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DisConnected

In his powerful new book, Steve Taylor sets out clearly how hyper-disconnected people are responsible for a large proportion of the brutality and suffering which has filled human history. He provides a stark warning that, in our time of “Strongmen” leaders, hyper-disconnected people make the worst possible leaders in every conceivable way. In vividly demonstrating how protecting ourselves from such dangerous leaders is now the most urgent task facing humanity, DisConnected is essential reading in these frightening times.

Ian Hughes, author of Disordered Minds: How Dangerous Personalities Are Destroying Democracy

This may be the most important book you read this year. Documenting how increasingly sophisticated disinformation campaigns are fuelling the rise of pathocracy – literally rule by the disordered – Dr. Taylor explains why malignant narcissists are taking over the world in the 21st Century.

John Gartner PhD, Founder, Duty To Warn

Dr. Steve Taylor is a creative psychological thinker who has consistently enlarged our understanding of human experience and its highest possibilities. I recommend his newest book, DisConnected, a lively and important work on politics and leadership. I recommend it to all who are concerned with humanity’s future in our increasingly connected world.

Edward Hoffman PhD, author of Visions of Innocence and The Way of Splendor

The task of linking modern psychological insights, the character of human societies, and perennial spiritual wisdom is crucial. Continuing his contribution to this work, through the lens of connection and disconnection, Steve Taylor does us a great service. He will aid those who are confused about the nature of enlightenment, those who suffer because their lives are distorted by disconnection in themselves or those around them. He will also help others who perceive the fundamental connection that is our ground and seek to understand more, practically and experientially, about the depths and intimacies of our being.

Dr Mark Vernon, writer and psychotherapist
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Introduction

From Gandhi to Hitler

In 1939, at his ashram near the city of Wardha in central India, Mahatma Gandhi was growing increasingly concerned about events in Europe. Now 69 years old, Gandhi had spent his life as an advocate of non-violence, so was disturbed by the conflict that seemed about to erupt thousands of miles away. When the news reached Gandhi that Hitler had invaded Czechoslovakia, he decided to write to the German dictator. In a letter dated July 1939, Gandhi addressed Hitler as “Dear Friend”, and wrote, “It is quite clear that you are today the one person in the world who can prevent a war which may reduce humanity to a savage state. Must you pay that price for an object however worthy it may appear to you to be? Will you listen to the appeal of one who has deliberately shunned the method of war not without considerable success?”1

Gandhi’s appeal to Hitler was perhaps not as far-fetched as it might at first seem. Several years earlier, Gandhi had a friendly private meeting with Mussolini in Rome, while in Europe for a peace conference with the British government. The Italian leader was impressed with Gandhi – mainly because of his opposition to the British Empire – calling him a “genius and a saint.” Perhaps Gandhi hoped that Hitler was aware of his activities too and was similarly well-disposed to him.

It is not known whether this letter reached Hitler – perhaps it never even left India. But if Hitler did read it, he ignored it. Just a few weeks later, he invaded Poland, triggering the outbreak of World War II.

A year into the war, Gandhi tried again. This time he wrote a more detailed and reasoned letter to Hitler, imploring him to “stop the war.” He appealed to Hitler’s sense of humanity, writing that, “My business in life has been for the past 33 years to enlist the friendship of the whole of humanity by befriending mankind, irrespective of race, color or creed.” Gandhi praised Hitler’s bravery and his “devotion to your fatherland” but then sternly reprimanded him for his invasions of other countries, which he called “monstrous and unbecoming of human dignity.” Then he came to the point: “I, therefore, appeal to you in the name of humanity to stop the war… If you attain success in the war, it will not prove that you were in the right. It will only prove that your power of destruction was greater.”2

Again, it is not known whether Hitler ever read Gandhi’s second letter. If he did, we can imagine him flying into a rage and throwing the pages into the fire. At any rate, Gandhi’s attempt to reason with Hitler was doomed to failure.

One striking thing about Gandhi’s letters to Hitler is their naivety. Gandhi was nothing if not a man of reason. His philosophy of non-violent resistance was eminently rational, based on his realisation that violent resistance to oppression is counterproductive, since it always leads to more violence. Because of his ability to appeal to the reason and humanity of others, Gandhi’s approach had been strikingly successful.

