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WHY ABEL IS 

AT RISK


CHAPTER 12

♦ ♦ ♦

Ability Redefined;

Or, Being Right Can Be Wrong

We now move on to Why Abel Is at Risk.


	In this chapter, we explain how Abel falls prey to Cain’s many tricks. Is Abel naive, or just too focused on doing his job to pay much attention to Cain’s ploys?

	The next chapter examines Abel’s “miseducation.” He may have done well in school, but school did not prepare him for real-world competition with ruthless people.



Can Abel truly compete with the Cains of this world? To answer this question, we first have to consider what we mean by “ability.”

In the 1960s, Laurence Peter authored The Peter Principle, his classic treatise in which he argued that everyone eventually rises to his or her level of incompetence.

His reasoning was relatively simple. People are given jobs; if they do well in their jobs, they are promoted to a higher level. If they do well at this new, higher level, they are again promoted. And so on, until they finally arrive in jobs where they perform incompetently. At this point, promotions cease, and people remain where they are, doing a poor job—and guaranteeing a high level of incompetence in business, government, everywhere—until they quit, retire, or die.

Incompetent people are rarely fired, he explained, because it is easier for their superiors to tolerate incompetence than it is to suffer the unpleasantries that inevitably arise whenever someone has to make a tough decision. Even Presidents of the United States, such as Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton were notoriously reluctant to fire anyone unless they clearly violated the law.

But Peter overlooked a key point: He failed to adequately define his terms, making a few passing observations about what “competence” really means but failing to fully explore the question. People may rise to a level of incompetence, but what is incompetence, and for that matter, what is competence?

The problem in answering this question is illustrated in the following:
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	 	CASE STUDY 26
	 


A well-known political consultant, Rob, was hired by a political candidate. The candidate was an easygoing man, even easier to manipulate—in Rob’s hard-eyed view, the perfect candidate, someone who could be shaped and molded and “influenced.”

Rob’s first goal in any campaign was to “purify” the staff and rebuild it with people of his choosing—longtime subordinates and allies. In college, he had majored in history and had been much impressed by how Josef Stalin consolidated all power in himself by constantly purging anyone who might be a rival for power. To Rob, the power to fire people created fear, and fear was a most useful management tool.

In his early meetings with the candidate, Rob argued that the people working for the candidate were incompetent. They needed to be replaced. Rob would bring aboard a new, more experienced group to invigorate the campaign, make it more efficient, and give it greater credibility.

The politician reluctantly agreed, and Rob soon had a staff made up of his own people, a staff whose loyalty ran to him, not to the candidate. This was Rob’s first objective because it eliminated potential rivals for control, rivals who might take credit for success or who might criticize the consultant, rivals who might actually be better, more talented, and more effective at what they did than Rob was.

Rob was a snake; the old staff was rodent dinner.
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Question: Did Rob and his people rise due to their competence? If so, what do we mean by “competence”?

The consultant in the case study is a true Cain. He suffers from a special kind of jealousy—what we will call Abilityphobia—an intense fear of competing with those who Cain believes might be more able than himself. In his eyes, ability is not an asset but a threat. The consultant, Cain, fears that if he has to compete purely on the basis of ability, he will lose out . . . and he well might.

WHAT IS ABILITY?

This is a good question, and a hard one to answer. Ability cannot be defined precisely, but when used here it refers to certain qualities of human character that people generally recognize as positive and useful, qualities that help someone earn and thus deserve true success. Among the most important of these are intelligence, creativity, knowledge, skill, and hard work.

But this is Abel’s idea of ability, not Cain’s. For each of these abilities, Cain has a devil’s checkmate.

 


	 	IF ABEL IS	CAIN IS

	 	smart	shrewd

	 	capable	cunning

	 	knowledgeable about his job	knowledgeable about how to get ahead

	 	skilled at doing his job	skilled at taking credit

	 	hardworking for company	hardworking for personal advantage


 

The most noticeable difference in this side-by-side comparison of characteristics is that Cain is much more narrowly directed than Abel. Cain is focused on promoting Cain, using whatever skills he has at his disposal to get ahead, even if these skills aren’t strictly related to ability as conceived by Abel.

Worse yet, Abel is often naive about the world around him. He is working hard, concentrating on performance, and expecting to be rewarded for a job well done. Cain is focused on the perception by his superiors that he has done a good job. After all, these superiors decide who should be rewarded and who not. While Abel does well for the company, Cain does well for himself.

