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    Canto II, ll. 7–12


    
      
      

      
        	O muse, o alto ingegno, or m'aiutate;

        	O muse, o lofty mind, now help me;
      


      
        	O mente che scrivesti ciò ch'io vidi,

        	O memory that wrote down what I saw,
      


      
        	Qui si parrà la tua nobilitate.

        	here will your nobility appear.
      


      
        	Io cominciai: Poeta che mi guidi

        	I began: “Poet who are my guide,
      


      
        	guarda la mia virtù s'ell’ è possente

        	consider my strength, if it is powerful enough
      


      
        	prima ch'a l'alto passo tu mi fidi.

        	before you entrust me to the deep pass.”
      

    


    I will be concentrating throughout these pages on evil in peacetime in its various forms and degrees. I am using “peacetime” here as a shorthand term for acts committed either by individuals or by several perpetrators working together. There are plenty of evil acts carried out by rioters, members of opposing street gangs, political protesters and the police who try to subdue them, and the like. All of these situations can be considered something just short of a declared war, but the individuals involved in the clash are nameless and are usually acting more as people swept up in the heat of the moment. In a riot, for example, the sense of personal responsibility for whatever one side does to the other—and that may include brutality of the most gruesome and shocking sort—is pretty much lost. Questioned later, one at a time, the participants may say, “We did it,” rather than “I did it.” Or they might say, “Well, they started it!” The point here is that in a riot, people from ordinary life—with no criminal record, who had no forethought as to what they were going to do and no idea they were even going to get involved—are seldom disturbed or vicious. A terrible situation arose, forces got unleashed in otherwise ordinary law-abiding folk who never dreamed themselves capable of pummeling or maiming others, and lo and behold, they ended up doing things that the bystanders and commentators later on called “evil.” I don't feel there is much we can learn about the evil that may emerge in the crowd, the mob, the gang—except to say that in extreme circumstances almost all of us can take part in regrettable actions that would (or should) later move us to shame and remorse.


    Cultural and historical factors count in the equation of what we regard as evil in times of peace. Some actions in the past by those in positions of great power were seen—by them—as necessary, even though many at the time felt those actions were evil. Reading about these events centuries later, we also regard them as evil. History is filled with examples of what we now, looking back, regard as evil—as when general or kings order bloody punishments, including torture, to “wrongdoers” as a warning to the populace. England's King Henry the Eighth provides one such example. Desperate for a son and heir, he had his first marriage annulled (never mind that Catherine of Aragon had given him a daughter, later to be known, ironically, as Bloody Mary). After his second wife, his then beloved Anne Boleyn, miscarried what would have been his son and heir, he had her beheaded though she gave him a healthy daughter (the future Elizabeth I).1 He had his fifth wife, the teenaged Catherine Howard, beheaded when she was caught cheating on him.2 Was there evil here? Certainly not in the executioner: he was just doing his job, one that he did as efficiently and painlessly as that job allows. As for the beheading of Catherine Howard, some kings look the other way at an adulterous mate. Henry was not of that mold. His fury was at least understandable to us, though we may feel he went a bit too far. Perhaps there was evil in beheading Anne (and her equally innocent brother, George), since he did this for selfish motives. To weasel out of a marriage that seemed unlikely to bear (male) fruit, Henry, exercising his powers, compelled his inner circle to conjure up tales of adultery and treason about his guiltless wife, Anne, and her brother. There were no poll takers in sixteenth-century England, so we don't know how many would have voted (anonymously!) that Henry's action here had been “evil.” As for Catherine Howard, very few in those days would have objected to her beheading. Her public execution was anyway meant as an act of terror, warning anyone with eyes to see that they had best not take liberties with their king. And Henry was not a mad monarch in any case. What he did was in keeping with his personality: he could be loving to those he cherished and who respected him, yet, insistent upon having his way, brutal to those who crossed him. Perhaps to justify his ways, he took a page from Machiavelli's The Prince, written when Henry was twenty-two and filled with advice for how a ruler should rule and when the ruler, to restore order, must be harsh or even cruel.3


    Notwithstanding the above examples, the people I want to draw attention to throughout these pages are people the great majority of whom have acted as individuals and who have done the kinds of things to others that most people would call evil. What drew my own attention to this particular subject was a murder case some twenty years ago, in which I was called to serve as an expert witness in a court of law. The defendant had stabbed to death his pregnant wife and children, so there was little hesitation in the press or in the minds of most people who knew of the case in referring to the crime as “evil.” As for motive, this man had felt threatened with exposure: he had cheated on his wife and had done some other disreputable acts—but the murder of his family had an unplanned, “spur-of-the-moment” quality.


    The case stimulated my interest in murder. I thought it might be useful if I could get the members of the jury to think of an imaginary line along which different kinds of murder (and different murderers) could be categorized, starting with the most understandable and least horrific murders and stretching all the way to those that were the most mind-boggling and horrific. This was the beginning of the scale that I was to call the “Gradations of Evil.” I began to read full-length biographies about famous murderers—the ones found in the true-crime section of a bookstore—because these books generally give a great deal of personal detail about each murderer. There would be material about the childhood background of the man or woman in question, about what the family had been like, about what crimes may have preceded the murder. And I would learn whether the murderer abused drugs or alcohol, was mentally ill, had suffered a head injury when young, or had tortured animals or set fires. As a psychiatrist with a specialty in disorders of personality, I combed through each biography for impressions and reminiscences of the people who knew the murderer—friends, relatives, and also lawyers, doctors, and (if the person had been in prison) jailers and other inmates—who could give a picture of what the murderer had been like. Was the person shy or outgoing, able to care about others, or totally self-centered, open or secretive, candid or habitually lying, calm or hot-tempered, forgiving or vengeful, submissive or domineering? Was the person jealous, greedy, violent…? Were there other malignant personality traits? I paid close attention to whether the author of the true-crime book used the word evil in describing either the crime or the murderer. Was the word used in other accounts about the same killer in newspapers and magazines? And if so, was that the impression of the writer, or of the police, the judge, and the prosecutors, or of the relatives of the victims? Above all, what was the special quality that had prompted anyone to say the word evil: Was it the cunning way used to lure the victim? The callousness of the killer? The extreme suffering endured by the victim?


    My idea was to give the jury a better grasp of who the murderer really was in everyday life and of where the murder fit along this imaginary line from least to most horrifying and inhumane. Could I identify, in other words, divisions, or “gradations” that made one type of murder more evil-seeming than others, in the opinion of the authorities and the public? When I gave my impressions to the jury, I had not as yet read more than a few dozen biographies of murderers. There were not so many different natural divisions I could make along that line, but I felt they could be put into perhaps half a dozen such categories, or “compartments.” As dreadful as it was to murder one's pregnant wife and two small children, the husband had acted impulsively and had not subjected his family to torture. So this crime, though it was called evil, struck me as less deplorable than, say, the serial murders of children that had been committed in the mid-1960s by Ian Brady and his girlfriend-accomplice, Myra Hindley, in the English moors.4 Brady had first strangled his victims and had then recorded their screams on a tape recorder, for use later as a kind of aphrodisiac for him and Myra.5 That was torture and callousness of a sort that went beyond anything I had heard of in the crime literature up until that time. That was twenty years ago. Worse was to come. But at the time, I placed that example at the far end of my evolving scale: evil at the extreme.


