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Introduction

Often, waving good-bye after a visit or a family vacation, my mother will call after me, “Don’t take any wooden nickels!” I think she’s mostly joking, repeating something funny she heard from her own father, but it still has that parental urgency. Please be careful. World, please be kind.

In the American moral vernacular, we have a whole thesaurus for victims of exploitation. They are suckers (born every minute), fools (not suffered gladly), dupes, marks, chumps, pawns, and losers. Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me. Cultural stories about suckers abound too: the Trojan Horse, the Boy Who Cried Wolf, the Emperor’s New Clothes, even Hansel and Gretel. If you believe that, I have a bridge to sell you. Don’t take candy from a stranger. Don’t go out with him; he only wants one thing. Don’t be too credulous; the world will take advantage. The fear of playing the fool is not just a descriptive fact; it is a prescriptive theme: Don’t let that be you.

What, exactly, is so bad about feeling suckered? Why is its sting so sharp, and why does it last so long? Most people will recognize the urge to recoil at the prospect of suckerdom, the potent combination of dread and disdain. But for a familiar, intuitive experience, one that we talk about socially, reinforce culturally, and ruminate on personally, the fear of being played for a fool gets remarkably little attention as a coherent phenomenon.

Actually, there are a lot of books and articles about how to avoid being scammed. This is not one of them. The questions at the center of this book are more curious about the psychological mechanisms and more skeptical about the cultural motivations for what gets called a scam and who gets called a sucker—accusations with surprisingly high stakes, for the self and for the social order. The goal here is not so much to spot the con but to renegotiate its meaning. Most of us are constantly navigating two sets of imperatives: how to be successful and how to be good. Fear of playing the fool not only gets in the way of both missions but often whispers that you can’t do both. This book turns up the volume on that whisper so we can hear it clearly—so we can decide for ourselves when to listen and when to ignore, what to save and what to let go.

* * *

In the earliest days of the pandemic, my family would sometimes drive around on essentially pretextual errands, just to get out of the house. We were all tetchy, bewildered; the kids wore headphones in the back seat as I brought them to one or another unappealing destination. One afternoon I made them visit, I am not kidding, a really big empty parking lot. As we drove home along Broad Street in the early gray spring, my son, almost thirteen, said suddenly from behind me, “I think my biggest fear in the world is getting tricked into going on Dr. Phil.” (I assume the sharp increase in YouTube time had exposed him to this phenomenon. I also believe and dearly hope that he has enough moral imagination that this is not literally his greatest fear, but I take his point.) His sister, thoughtful at eight years old, looked out the window at the traffic and said absently, “My biggest fear is hurting someone else.” And there you have it. They neatly excavated two kinds of vigilance: Neither a sucker nor a scammer be.

The Mark

A mark is a chump—the pawn in a rigged game, the con artist’s target. In mid-century lingo, a mark had to be “cooled out,” because he would get so upset that he might throw the whole game into disarray. Being conned does feel terrible. You can probably make yourself cringe just thinking about playing the fool, a loser both literally and socially. The mark is a special kind of victim with a particular penchant for self-loathing.

It can be helpful to try a little thought experiment to see what makes the sucker experience singular. Imagine one afternoon you get an alert from your bank that there is a suspicious charge on your account for $20.50, put through one hour ago. The charge appears to be associated with a website called EZGamezzzz.com, a site you have never heard of, much less provided with your credit card information. The customer service agent from the bank tells you that it’s certainly a fake company, likely deployed by hackers who test random digit strings and sometimes get lucky. The bank will refuse the transaction and you won’t lose any money. Okay!

Now imagine slightly different facts. An hour ago you did give your credit card information out, and you did authorize a charge for $20.50, but not to EZGamezzzz.com. An affable young representative from an international children’s fund was tabling outside your grocery store, asking people to give $20.50 as part of their End Child Poverty by 2050 campaign. It’s not the sort of thing you would usually stop at, but the photos were compelling, and the guy at the table was pleasant, and naturally you are in favor of ending child poverty. When you get the alert from the bank, you realize something has gone wrong. A neighborhood LISTSERV confirms your suspicions, with a warning about the charity scammers outside of the supermarket. You thought you were helping impoverished children but you were paying a con artist. You give the bank an abbreviated version of this story and again the customer service agent agrees to block the charge. You won’t lose any money.

In either case, the only material loss is a couple of minutes on the phone with a customer service agent, a little bit of hassle; the outcome to your bank account is the same whether you are a random victim or a cooperative dupe. But for most people these two scenarios feel very different. The hack is a minor annoyance, frustrating but not a cause for self-recrimination or shame. Getting conned is painful in a deeper and more complicated way, a lesson that sticks with its mark long after the bank records have been corrected. It implicates the sense of self (what was I thinking? How could I be so stupid?), and it also feels like a faux pas. Socially speaking, fools get little sympathy and a lot of scorn. There is something deeply disruptive about the feeling, or even the anticipation, of a fool’s betrayal.

It makes sense that we want to avoid bad feelings. There is a reason you don’t leave your door unlocked or your life savings on the front porch: things you value need to be protected. In the familiar cultural narrative, each mistake—wooden nickels, EZGamezzzz, Dr. Phil—is an opportunity for learning. Once burned, twice shy. But we talk less about the costs of being excessively wary. What lesson will you take from your brush with the scammer, and what shadows will it cast the next time you want to be generous or open-minded?