This is the missing piece of the Peter Puzzle. In everyday life, competence often has more to do with Cain’s vices than Abel’s virtues. By this definition, competence is measured by successful advancement of self rather than by competent service to one’s employer or to the public.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF BEING RIGHT

Underlying the Cain-Abel interaction is a cardinal truth about human relationships: Abel’s ability is a fundamental threat to Cain’s personal advancement and ultimate success, and Cain knows this all too well.

It is bad enough that Abel might be right in a given instance, but worse yet, Abel might be right at Cain’s expense. If so, Abel will make a dedicated enemy by exposing Cain’s ignorance.
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	 	CASE STUDY 27
	 


A television executive with good connections in the government secured a three-million-dollar grant from a federal agency to produce a documentary about medical care, education, and other important institutions in the country of Tyrania. She was overwhelmed with excitement at the opportunity. It was a chance for her to establish her professional reputation. If the project was successful, it would set her up for the rest of her career; it would certainly open up other opportunities to do exactly what she wanted to do with the rest of her life—produce and direct major television programs.

One condition of the grant, however, was that she must convince a prestigious television network to coproduce the program.

She met with the Regional Broadcast Network (RBN) and made her pitch. She was positive, confident, and enthusiastic. After all, no one would pass up three million dollars and the chance to produce and air a unique and important television program.

Unfortunately for her, Abel attended the meeting.

In the discussion that followed, Abel pointed out that Tyrania was a dictatorship that tightly controlled news coverage of its internal affairs. What guarantee could the producer offer that the hospitals or schools that Tyrania permitted to be filmed would be typical and not scenes staged for propaganda—Potemkin villages?

The executive and some others who supported her tried to argue that despite these restrictions much could be learned about a country that until now had been totally cut off from the outside. A documentary could provide valuable insights about this isolated nation and be a first step in convincing Tyrania to be more flexible and accommodating both with foreigners and with its own citizens.

Abel, however, wasn’t convinced by sheer speculation about “possible” benefits. He insistently pressed the executive and her allies for an assurance that the project could somehow gain access to the “real” Tyrania.

“What guarantees can you give us that we won’t end up as mere propaganda tools of the Tyranian government? As journalists, we can’t allow that to happen.”

The executive could offer no such assurances because Tyrania had never allowed any outsider free access for news gathering and probably did not intend to make an exception in this case.

RBN was forced to reject the proposal because of its journalistic ethics.
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What did Abel accomplish here? What are the consequences of this scenario?

One consequence is that Abel demonstrated perception, knowledge, and principle. Another is that the producer lost a three-million-dollar grant, the income that would have come to her from the grant, the prestige of producing an expensive network documentary, and the future opportunities that might have materialized because of this success. A third consequence is that RBN, Abel’s employer, also lost three million dollars that would have paid for part of the network’s overhead and given employment to many of the network’s employees.

Is this Abel’s formula for success?

Abel’s mistake is in assuming that people are motivated solely by logic, reason, and principle. He has failed to understand that if in being right you reveal ignorance or dishonesty in someone else, or if in being right you deprive another of something he or she desires, you have then made an enemy. If this enemy is a Cain, he will be out to get you.

This leads to a startling discovery by Abel:

♦ BEING RIGHT CAN BE WRONG.

In his innocence and gullibility, Abel normally assumes that being right is, well, right; that being right confers credit on himself and impresses others. Abel fails to ask the next question: Impresses them how? It might not “impress” them that Abel is tactful or a team player; instead, it might just give them the “impression” that Abel is difficult and argumentative.

In the case study was there any alternative for Abel; that is, any honorable alternative?

Of course, he could easily have gone along to get along. He could have jumped aboard and ridden the gravy train like everyone else. But for any Abel this is an unacceptable answer; it goes contrary to his ethical standards and his sense of pride. So, if not surrender, what?

One possibility is that Abel could have raised the key question, then allowed others to advance the discussion, perhaps offering an occasional comment whenever an important point was in danger of being overlooked. Instead, Abel took the lead in the discussion, hammered away at those on the other side, backed them into a corner, and left them no graceful exit. This may be an effective technique for winning a debate in the short term, but it is hardly a sensible way to win friends and influence people. In this situation, your opponents are less likely to remember and be impressed by your brilliance, honesty, and upstanding character than they are to remember that you embarrassed them and questioned their professional integrity in front of others.

