in recent years, hitting some of the most venerable and well-known news organs such as the New York Times, USA Today, and the New Republic. Various villains have been identified—pressure to do stories, the need to fill space, lack of proper supervision.

			What has also been revealed through books by Jayson Blair, formerly of the Times, and Stephen Glass, who wrote for the New Republic, is that there are staffers within these organizations who are aware of and tolerate it, creating a little subculture whose members look the other way when they know they shouldn’t. The New Republic ran some twenty-five pieces by Glass containing questionable information, a number of which could correctly be classified as fiction. Shockingly, the magazine said, “We offer no excuses. Only apologies.”

			Then there’s the case of John White, a black man who came from a community where certain fears and apprehensions predominated. These emotions were cited by the lawyers who defended him when he was charged with murder. White confronted a group of white teenagers who stood on his lawn in Miller Place, Long Island, shouted racial slurs, and threatened him.

			White claimed that he feared for his life and invoked his family history in support of his statement. His grandfather had been run out of Alabama in the 1920s by the Ku Klux Klan. As a result, when he found himself facing angry whites and the glare of car headlights, it reminded him of the lynch mobs that had attacked blacks in the deep South. He had a gun in his hand to protect himself and he either fired it at Daniel Cicciaro or it went off accidentally, depending on whom you believe. Whatever the case, a young man lay dead as a result of an uncharacteristic response by a clearly frightened man who raised the specter of history and culture in his defense.

			John White, a construction foreman, had an unblemished record. He had never been arrested or convicted of anything before that night. The house he had bought was in a mostly white neighborhood and represented his version of “The American Dream.” As that dream shattered into a thousand pieces on a sweltering August evening in 2006, White turned to his wife and said: “We lost the house. We lost it all.” Indeed he had. White was convicted of second-degree manslaughter.

			“Everyone Does It”

			“Everyone does it,” was one of the most common refrains I heard in the hundreds of interviews conducted for this book. Here’s what a typical businessman had to say about this and other illegal, or at least, questionable practices:

			Ninety-nine percent of crooked behavior has to do with our society. And it’s like that all over the world. One of my European business associates tells me that there’s a line on the expense accounts of people like him who do business with other countries. It’s called bribes! I have another friend who built, like, 50,000 square feet for Nike. He’s built stuff for Kohl, The Limited, lots of huge companies. He has a great personality. He takes these people to dinner and they laugh from beginning to end. He takes them to expensive hotels, rents limos for them, and gets them Super Bowl tickets. Everybody’s doing it and so he has to. In the end though, the bottom line isn’t how smart you are, how funny you are. It’s what’s in it for the person. And the proportion of people who get caught is so tiny.

			What comes through here, loud and clear, is a deep cynicism about our system, but coupled with an acceptance that this is life and anyone who doesn’t think so is just naive. Similarly, when we hear about all the Wall Street executives who knew that the subprime market was a ticking time bomb, one that would cause financial ruin for perhaps millions of people, we are upset. We express outrage that these individuals made millions from the misfortunes of the proverbial little guy, but at some level, we are not surprised. Sure, we know that some big shots, people like Tyco’s Dennis Koslowski, WorldCom’s Bernard Ebbers, and Enron’s Jeffrey Skilling, have been punished. Their convictions will, in certain circles, be presented as evidence that the system works. In reality, the number of such convictions, compared to the amount of violators still out there, is but a drop in the bucket and everyone knows it.

			“Everyone does it” is often the fallback option when people cannot otherwise justify their behavior. In May 2003, Rick Bragg, a Pulitzer-Prize winning reporter, resigned from the New York Times amid charges that he had written an article about Florida Gulf Coast oystermen whom he had never interviewed and that he had depended primarily on the work of a freelance journalist for his information. Speaking in his own defense, Bragg asserted that, “most national correspondents will tell you they rely on stringers and researchers and interns and clerks and news assistants.” This accusation was then followed by heated denials from other journalists.

			We’ve all been told that just because others do something doesn’t make it right, but the power of numbers does make it seem right to many people, even if they admit that it isn’t. When crimes occur and people are asked why they didn’t step in, they frequently say, “No one else did anything either.”

			Former president Bill Clinton was surely aware that he was not the first holder of the office to have fooled around. Grover Cleveland paid child support for an out-of-wedlock child. Franklin Delano Roosevelt had an affair with Lucy Page Mercer, his wife’s social secretary. Ike Eisenhower reportedly had an affair with Kay Summersby. As for Kennedy and Johnson, they were each widely rumored to have had numerous affairs.