In his letters, Gandhi assumes that Hitler is a man of reason too, capable of understanding the rationale of his arguments. Like the lawyer that he originally was, Gandhi assumes that if he states his case clearly enough, Hitler will reconsider his actions. But Gandhi was completely wrong, of course. Trying to reason with someone as deeply disordered as Hitler is like speaking to them in a language they can’t understand. It was pointless appealing to his sense of humanity because he had no sense of humanity.

Gandhi’s naivety was also evident in his belief that the best way to defeat the Nazis was through non-violent resistance. Writing to the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, Gandhi suggested that German Jews who were being terrorised by the Nazis could “melt” the hearts of their persecutors with non-resistance. Clearly, this would have been a disastrous strategy against the Nazi regime, which was far too psychopathic and brutal to acquiesce to moral principles. If the rest of the world had practised satyagraha against them, the Nazis would no doubt have taken full advantage by causing even greater mayhem and conquering the entire planet.

However, perhaps the main reason why Gandhi’s interaction with Hitler is so significant is because as human beings they were polar opposites, standing at opposing extremes on the vast continuum of human nature.

Disconnection vs. Connection

As his naivety suggests, Gandhi was certainly not a perfect person. As a young man in South Africa, he made some contentious statements about the country’s indigenous black population. At the age of 37, he treated his wife with a startling lack of consideration by taking a vow of celibacy without consulting her. Nevertheless, in many ways Gandhi was an exceptional human being. In his philosophy of non-violence and his capacity for altruism and self-sacrifice (as exemplified by his public fasts, which brought him close to death), he represented an ideal of goodness. In his willingness to sacrifice his own desires and interests (and even his own life) for universal principles of justice and peace, he embodied the selflessness of pure spirituality.

In contrast, Hitler had a severely disordered personality, with traits of psychopathy, narcissism and paranoia. With no capacity for empathy, he was unable to form any emotional bonds with other people, whom he regarded as mere objects. In reverse to Gandhi, Hitler was monomaniacally obsessed with the pursuit of his own goals (which by extension became the goals of the Third Reich) and unconcerned if millions of human beings perished in the process. He was completely indifferent to the pain and destruction his actions caused. In fact, because of his sadistic tendencies, Hitler relished causing suffering and witnessing the pain of others. Devoid of conscience, he was unable to feel emotions such as guilt, shame and responsibility. As a result, Hitler and his coterie of similarly disordered Nazis (such as Himmler and Goering) were capable of limitless brutality and depravity.

The fundamental difference between Hitler and Gandhi is one of connection. The “goodness” of Gandhi – or of any highly altruistic and spiritually developed person – is the result of a highly connected sense of self, which experiences a high level of empathy and compassion towards others. With a highly connected sense of self, you can take other people’s perspectives and sense their suffering, which generates an impulse to alleviate their suffering. You become capable of altruism – which literally means, other-ism. You can subsume your desires and sacrifice your well-being for the sake of others. You may even be willing to sacrifice your life for others. You become aware of the importance of justice and equality, knowing that all human beings are entitled to the same rights and opportunities.

In contrast, Hitler represents a state of extreme disconnection. The brutality of a figure such as Hitler – or any person with strong psychopathic and/or narcissistic traits – stems from a self that is so disconnected that it has no capacity for empathy. This type of self is completely enclosed within itself, completely walled off and cut off from others. As a result, it is unable to sense the suffering or to take the perspective of others. It is unable to look beyond its own desires and ambitions, and unable to curtail these if they cause suffering to others.

Without empathy, hyper-disconnected people (as I will refer to them from now on) such as Hitler don’t have any qualms about inflicting suffering on others. The suffering of others is immaterial to them. People only have value to the extent they can help them attain their goals, or (in the cases where hyper-disconnected people have strong narcissistic tendencies) help satisfy their need for attention and admiration. If this is the case, hyper-disconnected people exploit and manipulate others in order to extract as much gain as possible. If others don’t have value in this way, hyper-disconnected people see them as obstacles who can be persecuted and mistreated – and in extreme cases, even killed – without remorse.

In fact, like Hitler, hyper-disconnected people often have a strongly vindictive and sadistic aspect to their personality which derives enjoyment from mistreating others, and from observing suffering. In extreme cases, such as Stalin or Mao Zedong, there is an enjoyment of inflicting or witnessing torture. This destructive aspect of their personality also impels hyper-disconnected people to create conflict and chaos, and to wage war.