A second possibility is that having identified the most serious challenge for those who believed in the project, Abel could have led the search for some acceptable solution to the problem. Very likely, there was none. But at least Abel would have come across as a more constructive and less offensive person, as someone who had raised legitimate concerns but who was open-minded enough to consider the views of others and possible answers to the questions he had posed. This should be a genuine effort by Abel to find a solution, not some artificial tactic meant to polish his image. (That’s what Cain would do.) In fact, it would have been wiser in the first place for Abel to have followed the advice of the college professor who urged his students: “On first hearing any idea, resolve all questions and ambiguities in favor of the speaker; only then go back over the idea with a critical mind. If you begin by focusing on the flaws of anything, you tend to close your mind to its possible strengths.”

Finally, Abel could have proposed putting off a final decision for a period of time. This would have allowed everyone to calm down, recover from the initial shock of Abel’s argument, and reflect for a few days on the substance of the matter. During this cooling-off period, Abel could have patiently sought allies to support his position; he wouldn’t be standing alone as the Great Contrarian, the Destroyer of Hopes and Ambitions. He could have gained allies by guiding rather than forcing them to the right conclusion. For example, rather than arguing vehemently for his own views, he could have asked simple questions one on one: “What do you think about this proposal? Can you figure out any way around the problems we would face?”

Since the vast majority of people are Abels, the vast majority want to do the right thing, but they much prefer figuring out for themselves the right thing to do; they resent being forced into the right conclusion.

Gentle, painstaking, subtle persuasion might be less satisfying than a dramatic, uncompromising stand on principle. It may seem less heroic . . . but as Will Rogers once observed, “Heroing is the shortest-lived profession there is.”

WHERE CAIN’S TRICKS FAIL

For every principle there are exceptions that prove the rule (“prove” in this context having the slightly archaic sense of “test” the rule).

The first exception to the power of Cain’s reach is at the extremes. There are a few Abels who are so brilliant, creative, knowledgeable, skilled, and capable that the arsenal of Cain’s weapons are ineffective against them. Theoretical physicists didn’t sit around arguing that Albert Einstein didn’t know what he was talking about. And as humorist Tom Lehrer once said, “It is sobering to consider that when Mozart was my age, he had already been dead for a year.” Mega-ability will almost always overwhelm any attempt by Cain to undercut it. So, any burgeoning Einstein or Mozart need not worry about the observations made here. However, if, like the authors, you haven’t recently discovered a new theory of the universe or composed a musical masterpiece, you can ignore this exception.

At the opposite extreme, some Cains are so untalented that even scheming and maneuvering at their best, they still fail. And other Cains are so obvious and heavy-handed that their tactics inevitably backfire.

The second exception is that Cains lose effectiveness where clear and objective standards exist to measure success. The ability of a talk show host will be judged by ratings, audience demographics, and the sponsor revenue generated by the program. Critics may carp and Cains may plot all they wish, but if the host’s ratings are high and the program is profitable, then by definition, the host is competent and has ability.

But, this second exception is limited in scope. Very few occupations, and thus very few people, are judged by such objective yardsticks. Most of us live and work in the vast mushy middle of life where rational judgments are affected by both emotions and perception and where Cain can easily manipulate the interaction of them. In this chaotic middle, normal expectations can be turned upside down; in some cases, competence (as usually understood) may not lead to success, and failure to get a job done can actually be rewarded.

If you are an Abel working with a Cain, the consequences of failing to understand your own vulnerability and Cain’s hidden agenda can be calamitous. So read on.

CHAPTER 13

♦ ♦ ♦

Abel’s Miseducation

Abel is someone who has an incomplete education. Throughout his formative years, until he enters the “real world,” all of the most instructive institutions in his life combine in a well-intentioned way to give him a distorted view of the way the world actually works.

By words and action, Abel’s family and the educational system tell him over and over again that good triumphs, that he himself is very, very special, and that if he does the right thing, he will be recognized and rewarded.

There is nothing wrong with this message. In fact, there is much right with it, and most of the time the lessons that Abel learns serve him well. But it is an imperfect message, one that in some circumstances leaves Abel with a provincial, childlike view of life, a view we might call:

♦ ABEL’S FABLE: GOOD INEVITABLY WINS; BAD ALWAYS LOSES.

(Keep in mind that “good” and “bad” as used here refer not to saints versus mass murderers, but rather to ordinary, civilized people working every day in conventional business, politics, government, or other institutions.)