			What all this means is that Clinton, in looking at past presidential history, had good reason to assume that Americans would tolerate his errant behavior with a “What do you expect?” response, along with observations that such affairs involving men of affairs are not even much remarked upon in the Middle East, Europe, and Latin America, in short, everywhere except, maybe, the U.S. That it was, truly surprised him.

			The belief by people that “everyone does it,” is a dangerous perception. If not challenged and refuted, it can have real consequences. This is because it will embolden people who might otherwise see wrongdoing as unacceptable to actually cross the line and engage in it.

			In truth, many people have already crossed that line because they’ve seen other “respected” individuals doing it. When Joe Average reads a story about a doctor who routinely overbilled patients or who performed unnecessary operations, what is he supposed to think? Here’s a man, a doctor no less, making more money than he’ll ever see and he has the nerve to overcharge.

			A student is scolded by her professor for not citing sources in her term paper, but she has just seen a report on TV about scientific researchers who faked data. “Why should I be held to a higher standard?” she thinks. Is it surprising when she concludes that her only crime was in getting caught?

			I know of a case where young men and women working as interviewers for a research project took the questionnaires they were supposed to administer to others, went to the beach, and filled them out themselves while lying in the sun. And why not? After all, they reasoned, journalists can write stories about places they’ve never seen and get them published. Then, when they’re exposed, they claim, without shame, that the practice is “routine.”

			Think about it. Athletes in this country are among the most disciplined people in the world. They are the role models for millions of young Americans. Their success is both hoped for and sought after. The path leading to it can only be reached by hard work, constant practice, and, of course, talent. And then, the story of Barry Bonds explodes into the media. A baseball superstar is charged with having used steroids repeatedly for years. He’s a cheat and a crook.

			We also read about former Olympian runner Marion Jones, similarly charged with steroid use. Papers filed by her lawyers seeking probation for the convicted superstar said, “She has been cast from American hero to national disgrace. The public scorn, from a nation that once adored her, and her fall from grace, have been severe punishments.”

			But these are exceptions, we are told, or want to be told. Who wants to watch sports and find out it’s fixed or dishonest? Remember the 1919 Chicago White Sox? Eight team members were convicted of trying to throw the World Series and that team became infamous as the Chicago Black Sox. And when the culprits are punished we breathe a sigh of relief, especially the coaches, recruiters, university presidents, and professional team owners for whom sports is big business, not to mention the builders and operators of stadiums and sports equipment manufacturers. We need our heroes and they need us.

			That’s why we’re quick to forgive Tiger Woods. All he has to do is issue a sincere-sounding apology. And then, before you know it, he’s back on the golf tour circuit.

			What were Barry Bonds and Marion Jones thinking? we ask ourselves. Did they really believe they could get away with it? So why did they do it? Weren’t they talented enough without these performance enhancers? And now they know they must pay the price, we say to ourselves. Alas, it’s not that simple.

			On December 13, 2007, all hell broke loose in organized sports. That was the day former senator George Mitchell released an historic report that named eighty-nine baseball players as steroid users. The list included many marquee players, All Stars like Roger Clemens, Andy Pettitte, Gary Sheffield, Jose Canseco, and Mo Vaughn.

			More shocking than these names, perhaps, was the extent of their steroid use. Many correctly assumed, it appears, that the eighty-nine players represented only those known to the commission, and that there were others. Was doping the norm in sports? And if so, what could and should be done? The only beneficiary perhaps, was Barry Bonds. It now seemed that he had a lot of company.

			The response was delivered by none other than the senator himself, who recommended that the players not be punished. “This was a collective failure to recognize the problem as it emerged and to deal with it early on. . . . Everybody in baseball—commissioners, club officials, the players’ association—shares responsibility.”

			Was there really a choice? One can make examples of two or three people, but an entire profession? One hundred or more players? Mitchell laid the blame precisely where it belonged—on a culture that had refused to face the problem, that tolerated and encouraged such behavior by doing nothing, except maybe making a scapegoat out of Barry Bonds, a sourpuss whose glare and nasty demeanor had become as famous as his dope-enhanced and now-tainted home runs. And now we know what Bonds and others, like Roger Clemens of “misremembering” fame, were thinking. Why would anything happen to me? Am I the only one taking steroids?