    At the other end, I made a category for people who had killed someone but whose action could be viewed as a justified homicide and therefore not technically murder (which refers only to unlawful killing), let alone “evil.” This category would “anchor” my scale at the absolute lowest point, where the notion of evil disappeared. The case that attracted my attention as I was creating the scale had occurred in Wyoming: a teenage boy, Richard Jahnke Jr., had killed his abusive father.6 Richard Sr., besides constantly beating his son and daughter, whipping his wife, and going around the house with a pistol pointed at them, also sexually molested his daughter. Sixteen-year-old Richard Jr. saw no way of escaping the abuse: his father, after all, was an agent for the IRS. The mother lacked the courage to admit her husband was abusing the entire family. Richard had gone to the authorities, but they turned a deaf ear (as is quite common in such cases). So in November of 1982, Richard Jr. shot his father to death with a rifle. The case shows how our ideas about right and wrong, and about evil, can undergo change over the generations. Richard's act clearly violated the Bible's fifth commandment: Honor thy father and thy mother, as well as the seventh: Thou shalt not kill. The punishment in biblical times for killing one's father or mother was not light: such a child “shall surely be put to death.”7 Even cursing one's parents or stubbornly disobeying them could get a child stoned to death “by the men of his city”8—as a stern warning to any like-minded youngster.


    I am unwilling to believe that there were no abusive parents in Moses’ time; however, no allowance was made then or for the next three thousand years for that contingency. Even in 1982 Richard was convicted of voluntary manslaughter and was sentenced to five to fifteen years in prison. The governor of Wyoming, a man ahead of his time, quickly commuted the sentence to time served at a state-run boy's school “till he was twenty-one” and where Richard would win a conditional release in less than a year. So what fifty years ago would have been a clear-cut murder case was, in 1982, still not considered close to an instance of “justified homicide.” The law has begun to recognize that severely abused children and wives sometimes have little recourse except to kill their more physically powerful adversary—the husband or father—using surprise or deception. But any kind of planning or premeditated element has always earned, until very recently, a first-degree murder conviction. This, despite the law having a vague grasp of the fact that a hundred-pound woman, when under murderous attack by her two-hundred-pound husband, has no real chance of winning or even surviving. If escape is impossible, she (or a child under similar attack) must take the aggressor by surprise. The Jahnke case and those similar to it became my “zero-point” for what was to become my Gradations of Evil Scale.


    So far my scale had three points: the two extremes and a case in the middle, where there was evil but no torture and little if any planning. Before showing my rudimentary scale to the jury, I added a few more points: one for jealousy murders, another for men and women who clearly had schemed—with “malice aforethought,” that is, with “guilty mind” and prior intention9—to kill someone they regarded as an obstacle to some important goal. And then, an additional point for serial killers who, unlike Ian Brady, did not engage in torture.


    Jealousy murders, the sort where someone surprises a spouse in bed with a lover and then kills the spouse or the lover (or both), are the most understandable to the public and the most likely to earn a measure of sympathy—even though the public recognizes that the murder was morally indefensible and wrong. People reacting to such a story are likely to think: If I were in your place, I'd do the same, or I'd at least feel like doing the same. Murders of this sort are considered the least “evil” or perhaps not evil at all. People committing a murder prompted by jealousy feel they are engaged in a kind of “righteous slaughter,” where the killing becomes an antidote to the unbearable humiliation and emotional pain of the betrayal.10 We might be moved to say that the act was evil, but the person was not. The example I had used at the time was Jean Harris's murder of her lover, the “Scarsdale Diet” doctor, Herman Tarnower, when she discovered he had been cheating on her with another woman.11


    For a schemer driven by malice aforethought, I used the case of Steven Benson. The son of sixty-three-year-old tobacco heiress Margaret Benson, Steven had racked up big losses in a number of failed business ventures. He had embezzled several millions from his mother already, and she was about to have her books examined to see where the shortages were coming from. For Steven, that lent some urgency to the problem. The way he figured he could even the financial balance sheet was to accelerate his inheritance, so to speak, by advancing the date of his mother's death ahead of God's schedule. To that end he planted two pipe bombs in the car she was about to take a ride in. His mother died in the explosion, as did a nephew; his sister survived, badly burned.12 Benson, convicted two years later, collected two life sentences rather than the ten million dollars he was counting on. Because of the diabolical planning that went into Benson's scheme (if his sister had died too, then all the heirs except himself would have been put “out of the way”), he belongs to a higher (i.e., worse) spot on the evil scale—higher even than the man who killed his family.


    I saw the need for another category, one that covered crimes people found more disturbing than the murder of one's mother for monetary gain but less disturbing than a serial killer who tortured his victims. I chose Ted Bundy, since he was a serial killer with many victims, but he did not subject them to torture.13


    At this stage of its development, the scale had some six points, or compartments. If we put them next to each other, with the most horrific cases at the far right—the ones people would just about unanimously find “evil” and somehow worse than those in the compartment just to the left—we would end up with a simple scale that would look something like this:
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    I chose to focus on murder initially, not just because the case I was asked to comment on for the jury happened to involve murder, but because people are quicker to use the word evil when they hear about a murder than if they hear about a civil crime such as fraud. And the more diabolical the murderer (meaning the more scheming and malice involved) or the more intense the suffering of the victim, the more readily we tend to add the word evil to our description of the event.


    There is plenty of evil “out there” that has nothing to do with murder. We already saw that in the Jahnke case. If there had been a passerby who witnessed the Jahnke boy raise his shotgun and kill his father, that person might conclude there was “evil” present, as personified by the son. But if the passerby's curiosity were piqued and he looked into the matter further, he would learn that the father had beaten every member of his family repeatedly, had intimidated them all with the pistol that he toted around the house, on top of which he also committed incest with his own daughter. Now where was the evil?! It would strain most people's sense of justice to “honor thy father” in the Jahnke case, and indeed, the term evil is often applied to cruel parents, vicious bullies, and bosses who humiliate their employees to the point of mental breakdown and even suicide. This is not the complete list, but I will devote a later chapter to uncommonly cruel parents (whose actions sometimes fell short of murder).


    By the time I had read a few hundred true-crime biographies, it became clear that more points on the gradation scale were needed to do justice to the variety of murders that have occurred. The number of categories began to expand, eventually reaching twenty-two. This does not mean that there exists in nature altogether twenty-two distinct types of evil involving murder—or actually twenty-one, since Category 1 is set aside for cases that appear at first to be murder but are better understood as justifiable homicide. The number is really arbitrary: someone else reading the same literature might decide there were fewer or even more varieties. And now that I have read over six hundred such books and have interviewed many violent criminals in hospitals and prisons, I now and then encounter persons who don't fit neatly into the original categories. Some have committed shocking acts of violence but were obviously mentally ill—so much so that they were scarcely aware of, and not legally responsible for, what they had done.


    By “mentally ill” I refer to people who suffer from a psychiatric condition (often called a “psychosis”) that grossly impairs their sense of reality. This impairment might come in the form of delusions: rigidly held beliefs that are contrary to all reality and impervious to reason. For instance, thinking that airplanes flying overhead are capturing your thoughts by special sensors and then broadcasting them to the world would be such a delusion. Hearing imaginary voices (hallucinations) would be another symptom of a psychosis. Some people who have committed violent crimes have done so under the false belief that God's voice or the devil or the voice of some powerful “leader” was commanding them to kill a certain person, and that it was right and necessary to obey this voice.


    A brief example: a young man from a home where the father had been cruel toward both him and his brother became acutely delusional. In this state he grabbed a large knife and severed the head of his father, throwing it out the window. His fear was that if he did not do so, the head might somehow become reattached to his father's body, and the trouble would start all over again. This was a dramatic crime, and it was called “evil” in the newspapers. But the young man, before his mental breakdown, had been a good student, caring and supportive toward his younger brother, and had never been in trouble with the law. There was no matchup, in other words, between the act and the person. His was an impulsive murder occurring in a psychotic state: a kind of “one-off” totally at odds with the man's character before he became mentally ill.