I am a professor of contract law with a graduate degree in psychology, so I am pretty comfortable with the idea that people care a lot about betrayals. Contract disputes are naturally about suckers, or at least about people who feel like suckers when their deals fall apart; nervous potential chumps occupy a lot of my day-to-day professional attention.

My original interest in fools, though, started from another side of my academic life. I finished law school in 2005, but I did not take the bar and become an attorney. While I was in law school, I had grown increasingly occupied with how regular people perceive their legal rights and obligations. Instead of getting a real job after graduation, I stayed in school for three more years and completed my PhD in experimental psychology. I was most curious about decisions that forced people to navigate legal rules that conflicted with their moral commitments. How would they solve those problems, and how would their solutions make them feel?

One of the things we had talked about a lot when I was a law student was the idea that people who break their contracts are not wrongdoers. Philosophical, legal, and economic discussions of contracts rarely couch breach in moral terms. By the time you finish law school, this impassive approach feels normal—but I don’t know any non-lawyers who feel neutral about their contracts. Most people think breaching a contract is breaking a promise, and that’s a big moral deal. This small observation about the difference between legal reasoning and ordinary moral reasoning became the core of my research and eventually my career, and it started with me just asking people: “How do you feel about breach of contract?”

I would send out different contracts hypotheticals to various subject pools, either online survey takers or law students or sometimes in-person samples from around the university. Usually I would ask them to read a short scenario about how the fictional character “Bob” had a contract to refinish someone’s floors or something similarly mundane and had to decide whether to breach the contract when he got a much better offer from a new customer. The question I would pose to subjects was: If Bob breaks the deal, before any money has even changed hands, how much should a court require him to compensate his original customer for the breach?

For starters, people thought Bob should have to pay a lot. Sometimes people would enter an integer and then just fill in the rest of the response space with zeroes, so Bob had to pay, like, a googolplex dollars for failing to refinish some condo floors. Overall, subjects appeared to want not just compensation for the victim but also punishment for the breacher; they consistently chose money damages much higher than the law would normally allow.

I also got direct narrative feedback. At the end of each questionnaire, I had a standard free-response opening for “any additional comments or questions.” I put it there so people had a place to tell me if the web link had been glitchy or if they found any of the questions confusing. Instead, a substantial fraction of respondents wrote in to express that they were enraged by just the idea of breach. They wrote lengthy free-form comments, along these lines: “This is what is wrong with America today. Your word used to be your BOND and now people do not respect each other” or “Bob is BETRAYING his customers.” I encountered a lot of caps lock.

People felt like the breach of contract was a sucker’s game, and they wanted the schemer to pay. I had offered a somewhat boring paragraph about a totally hypothetical floor-refinishing service, so I was impressed by the force of the outrage, and also pretty excited because I felt like I was onto something.

As is the norm for academics, I was onto something, but it wasn’t really new. The psychology of the scorned sucker was a favorite topic of, among others, Erving Goffman, one of the twentieth century’s most famous observers of social behavior. Goffman built a whole theory on a simple premise: people hate an interpersonal disruption—and the discovery of a scam is deeply, terribly disruptive.

Goffman was an unlikely hero of psychology, since he was actually a sociologist, and he had come to much of his theory by way of his deep interest in the theater. His “dramaturgical model of social life” drew from his childhood among amateur thespians in Manitoba, Canada. For his whole academic career, Goffman was preoccupied with the lengths people will go to to avoid embarrassment, to avoid ruining the scene by saying the wrong lines. He saw, though, how this impulse to smooth social dynamics makes people easy marks. They agree to go along, or nod politely instead of asking probing questions, and that’s how they end up donating to a fake charity or buying a questionable time share. In 1952, still in graduate school, he published a short article on the sucker in his social world, a paper with the truly killer title “On Cooling the Mark Out: Some Aspects of Adaptation to Failure.”

The essay was an allegory about the aftermath of the con, a story with three roles: an operator, a mark, and a cooler. The operator chooses his mark, the deal goes south—and then what? “In cases of criminal fraud,” he began his article, “victims find they must suddenly adapt themselves to the loss of sources of security and status which they had taken for granted.” Goffman saw a key tension: people hate to be embarrassed, it is embarrassing to be played for a fool—and also, the human condition is that people get played all the time. Humans must adapt, but how?

Enter the “cool-out.” Goffman, clearly enjoying himself, wrote of the operator who “stays behind his team-mates in the capacity of what might be called a cooler and exercises upon the mark the art of consolation.” The mark is offered an alternative narrative, an acceptable gloss on the facts that makes it possible to move forward. “For the mark, cooling represents a process of adjustment to an impossible situation . . .”

Goffman’s cooler was an agent tasked with letting the marks down easy, cajoling them into taking the short end of the stick and keeping quiet about it. A cooler might offer a small consolation prize—a partial rebate or a coupon for next time—to take away some of the sting. Consoled, the marks could be persuaded to move on. Disruption over; system intact.