Of course, as most adults eventually learn, this is utter nonsense. And if that’s all it were—nonsense—it wouldn’t be of much concern. But it is much more than nonsense; it is a distortion of reality that actually handicaps Abel in his battles with Cain.

So, what exactly creates this handicap?

FAMILY

Modern parents often dote on their children. They worry about them constantly, pat them on the back every time they do something well (or even not so well), place few demands on them, make every effort to stoke their self-esteem, and try to shield them from “reality”; understandably so, since reality as pictured on the six o’clock news is a Hobbesian world where life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

Decade after decade, fewer demands are made on, and less work is asked of, the average child by his or her parents. Expectations are laughably low. It is a far cry from a century ago, when most teenagers never finished or even attended high school. Economic necessity drove them into the workforce at an early age, and they had to cope much earlier than today’s college graduates, who can defer coping until their early, middle, or late twenties.
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In 1907, Nicholas’s great-grandfather, John immigrated to America from central Europe at age eighteen. He first worked the docks in New York—hard labor loading and unloading cargo—then moved to Chicago, where he landed a job in the stockyards slaughtering pigs. To many people, it might have been dirty, demeaning, low-paying work, but to John it was far better than anything he had left behind.

In 1917, John was sent back to Europe to fight with the American army in World War I. He returned safely, went back to work with livestock (or, in his case, deadstock), married, and had eight children, one of whom, Michael, was Nicholas’s grandfather.

John died in 1933, in the middle of the Depression. Money was scarce, and Michael and his mother, brothers, and sisters were forced to live on corn on the cob for days at a time.

At the time of his father’s death, Michael was fifteen and a sophomore in high school; he was also the only member of the family who had a job. He was forced to drop out of school and work full-time to support his family until 1941, when he was drafted and sent off to fight in World War II.

In 1942, Michael’s son, Thomas, was born. Thomas not only graduated from high school, but went on to college, did well, went on to medical school, where he did even better, although Thomas did have to work full-time during his summer vacations and part-time while attending college and medical school to help pay for his education.

In 1977, Thomas begat Nicholas, who is now a sophomore at an exclusive private college. Nicholas was given a car at age sixteen and has worked only sporadically at part-time jobs. For him, both high school and college have been “party time.” What money he earns is considered “his” money to spend as he wishes. His parents pay for his education, including a trip somewhere for spring break, because they feel it is their “duty.” After all, they had him; he didn’t ask to be born. When he finishes college, he may go on to graduate school, which he also expects his parents to fund, and which they probably will.
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This case study is not only true, it is not uncommon. As we said, modern parents tend to shield their children from reality rather than give them cynical-sounding advice about the “real world.” The problem is compounded by the fact that families today are better off financially and smaller than in the past, so parents are free to concentrate their time and resources on fewer children. This concentrated affluence means that children face fewer demands and face them much later in life than in the past (e.g., go to work, start supporting yourself, get out in the world and make your own way). It is a much-delayed adolescence, which is another word for naiveté, which is a prominent characteristic of Abel’s personality.

The upshot of all this is that when Abel finally is forced to leave his family and go out into the world of business, he carries with him the expectation that if he behaves correctly and does a good job, others will give him praise, a smile, and a pat on the head. He is unprepared for the indifference or even sneers that can greet his best, most successful efforts. Excessive family encouragement makes Abel feel good about himself (and makes his parents feel good about themselves), but it turns out to be very poor preparation for a sometimes cold, cruel world made colder and crueler by Cain.

EDUCATION

The educational system reinforces the family’s message to Abel by throwing him a learning curve.

In the first place, schooling is based on “objective,” measurable standards: test scores. Better students are rewarded because they do well, which teaches them that if you do a good job, you will profit. Students come to think life always works this way, that everywhere there is some clear, objective, agreed-upon measure of ability and success. But, as we have pointed out, it ain’t necessarily so. In the political, business, and institutional world, being right can be wrong.

What about bad students? Aren’t they punished for their failure, and don’t they learn from this a tough lesson about how life really works? Not in our modern educational climate, where teachers are expected to encourage a squishy self-esteem among all their students. Johnny may not be able to read, but at least we can make him feel good about his ignorance.

For some people, education becomes a surrogate for achievement. They stay in school for long periods of time because it is a safe and affirming way of achieving without risking the hard conflicts of the outside world. (A point of clarification: We are talking about students and education, not about the faculty and the educational world. Most teachers, especially those who have been burned by academic politics, will recognize the lessons of this book all too well.)