    Other exceptional cases that didn't fit neatly into the scale I had developed involved men, in no way mentally ill, who had made lifelong careers of subjecting others to excruciating tortures, using complicated machinery of their own devising, and whose acts begged for a category that went beyond even my “extreme” number of 22. For reasons of simplicity I have left these cases at number 22, acknowledging that even among torture-murders, some are seen by the community as considerably more evil than others. In other words, these cases are similar in type, but different in intensity. Torture-murderers—basically serial killers who are sexually stirred up by inflicting torture—are almost never mentally ill, meaning they are not delusional, do not hear voices, nor do they show any other signs of a radical departure from reality. In large part, the public does not readily grasp this distinction, assuming instead that anyone acting in such a way must be “crazy.” Put another way: the public is just about unanimous in defining certain acts as evil. But it requires a measure of familiarity and sophistication about mental illness to distinguish between those evil acts (the vast majority) that are committed by people whose mental faculties are intact and other evil acts (much less numerous, but often quite spectacular) that are committed by the mentally ill. The opinion of the public is quite trustworthy as to what acts can be considered evil. But the act is more directly visible than is the nature of the person committing the act. One of my goals in fashioning the scale was to fine-tune the estimation of evil, taking into consideration not only the quality of the act and the degree of suffering it imposed on the victim, but also the nature of the offender. Was the offender mentally ill? If not, was the person impetuous, or instead calculating and cold-blooded? I regard these nuances as important in creating such a scale, which means accumulating information that is not always immediately apparent to the public when the news of a murder or other extremely violent act is first made known through the media.


    Here is an example that illustrates this point:


    Many years ago a man was arrested for having assaulted and castrated another man. When the case came before the court, the judge assumed the man must have been mentally ill (specifically, schizophrenic) to have committed such an act. This was years before there was a better understanding by either psychiatrists or legal experts about sexual sadism, and about how the men carrying out acts of sexual sadism are rarely mentally ill. All involved—the public, the media, the professionals concerned with the case, including the judge—had the reaction: this was evil. But the judge understandably (in that era), yet incorrectly, concluded the assailant was mentally ill and recommended psychiatric treatment in a special hospital, rather than placement in a correctional facility.


    We would like to think that people who learned of prolonged torture, whether or not it ended in murder, would all react the same way—that this was an evil act. The closer the public's reaction approaches the unanimous, the less “subjectivity” there is. There are nevertheless certain situations where the public reaction to a murder, and its assessment of how “evil” the crime was—depends more than we might care to admit on the characteristics and on the social status of the victim. Our Constitution laudably says that all men are created equal; our religions tell us that all are equal in the eye of God. But we do not always react as we assume God and our noble Constitution would have it. This leads to a measure of confusion as to where certain acts belong in any scale of evil.14 Here are two examples that highlight the problem. The first concerns a veteran who, on his return to the United States, stabbed to death a homeless black man who had been sleeping in the street. The veteran, relating this incident to me while in his prison cell, said, “I was mad because the blacks are taking over the country” (he expressed himself in much coarser language than I have indicated here). His deplorable act—a racial hate crime—earned the label “evil” in a brief note on one of the inner pages of the local paper. And that was all. Contrast this with another murder, this time the murder of Sharon Tate and her friends at her Los Angeles home in the summer of 1969 by the followers of Charles Manson. This was no inner-page murder. The Tate murder was not only headline material for an extended period, but it electrified the whole nation and spawned books and articles for years afterward.15 Sharon Tate was white; blonde; eight months pregnant by her husband, the famous movie director Roman Polanski; and was in addition an extraordinarily beautiful woman and by all accounts extraordinarily sweet. No one hesitated to call her murder evil, and, judging from the public reaction, an evil of greater magnitude than the unheralded murder of the anonymous black man. Both murders were, viewed from one perspective, equally senseless and despicable. This would be the supremely fair perspective of God and the Constitution. But from the more subjective reaction of the public, the murder of a beautiful, pregnant celebrity weighed heavier in the balance of evil. There was of course the element of terror in the Tate case, and indeed Manson had meant to strike terror in the public. That was the meaning underlying his “Helter Skelter.” Manson, no more a friend of the blacks than was my veteran, had imagined in his crazy vision that the blacks were going to rise up and kill all the whites (except Manson and his followers, that is). And then—because the blacks were, in Manson's jaundiced view, incapable of governing, he—Manson—would assume leadership of the remaining population. So in a way, one can understand how the Tate murder seemed to belong to a higher notch in the scale of evil than the murder of the homeless man. Yet—when you take full stock of the veteran's bigotry and cowardice in killing a sleeping black man, just as innocent and defenseless in his way as Sharon Tate was in hers, the scales of evil are not so far apart.


    WHY “CATEGORIES” OF EVIL?


    One may well ask, what is the point of breaking up the concept of evil into all these categories in the first place? Once we accept the new way of defining evil—taking it outside the realm of religion and philosophy, that is, and reexamining it in the light of everyday speech—then we all see that some violent crimes, some forms of cruelty to women and children in particular, are worse than others. The measure of these differences might be a stronger gasp when we hear certain stories, our jaw dropping lower, our eyebrows raised higher—the changes in facial expression that accompany our hearing an “evil” story. Those changes in expression correspond quite closely with the degree of shock, the reaction of horror that we register when we first hear such a story. But this alone would not justify making twenty-two categories of evil acts.


    My argument for making distinct categories rests on the fact that in other areas of human behavior, something useful often emerges from making these distinctions. There are several important questions that might be more easily answered if we take this approach to evil as well. If all the individual cases that get labeled “evil” are simply lumped together, it becomes harder to discover the origins of the different varieties of evil behaviors. If we are dealing with prisoners who have committed horrific crimes, how can we best decide which ones are salvageable—and which ones can most safely be restored to the outside world as functioning members of the community? Which of these criminals are best kept under lock and key for extended periods, or even for the rest of their lives? Can one inherit certain tendencies or be marred by certain experiences early in life that heighten the risk for cruelty? The first step toward answering such questions is to find common features—of background, of behavior, of personality—shared by one group of individuals who have committed evil acts but not often found in some other group. Those fitting into the half-dozen categories already mentioned ought to differ from one another in ways that go beyond the mere differences in the types of murder. My guess at the outset is that serial killers are not the same as the kind of men who lie awake thinking up schemes to kill their wives, and that the latter are probably quite different from those who kill on impulse in some dramatic but once-in-a-lifetime way. It is only when we separate the groups that show these outer differences that we can then take the magnifying glass and look for subtle differences and, ultimately, inner differences. By “inner differences” I mean the various hereditary, early-background, and even brain-structure differences that would not be at all apparent when the people behind the evil actions were first identified.