When Goffman talked about the cooling phenomenon, he had in mind something cynical and manipulative, which is understandable. But as a psychologist, I have a complementary take. The construct doesn’t need to be pejorative, and it doesn’t even need to be interpersonal. Sometimes I prefer to accept a bad deal and not have lots of feelings about it. Maybe I loan money to my cousin and she doesn’t repay it; I could feel betrayed, but I’d rather feel proud that I could help. Sometimes I want to talk myself out of feeling suckered; sometimes cooling out is just my rejection of a frame that wasn’t particularly helpful, or didn’t vindicate my deeper goals.

Why should I feel like a mark if I don’t have to?

The mark is not a natural category; it is contingent and malleable. Am I a chump if I let another driver merge in front of me at the very last second? Am I a sap if I give money to a person panhandling on the street? What about if I take a gamble on a dicey investment and it goes sideways? Maybe I’m the sucker, sure, but maybe I’m a laid-back road tripper, a compassionate donor, or an investor with a high risk tolerance—and maybe the uncertainty can offer a little breathing room.

These mundane dilemmas pop up all the time, and as a self-proclaimed expert on fools I attract a lot of stories about life’s little scams. My sister Ivy, who has been listening to me talk about suckers for at least fifteen years, called one afternoon with a pleasingly literal example of self-cooling. She lives in Vermont, and she had taken a long bike ride with her husband and some friends. The ride turned out to be more than she had expected: she was in excellent shape for an oncologist, but the other riders were in excellent shape for triathletes. They coasted into a small town with a general store and stopped to buy snacks. Ivy was really thirsty and starting to feel light-headed.

“So we came to the store and it’s not a regular convenience store: it turns out to be precious Vermont; like, they had house-made kombucha,” she told me. “And I am just trying to get a regular Gatorade and they were charging, like, six dollars for it.”

She was indignant. Sure, tourists might come to Vermont and be willing to pay $6 for Gatorade. New Yorkers might pay $6 for Gatorade and then get one of those white oval VT car stickers. She, on the other hand, knows better! (As her older sister, I am obligated to point out that she herself is not from there, either. I’m not sure what her claim is to some authentic old Vermont, aside from having grown up in Maine. She and I are squarely in the target demographic for Vermont cute. We love kombucha.)

“Anyway,” she continued, “a Gatorade was literally worth one hundred dollars to me at that moment. I thought of you and was like, ‘What am I doing???’” Thus cooled, she bought the drink and rode home.

The Stakes

Sucker dilemmas are more than just Gatorade and $20 scams. What Goffman understood was that being played for a fool means “the loss of sources of security and status.” Americans often struggle to reckon openly with questions of social status and hierarchy; it feels embarrassing and shallow, and counter to an egalitarian narrative we have about ourselves. But suckers, chumps, stooges, and marks are canonically low-status—and status threats feel existential. The accusation that you have played the fool is serious: you have debased yourself, and, worse, cooperated in your own social demotion. Whether the scam is particularized and clear-cut or diffuse and structural, it feels terrible to look around and wonder, Wait, am I the fool here?

That dawning fear can be an unintentionally powerful motivator across larger-scale political and social dynamics. As rhetoric, it might be overt—an accusation or an insult—but often a sucker threat just lies in wait, more subterfuge than open warfare. Because the fear it inspires is both potent and covert, it is ripe for weaponization. Indeed, the deployment of sucker threats should feel very familiar to observers of American politics in the first part of the twenty-first century, when we all got a scared-straight-style education in sucker-phobic populism. The furious refusal that neither he, nor America, would play the fool was one of Donald Trump’s most consistent political values.

One of his favorite provocations on the campaign trail was to recite the lyrics to “The Snake,” a song written by the singer and civil rights activist Oscar Brown Jr. Although the song was originally written as a repudiation of racism, Trump appropriated the fable within it for a very different message. In the song, a woman finds a cold, injured snake, who pleads with her to take him in. She agrees, and he promptly bites her. As she is dying, the snake chides her: “You knew damn well I was a snake before you took me in.”

Extending a hand to children, or asylum seekers, or the huddled masses makes you a sucker, not a saint. Trump recited the song as a cautionary tale: Watch out for the snakes among you. But it’s worth puzzling for a minute over the particular snakes he was talking about. They were not criminal fraudsters or exploitative bosses; they were poor, desperate families, usually with children, asking for humanitarian asylum. They had minimal economic or political power and no material means. They would seem to be an unlikely threat. In fact, the focus on scams from the weak is key to the rhetorical move. The hustles that people are most afraid of, and most likely to call out, are those that threaten the status of the mark and imperil the societal status quo.

The themes that play out in the chapters of this book transcend scams and dupes; they are about social power and moral agency. The sucker rhetoric has a function: to threaten the status hierarchy. It also has a power: to make people react to protect that hierarchy by quashing the threat in one way or another. Because this sucker trigger is easy to pull and, once pulled, hard to ignore, it has profound consequences for cognitive processing and social cooperation. By invoking the duplicitous snake, Trump could make the compassionate instinct feel silly or naïve.

Fear of playing the fool dictates whom we are willing to trust and whom we hold at arm’s length. It keeps our eyes on the hierarchy and regulates allocation of power and status. As a phobia, it is structurally similar to other fears; my fight-or-flight response when I see a bear might involve more running, but it’s that same set of instincts that explains how people respond to the looming grift. The “fight” is intuitive, and it shows up everywhere from economics games played in labs to intimate partner violence to armed conflict. Threatened, the would-be sucker retaliates to thwart the attack on the social order.