It goes almost without saying that hyper-disconnected people have no interest in justice or equality. Without the capacity for empathy, they don’t care about other people’s rights, or about oppression or inequality. If they have any notion of morality, it is purely self-centred. What is good and right – and deserving of reward – is whatever serves their interests and helps them satisfy their desires and goals. What is bad or wrong – and liable to be ruthlessly punished – is whatever frustrates or conflicts with their desires.

In extreme cases, this skewed sense of morality extends to what is real or not. Hyper-disconnected people have a tendency to self-delusion, due to their tenuous connection to reality. They aren’t just disconnected from other human beings, but also from reality itself. So if a real event doesn’t conform to their desires or ambitions – and is therefore “bad” in terms of their moral framework – they may simply pretend it didn’t happen. Negative information is treated as fraudulent, or manufactured by their enemies, as a part of a conspiracy.

The Origins of Evil

Theologians, philosophers and scientists have pondered over the origins of evil for centuries.

Why do some people purposely inflict suffering on others, and even seem to take pleasure in doing so? Is evil the result of the devil’s influence, as some Christians believe? Is it caused by genetic factors, or abnormal neurological functioning, as some scientists believe? Is it the result of social conditioning, as some psychologists believe – for example, when children aren’t taught moral values and are brought up to view violence and cruelty as normal?

In my view, however, the issue is quite simple. What we normally refer to as human goodness – with aspects such as kindness, altruism, fairness and justice – is the result of psychological connection. Essentially, goodness is the result of the ability to empathise – to sense other people’s suffering and take their perspective. Conversely, what we normally refer to as evil – with aspects such as brutality, cruelty, exploitation and oppression – is the result of psychological disconnection.

In my view, there are two main ways in which disconnection gives rise to evil behaviour. The first is a lack of empathy, which means that disconnected people can’t sense other people’s suffering or take their perspective. The second factor is the state of extreme separation that hyper-disconnected people experience. This means that they have a continual sense of incompleteness, together with a feeling of fragility and insignificance. These feelings generate a desire to accumulate power and wealth, and to dominate others. Essentially, they try to strengthen – or complete – themselves by gaining power. At the same time, their sense of separation creates frustration and discontent, which in turn creates a general sense of malevolence, with a desire to create conflict and chaos, almost as if they’re trying to take revenge on the world.

The Continuum of Connection

One of the most amazing things about human beings is that what we call “human nature” covers such a wide spectrum, from the psychopathic evil of Stalin and Hitler to the selfless goodness of Gandhi, Nelson Mandela or Martin Luther King. I illustrate this in a model that I call “The Continuum of Connection” (which you can see as a diagram at the back of this book, as Appendix 1). At the far left side of the continuum, there is a state of complete disconnection. This is where people with strong psychopathic and narcissistic traits are situated. Alongside Hitler and other brutal tyrants, here we can place serial killers, violent sadists and other extreme criminals. In other words, this is where human evil is situated.

At the far right side of the continuum, there is a state of intense connection. Here we find people with a very strong sense of empathy, and a high level of altruism. In other words, this is where human goodness is situated. Such “hyper-connected” people also feel a strong sense of connection to the natural world, to animals and other living beings – to the whole cosmos, even. In especially intense cases, they may even feel that they are one with the whole world, with no sense of separation at all.

Every human being has a sense of identity, of being “somebody” living inside their own mental space. But hyper-connected people have a soft and fluid sense of self. Although their sense of identity is rooted in their own mental space, it expands outside them too. As I will explain towards the end of this book – when we look at the exact nature of the connection between human beings – there is a sense in which all human beings (and other living beings) are deeply interconnected, since we share the same fundamental consciousness or being. Because their sense of self is soft and fluid, hyper-connected people can sense this interconnection strongly, which gives rise to their empathy and altruism. On the other hand, hyper-disconnected people have a very solid, rigid and strong sense of self that encloses them in their mental space. They are unable to sense their fundamental connection with others.

In the terminology of spirituality, we can refer to highly connected people as “awakened”. This is where this book links to my research as a psychologist, and also to my previous books. In my research, I have found that one of the main characteristics of the spiritually awakened state is a strong sense of connection – to other human or living beings, nature or the universe in general. Other major characteristics are high levels of compassion and altruism. When people undergo spiritual awakening – either as a gradual process or in a sudden and dramatic transformation – they switch from a mode of accumulation (trying to get as much as they can from the world) to a mode of contribution (trying to give as much as they can to the world). In this sense, “wakefulness” – or enlightenment – is the polar opposite of the hyper-disconnected state.