    This is the same process that has already begun to pay big dividends in psychiatry. The system of classification in psychiatry was still so broad in America even fifty years ago that most patients who showed a break with reality were lumped together as “schizophrenic.”16 Worse yet, the supposed “causes” of this loosely defined condition were narrowed down (mostly) to one: destructive mothering. There were a few patients in that era whose breakdown took the form of grandiose delusions so flamboyant (“I am Napoleon,” “I am the Virgin Mary”) as to be labeled “manic.” There wasn't much one could do for either type of patient, so an accurate diagnosis wasn't a high priority. Once medications like chlorpromazine17 were developed in the 1950s, that was what the patients were prescribed. Not many types of psychotherapy were available either, so most patients who were called schizophrenic were given a form of therapy based on psychoanalysis. This one-size-fits-all treatment didn't change much until lithium was found to be useful in the treatment of mania. In mania one sees such symptoms as an abnormally elevated mood, often with grandiosity or irritability (or both), along with excessive rapidity of thought and speech. The delusions of manic persons may take the form of believing they are some exalted figure, like the Messiah, the Queen of England, Napoleon, or the Virgin Mary. At this point it became important to make careful distinctions in diagnosis: many patients who had been labeled schizophrenic were finally recognized (in the 1950s in Europe but not until the late 1960s in the United States) as manic and given an effective medication.18 Alongside this improvement, better forms of psychotherapy for both schizophrenic and manic patients were also developed. As more was understood about causative factors for these conditions, the role of inheritance came to overshadow improper parenting. Mothers were no longer blamed for making their children schizophrenic. In recent years magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) techniques have made it possible to show in an even more dramatic way the differences in how the brain works in these two separate conditions, not so long ago thought of as just one condition.19


    It is by applying a variety of methods to the area of severe mental illness that we have developed a better understanding of its dynamics. By applying similar methods to the shadowy realm of evil, I hope to develop a better way of understanding the complex forces that lead to it: What are the varieties of evil? What are the underlying factors peculiar to each of these varieties?


    In the search for a violent criminal who has so shocked the public as to call his act evil, the police are mainly concerned with the questions: who, when, where, and how. As a psychiatrist, entering the picture well after there has been a capture, and well after those four questions have been answered, my interest is: why? In the case of murder, to the police, to the prosecutor, and even to the judge, the why question is usually of less interest. To the defense attorney, the why question is of interest, since the defense will try to show “mitigating circumstances,” based on such things as having suffered a grievous loss, or being the object of bigotry, or having had a history of terrible abuse or neglect in childhood. Where psychiatry and the law come together—in “forensic psychiatry”—there is the all-important question of dangerousness. This outweighs even the issue of treatability, as significant as that is. With the focus here on murder, we want to know whether the persons in a particular category of the scale are likely to harm others again if they were released. That is, after all, one of the major reasons why the categories were created: in which persons, having committed an evil act, does dangerousness remain a compelling issue? In which persons, who have committed a violent act, can we expect eventual rehabilitation and the reduction of dangerousness to a minimum?


    By looking at the histories, and the subsequent fate (in the case of released prisoners) of persons in different categories, we can begin to answer such questions as this: is a person who has committed so gruesome a murder as to place him in one of the more extreme categories of the scale—but who has done so only once—more dangerous than someone who has performed less shocking crimes of violence but has done them more often? Another relevant issue concerns the legal tradition. There is a centuries-old custom of shaping the length of sentencing purely on the nature of the crime and whether it is a first-time offense. Of course many judges are more sensible and more strict. But there are plenty of examples in the crime literature where someone committing a seriously violent act, such as rape of a stranger with mutilation, is given something like “ten years with three years off for good behavior.” What if a young man of nineteen commits rape, and he is freed at age twenty-six? Still in the prime of life, that is, with all of his masculine juices flowing as ardently as before? We know from studies what happens with rapists in the years after release from prison: they have high rates of re-offending (“recidivism”). Depending on the report, a third, perhaps a half, will commit another rape or another violent crime within two or three years.20 Viewed in this light, “ten years with three off for good behavior” looks pretty generous. Too generous. Especially, when in the all-male environment of the men's prison, there are no women with whom the rapist's “improvement” can be put to the test. Prisons nowadays, incidentally, are often called correctional facilities, a phrase built on the hope that during their incarceration prisoners will emerge “corrected” of their tendency to behave in antisocial, let alone violent, ways. And this does sometimes happen. The older term for prisons was penitentiary—implying that prison was a place where you were to feel sorry (from the Latin paenitet, “to make sorry”) for what you did. And that sometimes happens, also. But there are many exceptions to these hopeful beliefs. One of the aims of making more accurate categories of serious crimes, including the ones people call “evil,” is to improve the guidelines about whom to keep in prison, and for how long, versus whom to release back into the community. In all fairness, I would have to say that there are incarcerated men and women who, despite having committed acts widely felt to be “evil,” have become truly both penitent and “corrected.” They are no longer dangerous, yet they are ironically serving immensely long sentences because of the same kinds of technicalities that released some dangerous persons prematurely. Before presenting the Gradations of Evil Scale in its currently more expanded state, I would like to share with you two examples: one of a man who should never have been released, but was, and another of a man who will never be released (as far as I can tell), but who I believe now deserves return to society.


    The first example concerns a Massachusetts man, David Paul Brown, who began showing violent behavior when he was six: he choked a six-year-old female pupil. He grew massively obese and was a social misfit, mocked in school for his awkwardness and obesity. At fifteen he tried to lure two boys to a cemetery for lewd purposes. He was not able to carry through his intentions, and the boys’ mother did not press charges.21


    Later he took to impersonating policemen in order to lure young boys, and at eighteen almost choked one to death. For that offense he was given merely a year's probation. At twenty he lured two adolescent boys, with the same ruse of being a “cop,” and, using a knife and handcuffs, attempted to kidnap and sodomize them. One was able to play dead, and later ran off and summoned the authorities. Both survived. Brown was arrested and sent to a prison for sex offenders with the recommendation from a psychiatrist that he be retained indefinitely. While at that facility, he changed his name to “Nathaniel Benjamin Levi Bar-Jonah.”22 After fourteen years, during which time he showed himself to be treatment-resistant, refusing to participate in the various therapeutic programs, he was nevertheless released. This was in part thanks to efforts of his mother. By that time he weighed 375 lbs (170 kg). His mother managed to find two independent psychiatrists from outside the prison who testified that he was no longer a risk to the community. Based on their testimony (made without delving into Brown's criminal record), the judge was persuaded—bamboozled would be a better word—into granting Brown's release. Scarcely a month and a half later, he was rearrested, this time for entering a parked car and sitting atop a seven-year-old boy who was awaiting his mother to return from shopping. Brown's mother pleaded with the boy's mother not to pursue the charges, on the promise that her son, now thirty-four, would relocate to Montana. Not long after he moved to Montana, Brown was arrested for pedophilia involving an eight-year-old boy; for this he spent only five months in jail. A year later, again impersonating a policeman and standing outside a school, Brown lured a ten-year-old boy, immobilizing him with a stun gun. Accused of molesting the boy sexually, killing, and cannibalizing him, Brown could not be convicted of murder, since no body was ever found, and the boy's grief-stricken mother, still unable to accept that her son was dead, would not cooperate with the prosecution. Convicted instead of child molestation among other offenses, Brown began serving a life sentence.23 He remained to the end in denial of the crimes he committed and incapable of telling the truth about the least controversial things. When I interviewed Brown a few years before his 2008 death in prison, I asked him why he had moved to Montana. He said, “Oh, I was getting sick of Massachusetts.” To my reply, “And I guess Massachusetts was getting sick of you,” he had no answer.


    As I will show in a later chapter, this picture of incarceration for a violent crime, followed by imprudent release and then the commission of still more—and more shocking—crimes is actually common in the literature on men ultimately convicted of serial sexual homicide.