Almost more invidious, though, is when the fearful mark reacts with flight, or avoidance, instead. It’s not as dramatic looking as fighting back, but when I am too scared to trust or too skeptical to take a leap, those choices also have serious ramifications. Refusal to engage can mean turning down opportunities, withdrawing cooperation, or resisting the prosocial urges of generosity and compassion. That apprehensive tendency to retreat has social and political consequences, too, from healthcare to welfare to immigration.

The recurrent psychological themes here—operators, marks, status, power, agency, avoidance—implicate some familiar political debates and some buried cultural narratives. A scan of our society shows fools’ fables everywhere. As an analytic lens, the sucker dynamic shapes the social construction of gender; the implications of dominance and weakness, credulity and savviness, are not parallel for men and women. It pervades racial animus and insists on racial hierarchy; it tells us whom to believe, whom to fear, and whom to scorn. Themes of hucksters and dupes reverberate through racist tropes, which often leave little daylight between the gleeful claims of intellectual inferiority (suckers) and the dark warnings that “they” are coming for white dominance and white money (connivers). The salience of the scam affects how we perceive social progress: Are we leveling the playing field or creating “welfare queens”? In turn, a heightened fear of sucker threats from marginalized groups has the perverse consequence of making those who hold the least formal power the most relentlessly subject to suspicion and surveillance, as audited earned-income tax credit filers, people ticketed for “driving while Black,” and videotaped warehouse workers can tell you.

Conversely—and perversely—some scams are fundamentally self-cooling, at least in our economic system. There are a lot of cons that we have to let slide, because living in this world requires taking a lot of raw deals. It should not be surprising that when a hustle reinforces the status quo, we tend to call it something else. When you get hazed to join a fraternity, it’s tradition. When Jeff Bezos takes home billions of dollars in a global pandemic, he’s a genius. When banks charge elaborate overdraft fees, that’s just business as usual. Perversely, the fear of playing the fool can make it really uncomfortable to call exploitative systems what they are: If the meritocracy is a scam, what does that make me?

The Goal

Should I share? Should I trust? Should I take this risk? If you ask people about their values in complex situations—economic, moral, and social dilemmas—their answer will be often be something like integrity. What choice vindicates my integrity? But that’s a hard problem: integrity is complex and resource-intensive. Should I donate to end child poverty? Should I lend money to my cousin? If I have explicit moral values, and I have familial obligations, and the facts are complex, and the consequences are probabilistic—the answer is probably unclear. Most moral quandaries leave a lot of room for error.

By contrast, it can be disarmingly easy to figure out who’s on top, who’s putting what over whom. Like most people, I see the status dynamics in any room at a glance. (After four decades of social feedback, I can guess who will remember my name or save me a seat, and I can figure out who wants attention and who is going to get it without trying.) Psychologically, without even knowing it, I may replace the harder question with the easier, determining what will increase my status rather than what will redeem my moral commitments. Asked for a loan, I demur; I don’t want people thinking I’m a dupe. Asked for forgiveness, I am churlish; I can’t let you take advantage of my good nature.

Or maybe not. Whether your value system is centered on the Golden Rule, or vulnerability, or duty, or something else, there’s a certain moral empowerment in facing the sucker head-on. We can cut the fearsome threat down to size, taking it seriously yet treating it as one variable among many, not a secret trigger of doom and degradation. We can perceive, and then defuse, its function as a weapon against social progress. The promise of reckoning with the sucker’s fear is the possibility of expansive moral agency.

There is a real, well-documented power in accounting explicitly for our implicit fears; it is the basis of techniques like cognitive-behavioral therapy, mindfulness exercises, or even cost-benefit analysis. The threat of being the sucker tends to be slippery and amorphous, suffusing our thinking but not quite announcing itself. This makes it really hard to reason with integrity, or even consistency, through complicated dilemmas. Sometimes, though, a pattern emerges, and suddenly a cacophony of social facts rearranges itself into something with a social meaning. It’s not just chaotic dread or inchoate shame: there is a scam in the offing. What we do when the sucker’s game comes into focus is up to us.

This book starts by just laying out the definition of a sucker’s game and the psychology of why it is such a potent construct. I trace the fear of playing the fool through studies from across the academy—psychology, sociology, economics, and even philosophy—to show a set of predictable behavioral patterns that not only explain individual human reactions but also society-level conflicts and prejudices. The book ends with a consideration of what it takes to cool out, and what we stand to gain.

* * *

In the winter of her fifth-grade year, two years into pandemic life, my daughter played in a local basketball league for nine- and ten-year-old girls. There was something about the experience of that season that everyone—the kids, the families, the coaches—found practically euphoric. It was hardly optimal basketball conditions; the girls played in masks, pulling them down only to take sips of water between periods. But they didn’t really care, and for the parents—it had just been so long since we had seen our kids out in the world in this way, and it felt like a revelation. We sat in the stands in KN95s, glasses fogged, giddy with the vicarious physical pleasure of it. We brought our teenage son to the playoffs, and he got it, too. When his little sister took a foul shot and actually made it, he jumped up and pumped his fists and then laughed so hard, he had tears in his eyes.