			The Downside of Admitting Wrongdoing

			As if the pervasiveness of such malfeasance wasn’t enough to encourage it, there’s another problem. The very painful fallout often makes people reluctant to uncover it even if they agree it’s wrong. When a scandal is exposed the financial losses can be huge. Ballplayers involved in the scandal will now be less marketable as players, and their agents will suffer similarly. Wall Street firms associated with financial improprieties will see their business affected as investors lose confidence in them. Hospitals charged with improper care lose patients. How many people in baseball now wish they’d never seen the Mitchell Report, or even asked for an investigation?

			The pressure to protect vested interests sometimes influences the very people who are supposed to set the standard for what’s right and what’s wrong. Bob Waters is the principal of a fancy private school in California. In his late forties, Waters exudes both confidence and competence. I asked him about how schools teach values. “It starts in the home, to be honest,” he says, “and our job is to nurture and improve on it.” He waxes enthusiastic about the number of his students accepted to elite colleges, about the community service programs, and about how genuinely nice the students are.

			“What about cheating? I mean, even the best schools have it.”

			“I’d be lying if I said we didn’t,” he responds. “And we don’t condone it.”

			“But what do you do about it, actually?” I press.

			Waters shifts uncomfortably in his chair. He looks out the window of his office and is silent for almost a full minute before responding. “I’ll tell you something which you probably won’t hear from other administrators, but I want you to see the problem, from my perspective, from the school’s perspective.

			“I don’t know what percentage of the students in my school cheat, but if you catch someone it’s a real pain in the butt. It becomes a whole rigmarole. You have to call in the parents, the kid, of course. There are meetings with teachers, the guidance department gets involved. At the end of the day, it’s actually much easier to put on blinders.”

			“But isn’t dealing with such behavior the school’s responsibility?” I ask.

			Waters adjusts his tie and folds his arms, almost assuming a defensive posture. He has stopped smiling. “What do you think we are, detectives? Spies?” he asks rhetorically. “I’m trained to be an educator, an institutional leader, not a cop. There’s just so much we can do. This is a general problem in our culture.” His voice rising slightly, he continues. “These kids’ parents are all cheating on their income taxes. Do restaurant waiters and cab drivers report their tips? Lawyers lie and get big bucks to do so. Spokesmen for CEOs lie. The president’s spokesman lies.”

			“I understand that. You’re right,” I say. “But still, isn’t the school one of the places where we’re supposed to teach people that these things are wrong? And what about the school’s reputation? Wouldn’t it harm your high school’s reputation if word gets around that you tolerate cheating, that you don’t do anything about it? I don’t just mean your school. I mean any school.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong,” Waters snaps impatiently. “Totally wrong. What will harm our reputation is if there’s a public scandal, if it gets out. Believe me, the parents don’t want to know about it. Frankly, my job is to contain the scandal, to deal with it effectively, but quietly. Because if the colleges hear that there’s a massive cheating scandal, it’ll affect our admissions rate. And then the parents will get mad, especially if their own kids are involved. Not at the kids, but at us, for telling them and messing up their kids’ chances to get into a good college. And if everybody gets mad enough, then the whole school will go down the tubes. And that’s reality, my friend.”

			The interview was over. I thanked him and we shook hands. I knew I would remember the conversation as a defining moment in my search for answers as to why people act out of character, if indeed they do. As I walked out of the building, I saw a couple of students lying on the grass in the shade of a large maple tree, reading. Others nearby were playing Frisbee. It was a beautiful, sun-drenched, California day. How bucolic, I thought wistfully. It would make a nice picture in an ad for the school. But it surely wouldn’t tell the whole story. Not even close.

			Resenting Conformity

			One of the common threads running through many of these stories is peer pressure. While the coach cannot use this as an explanation, his players can. High jinks at school, be it sex in frat houses or getting drunk, are considered almost rites-of-passage, not only for football players, but for students in general. Those who don’t go along are often seen as nerds and squares and who wants that?

			We’ve all heard about the “blue wall of silence,” or how the police close ranks when one of their own is accused of corruption. Other professions have a similar, “it’s us against the world” attitude. “Nobody likes a rat,” they say and one can therefore understand, without condoning it, why, for example, newspaper reporters would be hesitant about turning in their own. For some, it’s only a short distance to the next step, actually engaging in plagiarism, as a way of expressing approval of such actions.

			But there are also times when people do something that’s dumb simply in reaction to the pressures of having to conform to what society expects of them. We may resent having to kowtow to others, having to dress a certain way, say the right things, worry about hurting the feelings of others, having to get up early, to work long hours, in short, all the things that people need to do but don’t feel like doing.