By and large, schools do not prepare students for conflict, so Abel is emotionally unprepared for confrontation with Cain, let alone dealing tactically with him. It can be much safer remaining as long as possible within the academic cocoon.

Besides the traditional “three Rs,” perhaps schools should add two more to the curriculum: reasoning and reality.

Schools are tolerably good at teaching objective knowledge and rational inference. But they don’t do a very good job teaching creative reasoning. And they virtually ignore economic and political reality: understanding people, understanding competition, understanding strategy and tactics in dealing with people. What’s going on isn’t education; it is miseducation. Abel assumes incorrectly that he’s being prepared for the real world, when he’s really being prepared for passing a test . . . and little more.

It is important to balance the knowledge, rationality, and idealism schools teach with practical skills for surviving in the competitive arenas of life. Abel should think about Mark Twain’s insight: “I never let my schooling interfere with my education.”

CULTURE AND MEDIA

Mass culture and mass media are nearly synonymous these days. By mass culture, we mean television entertainment programs, movies, radio, the tabloid press, and pop music. Serious newspapers and magazines and serious news programs and documentaries are irrelevant here, since most people don’t pay much attention to them.

In the past few decades, mass media has managed to sensationalize evil. Cheerleader moms who hire hitmen to kill their daughter’s rival, skaters who hire hitmen to cripple their competitors, rich eccentrics who go off their nut and start shooting people at random, and other such aberrational loonies are the warp and woof of talk shows and movies of the week. If the measure of effectiveness is to prepare Abel for rivals who will hire incompetent villains to disable him (or worse), then culture and media are doing a good job in preparing him for what lies ahead. But if the measure of success is to prepare Abel for what he is likely to encounter, then culture and media have, in show business terms, laid a giant egg.

The day-to-day evil of Cain is subtle and mundane. What makes Cain effective is precisely that his modus operandi is not the outlandish, bizarre stuff that so enthralls movie producers and television programmers. Cain can manipulate Abel because family, education, culture, and media have given Abel little frame of reference to help him recognize, in Hannah Arendt’s phrase, the “banality of evil.”

The political correctness of modern mass media and culture also leaves Abel unprepared to deal with unfairness in the workplace. It may condition him to be “sensitive,” but this also conditions him to half expect that everyone will recognize unfairness when it occurs and will act to punish and correct it. Cain isn’t misled by any such sentimentality; he knows that if he does it right, really right, Abel will never realize (until it’s too late) that he’s been unfairly treated and, more important, neither will any of Cain or Abel’s superiors.

Some may argue that the incessant negativity of news reporting actually helps temper Abel’s gullibility. For example, the media has reported that most children cannot expect to enjoy as high a standard of living as their parents have, that nowadays it takes two salaries just to get by, and that a college education no longer guarantees a decent job, let alone a good-paying one. But the media rarely provides any kind of information that helps Abel deal with this reality. Moreover, it has nothing to do with Cain. In a peculiar way, Cain is an optimist who shrugs off this gloom.

Cain works on the assumption that his actions determine his destiny. He takes control of a situation for his own benefit and often succeeds because of his focus and drive.

For Abel, the media’s pessimism may be debilitating. It may simply discourage him from acting in his own best interests by sending him a glum message: “What’s the use?”
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UNDERSTANDING

CAIN


CHAPTER 14

♦ ♦ ♦

Psychoanalyzing Cain:

Three Perspectives

When we first began working on this book, we wanted to focus on the “real world” of ruthless competition rather than wrestle with psychological theories about personalities. But our curiosity got the best of us when we interviewed a lawyer who considered himself “an extreme Abel.” The lawyer told us that his problems with Cains through the years had driven him to professional therapy and that his psychologist had been very effective in helping him learn how to cope with Cains.

This extreme Abel asked his therapist if he would be willing to discuss the Cain type with us, and the therapist consented. When we later reflected on what he said, we were struck by one salient thought: Cain was very real to him.

We were so intrigued by his comments that we called a friend who is a behavioral analyst. We wanted to find out whether another kind of therapist with a very different way of evaluating and counseling people also believed that Cain types truly existed. Despite his different interpretation of what shapes a Cain, he, too, saw Cain as all too real and very dangerous.