Half of the girls were new to basketball. As we watched game by game, they were figuring out the rules and the norms in real time. The referees were blessedly lax—any serious attention to traveling, or double dribble, would have ground the entire operation to a halt—but every once in a while someone would get called for a foul. In the early games, the offending player would often apologize, to her coach or the ref, for breaking the rules. It was a charming category error, hard to explain, although the coaches tried. Fouling isn’t really cheating, and it’s breaking a rule that you are sort of expected to break, but you also should try not to?

At the same time, our team’s coach was trying to help his players see the other side of this coin, too. Kids get really frustrated when a game seems unfair. The bench would buzz with complaints that the refs weren’t calling pushing or double-teaming (not allowed at this age) or whatever. One of the coach’s lessons, which I get is a standard youth sports thing, was just: That’s for me to worry about, not you; you can let that stuff go, and you should. My daughter loved this. She took the advice seriously and let it free her. Are they being nice? Is this fair? Did they follow the rules? You don’t have to worry about that! After she defended the league’s tallest player in a very physical matchup, she commented on the way home, “You know one thing that my opponents don’t expect about me is I don’t hold a grudge. Also, did you know she follows me on TikTok now?” Her team had just lost the last playoff game, 15 to 16.

The point is, you can feel cheated, but you don’t have to. The question is not whether threats exist but which ones deserve your attention. The prospect of playing the fool doesn’t have to feel existential. Maybe, I hope, the ability to recognize the sucker dynamic is the ability to decide what risks are worth taking, what relationships are meaningful, when to share, and when to protest—in other words, how to live with integrity in a sucker’s world.





Chapter 1

The Fear

My maternal grandfather, Luke, used to say that he was born in “aught eight.” Nearly a century later, he was living with my grandmother in their small house in Concord, New Hampshire, when their children began to badger them. Luke and Yvonne were well into their ninth decades and their kids—six daughters and a son—were increasingly concerned about their health and safety, taking notice of the new mobility limits and creeping cognitive decline. Luke’s body was giving him more trouble than his mind; my grandmother was spry enough but recently diagnosed with the first signs of Alzheimer’s dementia. They still lived independently, and my grandmother did the driving.

“She’s the body and I’m the brain,” he would say gruffly.

My grandmother was struggling to remember things. Her kids discovered a partially opened tin can of tuna fish, warm and fetid, in the microwave. Laundry had grown mysterious. She had once moved her ironing board to the living room, working through baskets of shirts in front of the televised McCarthy hearings. Now she might answer the door wearing two or three men’s sweaters hanging over her slacks.

On a visit my parents found her stymied by the mechanics of her kitchen phone, a literal lifeline. My father sat with her and picked it up. “Hello? Yvonne, it’s for you,” he said cheerfully into the dial tone, handing her the receiver. The role play tweaked some muscle memory, and she held it to her ear, relieved.

My mom brought her on outings, once to the L.L.Bean store, where they sat outside the changing rooms and regarded one another.

“Mom? Are you hungry?” asked the daughter.

“Not hungry. Just suspicious,” answered the mother.

Luke and Yvonne did not have a next step in mind, although Luke threatened that maybe they would just “go live with Helen.” His sister Helen had recently celebrated her 102nd birthday.

My grandfather had failed his driver’s test when his fused vertebrae made it impossible to turn his neck to check for cross traffic. Instead, he would sit in the passenger seat and yell commands to my grandmother, who would mostly comply in a timely fashion. With the road safety writing on the wall, my mother and aunt were appointed from the sibling consortium to escort Yvonne to the doctor, where she was told—gently, I hope—that their two-body piloting system was no longer safe. Arrangements for drivers and deliveries were made, and my mother promised she’d be back to visit very soon.

This is the background against which my mother pulled into Concord a week later and learned that she was suspected, by her parents, of conspiracy to commit elder fraud. She arrived at the house and found the door unusually locked, my grandparents glowering from inside. She asked them to let her in. Luke shouted that they were onto her—the entire town was onto her. “It’s in the papers, Jane,” he yelled through the door.

It took some work to discern what plot, exactly, she was suspected of, but in the end she pieced it together. My mother and her sister were accused of seducing a local physician—my grandmother’s doctor. Thus plied, the doctor had been willing, on this remarkable account, to join in the falsification of his patient’s health records and the fraudulent deprivation of her driving privileges.

Although I think any doctor should be so lucky as to land a romantic escape with my mother and aunt, the sisters were somewhat unlikely seductresses, both psychotherapists with grown children and long-term marriages. There were a lot of plot holes in the story, too—what “papers” did they get in Concord that would cover this sort of affair?—but what united and grounded my grandparents was the swamp of suspicion that mired all of their inferences. If their daughters consulted with the doctor, it was a conspiracy; if they couldn’t drive anymore, it was a nefarious plot. Theirs was a confabulation that reflected more vibe than fact.

During this period they also grew wary of the delivery drivers who would bring them Meals on Wheels. They suspected a home health aide of stealing things from the kitchen. They were rigid with vigilance, spotting a con artist in every visiting nurse and a scam in each act of filial care. Their paranoia was pathological, a classic presentation for early dementia. (Although my grandfather did not himself have Alzheimer’s, he was generally inclined to extreme skepticism and thus well-suited to this folie à deux.)