			The cult movie, Office Space, exemplified that attitude in the extreme. In it, the main character decides one day that he won’t go to work until and unless he feels like it and that he won’t do what his boss tells him because he’s simply tired of taking crap from everybody at a job that he really doesn’t like. In the movie, through a series of twists of fate, he gets away with it, but, as we know, in real life, you don’t get away with it. Instead, you’re fired.

			Sometimes, this sense of always having to do the right thing, the smart thing, the prudent thing, can really lead us astray to the point where we rebel and do something really foolish and then kick ourselves for having been so stupid. Have you ever wondered why people who seem bright, who should have known better allow themselves to be duped by all sorts of pretty obvious scams and schemes—
Nigerian investment deals, phony land offers, British lottery jackpots that they haven’t won, and the like? It turns out that more than one in ten Americans (mostly elderly but, by no means senile) succumb to such frauds annually.

			Another, even more important reason why we feel a need to “break out” from society’s rules is because we live in a society where we often feel, correctly, that we don’t matter much as individuals, that we can’t have any meaningful impact on society. And we want to. That 
probably explains why people wave to the camera when they’re accidentally filmed in the course of a live news story, or why they hold up ridiculous signs at public events. Occasionally, we do something nutty in the hopes of getting some attention. It’s a natural impulse, a way of showing that we count. And, once in a while, we pull a crazy prank just for the hell of it, go too far, and get into real trouble.

			The Bonds of Community Are Falling Apart

			In a much-discussed and, ultimately disturbing book published in 2000, Bowling Alone, Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam told us something that we probably already suspected. The social fabric that held us together as a community was beginning to fray, perhaps even crumble. We were no longer joining and participating in groups, clubs, or organizations as we had in the past. PTA membership was down, church participation was declining anywhere from 25 to 50 percent, depending on how you calculated it.

			But more than that, we simply were hanging out less with one another. People were not meeting on the corner in their neighborhoods, they weren’t going as often to bars and nightclubs or to the movies, choosing instead to stay home and “veg out.” Putnam produced reams of statistics to make his point, along with striking examples. Take bowling. Through the years there was a profound shift in how people bowled. Starting in the 1980s, league bowling decreased by more than 40 percent. I know. I’m a small part of that decrease.

			In 1973, I began teaching at City College of New York and lived in an apartment in Forest Hills, Queens. There was a bowling alley two blocks away called Hollywood Lanes. I signed up for one of the leagues. It was for Daily News employees, but outsiders could join. I met people, engaged in the easy banter that bowlers everywhere participate in while waiting for their thirty seconds of actual bowling when it’s their turn, ate and drank, and generally had a lot of fun. I didn’t know anyone at first, but was made to feel welcome.

			In December 2007, thirty-five years later, I walked into a bowling alley in northern Queens late one afternoon to see what was happening. I teach a course on the sociology of New York City at CUNY Graduate Center and as part of the preparation time, I regularly walk through the city’s neighborhoods, exploring, scoping out interesting places to take my students on our weekly walking tours. It was early on a Tuesday evening and what I found kind of shocked me. There was hardly anyone there. Five of the fifteen lanes were in use. The others were eerily silent, the pins seemingly waiting in the darkness for the joyous, crashing noise that signals a strike.

			On three of the lanes in use, pairs of men in perhaps their sixties or early seventies bowled in almost rote fashion. One, a pudgy, bald man with a beer belly, wore a sleeveless undershirt; the other wore a tee shirt with a few small holes in it and a Yankee baseball cap from which a few strands of white hair protruded over a wrinkled forehead. Their deliberate movements as they threw the ball and their failure to react to the result conveyed a certain lack of enthusiasm, even boredom.

			Middle-aged men occupied the other two lanes. You knew they were serious from the black gloves they wore and the gleaming green balls they used, not the scuffed and chipped cheapo balls supplied by the alley. They were regulars and they were good. But they were, in fact, bowling alone.

			I walked over to the shoe rental counter. A dour-faced man in a plaid flannel shirt and black Dockers sat on a worn leather swivel chair, idly flipping through an auto-racing magazine. “Yeah, whadda ya want?” he asked in a slightly annoyed tone of voice, as if I had just interrupted him in the middle of a nap.

			“Do you still have leagues?”

			“We have ’em on the weekends.”

			“As much as in the past?”