Finally, we contacted Ms. Norine Johnson, president of the American Psychological Association. She was intrigued by the premise of Cain and Abel at Work, and referred us to a psychologist with many years of experience dealing with Cains because this psychologist counsels people through bitterly contested divorces. He gave us a third perspective on Cain, and he, too, felt that learning how to deal with and protect yourself from Cains was vitally important.

Obviously, we could have continued interviewing therapists ad infinitum, gathering more and new interpretations of just what produces a Cain, but this would then be a book about various schools of psychology rather than a book of practical advice about how to identify and cope with Cains. Nonetheless, we decided to include these interviews because we believe that they contain intriguing and useful insights into an age-old question: How can anyone act this way?

The following excerpts are culled from our three interviews. We edited and reorganized the material to make ideas flow more logically, but these are the actual words of the therapists. We do not name them for two reasons: We don’t want to imply that they are official or typical spokesmen for their professions, and we don’t want their patients to wonder if patient-therapist confidentiality was in any way violated.

THE VIEWS OF A PSYCHOLOGIST

There is a continuum of personality patterns and development in human beings, and deviant behavior lies at one extreme of that continuum. Along the continuum, you find Cain near that extreme.

In the entire population of Cains, you’re bound to find a large percentage of people who have personality disorders of one kind or another. Some are narcissistic, others are antisocial. Not every Cain fits this description, but most do.

Narcissists are excessively self-occupied. They are marked by grandiosity and a need to be admired, and they have an inflated sense of self-importance. They are intensely focused on self-aggrandizement. Antisocial types, sometimes called sociopaths, are willing to use others for their own advancement, and they willingly step on anyone in their way to get what they want. In interacting with other people, sociopaths have little or no regard for ethical and responsible behavior, and they feel no guilt about this. They don’t see their behavior as manipulation; as they see it, this is just the way the world is.

Narcissists and sociopaths exhibit some of the same behaviors, but a narcissist usually doesn’t cause, or run into, quite so many difficulties as a sociopath does. Sociopaths are duplicitous; on the surface, they can be charming, and others are often taken in by this charm. But sociopaths have trouble maintaining relationships; their endeavors tend to fall apart, and they often encounter trouble with the law. They defeat themselves. Given that this is all a matter of degree, somebody who has sociopathic personality traits in excess might not be all that successful because a sociopath doesn’t read social cues very well. A Cain is someone who has these traits to a lesser degree and is successful because he uses these traits as tools to get ahead in life.

Many public figures, especially in politics, have these personality characteristics but not to a self-destructive degree. To build a successful career in politics you must have a greater than usual degree of self-preoccupation, a much stronger ego than normal. This is almost a truism because politicians spend so much of their lives in pursuit of their own advancement. This is one reason they can survive public scandals; scandal doesn’t make them dysfunctional because they have this potent self-esteem.

Many corporate leaders fall into the same category, as does any profession where you find an unusual accumulation of power. These people succeed because they are shrewd and skillful and share many of Cain’s traits, although in them these traits are moderated and under control by the person—these types of people aren’t so near the extreme end of the continuum. These are people who can form and keep relationships; they have meaningful attachments; they don’t run away from problems, they don’t lose jobs; they don’t have major substance abuse problems; they don’t keep shooting themselves in the foot. Unlike the more extreme Cains, the sick Cains, these people can function.

Most people are Abels. There is a tendency to think of them as naive because they are well intentioned, and they assume that everyone else is also well motivated . . . unless there is evidence to the contrary. But this isn’t naiveté, it’s normal. If someone has a positive view of life, he’s justified in thinking that most people are like him. Obviously, they can be taken advantage of when they run into a Cain. Normal people can be fooled by Cain’s superficial charm and surface attractiveness.

Remember Eddie Haskell from Leave It to Beaver? He was always turning on the charm, trying to read other people, pretending to be sensitive. Eddie Haskell was exposed by the camera, but real characters are more subtle than Eddie. If someone comes across too much like Eddie Haskell, you should be suspicious. It’s a cue to their personality. These are people who, by playing up their own accomplishments and projecting their most admirable qualities, can lure others into traps. One of their most admirable qualities is their ability to make you feel good about yourself; they are adept at flattery.

Cains have a polished manner. They know what is expected by other people, then they project exactly that. And they’re good at it . . . precisely because they have no conscience. They don’t care whether the image they are projecting is genuine. In fact, sincerity may be irrelevant to them because they are not even consciously aware that they’re doing what they’re doing. They don’t really think much about other people at all; they are focused on themselves, on what they want, and they don’t consider much of anything but that. When they do happen to think about other people, they see them as objects to be used for advancement. This is how Cain views the world, and how he views his place in it.