Most of us will never have clinical paranoia, and yet the dread—“not hungry, just suspicious”—is deeply familiar. We have all been gripped with that sudden fear, the warning prickle of a scam on the horizon.

The fear of playing the fool is a cultural trope and a human experience that almost everyone understands. At one extreme the fear is paranoia—irrational and even diagnostic of mental illness, like my grandparents’. But we are also well acquainted with the other version of sucker’s wariness, the honorable kind; even my grandparents’ self-protective instincts were clearly rooted in straightforward values of prudence and thrift. They had lived their lives on cautions about wooden nickels, fools and their money, and caveat emptor. Until it was called paranoia, their wary stance was entirely sensible, even prescriptive. You should be afraid of people taking advantage of you.

The two extremes of suckerdom, paranoia and prudence, present a clean dichotomy, but that’s a dramatically incomplete picture, because the real fools’ dilemmas happen in the squishy middle. Am I a sucker if I trust a stranger? What if I invest in my friend’s dubious startup or report every tip on my tax filing? Most of the time, fear of being duped is neither clearly irrational nor clearly rational. Everyday life is full of opportunities and fool’s games—and no warning labels.

The systematic study of this lurking sucker’s fear was only recently articulated as a coherent, distinct psychological phenomenon. The experimental psychologists Roy Baumeister, Kathleen Vohs, and Jason Chin coined the term “sugrophobia,” joining the Latin roots for “sucking” and “fear” tongue-in-cheek (get it?), in 2007. In an article called “Feeling Duped: Emotional, Motivational, and Cognitive Aspects of Being Exploited by Others,” they proposed an overarching theory of the sucker: that the fear of being scammed is a unique human experience, and we can plot its psychological triggers and consequences. What raises those hackles? A cooperative venture, the risk of betrayal, the premonition that you might sign up and be left holding the bag.

Sitting Ducks

To see how context clues set off the sugrophobic antennae, consider an early experiment in social psychology. Sam Gaertner, then a graduate student at City University New York, used two fraught sites for the wary—the telephone and the highway—to raise his subjects’ sucker hackles.

It was 1971, and under Gaertner’s protocol a random sample of Brooklyn voters received a phone call from a stranger. The stranger, audibly relieved that the call had been answered, shouted, “Hello. . . . Ralph’s Garage. This is George Williams. . . . Listen, I’m stuck out here on the parkway, and I’m wondering if you’d be able to come out here and look at my car?” None of the Brooklyn voters who got this call were running an auto shop, so they would each say something like “Uh, sorry, wrong number.” But the caller would persist according to a script:

Listen I’m terribly sorry to have disturbed you but listen—I’m stuck out here on the highway, and that was the last dime I had! I have bills in my pocket, but no more change to make another phone call. Now I’m really stuck out here. What am I going to do now? . . . Listen . . . do you think you could do me the favor of calling the garage and letting them know where I am? I’ll give you the number. They know me over there.

A dime for a call from a pay phone, the numbers drawn from a public phone book, no cell phones at all—it’s hard to imagine. (I bought a used Subaru when I was a senior in high school, when we had seen car phones on TV but not really in person yet, at least not in Maine. Even I of highly cautious maternal oversight was allowed to drive country roads at night with an old car, new skills, and zero backup plan. Now the idea is so harrowing that my own memory seems implausible.)

But in 1971, George Williams’s story was plausible and even familiar, though strictly speaking false, since that was not his name and the number he gave did not connect to Ralph’s Garage. Instead it went to a receptionist who would take the caller’s relayed information and enter it as data, in this case for Sam Gaertner’s study of the psychology of helping behavior.

Thirty years later, in suburban North Carolina, a different team of psychologists was offering unsuspecting subjects another suspicious story, although this time it was enticement rather than entreaty. Research assistants set up a table in a shopping mall food court with a large sign reading: “Free Money! $1 Bills Available Here!” and just counted: How many approached and how many walked by? (In their original sugrophobia paper, Baumeister, Vohs, and Chin cited this very study as a classic sucker’s dilemma.)

These two studies were ostensibly about very different aspects of human psychology. The original Ralph’s Garage research actually had a pretty complicated theory of race and political ideology, trying to understand whether helping behavior would change depending on the race of the caller and the age and political party of the target.* The “Free Money!” study was part of a suite of experiments about the psychological “power of ‘free.’” In both cases the authors were leveraging their intuition that subjects would be tempted but wary, that their choices would be manipulable in that squishy middle. Even if you don’t know what these studies are about, you can put yourself in the position of the subjects and imagine their decision process. Should I do this? leads naturally to What if this is a scam?

For myself, I can feel my way through the decisions in the hypothetical. How would I have decided what to do if I had gotten that call from George Williams? I like to think I’d start with a little cost-benefit analysis. What are my goals, and what does it cost to meet them? In this case, the moral calculus looks pretty easy. I find it gratifying to be helpful. Interpersonal generosity is part of my explicit value system. Meanwhile, my time is valuable, but it is not that valuable. Certainly I have wasted many minutes today much as I do every other day. So I prefer to believe that I would have taken a moment and called Ralph’s Garage if I had gotten that request. Even as I write that, though, I can feel the frisson of doubt that might have stopped me—and I would be in good company. Those random Brooklyn voters hung up or refused to call the garage between one-quarter and one-third of the time, although all that was at stake was a twenty-second local call.