As we will see in Chapter 1, psychologists often use the terminology of personality disorders to describe hyper-disconnected people, diagnosing them with conditions such as psychopathy or narcissistic personality disorder. So we could also see psychopathy or NPD as polar opposites of spiritual wakefulness, situated at the opposite ends of the continuum of connection.

Most human beings are in the middle of the continuum of connection, somewhere between the extremes of psychopathy and wakefulness. We are a combination of good and evil, capable of both selfishness and selflessness. Our behaviour may fluctuate from day to day, from mood to mood, and situation to situation. In our most connected moments, we feel empathy and compassion and act selflessly. In our most disconnected moments, we are dominated by our own needs and desires and act selfishly and cruelly. Sometimes our position on the continuum of connection may even fluctuate from moment to moment. For example, imagine if you’re in a bad mood and someone irritates you. You might respond aggressively, by insulting them or even pushing or kicking them. Then the person shows that they’re upset and you suddenly shift into a state of empathic connection. You sense the suffering you’ve caused, feel ashamed of your behaviour and apologise.

Our position on the continuum of connection might simply depend on how tired or stressed we are. Research has shown that people tend to be more empathic and altruistic – in other words, more connected – when we feel relaxed and calm.3 We might also shift to a different point along the continuum during crises and emergencies. Emergency situations – such as accidents, natural disasters and even warfare – often bring out an impulsive selflessness in people, leading to many courageous and heroic acts. (We will see some examples of this in Chapter 11 of this book.) Periods of crises also have a strong bonding effect on communities as a whole, shifting them up to a higher level of integration.4

From another perspective, our position on the continuum of connection may fluctuate at different times of our lives. Some people become more connected and altruistic in their senior years, as they let go of personal ambitions and goals. For other older people, the opposite phenomenon occurs, and they become more embittered and self-centred.

Our position on the continuum of connection may also vary according to gender. Generally speaking (of course there are many exceptions), women tend to be slightly further along the continuum of connection than men. For reasons that are difficult to establish precisely (although I will examine some theories later) men appear to be generally more disconnected than women. This has been well established by research showing that women have higher levels of empathy and altruism. These empathy differences are evident from a young age. Studies of children’s styles of play have shown that girls are much more likely to allow turn-taking than boys, and that boys show much more competitiveness. As adults, women give much more money to charity than men – around twice as much, according to some studies.5 This trend is also evident in the fact that men are much more likely than women to have psychopathic traits.6 As the psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen has stated, using neurological language, “the female brain is predominantly hard-wired for empathy. The male brain is predominantly hard-wired for understanding and building systems.”7

It’s also important to note that we have some control over our position on the continuum. As we will see towards the end of the book, one of the main themes of all the world’s spiritual traditions and paths – from Hindu and Buddhist spirituality, Chinese Taoism to Christian and Judaic mysticism – is to transcend separation and move towards connection and union. They are effectively paths of connection. These traditions encourage us to uncentre ourselves from the ego, letting go of selfish desires and personal ambitions. They encourage us to follow a life of service, helping those in need and radiating good will.

In other words, the primary goal of spiritual development – whether it occurs in the context of the above traditions or in a more spontaneous or eclectic way – is to move further along the continuum of connection.

The Structure of this Book

The structure of this book roughly follows the continuum of connection itself. We begin in a state of extreme disconnection, before moving towards states of increasing connection.

In the first part of the book, we examine hyper-disconnected minds in detail. In Chapter 1, we examine the states of hyper-disconnection that psychologists usually describe as personality disorders, such as psychopathy and narcissistic personality disorder. Nowadays most psychologists agree that such disorders overlap to a large degree and are difficult to distinguish. As a result, it’s common to speak of a “dark triad” of psychopathic, narcissistic and Machiavellian traits. However, I prefer to use the more general term “disorders of disconnection.”

In Chapter 2, we examine the link between disconnection and crime. If a person with a disorder of disconnection is from an underprivileged background, their lack of empathy and conscience makes it almost inevitable that they become criminals. We will also see that a lot of crime is related to a state of “shallow disconnection” caused by social deprivation, environmental conditioning or drug addiction, bringing a temporary “switching off” of empathy and conscience. We’ll also look at the “selective disconnection” of terrorists, who absorb ideologies which persuade them to switch off empathy towards certain groups.