There is a temptation to say that Cains are produced by our current culture, which is driven by greed, but I don’t know whether that’s accurate or not. It may be true that in a culture given to material gain and the accumulation of wealth and possessions some of Cain’s traits are more admired and encouraged than at other times. But I’m not sure that there’s been any major shift in the personality traits of human beings. Any culture will bring out certain human traits, depending on the nature of the culture.

In a personal relationship, one warning sign that someone may be a Cain is the feeling that you’re being left out of the equation too often, the feeling that something’s missing, or the sense that events are being controlled to benefit the other person. If you get an uneasy feeling about someone—an impression that under the surface something’s not quite right—well, that feeling is something you should pay attention to.

I see a lot of how Cains and Abels interact in personal relationships because I specialize in divorce. The traits that comprise a Cain are often the causes of a divorce in the first place.

For Cains, divorce is all about winning, because to them life is all about winning and losing. These are people who need to come out on top. Winning is a vital, important part of their lives, and they are more willing than most people to do whatever they have to do to defeat others. They will persevere as long as they must to win, and because of their perseverance they win more often than the average person. In a different context, their fierce perseverance is a trait that enables them to do well and succeed.

In many divorces I see men who are Cains married to women who either lack self-esteem to begin with or are beaten down by Cain during the course of the marriage. The wife is so















	There are extreme personality types, two of which are (1) narcissists, who are self-absorbed; and (2) sociopaths, who have no conscience and use others for their own purposes.

	Cain has the personality traits of narcissists and sociopaths, but to a lesser degree, and he uses these traits to get ahead in life. To Cain, people are objects to be used.

	Cains are skillful at projecting an image of what people want and expect. They have a polished manner and are adept at flattery.

	To Cain, winning is vital. He will do whatever is necessary to defeat others. We can see this attitude clearly in divorce situations, where Cains will demand everything for themselves and refuse any compromise.

	Cain needs to feel superior for a sense of self-worth, and the more extreme a Cain is, the less likely he is to change.
































	To survive, a behavior has to be reinforced, and we are reinforced by what we value: power, wealth, status, social approval.

	Cain can harm others to advance himself because he doesn’t care about social approval.

	Cain acts as he does because it works, i.e., it gives him what he values.

	Social systems can reinforce certain Cain-like behavior. For example, a salesman works in a system where selling is what’s important, even if it sometimes means acting unethically (as defined by others).

	Although we live in a time when positive reinforcement often has replaced threat and punishment as a managerial technique, the fact is that competition will always be with us. Competition can be a good thing if, unlike Cain, we are “out for ourselves” in a socially redeeming way (e.g., charitable acts make us feel better about ourselves).

































































	Adult behavior is driven by childhood experiences. A Cain is someone who has been damaged as a child and will now do to others what was done to him.

	If Cain was abused as a child, he will become an abusing adult. If made to feel powerless, he will seek power because he never wants to feel powerless again. If he had a demanding father, he will become a demanding adult.

	People reenact their past experience. Trouble arises when people do not understand and accept this fact about themselves. You have to accept this truth to have any hope of getting better.

	At work, Cain will resort to emotional abuse to control others. It is very difficult to solve this problem in the office itself. Most often, the only solution is to avoid the abusive person.

	In cases of physical illness, we accept the fact that sometimes an illness is incurable, but in a case of mental or emotional problems, we insist that there must be a cure. But Cain is beyond help because he doesn’t want to be cured.

































































	manipulate public opinion

	excuse himself if a strategy turns out to be wrong

	impress people by having “inside information.”
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	He feels intellectually superior to Abel since Abel is less adept at the kind of “gotcha” banter that Cain enjoys and employs (much as a carnival barker uses insults and other personal remarks to lure people into rigged games of chance).

	He is better able to appraise Abel as a competitor—to find his weak points, and perhaps even an “Achilles’ heel”—by gauging Abel’s reaction to provocative comments.
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	Are you impressed by spacious offices, luxury cars, elegant furnishings, and expensive clothes?

	Are you intimidated, at least a little, by powerful executives who are so busy juggling cell-phone calls, urgent requests for appointments, and high-level meetings that they can barely focus on you and your business?