And the free money? I might reason that, as a matter of my baseline preferences, I usually prefer more money over less money. I would pick up a dollar on the street, and I would accept a dollar’s worth of free samples at the grocery store, so it seems like I would take free money if that was the sample on offer. But like almost everyone else at the mall that day, I would probably walk right by a “Free Money!” table. And in fact, more than 90 percent of people avoided their table. Later they tried offering up to $50, and even then fewer than one in four people stopped to inquire.

Anyone who has ever been subscribed for years to a service after they accepted the “free trial” is justifiably suspicious that most offers of free money are not free at all. As kids, my sister and I filled out a newspaper offer form to get twelve CDs for a penny from the Columbia House Music Club. All you had to do was agree to let them send you one album of their choice every month for the rest of the year—refundable, of course, if you filled out the return form, and packed it up, and mailed it back within two weeks of receipt. This is how we ended up knowing all the lyrics to every song on the Right Said Fred debut album. If I saw the “Free Money!” table, I wouldn’t want to be the sucker who politely sits through a sales pitch or feels pressured into giving them my email or signing up for their newsletter. As it turned out, though, there was no scam. They were just handing out dollars to anyone who approached the table and asked.

On the one hand, Ralph’s Garage and “Free Money!” are both deeply familiar dilemmas. Who among us hasn’t ignored a dubious plea for help or rejected an offer because it was too good to be true? On the other hand, it’s not clear that the fear of being duped was a helpful emotion for those particular subjects. The costs of engagement were intentionally minimal: you walk away without your free money if the table is a scam; you call someone you didn’t need to call if Ralph’s Garage doesn’t exist.

Of course, the real cost was never the money, the time, or the hassle. The price of engaging in a scam, even briefly, is the psychological cost of confronting the self as fool. Many of us want to call the garage just in case it might help, and we would want to check out the free money and see if it’s legit. We demur because we are scared. We are afraid that if we take a risk and get it wrong, we are going to feel foolish, and that feeling is so bad that it’s worth avoiding.

When Vohs, Baumeister, and Chin wrote about sugrophobia fifteen years ago, they identified an important state of the science: they pointed out that psychology knows a lot about the feeling of being duped. There are deep literatures on its constitutive elements like betrayal, regret, shame, and social emotions, among others. And yet, we almost never talk about the fear of being duped as a coherent construct—as something that drives our decisions and behaviors. It’s true that the cognitive and emotional life of a potential sucker (that’s everyone!) is complicated, but it can and should be dissected to answer the key questions: Why do I hold back when I want to be generous, hang up on the distressed caller, forgo the attractive opportunity that might be too good to be true? What exactly are we so afraid of?

The very concept of sugrophobia as a literal phobia suggests that the fear of playing the sucker is less like rational caution and more like the kinds of things on your personal deep-fear list. For me: snakes, ticks, and people being mad at me. These are encounters, even imagined encounters, that I experience as Really Bad whether or not they have any material consequences for my health, wallet, or social life. I am truly phobic about snakes. In theory, the crux of that fear is a fear of snakebites, which would suggest, for example, that I would be all right with defanged snakes or snakes in cages. I assure you I am not; the mere thought of being in a room with a caged snake elicits a deep, visceral dread. The fear of playing the fool is similar. The prospect of being a sucker makes people fearful enough to avoid small risks and minor affronts, even when their own conscious calculations would tell them that there’s nothing to be afraid of. That’s probably no big deal when all I’m missing out on is the Reptile House at the zoo, but it matters more when it warns people off from relationships or opportunities or experiences they really value.

Being suckered taps into two unusually aversive human conditions: regret and alienation. By coincidence or cultural conditioning or evolutionary adaptation, the pain of self-recrimination (regret) and the pain of social isolation (alienation) are each capable of sparking the kind of outsized misery that people will take pains to avoid.

The Cringe Reel

I have a mental tape I can play, especially around three o’clock in the morning, that’s like a life highlight reel, but instead of highlights it’s just regrets. There is a lot of material to sift through, but my brain has a viciously precise search engine that permits it to locate any regret by date or theme instantaneously. Being fooled is of course not the only regret trigger—unfortunately it’s one among many—but it is an incredibly reliable regret trigger. One of the things that is so excruciating about being a sucker is that you have this mental footage of yourself, blithely agreeing to your own downfall, that threatens to play on repeat. Sucker’s games are regret factories. You can’t be a sucker unless you cooperate, and the road to self-recrimination is paved with naïve cooperation.

At the start of this book, I compared the reaction to being randomly targeted in a data hack with the reaction to giving money to a fake charity. Both cases are annoying for a few moments and then end up okay, but one of those scenarios comes with a cringe reel and the other does not. If I get a random bank alert because of a hack, for example, I am not regretful. I’m annoyed and wish the hacker had chosen someone else’s number, or a different profession; overall, though, I am focused on the behavior of the hacker. There is nothing for me to feel badly about. Regret applies to the choices I make, and here the only choices are the criminal choices of the hackers themselves.