    The second example centers on a man, Ronald Luff, who got swept up in a small Ohio cult whose leader was a con man-turned-preacher. The leader, Jeff Lundgren, was a self-styled prophet of a Mormon offshoot called the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter Day Saints. A stranger to modesty, Lundgren claimed that he was a prophet of God, heard God's voice, and—toward the end—that he was God.24 Lundgren set up his base of operation near one of the holy places in Mormonism: Kirtland, Ohio (some forty miles east of Cleveland). There, a church had been erected by the early Mormons during their westward trek in the nineteenth century. Among the two dozen people he mesmerized into joining his cult was a devout man from a more traditional Mormon background, Ronald Luff. Married with children, Luff had been a deeply religious, hardworking, industrious man with a sterling record in his Missouri hometown. He fell under the spell of Lundgren, taking him for the prophet he claimed to be. In time he became the second-in-command member of the cult. Another Missouri family that felt the same enchantment with Lundgren's grandiose and controlling qualities was Dennis and Cheryl Avery and their three children. The Averys fell afoul of Lundgren, who was trying to con them out of their savings. Lundgren would not tolerate such “disobedience” and ordered the whole family to be executed. Luff, whose moral values had been swamped and overridden by Lundgren, participated, with an obedience worthy of Hitler's henchmen, in this murderous plan. One evening, in April of 1989, Lundgren commanded Luff to lead the members of the Avery family, one at a time, from the main house to a farmhouse farther off on the grounds. Once the entire family was in the farmhouse, Lundgren shot each one so that the bodies fell into a pre-dug pit that was then sealed over.25 Lundgren and his flock then fled. Arrogating to himself the privilege of marriage and sex with whoever struck his fancy, Lundgren tried to make one of his married flock's members into his “second wife.” As a result, this woman's husband broke down and revealed the murders to the authorities. Lundgren was executed for the massacre in 2006. Ron Luff was given a life sentence—actually a “170-year” sentence, which is very much the same. An intellectual, thoughtful, and remorseful man who had never been remotely in trouble with the law before, Luff has already served over twenty years. He shows every sign of being able to resume his place in society as a worthy and law-abiding citizen—someone who could be of special use, given his experience, in warning other susceptible people against submitting to power-hungry cult leaders. But it is not likely he will ever be released.


    The difference between these two men is that the dangerousness of the one was ignored until it was too late, and the non-dangerousness of the other was not taken fully into consideration. The great judge Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, “May Justice triumph over Law.” Ron Luff has felt the full weight of the law but was not served the full cup of justice. At least that is my opinion. There was, of course, no miscarriage of justice here: he was unquestionably guilty as an accomplice to a massacre. It is appropriate that he serve a long sentence for that crime: perhaps the twenty years he has thus far been in prison. But from the standpoint of our main topic—evil—it is clear that evil was quite evident in the pedophile and equally so in the cult leader. Lundgren, in fact, was one of those rare individuals who behaved atrociously on a day-in day-out basis throughout most of his adult life. (We will have more to say about him later.) Clearly, Ron Luff also participated in an evil act. But since we are interested in gradations in the domain of evil, Luff belongs at a lower level than the utterly callous leader, Lundgren, who dominated him.26 Luff did know ahead of time what Lundgren was planning. This means that Luff might have somehow found the courage to escape and tell the authorities about Lundgren, perhaps even saving the Avery family. So our sense of the level of evil here, in Luff, is still quite high. A more dramatic example of a “lesser” evil is a man who has had the opportunity to demonstrate his rehabilitation: Billy Wayne Sinclair.27


    Briefly put, when he was twenty, Billy Sinclair killed a store owner in a bungled holdup in Louisiana. It was an impulsive and unintentional murder. He had fired his pistol over his shoulder without looking where it was pointed as he tried to escape the owner. Through terrible luck, the bullet struck and killed the man. Billy was arrested, spent seven years on death row and twenty-eight more years there when the death penalty was temporarily abolished. He eventually became the editor of the prison newspaper, exposed the pardons-for-sale scandal at the infamous “Angola” (Louisiana State) prison, and was befriended by a journalist whom he later married. A man of unusual integrity, he refused the offer of early release if he paid the pardon price and so spent more years in prison, until he was released on merit when he was approaching sixty. He and his wife now live in Houston, where I interviewed him and got a chance to learn how he has been working at a law firm, helping other inmates who have had to struggle with the kinds of unfairness that for so long had characterized the criminal justice system in his area. The book he and his wife have written is a testimony to the possibility of self-transcendence and redemption in some men and women who have committed an evil act—a stark contrast to the life of Jeff Lundgren and others like him, for whom redemption is unthinkable, whom age does not mellow, and whose propensity to evil actions remains at full tilt throughout their life span.
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    THE GRADATIONS OF EVIL SCALE


    This would be a good point to show the Gradations of Evil Scale in its expanded form with twenty-two compartments. Since murder cases formed the inspiration behind the creation of the scale, its focus remains on murder. There are a few exceptions for cases involving multiple rapes and a strong suspicion of murder, the latter never proven in court. Some of the cases concern people regarded as evil by the community—people who were exceptionally cruel to a spouse, to children, or to other family members. Their actions fell short of murder, though they sometimes precipitated a suicide. Some cases involved spouses (usually husbands) whose evil consisted of “gaslighting” their wives. The term gaslight comes from the famous play Angel Street, by Patrick Hamilton, later made into the novel Gaslight, by William Drummond.28 The word has now become a verb, meaning to drive someone mad (usually one's wife) through malicious acts designed to make that person doubt her own perceptions. As it says on the back cover of Drummond's book: “Trapped in the evil mansion on Angel Street, Bella suspects that her own husband, sinister Mr. Manningham, is driving her mad.” If the victims of gaslighting survive, as they usually do, no murder has been committed. Hence the evil in these cases does not fall within the scale. But these and other examples of prolonged cruelty, deserving perhaps a separate scale, fall readily under the larger umbrella of Evil—with a capital “E”—covering every known variety.


    The terms psychopathic traits or psychopath occur in most of the descriptions of the categories from number 9 on. A century ago the word psychopath meant little more than its root meaning of “mental illness.”29 But about the time of World War II the meaning changed: it was now reserved for people who used deception to “con” others (like the confidence men who sell fake Rolex watches on the street), people who are socially irresponsible and who show no remorse for the offensive or, often enough, violent, things they habitually do.30 The definition got much more specific after 1980 when the renowned Canadian psychologist Robert Hare and his colleagues refined the original description, creating a scale called the Psychopathy Checklist. This checklist consists of twenty items, some dealing primarily with personality; others more with behaviors. Since each item can get a score (depending whether it applies considerably, only a little, or not at all) of 2, 1, or zero, the maximum score would be 40. Anyone scoring 30 or more is considered a psychopath proper. Others with lower scores—in the teens or twenties—are said to show psychopathic traits (but not the full-blown condition). For our purposes, the most important items are those having to do with personality. Taken together, they paint a picture of extreme egocentricity, or “narcissism,” with ruthless disregard for the rights and feelings of others. These personality items are: glib speech or superficial charm, grandiosity, conning or manipulativeness, pathological lying, lack of remorse or guilt, callousness or lack of empathy, and a failure to accept responsibility for one's actions. Some of the behavioral items include impulsivity, sexual promiscuity, poor behavioral controls, and a parasitic lifestyle.31 The characteristics seen again and again in people whose actions rise to the level of evil are those extreme narcissistic traits, especially conning, callousness, and lack of remorse. Armed with those dreadful qualities, a person is capable of just about anything.32


    
      
      

      
        	TABLE 1.1. Gradations of Evil Scale
      


      
        	Killing in Self-Defense or Justified Homicide
      


      
        	Category 1.

        	Justifiable homicide
      


      
        	Impulsive Murders in Persons without Psychopathic Features
      


      
        	Category 2.