	Are you apt to judge someone’s status by the perks they enjoy, their job title, and their social connections?













	Accept the unpleasant fact that he will sometimes get away with credit theft and blame deflection. If you spend too much of your time keeping an eye on him—scrutinizing his claims, double-checking everything he says, trying to anticipate his every move—you will end up neglecting your own duties, making yourself his primary target, and earning a reputation as a paranoid, contentious nitpicker. Remember Hippocrates’ rule for physicians: “First, do no harm.” Take his advice, and do no harm to yourself. Cain might eventually be caught stealing credit or falsely affixing blame, but many a Cain manages to hang on even under a constant cloud of suspicion. When exposed, Cain won’t resign. He has no sense of honor and can live with a loss of dignity. To Cain, those are antiquated concepts anyway. (The original Cain never confessed to his crime. When the Lord asked Cain: “Where is Abel, thy brother?” he replied: “I know not; am I my brother’s keeper?”) So, while hoping that Cain does himself in, what can you do to protect yourself from becoming the victim of his blame game or his credit fraud?

	To avoid being blind-sided by Cain, try to anticipate the “ricochet” of blame if things go wrong. Where will the blame begin, and how might it bounce around? Who will accept the blame and who will pass it on, and to whom? If your project involves even a slight risk, don’t be so blindly optimistic about the outcome that you overlook the consequences of what might happen if things go awry.

	To protect yourself from undeserved blame, document your work. Keep time-sensitive records of what you’ve done. Use memos and e-mail to inform and update your associates about what you’ve accomplished. In other words, verify your record and your innocence.

	If you have reason to believe that Cain is misrepresenting your work to others—either unfairly casting blame on you or taking credit that is rightfully yours—send a factual report to these people. In the report, don’t whine about Cain. If your version is accurate and convincing, Cain will be discredited to some extent without your hurling personal accusations that make you sound anxious, bitter, or defensive.

	If Cain has managed to unjustly blame you for something and put you on the spot, but you can’t prove that he’s the culprit, don’t waste time fuming about it. Remember, Cain can hurt you by getting under your skin. If you’ve been stewing about the unfairness of it all, you’re more likely to explode when the issue is raised. Don’t assume that your spontaneous, sputtered indignation will “prove” your innocence. Excessive protestations can seem suspicious, and people may wonder: Why do you sound so defensive if you’re totally innocent? Instead, think calmly. Carefully consider what you’ll say in explanation, if asked. Most important, try to view your case from the viewpoint of those who will be judging you. If you’re able to do that, you may be surprised to discover that you can defuse the situation with fact and tact, and perhaps with humor. Outrage—loss of control—is rarely effective. If you try to protect your reputation by lashing out in anger, you will end up undermining your reputation for being steady and rational.

	Realize that you can’t beat Cain at the blame game or the credit fraud game. You can beat him at the respect and leadership game. Play by the rules of this game—share credit, and take responsibility when things go wrong—and you win. People respond positively to someone willing to give credit where credit is due, and, if mistakes are made, accept responsibility. Try to be patient and have faith in the fact that Cain’s tactics may be effective in the short term but are often self-defeating in the long run.
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	poor parenting?

	abuse by family members?

	pressure from peers?

	lack of moral instruction?

	an overly competitive social system?

	all of these factors?


















	


	


	





















	Are you dedicating as much energy to pursuing your ambitions as the alleged Cain is spending on his?

	Do you consider yourself tactful and diplomatic?

	Are you jealous, envious, and resentful of people who succeed in competition with you?

	Do you pay much attention to the “politics” of a situation?

	Are you spending extra time—outside of your usual work—to develop new skills or talents?

	Are you patient with people who don’t measure up to your standards?

	Do you try to build support for your ideas and projects by cultivating the backing of other people?

	Do you go out of your way to understand what motivates others?

	Do you spend time trying to anticipate what could go wrong in your work, and how you would defend your work against criticism?

	Do you enjoy your work?






	devote more energy to pursuing your ambitions

	be more tactful

	overcome your jealousy, envy, and resentment of others

	pay more attention to the “politics” of a difficult situation

	spend more time on developing new skills and latent talent

	be more patient with others

	cultivate the support of others for your ideas and projects

	go out of your way to understand and appreciate the motivations of others

	spend more time anticipating what could go wrong in your work and how to answer possible criticism of it

	learn to enjoy your work more, or perhaps find a new line of work
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