However, hyper-disconnected people may also follow more conventional career paths. In Chapter 3, we’ll see that some gravitate toward the business or corporate world. The corporate world attracts them because it’s so competitive and hierarchical, with power and wealth strongly concentrated at the highest levels. Hyper-disconnected people use their ruthlessness and manipulative skills to rise quickly through hierarchies and attain the power and wealth that they crave.

In Chapters 4 to 7, we examine the major way that hyper-disconnected people inflict suffering on the majority of normal people: through political power. With their strong desire for power, it’s inevitable that hyper-disconnected people feel attracted to politics, and often become senators, ministers, governors or advisors, as well as presidents and prime ministers. Their ruthlessness and lack of empathy make it relatively easy for them to attain political power. As a result, the governments of countries – at a national and local level – are often made up of “dark triad” personalities with psychopathic and narcissistic traits.

This is the problem of “pathocracy” – government by hyper-disconnected people – which in my view is one of the biggest problems in the history of the human race. The people who rise into the highest positions of power are often precisely the kind of people who should not be entrusted with power. For every Nelson Mandela or Thomas Jefferson, there have been legions of ruthless, unprincipled and disordered leaders like Hitler, Stalin or Saddam Hussein, who have wreaked havoc on their countries, and on the wider world. A large proportion of the brutality and suffering which has filled human history – including warfare, oppression, injustice and even modern-day environmental destruction – is due to the actions of these hyper-disconnected people.

In Chapter 4, we examine the problem of pathocracy generally, with a historical overview. I suggest that, in pre-modern times, leaders and rulers were slightly less likely to be hyper-disconnected, due to a lack of social mobility and the hereditary nature of power. In Chapter 5, we examine the devasting effects of pathocracy during the 20th century. Due to the collapse of traditional social structures and a lack of democratic systems, hyper-disconnected people took control of societies all over the world. As a result, the 20th century was by far the most violent and murderous century in history. As we see in Chapter 6, in the 21st century there are some promising signs, such as the smaller number of dictatorships in Africa and South America. However, traditionally democratic parts of the world such as Europe and North America have actually moved closer to pathocracy. A new type of hyper-disconnected leader has emerged, with strongly narcissistic traits (in contrast to leaders with strongly psychopathic traits, such as Hitler, Stalin and Mao Zedong).

In Chapter 7, we examine how the personality traits of hyper-disconnected people manifest themselves in politics. Hyper-disconnected leaders are inevitably nationalistic and authoritarian. The nation becomes an extension of their own identity, and they are obsessed with increasing national prestige and power as a way of increasing their own power. They always follow “hard-line” policies, persecuting minorities and taking away rights and civil liberties. They always try to take control of the media, and to clamp down on dissent. All of this “fascist” behaviour is the inevitable consequence of their narcissistic and psychopathic traits. Over time, these traits always grow stronger, resulting in more extreme authoritarianism and oppression. Hyper-disconnected leaders also tend to grow more and more paranoid over time. As a result, the longer they remain in power, the more malevolent and destructive they become.

In Chapter 8, we examine one further avenue that hyper-disconnected people sometimes use to try to satisfy their need for power and prestige: religion and spirituality. I describe how hyper-disconnected people sometimes establish themselves as spiritual gurus or cult leaders, in isolated communities where they can indulge their needs for dominance and admiration. The unconditional worship of disciples is a perfect way for hyper-disconnected people to satisfy their narcissistic traits.

In Chapter 9, we discuss why many people are so willing to give their allegiance to hyper-disconnected people. Why do disconnected leaders hold so much appeal, both in the fields of spirituality and politics? There are countless cases of spiritual gurus who behave appallingly, and yet their corruption and immorality are denied or explained away by their adoring followers. Nothing seems to be able to dent the disciples’ unconditional worship. In a similar way, many people seem to be strongly attracted to hyper-disconnected politicians, no matter how corrupt and incompetent they are. I explain this in terms of the “abdication syndrome” – an impulse to return to a childhood state of irresponsibility, in which an infallible parental figure (in the guise of an authoritarian leader or a spiritual guru) takes control of our lives.