        	Jealous lovers, egocentric, immature people, committing crimes of passion
      


      
        	Category 3.

        	Willing companions of killers, impulse-ridden; some antisocial trait
      


      
        	Category 4.

        	Killing in self-defense, but extremely provocative toward the victim
      


      
        	Category 5.

        	Traumatized, desperate persons who kill relatives or others, yet have remorse
      


      
        	Category 6.

        	Impetuous, hotheaded murderers, yet without marked psychopathic traits
      


      
        	Persons with a Few or No Psychopathic Traits; Murders of a More Severe Type
      


      
        	Category 7.

        	Highly narcissistic persons, some with a psychotic core, who murder loved ones
      


      
        	Category 8.

        	Murders sparked by smoldering rage—resulting sometimes in mass murder
      


      
        	Psychopathic Features Marked; Murders Show Malice Aforethought
      


      
        	Category 9.

        	Jealous lovers with strong psychopathic traits or full-blown psychopathy
      


      
        	Category 10.

        	Killers of people “in the way” (including witnesses); extreme egocentricity
      


      
        	Category 11.

        	Fully psychopathic killers of people “in the way”
      


      
        	Category 12.

        	Power-hungry psychopaths who murder when “cornered”
      


      
        	Category 13.

        	Inadequate, rageful psychopaths; some committing multiple murders
      


      
        	Category 14.

        	Ruthlessly self-centered psychopathic schemers
      


      
        	Spree or Multiple Murders; Psychopathy Is Apparent
      


      
        	Category 15.

        	Psychopathic, cold-blooded, spree or multiple murderers
      


      
        	Category 16.

        	Psychopathic persons committing multiple vicious acts (including murder)
      


      
        	Serial Killers, Torturers, Sadists
      


      
        	Category 17.

        	Sexually perverse serial killers; killing is to hide evidence; no torture
      


      
        	Category 18.

        	Torture-murderers, though the torture element is not prolonged
      


      
        	Category 19.

        	Psychopaths driven to terrorism, subjugation, rape, etc. short of murder
      


      
        	Category 20.

        	Torture-murderers but in persons with distinct psychosis (such as schizophrenia)
      


      
        	Category 21.

        	Psychopaths committing extreme torture but not known to have killed
      


      
        	Category 22.

        	Psychopathic torture-murderers with torture as their primary motive. The motive need not always be sexual.
      

    


    A brief example that brings this point home is that of the serial killer Ted Bundy.33 When Bundy would troll for likely victims, one of his tricks was to put his arm in a sling, pretending it was broken. Standing outside a shopping mall with a bag of groceries, he would then ask a young woman if she could help him get the bundle in his car. Once she got into the car to place the grocery bag on the seat, Bundy would then snap the lock on her side and drive off to some remote place, where he would proceed to rape and kill the woman, with no more regret than if you were to step on a roach in your kitchen.


    As we go through the descriptions of the various men and women who occupy the higher-number categories in the evil scale, we will see psychopathy, or at least some of its key traits, over and over again. Some of the worst offenders—those whose actions prompt the word evil most quickly and uniformly—also show “sadistic” traits. The terms sadism and sadistic come from the life and writings of the infamous eighteenth-century Marquis de Sade, whose novels contained much more cruelty than did his actual deeds.34 Having been caned and whipped a good deal in the private schools he was sent to as a child, he took to whipping many of the “loose” women he later associated with. But he murdered no one and would have found our serial killers of today revolting. The essence of sadism, as we now use the term, is the taking of enjoyment in hurting others. Two other main qualities of sadism are humiliation and control—each carried to an extreme. As it happens, a person can be psychopathic without being sadistic (as in the fake-Rolex salesman who is nice to his wife and children), or one can be sadistic without being psychopathic. We see the second type in families where a parent may be verbally or even physically cruel to others in the family, yet behave decently at work and in most other social situations. Robert Jahnke Sr., from the example given earlier, was such a person: abusive toward his whole family but honest and reputable in his work with the IRS. At the most he may have had a few psychopathic traits, but he did not come up to the level of the full-blown psychopath.


    The common thread that runs through almost all of the categories from number 9 to number 22 is the element of malice, or “intentionality.” Even some of the rageful and impulsive murderers of Category 13 had the intention of maiming or killing others, although they had no idea in advance who the victims might be—or they were ready to kill anyone who tried to resist them as they committed a robbery. Richard Speck, the alcoholic drifter who killed eight nurses in a Chicago hospital dormitory, had broken into the dorm intending to cadge money from the nurses.35 He then bound them and held them at gunpoint. When some of them resisted, he killed all eight that he could find, though there was another nurse who had hidden under a bed and who survived.


    Since the Gradations scale was built only from published biographies, it represents just a fraction of all the people who have committed a murder. Americans make up 89 percent of the men and women in the biographies I've studied, but compared with the different murderers in the United States each year, not even one in a thousand achieves the notoriety that leads to having a biography written about them. This means that the members of the “biography group” are quite special: their murders were spectacular in some way, either because of the cunning they used to conceal the crime, or the horrific nature of the crime, or the large number of victims (as in the case of a massacre). The great majority of murders would register much lower on any scale of evil and are usually impulsive acts, like barroom brawls that went too far or spousal murders that resulted from a passionate argument. The latter often occur at the very moment when the wife with packed bags is about to leave the house and divorce her husband. The tearful husband then calls the police and tells them he'd done a terrible thing. Thus the element of malice aforethought is not nearly as often present in murders of the more “everyday” type.


    AN EARLIER ATTEMPT TO CREATE A SCALE OF EVIL


    I first published the Gradations of Evil Scale in 1993, essentially in its present form.36 Occasionally I come upon a case that does not fit neatly into one of the original categories, especially when there was severe mental illness in the picture. In those cases I have given a lower number to the case, acknowledging that the act was widely considered evil but that the offender could not really be held fully responsible for what he had done. Murderous cult leaders are also difficult to place on the scale because they have often persuaded their followers to do the killing—without the leader firing a shot. Charles Manson, for example, did not participate physically in the murders he authorized. Jeff Lundgren was the exception, since, although he used an accomplice, he personally murdered the Avery family.


    My efforts in creating such a scale were not, however, the first. Though there have been very few such attempts, there was an earlier one that earned considerable—and lasting—fame. Without having meant to, this earlier scale shows us quite vividly how society's values as to what is absolutely evil, fairly evil, or not so evil are subject to change over time. I refer to the Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, the first book of which—the Inferno—was composed seven hundred years ago (in 1310).37


    Dante's vision of hell (his Inferno) was inspired in good part by the biblical references to the Seven Deadly Sins, outlined some two thousand years before Dante's time in the Book of Proverbs. There we read: “These six things doth the Lord hate; yea, seven are an abomination unto him: A proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, / a heart that deviseth wicked imaginations, feet that be swift in running unto mischief, / a false witness that speaketh lies; and he that soweth discord among brethren.”38 The Seven Deadly Sins, as they were spoken about in early Christian times were, and remain, Pride, Envy, Greed, Sloth, Lust, Anger, and Gluttony. As with the longer list in the Epistle to the Galatians of the New Testament, the Seven are also merely a list, with no ranking as to which might generally be worse, more partaking in evil, than some of the others.39 Anger, for example, spawns hatred, vengeance, the wish to do evil or harm to others, sometimes in the forms of assault or murder. Whereas Proverbs mentions murder per se, the Seven Deadly Sins are not actions, let alone evil actions in our modern sense. They are only attitudes or emotions that happen to nudge those who harbor them in the direction of committing certain actions. The Seven do not lend themselves to any scale, though one would like to think that Anger, to the extent that it is associated with murder, would merit far more social disapproval than would Sloth or Gluttony. But obviously the overlap between Anger and Evil is only partial. Anger, in less vehement forms, also motivates us to protest against social injustice. That said, Dante, as he journeys down through his Nine Circles of Hell in the company of the great Roman poet Virgil, does offer us a ranking, or a scale, of bad attitudes and actions, going from the mildest (and to our way of thinking, the least akin to “evil”) to the most abominable or repugnant (and thus closer to what we now mean by “evil”).