			“Nah. When I was growing up in the sixties and seventies, you always had people coming around lookin’ for the action. There’s definitely been a decline over the years in general and with the leagues. Alleys have been closing all over the city, in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens. We’ve had to diversify so now we have a catering hall too. But I’m hopin’ for a resurgence.”

			The changes are everywhere, Putnam tells us. The NAACP, the Rotary and Elks clubs have all seen big drops in membership. Bridge clubs are breaking up, he wrote, and family circles are having more trouble getting together. This last development is also something I know from personal experience. Members of our own family circle got together far more often twenty years ago than they do today. When they do, usually at my urging, they exclaim, “This is so much fun. We should do it more often.” But they don’t. Nor, from my anecdotal knowledge, do many other families I know.

			Many reasons have been given for this turn of events. The family is breaking down, we have less time, suburbanization means increased commuting time, there are generational changes, and much more. Whatever the cause, the overall result is unmistakable. We are becoming disconnected from our coworkers, friends, family, neighbors, and people in general.

			Much has been made about the Internet’s impact on our social lives. But does it facilitate or hinder communication? As James Katz and Ronald Rice argue in their important book, Social Consequences of Internet Use, the Internet allows people to instantly communicate their feelings, thus preventing the buildup of tension. Moreover, for those uncomfortable with relating to people directly, it’s less stressful.

			But there’s also a downside. The face-to-face interaction so important to social life is missing from the Internet. Without that, an important tool for understanding what people really mean is lost. When we see someone in the flesh, we can observe anger, happiness, sadness, doubt, gratitude, and love; in short, all the emotions that enable us to decide what to do.

			Why is all this so important for our question of why people do dumb things? Because people who function alone are more likely to do things that are not smart or good. When we don’t have sustained contact with other people, the social bonds that connect us are loosened. And once that happens we become less interested in and dependent on what others think.

			The more we interact with others, the smaller the chances that we will do something that we only see as irresponsible or foolish after the damage has been done and it’s too late. Connecting with others gives us the opportunity to test out our views, to see if our opinions, and even intentions, are “off the wall.” A friend may say, “That’s really dumb. You’ll be sorry,” or “Are you kidding? You’ll never get away with that. Calm down!” Without such encounters, people are far more apt to give in to their darkest desires and worst impulses. With them, angry or frustrated people, and aren’t we all at times, can be placated or disarmed through understanding and compassion.

			But doesn’t less group involvement hold out the possibility that we might also be less involved with “bad groups” whose members might encourage us to behave badly? Not nearly as likely, because the norm in society is to conform. Most of us are law-abiding, not out of fear, but because we’ve bought into it. Therefore, when people get together, it’s usually the good, not the bad, that is reinforced. Society fosters norms of cooperation and altruism because if it didn’t, it couldn’t survive and thrive. Putnam concludes that in America, “those of us who belong to formal and informal social networks are more likely to give our time and money to good causes than those of us who are isolated socially.”

			But isn’t it the larger culture that has given rise to the almost cult-like worship of success? Wouldn’t we still be better off withdrawing? Even if we would, we simply can’t do it. Man is and has always been a basically social animal. What we need to do is to work on ways to change and improve the world we live in even as we remain in it.

			One cautionary note before we accept this thesis uncritically. It isn’t just a question of belonging. It’s the nature of your belonging. People can look like they belong when, in fact, nothing could be further from the truth. The Virginia Tech mass murderer, Seung Hui Cho, was in a college dorm suite, belonged to a family, and attended a small English class. But to all of those groups, he was what Prince-ton professor Katherine Newman, an authority on school shootings, would call, “a failed joiner.”

			The Disposable Society

			There’s another huge downside to technology: it has turned us into a disposable society. If your computer breaks, you get another one. The same holds true for your cell phone or TV. Nobody fixes anything anymore. And when they do, like your car mechanic, they simply replace parts, as opposed to repairing them.

			This has changed how we think about things in general and that includes how we relate to each other. Take marriage. The divorce rate today is so high in part because people are far less willing to work through their problems. You have a fight with your spouse, that’s it. You decide this isn’t going to work and you end it. Sometimes it’s the right move, but many times it’s a major mistake. We’re sorry, but it’s too late. Or, like that perfectly good kitchen you replaced with a new one, you just got tired of your wife or husband and married someone younger. Five years later, he or she dumps you and you feel the pain so deeply, you want to kill yourself. But again, it’s too late to go back.