Towards Connection

In Chapter 10, we take a slight detour from individual psychology, and examine disconnection from a social perspective. We see that the continuum of connection can be applied to societies too, and that social progress can be measured in terms of how far we move along the continuum. (You can see a diagram of “The Social Continuum of Connection” at the back of the book, as Appendix 2.) We begin by travelling back to the prehistory of the human race, examining the simple hunter-gatherer way of life which our ancestors followed for tens of thousands of years. Based on anthropological and archaeological research, I argue that our prehistoric ancestors lived in a state of connection, without a sense of separateness to their immediate environment or their community. This was reflected in their social and sexual egalitarianism and their power-sharing practices, including measures to ensure that dominant, power-hungry people didn’t take control.

However, at some point a “fall” into disconnection occurred. This may have been partly connected to a shift to a sedentary lifestyle, with the advent of agriculture and the development of settlements and towns. Perhaps most fundamentally though, it was connected to a psychological change: the development of a more individuated sense of self. The fall into disconnection was severe. Most pre-modern societies – up to the beginning of the 18th century – were highly disconnected, with high levels of cruelty, violence and social oppression.

Moving towards the other side of the social continuum of connection, we find modern connected societies which are egalitarian, democratic and peaceful. Such societies are usually led by responsible and conscientious figures without psychopathic or narcissistic traits. Women have high status and often (in contrast to disconnected societies) take leadership roles. Over the past 300 years or so, there has been a trend towards increasing connection in many societies – particularly in Europe – with greater compassion, democracy and equality. Although most of the world’s population still live in disconnected societies, there are some grounds for optimism.

This takes us into the final section of the book, where we move further along the continuum of connection. In Chapter 11, we look at the phenomenon of altruism. In its purest sense, altruism is the result of connection. The fundamental connection between human beings creates empathy, which generates the impulse to alleviate other people’s suffering. Often this connection is obscured by our sense of separation, but in moments of connectedness, we feel the impulse to relieve other people’s pain in the same way that we feel the impulse to alleviate our own pain.

This leads to a discussion of the nature of the fundamental connection between human beings. If we are connected, what is the basis of our connection? When we sense each other’s pain and suffering (or each other’s joy), what is the basis of this shared experience? In the materialist worldview that prevails in modern Western cultures, there is an assumption that separateness is fundamental. Human beings are seen as biological machines, made up of selfish genes, who are enclosed inside our own bodies and brains. However, in my view, connection is fundamental, not separateness.

In Chapter 12, we examine the hyper-connected people who feel a powerful ongoing sense of empathy and compassion, and spend their lives serving and helping others. We look at some examples of highly connected leaders, who use their influence to alleviate suffering and oppression, and to promote justice and well-being. In Chapter 13, we examine the main way in which “hyper-connection” manifests itself: spirituality. Connection is the defining characteristic of spirituality. Spiritual experiences are essentially experiences of connection, and spiritual traditions (such as yoga, Taoism and Buddhism) lead us further along the continuum of connection.

In the final chapter, we discuss some practical measures to move towards connection, both individually and socially. I point out that what we consider “progress”, both individually and socially, is a movement towards connection. This movement towards increased connection is our greatest hope for the survival of our species. Without connection, it is impossible for us to live in harmony with our own selves, with one another, and with the world itself.

A word of warning: the first few chapters of this book won’t make pleasant reading. We’ll be exploring the darkest aspects of human nature, and the most brutal and violent types of human behaviour. But in the later chapters, the darkness clears and light emerges. In this way the progress of this book mirrors human progress itself, moving from separateness to connection, and from evil to goodness.





Chapter 1

Hyper-Disconnected People

Let’s begin with a thought experiment. I want you to put yourself in the shoes of a different person.

If you’re a relatively normal person, you no doubt feel sensitive to other people’s emotions. When your friends are sad, you feel sad too. When your friends are happy, it puts you in a good mood. And if you happen to hurt other people – intentionally or accidentally – you feel guilty and feel the impulse to apologise or make amends. No doubt there are some desires and ambitions you would like to fulfil, but you’re not ruthless in your pursuit of them. If your desires and ambitions are likely to hurt and exploit other people, then you’ll abandon or modify them.

But imagine that you’re someone who lacks these traits. When people around you are sad (say, about the end of a relationship or the death of a pet), you find it hard to comfort them. You find it hard to comprehend their emotions and aren’t sure how to react. When they receive good news, you can’t share their happiness. Other people seem somehow distant and foreign to you, like members of a different species. You find their intense emotions puzzling, since you have never experienced them yourself.