    Dante divided the sins and vices of which people could be guilty into three broad sections, also anchoring his system to a “zero point”—of essentially guiltless persons whose only fault, or rather, misfortune, was to have been born before Christ.40 Virgil was in fact the standard bearer of these too-soon-born virtuous pagans: with Virgil as his guide, Dante could look at all humankind of the pre-Christian period as well as all humankind born later—up through the time of Dante's own life. Table 1.2 shows Dante's “Gradations” in schematic form.


    
      
      

      
        	Table 1.2. Types of Persons in Dante's Inferno
      


      
        	Guiltless Persons from the Pre-Christian Era
      


      
        	Circle 1.

        	Virtuous Pagans
      


      
        	Incontinence: Wrong Action Due to Inadequate Control of Desires
      


      
        	Circle 2.

        	The Lustful
      


      
        	Circle 3.

        	The Gluttons
      


      
        	Circle 4.

        	The Avaricious and the Prodigal
      


      
        	Circle 5.

        	The Angry and the Sullen
      


      
        	Circle 6.

        	The Heretics
      


      
        	Brutishness: Morbid States in Which

        What Is Naturally Repulsive Becomes Attractive
      


      
        	Circle 7.

        	The Violent against Neighbor, Murderers, War-Makers, Usurers
      


      
        	Malice or Vice: Evil Actions Which Involve the Abuse

        of the Specifically Human Attribute of Reason
      


      
        	Circle 8.

        	Seducers, Flatterers, Simonists,41 Grafters, Hypocrites, Thieves, Sowers of Discord, Impersonators, Counterfeiters, False Witnesses
      


      
        	Circle 9.

        	Traitors to Family or to Country, Murderers of Guests, Traitors to Lords and Benefactors
      

    


    There are a number of crucial differences between the graded divisions of Dante's Inferno and the Gradations of Evil I have sketched above. My schema concentrates on evil actions committed in peacetime and throws the spotlight on murder or acts of violence that are a little short of murder. I equate evil with that-which-horrifies. Dante includes wrong actions done either in peacetime or in times of group conflict and war. “Evils” for him also include all the mortal sins emphasized by the church, both the noninjurious and the sanguinary. He does not insist on an act being shocking or horrifying before he will include it among his list of wrong behaviors, though if he were to do so, he would apparently find heresy (in Circle Six) more repugnant, perhaps more horrifying, than anger (Circle Five) or avarice (Circle Four). The values of thirteenth-century Florence when Dante grew up are not all the same as ours. Also, we know there were rare cases of serial sexual homicide at the time of Joan of Arc in the fifteenth century: her chief lieutenant, Gilles de Rais, the richest nobleman in France, was a pedophile who seduced and killed several hundred boys before he was finally executed.42 And Countess Erzsébet Báthory in sixteenth-century Hungary sexually violated and killed some four hundred virgins in her castle.43 Whether there were such people active in Dante's time, we do not know. It is hard to imagine he would have overlooked them, if they existed. The influence of religion was so strong in Dante's time, that for him the worst person imaginable was Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Jesus. Dante put evils caused by perversions of Reason in a lower circle than the Brutish. Hence he saw the simonists44 as somehow worse than murderers. Compared with our worst murderers, who torture their victims, Dante's worst were those who killed a relative in order to hasten an inheritance. A modern example would be Steven Benson (his case is mentioned earlier in this chapter), whom I placed in Category 14 for “ruthlessly self-centered psychopathic schemers.” The impatient legatee that Dante mentions was a Florentine man, Sassol Mascheroni. As so often happened in those days, the punishment was more gruesome than the crime. Sassol had murdered a cousin hoping to inherit from his uncle (Canto XXXII, 65).45 Once caught, he was rolled through the city in a barrel full of nails and then beheaded46—which gives some idea of how seriously such a crime was taken in Dante's era.


    We are now ready to take a closer look at the Gradations of Evil as I have outlined them, approximately in the order in which they appear in the scale. I am not so fortunate as to have Virgil as my guide, but I do have Dante as my inspiration.
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    Canto XII, ll. 46–51


    
      
      

      
        	Ma ficca li occhi a valle, ché s'approccia

        	But probe the valley with your sight, for we
      


      
        	la riviera del sangue in la qual bolle

        	are approaching the river of blood, in which are boiling
      


      
        	qual che per vïolenza in altrui noccia

        	those who harm others with violence.
      


      
        	Oh cieca cupidigia e ira folle,

        	Oh blind cupidity and mad rage,
      


      
        	Che sì ci sproni ne la vita corte

        	that so spur us in this short life,
      


      
        	E ne l'etterna poi sì mal c'immole!

        	and then in the eternal one, cook us so evilly!
      

    


    As we have just seen, the Gradations of Evil scale includes a category where evil is not present at all, plus twenty-one others. The higher the number, the more likely people will use the word evil in describing the murders and other acts belonging to that category. We then reduced those twenty-one categories to five groups: the impulsive without psychopathic traits, the impulsive with a few psychopathic traits, those showing malice aforethought and many psychopathic traits, psychopaths committing multiple violent crimes, and finally, psychopaths committing either torture alone or else serial sexual murders that also include torture.


    To simplify matters even further, we could speak of just two very broad groups: those with few or no psychopathic traits versus those with many or full-blown psychopathic traits. Another broad division concerns those who acted on impulse and those who planned the hurt or the violence they then committed. Here we will turn our attention to impulsive persons whose evil acts were not accompanied by psychopathic traits, or, if they were, the traits are minor. As always, I am using the word evil here in response to the reactions of the public in general and to the reactions of the people who came to be involved with the various cases, including journalists, members of the court, and relatives of the victims.


    In the courts and in books about crime, certain phrases are used over and over that have almost identical meaning. An impulse crime may also be spoken of
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    The present volume, I believe, is destined to become a classic in psychiatry and a landmark in our understanding of severe antisocial behavior and criminality. The early understanding of the psychopathic personality provided by Hervey Cleckley in his 1941 book The Mask of Sanity has evolved, in Michael Stone's book, to a comprehensive, updated, detailed, sophisticated analysis of what is implied in our intuitive concept of Evil. Dr. Stone provides instruments with which to differentiate evil actions from evil purpose, and a conceptual etiological frame that incorporates genetic and constitutional as well as environmental influences, personality structure, and psychiatric pathology. Stone defines, in the process, a broad spectrum of threatening, violent, and criminal behavior, pinpointing its severity and mapping out potentially preventive and prognostic features.


    The nature of evil emerges as the shocking expression of primitive aggression, destructive behavior toward others that, in its violence, evinces a widely excessive quality, a radical callousness, and a lack of compassion that seem to defy the basic nature of humanity. Stone proposes a twenty-two-point scale that provides a fine differentiation of severity of antisocial behavior, with prognostic implications built into it. His proposed classification corresponds largely with the present DSM-IV system of the American Psychiatric Association, applying the concept of antisocial personality, in a broad sense, to refer to persons with chronic aggressive and/or exploitive behavior toward others. Within that broad spectrum this diagnostic scale further refines our understanding of the most dangerous and malignant group, the psychopathic personality, characterized by a total incapacity for compassion, combined with total lack of concern for others and self.