			In the never-ending quest for happiness we often raise our expectations to unrealistic levels. We’re looking for “something special.” In their book, A Generation at Risk: Growing Up in an Era of Family Upheaval, Paul Amato and Alan Booth found that 70 percent of divorces involved low-conflict situations. These failed marriages lacked real marital strife, with three quarters of respondents saying they rarely argued and didn’t disagree on much of anything. Parallel to this, the demands of singles have risen. A recent study by the National Marriage Project reported that a high percentage of singles insist that marriage must be to a “soul mate.” Demands of this sort bring to mind the adage, “The perfect is the enemy of the good.”

			Technology has affected us in yet another way that impacts our human relationships. The constant bombardment of stimuli—radios, TVs, iPods, cell phones, computers, and Blackberries in constant use—has forced us to learn how to multitask. It’s an important and necessary skill in today’s times, but the ability to do so has come at a high social price, for we have also lost much of our ability to focus.

			What this means is that we suffer from MADD—mass attention deficit disorder. The word patience is fast becoming an anachronism. When our computer doesn’t download something in ten seconds we become frustrated. When there’s a commercial on TV during a football game, we flip through twenty channels, rather than just relaxing for a minute.

			The insistence on immediate gratification has become part of our general outlook on life. When we were kids, our parents or teachers were fond of saying “haste makes waste.” How many products of our technological society today would say that? This can and often does damage us personally, because if we can’t or won’t take the necessary time to work on our relationships, then we can’t resolve the issues that lead to their breakdown. More often than not, the outcome is a rash decision that we’re later sorry about. And much of the blame lies with the way we live.

			The Price of Scandal Has Gone Down

			The loss of community, the perception that “everyone does it,” the fall from grace of so many of our leaders and role models that we looked up to, the desire for instant gratification, and the rise of a disposable society have all resulted in a lowering of the price of scandal.

			Former New York governor Eliot Spitzer has been making more and more public appearances of late and has written numerous Op-Ed pieces as well. In what might be charitably described as hubris, he’s actually lectured at Harvard on—you guessed it—ethics. In fact, Spitzer now co-hosts a talk show on CNN with Kathy Parker. By definition, he’s forgiven. The lesson is clear. If you apologize profusely and lay low for a while you will be forgiven and even rewarded.

			Who would have thought that possible two years ago? In fact, it seems as if the bigger the name, the faster we forgive and with good reason. First, the famous are worth more on the open market. Second, if our heroes do these things and get away with them, then that means it’s okay for us lesser mortals.

			This is certainly not the way it used to be. In the past, you at least had to do some prison time or study in a seminary for a while before you could be considered “rehabilitated.” When Nixon was forced to resign, he did not get his own TV show. And unlike Bill Clinton after his affair with Monica Lewinsky, he did not resume his travels as a world-class statesman.

			The fact is ours has become a society where the price of scandal is much lower than it used to be. We have, it seems, gradually devalued all the things that scandal destroys: one’s good standing in the community, with family, in the workplace, at church. They’re just not worth that much. Besides, with increased mobility comes the possibility of reinventing yourself elsewhere, especially if you’re not famous, but simply a little guy who with no public persona. And let’s not forget the snowball effect. The more people think it’s okay to act this way, the more okay it becomes, and the more often it happens. There are no fewer than three governors since Spitzer’s fall who have acted stupidly—David Paterson, Rod Blagojevich, and Mark Sanford. And then you have John Edwards, Charles Rangel, Hugh Grant, David Letterman, Sean Penn, Kobe Bryant, Halle Berry, and so many others.

			Even a convicted and notorious murderer like David “Son of Sam” Berkowitz, who killed six people and wounded seven others in New York City, can find some measure of redemption. A July 13, 2010 article in the New York Times reported on a whole slew of respectable people who have become his friends. Titled “Admirers Make Over the Image of a Killer,” the article describes how perfectly respectable individuals, including an attorney, a minister, and a TV host have befriended and helped Berkowitz. The common denominator is that most are Evangelical Christians. This is not surprising since “getting religion” and thereby being saved has long been one of the chief vehicles for achieving respectability and forgiveness for one’s transgressions.

			In the coming chapters we’ll talk about individual factors, like arrogance, greed, honor, looking for the easy way out, insecurity, obsessive behavior, and so on. These are real reasons that explain dumb and irrational behavior. But a society that accepts such behavior in general, creates an environment where people are far more apt to use these as reasons even when their validity is questionable. And so in this way, social and individual traits reinforce each other and make such acts easier to commit. 

			
				
					[1]Names and minor details in some of the stories have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.
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