Another aspect of your character is that you’re highly confident. Other people seem to be held back by fear, guilt and embarrassment, but those feelings don’t seem to affect you. When you feel the impulse to do or say something, you go ahead and do it straight away, without considering the consequences. Others seem to be impressed by your directness and decisiveness, and you find that you can control them. You can manipulate them, charm them, and usually persuade them to follow your wishes. You feel superior to them, and enjoy the sense of control.

Most seriously of all, you don’t have any qualms about hurting other people. Other people seem like objects to you, without sentience or feelings. You use and abuse them as you wish, just as you would any inanimate objects. If people have any value to you, it is only as vehicles who can help you satisfy your desires or ambitions, or perhaps as followers who can help satisfy your need for power and admiration.

If you did imagine this person’s inner world, it shows that you are not that type of person. People who live in the state of extreme disconnection I’ve just described find it impossible to put themselves in other people’s shoes. They are so locked up inside themselves that they can’t see the world from any perspective besides their own. They’re so locked up inside themselves that they have no sense of other people’s feelings or experiences.

It’s normal for human beings to experience some degree of separation. Most of us have a sense that we are “somebody” who lives inside our own bodies and brains. Our own thoughts and feelings occur within our mental space, and the events of the world seem to take place “out there” in the world. This sense of separation can be uncomfortable, bringing a sense of isolation and incompleteness. In my book The Fall, I referred to this state as “ego-separation” and suggested that it is at the root of psychological problems such as loneliness and boredom, and social problems such as warfare, patriarchy and sexual repression. But our normal sense of separateness isn’t so strong that it completely disconnects us. Most of us still feel a sense of empathy and responsibility towards others. Even if we sometimes behave selfishly, irresponsibly or even cruelly, we are also capable of compassion and altruism.

However, in a minority of people, this normal sense of ego-separation becomes extreme. They are trapped inside their own mental worlds like prisoners in solitary confinement, alone with their own impulses and desires. The world outside their own minds is a shadowy, unreal place, which they feel little responsibility towards. Other people are alien creatures to whom they feel no attachment. Nothing matters to them except the fulfilment of their own desires and ambitions.

Disorders of Disconnection

In conventional psychology, such hyper-disconnected people are usually described in terms of personality disorders such as psychopathy and narcissistic personality disorder.

The first major investigator of the “psychopathic” personality was the American psychologist Hervey Cleckley, who published a book called The Mask of Sanity in 1941. Cleckley’s findings became the basis of the well-known “Psychopath Test” devised in the 1980s by the Canadian psychologist Robert Hare. Cleckley described psychopaths as efficient emotionless machines, who can’t form intimate relationships, and are incapable of loving anyone (apart from themselves). Their relationships are usually based on manipulation and exploitation, rather than healthy emotions such as respect, trust or love. Cleckley spoke of “self-regulatory mechanisms” like guilt, shame and embarrassment which restrain the behaviour of normal people, making us reluctant to harm one another or commit crimes. Psychopaths lack these mechanisms, so they are much more likely to behave in damaging ways. Despite their deep abnormality, psychopaths usually masquerade as normal people, aping conventional behaviour and manipulating others with their charm and charisma.

Narcissistic personality disorder (or NPD) overlaps with psychopathy to some degree. It’s also associated with superficial charm, a lack of empathy, and the inability to love or respect other people. There is the same sense of superiority and entitlement, and the same manipulation and exploitation of others. However, unlike psychopaths, narcissists have a powerful need for admiration and attention. They need to be liked, to feel that they are respected and envied, which regulates their behaviour to some degree. Although they’re also free of guilt or shame, they are restrained somewhat by their fear of the judgement of others. In other words, like psychopaths, narcissists feel superior to you and want to exploit and manipulate you, but they also want you to like them, which means that they are less likely to be aggressive and cruel.