In the charity scam, however, I am focused on my poor judgment. The charity scammers are no less to blame than the hackers, but my cooperation changes my focus. If I have been complicit, it is my behavior playing on loop, not theirs. Even if I get pickpocketed or my car is broken into, I may have regrets about where I parked or whether I forgot to zip my purse, but those regrets land differently, more diffuse, less entangled in self-blame. If I agree to a scam, it’s like I taped the Kick Me sign on my own back. That is the essence of the sucker’s regret.

What purpose does it serve us, individually or as a species, to feel bad about playing the fool? The most basic answer is that a bad feeling like regret promotes learning. As a human parent with two children, I am often grateful that we find the experience of regret so deeply unpleasant. Regret is an effective teacher for a kid tempted to put his hand back on the hot stove or pull the cat’s tail again and see what happens this time. There is learning about scams, too. Unlike other kinds of overt threats—fire, or lions—it takes some experience to figure out which kinds of situations are traps. By definition, con games do not announce themselves. Learning how to spot them yields benefits. People are regretful of outcomes that they could have controlled; you want to learn to avoid the bad outcomes you can avoid. By contrast, fear of things you have no control over is not very productive, because it yields no action items and has no natural boundaries. It makes sense to think you should spend more time mulling your investment losses from a Ponzi scheme than from an unforeseeable market drop, because dwelling on the former serves an educational function that dwelling on the latter does not.

The value of regret is that it leads to learning—but most of us know that regret can be a mean, zealous teacher, insisting on lessons we will overlearn and warnings we will over-heed. People develop exquisitely sensitive radar for mistakes that will yield footage for the cringe reel, and the biggest red flag is situations soliciting cooperation. In Ralph’s Garage and in “Free Money!” the subjects saw setups that by their very structure previewed the self-recrimination to come. Both studies asked people to make a choice, to affirmatively engage in an optional transaction. That alone would be enough for subjects to preview exactly how it might go wrong: bait, switch, regret.

The difference between a scam and a robbery is that the mark appears to part with his money voluntarily, whereas the robbery victim is not complicit. Sometimes the voluntariness is even less salient but rather merely any kind of active cooperation with a scam. Imagine for a moment that I belong to a group where members have to pay dues. After years of faithfully paying my dues, I learn that others, also members in good standing, routinely underpay. Indeed, imagine being an American taxpayer and learning that while I report honestly on my income, many of those wealthier than I am do not. There are a lot of plausible reactions to this scenario: frustration with failures of accounting or condemnation of my greedier peers. Not least among these responses is the cascade of emotions that might flow from my sense that I’ve been a chump, a literal loser.

Regret is a workhorse of an emotion, because it sucks in real time and also looms overlarge in the hypothetical. We experience regret all the time, of course, and our deep experience with that emotion makes us feel like we understand it, but there is also a puzzle at its heart: regret sometimes comes untethered from the harm that unleashed it and goes on to attain an emotional status of its own. When “George Williams” or eager undergraduates try to flag down their next study participant, the targets are already mentally playing out the consequences of agreeing. What could go wrong if I agree to this? What could go wrong if I ignore it? One of the implications of the sucker setup is that the emotional fallout looms large remarkably independent of the material harm. In both of the studies, the practical downsides of cooperation were relatively limited, but I think they still elicited that feeling of anticipated regret.

Imagine that I see a snake sunning itself on a rock and decide to reach over and pet it. The snake bites my hand and it hurts. My feelings of regret for my choice would hopefully cause me to refrain from snake petting the next time. That’s a great use of regret—thanks, evolution—and as an empirical matter, we know that people do in fact try to avoid the snake or the hot stove the next time. The twist is that people do more than that. They try to avoid the harm, of course, but almost on a separate cognitive track they try to figure out how to avoid the feeling of regret. Feeling regretful stings by itself, even independent of the pain of the bite.

If you think about regret for a minute, you’ll probably guess that you regret bad choices, and the amount of regret you feel is roughly proportionate to the badness of the choice. For example, I should regret gambling away $100 more than I regret gambling away $10. This is in fact a good, rough estimate, but in real life there is a predictable caveat. It turns out that what triggers an acute regret response is not necessarily that something was really bad. For example, if I park my car in its normal spot and lock it as usual and it gets broken into overnight, I feel anger or sadness but not much regret. What could I have done? If I don’t buy a raffle ticket and someone else wins, I feel fine: I’ll never know if the winning ticket was the exact one I passed up.

What triggers regret is when you know you could have had something better and you see how you could have gotten it. Some phenomena trigger that perseverating what-if self-recrimination and others do not. In sucker’s games, the regret stakes tend to be lopsided. The fear of feeling regretful, regret aversion, causes us to materially change our behavior by favoring decisions that seem less likely to produce regret later on. This is how I have been talked into buying rental car insurance. (“But, ma’am, how are you going to feel if you damage this car and know you could have had it paid for?”) What produces regret is the knowledge of what might have been, not the poor choice per se.

Go back to the “Free Money!” example for a minute. There are two ways that the interaction might end in regret. One is that you walk over to the table and it’s a scam; they want your Social Security number and your
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