    Because the entire spectrum of patients with severe antisocial behavior usually present an underlying narcissistic personality structure, I have preferred to classify this field into the narcissistic personality with antisocial behavior, the syndrome of malignant narcissism (referred to by Stone as occupying the intermediate zone of severity of his classification system), and the antisocial personality proper, using the latter term in a restrictive way that corresponds to the psychopath in Michael Stone's classification. He convincingly points to the fact that patients with schizoid and sadistic personality features also may enter the most severe group of psychopathy, and we do agree that the large majority of psychopaths present strongly predominant narcissistic features.


    The great importance of Michael Stone's contribution resides not only in the detailed description of antisocial behavior along its entire spectrum but in the careful attention and updated review of the contribution to severe psychopathology of genetic factors, severely traumatic childhood experiences, and the social environment. He points to the mutual influences of genetic and environmental features that culminate in a personality structure that lacks a capacity for concern for self and others, for guilt feelings and remorse, and, in the worst cases, presents a fused experience of violence and lust as a fundamental pleasurable excitement in making others suffer.


    Stone raises important questions regarding our present management of these cases in terms of a protection of both the civil rights of patients and those of the community. Patients with severely antisocial behavior who enter psychiatric inpatient services often prevent the hospital from obtaining crucial information about them from external sources. Confidentiality laws interfere with the possibility of gathering such information in order to arrive at an accurate diagnosis and an optimal treatment of that particular case. The need for protective, possibly lifelong custody for the most dangerous cases of those patients who enter the forensic system is hampered by the absence of the principle of “indeterminate sentencing,” which would allow the legal system to individualize imprisonment and custodial treatment in terms of a realistic assessment of the dangerousness of patients along the dimensions specified by Stone. There are a few cases where psychiatric treatment, long-term psychotherapeutic engagement, and social rehabilitation may be effective, but in the immense majority of psychopathic criminals the possibility for successful treatment approaches zero. As Stone rightly observed, although we do not have absolute prognostic certainty at this time, we do have sufficient knowledge to decide what the optimal protective treatment should be once all the facts can be gathered and analyzed over a period of time.


    Evil exists; it presents itself in the form of psychopathy, of blind violence geared to destroy without reason, often accompanied by an orgy of pleasure. But it also exists, as Stone points out, in the context of socially sanctioned mass murder and genocide, which, in turn, we have begun to understand in terms of the regressive nature of certain group processes, a psychological development in groups for which a potential exists in every individual. There are extreme social circumstances in which ordinary citizens, or rather, those with significant personality disorders that ordinarily would not show antisocial behavior, do become violent and destructive, evincing a total loss of compassion for an entire social group or oppressed minority. Here again, we have to differentiate social, political, and historical features from personality predispositions, and come to terms with the fact that our present-day understanding may exceed by far our capacity to influence those phenomena.


    The core enigma of the psychopath, as Stone underlined, relates to the striking incapacity of compassionate reaction, of emotional empathy, and of concern for self and others. Neurobiological studies have pointed to certain cortical-limbic structures of the brain, particularly the complex relation between prefrontal and preorbital cortex, the anterior cingulum and the insula, with deeper layers of brain structures, particularly the amygdala and nucleus accumbens. While our knowledge of neurobiological systems and their specific functions is rapidly progressing, these structures and their functions may be indirectly related to complex behavioral, intrapsychic symbolic structures, with all of them implicated in influencing the capacity for empathy and for the internalization of moral values. As Stone points out, we have to advance simultaneously in research on the pathology of psychic structures embedded in the personality, and research on the personality determinants embedded in neurobiological structures.


    This book is indispensable reading for all concerned citizens and all mental health professionals, particularly, of course, all those who deal with personality disorders at the boundary with forensic psychiatry. By the same token, it is hoped that all those in the legal system who deal with the social and legal problems involved in the management of antisocial behavior and criminality will find clear, updated information about an area that, unfortunately, still shows much discrepancy between our evolving level of new knowledge, on the one hand, and the practicality of dealing with the criminally ill, on the other.
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    Major thanks, more than I can easily express, go to Linda Regan, executive editor at Prometheus Books, whose wisdom and guidance have been invaluable not only in matters of style but more importantly in matters of content. The subject of evil is problematical and sensitive, arousing strong emotions and inviting acrimonious disagreements. Some question whether a psychiatrist should broach the subject at all. Linda helped me avoid Scylla and Charybdis, keeping me in clear waters. Gratitude, also not easily expressed or measured, goes to Ben Carey of the New York Times, who featured my work on evil in a Science Times article he wrote in February of 2005. His article gave me a presence in this field that granted me access to journalists and to professionals in mental health and law enforcement around the world. Within a few months after the article was published, I was invited to serve as the host of a television program dedicated to educating the public about the often neglected “why” question of evil: What are the forces that prompt persons—civilians in peacetime—to commit the kinds of acts we label as evil? Through the program I had the opportunity to interview some of these men and women. Through these personal contacts it became more clear to me what were the ingredients that underlay the possibility of redemption and what were the ingredients that militated against it.


    Even before Ben's article appeared, I had received encouragement to pursue this topic from leaders on psychopathy research: Dr. Robert Hare in Vancouver, and Dr. David Cooke in Glasgow. More recently I shared views and learned a great deal from some of the major writers on violence: Dr. Debra Niehoff and Dr. Katherine Ramsland. A number of prominent writers of true-crime biography gave me information about some of the high-profile murderers about whose crimes, designated evil by the public, I had only scanty knowledge of before. Among these writers: Carol Rothgeb-Stokes, Peter Davidson, Kieran Crowley, and Diane Fanning.


    Thanks go to Mary O'Toole of the FBI, who invited me to participate in the First International Congress on Serial Killers, held in San Antonio in 2005. There I became reacquainted with Roy Hazelwood of the FBI, who taught me the fine points about sexual sadism—a topic that overlaps closely with the public's understanding of evil. There are a number of forensic specialists—Dr. Paul Fauteck, Dr. John Hume, and Dr. Norbert Nedopil—to whom I am indebted for more accurate biographical data about some of the persons mentioned in the book.


    I owe great thanks to Dr. Charles Smith, former clinical director of the Mid-Hudson Forensic Psychiatric Hospital and my mentor in forensic psychiatry. It was through my work in forensics over the past twenty years that I developed a scale—the Gradations of Evil—by which I have attempted to place evil acts according to the degree of suffering of the victims and to the degree of horror evoked in the public.


    As human beings, we are a members of a social species whose survival is threatened now and again by the forces of nature but to a much greater extent through the actions of other human beings. As a result, we have developed a rich vocabulary to depict the subtleties of badness. Our vocabulary for goodness is much skimpier. We do not distinguish between a dozen gradations of honesty, sweetness, amiability, since these qualities merely enhance rather than threaten our survival. But for someone immersing himself in the subject of evil, it is comforting to be surrounded by goodness as a counterbalance to the horror stories I confront daily. It is comforting to be reminded—daily—that there is much more goodness than evil in the world, even though evil is more apt to garner the headlines.


    And it is here that my boundless love and gratitude go to my wife, Beth, who—were there a comparable Gradations of Goodness scale—would occupy a spot at its farthest end reserved for the very best of the Good. Beth's virtues are not confined to the spiritual; she read the manuscript as it evolved, made corrections, suggested changes in tone—all that were in line with Linda's recommendations and that contributed to a better manuscript. Better. Not perfect. The imperfections are mine.
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