Because of the similarities between psychopathy and NPD, it’s difficult to draw a dividing line between the two conditions. In fact, nowadays psychologists normally study psychopathic and narcissistic traits together, combined with a third trait, Machiavellianism. This has become known as the concept of a “dark triad” of personality traits. Wherever you find psychopathic traits, it is inevitable that you find narcissistic and Machiavellian traits too (although the three traits may vary in intensity, and one in particular may be more prevalent).1

However, my own preferred approach is to set aside labels like psychopathy and narcissism (and related labels such as antisocial personality disorder and sociopathy) and simply speak in terms of “disorders of disconnection”. Rather than using labels like psychopath or narcissist, I prefer to simply use the term “hyper-disconnected person”. After all, the primary characteristic of both psychopaths and narcissists (or dark triad personalities in general) is their extreme disconnection. Disconnection is the underlying condition which gives rise to both psychopathy and narcissism, with the same symptoms of a lack of empathy, self-centredness and inability to form authentic relationships.

The Significance of Empathy

A lack of empathy is the primary way that disconnection manifests itself. Empathy is sometimes described as the ability to put yourself in another person’s shoes and to see the world from their perspective (as in the exercise at the beginning of this chapter). It has also been described in terms of being able to read other people’s emotions. For example, there is a well-known “empathy test” where participants are shown pictures of different pairs of eyes and try to guess the emotion that they are displaying.2

However, empathy is more than just a cognitive or imaginative ability. It’s also the ability to feel what other people are experiencing. Here we could think in terms of “shallow” and “deep” empathy. Shallow empathy is when we guess or read other people’s feelings, whereas deep empathy is when we actually sense their feelings. Deep empathy is the ability to enter the “mind space” of another person. The separateness between you and them fades away. In a sense, your identity merges with theirs, which enables you to feel what they are experiencing.

In other words, deep empathy is an experience of connection. You could even consider it a spiritual experience, since spirituality is about transcending separateness and connecting to a wider and deeper reality. In this sense, it’s probably the most common type of spiritual experience that human beings can have.

To some extent, shallow and deep empathy function independently. Hyper-disconnected people can’t experience deep empathy, but they can develop a degree of shallow empathy. With practice and experience, they can guess what emotions people are experiencing based on their facial expressions and general behaviour. Conversely, some people may have a high degree of deep empathy yet lack shallow empathy. For example, people with autism are sometimes described as lacking empathy, although it may just be that they lack shallow empathy. They may find it hard to read social signals, and so may have difficulty responding to people in an appropriate way, sometimes appearing emotionless and impolite. At the same time, they may be deeply empathic in the sense that they pick up on other people’s emotions and react strongly when people or animals are in distress.

Empathy – deep empathy in particular – is the source of altruism. Sensing other people’s suffering triggers an impulse to take action to try to alleviate their suffering. It’s because we can feel with other people that we are motivated to help them when they are in need. (Although we’ll see later that this doesn’t apply to all acts of altruism, some of which may have hidden selfish motives.)

On the other hand, hyper-disconnected people can’t be altruistic because they can’t feel with other people. They completely lack deep empathy. This is the basis of the ruthlessness, exploitation and cruelty that defines disorders of disconnection. Robert Hare gives the example of a psychopathic rapist who was unable to sense the terror and trauma he was causing his victims. As the rapist put it, “They are frightened, right? But, you see, I don’t really understand it. I’ve been frightened myself, and it wasn’t unpleasant.”3 In other words, what made it possible for the rapist to commit his offences was his inability to connect with other human beings. And this is true of all the brutality caused by hyper-disconnected people.4

For hyper-disconnected people who lack empathy and conscience, there are no internal checks to prevent them exploiting and abusing – and even torturing and killing, in extreme cases – other human beings. There may be some external checks such as fear of punishment or of losing power and wealth (or fear of losing the respect of others, in the case of narcissists). But without internal checks, all normal human notions of morality, responsibility and justice dissolve away.

Lack of Emotion

Since they can’t experience or understand emotions, hyper-disconnected people denigrate emotional expressions, viewing them as weakness or cowardice. Toughness and ruthlessness are seen as superior masculine traits, while emotion and compassion are inferior feminine qualities. “Real” men are fearless and callous, whereas “soft” men are empathic and sensitive. In line with this, hyper-disconnected people also see women as weak and inferior, and tend to be patriarchal and chauvinistic. This is why, as we’ll see later, disconnected societies in general are always highly oppressive to women. Similarly, when they become political leaders, hyper-disconnected people are always authoritarian “strongmen” who pride themselves on their toughness and lack of emotion.

Their lack of emotion and empathy is a huge asset for hyper-disconnected people, helping them to attain positions of power. Without emotion, they experience little or no fear, which allows them to take risks and face dangers that other people shy away from. And without empathy, they have no qualms about manipulating
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